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        Moneymaker [Superhero Academy LitRPG Harem] [B1 fully written]

    
    
    
    
                
Book 1 Fully written!!



Money is power. Too bad he's broke.
Nathan Brody was an average college student in New York until his death transports him into his favorite video game, My Superhero Life. Finding himself in the Ako Superhero Academy inside this romance/action visual novel world, he discovers himself growing stronger with each dollar, unlocking abilities in a strange system. But his wallet isn't the only thing the ladies have their eye on.


What should be a dream come true evolves into a nightmare as the plot doesn't play out as it should. Main Characters are missing, heroes are siding with the villains, and Nathan's own memories are blocked by an unknown force. Enrolled into class 1-F, the class for misfits with the weakest powers, he meets Alicia Banava, a small-time antagonist from the game, starting off a sequence of events that never happened in the game , and Nathan is the only one who seems to understand the stakes of what is to come. 

A war is supposed to begin in three years, and yet now, there is nobody to stop it. Worst of all, there's a strange system window with a ticking clock, and achieving the "happy ending" might be a bit more than Nathan ever asked for.


I wrote this book with the goal of writing a harem book I'd actually like to read, with characters that aren't there just for the sex appeal. 

What to expect :

- A Superhero story about a guy getting a lot of cool powers
- Slow burn Harem with each heroine receiving a lot of time
- Weak to strong protagonist
- Expanding plot with a lot of action and mystery
- The LitRPG part / Mc's power starts in full on chapter 10, be patient

Don't expect :
- A deep dive into Japanese culture. It's a setting, but the book is about different things for the most part.
- A book full of lust and innuendos. We writing cute in this house (1-2 18+ scenes per book, probably)
- A book that puts harem elements above the story. 
- A bad book



Advance chapters are available on Patreon!



            

    
        1.1 - Flunked 

    
    
    
    
                Nathan Brody wasn’t a superhero.

Hell, he was a lot of things, but definitely not anything super. Most of the adjectives one could connect to him were neutral at best. With a few exceptions, at least, which he supposed were a bit better.

Still, he didn’t let that get him down this morning. He shifted to his kitchen, which was basically just a small stove next to his bed, and got the kettle running to get his morning coffee. He pointedly looked away from his bedside table and the letter placed right beside the framed picture of his late parents. The seal holding the envelope closed was a bold red shield, one half striped, the other marked with a single cut-out star. The logo of Stony Brook.

It arrived yesterday. He knew what was inside without opening it. As long as it wasn’t opened, the news could be either good or bad! Kind of a Schrodinger’s envelope, as he dubbed it.

Opening the cupboard, he reached for the jar with instant coffee, and as if there was some divine being intent on messing with him today, it was empty. He gripped the jar, sighing loudly. 

No. He wouldn’t let this make him angry. Definitely not. And he definitely didn’t feel the urge to throw the jar on the ground with all his might.

Without further ado, he grabbed his bag, threw a water bottle in and left the small room that he called home. Straight to work it was, even without coffee. Maybe he could grab something to eat on the way.

It didn’t use to be this way. As much as he hated it, he was a student too. Keyword was, because he probably wasn’t anymore, thanks to some classmates who apparently needed to take their stress out on someone. The fact that Nathan didn’t talk to anyone much probably made them think he was an easy mark. Nathan could take the occasional comment or a shove coming from nowhere if he saw his classmates at a party.

But actually attacking him? It felt childish, first off. And they seriously picked the wrong target. Nathan never did any martial arts, but he was taller and better built than most. Happened to be in some fights in… the past. And the three guys that jumped him hadn’t. And as much as they liked making fun of him for reasons unknown to him. Probably just felt like they needed to put the poor guy down to his rightful place. They were seriously wrong if they thought he wouldn’t ever fight back.

He stopped at a crosswalk, remembering that there was a Starbucks on 42nd street, when suddenly a 12-year-old girl started sprinting down the same crosswalk from his side. 

She didn't see the truck that was coming far too quickly, or she at least didn't pay enough attention. Before his mind could even register exactly what had happened, Nathan sprinted forward, dashing like a madman. The way he acted on instinct surprised him too, and he arrived just in time to shove the girl out of the way. 

Not fast enough to not get hit himself. Pain shot through his body like electricity, so sharp and immense that it drowned out any other thought. Before he could cry out in agony, the feeling faded, almost as quickly as it began.

His vision focused on a leg lying next to him, and his mind struggled to connect the sight with the fact that it was probably his. Then, consciousness slipped away, and the world went black.



Nathan opened his eyes again. Surprisingly, he wasn’t lying on the road, bleeding out onto the asphalt as he had expected. Instead, he was standing on a much cleaner street than he’d ever remembered seeing in New York. His head felt foggy and confusion seized him completely.

The air smelled of flowers, and upon a glance up, he realized that he was standing under a cherry tree, the flowers currently in full bloom. 

Wait… full bloom? But it was fall in New York. Shouldn’t there be fruit? Did Larry the local hobo eat them all? He used to do that sometimes.

It was beautiful. Far more than he ever imagined a tree could look, so much so that he had to admit that the pictures that he saw on the internet didn’t do the flowery petals justice.

Wait. Why the hell was he under a cherry tree? Wasn't he just run over by a van? Or a truck or whatever. Where was he, anyway?

Finally, he took a moment to look around and realized that he was, in fact, not standing in a dirty side street in the middle of New York anymore. The skyscrapers of the city were instead replaced by two or three-story buildings, much cleaner and with a completely different style of architecture. No longer was he surrounded by glassy walls or hologram ads on every corner. Well… there still was that, but to a much lesser extent. And there was so much greenery around! Far more than he was used to, at least. 

On his other side, there was a rock and steel fence, and beyond it was a building that he somewhat recognized, though he couldn't quite tell from where. It was definitely a school, but he had never been on this street before, had he?

This all felt like a weird dream. What the hell is going on? 

He looked around and saw people walking about, and that's when he realized that this was indeed a completely different country. The people around him were, for the most part, Asian, and several young people were walking towards the gates to the school, wearing a very distinct Japanese uniform.

Okay, yeah, this is a dream. Or maybe the afterlife or whatever else my mind decided to fabricate.

He once again looked at the school, and finally, his memory clicked. He recognized the school because he had seen it before. It was from one of his favorite video games, a visual novel that he played through several times during one of his summer breaks. 

My Superhero Life.

As visual novels often were, it was a romance visual novel, one with several heroines that the player could date. As much as he hated to admit it, he lacked any experience in the dating department. Or romance, really. He hooked up with girls, here and there. But he never managed to land anything long-term. And the video game provided him with some dumb fun for several hundred hours with all of its branching paths and action sequences. It let him pretend for months on end. 

But then he had put it away and didn't think about it much, not for the past several years. With university starting, he had to focus more on other things, like actually trying to study and ignoring his idiot classmates. Studying finance wasn’t hard, and yet those idiots managed to mess up so often that he wondered how they even got there. But he knew the answer; nepotism.

And yet, despite Nathan getting kicked out of the school and him getting run over, here he stood. He finally took a look at himself, to the best of his capabilities, of course, and found that he was wearing the same uniform as the people around him. It honestly looked a bit like a suit, completely black with a red undershirt. He liked it quite a lot, but there was no way to know how well it fit him without checking a mirror.

So wait, like, that's it? Am I just in a video game? Is this the afterlife? Is this even my own body? It does feel the same, at least.

He wanted to think a little bit longer, but that's when the bell sounded from the school, so loud that he heard it even from where he stood. A pink text window opened in front of his eyes, translucent yet solid enough to be able to read the text.

Quest Started

Goal: Achieve a happy ending. 0/6 

Time until failure: 3 years


 Tutorial Objective: Attend Class

Time remaining: 4 minutes 25 seconds


What the—?

The timer continued going down in front of Nathan's eyes. A memory followed. Failing to complete a given quest usually meant that the player would die and would have to restart. Something told him that he wouldn't get to restart here.

No time for thinking; he had to move, now. He started walking toward the Academy gates. Though he was quite familiar with the structure, it seemed different now that he saw it in three dimensions compared to the two he had seen years ago. Hell, it was just an image before, with only some of the areas shown on the screen. 

Normal visual novel behavior, but now, seeing all the students walking to and fro in all directions, it was something else entirely.

What class am I even in? He wondered once again, walking toward the entrance. He had to find out soon. This quest, this tutorial, he wasn't quite so sure about what it meant, but he didn't like the idea of finding out what the punishment for failing it was. 

He walked on through the gate and found himself in a hall with even more students than he ever thought possible to find in just one place. There were hundreds of them, all of them outfitted in the same uniform that he was wearing, but all of the students had a specific flair to them. Some even had vibrant hair; others were far too muscular to qualify as normal humans, or at least normal human students. Mechanical parts on others. Strange modifications to their uniforms. The strangeness went on and on. Some even had vibrant-colored skin!

His memory was jogged once again as he was reminded of the setup of this visual novel that he played several years ago. This wasn't a normal life setting. It was a superhero-setting visual novel. The main focus was still romance, but that wasn’t the only focus. There were also parts where the game switched into action sequences and those changed the course of the story as well.

Does this mean I'll meet the main character as well? But… I was the main character. What will his name even be? Problems for later. I have to find a classroom now. 

Thankfully, there were a few large boards with a huge sign saying "New Student Classrooms" right opposite the entrance. Already, there was a small crowd of people looking at the names written on them, but most of them only glanced at the boards for a second before moving in another direction.

He walked closer, gently pushing some students out of the way so he could take a look as well, but honestly, most of them were so much shorter than he was that it was no problem at all. It wasn't like Nathan wasn’t tall before, but compared to the students here, he definitely stood out even more now. Quickly glancing at the papers, he scanned them from top to bottom.

1-A, 1-B, 1-C, nothing. He was beginning to lose hope, or perhaps thinking that his name would be different from his real-life name, before finally his eyes settled on his own name and the class he’d be in.

1-F

Weren’t the classrooms separated by the power of the superhero trainees? Wasn't the F Class the worst?

As if to confirm his suspicions, the name right below his own stood out to him as well.

Class 1F

….

Nathan Brody

Alicia Banava

…..

He recognized the name; she was one of the small-time villains from the video game, basically a plot device in the early game that served to make the main character stand out as he defended one of the heroines. As for what her power was, truth be told, he didn't remember, but apparently, he'd be able to find out. Her name stood out to him because it was just… not Japanese, like the others. From what he remembered, she was from a different country.

Wait, isn't her name supposed to be before mine? Who made this chart? Do they not know the alphabet? Okay, whatever, probably the least of my problems now.

He grabbed his bag more tightly and tried to think about where his classroom could be before giving up just as quickly. Deflated, he looked at the students around him, seeing that one male student was looking straight in his direction.

Well, time to take my chances, I guess. "Hey, any chance you know where Class 1F is?"

The black-haired man gave him a small smile before just thumping his head to the right. The hallways continued there before forking into two directions at the end, so his advice was not that helpful. "Okay, that way and after that?”

“Just go left, man. Did you not attend the entrance ceremony?"

A rebuke formed on Nathan's lips just before he squashed it down. Not worth it, Nathan; you've burned yourself several times already in the past. 

“Thanks,” he said and sprang off in that direction. The timer continued ticking down, already under two minutes, but he should have enough time still.

Walking far too quickly now, he continued through the halls, looking at each door, yet most of them were not even labeled. Or if they were, they weren’t a class. It was around this time that he realized that the writing was in Japanese, a language he had never learned. 

All his knowledge extended to the fact that they had three alphabets and he knew exactly none of them. Yet now, at every glance, he could read the letters completely naturally, almost as if he knew the language his whole life. It almost made him wonder just what the hell could have happened to his brain.. Almost. The tutorial timer was far too demanding to think about anything else.

Finally, the door he was looking for appeared in front of him, and voices could be heard from the other side. He went to grab the handle before he realized that he still had a minute to spare, so he used that to prepare himself. A minute was nowhere near enough, though.

“Okay, calm yourself. Yes, you might have gone a little bit crazy. Yes, you are apparently in one of your favorite video games of all time, and yes, you suddenly remember far too little of this video game for that to matter, but it'll be OKAY. It's not like you're totally anti-social.” He stopped at that, chuckling at his own joke. “Alright, maybe a little bit anti-social, at least anti-social enough to talk to yourself in the middle of a fucking hallway, but you'll do fine. Deep breaths.” He continued this for a good thirty seconds before finally he grabbed the handle.

"You gonna open that door any day now, weirdo?" a voice sounded from behind him, completely stopping him in his tracks. He felt a chill run down his spine, not because of fear or anything like that, though. There was a pang of pain, born completely out of cringe. He turned his head slowly, seeing exactly who heard him talk to himself, and of course it was the worst person possible to see him.

Alicia Banava, in the flesh. She stood there, a good head and a half shorter than him, looking at him with an irritated expression on her face. She was blonde, her face enhanced only by a touch of makeup—except for the thicker eyeliner around her eyes. And even through the uniform, Nathan could see the muscles hidden under the fabric. She wasn't massive or anything like that—just toned, in a nice way that made some of the players of My Superhero Life lament over the fact that she was not a dateable heroine as well. She had a nice look, sure, but the truth was she was rotten to the core.

And she saw him completely embarrass himself.

"So you gonna say anything or just stand there like a total weirdo? Can you at least move? The class is about to start." She shooed him away with her arm, finally bringing him out of his stupor. 

"Yeah, sure." He mumbled, moving out of the way as she angrily swung the door open. He hurried to follow her of course, and found the class completely full of people. There were so many students he wasn’t even sure how the class would proceed. He was used to academic classes— he passed a lot of them, but this was a lot more than he expected.

Isn't this supposed to be a superhero setting? How are there any villains if there are this many superheroes? Surely they would be swamped completely the moment they showed up. 

He immediately grabbed the attention of several people, mostly the ones in the frontmost desks, but the vast majority were caught up in conversations, already connecting with the others. Or maybe they had met at this entrance ceremony that the guy in the hallway mentioned. No way to be sure, Nathan supposed.

Looking for an empty desk, he realized that the only ones that were still free were either at the complete front or completely in the back. Just as he was about to sit in the front, somebody put their bag there, a girl that he had no recollection of seeing in the game. Sighing, he went to the back and found that the only empty seat was next to Alicia herself. Her eyes were glued to her phone as she mumbled something to herself, but as he approached, she raised her eyes and rolled them.

"No way you're sitting next to me, weirdo. Go find another place."

"There is no other place," Nathan shrugged.

"I don't care! Just don't sit next to me. Don't be a weirdo, weirdo!"

Something in Nathan cracked at her words. He was used to taking remarks like that all the time, ignoring them to the best of his ability, but he wouldn’t do so after yesterday… or today… or however he referred to his last day in New York.

He wasn't sure which was the actual reality. Or whether this was the afterlife. What mattered was that after the encounter with the bullies, he didn't feel like taking any remarks like this any longer.

"Listen, I was just nervous; no need to make fun of me, okay? Then I won't make fun of your blond-ass hair either."

"What is there to make fun of? Blonde hair is stylish, if anything."

"I could pull out a thousand blonde jokes right now."

"That's fucking sexist, dude, weird."

"I'm not saying I'm going to; I'm just saying I could."

"The fact that your brain is even going there shows just how immature you are."

"So… making fun of someone who is stressed out of their mind is mature?"

She seemed to think on that for a second before nodding. "Fair point, I guess. Maybe all your blood cells didn't go into making you grow tall after all.” Her eyes went up and down, scanning him. “Jesus dude. Just how tall are you?"

Ignoring the remark, he finally sat down next to her, putting his bag down on the ground. That didn't go quite how he planned but it was progress from just taking provocation silently. She even agreed with his point somewhat, though he did feel a bit of cringe when he thought of his blonde joke inclination. 

Perhaps I should think over what I say more. Though... when I do that, I just say nothing. Why does this all have to be so hard?

"I'm not that tall; it's just you all that are really short."

She guffawed at that, her eyes once again pointing to her phone. "I suppose that's how it seems to you, yeah. What a weird flex, though. Anyway, what's your power?"

If only I knew.  He gave her a cocky smile as a reply, though. “Secret.”

Was there a way to find out? Back in the video game, there were those nice character sheets that told the player about every character and what they did, and of course the main character had the most unique ability, the strongest power of them all. But this was no longer the video game, and there was no status window that would show him something like that.

Except... the weird quest that showed up to him just minutes earlier. Wait, didn't the bell ring already?

He opened the status window. It was really easy, actually; he just had to think of the text, and there it was. There was no reaction from Alicia as the window opened. If she could see the window, she didn't let it show.

Good, nobody else is reacting either. He wasn’t sure why that mattered to him, but he just knew it did. Glancing at the text, he balked when he saw what it said now.

Quest Started

Goal: achieve a happy ending. 0/6

Time until failure: Three years


 Tutorial Objective: Attend Class

Complete! Reward: 5 USD

Progress towards ??? Unlock: 5 / 1,000USD


Tutorial Objective 2: Ask for a female classmate’s phone number

Time remaining: 11hours 59minutes


Fuck…

            

    
        1.2 - Who the hell asks for phone numbers these days?

    
    
    
    
                Ask for a female classmate's phone number? What? That made no sense. Of all the things that the quest could have asked for, it asked for a romantic thing like that. Well, it wasn't romantic in nature, but asking for a classmate's phone number was basically as good as asking them for a date. Or was it? Nathan wasn't so sure. 

Actually, maybe it was kind of normal and he was just overthinking things again, but he had never done something like that before.

And as much as he hated to admit it, it kind of made sense. The game was a romantic visual novel after all and the quest pushing him towards something of that sort did seem right on point. He still didn't quite understand what the quest he had three years to complete meant, but the fact that he had three years meant he could figure it out later. 12 hours? Not so much.

He looked at Alicia once again, but immediately decided not to go that way. The girl had a sharp tongue, as he discovered already, and from what he remembered of [My Superhero Life], a sharp tongue was just the beginning of the problems. 

If only I could remember what her power was. He felt like he somewhat remembered what the main antagonists of the game had as their powers, but a minor villain that disappeared after the first act? Why would he remember something like that? 

Except now he really needed to find out what his own power was. But just before he could think on how exactly he'd go about doing that, a teacher entered the classroom.

She was exactly the type of well known anime classroom teacher that most people would immediately recognize as a stereotype. Hell, she really was a stereotype, but a kind that Nathan quite liked in the game. She walked into the classroom, long black hair swaying behind her, wearing a blazer that hugged her form and glasses that reflected the sunlight in a weird way that showed that there was more going on with them than the eye let on. 

This was the chemistry teacher for first years. But her name? Nathan couldn’t remember.

Damn, what is going on? There's something wrong with my memory. I played that game for hundreds of hours, for God's sake.

Though, upon thinking on it for a second, he realized that Japanese names were just a bit weird for him to remember and that could have been the root of the problem. They weren’t unmemorable per se, but he simply never cared enough to learn them. His lack of commitment was biting him in his ass now though and so he opened his bag, found a conveniently placed notepad there, and got to writing down the names of those he recognized, which meant exactly two people in this classroom. 

Okay, Alicia first, then the teacher. Her name was… He looked on the blackboard and found her name already scribbled there. Tania Gurehi. Wait, that wasn’t really that Japanese at all though? It wasn’t that then. Back to square one.

The teacher was leaning over her desk now, looking at the attendance sheet. Her expression was like stone, completely unreadable. That worked for Nathan well enough. At least it meant that she wasn't angry. Yet, at least. 

“Good, I see that all of you that are supposed to be here are actually on time. That's a nice change from last year. Congratulations. You can read an attendance sheet, but being a superhero requires more than being able to read.” She scanned the classroom. “Quick, can anyone tell me why chemistry is important for superhero training? You there, with the band-aid on your nose. Also, is that really necessary? If I find out it's a stylistic choice, I swear I will—”

“I got bitten on the nose, ma'am,” the student that she picked out replied. “And I suppose, because— 

“Too slow. Next!” She pointed at a girl with vibrant pink hair. 

She perked up, apparently not having listened to the question, which immediately provoked a click of the tongue from the teacher. Nathan could swear he heard the word "pathetic" coming from her, but she was too far away, and it was said in too quiet of a voice to be sure. 

“You. Tall man in the back. Yes, I can see you. What's the answer?” 

Oh shit. He knew that if he lost this teacher's good side, he would never be able to reclaim it. It was one of the most important factors in the game. Maybe not the most important, but missing some heart points early definitely changed a lot in the branching paths of the My Superhero Life videogame. The cogs in his mind whirred to life and he made eye contact as he stood up.

“Chemistry is important because many super villains have chemical powers or powers that can be analyzed by just using some biological processes, ma'am. By learning these, we can know how to approach each superhero fight.”

“Good! It seems like this class isn't lost after all!” Mrs. Gurehi said and gave Nathan the smallest of smiles, barely visible, yet he knew it was there. “That's not all, though. Open your notebooks, we’ll go over the basics and what you’ll be learning this semester.”

He sat down before Alicia bumped into his shoulder with her elbow and smirked. “Nerd.” 

He thought about rebuking it, but in the end, he just shook his head and continued writing things down into his notebook. He did his best to pay attention to what was going on in the class, but it was clear that this class in particular wasn't going to focus on delving into topics too deeply. It was the introductory class, after all, the very first they had this semester. 

A strange thing that he noticed, though, was that nobody here referred to the others with the Japanese terms—san, chan, sensei—and so on. He understood Japanese as if it was English now, but that didn't mean that there should be no honorifics at all. It was strange, really, but now thinking about it, there never were honorifics in the English version of the game either. Did some things just not translate?

He never noticed it back when he was playing the game, but now it felt like the location was Japanese only in name and not in truth. 

Sighing, he decided that he should really focus on other things. He had enough time to write down all he could remember about [My Superhero Life]. Yet, as he wrote on, he re-discovered he didn't remember much at all. It wasn't like his memory was bad, not even back when he was in New York, but it felt as if something was blocking him from accessing the information that should have been there, almost like a wall that sectioned off parts of his memory. He tried so hard to remember, yet the only result was that his head hurt, and in the end it helped nothing at all.

With little else to do, he decided to think about this whole phenomenon once again. Locked in a video game in his own body, with the video game characters he knew and loved. Well, loved was a strong word, but at least the heroine he usually chose as his romantic interest should be there, somewhere. Or did she join later on? Actually, why was even this memory so... never mind.

He focused on his past exchange with Alicia as well and found that he didn't like who he was. He didn't like how shy and non-confrontational he was last year, and if he was to be a superhero, he definitely didn't want to be one that would just be laughed at. A superhero wasn't his biggest dream job ever, not even when he was a kid, but now it seemed that he would be pushed into being one. 

It was strange how quickly he began accepting this strange reality. Too strange, and yet his mind adapted as if it was the average tuesday.

And if becoming a superhero was the future, he would need to reinvent who he was. He knew why he got bullied in his last school. He didn't even like to admit to himself that he was bullied before now, but now that he was far away and probably dead, or at least somewhat dead, he knew that his, had truly been a shit life.

Of course, partially, people had bullied him because of how he looked. Well, at least he guessed that was the case, as little sense as it made. Boosting their egos was definitely a thing his classmates seeked. Being a bit taller than most of his classmates, yet being quiet also made him a target. He didn't own the best clothing either; his parents were dead, and affording to buy any clothes from his part-time job money was a hard thing to do. Thrifting was his best friend, but that got expensive too and that meant he had to improvise. 

I'm a fucking idiot.

The event that got him flunked… It was no mistake; it was planned. It was so easy to see now. How Jake came into the classroom, basically presenting himself for a beating after what he'd done. Nathan wasn't even going to hit him, not in the end. 

He had hit people in his life, but that was long in his past. He would completely reshape who he was here. He was to be a superhero and that made him think about what kind of superhero he would want to be. Maybe a cheery one, one that always had a smile on his face? He wondered, but he knew that wasn't the right fit for him. 

That simple question, so easy to answer at first, occupied his thoughts for almost the whole lesson. When it was two minutes until the bell was supposed to ring, he shook his head, closed his notebook, and settled on one thing only: I don't care what kind of person I'll be; I just refuse to be quiet anymore. And I should rein in my expectations. Being a superhero might be… difficult.

He looked in front of him, saw that most of his classmates were already packing their things and preparing to go to the next classroom. That’s when he realized something: he was holding a phone, a phone that wasn't his.

Must be my phone in this game world. 

And he opened it without a second thought. His finger scanned on the first try. Quickly, he felt his heart pump as he stared at it. The idea of asking for Alicia's phone number came to him again, but it wasn't the main reason why his heart was pumping so hard. No, the real reason was that if this wasn't his phone, then why was there a gallery, a contact numbers list, and also an icon that only said "Game Info"? 

“What are you staring at, loser?” Alicia suddenly said, looking over his shoulder.

“What's that to you, huh?” He covered his screen, looking at her defensively.

“Geez, dude, no need to get all sweaty because I looked into your phone. Got some secrets to hide?” She gave him a playful smirk before she stood up and picked her bag up from the floor. “Anyway, the next class is starting. Come on, I'll reserve a seat for you.”

“I thought you hated the notion of sitting next to me,” Nathan said as positively as he could.

“Eh, it’s better than most of these other losers. At least you look intimidating if nothing else? Will be easier to get through the damn hallway at least.”

“What a compliment. Anyway, yeah, I'll catch up, just give me a moment.”

She raised her eyebrows at him inquisitively but nodded, turned on her heel and walked out of the classroom. “Dude, that defeats the point of why I waited… Nevermind then.”

He rolled his eyes and finally clicked on the icon as she stepped out. 

And a lot of things opened. The screen of the phone was quite big, but not large enough to cover even a fraction of what was shown. The app showed his main quest at the very top of the screen and underneath that were blacked out icons. As far as he knew, these were the portraits for all of the students in the academy. At least the blurry image of Alicia implied so.

But not only that, there was also a text field underneath the main and tutorial quests. A single field that only said one thing: Superhero Power.

Finally, he wouldn't have to wonder what it was. The memory of the main character's power started resurfacing as he looked upon it longer and longer. 

“Honestly, such a power doesn't sound bad. Hopefully mine is just as overpowered.” He mumbled to himself and clicked on the icon. 

A new menu describing his power opened. 

            

    
        1.3 - My power is…. capitalism?

    
    
    
    
                Superhero Power : The Moneymaker 

Grade: ???????? 

Type: Accumulative 

This power enhances the physical attributes of the owner of this ability. Each physical attribute stacks with the amount of money in the user's possession. Scaling is not linear.

Also unlocks ??? when 1,000USD is achieved, making the second half of this ability available.

Current bank account status: $5

What the fuck? What? Apparently, he would be stronger the more money he had. A simple power, but it sounded so useless, especially compared to the main character's power from My Superhero Life. 

How did this even compare… just enhanced physical attributes? That was nothing in the grand scale of things. Even if he somehow managed to get hundreds, no, thousands of dollars… Well, it depended on how much it scaled, of course, but he groaned into his hand as he looked upon it again, wishing it would get replaced by something else.

Such a useless, shitty power. Hopefully he’d be able to avoid the main quest line at least. There was only one quest that Nathan had to follow after all, and it was to achieve a happy ending six times, whatever the hell that meant. He would do his damn best to achieve it, but it wasn't the priority number one. 

Right now he needed to get that phone number from a classmate, and then he'd need to do much more, but he made a promise to himself. A promise of change, and he would do his best to uphold that as well.

He stood up and walked over to the door, and that's when he realized that he didn't even know when or where his next class was. He looked around once again, lost in the sea of bodies that walked through the halls, but he did recognize one person not far ahead. 

Alicia, turning a corner on the right side of the giant hall. He rushed to follow, hoping that the next class would be a bit less boring than this one. Well, it wasn't exactly boring, but he knew most of the stuff that they went through already.

How the hell do I make enough money to make my power mean something? He thought as he dodged the people around. The questions never stopped coming. How much money was even enough? Hell, he didn't know most of this world's structure except this school and the house of the main character. Did he even have a house in this damned video game?

The questions kept piling on and on as he walked through the crowd, making him anxious once again. He took deep breaths in and out, yet it felt like it was never enough. His chest tightened, and the corners of his vision became dark.

No, don't faint on your first damn day. Stay calm, collect yourself, you'll be fine. He spoke to himself as if he were calming down a child, yet it helped at least somewhat.

Surviving his first day at school would have to come first. Making money and thinking of all of these things could come later. As far as he remembered, the school day shouldn't last that long anyway. He finally caught up to Alicia, who only gave him a glance over her shoulder, yet she didn't say or do more. Honestly, that suited him just fine. The silent treatment was far better than what he was used to.

Finally, they arrived next to a door, and inside most of his classmates were already standing, though this time around it wasn't just his class but another one as well. He didn't know any of them, and that meant that they likely were from class 1E, the second-worst class.

There was also a guy standing at the opposite side of the hall, right in the middle. He looked over the students with a smile locked onto his face, his eyes scanning the crowd. This person… Nathan recognized him. This was a superhero.

He was one of the PE teachers back in the video game as well, called Deadlock. A strange name for someone who wasn't even a marksman. He was a B-class superhero, which sounded kind of lame, but in reality it meant that he was basically a superhuman that most armies back in the reality Nathan came from would pay millions for.

Yet here there were two more hero classes above him. A strange world indeed.

"Hello students! The bell should be ringing any second now. Welcome to your first year in the Academy. My name is Deadlock, and I'll be teaching you the PE class! While in your previous schools, PE mostly meant things like running or playing some sports games. You are planning to be superheroes, and so I will treat this class as such. You might have noticed in your curriculum that this is a three-hour-long session after which you are free for the day, and this is for a reason."

Nathan looked at him, wondering just how extreme this would be. A 3-hour PE class? Why had the game never mentioned that? Suddenly he felt a pang of empathy for all of the students around him, but mostly for himself. He was not prepared for whatever was coming; he knew that.

"Now then, for the first exercise, let's have a one-hour run around the whole gym." He clapped twice. "Up you go! Clockwise, please! In a line."

The students looked at each other, the same confused expression echoing through the room. This lasted for a total of ten seconds before the teacher clapped once again, the sound somehow booming through the room. "I said run! Don't make me repeat myself!" 

And the first people began running. Soon the rest followed, the whole gym reverberating with the sound of a hundred feet hitting the ground in an irregular rhythm. It took about five minutes before Nathan began running out of breath.

Should have done more cardio. He mumbled and grit his teeth.

"Seriously, new guy, is this all you've got?" Alicia teased him, lapping him for the second time in such a short time already. The gym wasn't that large, of course, but it was still damn impressive. He would perhaps even praise her effort if she wasn't being such a bitch about it.

But he wouldn't ignore it either. He looked at her, found the strength to show her his middle finger, and then sped up even more than her. For such a small person, she sure was fast, but Nathan had the advantage of being a good head and a half taller than her, and that meant his stride was far longer too. He quickly made distance, and in just a minute and spare, he was the one lapping her this time.

The difference was that while she made fun of him the last time she did so, he was barely catching his breath. He considered slowing down. Of course he did. Yet her smirk was a reminder, a stinging reminder of how people treated him before. Pure spite fueled him, and he wouldn't be left behind again. So he continued running.

Minutes passed so fast that he lost the sense of time. All that mattered was putting one foot in front of the other. A foot here, a foot there. He passed his classmates several times over, but the only face he concentrated on was Alicia. He counted every time he lapped her. His chest hurt so much that he was sure that a heart attack was coming any moment now, he felt the bile rise in his throat, and yet he kept running.

Spite, it seemed, was a powerful motivator.

By the time a whistle sounded from the teacher, he didn't even feel like stopping.

Well, I guess that's how a running high feels.

Despite the feeling, however, the moment he stopped running, all he could do was collapse onto the floor. He heaved for air, gasping for it desperately, but it didn't feel enough, no matter how much he lay there.

"Pathetic," a voice sounded. Nathan opened his eyes just a sliver and saw Alicia standing there, smirking at him with a victorious smile upon her lips.

He wanted to rebuke, but that would cost him a moment during which he could breathe instead, so he just closed his eyes once again.

"Impressive nonetheless. You beating me, I mean. Though you probably need to do cardio more often. Won't make it as a superhero if you don't." She pointed at him, still breathing heavily, and he nodded in an understanding motion. "Get up now," she said. "We are moving on in a minute."

A minute! They just made me run a fucking half marathon, and they gave me two minutes of rest. What was this? Hell? A torture chamber?

Didn't I reincarnate into a different world for fuck's sake? Where is my easy life!

Despite his internal protests, however, he took her hand and stood up.

"God, you are heavy! What the hell did they feed you anyway?"

"Perhaps you should talk to some other girls if you wanna lift lightweight people?"

"I'm not talking to you anymore anyway."

"Sure doesn't seem like it."

"Just doing some charity work. My mom always said I was too nice for my own good." She shrugged her shoulders and began walking away.

Nathan felt dread at the impending exercises that would come next, but also he had to admit he was quite intrigued about who Alicia was as a person. She wasn't a game character anymore, and he expected her to be talkative, but not to this extent. She was completely unlike her video game counterpart that Nathan remembered. She was cocky, sure, but not overly so, not to the extent that he would actually feel like she was bullying him. There was a back and forth forming between them, but he found himself enjoying it. 

Was this where the events of the video game changed in some way?

He looked at the professor, who stood there like a statue, looking at his clock as if he wanted to be precise by the second. Yeah, that kind of fit Deadlock actually. He was always like this, as far as Nathan remembered, from the few scenes in which he appeared in the game. 

He wasn't even that strong by superhero standards, but he was a fan favorite because of his personality, always cheery when out of class. He always strived to push the students as much as possible while training them. A role model for many, or at least those lucky enough to survive the onslaught of his tasks.

Finally, Deadlock looked up, scanned the students once again, and nodded to himself.

"I see that nobody fainted this year around. I must say, I'm impressed. But that's all the praise you get. Well then, I’ve got a question. What do superheroes do?"

The whole gym went silent before somebody coughed and stepped forward. "They save people?"

"Wrong, what do we do?"

"We make people feel safe!” Said another trainee that Nathan could barely see.

"Wrong," Deadlock half-shouted this time. "What do we do first and foremost?"

The answer felt simple: "We fight villains, Mr. Deadlock," Nathan said before he could stop himself. 

Deadlock, however, smiled, his beard and the look in his eyes making him look a bit crazy, but he nodded and gave Nathan a thumbs up. "Indeed, we fight, and so we must train, fighting as best as we can. Now pair up. I'll have you have a practice spar, two fights at a time. Simple rules: the first hit wins. I don't want anyone to get seriously hurt on your first day. If you go overboard, I'll give you detention. Clear?"

"Yes, sir," sounded from several students.

"Good, you have two minutes now. I want you to be lined up when the time is over. Go!"

Nathan looked around himself but saw that most students already had someone to practice with, immediately clasping hands and giving each other a thumbs up as they walked to the beginning of the line. There were a few outcasts like himself, though, looking around with a panicked expression in their eyes, searching for somebody that they could partner up with.

Nathan's eyes settled on one particular person, the only person he knew in this class. Alicia. She was looking around, and seemed awfully small. 

Seriously, what was her backstory? I don't remember the game delving into it much. 

A part of him didn't want to partner up with her. He knew that there would be a lot more remarks coming, but for some reason he didn't mind as long as they came from her. He sighed and walked forward.

            

    
        1.4 - Pair up?

    
    
    
    
                “Hey Alicia, will you…”

She glanced at him and then cast one more look around them.

"What is it… what is it, big man?"

It was only then he realized that he had never introduced himself. "My name is Nathan, by the way. But I wanted to ask whether you'd like to team up."

That got her attention finally. She looked at him from top to bottom and then looked away once again. "Nuh-uh, no fucking way. Go find somebody else, big man." Alicia shooed him off, not even bothering to meet his eyes or seemingly remember his name..

He felt frustration rising up. Yet compared to how he used to feel about situations like this one only a day ago, suddenly he found himself not caring that much. It was as if a weight was lifted off his shoulders, one that he didn't see or realize was there before. Now he did, and still, it was so easy to ignore it, to just not care.

Maybe it was just a fact that she was still a video game character to him?

"Listen, girlie, you are the only one." He looked around, pointing to all of the duos that were forming into neat lines. There was barely anyone left, and those that did remain looked dubiously strong at best. "You are almost the only one without a partner right now. Seems like somebody here doesn't have many friends."

"Look who's talking!" She said, punching him in the chest, though she didn't put that much force into it. It still hurt, strangely. Once again he tried remembering what her power was, yet the fog didn't recede. Would these blocks on his memory last forever, or what? Maybe his brain was damaged.

I can think about shit like that later.

"The point was, I need a partner, and it seems that so do you. How about you just put your ego aside for a second so we can stand in the damn line."

"Will you stop talking to me if I do this for you?"

Aren’t you the one I'm trying to help, not the other way around? He groaned in his mind, but he ignored the insult and nodded. He also didn't forget how she was the one to speak to him for the most part during the biology class. It was as if she had two moods that she switched between at random, following no pattern at all.

But that didn't matter. Nathan was used to much worse, and so he could live with someone who was a bit moody.

"Fine then. Just this once, we can team up. But you stop bothering me if we lose." She pointed a finger at him, poking him in the chest. "Oh, and if we lose, you buy me lunch for the whole semester. Deal?"

He fought to not roll his eyes. A hard battle, to be honest, but he conquered it after a great amount of trying and repeating some not very nice words in his head over and over again.

Even though she was a bit harsh, it still felt refreshing to talk to her. And though she had a barbed tongue, he found her personality so different in comparison to her in-game one that it made him far more curious than he liked to admit.

The line felt endless, but with so many duels happening at once, it moved fairly quickly. Nathan did his best to watch the fights happening before his own, yet there were so many people trying to watch that it was a bit hard to get a good look in. Even harder for Alicia, who couldn't see from above their classmates.

As expected, the abilities of the heroes in this class and the one above it were far below what Nathan expected from the setting. There were battles in My Superhero Life that scaled buildings, hell, sometimes even fights that destroyed a good chunk of a town, yet these people... Sometimes he was questioning the usefulness of their abilities at all. Not always, and he was overdramatizing a little bit in his head, but it was hard not to get a bit disappointed at the sight.

He was in a superhero world from one of his favorite video games, yet the people he would get to talk to would get the lame powers. There were a few exceptions, of course, and in general the people from the class 1E had abilities somewhat stronger, yet it made no difference.

To his surprise, however, there were several people who used their abilities in creative ways, showing that they truly were growing up by using these in their everyday life. Hopefully his enemies wouldn’t belong to that category.



An hour passed before it was finally his turn. It didn't even occur to him until a few minutes ago that he would be fighting someone with a superhero ability while he himself was boosted by a whole 5 dollars worth, without any way to test how strong each dollar made him. However, he would just have to hope that his ability was one of the overpowered ones… even with just $5.

Alicia bumped into him with her elbow, whispering as they watched the last duel that was happening before their turn. "What's your ability? We should probably come up with a strategy. See how those two sprang into action?" She pointed to the team on the left, who was pushing onto the other team. The team on the right basically was left without any point of reprieve, completely forced into the defense, which seemed to not be working out in their favor.

"What about them?"

"I want to replicate that. A definitive victory, you know? So you better not embarrass me." She gave him a playful smirk, not the feisty one from before, but an actually friendly one. "So what's your ability?"

Something told him that revealing his ability would not serve him well. At least, not the source of it. "Super strength?"

"Really? Just that?"

"Super strength and all of my abilities, I guess? Physical attributes, I mean?"

"Okay then, well, you just rush at them, create a distraction, and I'll take everyone out. How's that sound?"

A sharp intake of breath, and Nathan was about to reply when she interrupted. "Actually, never mind, it's the only plan we have, and we are just about to step into the ring. Let's go."

They walked forward into the square drawn on the wooden floor. It was about 30 feet wide and 50 feet long, which would hopefully be more than enough space. Nathan jumped up and down several times, trying to warm up his muscles just like he did before every training. He tried to fuel some confidence into himself, yet it didn't feel helpful at all.

Worst of all of this was the fact that against them were two girls. He definitely didn't like hitting anyone, and girls even less. It was one of the things so very deeply engraved into him. Even though he knew that these two would be coming at him with all they've got, he still hesitated about partaking at all.

He looked them over. One was a black-haired girl who immediately made a hand gesture after which spiders made from water coalesced into existence all over her body.

The other one, a taller girl, summoned a slab of stone. It shone with a dim light, making Nathan wonder what exactly it did.

Well, I can't say I exactly like my chances, but it's the first time for everything, I guess.

He was taller than either of them and far more muscular as well, but it’s been a long time since he really fought with anyone. His hit on Jake was the first one in years, in fact. He did have a more rebellious phase before that, however, during which he took hits and gave out even more. Hopefully that dark part of his history would help him now.

He glanced at Alicia and saw her summon a pink translucent teddy bear, which sat on her hand. A line of pink connected it to Alicia herself, almost invisible, and the memory of her ability came immediately after.

He knew that she could explode the little thing in the game. She used it to collapse the floor under one of the heroines, trapping her there. Who that somebody was, he couldn't remember, but he knew that much at least.

He looked at the bear, then at the two opponents, then at the bear again, and did his best not to sigh too loudly. “Alicia, we are sooooo fucked."

"Speak for yourself, Nathan. We've got this," she said, though there wasn't the usual flair of assuredness, the cocky type, that usually persisted through each word she said. He heard it immediately. There was fear in her voice. Enough fear to call him by his name.

Good, at least she wasn’t completely out of her mind. 

Just look at those two and then look at us. Five-dollar man versus whatever the fuck that is. Do I have to touch the spiders? 

Before he could lose his mind further, Deadlock stepped in between them, repeating the same thing he told all of the students. "Rules are as follows: first damaging blow wins. No damage and attacks aimed at the head. If you fall out of bounds, you lose. Clear?"

All four of them replied in unison: "Clear." Deadlock made a huffing sound as he nodded and then stepped out of the square on the floor. "Very well then!" He raised his hand, looked at the four of them, and then put it down.

 "Start!" 

Nathan glanced at Alicia before he set his jaw, looked forward, and sprang towards the tall woman with the stony pillar.

            

    
        1.5 -  Damn, how do I get a villa like that?

    
    
    
    
                The taller girl had pink hair, which made her look quite menacing, or maybe it made her feel like a rebel. Her ability seemed to reflect that assumption. Nathan didn't know her from the game—he rarely knew anyone from here, but he usually got a good read on people on the first look. Not that he was judgmental, he just liked assessing the people around him. 

She swung the pillar at him in a horizontal arc, and Nathan ducked under it in the last second. It seemed heavy, yet she swung it as if it was made from paper. Immediately, the pillar stopped on his left side after the arc finished its trajectory, and then the woman pulled it up above her shoulders, preparing to strike once again. He dodged to the side, making her pivot as he prepared to strike her on his own.

His hesitation about hitting a woman disappeared the moment the pillar shone brighter. These people were superheroes, not little damsels in distress. He would treat them as what they were.

She seems muscular enough. Hopefully it won't hurt much.

The elbow tucked behind his upper back, he rushed to find a good angle, and after that he struck, aiming for her abdomen.

It felt like punching a rock.

He bit his lip as his knuckles all felt as if they cracked after hitting concrete, and he quickly rushed to create distance.

The woman didn't let him get a moment of reprieve. She followed suit, her pillar once again aimed to strike at his chest.

A spider made from water suddenly appeared at the end of her pillar, jumping through the air as if the ‘down’ of its gravity got changed for it. It landed on top of Nathan's head before he could even comprehend what was going on.

What is Alicia doing? He groaned in his mind, yet couldn't say that out loud. He was too focused on dodging the strikes.

He tried to punch the girl again, yet all of his attacks ended in the same way. Whatever ability this woman had, it wasn't only the pillar. She was tough beyond comprehension, somehow more solid than most materials that Nathan knew, and this was against his strength, supposedly enhanced by the five dollars, though he was beginning to doubt that the five dollars meant anything at all in the grand scheme of things.

His punches felt the same as they always had.

“Are you just gonna run away? Fight me like a man!” The woman ordered, trying to strike him once again as she missed with her hand, just like she missed with her pillar moments earlier.

“Just give me a sec.” He huffed as he almost got hit once again.

The attacks were quick, but Nathan felt light, worry-free, and amazed at his own agility, dodging them somehow quite easily. He had to focus, but it almost felt as if he knew where she was going to strike before even she did. He watched her plan for every move and dodged accordingly.

I wish I knew how to wrestle.

Suddenly, water appeared in his eyes, making him lose sight for a second. This second was far too long, longer than any other second in his life. He tried to wipe it off, stepping backward to create space from the attacks that he knew were coming, yet it wasn't enough. The moment the water finally disappeared from his eyes and he saw what was in front of him, he saw the pillar arcing straight toward his arm. 

It was too late; he wouldn't make it this time. This was the end.

Suddenly, as he was preparing for the surge of pain that would surely follow the attack, the woman in front of him burst into flames in a small explosion, shoving away the pillar swooshing right in front of Nathan's eyes. Her uniform had a hole in it, right underneath her clavicle, and she stared at it with a confused expression.

"Don't just stand there, dummy! Get the other one!" Alicia said from behind him, and he did look at her for a moment, trying to see why she didn't help him until now. The reason became clear in that very moment: she was wrapped in a tight hug of a water snake that completely enveloped her whole body. Was this their plan, to completely immobilize one of them and then both focus on the other? A smart plan, he had to admit, but they would be winning this time.

He surged forward, aiming toward the black-haired girl. If she was afraid, she didn't let it show on her face, but Nathan saw the water from Alicia's body rushing back toward her in the form of a rabbit that immediately outran him. A giant rabbit that was far faster than him, and that itself transformed into a very small wingless dragon that stood on the woman's shoulder.

It leaped on her outstretched arm, jumping off to meet his chest as he ran forward. But did water even count as a hit?

He still ducked under, ignoring the splash of water behind him and ran forward, and finally the woman seemed to understand that this was unwinnable for her, because she just shook her head and stepped out of the bounds.

He took deep breaths. In and out. Then he looked at the crowd of his classmates watching him. Some of them clapped a little bit. Deadlock stepped into the small square, clapping as well.

"That will be all! Good fight, everyone. Now I understand how you all need to improve, so I hope you are ready! In the upcoming months, I will shape strong superheroes out of you! You all have done well. Dismissed!"

—-------

“That was so cool! Did you see their expression as we won? Oh, they so thought that they were gonna win. And then I saved us and the other one couldn't do anything. Man, I wish every single fight would go like this, so easy! Just—”

What the fuck are you talking about? Nathan thought, but he didn't say that out loud. He knew there was no arguing with Alicia already, even though he knew this version of her only for a few hours, and so he didn't explain how that fight was anything but easy. 

Hell, he was a normal human, and his ability at this point felt completely useless, so much so that he wondered just how rich he would have to get for it to mean anything. Would his former bank account even work here? And what would getting 1 thousand dollars unlock? 

He still had a few hundred dollars left over from the small amount he got from the state each month. Was there a way to transfer it to the system that gave him this power?

"Why are you so silent, man? This was amazing! Well, I was. You could have pulled your weight a little more. If I didn't save your ass then… Yeah, I would've lost, and you would've been left against two."

“I know, I know.” He sighed, shaking his head. This felt frustrating even without her babble.

They stood in a small locker room which he passed by in the morning, yet he didn't realize that he could actually store his items here. Apparently, he already had a key to one of the lockers in here, completely unaware that it was there. The origin of the key? Just as unclear to him as several dozen things this day.

The students still moved all around, though there were far fewer of them now that another class was ongoing. According to the schedule that Nathan saved into his phone, Mondays and Fridays would be his shortest days, while he would stay in school from Tuesday to Thursday for far longer. A strange thing, but better than the schedule that he had back in New York.

He closed the locker and moved to go out of the room, just to realize that Alicia still kept walking beside him.

Well, he had nothing better to do anyway. Might as well talk to her a little bit. Try to discover if he could get one of these happy endings out of the way.

Currently, he thought that they meant the endings of the heroines. Yet that didn’t add up. There were 5 main heroines after all. Was Alicia one of them now?

"I'm just thinking about what could have gone better. Not really used to fighting these days, and my power was, well, not helpful at all. Who would've thought?" he finally broke the silence, looking ahead as they exited through the gate that he had found himself in front of just hours earlier. Already it felt like days had passed; so much had happened that it was hard to correlate just how little time had passed in comparison.

"Hey, you did fine, dude. I expected worse."

"Well, thank you for being so positive," he bit back sarcastically.

"Hey, that was a compliment, okay? You dodged those hits like a champ. I couldn't have done that. Well, I could have if I really tried, but..." she quickly went to correct herself, as if admitting a mistake was a death sentence.

"Okay, Mrs. Perfect, I get it. You could have beaten them, both of them, alone, even if I wasn't there."

"More or less, but you were very, very useful." She smiled.

They began walking in the opposite direction from the gate compared to where he had found himself in the morning. The buildings kept getting taller, and in just a few minutes it really looked like the Tokyo he knew from a few anime and photos that he saw during his life. They made small talk mostly, or just walked beside each other in complete silence. It suited him just fine.

Finally, they arrived in front of a giant villa, so luxurious that Nathan had to fight with himself not to gape. It seemed so advanced compared to anything he'd ever seen before. Not even in the sense that it was just rich-looking; it truly seemed as if the technology was far beyond what he knew was possible, even at first glance. The windows had a strange shape, and there was a damn turret base built on top of the roof. A luxurious black car stood in front of the garage, and cameras rotated around every single angle of the garden.

“Well, that will be it. Thank you for walking me home,” Alicia said, reaching into her bag to search for something, probably the keys.

“No way you live here! Just how rich are you?” He gaped once again.

What could such wealth do for his abillity if he had it? How powerful would he get? He seriously needed to look into it a little bit more.

“Hey, don't be mad at me just because you are a bum without any money.” She once again went into her defensive mode, though there still was a smile on her lips. Apparently, winning the fight meant that she'd be in a happy mood for the following few hours. She still talked to him, at any rate. 

A shiver ran down his spine when he imagined what would have happened if the opposite was the case. What the loss might have meant.

“As to how rich I am… let’s say I’m rich enough to reconsider talking to a bum like you.” She stuck her tongue out, and then walked toward the entry gate.

“Hey, wait!” Nathan said, forcing himself to say the next words against every fiber of his being. “Could we swap phone numbers?”

He wasn’t quite sure whether the smile on her lips was there that whole time, nor whether that sparkle in her eyes was there before he spoke, but she quietly nodded, walked closer, and put her number into his phone. With that done, she turned, and without saying goodbye, walked through the gate and toward the doors of her home.

Doing his best to suppress the envy that rose within him as he scanned the large house once again, he turned away, wondering how he’d get back.

…

It was at that moment that he was, once again, reminded that he was here without a place that he could call home.

            

    
        1.6 - Housecrashing

    
    
    
    
                Would asking her if I could stay in her house be embarrassing? Surely she'd have enough room, though. His mind raced as he looked at Alicia, who was just one step away from her doorstep. It was now or never, he knew. Yet this was far beyond what was comfortable for him… Although he did make a promise to himself.

There was nothing more embarrassing than asking a friend to stay at their house, and that was besides the fact that she wasn't even quite his friend yet. He barely knew her, but still, she was the closest he'd gotten, and she also gave him her phone number, which was something, at least. He didn't even check the reward or the next tutorial quest. Hopefully there wouldn't be one.

Although… The money was good.

But that was a problem for later. “Hey, Alicia!” he shouted, hoping to catch her attention. She just inserted the key into the keyhole.

“What is it?” she said, not bothering to turn as she moved her hand and grasped the door handle.

“Could I possibly stay at your house tonight? I'm kind of homeless now.”

…

“The fuck you mean you're homeless? How did you even get accepted at the Academy?” she asked incredulously.

“Hell if I know!” Honestly, it was the most truthful answer he could give her. He still didn't understand how all of this happened, how he was in a damned video game, or how this video game suddenly turned into a real world.

Much to his surprise, however, she didn't reply with an immediate "no", but instead looked at him with a pondering expression on her face. “What do I get out of it?” she finally asked, after about twenty seconds of silence.

“Uhhh, my gratitude?”

“Not enough. Try harder,” she waved his words away, and a smile started creeping up on her face.

Realization struck him. She's enjoying this, god damn it. I can't even be that mad. I'm kind of asking for a lot here.

“I'll owe you a big favor; it's all I can offer, really, and it doesn't seem like you would have any use for money.”

She nodded at that and then motioned for him to step through the gate with her hand. “Fine then. You owe me one. The next time I ask you something, you have to obey no matter what it is. Deal?”

He didn't like the sound of that, but if there was one thing he was quite apt at, it was weaseling out of similar questions or tasks. “Deal.”

He stepped in once again, amazed by the technology shown, and then went through the doorstep as Alicia stepped to the side, letting him in. The inside was just as marvelous as the outside.

Technology was all around him. The lights seemed to have several light bulbs, though he didn't know what most of them were for. The mirror was already blinking like a phone display, showing about twenty icons on its leftmost side. As if a mirror needed more functionality than being a mirror.

He never understood how people could spend so much money if they were rich enough to buy a normal house, yet now he saw it, and this sight made him a little bit sick. The cost of the mirror could have probably been enough for him to rent his flat for at least a few months in New York. But such was the inequality in life. He couldn't blame Alicia for being born with a golden spoon in her mouth.

“Will your parents come home? Will my being here be a problem?”

“Nah, they travel a lot,” Alicia said in a sad tone, with a hint of regret or maybe envy at the end of the sentence.

“What do they do?”

“Superheroes. The ‘big’ type. They also own some companies. And no, I'm not telling you which ones they are.”

“Oh, why so?”

“Because I've got enough problems in my life without paparazzi snooping around every corner.” She bit back and began walking towards the kitchen. She grabbed two glasses, filled them with tap water, which made him a bit uneasy, and then put one of them in his hands.

“Come, I'll show you your room, and you will only stay one night. Are we clear?”

“Yeah, we are.”

“Also, try anything, and I mean literally anything weird, and I will kill you.”

The thought that he was at a girl's home with only him and her being there hadn't even occurred to him until this very moment. Suddenly, he felt himself become a bit more self-conscious.

Just until he remembered who exactly he was there with. No reason to be self-conscious about a girl like her.

Though he was still surprised that she agreed to let him in in the first place.

They walked to the second floor, and she immediately guided him towards one of the rooms. The room was, of course, larger than his whole flat in his last life. The bed was giant, and there was a cupboard that showed the time, temperature outside, and even had a tabloid for scrolling news. He once again felt a sigh and dropped his bag to the ground.

“Thank you, Alicia.”



The rest of the day passed quickly. Nathan didn't even exit the room, except once when he had to ask Alicia where the toilet was. Trying to decipher how to flush felt like a problem on its own. But other than that, he stayed in, scrolling his phone, trying to understand the world that he found himself in.

The strange thing was that most of the apps he was used to didn't actually work here in Tokyo, and so he had to resort to navigating applications he had never even heard of before. 

This world was strange, if he put it lightly. Superheroes were, as expected, basically celebrities. At least the most popular ones. There weren't as many as he had expected, though. They mostly ranked in the thousands. Apparently there were several schools like The Ako Academy that he himself was a part of, but most of the students didn't actually resort to working as superheroes for one of the agencies. Instead, they worked as bodyguards, soldiers, or whatever else got them a good job. Their pay increased because of their certificate. A strange world, but it made sense.

Ah, the grand scale of capitalism once again showing its teeth.

He also began writing down what he remembered, continuing his task from the class. Yet as he wrote more and more, he found more windows in his memory. He just knew that the memories were there, could almost feel them itching under his search, yet there was a thin blanket covering them up. This phenomenon was almost as strange as the fact that he found himself here in the first place.

Lastly, he opened up his strange window menu and found that he received a whole, whopping $200 for asking for a classmate's phone number. The menu now gave him another quest, though this one had a longer timer.

Quest Started

Goal: achieve a happy ending. 0/6

Time until failure: Three years


Tutorial Objective 2: Ask for a female classmate’s phone number

Complete! Reward: 200USD

Progress towards ??? Unlock: 205/1000USD


Tutorial Objective 3: Do a Superhero deed

Time remaining: 7 days


What the fuck did "do a superhero deed" mean? Would saving a cat count? Whoever made this damn system, he wanted to file a complaint with them. This must have been a joke. It was either that the one who made this system wanted to mess with Nathan, or was very stupid… or they had no idea how not to be cryptic as all hell.

He sighed and focused on other tasks. Night began rolling over, and still he was scrolling on a phone as if his life depended on it. Hell, it probably did. The task of making as much money as possible didn't seem that easy, and it seemed especially important because of his power. The quest gave him some, yet it was nowhere near enough.

But with the new superhero agencies existing, the possibilities were there. Strangely enough, he saw some opportunities just ripe for the taking, yet he wasn't quite so sure whether things like renting out the tops of skyscrapers for watching superhero fights was forbidden, or whether he had just searched for the wrong things. 

He knew, though, that if he could get some capital, he would be able to start generating some money, but that was the gist of his problems in his last life as well: starting sum that he never managed to obtain.

Perhaps with these quests, however, it would be different. The second quest gave him... forty times as much as the previous one. If that rate kept on at least somewhat, then he would have enough for SOMETHING in just two or three more quests. Hopefully they wouldn't keep scaling in difficulty, though, even if it appeared that would be the case.

A few hours later, mostly spent thinking about what to do next, he once again went to the toilet, but as he went out of the small bathroom, he saw a glint of light in the corner of the door frame. At first, he thought that he imagined it, but then he saw it again: a small sparkle reflecting the moonlight. He stepped closer, and he found a small doll that Alicia summoned several hours ago in their fight. It looked at him curiously, its head slightly tilted to the side, before motioning for Nathan to follow as it ran down the stairs.

Is Alicia calling me? Well, I guess I better see what this is about. He followed it, careful not to slip in the dark hallway, and then he arrived in the living room. The spacious sofa took most of the space. Alicia was sitting there, reclined on the seat, looking at the ceiling. The little doll hopped onto the couch, struggled to get up for a second, and then finally jumped onto Alicia herself. It seemed kind of cute.

“Where have you been, little buddy? I was worried whether you were wandering.” She mumbled, barely audible. Apparently she didn't notice Nathan stepping in, but whatever reason the little doll had to go up, it seemed he wanted him to be here.

“The little doll has consciousness?” he asked.

Alicia jumped, turning towards him and tucking her arms in a defensive posture before the realization settled in and she opted to lean back on the couch.

A small, sad smile appeared on her lip as she looked at the little being, and then he disappeared into dust. “He follows my intent for the most part. Or, well, he understands what my wish is. He follows it exactly how I imagine it most of the time.”

Nathan nodded. Most of the time indeed. He saw that she appeared strange, deflated. If he was to make her a friend, then he knew what he had to do. If only the words didn't run away from his head the moment he decided to do so.

“Are you okay? You look a bit worn down.”

"I'm fine." She wiped her eyes. "Just some classic school-starting depression."

"I'm here to talk about it if you want."

"You… no offense, man, but I don't really think you'd understand my problems. Don’t know you that well either."

"You could try."

She looked away from him for a moment, visibly mulling her thoughts, before she turned to him again and sighed, “You know, do you ever... feel like—?”

The whole ground shook with vibrations going through the building and their bodies. That itself was followed by an explosion, and it seemed almost as if it became daytime for a second. They both froze before finally dashing towards the window. A giant explosion went up into the sky, maybe 15 blocks away. Far but not overly so.

Nathan started running before he even realized that he was.

            

    
        1.7 - Night Stroll

    
    
    
    
                The streets looked different at night. Well, before, the whole area gave him the sense of there being something happening at every corner; now it felt awfully abandoned. There was barely anyone in the streets, and the explosion happened only moments earlier, so it wasn't like everyone just suddenly disappeared. 

Compared to New York, it was a completely unnatural sight, one that he would probably have to get used to, since he was supposed to be here for three more years.

He heard Alicia shouting behind him, telling him to slow down so she could catch up, but he didn't. He really didn’t want to. She was stronger than him since she actually had a usable power, but that didn't mean that there was no advantage he had over her, and actually feeling it here made him feel good. He turned a corner, watching the giant cloud rush into the air, and on a look around, he noticed several dozen windows cracked from the blast.

Perhaps... I should wait for her after all. No matter if she was a powerful, soon-to-be superhero, she was still a girl and not all that tall of one—taller than most of their classmates, sure, but his stepmom would definitely not have liked seeing Nathan do something like this. She would have definitely screamed his ears off.

I hope that she's doing all right. He hadn't spoken to her in years, and the sudden realization almost made him feel pain in his chest as he stood in one place for several seconds, waiting for Alicia to catch up.

“Damn, dude, how are you so fast?” She spoke between breaths, trying to regain her stamina.

“Tall legs, I guess,” he mumbled. Yet it felt different—not by much, but he felt a smidge faster, as if he didn't get as out of breath as he should have. Surely, he began running out of breath earlier and faster when he had to run during PE today. But not now. Did the amount of money change him already? If yes, it was barely there, and yet he noticed.

“Why are we running towards the explosion anyway, dude?”

Truth be told, he had no idea. He acted on instinct, yet he knew that he should go and see what was happening.

“I want to see what's going on! We'll need to go to situations like these if we become superheroes for real, no?”

“But we are only trainees. How have you trained to rush into superhero action when you're only a first year?”

“Do the powers magically grow stronger while you're not training?”

“No,” she rolled her eyes. “But you don't really go into combat situations before the teachers tell you to. Only after your training and several training camps absolved do you actually get enough experience to go into the field.” She stepped closer and poked him in the chest. “And you know how many heroes exactly die on their first mission?”

He never thought about it. Though there were no superheroes in his life to consider such a fact. “I don't know, one fifth?”

“Over a half, Nathan. And now, while we are running towards there, the danger could be getting closer any second.”

That actually stopped him for a bit. Yet he felt his resolve—the strange pull towards the action—still remain in his mind.

“You can go back home, you know. I don't need you here.” He almost clicked his tongue as the words left his mouth. So much for not being antisocial.

“Yeah, I probably should.” She huffed but then shook her head. Thankfully, she didn’t get offended. He really liked that about her. “But we're already this far. I swear, if this gets us in trouble...”

“I'll speak up and carry the responsibility. Now, let's go!” 

“Pfft. Okay.”

They began walking again, not sprinting as before, but at a hasty walk. They were at most a minute away, yet the mushroom cloud dissipated, and smoke was not so easy to see in the darkness.

“For someone without a strong power, which landed them in Class 1F, you sure lack any survival instinct,” Alicia said, rolling her shoulder.

“Hey, we are in the same class! And well, let's say there are some things that are worth seeing, even if there's a risk involved.”

She hummed at that, scanning him from top to bottom. “Just remember, overconfidence is a slow and insidious killer.”

He almost stopped mid-step. That line felt so out of place that he almost chuckled. “Where the hell did that poetic line come from?”

“A video game.” She had her reply ready.

“Well, that checks out.” He didn’t take her for a gamer, but now they had one more thing similar. “I'm not overconfident, you know? The first hint of danger and we're out.”

She hummed once again but tapped him on the top of his back. “Good, seems like you still have some survival instinct left. Let's see, then.”

“Any idea who it could be?” Nathan asked, not wanting the conversation to die down. He didn't like admitting it, yet he did feel a smidge of fear. Who wouldn't have? He was in a completely different world with superpowers, and somebody just exploded something in the middle of the city he resided in. It wasn't even that far from where he was about to lie down to sleep. 

These contemplations reminded him that they were in the middle of something back in Alicia's home, yet it felt out of place to bring it up now. He stored it in the back of his mind.

At another corner, they finally entered in front of a giant park, one he hadn't seen today. It was beautiful, the trees swaying in a gentle breeze. The buildings around were stationed just far enough that it still remained with the feeling of an actual clearing, not just an artificial park.

Nathan also noted how most of the treetops were somewhat burned, and leaves made whirlwinds all around, moving with the wind on the road. A few cars passed, all of them heading in the opposite direction compared to them, and that made his suspicion that he was nearing his target even stronger.

He tried not to think about what was pulling him forward. Maybe it was just pure curiosity, though it felt as if it was somewhat more. The system window didn't open up, though, so it wasn't a quest at least. Hopefully, whatever was happening to him with his memory and the strange window wasn't affecting his decisions too much either.

Soon, the buildings around were more destroyed than before. The windows weren't cracked; they were completely blown out, and several trash bins were overturned. The trash from inside was rolling on the streets as well, joining the leaves in an ugly combination.

They sped up once again, running at a slow trot, and finally, when they reached the other side of the park, they saw exactly where something happened. Yes, where, not what. Cause there was nothing much left. The results were clear: a ten-story building completely burned, all of its walls black from the soot, still blowing smoke as if in a call for help.

Police were already all around, joined by unmarked black cars with men in black suits talking into their earpieces as they walked all around. News crews were already there as well, somehow appearing so quickly as if they got teleported. Several reporters tried to talk to the men in black. This felt like New York, at least—random crimes happening all around—though it wasn't usually to this scale. 

"Hopefully, there was nobody inside that building.” He said to Alicia, who shook her head. 

“This is an office, you see? If somebody was working this late at night, then I reckon them dying was more akin to getting freedom.”

He stared at her for a second, and she shrugged her shoulders. “What? I'm just saying the truth!”

“I don't think anyone would like dying, not like this.”

“Hey, I was just joking, okay?” she said, gently touching his shoulder.

“Yeah, I know.” He did know. Already in just a day, he felt like he was beginning to understand her. He didn't completely get her, but there was the bud of friendship growing there. He tried convincing himself that it was the case, at least.

“Wanna go closer? Ask what happened?”

“I would like that, yeah.” He nodded and began walking forward. Hopefully, the men in black wouldn't just shoo him away.

They stepped closer, and he made a note to watch the buildings around. Most of them were in a similar state to the one that exploded, not to the same extent but still definitely in need of repair.

“Poor people. Does this happen often?”

“Way too often. Too many super people walking around,” Alicia said, rolling her eyes. “What is this, your first day here?”

“I moved here from America,” he replied, after a moment of contemplation, deciding that this was probably the best play. He would have to ask more questions. Hiding his identity would serve him no good, and he technically did move.

“Ah, well, yeah, there's more super people in Japan per capita than anywhere else. Nobody knows why.”

“Yeah, I've heard that, I guess,” he said, lying through his teeth. “So these people just have to deal with it.”

“Well, the company of whoever owned the office is just going to go bankrupt, I suppose.”

“What about insurance?”

“Insurance against superheroes? Nobody does that.”

That... seemed like an awful opportunity missed. He remembered now. In the video game, the superheroes didn't appear that long before the game began. At this point, they were maybe twenty years in the superhuman era, with super people walking around. It was either a really bad idea or a damn good one that nobody had looked upon yet. He drew his phone out, typing the idea into his notes.

Alicia watched curiously from the side and then sighed far too loudly when she saw what he typed. “An insurance company? Really? Where are you gonna get the capital for that, man? Did you forget that you are crashing at my house? Like, right now.”

“I'll manage somehow.” He hoped, at least.

They approached the building, getting through the crowd to the front, and he was just opening his mouth to ask the men in suits a question when suddenly the pink window appeared. A strange message was written there.

Warning! A hero of story importance nearby.

Warning! It is recommended that this hero survives for the happy ending(s).

What the fuck does that mean? he wondered, and just before the thought formed completely, a shadow fell upon him and a figure descended, flying… levitating down from the floors above. She hit the ground with a soft thud and looked around, waving at the reporters. 

Her hair was a curtain of red, and her body was hugged in a tight black-and-white leotard bodysuit that left far too little for the imagination. She was built like a goddess, clearly designed to catch the eye, back when this was a video game. Wide hips, big breasts, a beautiful smile, the picture of beauty. Though it was almost like a weeaboo's wet dream coming to life, Nathan recognized her immediately.

Vermilion Strike, one of the main antagonists of My Superhero Life. She was evil incarnate. Some players of My Superhero Life gunned for her, but that was because she was a video game character and the internet brought all of the weirdos out of the woodwork. For Nathan himself, he despised her guts. She killed indiscriminately and did all she could to achieve her own goals, which were revealed in a few select paths only.

And as she looked around, her eyes moving from the reporters, she saw him and Alicia. Her eyebrows shot up, and Nathan felt his pulse rise. All he wanted was to disappear. 

Vermillion Strike immediately began walking towards them.

            

    
        1.8 - God, just don't drop me!

    
    
    
    
                Nathan noted the scars all around her body. Some were visible on her arms, others on her face, legs, and one giant one even on her neck.

Those weren't there in the game. Realization struck him almost too suddenly. Whatever reason there was for the blocks in his mind, they seemed to be falling away with each passing moment, and he remembered almost all of the scenes with Vermillion Strike in them. She was cruel, far too cruel for his liking, and he fought on the forums with people who said she was excusable, that her motivations were justification for her actions.

And now here she was, standing in front of the police, apparently a hero. His head hurt. 

She approached, looking him and Alicia over.

“Hello there kids. I hope you aren't hurt. Were you here when I decimated that criminal scum?” She paused, looking them over once again. “You don't seem to be hurt from the blast, at any rate.”

Nathan noted the strange glint in her eye. Were her powers the same as they were in the game?

She then touched both of their shoulders gently, squeezing them. To his shock, there seemed to be genuine concern on her face, and it did reach her eyes.

“We are fine, thank you for asking.” Alicia mumbled, averting her eyes. 

Nathan couldn't even get himself to say anything. He felt so completely torn out of the situation that a sense of vertigo overtook him.

“Good!” She stepped away, putting one-finger to her chin. “I think I've seen you somewhere. Oh! You both are students of Ako academy, right? I just knew I’ve seen you somewhere! We'll be seeing each other soon, then.” Her lips turned into a sweet smile.

That took Nathan out of the situation more than anything. Vermillion Strike, not only a hero now, but apparently she was in the academy. That wasn't a small thing. She was one of the main antagonists, not a minor one. Alicia was changed too, but within the parameters of his expectations, and she was just a very minor antagonist before. This was much bigger of a change. 

It also had several implications. The game he had played for so long, and thought so lovingly of, was no longer a tool for prediction for this strange reincarnation he found himself in. True, he wasn't able to remember everything, but he remembered some things, especially once he saw certain people.

But he knew now that he couldn't rely on the information stored in his mind anymore. They could be used as a base, sure, but something strange had happened. 

“We are students of Ako Academy, yes. I assume that you are a teacher?”

“That I am! I'll be teaching you some combat classes, though I mostly only teach second years and third years!”

Not our teacher then. Not for now. 

She waggled her finger in front of them. “Anyway, kids, it's quite late, and I believe even more police will arrive. Someone should have escorted you already, but everyone is too busy apparently. Do you live far away?”

“No, just a few blocks. We ran here in like five minutes,” Alicia offered.

“Well, then!” She suddenly stepped closer, wrapping one arm around each of them, and she gave them a completely wild grin. “Let's go! Just tell me where to drop you off!”

Before Nathan could even process what had happened, he found himself several hundred feet in the air, looking at the city below from a bird's eye view. 

“Okay, show me!” Strike ordered, looking at Alicia, laughing at their expressions. Thankfully, Nathan didn't look like the only one who almost shat his pants. Alicia seemed almost just as scared as he was, but she shook herself and pointed her shaky finger in the direction from which they had come from. 

“That way, there’s a kind of technologically enhanced house.”

“Oh, a rich girl, aren't you? Very well then! We'll go a bit slowly so I don't break your necks.”

“Shouldn't you have done that before you just flew up into the air so quickly?” Nathan asked, wondering if he was just how close he was to death for the second time in just as many days.

“Nah, harder to do something like that when we fly up, but far easier when we fly forward.” She laughed as if it was a funny thing, and then moved forward. 

They continued slowly, making Nathan fall back into thinking once again. 

Once he wasn't in a situation that involved trying to understand the strange phenomena going on around him, instead of resting, he instead thought of even more phenomena. Now? he had one of the strangest things to happen to him right besides him, and so he felt it was a waste if he didn't ask any questions that appeared in his mind.

First off, he focused on her once again, looking her over. Her outfit was completely different than it was in the game. He remembered that she was in an organization, though he couldn't remember the name. Red… something? 

Her outfit was nowhere near as revealing in the game as it was now. While before she had worn black as well, it was a complete body suit covering her from shoulder to her toes. Now it left far less to the imagination, her hips and legs free to see for everyone.Perhaps that was the point, though? Catch the attention of the one fighting you. Try to distract them to strike in a moment when they weren't paying attention. It made awful sense, no matter how much he disliked it.

But no, what distracted him more was the amount of scars she had. She was pristine, back in the game, and definitely not scarred to this extent, though it did give her a special kind of charm. Nathan hated to admit it, but he found her far more attractive this way.

“May I ask, where do those scars come from?”

Her smile never dying, Vermillion Strike looked at him, and then she looked back ahead. “From several fights I had with villains. Of course, they are dead. The one I fought today didn't give me one, at least, but I almost die in a lot of fights. Super villains aren't that easy to kill, and they don't play fair. Remember that.”

It almost shocked him just how easily she spoke of murder, yet he didn't argue her point. 

"You… the opponent from today. Was he strong?” Alicia asked this time around.

“Strong? Not really, but he was fast. He had abilities to go into walls for several seconds and then make them extend to hit whatever was in front of them. Not that dangerous, but he used the ability to attack a smaller super hero. He's in the hospital now.”

For the first time, she stopped smiling, though only for a moment. That smile.. it wasn't there back when she was a supervillain. It meant trouble for the main character there; however, it didn't signal danger to him now. 

The cheer felt artificial, though. As if she had a persona that she pulled over her, like clothing, something to deflect the trauma of her work with.

“Anyway, once I got tired of the guy constantly dodging me all the time, I just got fed up and destroyed the building.” 

“What about the damages though? Are you just gonna make the city pay for all of this? Doesn't seem fair.”

She looked at him with a shocked expression and then she actually laughed. “The city? Yeah, I suppose so, or the league is gonna pay for it. But does letting a supervillain go seem better to you than destroying some property?”

“Whoever owned that office, they are gonna have millions in damages.” 

“There would be lives lost if I didn't arrive.” She retorted, shaking her head. “You know, you ask the same questions that some people have been asking for the last few years. The answers aren't gonna be any easier any time soon. Just know that we try. If I had a chance to capture him more easily, I would have. I am not going to risk my life or the lives of others just to preserve a building.”

He wanted to argue more, but in the end he decided not to. She had a point. It still didn't make the sting of the fact that whoever owned the building would probably not even get any money go away. Their lives would be completely out of their hands just because one supervillain chose to hide in their building. 

“Anyway, ki... students. Here you go.” Suddenly they floated just above Alicia's home. The lights inside were still turned on, and they slowly descended to the ground. He hadn't even realized, yet, not once during the whole flight did he think about falling, no matter how high they were. 

Something about that woman seemed to calm him, not to consider such possibilities. Or perhaps it was the wave of fatigue hitting him after all of today's events?

He turned to say thank you, yet before he could do so, she, the super-villain... or super-hero, he supposed, was gone.

“She was so fucking epic!” Alicia said excitedly, pointing to the sky: "Did you see that, man?"

“Who? What? Must have been the wind.”

“Oh shut up! But damn, she was so sexy. I might be into women.”

“That's a strange realization to make five minutes after meeting someone.” 

“Maybe it just clicked to me, though.“

“So it didn't click to you whenever you saw any other woman. Yet now it did?”

“Hey! Stop being so judgmental, okay?”

“You stop saying silly stuff.” He laughed, finding this whole conversation so out of place that he couldn’t help a jibe at her. “Whatever, let's go inside and hit the hay.” 

“Look at Mr. Wonderful walking around my house as if it belonged to him.” She said, but then suddenly her mouth opened in an involuntary yawn. “Sure, let's go. Tomorrow can't come soon enough.”

“Tomorrow? Why? Something interesting happening?”

“You should seriously check the damn schedule and the notifications in your email!”

He seriously should have, but with all going on, he found no time to. “Why?”

“Because the meeting with the Seamstress is tomorrow? We are making our costumes, or well, designing them.”

That hadn't occurred to him. It was an event in the game as well, yet it slipped his mind completely. “Oh yeah, that. Well, I'll have something ready by tomorrow.” He didn't even need a complicated costume anyway. His power right now was just a decoration, but he would grow it soon enough.

Whatever these tutorials were, he would do his utmost best to complete them. So far, it was the only avenue with which he could earn money after all. But after that, he would also find other opportunities. This world was getting used to the super heroes flying around, but it wasn't getting used to it quick enough. The opportunities that were there at this moment would not be there forever. 

He walked up the stairs, not bothering to wash his teeth because he didn't even have a damn toothbrush, and just hit the bed in the guest room, setting his alarm for 7:00 a.m. He looked at the window located in the room, wondering what tomorrow would hold for him and just how many other fucked-up things he would uncover.

Once again, he thought about the discussion that he missed with Alicia before he left towards the explosion, but he told himself that surely he would remember to bring it up tomorrow once the mood was good enough. Then he lay on his back.

He was out in under a minute. 

            

    
        1.9 - Orgs and Classes

    
    
    
    
                Nathan watched as Rin fell into the giant hole that appeared out of nowhere. The only warning before was a loud explosion from underneath. The whole floor under his feet shook still, and the only audible sound was the tremors leaving its trail in the Academy above. 

But the only thing sounding in Nathan's head was Rin's scream. He didn't expect that to be so taken into this visual novel, but damn, this was his third playthrough now, and all he was going through were new events. This one he didn't even hear of before. Maybe the heroine of choice affected which events happened? On the other side of the hole in the hallway of the Ako Academy was Alicia. 

She was a student of worst class, one of the defects that the main characters' classmates referred to as a waste of space. She fit in there. Apparently, she could cause an explosion, which, while it seemed useful, wasn't that much compared to the abilities of the main character that Nathan controlled. Nor did it seem that powerful compared to the heroines. 

The others said that the only thing that class was useful for was producing soldiers with an ability or two, something that would get them ahead of the other soldiers. Nathan had to admit that it was a smart world building. 

He played a lot of visual novels and he has seen a lot of superhero setups, yet this one felt a bit more grounded in how it seemed to spit out the rejects. As far as he could see, this reject in front of him would not fare any better. Several options popped in front of his eyes:


	Jump into the hole

	Attack

	Go call for help

	Use: XXXX

	XXXXX

	XXXXXX



Several locked options, huh. Apparently he’d need some items if he truly meant to 100% this game.

He resisted the urge to Google which path would mean what. No, that wasn't the fun of visual novels, and if he messed up, he could always reload the save or start another run. Rin was strong, though. She would be fine; a single fall could not kill her, as far as Nathan knew, and so he smiled, thought about it for a moment longer, and then pressed the attack button. 



Nathan woke up with a start. The memories flooded into his skull, and he found himself wondering how he couldn't have remembered until now. Rin, one of the heroines of My Superhero Life, his second favorite, to be honest.

She was in class 1S right now if reality followed the game. Already the cracks were beginning to show in his recollection of how the events were meant to play out, or any of the paths on how the game could play out. Yes, his own presence definitely changed things. Even then…. was this why Vermilion Strike was on the good side?

His mind was no longer slow with sleep, and so the barrage of questions began anew. Yet now he found himself being able to remember more and more of the video game. Not all details, but far more than just a few hours ago.

He grabbed his phone, realizing that the alarm hadn't yet rung. Perhaps he woke up too soon then? But when he saw the time shown on the smartphone screen, he felt his heart drop. 

It was 7:45 am. 15 minutes before his first class.

He sprang up from the bed, quickly put on the clothes that he got rid of during his sleep, and rushed out of the room, looking around wildly as he tried to navigate where Alicia's room was. 

He rushed towards her room, stopping at the entrance and bashing on the door several times.

“Alicia! We overslept!”

Nothing. No reply. 

"Alicia!"

"Shut up," her voice dragged from the other side. Clearly still half asleep.

"Alicia, we are gonna be late. Hell, it's already too late. We have ten minutes until class begins!"

Silence followed, changed by quick, soft footsteps and the opening of the door.

"What do you mean?" she asked, wiping her eyes.

"We got like ten minutes; let's go."

"You've got to be fucking kidding."

The rest happened in quick succession. First, she closed the door once again, changing out of her pajamas, probably, and then they rushed in front of the door. Nathan knew that they wouldn't make it. By all hells, they had 10 minutes, and yesterday the walk home took them the better part of an hour, but he was surprised when Alicia didn't make the turn towards the school and instead started walking in the other direction.

"Hey, where are you going? That's the way. Didn't we come from down here?"

"I'm not walking today, dumbass. Come quickly."

She searched for something in her bag, pulling out car keys, and then Nathan realized that the car parked next to their home wasn't from their neighbors but belonged to Alicia herself, or at least her family.

"Jesus, just how rich are you?" he said as he hurried to sit in the front seat.

“Rich enough to be able to house a recluse like you for a day, apparently.” She offered and started the car with a click on the dashboard.

“Wait, why not use the car in your driveway?”

“That’s my dad’s. He’d kill me if I even looked at it funny.”

The ride there was far quicker than Nathan thought possible, mostly thanks to reckless driving and empty streets, far emptier than what he was used to himself. Apparently, a lot of people here used public transport, far more than they did in New York, and so they appeared in front of the school just two minutes after the class began. 

They dashed through the school, not bothering to say anything, and after two more minutes they walked into the class.

Just like he was used to in his own university back in New York, the teacher ignored them walking in late. Apparently, this one didn't keep such a keen track of who was or wasn't there like Mrs. Gurehi. 

Strangely, though, Nathan didn't remember ever seeing him, and this time around it wasn't that his memory felt blocked. No, it was a completely new superhero.

It was a young man, not much older than him, not even in his thirties. He continued speaking as he and Alicia tried to find a seat for themselves, and Nathan immediately classified him as not the rigid type after just a few sentences. How he became a professor, Nathan wasn't sure, but already the man seemed like a stereotype of friendly but a bit much too forward guy.

“So. Kicking heroes' asses isn't as simple as being strong, all right. And also you have to remember our main idea. And that is helping people.” He said, as he scribbled on the blackboard, Nathan could barely read the letters, and judging by the half-closed eyes of several students around him, it seemed that he wasn't the only one.

“Hey,” he whispered to Alicia, who sat right beside him. She pretended to be looking for another spot, but all seats except this one were taken. At least she didn't actually care about not talking to him any more after the fight that he went through yesterday. She was his first acquaintance here, and he was happy that he could get to talk to her more. 

"What is it, Nathan?" she whispered back, not moving her eyes from the blackboard.

"What class is this?"

"You seriously didn't even check the schedule?" she said, almost offended.

"Had no time, alright? Fell asleep the moment I hit the bed."

She nodded and then shook her head as if fighting about which response she should use this time around. 

She chose to be nice for now. “It's just heroics basics, basically stuff about how we need to operate in the public if we choose to be heroes. How to save people, and how to distinguish who the bad guys are or whether it's just someone who needs help and suddenly got super powers.”

Nathan nodded, trying to remember whether there was something like that in the visual novel as well, but most of the classes were either described in a sentence or two or not at all. The only exceptions were the many tournaments and fighting classes they would go through, of course, but those didn't really count.

It was a shame. These classes could have focused on the characters and developing them. Back when he played the game, he never even noticed that the classes were missing. To be honest, the only thing those classes would have achieved was that they would put him off, though. 

Who wanted to study more when he was already a student? But now, when he was here and this was for real, he wished that it wasn't the case. Perhaps his knowledge would be a bit less unclear if the games didn’t lack in this aspect.

“Now then, can anyone tell me who the strongest organization of heroes is?”

Almost all of the hands in the class rose only a second later, and the teacher picked a random student that Nathan couldn't see from the front.

“The SHRA?” She asked, unconfident.

“Indeed, the SHRA are the ones that you all will have to register with once the first tournament of the year is over. They distribute heroes into the cities that they have to operate in, and they also are the ones that pay most of us. There are some smaller organizations that you can sign with, though those are privately owned, and there are other laws that focus on these. Just know that an SHRA approval is needed to get you out into the field without becoming a vigilante.”

He took a deep breath. “Now the opposite question: Can somebody tell me who the main opposing force is? In Japan. Keep in mind that these are Japanese only. I'm not asking about the Anarchy Coalition. Now, can anyone tell me?” 

Silence followed, but several people raised their hands again. 

“You, student wit-”

The whole ground suddenly shook. The students gripped their desks in shock. An earthquake? No, it wasn't an earthquake; it was an explosion, just like what he saw last night. Just like the one that he dreamed of just earlier today. 

The problem was that Alicia was sitting right next to him, and as far as he knew, she didn't even meet Rin yet. If he had any say in what would happen, she wouldn't get to do so at all.

But an explosion meant that something had happened. The teacher looked at the door, and once the quake passed, he looked back at the classroom, ordered them to stay still, and went out.

Nathan remembered the quest that he received, though it wasn't the only thing that motivated him to stand up and think about following the teach. But if it was a danger of some sort, he couldn't help. Not yet, not before his super superhero power grew stronger.

Before he could sit back down, however, Alicia grabbed his hand and pulled, taking them both towards the door. “Why are you standing around, Nate? Let’s go!”

He didn't need another push, and a few steps after, he was rushing towards the source of the explosion itself by himself. 

            

    
        1.10 - What it takes

    
    
    
    
                The halls were already beginning to fill with students peeking out of the classrooms, yet nobody was running quite as intently as Nathan and Alicia were. The only exceptions were the few teachers, some of them running, others flying in the direction from which the smoke began to fill the hallway. 

No other explosion followed, but there was so much smoke just after a minute of running that Nathan wondered just how big the explosion was. It wasn't as large as the one he had seen yesterday, that was for sure. But why there was an explosion in the middle of a university was beyond him as well. 

Although I guess there's far too many reasons for there to be an explosion here. He wondered, as he began losing his breath. There were far too many superpowered people in one place here, and that meant all manners of accidents were just prone to happen rather sooner than later. Perhaps this was a common thing to happen? Yet he just never experienced it in the game?

He also couldn't suppress the feeling of irritation that rose within him. The class he was in had just begun delving into interesting topics, and the main villains would surely be vital information for Nathan for the foreseeable future. The game did focus on some of the smaller gangs located in Tokyo as well, but the biggest gang? He couldn’t remember for now. He knew, however, that they were the most dangerous villains in the whole of Asia. 

If the happy endings meant what he was beginning to suspect they meant, then the knowledge would be a hard requirement. 

Finally, he made the turn in the opposite direction from where his own class was located, and the smoke billowed from the classroom on the rightmost end. The door was blown apart, placed on the floor. Several teachers gathered there, looking into the classroom, with horrified expressions on their masked faces. 

Nathan and Alicia finally closed the distance, and upon glancing into the classroom, immediately understood why the teachers looked so horrified. The class was completely filled with blood. The wall on the opposite side and the windows were missing completely, blown out into the grass. Heads and bodies, or whatever remained of them, littered the space wherever he looked. Students, twenty years old or so, several dozen of them were dead. 

Heroes that could have helped in the fights for the future were just gone.

For whatever reason, and he didn't really know why, Nathan didn't feel as shocked as the teachers around. He instead stepped into the classroom, his mind set on looking for any survivors. The explosion was giant, sure, but these were superpowered people. Perhaps if somebody noticed just a millisecond before the explosion went off, they could have saved themselves.

It was at this time that he noticed there was one teacher in the classroom already, looking for survivors, just as he wanted to. Vermilion Strike, throwing the dead, or what remained of them, out onto the grass and trying to check for the pulse on any student she found in mostly one piece.

Nathan somewhat registered Alicia retching on the floor behind him. 

“Strike, have you found anyone alive yet?” Nathan asked, rushing to stand beside her. He did his damned best to ignore the feeling of the blood seeping into his boots and failed completely. The sounds of retching also made bile rise in the back of his throat, but the fact that he actually wanted to save someone helped remedy the feeling somewhat.

“No, nobody yet. Help me look.” She said, her red hair swaying behind her. “Hey, you two! Help me as well!” She shouted at the teachers, not bothering with their names.

Nathan joined in her search, moving the bodies and body parts to the side as he searched for anyone that could still be alive.

What… how did the explosion happen?” Nathan asked, trying to put his mind onto other matters.

“Nobody knows yet. There was probably a bomb attached to the window from the inside. Somebody must have gotten in here during the night, and nobody noticed.” Vermillion said, disgust palpable in her voice.

In her past life, she'd be leering at a situation like this, but now she seemed genuinely hurt, as if she was one step away from breaking down. Nathan noticed how her hands shook, how her pupils dilated as she looked around, and yet she kept searching, trying to save at least one life. 

Nathan also noticed that Alicia finally picked herself up from the floor, stepped over the pile of bile she left there, and joined the search as well. Even though the teachers warned everyone to stay in the classrooms, none of the three reprimanded either Nathan or Alicia. Apparently, now that they were here, they could act as heroes that they were meant to be.

Suddenly, Strike touched her ear, making Nathan notice the earpiece for the first time, and she grunted as somebody spoke to her.

"What is it, Mrs. Strike?" Nathan asked, trying to discern the expression she was making, though her face could have been stone for all that it showed.

The playful smile from yesterday was nowhere to be found.

“There were several explosives like this all around the top classes.” She said, shaking her head. "Apparently each S and A class had one."

For the first time, Nathan realized that he didn't know what this class was even supposed to be. The people under his feet were mostly severed from their body part, and so it was a harder task than it normally would be, but if this was class A or S, then that restricted his guesses somewhat. It also meant that quite possibly at least one or two people from this class would have been in the video game, either a minor or bigger role. 

“That's not the worst of it.” Strike continued searching. Still though, her shoulders slumped in a way that showed that she wasn't that hopeful about the prospects of finding anyone alive. “This was Class 2-A. They had so many hopeful prospects for the future." She shook her head, one hand placed on her forehead. "They would have made such great heroes, saved thousands of lives if needed, now dead.” 

It was still hard to connect that this was the Vermilion Strike that Nathan hated in the game, but in front of him was a person that seemed genuinely scarred from what they were seeing.

“Did the other classes explode as well?” Alicia asked, not bothering to go through the small puddle of blood anymore. Apparently she came to the same conclusion as the teacher has.

“No. Clarence turned all of them off, but if this is what I think it is, then that's just the start of our problems.”

She looked at the other teachers in the classroom, but they were already going out, apparently called by the principal or whoever else was ruling this school. Nathan never cared; he knew that the school was a university, though with a strangely high school-like structure; a hierarchy, more like. Now the principal told them not to bother checking for bodies. He didn't know how that made him feel. 

“Please just go. Once you feel ready to leave here, there will be a psychologist on the second floor, just like always.” Strike said, a single tear rolling down her cheek, leaving a path of wetness behind. 

Alicia stood the moment that Strike disappeared from sight, heading towards the door as well.

“There might still be somebody alive here. The classrooms are too large to be sure that there isn't.” Nathan protested, not even turning to face her.

“Nathan… I cannot look at another body. Please.”

Nathan felt another rebuttal forming in his mind, prepared to say it, but in the end he couldn't bring himself to do so. He knew that she was right; hell, the amount of blood on the walls and floor told him all that he needed to know, and yet he still dared to hope. The longer he stayed, the more this situation fell upon him, and he was only moments from joining Alicia in retching. 

Why had he even went here? He's never seen more than somebody getting hit in the face before, and now he was in a massacre, in the very epicenter of it.

Oh god, oh god, oh god, oh god, oh god, oh god, oh god, oh god.

He began devolving, but suddenly his attention was caught by something else: a slight movement from one of the desks that was upturned, the top side placed on the floor.

Except it wasn't placed on the floor. Instead, it moved a little bit, raised on one side in a strange way that told him there was a body under it. He didn't notice before, but now slight movements caught his attention and placed the small inkling of hope back into life. 

He rushed towards it, grasping onto the hope like a beacon of hope, and moved the desk away gently, trying not to harm the person underneath.

The face of the girl underneath did seem familiar, but under the cover of blood and burnt skin, it was hard to discern, and it wasn't his main focus anyway.

“Alicia, call Strike back! We need to get her into a hospital!” He shouted at the door, hoping that she would hear him. Footsteps followed in that very moment, running away from the classroom. 

She heard him. Hopefully, somebody could fly her into wherever she needed to be.

Nathan gently raised the woman's head, picking her up in his arms and then supported her body, carrying her like a baby. She seemed barely conscious, and Nathan noticed the fact that one of her legs was missing under the knee, but the flesh was burned there, no longer bleeding.

“You'll live, I promise.”

He hoped that to be true. He was carrying her in his arms still as he walked towards the entrance of the Academy, right opposite the stairs, wanting to make Strike's path a bit less arduous, but his concentration was once again diminished by a new quest window popping up in front of his eyes. 


Quest Started

Goal: achieve a happy ending. Zero out of six 

Time until failure: Three years


Tutorial Objective 3: Do a Superhero deed

Complete! Reward: 1000USD

Progress towards ??? Unlock: 1205/1000USD

Shop! Unlocked!!


Tutorial Objective X: Live Your Superhero Life

Time remaining: ?

Reward: Gradual

            

    
        1.11 - Driveaway to Drivethrough while enjoying a Drive next to a Driver who happens to be Driving

    
    
    
    
                The rest happened almost all too quickly. Vermilion Strike did indeed arrive at the front door of the university, and she flew off with the last living student of the class 2-A. Nathan knew it wasn't her fault, but he still couldn’t suppress a feeling of anger when he thought about how she left. The idea that the student would most definitely die if he didn't decide to stay for a little while longer chafed at him strongly. 

But without an outlet for his anger, he just did what he’s always done: let it simmer inside him. It was kind of funny how a person could become acquainted with suppressing their own emotions when they needed to do so as often as he has. No, he was not thinking of this as if it made him cooler or anything of the sort. He knew that eventually it would overcome him, but as humans do, he just pushed the limit of what was normal to the best of his capabilities.

Thankfully, Alicia stayed nearby the whole time, and she looked even more dumbfounded and shocked than Nathan. He considered taking her to the psychiatrist that Strike mentioned was on the second floor, but in the end he decided not to. Not because she didn't need it, but because of the simple fact that an announcement came from the school speakers placed all over the hallways. 

All students are required to leave the school premises immediately.

A new dangerous situation has arisen, and so all of your classes today have been suspended. Please calmly proceed to your nearest exit and head home.

Further instructions will be given out today by email. All of the details concerning this situation will probably be covered by the media in under an hour.

Please have a safe travel home.


A weird chime sounded after the speech was over, and then even more people filled the halls, most of them heading straight towards the lockers or towards the door.

“Come on, Nathan, let's go.” Alicia called him, her head bumping in the direction of the door. “You plan to stand there till tomorrow or what?”

“Just trying to understand this whole situation,” Nathan replied, shaking himself and then walking forward. This all felt like too much. In a single day, he had seen far more death than in his whole previous life of twenty years. Not only death, but he trudged through the blood of his peers. Hell, the stench was still attached to him like a shirt, and his socks were still soggy, but he probably saved a life. 

At least he hoped that he did, and that made it all worth it.

Also, strangely, he had a new window that he didn't find time to inspect. It still seemed interesting; however. Originally he thought that only his stats would get increased, but now that it seemed that it wasn't the case. He wasn't quite so sure on what to think anymore. 

A shop could mean a thousand different things, and he needed to sit down and inspect calmly to know what his steps forward would be. For now, he only walked behind Alicia, trying to orient himself in the giant swarm of bodies.

"Where are we going?" he asked as he followed Alicia to her car.

"Home. I don't wanna go anywhere else today."

"What the actual fuck was that even?"

"Yeah, don't even wanna talk about it."

Nathan agreed, as he sat in the front seat once again. "I wish we had overslept so I wouldn't have to see that.” 

She sat on the soft seat, looking in front, her gaze glazed over. “What… who…. what…. WHY? Why would anyone do such a thing?" She stumbled over her words, visibly agitated as she sat behind the wheel. She still had yet to start the car. 

“I don't know, Alicia.” Nathan shook his head. “Probably some weirdo? Maybe that organization that the teacher was talking about this morning?” He sighed and looked out of the window, not being able to look at her sad face any longer. “That was so fucked up though. They were our age, just unlucky to find themselves in the better class.”

“Yeah, we live because we are the fucking worst class of the Academy, the ones nobody really thinks will become heroes, even.” She scoffed, "I'll show them all."

“If we become heroes, a sight like this will not be just a thing we see once or twice. As much as I hate to admit it, the fact that I saw that classroom today probably helped me to know what I'll have to face in the future.”

“Heroes don't face shit like this often, Nathan. Did you see teachers? Did you see Vermilion Strike? She looked like she was ready to puke as well, and she's been a hero for almost a decade. This, this was something bad happening, Nathan. That's what I'll tell you.”

For the first time… Well, not actually the first time, but this was definitely the longest conversation Nathan had with Alicia that didn't involve a joke or two. It would be out of place, yeah, but still, he was mildly surprised by the fact that she knew how to carry on a conversation like this at all. 

Talkative and not that evil Alicia. Good-natured Vermilion Strike. And now the class 2-A destruction.

Something was up. 

Alicia pressed the button to start the engine and slowly drove away from the academy gates, slower this time than their morning rush. Was she actually driving like a normal human being that valued her life for this time, checking the corners and if anyone was coming from a side street? At any rate, maybe Nathan wouldn't have to die in his second life because of a road accident as well.

Another thought stopped him as he watched the Academy disappear in the distance. “I still don't have a house to sleep in,” Nathan said, scratching his chin. “Could I just pay you for staying at your house?” He offered.

“Nah, do I look like I need money?” Alicia said, shaking her head.

“Fair point, I guess, but I don't have anything else really.”

“Why do you not have a house, man? How did you even get into a school without a place of residence?”

“I came from America. My parents are there, and I said that I would just find a place to stay when I came here, but then I kind of blew all of my money.” He said, repeating this excuse that he had prepared yesterday after arriving at Alicia's home.

“That kind of fits you, I suppose. Though you seemed a bit less reckless than to throw all of your money away,” she smirked. 

Strangely perceptive. Nathan was very careful with his money, yes. The life of an orphan did that to people. Why spend on new shoes when the ones you've had for the last four years haven't completely fallen apart yet? Why rent a larger flat when you could just throw some of your stuff away and keep paying less.

His adoptive mother wouldn't have approved of his post-high school lifestyle, but she never knew, and if she suspected, she never let Nathan know. 

“Let's just say I was on a weird spending spree when I arrived. New culture and all.” Nathan smiled. “Anyway, so is that a no?”

Honestly, he didn't know what he'd have to do, but it was still beginning to be kind of warm. It wasn't warm-warm yet, but if he bought a sleeping mattress and decided to sleep under some tree in a park, then he definitely would be able to get a good night's shut eye. How he'd charge his phone was a problem for later. 

The words that came out of Alicia's mouth surprised him, though. “You know what? Just come stay until I kick you out, okay? You'll just help me with some school stuff whenever I need it. Take notes for me and all that boring crap.”

“You should be paying attention and writing it down yourself.”

“Okay, mom! Jesus. Did I ask for a moral lesson, or did I ask for you to take notes in return for me letting you sleep over like a homeless guy?”

“Fair. I'll be buying a few more things first, though. I won't be just free-loading.” 

 A smirk returned to both of their lips, some of the horror of that scene forgotten at least momentarily. 

“Whatever you say, pal. Actually, speaking of, wanna stop somewhere for a meal before we go home? I don't feel like having something that the chef prepares.”

“Oh goodness me, she doesn't like what her private chef cooks for her. How horrific!” Nathan laughed as she playfully punched him on the shoulder. 

“Oh, shut up, okay? They are so concerned with nutrients and all that crap. I mean, I do wanna keep my physique, but a girl can only tolerate it for so long before I want something a bit different.” She smiled, a wild grin, and Nathan found himself transfixed. It fit her. Far more than the look she used to have when she was a bunch of pixels.


Nathan didn't like spending his money, especially since his powers would directly depend on it at this moment, but there was little he could do about that fact. He needed some to live, and he would need more to grow stronger. He did feel a bit different after the last quest had been completed, but the changes were still so minuscule that it felt like nothing. 

Who knew how rich he would have to be to fit in with the S-class hero trainees? Tens of thousands of dollars? Millions? No idea.

He would need to start making some dough really soon. 

Alicia sped up, only slightly, still keeping her eyes focused, but she did raise the radio volume a little bit more, letting Nathan settle into the seat and just watch the surrounding buildings. He didn't even ask what fast food or restaurant they were going to. To be honest, he didn't really care. As much as he would have expected the opposite to be true, he found that he was starving. 

When was the last time he ate? 

But he didn't let the hunger distract him completely. He, much to his reluctance, opened the status window once again by thinking on it, and the menu blinked into existence in front of his eyes. 

It listed the last tutorial quest as complete and gave him the stranger new one. But also there appeared to be a window now, with a small button that he knew would open a different menu if he thought about clicking it. 

Without much else to do since he would have to sit here anyway—since Alicia was quiet now—he decided to get this new strange phenomenon out of the way immediately. 

Sighing, he prepared himself for whatever would come next, praying it wouldn't be anything embarrassing like asking for her phone number once again, and clicked the button. 

A new tutorial opened. 

            

    
        1.12 - Drivethru

    
    
    
    
                TUTORIAL STARTED

Welcome to the Power Shop. 

The Power Shop is a new ability that you, the player, has unlocked. Not only will you be able to access many powers, you will be able to interchange them and combine them with others. This is a special opportunity only for you, a reward for completing the game up to 80% completion as the first person worldwide. 

How does one go about acquiring these abilities? Well, that is simple. You only need to find them in the great catalog below, and after a few ‘presses’ of a button, you can purchase them and place them in your inventory. 

Your inventory is located on the upper left corner of this menu. Upon clicking it, you will see three item equipment slots and empty slots below. From these empty slots, think about dragging the ability you would like to use towards one of the three equipment slots you currently have unlocked. 

Be warned, however, these abilities can only be changed once per day. We usually recommend changing these in the morning.

And that's all! 

If you have any further questions, don't worry about that. Just click the question mark on the upper right corner, and our artificial guide will help you with anything you need! 

Good luck!


WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK WAS THAT? A player? An inventory? WHAT? Was this an RPG game? That wasn't the case! Sure, my superhero life had action parts, but it wasn't anything like this - no equipping powers or anything of the sort. You just chose how the main character developed his power and which way he used it; that changed some outcomes of the branching path lines, but nowhere near this much.

And this also felt nothing like a video game to Nathan. Already, he accepted this as a new reality.

Though it also made him far, far more excited than he would have liked to admit. Buying powers, equipping three at once, was a dream come true. Finally, his overpowered ability had come—no longer would he just get slightly enhanced because of his bank account status. He could already feel himself smile, the corners of his mouth dragged upwards absent-mindedly.

Buying powers, having three at once… he would be unstoppable. The minor perk of having his body enhanced would still help make him more durable, but having several powers at once... That was the true gold mine that he was waiting for until now. His golden ticket towards achieving his goal. 

And there was no one he could really tell. He wasn't quite so sure he even wanted to. There wasn't anyone left here to tell. His mom though… she was in New York. But if he died in there… no, he could focus on things like that later. 

Now, he had a whole new system to check out. He clicked the catalog button and so many abilities opened in front of his eyes that he couldn’t even believe it. All available for purchase. It almost made his head swim. He would have grinned even more, would have laughed at how overpowered he would become, surely, if only it wasn't for one minor detail. 

They were all overpriced as hell. 

They were so expensive that the prices made his head swim once again. Telekinesis of 500 kilos for 1 million dollars?! What the actual fuck? 

“What is it?” Alicia asked, looking at him sideways, making him realize that he didn't, in fact, say that in his head. 

“Nothing, nothing. I just realized I forgot something.” Nathan hid his surprise, pointing his eyes out of the window so she wouldn't see his expression. The system window followed his view, seeming as if it was projecting right outside of the car. 

“Okay, whatever. Weird, though.”

“What?”

“I forget how weird you get sometimes.” 

Says you, miss explosive teddy bear, he thought, but dismissed the notion. Okay, so the powers are obviously completely overpriced. Would all of them be like that? Though he wasn’t going to complain.

Okay, maybe he complained a little. 

He looked at the system window and the telekinesis power that he had selected previously, and when he thought about it more, the window of the power expanded, bringing more details with it. Not only the price, but also the class of the power and some other classifications and descriptions. 

It was an A-class power. That meant something, right? He minimized it once again, trying to get used to the strange menu, though it wasn't that different from video. He focused on the large catalog, and tried to change it so it would get sorted by the rank of the powers.

Immediately, the sight in front of him changed. and completely new powers appeared.

These were priced lower. Most of them at the beginning were priced at 500 dollars, though the price rose as he scrolled more and more. The only classifications weren't just F class but they went to F+ and E-. The way these were classified was a mystery to Nathan himself, but he didn't care, just as long as he could enhance his current power. What he discovered was that it probably wouldn't be that easy.

All of these powers, some of them he could buy, but all of them were fucking trash.

Not only were the F-class powers weak. Most of these were hard to imagine a use for at all. He could buy most of the ones at the bottom, and there were hundreds of those listed, but they were, for the most part, useless. So useless that he couldn't even imagine them helping him in any situation at all. Certainly not in a fight with a superhero who would be standing against him.

He was about to get hopeless, but then another thought came to his mind: these weren't complete powers. No, they were components. He could have three at once. Could he combine them in some way?

He was about to look at them more closely, but Alicia then turned sharply into a McDonald's drive-thru, making him snap out of it and close the menu. She still looked stunned from the sight they had seen today, her eyes having the look of someone who saw something they never should have.

Nathan didn't feel much better himself.

“Are you planning to be a superhero once you are done with the Academy?” Nathan asked, realizing that he let the silence grow for a bit too long. It was easy to get lost in a new toy like the one he had just received.

“Me? I would like to, yes.” 

“Would like to? That doesn't sound that convincing.”

“I suppose it doesn't.” She agreed, pulling up behind a white SUV, parking near the order window. “We are F-class, Nathan. That means that some of the greatest heroes that call our academy their alma mater have decided that we are barely classified as superhumans.”

“But we are still supers,” Nathan offered.

“Yes, and so are most of our enemies.” Alicia reprimanded, waggling her index finger at him. “You seem a bit stronger than a normal human. Okay. How does that help you against someone who can shoot rays of light that burn your skin in seconds? Controls civilians with their mind? How does it help?”

“Okay, I get the idea,” Nathan said, fighting the urge to roll his eyes. “But I still want to try, and seemingly you do too. You would have just said no if you completely disagreed with the idea.”

She let a soft smile settle at that, nodding. “Yes. I would like to. Although there's a great path ahead of us. It's not going to be easy, Nathan.”

“Is anything in life ever easy?”

“Jesus, dude, you sometimes talk like an old person.”

“I’m an old soul, I guess.”

“Or you're just fucking antisocial. Remember that my first impression of you was seeing you talk to yourself and…”

“Okay, we don't have to go there! I understand your point.” He chuckled, and she joined him. After a second, they moved ahead once again, finally in front of the order window. 

Nathan didn't like McDonald's that much, but at this point, he would have eaten just about anything, so he ordered a large meal with an additional serving of nuggets and let Alicia pull to the front window. Once paying, he leaned over her, pushing his phone to the terminal. 

It was only fair for him to pay if she was the one who drove them and let him stay over, and with the last quest over, he had some funds to spare, at least. Not much, if he wanted to buy any abilities, but at least something would surely be left over.

Sitting back, however, he noticed Alicia was a bit too quiet.

“Anything wrong?” She seemed to be in a daze, but she shook herself and grabbed the wheel once again, driving them towards the parking lot. 

“No, just lost in thoughts!” She beeped, though Nathan noticed the slight blush to her cheeks. Did she like someone paying for her? How cute. She probably wasn’t used to that, as a rich person.

He let her park and finally dug into his meal, wolfing it down in a matter of two minutes.

“Jesus, dude. Well, I should have expected as much.” She said some of her previous mirth returning.

“You are half my size and already done with the meal yourself,” he said, pointing to the few fries that remained in her bag. “Anyway, any clues as to who it was?”

“No, but we'll learn that soon, I reckon. No way that something like this doesn't catch the attention of the international media.”

“Doesn't happen often in Japan?” 

“No. Definitely not one of the top academies of superhero training in all of Japan. Used to be a bit different back when I lived in Europe. Sometimes a terrorist would show up and do something similar, but not to this extent. A whole class dead except one student… Un-fucking-believable.”

Nathan felt his stomach rise once again as he thought of the memory, but he quickly suppressed it. He wasn't even sure why it was easy to do so, but he just could. Maybe he would just collapse later.

“Do you think that girl survived?” Nathan asked, the memory of finding her barely breathing and without some limbs making him shiver.

“I hope so. She won’t be returning to school any time soon even if she did. It's a great tragedy, Nathan.”

“I know. Those were A-class heroes. Surely they could have saved a lot of people.”

“Indeed, but, well, there is nothing much we can do about it, can we?. With the superhero era just on its dawn, I think we'll see something similar happen at least several dozen times through the next following decades.”

He didn't like the sound of that, but she must have been right. My Superhero Life never delved into topics such as this one. There were deaths on the screen, but not students dying by a dozen because of a hidden bomb. It made him angry. Nobody could have taken so many talented heroes at once if they fought fair. Cowards.

Alicia snooped her phone as she finished the last few fries, and suddenly she grabbed his shoulder, showing him the phone.

A huge title blared on every news outlet there, all of them saying the same thing:


	Bomb attacks across Japan in superhero training academies

	Hundreds confirmed dead already, with thousands more injured

	The attack was carried out by a terrorist group, apparently…



A terrorist group. “So this wasn't only in Ako Academy?” 

“No,” Alicia shook her head. “Every damn academy across Japan. There is only one organization that could have done something like this.” 

A new memory suddenly swam into Nathan's head before Alicia said another word. 

            

    
        1.13 - They call me the combiner (Or something like that)

    
    
    
    
                Nathan looked at the screen, drinking in the hellscape that became of the front yard of Ako Academy. Several dozen people stood there, all wearing black and red, looking over the school with genuinely uninterested expressions on their faces. At least from those who didn't have their expressions covered up under a mask, which wasn't a lot of them.

Three people stood in front, as if baiting an attack that Nathan knew wouldn't come. He could click the attack button himself right now; it was one of the options, at least, but he burned himself several times already back when he started playing My Super Hero Life. 

No, his character wasn’t strong enough yet, and it was still just the second year. His allies would be far too weak to attack the organization, at least for now.

Several dozen loops through the video game, and he knew most of the skill sets of his opponents like the back of his hand. This was the single most baiting opportunity that was there, all of the villains standing in front of the main character. It basically screamed at the player to press on the attack, and theoretically, it should be possible to win, but Nathan hasn't managed to win the fight in this passage yet. He hadn't even come close.

He pressed retreat, and took his companions through the side hall of the academy, exiting through a window. The action sequence turned into stealth. It was still entertaining, but Nathan grit his teeth as he did so. One day he would beat this passage. He swore it. 

He would destroy Red Lily this time around. 



Of course! Red Lily. How could he have forgotten? They were the main villains of the game. He even knew that Vermilion Strike was one of their most prominent members, and then he forgot their name. The fact that they began attacking in the first year of his new life, though they had never attacked at the very first, very second day of the school year. Their first event happened after the second year’s tournament, which was a year and spare from now.

He opened his phone, writing all of this down. These memory games were beginning to annoy him to a great extent. It wasn't like this info would have helped him much, but if the reality followed the video game more, then he would know at least some events before they happened.

“Damn those Red Lily bastards. First, their attack in Kyoto. Then they killed so many superheroes, and now they just kill so many “. Alicia said, with a hint of sadness in her voice, "How dare they?"

“I don't know, Alicia. Some people are just evil.” He said after a moment of silence. That was all Nathan could say. “But I hope that they will pay for what they've done.”

But without the main character here, who would step up to destroy them? Nathan certainly didn't feel powerful enough, and he didn’t feel confident, especially now when his life was at stake. 

More than anything, he wanted to go through the list of abilities, but he would leave that for home. 

The rest of the travel home was mostly spent in silence, both Alicia and him considering the consequences of today. No emails came from the academy so far, but the news outlets were already capturing the situation at large. Several hundred students died around the country, most of them from the most prestigious classes. A few other bombs got defused, and a lot of the students got saved because of the superheroes at the scene, yet the damage was already done. A nationwide tragedy.

Nathan didn't even know who to blame, and that wasn't because he locked something in his memory this time around. It was just because he knew he didn't know who the main leader of Red Lily was. They were the main villains back in the video game, and there were some prominent faces from in between them, but there wasn't anyone who stood out as the de facto leader of them all. 

Their disbandment in the game consisted of clearing out their strongest fighters, like Vermillion Strike, or somebody else who stood at the forefront of the organization. After that, the focus was on getting some of the actual strong heroes there to deal the final strike. It was one of the criticisms Nathan had for the game: no matter what he tried, he couldn't get in on the final action himself. 

They arrived at the house, and Alicia parked just where the car started today.

She sighed, looking at the house before she shook herself and got out of the front seat.

"You seriously fine with me crashing at your house?"

"It is a bit weird, I suppose, but as I said, you just owe me." She said, a small smile forming on her lips as she headed towards the front door.

"Yeah, but aren't you afraid? I'm a guy, you know?"

"And you got into Ako Academy, and your ability is practically useless, placing you in the F-Class. You just take punches well?"

"That's not all I do."

"Sure, buddy, whatever helps you sleep at night. All I'm saying is I don't really get any bad vibes from you except that you're a bit of a moron."

"Hey, that's unfair. At least I don't have an emotional support teddy bear for an ability. Hey!" She punched his shoulder once again, though she couldn't hide her smile. 

"That was a good one! Anyway, I just don't really care, but it feels nice for this house not to be so silent all the time anyway."

They stepped inside the house, and Nathan had to once again remind himself to take his shoes off before they had a quick coffee. Alicia excused herself and went into her room.

That suited Nathan just fine. He still had a whole catalog of abilities to look over. 

The first thing he did, however, was that he went into the shower and washed himself clean of all the blood that felt like a second skin. There was a washing machine there, and so he threw all of his stuff inside, hoping that Alicia wouldn't mind him using some of the cleaning stuff. After that, he wrapped a towel around him and went inside his room, lying on the soft mattress and staring at the ceiling.

For the fact that it was barely past noon and that he hasn't actually done much today, he felt utterly exhausted, to the point that his eyelids felt as if they were so heavy that he would fall asleep the moment he let them close completely.

No, wake up! I've got skills to distribute.

He forced the menu to open and clicked on the shop once again. His current stat, money, blinked in the lower left corner, almost laughing at him, even though it was far better than it was yesterday morning. It was zero then, after all, and already it was at 1,200. Well, almost 1,200USD. The McDonald's cost something.

If only each quest made the number of figures go up again. The thought seemed unlikely, seeing that the new quest was as cryptic as it was. Hopefully he would start seeing some rewards from it soon, though. It was easy to get accustomed to getting money from just doing straightforward stuff, no matter how hard it was to ask for a phone number before.

Would he have to get a job now? Hopefully not. Though there seemed to be several other things he could do to earn some money. If it meant he could buy more powers, then he would do anything necessary, even if it meant going back into the workforce.

He scrolled through the bottom-tier powers, rolling his eyes at how unuseful they were compared to somebody like the main character, who could basically do almost anything when it came to destruction, or someone like Rin, who could heal literally anyone, like one of those fantasy characters with priest powers. 

What use would abilities like two times higher jumps be? And the jump power seemed to be one of the more useful ones.

They were useless. How would we beat anyone with any of these? As far as he understood it, they would be even outright detrimental sometimes.

Sure, there were a few that were better, but even the more useful ones, when just used in isolation, didn't really seem to bring out the full extent of what it meant to be a superhero. All of them seemed like they lacked a certain aspect to make them work, to make them something useful. 

Combining is really the way to go about this. He realized, his eyes snapping open as he looked at the abilities in a new light. He had three slots. He was kind of dazed back when he unlocked the system, but now that he looked back on it, he realized, once again, just how potent that was. Sure, combining three useless abilities would just mean that he had one useful one for now, but if he actually managed to make a lot of money... he would be nigh unstoppable. 

I should really nap before I make an important decision like this. But… powers… Soooooo tempting.

He began looking at the skills differently now, writing them down to his phone and trying to think of combinations. He could only purchase two of the most trashy tier, and it would leave him broke once again, but if this meant that he would actually have more of a super power than just slightly enhanced strength, then it was all worth it.

The problem was that there were still hundreds of them, and if he had to think of combinations, he would need to search thoroughly. 

Cracking his shoulders, he sat up straight, took out a notebook from his bag, and began writing down the names of the skills and possible combinations. 

Time flew by as he completely lost himself to the work. The combinations, numbers, and names all flew in his head and in his concentration, and in his concentration he wrote down so many things that his pen stopped working suddenly.

He didn't even know how much time had passed, but it was beginning to be dark outside. He also realized that he was ravenous. Sighing, he looked over the whole notebook once again, picking out what he thought was best. In the end, he clicked purchase on two skills that would become his first. 

Skills acquired! Thank you for the purchase!

A small line blinked in and out of existence in front of his eyes, and then he navigated through the inventory menu, picking out the abilities and putting them into two of the three available slots. He pointedly ignored the low number on the lower left corner of his interface. It almost made him want to cry when he saw how little money he had once again.

Once he dropped the ability into the slot, a new notification blinked.

This slot will enter a 24-hour cool down once you insert the ability. The ability will not be possible to be removed, and no new abilities can be slotted into this slot until this cool down has ran its course.

Proceed?

He clicked Yes and Proceed and repeated the same process on the second ability. He didn't feel any different, but knew in the back of his mind how the new abilities worked, almost as if they were always there. It felt like If he decided to try skateboarding once again, like an activity that he hasn't done for a decade, and he was fairly sure that he would be able to do easily if he tried.

Excited now, he began standing up from the bed and planned to head towards the door. 

Food could wait, but now he wanted to try this out, and he would need to go outside for that.

Just as he stood up, the door, without a knock, opened and Alicia stood there, a plate in her hand.

And Nathan realized that he was wearing only a towel. 

            

    
        1.14 - Momentum is a funny thing

    
    
    
    
                “What the fuck, Nathan?!” Alicia covered her eyes, her gaze averted.

“Have you ever heard of knocking?” Nathan reprimanded, covering himself as best as he could. The towel began slipping the moment he stood up, but he doubted that she saw anything. It was still wrapped around his waist. For the most part.

“This is my house, you know? Why should I care about knocking?” She rebuked, shaking her head.

“Because it's basic courtesy. Close the damn door already!”

She thankfully listened, the door closing swiftly. Did Nathan hallucinate, or were there red on her cheeks?

His muscles were showing nicely, yes, but he didn't see himself as that particularly attractive.

Another thought stopped him. "Wait, Alicia.” 

“I swear if you ask me to open the door, I'm gonna kick your ass out today, no questions asked.” 

“No, no, no. I wanted to ask you if you happen to have any clothes I can use..."

......

"You're kidding, right?"

"Do I look like I'm kidding?"

"Where did you get that towel from anyway?"

“From the bathroom. There were clean towels in the cupboard.” 

“And you didn't ask if you could take one?” 

The thought hasn't even crossed his mind. He was so tired and out of place today that asking if something like that was fine seemed just out of the ordinary. “No.”

A sigh was audible from the other side of the door, and then soft steps of walking away. Nathan began thinking that maybe Alicia just left him there, not bothering to even answer, but then the steps returned and her annoyed voice soon followed: "I'm leaving my older brother's things on the floor. Take them when I leave. Don't let this happen again. Also, buy some clothes for god’s sake."

“Again, wouldn't happen if you knocked.” Nathan stopped, mulling over her words. “Wait, older brother?”

“I'm not an only child. Anyway... Sorry for all that.” She paused in the middle of the sentence, clearly frustrated, but Nathan appreciated the sentiment.

“All is fine. Just pretend nothing happened?”

“Suits me fine. Anyway, come eat when you dress up.”

Nathan was once again ravenous. He waited for a moment until the steps once again completely disappeared, and then opened the door, finding a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt placed there. He quickly tried them on, and found them a bit restraining, but they fit him well enough. Who was he to complain anyway?

At least they didn't look completely foolish. The fact that she had a brother at all was a stroke of good luck in this situation. He went down the stairs, finding Alicia already sitting on a couch, watching some TV show that Nathan didn't recognize. Some kind of sci-fi. That fit Alicia somewhat, though he half expected her to watch some romance instead. 

Weirdly specific, he knew. He should know better than to judge people just based on their appearance.

He then walked towards the table, finding a nice-smelling French toast there and gobbled it up in a matter of seconds. 

“You know that you're not timed on that, right?”

He looked around, confused, before he realized that she was commenting on the speed. Truth be told, that was just the way for him. He enjoyed his meals the most when he ate them swiftly, not that he knew why. Just one of his habits, he supposed.

“I don't see your meal anywhere, so look who's talking.” He grinned.

“You have been holed up in your room for the whole day. Plenty of time to eat without you seeing me.”

Tiring of this particular conversation, he stretched, went towards the kitchen, loaded the dishwasher, and then stepped out of the glass door towards the back garden.

“Where are you going?” Alicia asked, one eyebrow raised in curiosity.

“Just testing my power out.”

“So what you're gonna do, punch the ground?”

“No, I'm trying out something new.”

“Your ability didn't seem to make anything new possible.” She said, though, there wasn't any conflict in her tone, just mere curiosity instead.

“You would be surprised. Wanna see?”

She seemed to fight with herself as she looked between him and the TV, but then she pressed the pause button and scrunched her shoulders. “Sure, I guess maybe you'll be less useless the next time we have to fight in the school.” 

“That's the hope, at least.” He stopped before he walked through the door completely. “Wait, actually, do you happen to have anything that I can throw?”



Nathan felt the soft grass under his feet, standing barefoot in the backyard of Alicia's home. It was a nice little place. There were a lot of flowers placed next to the house, their colors intertwining and giving the whole area a more polished look. 

At least a sibling and two parents. The house seemed awfully lonely, and he didn't yet ask how often anyone from her family comes home.

They didn't feel close enough for questions like that, and he feared hurting her if he pried open with a question that he shouldn't have asked. He was set on being more outgoing, yes, but outgoing didn't mean hurting someone, especially not his first friend.

He took a deep breath and opened the interface once again, deciding that he wanted to read his two skills for one more time.

“You're just gonna stand there, or are you actually gonna try something?” Alicia asked, pretending to sound annoyed. Nathan knew better, though. Already, he felt like he was deciphering her behavior, and her tone was slightly different when she was actually annoyed and when she only wanted to seem annoyed. 


It was a slight difference, and yet it was there.

“Just checking something, okay? Give me a moment.”

“Checking something… You're just staring into my fence. Does it need repainting or something?”

“No, I don't think it does.”

“Actually, maybe I should have you repaint it for staying here. It would be a fair repayment.” She pondered, an evil smirk on her lips. 

“And here I thought that you barging into my room and seeing me almost naked was enough.”

Some of the blush returned to her cheeks. How cute. 

“That was totally unnecessary and rude, and just so you know, you're not that well defined. There was barely anything to look at!” Her tone hovered up and down as she denied Nathan's joke with all the vehemence that she could muster.

“Sure, whatever you say, Alicia.” He smirked and then returned to reading the descriptions once again, focused on getting through them more swiftly this time around. 

Momentum buildup

F+ Class Ability

This ability lets you store momentum for the duration of two minutes. The momentum can be stacked and can be released at will. This momentum can also be injected into an item of the user's own liking. Discretion advised. Momentum can be stacked and therefore very dangerous for the wearer. This ability does not provide more durability, and it is easily possible to destroy one's hand with stacking too much momentum on it. 

Can be used 10 times a day.

How Nice that they provided a warning as well. Nathan originally discarded the ability because it seemed a bit too unusable for him. What would momentum be for, when in the moment he punched something, his arm exploded? 

But then he thought on it again and focused on the different part: the fact that he could store the momentum inside things. Hopefully, it would work just as he wanted it to, but unless the description was an outright lie, then it ought to. And this would be the base of his first ability combination.

Honestly, it was one of the better ones in F+-Class. It seemed unlike many others at least somewhat usable on its own. It was the only F+ he could afford, thanks to the “First ability” discount.

Opening up the second ability window. He already knew where he wanted to take this.


Tag/Mark

F Class Ability

This ability allows the user to mark a target within 20 meters. This mark will be invisible to everyone except the user and will not be accompanied by any feeling whatsoever. For the user, however, there will be a red crosshair right above the head of the target. If the target doesn't have a head, it will simply be placed above. Whatever item aims towards the direction of this target will be guided towards the mark, even if there appears to be an obstruction. Use cautiously.


The combination was a simple one. Honestly, there were a lot of more complex combinations available from the list, but a lot of them required three abilities. He simply didn't have enough money for three, so he had to go with some of the more simple bargains.

What surprised him, however, was that now that they were equipped, he had an option to upgrade these abilities. He wondered in what way exactly they could be upgraded, but all of them had some specifics. His video game knowledge told him that these would probably gradually improve with time. Hopefully, spending money wouldn't be the only way to improve them.

Without further ado, he picked up one of the rocks located near one of the plants and started swinging his arm around, almost as if he was doing a warm-up. 

A small bar appeared in one of the corners of his vision, and it continued filling up, all too fast. Once it did fill up completely, it switched into a number, strangely enough, and with each swing this number went up and up and up. It didn’t go up by a single number, but by hundreds. It showed the number in newtons, but Nathan never knew much of physics; he studied finance, for God's sake.

With his number of relevance completely thrown out the window, he looked for a target and picked out a tree at random; that one would do. 

Once he applied the mark, a strange knowledge filled him. A knowledge that told him that he would, no matter what, hit this tree. Even if he didn't see the target. The ability claimed that the target would be visible, but that wasn’t the case now. Probably not because it wasn't there, but just because the tree was too thick and tall for him to say for sure. He knew it was there; the ability made him certain of it.

Not that hitting a stationary tree was a problem, but he was more sure than ever.

“So are you just gonna swing your arms or what? I thought you were showing me your new ability, but here I am, getting bored.”

“I'm getting to it.”

“Sure, big boy, let's see it.” 

He looked at the stone in his hand and focused on it, staring at the momentum bar in his interface. As he focused more, he could feel it slipping from his body into the rock. Yet it didn't release immediately. Instead, it was locked there, waiting for his command.

Once he got rid of all of the momentum built in the bar, he looked at the rock once again, seeing the bar above it instead. He still wondered how exactly he saw all of this but Alicia didn't. Still, that was a problem for later. He focused on the tree, preparing to send the rock flying.

He stopped when a shadow fell upon where he stood. Confused, he looked up.

And there he saw Vermilion Strike, twenty feet above him, looking down. 

            

    
        1.15 - Vermillion Offer

    
    
    
    
                Nathan watched the screen, fighting the urge to roll his eyes. This damned boss fight, near the end of the game… So annoying! He probably failed it for maybe the tenth time already. 

How was this enemy so damn strong? It just didn't feel fair. Flight was one thing. Super Strength was another. He expected the game to have fake Superman after all, but this was just… too much. How did one beat this?

It didn't help that Nathan had to get used to the ability evolution of the main character each time. All of them played differently, much to his surprise, and yet all of them failed against this wall just the same. This run was probably the closest he got to defeating Vermillion Strike.

The camera shifted as the main character fell to the ground. Vermillion Strike hovered to the ground, her high heels and black bodysuit in full display. She had a mask that covered her face, made from some kind of cool cyberpunk tech wear, but it disappeared as she clicked something on the side of her head.

Damn, that's really goddamn cool. I kinda get why people have the hots for her, Nathan thought, surprised at the thought. This wasn't even the first time he'd seen the cutscene.

“Well, it appears that Red Lily will not be stopped by a university student after all. Who could have thought?” She prolonged the last parts of the sentence, drinking in the frustration that Nathan really felt. 

“Unbalanced piece of shit.” He already itched to make a Reddit post about this. Did these developers seriously have no inkling of balance?

He expected the cutscene to end just like it did the last time, but then she stumbled. 

Was this a new part? Maybe it showed because he got her under 20% HP. That was really cool. Seriously, there was always something new to discover in this game. 

Vermilion Strike went to one knee, glaring into the camera, which shifted to the first-person perspective. It sometimes did that in the cutscenes.

“I must admit, though, you really got a punch. Perhaps I should talk to Balance to get you to join us. What do you say, kiddo?” Her lips turned up into a smirk as a line of blood dripped down from her mouth.

“Fuck no,” Nathan muttered and clicked the option to refuse. 

Accepting seemed like an easy game over. And all of the heroines were on the good side as well. No, he would win this fight the next time, but he would not do something like joining them. It wasn’t only the fact that it felt like cheating.

It just wasn’t his style.



Vermilion Strike hovered towards the ground, and Nathan had to fight with himself not to budge from the place. Her costume and overall look were different from the video game, yes. Apparently, she was an actual hero, and just today he saw her jump into a classroom full of blood, trying to save any lives that she could get her hands on. 

It was clear that this wasn't the Vermilion Strike he was used to, and yet he couldn't suppress the knowledge that he accumulated over hundreds of hours of gameplay.

Turrets from the roof were pointed in her direction, already rotating, but Alicia mumbled something into the watch that she had on her wrist, and suddenly they stopped. Nathan even forgot that they were there. 

"Hey there, students!” Her cordial voice traveled from above. She hit the ground with a soft thud, and her eyes swept from Nathan to Alicia, who stood mouth agape, only a few feet away.

"Miss Strike, I am… happy… to see you?" Nathan mumbled.

"Was that a question? I certainly hope not, cause I am happy to see you too." She accentuated the last part slowly, pointing her finger between Nathan and Alicia.

"To what pleasure do we owe your visit?"

"Oh, simple matter. Came to tell you two that the one student you found in Class 2-A is alive and stable." She smiled, and though Nathan wasn't the best at social things, he saw the relief flood in Alicia's face. Hell, he felt relieved too, though he did his best to not think of the student in the last few hours. He hated to admit it to himself, but... he kind of thought that she was dead for certain. 

“That's amazing news, Miss Strike!” Alicia scratched her head, stepping closer. 

“How did you know where to find us?” Nathan asked, his mind running with possibilities. Was she with Red Lily after all? Did she come to find them because they were one of the people who ruined their plans, at least somewhat? But then Vermillion Strike was one of the teachers who removed the bombs from the other classes. It didn’t add up.

“I dropped you off yesterday, if you don't remember.” She smiled, tapping his shoulder. “Anyway, just wanted to check on you two and see if you are doing okay. It was a lot to take today.” She actually sounded sad as she said that. Nathan had to once again move his perception of her, as hard as it was.

“I... I think we'll manage; we'll have to if we are meant to be heroes.”

“Yeah, there's a lot more like death to see, although I hope it won't happen often,” Alicia added.

“Good. You two could make great heroes yet,” Strike smiled.

“We are F-class, Miss Strike; let's not kid ourselves.”

“I looked into your files. You know, it's not every day that first-year students come running towards a scene of super villain crime. Alicia Banava's ability to create small explosive dolls, quite useless on paper, yes, but it's got many uses depending on how you use that ability.”

She stopped, and Alicia actually blushed a little. She didn't hurl insults like she would have at Nathan.

Hey, where does that difference come from? Treat me like that too! He moaned in his mind.

“And Nathan Brody. An interesting ability, that one. It can unlock small-scale abilities as he grows older and more powerful. It's actually quite undetailed, especially when it comes to the principal's papers, but having more powers than one. Maybe you are F-class now, but you will grow with time. Both of you, I am looking towards your progress.”

Now it was Nathan's turn to blush. Apparently, his past self that he didn't remember living as already knew about what his power was. If a version of him like that existed at all, that is. Both ability unlocks and their growth in power came from how much money he had, not from growing more powerful.

And as much as he itched to say that out loud, he kept that in. 

“So what are you two doing out here? I expected you to be holed in after today’s events.”

“Nathan wanted to show me something cool.” Alicia stopped, looking at Nathan with an annoyed expression. But then he just grabbed a rock and swirled it in the air like a five-year-old child.”

Vermillion Strike’s eyebrows raised as she looked to Nathan, but then her expression was replaced by a smile.

“You unlocked an ability, didn't you? Oh, how exciting!”

Nathan could almost swear that he heard Alicia gasp at the revelation.

“Yes, Miss Strike. I have a new ability. Two, in fact.”

“Oh, that's great! Show me!” She jumped towards the tree that Nathan was just aiming at and outstretched her arms.

“Uhm, excuse me? What do you mean, show me?”

She tilted her head as if the answer was obvious. “Show me? Just fire the ability at me. I can take it.”

“Is this a new form of masochism or something?” 

Alicia chortled behind him, but Nathan actually meant it. What was up with this? 

“I want to see some of the abilities! One of the new ones of yours. The 2nd and 3rd year classes are really cool, but nothing beats someone like you growing new abilities as they grow.”

“That doesn't mean that the hit will not even move you. I think it will hurt, at least. I might not be in the 1-S class, but it should still be really powerful.” Nathan stopped, pointing at the tree. “I fully expected that tree to just get blown up.”

“Hey, wait up, you didn't tell me that.” Alicia grabbed him by the shoulder. “My dad would fucking kill me if you did that.”

He supposed that he didn't consider that, and he also supposed that maybe he ignored it on purpose because he found it quite suitable for someone who made fun of him constantly. 

He had been assuming a lot of things these days. 

“Well, are you gonna hit me any day now, Nathan?” Strike asked once again, and Nathan realized that he had still been holding that one damn rock. Before, it seemed like a fun experience; now he feared for Strike's life.

Why should I even fear for her life? She's a strong superhero, and the one who has been a villain for all the time I've known her! 

But she didn't seem to be a villain now. As much as Nathan hated to admit it, the fact that she came here today just to tell them that one of their classmates was alive was really nice of her, and honestly kind of cute. He didn't expect her to care to this extent.

“I seriously don't want to hurt you.”

“You won't. I promise you. Now fire away, or punch away, or blast away, or whatever it is that you do!” She giggled as if she just said a fun joke, although it was anything but.

“I can't just fire on a lady that stands still, defenseless.”

A slight blush hit her cheeks as she nodded. “A lady, huh? How gentlemanly. But I wanted to see the ability!” She pouted.

“As I’ve said about five times by now, you could just move to the side, and I'll fire at the tree.”

“Hit the fucking tree, Nathan, and I’ll make you explode.” Alicia punched him in the shoulder. It hurt, this time around.

“Okay, idea! We'll have a spar, you two against me! A two-on-one seems kind of fair.” She lifted her muscular arm into the air triumphantly, almost as if she solved a difficult problem. 

Nathan dry swallowed, imagining how the boss fight went back in [My superhero life]. And she was a late-game boss! Only unlocked once the main character had more abilities. How was he supposed to beat her now?

Looking to the side, Alicia seemed similarly shocked, her eyes opened wide.

"Oh, don't worry, you two, I'll go easy."

"Miss Strike, I don't think that's a good idea."

"Ok, we're starting 3, 2, 1. Go!"

Vermilion Strike became a blur as she rushed at Nathan. 

            

    
        1.16 - Yukiko

    
    
    
    
                Vermilion Strike

Yukiko hovered above the house that she left the students at only two days ago. Or was it yesterday? She wasn't quite so sure. Days passed so quickly these days, and with the new teaching gig that she got, combined with her agency calling her into places on overtime, it was hard to keep track of when certain events happened.

But she knew that this was the house at least. She remembered the technocratic look of it, something that even she envied, though she probably could buy something of similar value. Time constraints wouldn't allow her to really be involved in the process of building it, however.

The two students were in the backyard and were bickering about something that she couldn't hear. She had better hearing than most, yes, but that didn't help. From this far away from those two, she would have seemed like a dot in the sky. If they looked in her direction, that is. 

The two seemed to go back and forth and the male student, Nathan, as Yukiko came to discover, was doing something with a rock that he picked up. Her interest was piqued more than it was before.

They rushed into a full-blown crime scene, trying to help. 

Because of them, that one student, back in the agency hospital, lived to see another day. The only survivor of the bomb attacks that happened today. 

She knew that this was out of protocol, that she shouldn't be here, and yet these two deserved to know that they helped, right? Back when she herself started as Vermilion Strike, she would have liked to know that her antics actually saved someone. Surely they would need a mood boost after what they've seen today. Scratch that, they would need it for sure.

So much blood. The memory still made her stomach rise when she thought about it and these two were students without any training, without any experience.

She came toward the ground, letting herself down slowly, though not too slowly. Nathan was just about to do an attack, but he stopped. 

She interrupted him just as he was about to unleash whatever he had been doing. Not that she wasn't interested—she was, far more than she would have liked to admit. But it would be more interesting if she found a different way for him to test his abilities.

The records showed that this man in particular was placed into F class only because his ability was too unclear on what it could do. Some of the committee placed him there because it seemed unpredictable or undefined, but Yukiko wondered what exactly was going through their heads when they made the assessment. It was clear that his ability would grow far more powerful than most heroes of the world, at least if he got a chance to hone it. 

"Hey there, students.” She swiped her eyes from one to the other. Both seemed surprised at the fact that she was here. Boo. She liked them! Hopefully they’d come to learn that she wasn’t scary or anything of the sort. 

Nathan seemed not pleasantly surprised though, as if he was battling with a fight or flight instinct. She knew the look, saw it many a time. What was he afraid of? Yukiko would never hurt him, or do him any other harm. He was one of her precious students. 

"Miss Strike! I am… happy… to see you?" Nathan mumbled, confirming some of Yukiko's worries. The young man had something against her, some pre-disposition though she didn't understand. Why? 

But as she usually did, she played it off with humor. 

"Was that a question? I certainly hope not, cause I am happy to see you too." She accentuated the last part slowly, pointing her finger between Nathan and Alicia. She did like seeing them both do well, honestly! They were so cute, these two. She wondered whether they were dating. The fact that he lived here made her question that a bit. 

Some of the students seemed to take being a superhero as their sole goal in life, and though she didn't think that these two were without that ambition, it was nice to see twenty-year-olds just be twenty-year-olds. She continued talking to them and as much as she hated to admit it she actually really liked these two. They were just natural at talking, and the atmosphere that those two had going made it easy to join in their bickering. 

For a moment, she almost forgot that she was almost ten years older than these two, but then she remembered her original goal for coming here. Well, the second original goal.

And so she asked him to hit her with the ability that he was winding up. He genuinely seemed to be concerned for her, making that strange look that he gave her when she arrived even stranger. She would actually have to force him to use it. 

He was a first-year student. No matter how powerful he thought he was, it surely wasn't enough to hurt her too badly. As far as she understood it, his ability needed time to grow in power and that meant that right now he just wouldn't be that powerful. 

Even if he was one of those who awakened their power early, that would still give him what, two years with the ability? And that was very, very unlikely in the first place. 

“I can't just fire on a lady that stands still, defenseless.”

A slight blush hit her cheeks as she nodded. So he took her for a woman. How surprising! Or maybe not so much. Yukiko was fully aware of the effect that her costume had on some of the men. It was why her agency chose this costume after all, as much as she hated it. 

But the comment took her aback for a second. It was just so pure. 

Snap back out of it, Yukiko. He's a student, for God's sake!  “How gentlemanly, but I wanted to see the ability.”

“As I’ve said about five times by now, you could just move to the side and I'll fire at the tree.”

The other student, Alicia, punched him in the shoulder after she told him that he could do no such thing. Oh she was sooooooooooooooo cute. 

But this was beginning to be a bit tiring already. Yukiko suddenly got a new idea. “Okay, idea! We'll have a spar, you two against me. A two-on-one seems kind of fair.” She lifted her arm into the air triumphantly. This solved the problem. Surely neither of them would have a qualm against this. 

The two seemed taken aback and she realized that they maybe thought that she would go on them full steam. No she just wanted to see them fight honestly. She wouldn't get the opportunity to teach them for a whole year yet, after all. 

"Oh, don't worry, you two, I'll go easy."

"Miss Strike, I don't think that's a good idea."

She wanted a fight already and so she ignored that. "Ok, we're starting. 3, 2, 1, go!"

She dashed towards Nathan, prepared to tap him lightly on his head. It was not even an attack; it would just show him that she could have attacked. Give him a pointer on the fact that he should always be vigilant. 

This was a warm-up anyway; no use bashing them at all. The young man's face appeared in front of her in a span of a second as she flew at almost max speed towards him. Just as she was about to touch his head, suddenly she found herself flung away towards the tree. Her stomach hurt a little. She expected a lot of things. With her super-powered body and durability, she expected to feel a bit of force; but she didn't expect to get hurt.

She looked down and saw a small hole in her suit, not a giant one but easily visible. A rock fell to the ground, the one that she saw Nathan hold as she descended minutes ago.

Nathan, upon a glance, seemed just as surprised as Yukiko was. She was about to applaud him when, suddenly, at the corner of her vision, a small pink teddy bear appeared. She wanted to fly away but she saw it too late and an explosion rocked her, sending her to the side. 

This one didn't hurt. Not that it was completely weak, but it simply didn't have the same punch to it. She scanned the small backyard again and saw Nathan running towards more rocks that were near a small patio near the building. As much as she hated to admit it, that rock hurt a bit too much for her liking, and so she wouldn't let him do it again. Her goal was reached already, so it was fine to end it here.

She flew at him again, and this time he wasn't that prepared. He managed to grab a rock, but before he could do anything else, she grabbed him by the back of his shirt and threw him into the air. A scream followed and then Yukiko looked at Alicia.

She was watching the sky and then her eyes got back at Yukiko. So pretty. They were violet, like lavender. “You will catch him, right?” Alicia asked, pointing to the sky. The screams were not ending yet.

“Of course I'll catch him. Who do you think I am?” Yukiko replied, giving her a thumbs up.

“When?”

“When he’s close enough.”

“So… I guess this is over?”

“You guess correctly. I wanted to see your abilities and I already got that. No point in going further here.”

“Ah, fair. It was more like you were playing with us, though.” Alicia pouted, her eyes, going away from Yukiko for a moment.

“I have been a super hero for almost 10 years. You just started training. I’d be embarrassed if it ended any differently. You are doing just fine.” 

The screams continued getting closer now, instead of further. She glanced up and lifted off the ground, preparing to catch the student. Maybe she chose too extreme of a method. Hopefully the young man wouldn't be mad at her. 

She prepared to catch him about ten feet off from the ground, enough to slow the momentum and not stop it in one second outright. But much to her surprise, something strange happened.

Instead of continuing his descent, maybe five feet above Yukiko, the man just stopped in the air as if all of the momentum disappeared. Then his body rotated, his face becoming visible to her, and for the last five feet he descended towards her in a slower fall, his hands stretched behind his back.

Yukiko was so dumbfounded that she didn't even realize that Nathan didn't know she wanted to end this here. She thought of the fight as complete. 

His fist hit her in the abdomen once again, and Yukiko saw the world whirl as she got thrown with immense force against the ground. Earth erupted around her as her back connected with the grass below and she felt the air knocked out of her. 

Nathan fell beside her, but she could barely even comprehend that as she tried to not go unconscious. That… was not a student of 1-F level of punch. The faces of Alicia and Nathan appeared above her, blurry. 

"I'm so sorry, Miss Strike," Nathan said, grasping her hand and lifting her head from the ground. Her head swam, but as she usually did, she was recovering quickly. That much couldn't be said about Nathan's arm. It seemed as if several bones were protruding from the fist, and yet he didn't seem to care for his own body, instead checking on her.

A wave of electricity coursed through Yukiko for the first time in her life. She didn't know what it was—didn't really care. 

But something told her that this man was someone she better keep an eye on. Her eyes lingered on him for a little longer.


            

    
        1.17 - Who the hell wants to go to school anyway

    
    
    
    
                The rest of the week passed in a blur. Nathan didn't even realize, yet suddenly it was Sunday already, and he felt wholly unprepared for the next week.

They had all of their classes cancelled, to nobody's surprise. Nathan received the email on the Tuesday evening and was conflicted about what it had shown.

Apparently, superheroes didn't sleep, and so he would get to do all the things that he would have to learn in class all by himself. That included one part, which he had forgotten about completely: creating his own superhero costume. Much like his former New York self, he obviously forgot about doing so until this very day. 

Or maybe he hasn't forgotten, but he might have simply decided that he could wait a day longer. And the day after that. Aaaaand also the day after that. 

Now it was Sunday, and he had not even begun charting the design for his costume. It was a bit silly. He knew that. The superhero costume was something that would represent him, and he should just go with his gut. But he must have lacked his damn intestines, because his gut told him nothing. 

Superhero costumes, as cool as they were in comics, were kind of silly when he imagined himself wearing one. Most of the other students also fit the costume they had worn for their abilities, but Nathan's abilities would change as time went on. 

And so Nathan was sitting on the small patio behind Alicia's home once again, watching the sun fall beyond the horizon, and he was still nowhere nearer the final product of what he needed to hand in by this night. 

The costumes were supposed to be done on tomorrow somehow, and the students would from then on only train in these costumes. They needed to get approved first. Checked if there are any copyrights and whether they were too revealing. Alicia at least claimed that it was a common problem amongst female and male students both. Everyone seemed to like showing their skin a bit too much. Wasn't Japan meant to be a conservative country? But superheroes and supervillains changed that, apparently.

“You done with it yet?” Alicia strolled onto the patio, clothed in a flowy black dress with purple flowers patterned all around it. It was far more girly than any other outfit he had seen on her, but it fit her nicely.

He would never tell her that.

This last week, he and Alicia have come to develop a friendship of some sorts. Most of the time, after the first two days were over, they haven't talked much, but already he was getting used to her presence, and he could see that the same could be said for her.

She, as he had deduced during their first meeting, was an explosive sort; the kind of person to explode upon Nathan if something went wrong, just as quick to praise him if she liked something he had done. Like preparing coffee for her in the morning as an example. He had done it out of convenience; he had already boiled the water for his, so why not prepare a cup for her as well? But she seemed genuinely appreciative of even such a small gesture. 

She was strange in many ways, and already he had seen far more facets of her personality that he even thought were possible. She was a true human now, not an evil game character, and to his own surprise, he was beginning to like her as a person. 

“No, I haven't even started.” He answered her question, leaning on the soft chair, watching the sky. A superhero had flown above once this day. He hadn't recognized that one, but it was mostly because he simply didn't see that far. “I haven’t got a slightest idea on what to do.” 

“Nate, I finished the first design on Wednesday, and I got my complete costume ready by Friday. How are you planning to do it in just a few hours?” 

“I guess somebody here never did things last minute.” 

“No.” She scoffed. “No, because adults don't do things last minute; adults take the task given to them and complete it as soon as possible so they can sleep for a bit longer. Also, surely you would be feeling better about yourself if you didn't have a huge task ahead of you for the whole weekend. You could have been completely worry-free.”

“Maybe.” He gruffed. “Still… no idea means no idea.” 

“Okay, again, what does your ability do?” 

“Two parts: I store momentum. The other is that I can aim projectiles thrown at a certain target, even if they move away. I change abilities as I grow older.”

“Okay, that sounds kind of generic but useful. It seemed to do wonders in our fight against Vermilion Strike, at least.” 

That it had. His hand still hurt from the impact. She flew him into a private hospital and had a superhero heal him. It felt as good as new. 

He remembered how Vermilion Strike looked at him that day. Nathan hadn't expected so much momentum to be released, the amount of impact that he could output, but neither had Strike.

She excused herself shortly after bringing him back, and Nathan hadn't seen her since. Hopefully she wasn't mad. She didn't appear to be seriously hurt, at least. She was just stunned.

“It does sound useful, but it doesn't really signal one type of outfit to me.”

Nathan still hadn't told her of his full ability, not because he wanted to keep it a huge surprise. He simply hadn't told her because he could already imagine the expression of complete shock on her face once he used a different ability sometime in the future. He’d be changing them soon, and she’d realize age wasn’t the factor. He hadn't activated his newest quest after the last time, not even once, and so his expectations were sky high for what came next. If only the quest was less cryptic.

“Well, then just choose something generic. Pick your favorite color and design a cool outfit that you can imagine yourself being represented in.” 

“You do know that most superheroes change their outfits, right? Did you read the notes that the teachers had us read?”

“Are you seriously asking me, of all people, if I went over the material we were supposed to review? You? Yes, I did read it, and I do know, but still, this will be your first outfit. It should be something that you will remember and something that you want others to remember you by.”

That was the truth, but it still made the answer no clearer. 

A shadow fell upon Nathan and Alicia, a familiar shape on the wooden boards of the patio. He already knew what he'd see once he looked up: the scarred face of Vermillion Strike, who was waving at them as she lowered herself to the ground. She held a bottle of beer in her hand.

Unlike the last few times, he didn't feel stress; really, she didn't evoke that in him now, and it probably wasn't because of the fact that he had, by technicality, won the duel. He simply didn't fear her anymore because he had accepted the fact that this wasn't the game anymore. At least somewhat.

“Vermilion Strike, to what do we owe the pleasure?” Nathan asked, returning the wave.

“Oh, nothing much, you two. Just decided to check on my two favorite students, and to see if you two have recovered. You're prepared for school tomorrow, I hope?”

“Is that standard protocol?” 

“Doesn't appear to be,” Alicia remarked absent-mindedly.

Vermilion Strike replied with a shake of her head. “No, it's not. But what is standard protocol with you two? They certainly weren’t upheld in our meetings at least.” Her feet hit the ground softly. Nathan scanned her costume once again, and he felt like a pervert for doing so. How could she simply ignore the fact that she was basically outside in a swimsuit? 

He sighed. “So, what's the reason for the visit, Miss Strike? Do you want coffee, perhaps?”

“Oh, no, thank you. That's kind. As I said, I wanted to check up on you two.”

“Well, I can assure you that we are fine. And yes, we’re planning to go to the academy tomorrow. Are you okay after the last practice fight we had?” Nathan asked, looking her over. She didn't appear hurt. He still felt uneasy about the fact that he hit her, though.

“Oh, no no no! I'm totally fine! It didn't hurt that much!” She waved him away, looking at Alicia instead of him.

“He doesn't know what costume he is going to have! He's been lamenting over it for the last few days!” 

“Hey, why would you tell on me? Uncool.” 

“Oh, costume, hmm? I remember creating my first one.” Strike smiled, walking closer towards Nathan, probably to peek into his notebook on his lap.

“What was your first costume?” He asked as she leaned over him. It was really damn hard not to stare at the big part that was right in his face. She smelled of cherries.

“My first costume? Not that dissimilar to this one in design, but it covered my whole body.” She smiled, reminiscing. “It was sleeker and more elegant. I also wanted a visor, but they wouldn't let me have one.”

That was exactly her outfit in my superhero life. 

“Why change to this then?”

“When the organization you work for tells you to change your costume, there's only so much you can do before they stomp their foot and tell you to either change it or you're out of work.”

“That bad?” 

“I don't wanna wear a skimpy outfit.” Alicia groaned before she stopped. “No offense.”

“None taken. I know of its effect, and it does offer some advantages. It's just that it's not what I would choose. It’s… well, it fucking sucks. Don’t tell anyone I said that. But the committee is full of perverts and I bet they get a kick out of having power over women like me.”

She looked at the screen again, and Nathan scrolled through some of the sketches he had done, thinking about what she had said, but he could only focus on so many things. None of the costumes fit. 

“Why are you having such difficulty? These are all looking great.” 

“None of them fit what I want to be or what I am.” 

She stood up straight. “Your costume is not about what you are or what you want to be, Nathan. It's about what you want to show the world, how you want the others to remember you. It’s about who you want the kids to point at in a toy store. That's something only you can know, but you're approaching it the wrong way.” 

“Those sound pretty damn same to me.”

“They aren't. Think about it. You'll see.”

She lifted off into the air, gave them a wave, and started gaining height.

“Wait, you're already leaving? I thought you would stay for longer.” Alicia half-shouted. 

“Sorry, I meant it when I said I just came to check up on you two. I actually have a lot of work.”

“Then why check up on us at all?” 

And drink on the job? Nathan thought.

She seemed to think about an answer for a little before she gave Alicia a thumbs up. “Favoritism.” 

“So blatantly?”

“Yep. Don't sweat it, kiddo. We'll be seeing each other a lot in these few years now. Stay safe and get to school safely tomorrow! Bye bye!”

Without giving them even a chance to answer, she zoomed into the distance, leaving a small shockwave behind. 

“Well, that was goddamn weird. I didn't expect that visit.” Alicia pouted, looking at the sky where Vermilion Strike was just moments ago. 

“Neither have I. But at this point I feel like she’ll keep doing that.” Nathan replied, looking at the screen, contemplating his options. 

Think about what you want to show the world. The words made no sense, made his decision no clearer at all, and yet he felt at peace, as if he could create something now. 

He never planned to be a superhero. This whole strange world was just giving him a headache whenever he thought about anything a bit too deeply. 

But still, it seemed he wouldn't get the choice. 

He sat up straighter and got to drawing. 

            

    
        1.18 - Shark

    
    
    
    
                Nathan stepped out of the vehicle in front of Ako Academy. The building seemed just fine, as if nothing had happened, but his vision immediately went towards where the explosion went off. 

He could not see it from here, but he knew that it would be repaired, or at least covered up. No students from class 2-A would be attending school today. The funeral, a nationwide one, would happen while he had his P.E. class. The reality of that set the atmosphere just fine.

All of the students who walked toward the school had somber expressions on their faces, with determined eyes pointed towards where the explosion had happened as well. Nobody was chatty, and Nathan liked that. It would have been weird if there was as much chatter as there was a week ago. He would have probably considered these superhumans downright incapable of empathy.

Alicia hurried to catch up to him as he started walking forward. She had her uniform for now, and Nathan finally had his own cleaned up; it smelled of flowers, but not femininely so.

“So. Ready to receive your costume today?” 

He glanced at her. "I just submitted my design yesterday evening."

“Don't underestimate the capabilities of Ako Academy; they are endorsed by The SHRA, just like some of the other universities. And Ako has the best minds of the superhero world on call.”

“You seem to know a lot of this stuff.”

“Of course I do. I have been preparing for this academy for a decade.”

How convenient that she was the first person that he got to meet. Walking Wikipedia for a friend was definitely an advantage.

They followed the same path that they had a week ago to arrive at the class of Mrs. Gurehi, and Alicia chuckled as he reached for the door.

“What is it?”

“Not gonna say your prayer this time around? All of that ‘You can do this!’, or ‘It’ll be fine!’ or whatnot.”

“Oh, shut up!” He waved her away, suppressing a smirk, and then stepped into the classroom.

Not all of the students were there; the class seemed half empty, and all of the eyes in the class pointed towards him more intently than they had a week ago. They felt the change in the atmosphere, these students. Just like he had. 

They knew that their class could be next if this kind of attack was to repeat. It was a wake-up call of some sorts. Maybe the explosion had at least one positive impact. Just one. Nathan intended to take this class, and this whole academy, seriously, and now it appeared that his classmates would as well. 

He sat down on the same chair which he picked a week ago, and Alicia followed without a word, apparently not finding the experience of sitting next to him as unpleasant as she did before. They made idle chatter as Nathan unpacked his things and put them on the desk, and then Mrs. Gurehi stepped into the classroom as well. 

She seemed exactly the same as she had a week ago, her expression showing no hint of guilt or sadness at all. Nathan hadn’t seen her looking for survivors, but she wasn’t a super-hero. A rarity at this academy. The only tell about the fact that she was registering this situation was the fact that she was completely in black, which wasn't, again, that much of a change, since she was wearing something similar a week ago as well.


“Hello, class, let us begin.” She tapped her desk to catch the attention of some of the chattering students. “As you may know, you are getting your costumes today. Apparently, after this class, you have P.E. with Mr. Deadlock, and so I have been advised to spend some of the valuable time that I have with you on distributing your costumes. A mighty waste, I must say, but let us begin so we don't dwell on it for too long.” She clapped three times, and five well-built men in suits stepped inside, each holding several cardboard boxes stacked on each other. 

They put them in front of the blackboard, and then each student was called in front of the class, receiving their costumes wrapped in a plastic seal. Nathan listened intently, trying to remember the faces and the names of his classmates, but it was easier said than done. 

They were all so unique, which should have made this part easy, but it was just so many names, and there was a thing he was never good at: memorization. It didn't help that none of these students ever appeared in the game, and if they did, they only had a background role. Alicia was the only one that he could remember having any role at all from this class.

When his turn came, He walked forward, nervous yet excited. His own costume. It felt surreal. He received the black item and thanked the men in black suits, noting the logo of Ako Academy on their chests. He quickly hurried to go to his desk and admired the item in his hands. 

It was nothing special. He could already imagine himself wearing it and cringing at the sight, but still, a wave of excitement coursed through him. When Alicia went next and when she got back, Nathan noted the sparkle in her eye. 

Her superhero costume was mostly white, with parts of pink and black that showed on certain parts. There were also pink glasses, probably to protect her from the explosions. She did explain it a bit more in-depth yesterday, but he zoned out. She went too deep on some concepts and just couldn't hold his attention, but he still supported her to his best ability.

“Looks good! You happy with it?” 

“It's... amazing. Of course it is, it has my colors. Oh, it's gonna look so good.” Apparently she went with a full body suit, and not something like Vermillion Strike did, thank god. He was already feeling like a pervert for the first time in his life whenever he was in Strike's company; no need to add up on that. 

The situation was a bit strange, with him staying at Alicia’s house already. That wasn't what friends did, and Nathan didn't like not separating friendships from relationships. 

Every relationship that he had tried ended the same way, and he valued Alicia too much to turn her away. He didn't have many friends back in New York, and this was far more of a pleasant change than any superhero powers were. 

The class, as could be expected, didn't focus on the subject matter at all, much to Mrs. Gurehi's disgruntlement. Everyone talked about their new costumes, showing them off, and everyone, including Nathan, was excited. From today on, they would only do PE in their costumes. Nathan couldn't wait.

The class was over in what felt like minutes, and they made their way into the training hall for PE. Deadlock already stood there like a statue, grunting as the wave of students made their way inside. They used the locker rooms, and Nathan went to change, finally prepared to unwrap his costume. He had been waiting for this moment.

Two blonde guys stood near the window. They were throwing jokes at each other, one after another. Probably childhood friends, if Nathan had to guess. 

He put his costume on without waiting a moment longer and found that it fit him precisely. The measurements he had taken with Alicia at her home were correct then. Good to know. It was one of the fears that hounded him for the last several hours.

“Wow! That's sick!” A voice came from his right. 

Nathan looked there and saw one of his classmates admiring him. He didn't remember his name. It was a shorter guy with a mess of black hair, nodding at Nathan approvingly. He seemed pretty human, the only difference being his face. His mouth to be precise. 

Instead of a normal jaw and lips, his mouth seemed elongated, as if his cheeks were cut, but there was no scar tissue. He was probably changed by his power to look this way. Instead of normal human teeth, his appeared far sharper, and he had no lips, reminding Nathan of a shark.

“You think so?” Nathan said, stretching his arm, looking the costume over. It did look nice, yes, but he still felt a little bit silly.

“Oh hell yeah, dude, it looks amazing. I feel like I messed up by designing mine in comparison.” He pointed to his chest. His costume was completely different. It was navy blue with parts of white in a zigzag line. Pouches adorned his belt, completely white, and it made him look far more like a hero than Nathan's costume did to him. 

“I like it, actually.” Nathan gave him a thumbs up. “Fits you, mouth and all. The first thing I thought when I saw you was: damn, a shark.” 

“Yeah, usual thing to happen.” 

“Oh well, there are no original thoughts, I guess.” 

“Nah, there are actually several other animals that people compare me to. Sometimes it's a dog or wolf.” 

“Grey probably wouldn't have suited you that well.”

“Right? It wouldn't!” The shorter guy gave him a finger guns gesture and smiled wildly. Nathan supposed that maybe it was supposed to look a bit creepy, but it didn't. It only made him seem more cheery. 

“Sorry, didn't catch your name. What was it?“

“It's Minato, dude. Though. I think we'll be calling each other a superhero name soon, cause of the semi-hidden identities and all?

“Oh yeah, that's fair.”

“What's yours? I didn't catch it either.”

“Nathan”

“Hmm, Nathan sounds foreign.” 

“I'm from the US. Anyway, give me a moment to inspect my suit?”

“The floor is yours, dude, but you're slaying! Just watch our classmate's head turn envious of your physique; that's all I'll say.”

“Oh please stop!” Nathan chuckled as he stepped towards the mirror and looked at what the reflection had shown. 

His costume was, indeed, really cool. 
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                Nathan had chosen black, but not only that; he went with something a bit stylish. 

He honestly looked almost as if he had a normal outfit. On his torso, he had a jacket that wrapped around his body tightly and gave him the look of a motorcyclist, except it obviously still signaled him being a superhero. Green stripes went from his shoulders to his waist, and on his back was a logo that he had chosen, a fitting one. It was a chameleon. 

Probably, he would go with that name, as silly as it sounded. It would make some of the others probably think that he could change his abilities at will and not only on a daily basis.

His pants looked like they were made of leather as well, but they were armored and made his legs look thicker. All of this seemed kind of dope, like an outfit that he would actually choose to wear, and still it provided him with a lot of defense that he would never get from a normal outfit. The clothing felt stiff though, and he knew that he would have to break it in. 

He even considered getting a helmet, but waved the idea of it away. It would be silly, unless he got a power that would spawn a motorcycle.

Without further ado, he went back into the training hall, ready for another duel. This time he wouldn't be quite as powerless as he was a week ago. He began rolling his arms, storing the momentum. To the others, it would simply look as if he was stretching though.

“As I said, that outfit looks rad, my man.”

Nathan wasn't sure what the goal of this guy was, but who was he to refuse compliments? “Thanks, dude. Anyway, what's your power?”

“I chomp.” The guy gave him a thumbs up as if it was something to be proud of. In hindsight, his power seemed a bit easy to see, but Nathan didn't like making assumptions.

“That's cool, dude.”

“I know it is. Won’t find any others like me. Well, class is starting. Now let's get cracking.”

They joined the crowd of students who already gathered in the hall, and Nathan did his best not to ogle the others' outfits too much. Despite his fears, none of the male or female students chose to be quite as provocative as Vermilion Strike’s was. There were some costumes more on the skimpy side compared to Alicia, but nowhere near outright swimsuit-y. 

Nathan scanned the crowd looking for Alicia, and he found her talking to some of the female classmates from 1F. Well, maybe not quite so talking, but she was standing there, looking away shyly as she nodded to something that the other woman had said. 

The girl talking to her was the one Nathan fought last week, the girl with a giant rebar. He considered going there, but chose not to. He would leave space for her to make friends. She didn't seem to have any back in the game, and whatever changed, he hoped that she would capitalize on the chance now. 

Nathan could socialize a bit more too. He was getting used to it now, with Alicia constantly pestering him throughout this last week. And as weird as he seemed, Minato didn't seem like a bad dude, if a little bit crass. And so Nathan did his best to make some chit chat.

“What's your goal? Wanna be a hero?”

“My goal? Well, I guess so. Though getting a girlfriend wouldn't be that bad.”

“What a mighty super hero goal.”

“Hey, don't judge me. Who doesn't want a little bit of love nowadays? And if you don't try, you never capture the heart of anyone.”

“I guess so.” Nathan smiled, chuckling at the fast talking rhythm of Minato. He talked as if he was on drugs, but clearly it was just his personality. He never liked talking about girls, to be honest. It always made him feel a little bit nervous and dirty, but as long as the conversation didn't stray too deep into nasty territory, he didn't mind that much. 

Deadlock, like last week, used his whistle and then ordered them to run in a circle. Nathan didn't mind, and strangely enough, he was excited for it. He did try to train back at Alicia's home, but exercise simply felt nice, especially now. The now enhanced body allowed him to run without feeling like he was ready to puke his guts out, and that was a pleasant change. He was only slightly winded, and that was only after 1,000 dollars.

“Does… power up on my body not disappear... when I spend the money? That seems convenient.” He mumbled in between breaths.

Once the run was over for everyone, Deadlock once again had them line up and told them to get into pairs. Nathan immediately headed towards Alicia, but Deadlock continued. 

"This time around, the rules will be different. I'll explain before the first duel. Also, you must choose a different partner, and don't think I won't remember who you were with last week, because I will. Now get ready; you have five minutes." He shouted as if all of the students angered him somehow.

Nathan looked at Alicia, who shrugged her shoulders and then began looking around. 

I guess I should do the same. He thought and was about to turn around when a hand gripped his shoulder. He turned, jumpy, and found Minato giving him a wide, crazy grin. “What do you say, partner? Want to beat some superhero ass together?”

Nathan stared at him for a moment before nodding. “Sounds good to me, dude.”

They joined the line of completed pairs, the line forming a bit more slowly this time around. Apparently, the people here did know a single person from their class, but they didn't spend enough time together to know two.

Three more minutes, and everyone was in the line.

“Good. I see you are gathered. Now, for the rules…” Deadlock shouted, small droplets of saliva leaving his mouth. “You will fight in pairs like last time, but now you have your superhero costumes. That means that you are protected at least somewhat. Today you will battle on either out of bounds or three hits instead of one. No life-threatening force, no attacks on the head. Are we clear?

“Yes, sir!” The hall reverberated. 

“Good, step forward!” 

Nathan watched the two duels that happened before his own. It was definitely more fun than he would have expected out of 1-F students. All of those present had a spark in them, an ember that made them angry and willing to fight for their win. Nobody took the situation at hand lightly, and it showed in how much they tried. 

The 1-E students were a bit more proficient, but Nathan seriously didn't understand how they even classified them. To his untrained eye, some of the 1-F class abilities seemed more potent than those of 1-E, and yet there wasn't even a single voice echoing his concern. 

Thinking of it, was Minato even 1-E or 1-F? Nathan never asked, but as he opened his mouth to do so, Deadlock called them forward in line, and Nathan obliged, still rolling his arms. The charge meter was already almost as full as it was in his scruffle against Vermilion Strike. 

He looked at the other side of the square drawn on the floor and felt his stomach drop. Of fucking course he would be so unlucky.

Against him stood Alicia and his opponent from a week ago. The same shock was on both of their faces, and the only one still smiling was Minato, who was cracking his knuckles.

“Let's get this bread.”

“What does that even mean?”

“That I’m in it to win it.“

“Okay.” He smiled, some of the tension leaving him. Nathan wanted to win too. Alicia wouldn't win simply because she was nice to him. 

He would throw something at her, push her out of the boundary, but what could he throw? He didn't add anything to the costume to be thrown. He did have the pouches to store rocks, but he had no time to collect any. 

The whistle sounded again, and Alicia immediately went to create an explosive teddy bear, except she didn't only create one this time around. No, she let out one from each of her hands, one of them running towards Nathan himself, the other jumping upon the other girl's shoulder. 

The other girl dashed forward, and Minato sprang in her direction, meeting her a few feet ahead. Nathan smiled as he met Alicia's eyes, and she returned the smirk, confident. Mr. Little Teddy continued running towards Nathan.

Nathan ignored it and instead joined Minato in the run against the other girl. She was close-range, unlike Alicia, and the only reason he and Alicia had won a week ago was the fact that the two women didn't rush the close-range combatant—him. 

He wouldn't make the same mistake.

Despite Minato's claims that his power was only in his bite, it seemed as if he had some other qualities. He was far faster than Nathan expected and moved out of the swings of the giant rebar with ease. Nathan managed to dodge those strikes for a long time, true, but Minato made it look easy. 

The moment Nathan stepped in range, the woman focused on him in his place, grinning at him. She probably thought Nathan was the easier target, but now her arc of the rebar seemed slower than it had been a week ago. Not by much, but he could see it. The money was making a noticeable difference. He was still barely in the superhero territory, but his reflexes were better. He dodged the strike and thought about punching her, but then a memory flashed through his mind.

A memory of how he punched one of the strongest superheroes and made her lose her breath for a minute. Vermilion Strike had a far stronger constitution than any of these students would, and while he was supposed to hit her, he feared causing actual injury.

Also, his hand… he didn’t feel like repeating that.

Minato tried biting the woman, but an explosion sounded off, knocking him backwards. He almost fell out of bounds, but fell just close enough that it didn't count.

The woman swung her rebar after a quick glance, once again aiming at Nathan's torso. He chose a different strategy. He swung his arms with the momentum and caught the rebar. It worked exactly like he expected, and his arms stung.

It hurt; his mind temporarily went white for a flash of a second before he grit his teeth, let the pain sharpen his focus, and then he charged it with momentum and aimed to the left. 

He let go, and the woman zoomed out in front of him, falling almost next to the wall. 

Deadlock shouted that she was out of bounds, and Nathan grinned. There was only one left now. Just Alicia.

Another boom sounded, and when he looked beyond him, Nathan saw then Minato fell out of the bounds as well. The little teddies apparently managed to blast him far enough. 

Now it was only him and Alicia; that suited him just fine. 

He rushed at her, and Alicia seemed to panic. He knew it by the way she seemed to freeze, the way she tensed up. He had seen it a few times now. It was funny how much he knew about her already.

She didn't only stand still, however. 

Two, no, three teddy bears, the pink translucent color making a line behind them, rushed in Nathan's direction far faster than they looked to be capable of. Nathan prepared himself. He couldn't dodge them this time around; he was aiming towards Alicia, who was right in front of him, and going around them would be next to impossible. Their explosion wasn't large, especially if they were this small, but he knew better than to underestimate her. 

But he would do it. He could take three hits. 

Actually, no. He could only take two before he got disqualified as the loser of the battle. He could do that. 

He stood still, stopping his dash towards her, and he waited for all three of the teddies to approach him. Alicia's eyebrows shot up, visibly confused, but it was already too late for her to call them back. They jumped into the air, ready to explode, and Nathan, in that moment, used a little bit of his momentum to push himself forward, using it on his belt. 

He had a third of his overall momentum left.

The three teddy bears exploded behind him, all going off at the same time. It pushed him forward even more than the momentum did, and he had to use a little bit more of his reserves to not crash into the ground face-first. 

It was a delicate maneuvre, and he almost fell, but he managed. Then he came to a stop almost right in front of Alicia. She stood there, mouth agape, and he once again considered punching her, but he seriously couldn't do that to her. 

He tapped her shoulder, using all of his left over momentum to push her backwards. He focused on the clothes which wrapped all around her body and then stepped away. 

The momentum took effect.

It was in that moment that he realized he should have selected her whole body, not her clothes, because the clothes were prone to ripping, and not everyone’s were so protected against this amount of momentum. 

rrrrriiiipppppp
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                The sound of ripping fabric seemed to echo through the hall. It didn't rip off from her completely, but she remained standing a dozen feet away, and her outfit now looked like something a person could buy in a sex shop. The sides were torn open, showing everyone the side of her thighs, the six pack she had on her belly, and the side of her bra. It was somewhat ripped around her arms too, which, while still feminine, were slightly toned. 

The momentum attack did move her out of the bounds, so Nathan won, but he reckoned it wasn't his biggest problem right now. 

Nathan slowly moved his eyes to meet Alicia’s, and he had never seen her pupils so large. She gave him a death stare, her glare going straight into his soul. Her cheeks were beet red, her body so tense that it seemed as if she was trying to push on something. Her chest didn't even seem to rise and fall with her breathing. And without a word further, she turned and walked straight into the women's changing rooms.

“Leave it alone, students. It's not the first time or the last time that your costumes will get ripped. Better get prepared for that.” Deadlock shouted, trying to get some of the attention away from Alicia. “Nice battle you two! Good strategy and coordination! I'll leave some pointers for you in your email, just like I do for everyone. Names?” 

Nathan gave him his name, and Minato did the same before they stepped away. 

Nathan didn't plan that; didn't even think that was possible, but he should have considered it. Of course he wanted to hurt her less, and so he selected her clothes, and then it just ended up like this. What an idiot he was. 

He also pointedly ignored how pretty Alicia looked. He never saw her so exposed, though he knew that she was toned already. It made sense if she trained to be a superhero for her whole life and had the kind of food each day that she proclaimed she did. 

“Good job, dude! Was that a plan? Man, I wish I had your power.” Minato suddenly came closer, slapping him on the back.

"No, I didn't know that would happen," Nathan said, still shocked.

"Really? Mmm, I kinda doubt that." He said. “But sure, buddy.” He laughed and grabbed Nathan, pulling him to the side. 

They would have to watch the other students now, but Nathan couldn't really focus. He felt bad for what he has done. Surely she knew that he didn't do it on purpose, right? But with Alicia one couldn't know for sure. 

He looked around, really looked around. All of the students were either standing in line, watching the next battle that was about to happen, or they were sitting on the wooden benches near the wall. There were only a few of those. It was a seat reserved for those who had their scruffles sooner. 

Everyone that could possibly be here was here. Nathan took a deep breath. This was not something he was looking forward to, and made him jittery, but he would do it either way.

“Minato, hold my spot here.”

“Whatever you say, captain. And in return, just teach me that trick next time.”

“You don't have a power like that. You would probably have to bite off the clothes, and as I said, I didn't do it on purpose.”

“Whatever you say, buddy.” He then tapped his chin, grinning with the weird, large mouth of his. “And I'm just kidding. They don't let sexual deviants into the academy, don't worry. Just the type of humor that's popular around my parts.” 

Nathan wasn't sure whether that was the truth, but for the sake of keeping his mind sane, he would choose to trust that for now. 

And so he headed towards the woman's changing rooms. There was an apology that was due, and the sooner he got it out of the way, the better. He watched behind him as he stepped away from the training hall, and nobody seemed to be paying attention as he made his way here, so he went inside, pretending confidence as if he was supposed to be here. 

Things like this made him feel terrible. 

He looked around, and when he stepped inside, he knocked on one of the lockers that was just before a turn to the right. He couldn’t see most of the changing room, but only a slight part. It was good enough. ”Alicia, you here?”

“What do you want, Nathan? Jesus Christ, don't scare me like that.”

“I came to say I'm sorry. Can I step forward so I can see you?”

“No, don't. Please.” She sounded somber. He expected her to be mad, but this was somehow even worse. 

Nathan, without much else he could do, leaned on one of the lockers, letting the quiet settle for a moment. At least she didn't seem to be crying outright, but soft rustles of clothes told him that he really shouldn't go in there for now.

“I didn't want to do that. I thought I would just push you away and—” 

“I know, Nathan, I'm not mad at you, not really. If you just let me be for a moment, then it'll be fine. Okay?” 

Once again, he was pulled away from his presumptions about her. He had to stop thinking of her like the Alicia from my superhero life. He was already mightily successful in doing that, so why did he expect her to blow up on him now?

“I just wanted you to know for sure. I know it doesn't change the fact that—” 

“I've been half-naked in front of our class and class 1-E, Nathan? I know it doesn’t. So excuse me for not feeling so good right now, but it'll be fine. Everyone will forget eventually.“ 

She was silent for a moment, and then she continued. “I just hate the fact that I’m always the damn laughing-stock. Weak abillity that puts me behind my siblings. My parents….whatever. I’m not that smart, so I fall behind on academics. Then I try my damn best to develop my abillity, get into Ako Academy, and then this happens a second week in. It’s….something to process.”

The little teddy bear once again walked beyond the locker rooms and waved his arms, asking Nathan to go inside. Did these little guys seriously not show what Alicia told them to do? The moment she spawned them in the battle, they rushed at Nathan, but now it seemed as if it had a consciousness of its own. He took a deep breath and walked beyond the locker.

Alicia sat hunched on the bench in the middle of the room, her head placed between her knees. She was back in her academy uniform. Nathan stopped, wondering what he was doing here, what he could do here, even. 

She… was his first friend; what could he do if not support her, and so he closed the distance.

He was never much the one to start a hug or anything of the sort. Hell, the only person he had ever hugged that he remembered was the girls at the parties he attended, and his stepmom. But here? It fit. He wrapped his arms around her from the back, and she seemed to tense for a moment before melting into him. 

They sat there silently for several minutes, and she took several shuddery breaths, but she didn't push Nathan away like he feared. 

Finally, she touched his arm gently, pulling on it slightly, and he let go.

“Thanks. That felt weird.” 

“Sorry.” 

“I said weird, but I mean in a good way. I appreciate it, Nathan.”

She gave him a smile as she turned her head sideways at him. Nathan felt something strange. His chest tightened, and his breath seemed to come slower. He didn't even understand why, but it wasn't an unpleasant feeling. It was alien to him though. He scratched the back of his head, glancing upwards. “Just here to support you, and here because I feel a genuine, great amount of guilt.”

“Don't. You beat me, fair and square. And I appreciate you not wanting to hurt me. Your power is weird, though; you need to learn control better.” She gave him a smirk.

“Yeah, I guess. Wanna go back? I don't know how long it will be before Deadlock realizes that we just poofed out of there.” 

“I doubt he cares much. Too many duels happening.”

“I guess so. Who was the girl you met, though? We had to fight her a week ago now. She seemed kind of friendly to you.”

It was her turn to scratch the back of her head. “Yeah, her name is Aiko, she's from our class, and apparently she really liked my ability, told me it's cute and all that.”

“It is. It called me here.”

“Damn little bastard.” Again, she smiled. “We just chatted about some stuff; she's really nice, by the way. You should meet her sometime.”

“I beat her two times now; I doubt she feels that nice about me.”

“You'd be surprised. I think she takes it in good stride, but we'll see.”

She was connecting with the others well already, with Nathan himself and this Aiko woman. She made two friends, more than she ever had in the game's lore.

Nathan stood up, dusting off his pants for no particular reason other than to let some of the tension off. He glanced at Alicia, who was smirking at him once again, some of her cockiness reappearing.

"You seem genuinely scared," she said, the smirk to turn into a genuine smile once again, and she shook her head. 

“I was. Shouldn’t I have been?”

"No, don't worry. You would have to do something worse to make me really mad." She lifted her hand as if waiting for something. It took him only a moment to realize for what, and he grabbed it and helped her stand up. He did his best not to dwell on the feeling of her hand in his. She was so small. 

She shook herself once again and then started forward, aiming towards where they came from. 

Her confidence seemed to be once again fully restored, her head held high, and she didn't even glance at Nathan as she went out of the locker room. Just before she stepped out of the door, before she grabbed the door handle, she looked back, though. She met his eyes and nodded. “Thanks, Nathan.”

“Didn't I just come to say sorry? I feel like thanks are unnecessary.”

“I'm not thanking you for the apology, dummy. Just for all of the rest.” She lingered for a moment longer, looking Nathan up and down, before she gave him one last soft smile and then she opened the door and stepped back into the training hall, leaving Nathan to stand there and try to understand. 

He didn't, but he trusted he would eventually. Or at least he hoped for that to be the case. 

This wasn't the woman that he had expected to meet here, once he got transported into this video-game, but if he could change the people he knew from the game to this extent, then he would do so willingly. He saw what great hero Alicia could be made into already. He did not understand her completely, didn't know her story, but she was someone familiar now. Someone he was willing to fight for. He would not let that change. 

He went back inside, replaying what had just happened and finding no clear answers about how to feel about what happened at all. 
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                The rest of the day passed swiftly. Nathan was now once again in his room at Alicia's home and watched his clothes dry out after he washed them. He seriously needed to get some more any day now, but that would require shopping, and he had no idea where any shops in this damned city were. 

And so, instead of shopping, he opted for the second best option of spending his time—trying to make some money. His duel with Alicia and the other girl today rewarded him with some. 1,000 USD, to be precise. And he still needed to look at the powers and choose a third one. For now, he needed to focus on actually making some dough, and thankfully he already set his plans in motion. 

Alicia was not home. Apparently, she went to grab coffee with Aiko, and she left him the keys. She said that the door would be unlocked for him after she registered Nathan as a visitor in the system that was located all around the house, but he didn't like risking that, and so he asked for keys. He saw how she battled not to roll her eyes. Still, she gave him the keys that he needed.

On the back of his notebook screen ran a news outlet covering the situation today. He had heard that there were some new proceedings regarding the bomb attack from the week ago, and he wanted to be kept up to date. The Red Lily was a big player in [My Superhero Life]. He would not be caught off guard again.

He clicked on another HTML code, preparing the website application he had prepared, and listened to the news covering some new restaurant opening and making a new statewide record in day 1 revenue. Utterly uninteresting, but it made some background noise, which was important. 

The app he had chosen to create was something that he noticed lacking on the market in the last week. It still was nowhere near as polished as he would have liked it, but it was better than nothing.

It wasn't anything complicated; it was just a combination of several apps that he had used often back on Earth. Basically, it was DoorDash, but with a very simple change. You didn't order food; you ordered help when you needed a superhero to do a job.

He wasn't the best at marketing, and so he would need some help with that eventually, but for now he was just getting some code done using internet forums for help himself whenever he needed that. The first prototype would be done in a week's time, maybe? Hopefully sooner, but he held no hopes for that.

The first prototype would be ready very soon, and without many better ideas, he planned on going out into the streets, approaching as many business owners as he possibly could, and trying to make them all download. A large portion of the cut would go to the superhero themselves. It was the structure with which the heroes could be involved, but a large part, well, at least a sizable part, would go right into Nathan's pockets. 

It would be pretty hard to get it going, but if he did, then he would just generate passive income. He already salivated at some of the abilities in the system shop.

The sun had long since set over the horizon, and the screen light was the only thing that shone light in the room. Stretching himself, he realized that he probably should have ended a short time ago, but it was hard to stop himself once he started. There was too much going on in his life, and it felt as if he was getting stretched thin, but still he couldn't help but feel excited about all of these things: new school, actual friends, or at least it looked like that and something to strive forward to.

He also scribbled some more notes on the video game today. This last week he had remembered less than before, making him think that maybe it could be related to putting himself in danger or following the steps of the main character, but without an experiment to test this theory on, there was no way to be sure. 

And so he only had a little note added there. It was mostly about Red Lily, but once again, he found himself remembering eerily little. As far as he understood it, though, it wasn't simply the fact that he didn't remember; it was also the fact that there were more enemies in the game. Red Lily were the main antagonist, but far from the only ones. In a world where there were so many super people, the people trying to do good were far outnumbered by the opposite. Not that everyone was evil, but more just… selfish. It was a very human thing, to get a superpower and use it for your own gain.

All of the other gangs were far more minor, and he didn't remember much of them though. He remembered some names. The Onis, the Jackals… a few more too.

Alicia herself was just an antagonist on the school level, not someone worth taking note of, and there were several more like her. The fact that the game split the main storyline so often didn't help his efforts.

And so he instead focused on writing down the important info. He also tried thinking about what exactly the final goal of this system window could be, and still he had no idea. 

Reach the happy ending - 0/6. If it was five, it would have been easy. It would have meant to follow the storyline of the video game to a T. Just somehow make all five of the main heroines have a happy ending, whatever that involved. But Nathan wasn't even sure that most of the heroines were in Ako Academy. The main character certainly wasn't, since Nathan was here. None of the events involving the MC happened either.

He was stumped, but making the existing heroines have a happy ending seemed like a good first step. He would need to meet some of the classmates from the upper classes. Go into 1-S and 1-A. Try to see whether one the women would be there. He didn't even remember most of their faces.

He also tried discovering what this strange phenomenon meant. His lack of memory wasn't something that he took lightly. He thought of it more often than he would have liked, but there was little to do. It would have been so helpful if he remembered more. It would feel like a cheat code on its own.

But alas, he remembered little, and he would do as much as he could with that. He closed the coding app, stretched once again, and stood up, ready to go shower and sleep. Tomorrow would be interesting, as they would have Heroics Basics once again. The classes after seemed fairly interesting as well, and he looked forward to them. He did like studying back in New York as well, but this fulfilled him way more than finances ever did.

I have to think about what new ability I want to buy before I go to sleep, though. He reprimanded himself; he had some new influx of cash, and there was that third slot that was unoccupied still.

The one thing he did remember was the fact that Red Lily planned to go on the offensive. They would start a war once Nathan reached the third year of the Academy, at least if they followed the storyline of the video game. He would need to be prepared. He would need to be stronger, and damn him if he wouldn't do his best towards the end of that goal.

Standing up, he reached for his towel, finally preparing to go to the shower. The P.E. class today made him sweat more than he would have liked.

Just as he headed towards the door, however, a soft knock sounded. "Yes?

“Nathan, you there? Can I come in?" Alicia asked her voice shaky.

What is it now? Nathan replied in his head. "Sure, come in," 

The door creaked open slowly, and Alicia stood there, already clothed in her pajamas. She held a phone in her hand, its screen already aimed towards Nathan. Alicia seemed genuinely scared. "Have you seen this?" She asked. 

"Seen what exactly?”

“The video on YouTube. Red Lily uploaded something, but it got deleted almost immediately. Several dozen people grabbed the video already, though, and it's all over the net.”

“From Red Lily? Wouldn't the news be covering that already? I've had the news outlet turned up for the whole evening.”

She shook her head softly. “They aren't covering it for some reason. It was uploaded about an hour ago, apparently, but I've only heard of it now. I don't want to watch it alone.”

The dread built up behind the back of Nathan's eyes. To be honest, he didn't want to watch this at all. Whatever it was, it would change things, and he seriously didn’t need more changes right now. But could he turn his eyes away from this? 

No, not if he wanted to be what he said he was. “Well, all right, come in. Let's watch whatever this train wreck of a situation is.”

She nodded and went to sit on his bed. “Man, I don't want to watch this. Well, that said, we have to, don't we? Do our due diligence as future heroes? You think it will be bad?” 

“It starts with the face of Barrage on the screen. Maybe it's a fight or something.”

Barrage was one of the top ten heroes of Japan. He was strong, at least the game claimed so. Nathan had never seen a battle scene with him back in [My Superhero Life], but he always liked how the costume of the male hero looked. He wasn't one of the older ones, apparently. He only graduated Ako Academy about three years before the start of the game, and the start of Nathan's transmigration here.

He sat next to Alicia, and she put the phone on his knee. He grabbed her hand and squeezed it, steadying himself, and clicked play.



Two hours later, Nathan sat on his bed, his eyes wide open. He was still processing what he had just seen. He took a shower, an ice-cold one, trying to calm his nerves. He bought his third ability, which he probably shouldn't have done, taking the head space he was currently in into account, but he didn't want to put it off for any longer.

Now, with all of that done, he wanted to go to sleep, but every time he closed his eyes, the sight that he had seen a few hours ago came rushing back. 

He expected many things. Hell, he had expected the video to be crazy, but now he wasn't sure what to think. His former proclamation seemed so childish now, that he would do all that he could, that was prepared for the war that was to come. Laughable.

He should not have watched it. He needed to, but he couldn't help wishing that he hadn't. This was all too much. How could he ever... no. No more thinking. He needed sleep more than ever.

The soft pillow met his face, and he started drifting to sleep almost immediately. It wasn't pleasant. The memory still came, and he felt restless, as if he should be doing something, but there was little to be done. 

The nightmares connected to the sight came rushing back the moment he drifted off.

            

    
        1.22 - F*** Spending Money on Clothes. 

    
    
    
    
                “Ladies and gentlemen! Hello there! You missed us, right? I knooow you did.” A black-haired man said to the screen, his face so close to the camera that the video was blurry. His yellow eyes were still easily discernible, though.

“Now, you might be wondering. Whaaaaat?! Red Lily, THE Red Lily, uploaded a video on YouTube? After slaughtering all of those innocents? All of those poor, poor students?! Well, let us tell you, yes, we did. We originally wanted to do a live stream, but boss man said that we shouldn't. Apparently our location could be discovered, and he didn't wanna risk it, and blah blah blah blah blah. I'm not gonna bore you with all this bullshit; just watch the video.” 

The man went completely off topic, increasing the speed of his speech as if he was boring himself.

“The point of this video is simple: we want to show you something and then make a short declaration. Simple, right? That's what I call democracy. Wait… is it democracy? You know what? I don't even care. Just watch.”

The man stepped away from the camera, and now what the video had shown was a black room. It was eerily dark, but Nathan could still see the corners of the walls. No furniture, no lights, just black. Except the man in front of the camera, there were three other people. Two of them, Nathan recognized immediately.

The two he recognized and the loudmouth that spoke were standing, but the last man was not standing, but kneeling on the ground instead, slumped over, though not unconscious. On the left was a man, quite tall and muscular, completely clad in black. He had a visor on his head and a helmet that completely covered his hair. His identity, was a C-Class Supervillain called Reap.

On the right was a woman, one that Nathan recognized as Colonel Gold. She had an axe placed on her back and blonde hair that wrapped all around her. She was one of the stronger supers back in Red Lilies Legions, but not one of the top ones.

But the most surprising person in the video now was a man kneeling on the ground in the middle of them. Barrage, one of the top ten superheroes of Japan. His white and gold costume was smirched with dirt and blood. His blonde beard showed blood as well and seemed to be burned off at places. His hair was disheveled, and one of his hands was missing, a bandaged stump remaining in its place.

The one with the golden eyes stepped into the frame once again. “Welcome to our declaration. The floor is yours, captain!”

One person Nathan didn't see before stepped forward and placed one of his hands on his chest. It was hard to say anything about him except the fact that he was lean and fairly tall. His costume hid the rest.

“People of Japan, we are here with a simple declaration: you trust these superhumans too much. You let these companies that own them rule your lives, yet never ask how superheroes even come to be, how these powers that have such a grip over your lives happen. 

We do not know the whole truth ourselves, but we will search and we will destroy this structure that they have built. Today, a new era begins. If you are a superhero, know that we know about you. That we watch you. That we will find you. We are done hiding. It’s time for this era to change.” He stopped for a minute, looking at Barrage. His expression was hidden by the helmet still, but Nathan could feel that the man underneath the mask hesitated.

But then he nodded. "Proceed.” 

Colonel Gold lifted her axe into the air and swung Barrages' head, which fell to the ground with a thud. The world went quiet. The video ended then, and Nathan's hand hurt from how strongly Alicia squeezed it.

The war was supposed to begin in three years. Apparently, they were starting off things a little bit sooner. The question remained. 

Why?



Dear students,

There will be numerous changes in your curriculum because of the events that you surely have all heard of. Worry not; we have increased security all around our school perimeter with several professional heroes watching over the school at any given time. However, with the changes that are occurring in Japan, we are forced to prepare you more rigidly than we would have to otherwise.

Your new schedules will be delivered today or tomorrow and, for the most part, will replace some of the theoretical classes and replace them with more practical classes.

Kind regards, Ako Academy


Nathan stared at the email once again. He expected changes, but not so quickly. But with school being over for today, he found that more practice was really what he needed. Sitting on a wooden chair didn't suit him much, especially not if that was for a longer period of time, and he quite liked the chance to learn a bit more on the practical side of things. He would get full use out of them once he could create more synergies, buy more abilities and create more builds with his three slots.

The third ability he had chosen was quite useful, and thankfully it worked just as he wanted it to.

Astral Inventory

F-class ability

Astral inventory is a very useful ability for logistic teams all around the world. Not that there are many people with this ability, but there are a few. The thing is, the ability, unlike many others, is very limited in how much the person with it can grow their Z-cell. In all of the heroes, this cell is what makes it possible for them to progress in how strong their ability is, usually by rigorous training and near-death situations. Those don't occur often when you are told to haul ass for several weeks on end. This means that, usually, the people with this ability simply throw however much weight this ability allows them to carry and go from point A to point B. 

This particular ability level allows the user to store 20 kg in their Astral Inventory, which can be opened at will. I’ll leave googling how many pounds that is to you. The items stored within will not spoil, rot, or change in any way whatsoever. Living organisms cannot be put inside.

That was a strange description, a bit more snarky than the last few, but the ability seemed quite useless, especially on its own. Nathan supposed he could carry a gun, but against most of the superheroes it wouldn't be that helpful. 

The thing was, he could store momentum-based items withinin. It also reminded him of the Z cell, a thing he had forgotten. He should have remembered a long time ago, but who cared about the backstory of the superheroes in a superhero story? They just were always there, but now it seemed more important, especially with the declaration of Red Lily from yesterday.

It mattered little, though; it was just flavor text back in the video game, and they already began going through the backstory stuff with Mrs. Gurehi in the Monday class. He'd learn later, and now he had other things to focus on.

As much as he wanted to get depressed and worry constantly about what was to come, he really needed to buy clothes, and though Alicia was his friend and she did seem to have a good sense of what clothes would fit him, he made a point to try to make some friends this time around, and that included a guy friend. He never met anyone he clicked with, and although Minato was... well, a bit strange, he seemed to have his heart in the right place. For the most part. He hoped.

And it totally wasn't because Alicia was spending time with Aiko once again, and Nathan felt a little bit jealous. No, definitely not.

The mall here was giant. He expected a big building, and he was used to his fair share of big marketplaces, but this one was something else entirely. Several floors, every shop blaring lights, and so many people that he had to fight to stay on Minato's trail. Minato headed to their destination, straightforward, like an arrow, talking as if Nathan could hear a single word that he said. Still he appreciated him.

Once they got through the thick of the crowd, they went up an escalator, and then they appeared in a giant clothing store. On the forefront were women's clothes, but he saw the men’s section up ahead, and they soon arrived, browsing through stuff.

“So… you and that Alicia girl. Are you two a thing?” Minato started conversing once again, choosing the most out-of-pocket conversation starter that he could have.

"We are not ‘a thing,’" Nathan said, once again. 

"But you spent so much time together, too. Surely there are some sparks flying there?" Minato grabbed a shirt with a Hawaiian pattern on it, showing it to Nathan with a questioning look. 

He shook his head for an answer on both the questions. "No, we are not. I've only known her for a week, man. I guess almost two now, but still, no."

“You want that to be the case? To always just be friends?” Minato asked, and a question popped in Nathan's mind. He didn't even want to say it, but it slipped on his tongue before he could stop it, before he could stop himself.

"Why do you ask? You looking to have a shot with her?" He bit his tongue immediately after saying that; didn't even know why, but the thought of Minato trying to pick up Alicia burned him on the inside. He ignored the feeling as best that he could.

“Nah, dude. I'm not into blonde chicks, just asking. Trying to make small talk.” He smiled and then he showed him a t-shirt. It was completely black and had some Japanese band on it that Nathan didn't recognize. It wasn't Baby Metal, at least, but it looked cool and had a cool logo on it. He nodded and picked that one up.



In the end, Nathan ended up spending several hundred dollars on clothing. Clothing, out of all things! It hurt his soul to have spent that much, but what could he do? He couldn't keep washing his things every day. It was already getting annoying, and he did have some funds to spare even after buying the abilities. He would need to live like a normal person.

“Hey, dude, wanna go to the arcade before we go home?” Minato pulled him and was already headed towards the color blazing area. Nathan smiled and sighed, but he liked the idea. 

Minato immediately went for a shooting game thingy, and although Nathan never played something of the sort, who was he to object? He didn't despise the type of games, at least.

He grabbed a gun and pointed it at the screen.

“You know how these games are played?” Minato asked, absentmindedly clicking something on the screen after he had thrown a coin in.

“No, never played them. Anything I need to know?”

He laughed. “Nah, you'll figure it out as we go. Come on now, let's kill em.” Minato clicked something, and then the screen changed.

Time seemed to flow by as they played. Nathan shot at the zombies, the bosses, and whatever else he needed to shoot, and it was genuinely fun. He hasn't been having so much fun for a long time. Minato was grinning widely, his naturally wide mouth and pointy teeth in full display, and Nathan supposed his own expression might have been similar.

When, finally, they killed the final boss, Nathan stepped back, realizing that he was slightly out of breath. Not because of any physical strain, but he was just having so much fun and he was focusing so intently that he lost himself a bit.

“Well, that was fun,” he said, looking at Minato, who was leaning on his knees, catching his breath as well. "Oh my, look at this, a superhero trainee who is out of breath!” 

“Oh, shut up, man, you're sweaty as hell too.” Minato grinned further. 

Nathan chuckled and looked at his right. There was music coming from a dancing machine there, and somebody was moving on it, hitting all of the arrows in a perfect rhythm. 

It was Alicia, and next to her was standing the other girl. Aiko. 

Alicia, at that moment, finished the song and looked at Nathan in return.

            

    
        1.23 - House Meetup

    
    
    
    
                “Hold on, let me turn the defense systems off.” Alicia stopped all of them in front of her house, clicking something on her watch. The turrets, which were hidden on the roof, clicked and beeped as she defused them or added them to the ‘allowed’ part of system or whatever. It was scary stuff. 

Nathan wondered what the law would be if somebody broke in and immediately got shot at by those things. Were they lethal even? It was one of the things he had never asked, and he wasn't quite so sure he wanted to know the answer. 

“Well, somebody is loaded.” Aiko guffawed, pointing at the whole house. “At this point, you could probably buy the school or every teacher in it!”

“Yeah, this is just some scary stuff. I dig it.” Minato nodded to himself as if appreciating the display.

“I can't buy anything; it's my parents' money.” Alicia smiled, defusing the tension that permeated the group ever since they met back in the shopping mall. They talked about whether to go somewhere outside or just come here, but in the end they decided to come to one of their houses. 

Apparently, Minato had three siblings, who were constantly at home, so that was out of the question. Aiko lived further out of the city and not in Tokyo itself, so she was out as well. With Nathan living in one of the rooms in Alice's home, it was probably the only solution unless they wanted to go somewhere else. Nathan didn't mind going to a karaoke or something of the sort, although he didn't have much money to spend. And he was unsure how ‘fun time’ worked here in Japan. It still didn't seem like a bad option, but the others were set on this, and so now they were here.

Alicia stared daggers at him whenever the talk of where he lived came into question. Her look carried a simple message: "Tell them that you live here and you are fucking dead." 

He had no reason to fight her on that one. 

Much to Nathan's surprise, Aiko was a really pleasant person to be with. She wasn't a brute or anything of the sort. Her pink pixie cut and tall stature made her look a bit tomboyish, but she seemed to be anything but. Even the clothing she had had a certain punk look to it, and Nathan found himself feeling inspired about how he could choose some of his own options. Not that he knew the bands on her t-shirt nor the pins that were attached to her bag. 

They arrived in the living room of his and Alicia's shared home, and Nathan immediately headed to make some coffee. The others didn't want any, and so he just prepared a cup for himself. By the time he came back, the others already held a bottle of water and some snacks in hand. 

They sat in a circle, one place left for Nathan. 

He had never been at a small house party like this before. He didn’t even drink, unless he was at a big party that he was used to. Clubs and concerts, there he did used to drink some, but this felt nicer.

He sat down; Minato was on his left, Alicia on his right, and Aiko opposite him. He placed the coffee cup on the small coffee table a few feet away and then tried to join the conversation.

“So what do you think about all of this stuff?”

“The Red Lily, you mean?” Aiko laughed as if it was a funny thing. “They'll get caught eventually. I think every damn superhero is on them at this moment. Barrage was not a weak hero, and he was valuable. They made a statement, and they’ll have to pay for it.”

“Really? I don't know if I agree.” Alicia shook her head. 

“Of course you don't! I'm not going to talk about this once again.”

Apparently, these two had discussed this point of topic already, but he couldn't say the same, and judging by the scratching of his chin, Minato didn't either. 

“Let's change the topic, please. I think we are all kind of sad and on the edge because of what had happened.” Nathan tried to steer the conversation away, deciding that this really wasn't the time and place. 

They would still feel the impact of the last week and a half in the months to come. No need to make themselves nervous because of trying to guess about where it would end up. They couldn't change much on their own anyway. They were all E or F class, after all. 

“Fine, I wanted to ask you two, though.” Aiko pointed at him and Alicia, "Are you two a thing, or do you—”

“We are not a thing," Alicia said, perhaps a little bit too quickly. 

Hey, Nathan wasn't that ugly of a guy! He noticed the slight blush over her cheek, still the glare that she was giving Aiko.

“Oh yeah, I wondered the same thing, but Nathan said that they weren't. Apparently they just, I don't know, spend a lot of time together,” Minato said, thankfully. 

But Aiko grabbed his shoulder, pointing at the two of them once again. "I don’t know, man. I just… my senses are tingling. You want—”

“Can you stop, please? We are not anything, and it's making this a little bit uncomfortable." Nathan tried to steer once again, but unsuccessfully this time around. 

He kind of knew why he minded that much. Alicia was pretty, but it would make all of this far more complicated than it had any need to be. Hell, she was the person responsible for him having a house, and he didn't want to ruin the first friendship that he had by trying to force it into a romantic relationship that he had no experience with. And that was besides the fact that he wasn’t sure what Alicia thought of him in turn.

“Aiko, stop!” Alicia groaned, standing up to punch the taller woman. Aiko just laughed, finding the whole situation funny, apparently. 

"You are so cute when you blush! You know that? Well, alright, alright, I'll leave it be.” She stopped, looking into Nathan's eyes now. “Anyway, what do you do for a living, Nathan? You are not from here, right? Alicia said she is from Europe, but where are you from?”

“I'm from the US. And as for living…” He stopped, and tried to find a nice way to say that he was a bum that was crashing at Alicia's home, without actually saying those exact words, but he found no way to do so. “I'm unemployed.”

“Well, that's okay, I guess.” She smiled, looking away. 

Minato’s turn to speak. “Oh, same. I crashed at my parents. No point in getting a part-time job if you plan to be a hero, right? Better focus on all the school stuff. Can focus on romance if you spend all your time in school or work anyway.”

“As if you would get into something romantic. Just look at your mug!” Aiko laughed once again, and Alicia joined.

“Hey! Just so you know, I have the biggest smile of all. That's gotta be attractive, right?” Minato pretended to be offended, but Nathan reckoned that he wasn't really.

“Speaking of jobs,” Nathan began deciding that this would perhaps be a good option to ask for some help with his project. It was still a bit out from completion, but he was nearing something workable. It would be done any day now. The next phase would require some hands-on action, though, and with more people it would allow him to do more. 

And who was he to say no to more profit? His mind worked, trying to see how to propose what he was about to propose and make it worthwhile for the others as well. But was there any point in overcomplicating the things? He could still do it on his own, and the others… well, they weren't completely out of money, just like he was.

But what did he have to lose by asking?

“Hey guys, speaking of jobs and things like that, I actually have an idea that I want to show you.”

“An idea. What is it?”

“Wait a moment, I'll be right back.” Nathan went towards the hall and grabbed his bag, but then he decided to go to the toilet first. Then he came back, grabbed his notebook, and sat back in the circle. Aiko was looking at him with her eyebrow raised, and Alicia had her head in her hands.

“What’s up?” Nathan asked, trying to decipher what it was this time around. 

"You needed to go to the toilet in this giant, technologically advanced house and immediately knew where it was." Aiko tapped the side of her head. 

"Yeah, not suspicious at all, buddy," Minato added, laughing at him.

Oops. “Call it intuition. Anyway, what I wanted to show you,” Nathan tried to talk over them, changing tactics. They wouldn't believe him no matter what he said. “So, this is the thing I'm working on. It's an application.” He showed the code and then pressed the launch button. The thing opened, and a menu immediately popped up, with several buttons available. 

“Yo, is a game or something of the sort?” Aiko asked, leaning closer. Everyone's eyes were glued to the screen. 

“You could have shown this to me before, Nathan. How is this the first time I hear anything about it?” Alicia punched him into his shoulder, some of her mirth returning.

“I wanted to show you once it was done.”

“Okay, okay, less lover's quarrels, more showing us how this thing works and what makes it interesting.” Minato waved them away. Aiko was the only one that found the joke funny.

“It's something I've been thinking about ever since I came to Tokyo. I've noticed that in the system here, the business owners basically have no way to defend themselves if a supervillain attacks their business. They can only wait until somebody comes to save them. If their business buildings get broken into while they aren't even there, then they can just say goodbye to all they own.”

Aiko was the one to speak up first. She was somehow even more outgoing than Alicia and Minato combined. He kind of liked that. “Well, that's the way of things in here. Not much we can do, sadly.”

“Not much we could have done until now, but I've been thinking: if the police are already stretched thin and the superheroes don't know where to go exactly, why not make the business owners call them?”

“Call them? That's your solution? So we just distribute the phone numbers of every superhero throughout Tokyo or the district or what?” Alicia shook her head. “Nobody is gonna do that, Nathan.”

“No, no, no, this is a bit different. So…” 

He proceeded to explain the application info. It would require the business owners to register, and after that he would also need to recruit some of the heroes themselves. He would probably focus on students mostly, the ones that passed the first semester and the tournament after. They would receive their provisional hero license after all. 

“So what do you need us for?” Alicia asked, incredulous. "By all means, it seems that you have this all planned out, and we still don't have the licenses ourselves. Hell, with all things happening, I don't know if we will qualify."

"Hey, don't push yourself down, queen," Aiko tapped her back. "We almost beat those two; they were just lucky, you'll see."

"We were anything but lucky. I'm not going to lose a single fight in that class, just watch me," Minato stood straight, proclaiming as if his life depended on it.

Nathan waved him down, meeting Alicia's gaze. "I need you all to help me once I get the first version completed, probably next week or so. I'll need to spread the word, go from business to business, try to get as many people to register as possible. You all might also have some connections with the heroes of the city; maybe some of them wouldn't be opposed to making some more cash or helping some folks that need it."

Now came the hard part. “As for what you get, I—” 

Alicia grabbed his shoulder, shaking her head. "I like the idea, Nathan. We help people; I don't need any money."

He looked at her, surprised, but then that fit her. What surprised him more was the fact that when he looked at Aiko and Minato, they were nodding, apparently agreeing with Alicia. It seemed that heroism was flowing strong in the veins of all of these students. 

Good, he wouldn't tell them that he was about to make money from the app; that would probably ruin the moment.

“Very well, then let's get to planning.” 

“Sure, but first off!” Minato stood up, grabbed a beer bottle, and bit off the neck. “Cheers!”

“Where the hell did he get alcohol?”

            

    
        1.24 - You sure this isn’t a fantasy setting?

    
    
    
    
                Nathan felt restless. It was two weeks since he found himself in Tokyo in the world of [My Superhero Life], and it was the first time a week had passed in which nothing of interest had happened. A few days ago, the video from Red Lily came, but still it was strange. Back in the video game, this particular time of the main character's life was fairly quiet. Hell, the explosion combined with the strange video already was far beyond what the main character had to go through. 

The first semester, or even the whole first year, was more of a tutorial than anything, with barely any really difficult obstacles in the way. This semester was focused on meeting the main heroines in one way or another. 

Nathan still had yet to meet any of the five of them. Almost all of them were in classes of S or A ranking, with one of them being a teacher that didn't teach any of his own classes. 

But he wasn't here for romance. Even if the final goal of this strange system that he had meant that he would have to meet them eventually, he wasn't going to do so now. He wanted to get Red Lily out of the way as soon as possible, prepare for what was to come. The final conflict. He needed to get stronger, but there were other ways to foil their goals as well.

Anyway, it was just too quiet, and he wasn't used to that. Even back in New York, he spent a lot of time either training, going to parties, or studying; work took a lot of his time as well, and now he had none. He did spend a lot of time coding his app, but that didn't feel like true work; it didn't leave him completely devoid of any energy. Probably a good thing, but he was not used to it nonetheless. 

And yes, the coding did leave him tired, at least somewhat, but Nathan at this point reckoned that the hard part would be getting it out, meeting with the heroes and the business owners of Tokyo. He had one hero in mind already. Vermillion Strike, who was a powerful teacher, and though she served the strongest organization of Japan, surely she wouldn't be opposed to making some extra money. Opposed to saving a few more people. Honestly, she’d probably be interested in the second part of that deal more. 

He was getting a read on her, deciphering who she was in this reality, and she seemed to be genuinely concerned for everyone that she met, concerned whether everyone was fine. About whether she was doing her job correctly. He already threw his former assumptions about her out of the window. 

He couldn’t focus on her anyway. All that was left for him to do was to finish the final touches of the ads he prepared, but that would take time, and today he didn't feel like working. 

Alicia walked beside him as they strolled through Tokyo. Both of them seem to be enjoying the silence and each other's company, so Nathan could focus on other things. He also reviewed the system, but he could not afford another ability without going bankrupt, so he left that for later.

This whole system, this whole superhero gig, made him think about what he wanted to be even more. 

When he found himself in front of the Ako Academy, he made a promise to himself: to be more outgoing, make some friends, and live this life to the fullest compared to his last. So far he was following that promise, but now he found himself in front of another question: what did he want to be? He already kind of decided to be a superhero because the system placed him in such a role, but was it really what he had wanted?

He did want to help people. And it was exciting, but was the only thing that he wanted from this life to be excitement? Was helping people his ultimate life goal? He wasn't sure yet, and no matter how deep he searched within himself, the answer became no clearer. 

He would need to sit down and really think about the answer for that, but now he was split in too many directions. While it was an important thing to know about himself, he knew that he had some time yet. This quest that he had… he knew that he had to finish it, had to secure all six of those happy endings. And for that, he would need to stay in Ako Academy and complete whatever was in front of him for two and a half years yet. Almost three.

And at least the curriculum was fun so far. Mondays were biology and practical duels with Mrs. Gurehi and Deadlock, but the rest of the week was quite fun as well. 

Tuesdays, he had to focus on the hero basics, and then they had a practical class of unarmed combat, which didn't involve any superhero abilities at all. He stood out there: his muscles, the fact that he was taller than almost anyone in the whole two classes (if he didn't count the one guy who was genuinely just a giant… and another guy with a rhinoceros head). These factors let him pull ahead. With his body enhanced by the money that he received, it was even easier to win, but it still wasn't completely easy. 

The techniques that they started learning there seemed useful to everyone, and Nathan didn't know most of them. He paid attention to her, but some of the other kids were learning this stuff since they could talk. If Nathan had to guess, they just lacked practice. 

The other classes all focused on something interesting as well: History of superheroes, trying to focus on their powers empowering them, laws that followed every superhero throughout their whole life, the current state of villains in Japan. And so on.

All of them were made with a certain purpose, and for now Nathan felt content. 

“Wanna grab coffee?” Alicia tapped his shoulder, pointing towards a small place across the street. She was a bit more cautious nowadays, strangely. Maybe Aiko and Minato got under her skin a little? 

At least they managed to hide the fact that he was actually crashing at her house from them.

“You know what? Sure!” He stopped, missing a sentence from Alicia, as something caught his attention. He wouldn't have looked that way if it weren't for Alicia asking him the question, but now that he did, he noticed a person he recognized. 

It took him a moment to connect the dots about who this was. Probably a combination of the fact that his memory was still blocked, and that it wasn't that important of a character, but he did connect the dots eventually. 

The man on the other side of the street was a gang member. He wasn't from Red Lily itself, however. Those people were phantoms that rarely ever appeared on the streets of Tokyo or any other city. But he was from The Onis, something like a super-human Yakuza. 

The Onis served Red Lily in the war that would happen two years from now. As far as he remembered, the main character never met any of them until the second semester of the second year, but here was a member in broad daylight, walking from the same cafe that he was just about to go to. 

The man made a turn into a side street, disappearing behind the wall. "Alicia, follow me," Nathan said and dashed across the street, careful not to get hit by a car this time around. There was enough of that already.

He approached the cafe but didn't stop, heading towards the same street that the man disappeared in.

"What is it, Nathan? Why are we running like children?" Alicia asked, peering into the alley from the side of his shoulder. The man was almost on the other side. He was walking slowly, but with a clear goal in mind. His stride was determined, as if he needed to reach somewhere but not catch the attention of anyone.

A woman said something behind Nathan, and he jumped, preparing a momentum strike, just to realize that he had no momentum built up. 

Thankfully, nothing of the sort was necessary. Vermillion Strike stood beside him, lacking her customary smile. Her scars were visible in the plain daylight more than ever before, and she wasn't even looking at Nathan, but at the man on the other side, who just turned into another side street that made him disappear once again.

“Students, you two need to go away. This is out of your capabilities.”

“I don't even know who or what that man is, Mrs. Strike.” Alicia jumped.

“He's from the Onis,” Nathan said, pointing towards the man that wasn't there anymore. “With the Red Lily activity in Japan right now, I reckon that they have something to do with the whole situation that’s going on as well.”

“Yes, you’re correct, but that doesn't mean that students should be here and taking care of this. I have been watching him. Go home, you two.”

“I can help, Mrs. Strike. You saw the punch I gave out when we had a scrap.”

“Yes. Powerful, but you are untrained. You don't even have a license, and you’ll get into trouble if somebody finds out. That's besides the fact that man is definitely super powered, and so are his companions. Last warning. Go home.”

She was never this serious before. Her ultimatum left no space for arguments, and Nathan felt something within him rise. It wasn't rage—his old companion that he was so familiar with. It wasn't even the fact that he wanted to argue, but it was the fact that he really wanted the scum to be locked up, that he wanted the people of the streets to feel safer. 

Perhaps the answer to the question he had been asking himself these last few days was clearer to him than he had thought. 

“I refuse.”

“If Nathan is going, I'm going too.” Alicia added, surprising him. “We’ll be careful.” She smirked, grabbing Nathan's shoulder.

Vermillion Strike's eyes went from Nathan to Alicia and then to the alley from which the man was bound to disappear in moments. The clock was ticking, and Strike knew that.

"God, I really should take you as far away as possible, you know that? Ugh. Fine. You two, right now I proclaim you temporary heroes. You are under my command, and disobedience will be punished. I take no claim over your safety. You are to listen to my comments and function under the laws of Japan and the SHRA.” She sighed, shaking her head. “You two really need to learn when to drop things like this.”

“Sorry, just ain't my style.”

She sighed once again, but the soft smile crept up on her lips. “Well, I'll be treating you like colleagues for now. Yes, that's a member of the Onis, and I've been trying to follow him for the better part of this day. They keep disappearing somewhere, and we can't get a pinpoint location of their headquarters. He is probably a super and heavily armed. He is also, with the highest probability, proficient in combat. You two are to follow me from behind and provide backup if needed. If I tell you to run, you will run and inform another super hero with a license. Clear?”

“Yes, ma'am.” He nodded. He already felt like he forgot half of what she’d just said. 

“Good, now follow.”

They rushed to the corner of another side alley and found out the fact that it was a dead end. 

"What the hell?" Strike whispered. To Nathan, though, it was clear. The moment he saw the man, he placed a mark on him. Apparently, the man wouldn't be able to feel anything, and if he did, then it hadn't shown. Nathan was now absolutely certain about his location 

The man was below the ground. Nathan surged forward and, after a few dozen seconds of searching, found what he was looking for: a box placed over a hatch, leading into the sewers.

“Really? A sewer mission? This isn't even a fantasy setting!” He muttered.

Vermillion Strike appeared on his side a second later and lifted the hatch with surprising ease. It reeked from down there. Nathan almost regretted volunteering to go along.

“Ready, you two?”

“Yes?” Alicia seemed to be reconsidering, but when he glanced upon her, she nodded. “Yes!”

“Same here.”

“Good! Let’s go!” 

            

    
        1.25 - Sneaking like rats

    
    
    
    
                The sewers were surprisingly nice. He didn't know what he expected, but it was enough to say that it was far clearer than even his nicest imagination. Perhaps it was one of the differences between Tokyo and New York, because he was sure that this place would be swarming with rats. Instead, he could barely see any animals at all. The putrid stench still permeated this whole area here, and he had to pinch his nose so he wouldn't gag, but it didn't make him want to leave immediately.

Alicia did gag, but to be fair to her, she did still stay there. For a rich girl like her, that meant something, Nathan supposed.

Vermillion Strike seemed not affected at all. She looked in the distance. Nathan couldn't see a single thing, but… should he quickly grab his phone and turn the flashlight on?

"I can smell him." 

He went dead silent. Strike pointed to their left. There was an intersection: a path to the left and a path to the right. The way forward was blocked by an iron gate.

"Wait, smell? In this environment?" Alicia asked, incredulous. 

“Yeah, what are you, a dog?” 

“Rude. Don't underestimate my abilities, okay, kiddos? Just follow and don't lag behind. The man is moving quick.” Strike lifted off into the air and zoomed forward, making Nathan and Alicia exchange a look before they started into a slight jog, doing their best to keep up.

It was so eerily quiet here. By now, he was used to the sounds of a city, both in New York and in Tokyo. Tokyo was quieter, but compared to this, it was still as if he was standing next to a boom box. The only sounds audible were the drops of water hitting the slightly flowing sludge and the steps of Alicia behind him. The man, their quarry, was nowhere in sight. 

"You've been on the track of the Onis for a while, right?” Nathan asked, talking to disperse some of his nerves.

“No, but I have been given a task. These people have become a bit more rowdy these days. They've always been a problem, but now they are trying to set up shop in districts that they haven't been in before. They are pushing out some of the other gangs, and it seems like they are trying to expand.”

“Let me guess,” Alicia groaned as some sludge stuck to her boot. “This happened after the Red Lily started showing its fangs after the explosion. And after Barrage had died.” 

“Bingo. We don't know how they are connected, but me and several other heroes have been set by The SHRA To find out their goals, or at least dispatch them, as quietly as possible.”

“Quietly? Is that a common description of your missions?”

“No,” Strike chuckled. “Usually they want a spectacle out of us. To make money, you know? You’ll learn all of this later. But this time around, we have been ordered to take care of this quietly.”

Nathan thought that he understood what this meant. “So you are about to kill them all?” 

“Yes, all of them. Every single Oni I meet. That's why I didn't want you to be here; you've seen enough death in these last weeks already.”

“We can take it,” Alicia proclaimed. Nathan didn't feel so inclined, but he was already here, and damn him if he was going to back out now. 

It did go against his understanding of superheroes somewhat. There were a lot of settings and a lot of heroes, but throughout all the comic books that he had read, one of the common denominators of being a hero was that the hero didn't kill. There were a few franchises that focused on the opposite narrative, but they were the outliers, not the rule. 

Here it seemed that it was common, though. It did make some kind of dark sense to him. Why fill the prisons of Japan with super-powered people when you could just be rid of the problem once and for all? But still it rubbed him the wrong way. 

He picked up a rock from his new ability, the Astral Inventory, and immediately began rolling his arm. One of the theories that he had came up with this last week was that this ability would allow him to store the momentum as well. The momentum itself had a strict time limit, after all, but with this ability, he could pick out as many rocks as he wanted, just chuck them in there and then pick them out as ammunition when needed. Well, not as many as he wanted, but just enough to fill the weight limit. 

In theory, this should make him far more powerful. The Strike he unleashed on Vermillion Strike was still his single most powerful attack, but it wasn't repeatable unless his opponents were to throw him several hundred feet into the air.

“Are you okay with killing?” Alicia broke the silence, the question aimed at Strike.

“Okay, no, I don't think any hero should be okay with killing, Alicia." Strike said somberly. “But you do get used to it a little, and at the end of the day it's either that you kill the super-powered freak in front of you or you risk several hundred people getting hurt the next time. Have you taken history lessons yet?”

Nathan nodded. “Just one. We went through how super heroes started appearing about 20 years ago.”

Vermillion Strike shook her head. “So you haven't learned this part yet. At the start of the super-hero era, once the organizations started forming, the heroes were ordered to always capture the supervillains. Any super powered person that wasn't in an organization, really. Anyone that wasn't registered. Do you know how this ended?”

“I somewhat recall hearing a few things, but no,” Alicia said, and Nathan noted that this part of the game hasn't been mentioned at all. And if it was, then he skimmed it and he wouldn't let that part of his lack of knowledge show.

“What happened is that we locked them in the high-security prisons with cells built just for them. These things were supposed to be able to hold in anything but a nuclear bomb attack. Take a guess on how long it took the first super-powered person to break out?”

“A few weeks?” Alicia guessed.

Nathan thought that actually sounded like a good prediction. “I'll say a week.” 

“Good guesses, you two. When I was asked this question in my class, I said something like a year or two. The true answer is that it took them three hours and 26 minutes, and then they were out of the prison. The prison wasn't guarded by the strongest super super-powered heroes, and so they broke out, ran away, and went to kill several dozen people that didn't have to die. This process repeated about fifteen times. After that, we were usually just ordered to kill on sight.” 

It made some awful sense. This wasn't a comic where a magical solution to keep super-powered people in check existed. Nathan told himself that over and over, trying to internalize the thought, but he had never killed anyone. Could he, if he needed to? 

“Anyway, the Onis had already hurt a lot of people in the Shinjuku district, and it seems like they are trying to set their flag in Shibuya now. They aren't weak, and that's why I didn't want you two here. But now that you are, I want you to promise me something.”

“What is it, Mrs. Strike?” 

“Yeah, what is it, Miss Strike?” Alicia added.

“If something happens and it looks like I’ll lose, I want you to immediately go back from where we came.” 

“We already agreed to that. But yes.” Both him and Alicia nodded, but honestly, Nathan had no idea how he would even get back anymore. They made so many turns, and he kind of counted on Strike to keep track. They ought to tell Nathan to keep track if it was going to be this long, damn it. 

Also, this was Vermillion Strike. He seriously doubted that her losing any fight could be possible. He remembered how powerful she was. Most of his memories that were centered on Vermillion Strike herself were unlocked by now, no longer behind that veil in his mind. He seriously doubted a small-time gang like the Onis could give her any trouble at all. 

But he wouldn't underestimate the Onis. If Strike thought of them as a threat, then so would he. 

Suddenly, she raised her hand and hovered a bit more slowly, signaling for the two of them to do the same.

There was a smaller turn to the left, but it wasn't walled like the others. It seemed as if somebody had dug here into the wall, making their own side tunnel into wherever they needed. They were inside for a good twenty minutes by now, so Nathan was really eager to see just how many evil folks they’d see.

There was no door at the end of the tunnel. No guard was looking outwards. They went inside, and after a turn, they saw a room. It was just a room with steel shelves and a hall that went forward. Artificial lights blared from the ceiling that he couldn't see at the moment. 

The path towards the room itself was curved to the left slightly again, obstructing some of his view, but he saw the men there.There were about a dozen of them. Some of them, like the name implied, had oni masks resting on their foreheads, but most of them didn't. 

None of them seem to be super powered, except for one that sat in the very center, holding a katana. He seemed to be praying cross-legged. His eyes were closed, and everyone else left him to it. It was so out of place and cliché that Nathan's "this guy is a super powered person" senses were going off immediately. 

He could already see the sheen of guns reflecting off the dim light, and he tried to listen to what they were talking about, but they were simply too far. Vermillion Strike was completely locked onto them, though she raised her hand when Nathan went to ask something, and it was then that Nathan understood she could hear the Onis. 

Apparently, she had enhanced senses, as an addition to her flight and super strength. How convenient. Just how the hell was he supposed to catch up to that? He was the one that was supposed to have three or more superpowers at once, but she already had just as many. Although, did the super strength count? It was said that all superheroes grew more durable as they got stronger. He would need to see for himself later. 

“So what is the plan here?” He whispered to Vermillion Strike once her hand went down. 

She looked at him, and then picked out her phone and started typing something there. Nathan didn't see what, and she moved too quickly for him to even see what she typed out, but then she stored the phone and looked at the two of them again. “We are going to retreat. The guy in the center is super powered, and I don't know if I can take them all and protect you two.”

“We'll just hide if you can take them.”

“That's the thing. I'm not sure. I need backup, so we are going to retreat back to where we came from, hide and wait for one of my-”

She didn't get to finish the sentence as a giant fist punched her in the face, throwing her towards the room with the Onis. Nathan hadn't heard a thing. Hell, even Strike couldn't have, and she had super-hearing! 

But now, behind them, was a mountain of a man cracking his knuckles as he looked at Alicia and Nathan. He was grinning from ear to ear, wearing a black suit that let the bulges of his biceps show. His face was hidden behind a mask that covered the upper half of his head.

Nathan was fairly muscular, but this guy looked like someone took all the steroids of Japan and pumped them into a gorilla. It was unnatural.

“Hey boss, we got some rats in here!” He laughed, and prepared another punch.

            

    
        1.26 - I like ‘em big

    
    
    
    
                The man made a giant step forward and then another, coming within arm's reach of Nathan. Nathan hesitated. Alicia didn't. 

An explosion went off, and Nathan dodged to the side, hugging the wall as the man stumbled forward after an explosion expanded behind him. Small pebbles fell from the ceiling of the tunnel, and the man had visible difficulty turning. This was not a good environment for the man to fight, but the explosion seemed to just be an annoyance for him; it didn't even seem to hurt him at all.

Nathan had several rocks in his inventory, and he took two out immediately. They had a lot of momentum, and the storage was about to timeout. He didn't wait; he targeted the man and let them fly. They shot through the air, impacting the man on his head. After he set his target, these were supposed to have enough momentum to knock an adult man unconscious. But all they did was make him jerk his head and then smile, with blood trickling from his mouth.

“Not good, Alicia!”

“Yeah, I noticed. Step back a little. Strike will help us.”

For some reason, he seriously doubted that. The large man obstructed his view, but Nathan could hear the sounds of fighting from behind him. Shots were being fired, and screams followed in between the bursts. 

“That tickled a little bit.” The deep voice of the man echoed through the small tunnel as he gave Nathan a wild grin. “I was supposed to fight worthy enemies when I joined, but now I have to fight kids that can't even pack a punch. How disappointing.”

He once again went to close distance, but Nathan was already retreating towards where they came from. He had eight more rocks stored in his inventory. It was supposed to make him more powerful. He had power at an arm's reach after all, but it felt wholly insufficient here.

The man, thankfully, wasn’t running at them. Whether it was because of how big he was or how small the tunnel was, or maybe even because he simply didn't consider Alicia and Nathan actual threats, he walked slowly, letting Nathan create distance easily.

“Alicia?” 

“Yes?” She huffed, running in front of him. 

“We can't lose him. If he goes after Vermillion Strike, then she'll have another super-powered person to fight alongside the others inside the room.”

“So what? You suggest we fight? Didn't you see what our attacks did to him?”

“Was that your most powerful explosion? Can you do more?”

“Yes, I can, but... Urgh!” She groaned. “It'll be hard, and I have to prepare for a little bit. I charge the teddy, you hold him off.” She explained her power a little before. Apparently, the teddies were imbued with her inner wishes, and the yield of the explosion depended on how long she charged each small doll. If she charged the one from before only for a second, then she could definitely do more if she focused for longer. 

Screams followed Nathan and Alicia as they dashed, and some of them seem to even call for the tall man. He didn't focus on the sounds, but if the man wanted to oblige his gang members, then he didn't let it show. Apparently, as much as he grumbled about having to fight "kids", he didn't want to fight Vermillion Strike in their place.

A plan began forming in Nathan's head as he ran. The man suddenly sped up, and Nathan quickly took out two more rocks. This time he didn't aim at the giant's head but focused on his knees. The first went shot away, quickly followed by the second, and the man seemed to feel these rocks. He didn't scream outright. Hell, these things should have shattered his kneecaps, but all that he got in return for the rocks was a grunt. “I got a plan!”

"Hey, you little rats, come here! FIGHT ME LIKE SUPERS!" 

“Nuh-uh, thanks!” Alicia said, and a small teddy jumped from her shoulder, the doll waddling towards the giant. Nathan didn't watch to see the explosion, but another tremor shook the small tunnel. 

“So? Plan?” She asked, and Nathan tried to think about how far exactly they were from the entrance to the tunnel. It wasn't that long; it took them a minute to walk all the way through before. They should be approaching the exit into the sewers any second now. It would have to be here. 

“Charge a teddy, Alicia! As strong as you can, but don't let it go.”

“If I charge it to full power, it might collapse the tunnel.”

"Yeah, that's what I hope for," he whispered back and turned on his heel, and the entrance was visible now. “I'll buy you time for a few moments, and you make the explosion as powerful as you can. It will collapse the thing, but we can get through after somehow. I hope.” 

The man was only about 15 to 20 feet behind them and he was wiping his mouth. His clothes were a bit singed, but the teddy didn't seem to do any more damage than his rocks had done.

“You know what I hate about superheroes the most?” The man monologued. "You are all cowards.” 

“Cowards? You are the ones hiding in the sewer."

“Maybe, but I am not the one running at the first moment I start losing. I am not the one doing what I do for the public's opinion. The Red Lily is right about you all.”

“What the hell does the public have to do with all of this?” Nathan laughed, finding the whole situation ridiculous. All of a sudden, this mountain of a man was talking about such stupid things, monologuing just like any TV show or movie supervillain would. It was so out of place that he couldn't help himself but laugh a little.

“The public has all to do with this. Two little runts admitted into an academy because you are pretty, and have good powers. I'll show them all how wrong they are to put their hopes into you.”

“Wait, I figured it out!” Alicia smirked, and the giant man stopped closing the distance.

“Figured what out?” Nathan asked, goading the man. They didn't plan this part, but if the man rushed forward carelessly; then it would serve Nathan’s purpose.

“He didn't get admitted into a superhero academy because he's too ugly!” She laughed, and Nathan considered it, judging by the fact that the man's smile disappeared. She must have hit close to the mark. 

“You little rats! You have no idea what you are talking about!” The man grit his teeth, but he didn't sound that convincing. It was so out of place that Nathan seriously couldn't take this seriously any longer. 

Yes, he was fighting for his life, but the man in front of them didn't seem like a giant evil super villain that he couldn't beat anymore. He seemed like one of those people that tried to bully Nathan in his former life: unconfident, insecure, doing the bad thing because he thought it would make him feel any better.

Suddenly, running didn't seem like the best option. Punching him in the face, on the other hand...

Six rocks left; better make them count. 

Alicia was charging the doll behind her back, and it was growing in size with each passing second. Nathan didn't know how long she could hold it before it exploded, so he sprang forward, running at the giant man.

His advance was not expected, judging by the fact that the man seemed to take a tiny step back, but then he reached behind him and went to punch Nathan as he closed the small distance. 

Nathan was prepared. 

He had been practicing taking out these rocks from his inventory, and now he could aim them pretty damn quickly. The huge fist came swinging, but Nathan took out two more rocks from his inventory and aimed them both at the knuckle. They sprang off, darting through the air like bullets, and cracks were reverberating through the tunnel a fraction of a second later. 

The man let out the yelp of pain, but he still tried to swing at Nathan. He was big, but he wasn't that quick. Nathan dodged, feeling his power, the power of the money that he accumulated, boost his reflexes and dexterity. It wasn't that much, but still he could dodge with ease. He would have to dodge for several seconds longer. If he got punched, he could probably say his goodbyes.

Another fist came swinging from the other side, and Nathan stepped closer to the man, grabbing his arm as he stepped forward. The arm jerked to a stop, the man looking at Nathan with a confused expression, but Nathan didn't give him a moment of reprieve. He touched his chest and let the momentum swing him towards the side of the tunnel. The man suddenly disappeared from his sight. A loud crash, originating even from such a small momentum throw 

Now Nathan rushed back towards Alicia, and the teddy was already running towards the big man. Nathan felt something drag on the back of his Jacket. The man missed by mere inches. The teddy, several times its normal size, jumped behind Nathan, and he quickly threw himself on the ground. A boom followed. 

The whole tunnel shook, and as expected, some of the rock and dirt collapsed, caving the tunnel in. 

The falling of rocks and dirt were the only thing he could hear for several dozen seconds before all the dust settled and he finally stood up, thankful that nothing fell on him as well. The explosion was powerful, reminding him of what Alicia had done in the video game somewhat, back when she collapsed the floor under the academy. 

But she still had ways to go. With his own system, he was a bit skewed about how to progress superhero abilities. Hers probably included training and repetition, while his just included spending money. 

Nathan looked at Alicia, and she seemed to be completely fine, standing there and nodding at Nathan. "You think he's dead?" 

“Dead? Probably not,” though he looked at the pile in front of him. There was a small hole between the now enlarged ceiling and the pile of rubble. He could either crawl above or he could clear a path for himself, but he wasn't sure about letting the man suffocate. As much as he understood superheroes killing people here in Tokyo. He didn't find that to be his style. 

Hell, he just simply wasn't ready to kill someone.

"Help me move the dirt. The man will die."

She hesitated for a moment. “Yeah, coming.” 

Nathan rushed towards the rubble and used his hands like shovels, throwing the dirt on the ground beside him. 

It took him a minute before he saw a giant muscle hidden in the dirt. 

He began digging harder. The man would probably suffocate any moment now, especially if he was unconscious. He moved the dirt, more and more of it. It took him three minutes before finally he could see the visor of the man. 

The strange helmet was cracked; the glass was missing from his eyes, and they were open, looking straight at Nathan. 

An arm grabbed Nathan by his throat, and the man freed himself from his prison with surprising ease. “Ah, finally you don't run.” 

It was a trap. He must have overheard them talking about saving the man, and then he decided to wait. Chills ran down Nathan’s spine, but chills didn't help him now. The man grabbed his head with his other hand as well, holding him in the air by his head’s sides, and then he began squeezing.

Everything hurt. Nathan tried to push the man's hands to the side, but it didn't help. They felt as if made from steel. He picked out the remaining rocks from his inventory and shot them at the man's head, but it did absolutely nothing.

Was this how he would die? Did he underestimate his opponent? Hell, he did. And now everything hurt. He would die for the second time. 

Panic seized him, and he punched at the arms, tried to dislocate the man's jaw, knock him unconscious, but he might have as well been punching a wall for all that it did. His vision went muddled. Alicia must have been screaming, but he didn't hear her. Explosions went off, but all he saw was the man’s hateful glare.

The world went black. 

            

    
        1.27 - The Other Side

    
    
    
    
                Nathan slipped in and out of consciousness. 

Memories flashed in front of his eyes when he died for the second time. It was black immediately, back then, but now his whole life played out in front of him. Probably because it wasn't so sudden this time around. 

Some of the memories were unpleasant; some of them he loved seeing once again. The memories of his time with his mom were the ones that came to the forefront the most, but surprisingly, Alicia and Vermillion Strike were there too. 

There was a voice telling him to step forward, to let go and accept the darkness. It was so pleasant. Distant, but familiar. His closest friend and the worst enemy at once. He didn't understand what was calling him, but he knew that he would be able to rest if he listened to it. Should he listen to it? He was young and had just received the second chance. Was it alright to just let it go this soon?

He looked at the memories once again. This time it didn't seem like he was living through them once again, but as if he was watching them through a screen. 

So much struggle. All of it ended because of a damned truck, followed by a cliché reincarnation, and now he would die again in his first real fight. Pathetic.

A thought crossed the memories, blitzing through them like a ray of lightning. 

No. Alicia was there. Vermillion Strike was there. He needed to save them. 

He couldn't just go to the other side. For the first time in his life, he had begun to look towards something, and now he would just let it go?

He wouldn't give up that easily. 

He walked away from the memories, painfully but slowly, and yet they followed him. And so he pushed away the voice in his head, the one asking him to step forward. It receded, got silent, but not completely. He had to fight. He would fight. He wanted this. He wouldn't die.

Not like this.

He pushed again with all he had, and then he found himself taking a breath. His vision was still black, but he remembered the face of the man in front of him. 

What an idiot had Nathan been. He was in the middle of a battle, and he forgot about the man’s abilities. Nathan focused on the hands pressing his head. For a moment, the pain stopped. Well, not stopped, but it stopped from getting worse.

The momentum stored in his interface, the screen visible even though his eyes didn't work right. It charged quickly, the thousands going up and up. He didn't remember where he wanted to aim exactly. His mind still felt hazy, but he felt ready enough. 

Nathan reached with his hands in front of him and found what he was looking for: the eyes of the man. He inserted his thumbs, pushed on them, and the head tried to swerve, move out of his reach, but the dirt that still half-buried the man wouldn't let him. Apparently, he didn't go out completely, or there was something else blocking him from moving. Whatever it was, Nathan was thankful for it.

Suddenly, the meter stopped charging, apparently reaching its limit. The same thing had happened in his fall. But the limit was more than enough. He inserted his thumbs completely, feeling something soft around his thumbs, heard the muffled scream. And then he released the momentum. 

Something moved underneath him and above him. A weight pressed onto his chest, and he couldn't even breathe anymore. His vision started returning, but there were clouds of black obstructing his view. The part of his vision that did return completely seemed muddled somewhat, as if he needed glasses.

He did realize what happened, however. Somehow he was under the giant man. Nathan had killed him. 

He didn't even have the capacity to think about that fact for now. All he wondered about was how to get the giant corpse from above him. He was so heavy, and unhumanly so, it felt as if a building had fallen upon him. As if a cat was lying on his chest, amplified a hundredfold. 

Alicia was pushing onto it from a side, recognizable by her grunts which Nathan would have made fun of in different circumstances. She might as well have been pushing on a car for all it did.

He began slipping into unconsciousness once again, but that was when Vermillion Strike appeared. She didn't have her usual smile; her scarred face was riddled with flecks of blood. 

Her hair was not wavy like usual, but dripping wet, and her suit was torn in several places. She stepped towards Nathan, saying something to Alicia before she lifted the man and pushed him out from Nathan. 

Both of them walked above Nathan, and Alicia immediately went to do CPR. He didn’t even realize that he still couldn't breathe. His chest hurt with every press, and he coughed up blood as she went on and on. Vermillion Strike stroked his cheek, saying something that he couldn't hear. He still felt dizzy, feverish even, but he held on to his consciousness like a lifeline. He wasn't sure whether he would wake up again if he fell asleep now.

Alicia appeared above him and, without hesitation, pressed her lips onto his. 

Air flowed from her mouth, and he gulped onto it again and once again. He coughed up more blood, pushing her away, and he sat up, finally able to breathe. His hearing returned, and suddenly he wished that it hadn't. All he could hear was squealing, and Alicia and Vermillion Strike were in the background, muddled. 

He sat like that, just breathing, trying to focus on his vision. The black went away, but still, some of it remained. His head hurt like after drinking for three nights straight and then waking up. 

When he finally felt somewhat ready, he turned his head slowly, looking at his surroundings. They were in the tunnel still, and the giant man lay on the ground a few feet away. His head— well, the back of it—wasn't there. 

Had he done that? 

“Nathan, can you hear me? Are you okay?” Alicia asked. Her voice was colored with worry.

The man, the first super villain that he fought, had the back of his clothes completely torn off, and the skin there was burned black. Had Alicia done that?

“I'm… well, I'm not okay, but I'll live.”

“That's the spirit!” Vermillion Strike gave him a thumbs up and gave him a smile. It seemed forced and completely out of place with her brutal visage. For the first time, she looked completely like her video game self, but he felt reassured by her expression, not terrified.

“Have we won? Are all of them gone?”

“Worry about yourself first. I thought you were a goner. I don't know what I would have-”

Alicia was sobbing. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she looked at him, visibly shocked. She was trying to say something, but her sobs wouldn't let her. Nathan grabbed her shoulder and pulled her into a hug. It hurt like a motherfucker, but he still pressed her close, and she returned it after a moment's hesitation.

Being a superhero was supposed to be fun, for God's sake, but this pain was anything but. He knew this, of course. Hell, he experienced his fair share of injuries in his New York life as well, but this was on a whole new level. 

Strike watched this, smiling softly, before she looked towards where she came from. "The Onis are dead," she said. "I left one of them alive for interrogation, but this wasn't their main hideout. I don't know what they were doing here, but backup should be here any second now."

“They could have come a little sooner.” Nathan forced himself to say each word out loud; it hurt him, his chest completely on fire.

“I agree, but not everyone has flight like I do. You two seriously should've just ran away. Your heart even stopped, and I don't know how long you'll be healing from these injuries, Nathan. You almost died, for God's sake. You two fought a dangerous super alone.” 

“We had to. I don't think the large man would have let us go.” Nathan shook his head, regretting it the moment he began. 

Alicia still didn't say a word, just sobbing on his chest. It hurt so much, but he let her. It was nice to know that she cared this much.

“I think we can talk about this once you are healed up. I don't know how long that will take, but you seem well enough that you won't die,” she said hesitantly. It almost sounded like a question.

“How have you even survived that?” Alicia pulled away a little bit. Nathan hasn't even realized, but she was sitting on his lap. If every breath didn't hurt so much, then it probably would have made him feel some kind of way. 

“Survived what?” He groaned.

“Survived him trying to crush your skull. You are strong, but that was just... I don't know. Is your superpower being tough?”

“Alongside growing new powers, a lot of superheroes evolve to have superhuman strength and durability.” Vermillion Strike said. “Nathan grew in power somewhat, and so his capabilities grew as well, although I do agree it's a bit beyond measure.”

“Can we leave the complicated stuff for when I’m trying not to die? I don’t want my last words to be ‘What the hell do you mean.’ 

Apparently, the quest and the money he received for completing them saved his life this time around. 

He didn't share the revelation. If he could play it off as him growing more powerful, then he would do just that.

Vermillion Strike motioned for Alicia to move away, and she hesitantly agreed. Then she scooped Nathan up in a princess carry, supporting his head and lifting off into the air as much as the tunnel allowed her to. “Okay. I'll fly slow. We'll go out of the tunnel, wait for reinforcements, and then I'll get you to the private hospital just like last time, okay?”

“So. I’ll live?” He asked.

“You’ll live. I guarantee that.” 

“Good.” He whispered and leaned on her muscular arm, closing his eyes. His face touched some blood, but he didn't care. He had too much pain coursing through his body to bring himself to care about anything at all. 

He felt tired, and too much had happened. He wanted to sleep more than anything now, to let some of the pain go away as quickly as possible. 

No dreams came this time around. 

            

    
        1.28 - Bedridden

    
    
    
    
                Nathan had killed a person. His own hands were bloodied with another's brain. 

It was the first thought that his dazed mind made when he finally woke up from his sleep. 

How long had he even been sleeping? He didn't know. It was hard to say when one was knocked out, but there was some clues. The morning rays of sunlight were shining on his bed through the see-through curtains. He was in a hospital of some sorts. 

Slowly, he realized that Vermillion Strike had said something about bringing him here. It was the hospital of her organization wasn't it? 

He's been here once before, back when he broke his hand while fighting Strike, but he only got healed back in the main hall back then. 

He remembered the procedure. There was a super hero that held his hand, and the pain was replaced by a tingling sensation. It disappeared only moments later, and something similar must have been done to him now as well. His body didn't hurt at all, despite how it was before. His vision was clear, his hearing unobstructed. 

He was saved because of someone else, because Vermillion Strike brought him here. But that couldn't be said for the other person.

He remembered what Vermillion Strike told him when he saw her kill a super villain. Hell, his own skull was about to get crushed in the man's giant hands, but the feeling of disgust didn't fade away. He leaned on the side of his bed and vomited his guts out.



The sight of someone having to clean his vomit was almost as unpleasant as the memories that plagued his head, but he tried to rest and soon he fell asleep once again. When he woke up, he found a friendly face there, looking at him with her customary purple eyes. There were flowers placed in a vase near the window. 

“Alicia, what are you doing here?” He groaned, his voice awfully weak, even to himself. His arms felt weak, but not terribly so, just weakened as if he just had the flu and was recovering. He must have gotten better, because the tingling sensation that passed through him for mere minutes when fixing his hand coursed through his whole body, making it hard to focus.

“What am I doing here? I'm watching over you, dummy. Do you know how much of a scare it has been?” Alicia said, after a moment, gripping his hand tightly. “You looked half dead. I... didn't know what to do, but Vermillion Strike took you here. There were some heroes going into the sewers as we went out, and—” 

She took a deep breath and Nathan squeezed her hand in turn, trying to focus on the words. She was afraid. He didn't like seeing her like that, but still, it felt nice to see someone care this much.

“I think I'm just trying to survive this damn feeling going through my body. But I’m fine.”

“Oh yeah, Strike mentioned something like that.” She laughed, pointing at his legs. “Apparently, they use some kind of new medicine from the superheroes. It's really fast, but it makes you uncomfortable for a little while.”

“Uncomfortable is underselling it. How long have I been out? How much longer do I have to stay?”

"You'll be ready to go back into school by Monday. You've been out for two days only.” 

That was far less than he had expected. Two days was nothing when he took the injuries that he had into account. Super powered people were really something else, him included apparently.

“And we won?” He asked, the memories returning slowly. He knew the answer. They did, indeed, win. Vermillion Strike wouldn't have come back in time if they didn't, but Alicia was already talking before Nathan could stop her.

“Oh yeah, we did. Apparently, it was just a small part of the Onis that wanted to start a new base of operations in a new district. The Supers are already on it, and the Onis mostly retreated from the area.”

“Sounds like a good thing?”

“Yeah, it's a good thing. We were just in time before they actually set base there.” 

More super villains would go there, and it would be impossible to stop them after that, or it would be very hard without some of the top heroes in the area working together and swarming the place.

Nathan nodded. “Good.” He leaned on the pillow and felt consciousness slipping once again. It was so hard to stay awake.

“Sleep well, Nathan. I'll wait for you to come back home.”

Nathan smiled and wanted to say something, but he simply didn't have enough strength. The need to sleep was too strong now. The moment before he finally went asleep, he remembered how she saved his life and how their lips connected, and it almost made him wake up once again. 



When he woke up once again, it was night. He was still alone in the room, but there were some noises coming from the door on the other side of the small hospital room. 

Alicia was nowhere to be seen, probably departing hours ago already. It must have been hours, almost the entirety of the day, but he felt so much stronger now that it felt incomparable to how he had felt in the morning. 

This medicine was addictive. He should seriously try to find someone with healing powers and try to befriend them. The difference must have been especially potent on a battlefield. Nathan never considered that in too much depth back in New York, when this was just a game, but if this was a reality, then they, the healers, must have been crucial to any army.

Look at you, already thinking about armies and stuff. I guess that's a sign you're feeling better. He huffed at the thought and sat up straight. Re-playing what happened, well, now a few days ago, once again. 

And the results were the same. There was little to be changed about it, and although he felt uneasy about having killed someone once again, he just had to accept that as the new reality. 

It probably wouldn't be his last time, and although that idea made him sick, he would eventually have to get used to this as much as he could. Or did he? Maybe actually thinking about things like these was what separated a hero from just a mass murderer that pretended to be one. He would need to ask Vermillion Strike when he met her.

Looking at the bedside table, he saw three small envelopes there: a book and flowers. The flowers were from Alicia, but they were moved closer. 

The book and one of the other envelopes were from Minato, strangely. Inside the envelope there was just a short note that said, "Get well soon, buddy. Here something fun to wake you up a little." 

He didn't recognize the book, but it showed a super hero lady in a very suggestive pose, and the name implied something of the sort as well. ‘Best of Haremlit’ it said. He laughed and put it to the side. Where was that man coming up with these things?


Another was from Aiko which just said "get well", and lastly, there was another note. This one was from Vermillion Strike. It also only had a short message inside, but it said all that it needed to say. 

You did well, Nathan. Feel proud. You were a real hero.
Thank you.

It made his chest swell, and he gripped it tightly. All was good.

She probably wrote that to make him feel better. She would have cleared that enclave of Onis by herself, and he just distracted one of them. Still… it made him happy. More than he would admit to anyone, ever.

Another thing that he remembered seeing, however, was a notification that came after he killed the man, the super villain. He ignored it back then. Of course he did. His head felt as if somebody dropped a rock on it, and he could barely stay conscious, but now that he remembered, he checked his menu once again and balked at the status that was shown there. 

Currency: 6,567 USD

So much?? He hadn't expected to be loaded now, but apparently that was a big villain, and this system had no qualms about supporting everything that Nathan had done to him. 

He still wasn't convinced about just straight up being ready to kill, but this made him forget the feeling of guilt for a little while, at least. 

The F class powers were priced at $500. F+ was at $1,000, E at $2,000, and it kept going up, multiplying by two for each level. Well, multiplying by four after reaching C-Class. 

It ended at S class, and S class was almost three times as expensive as an A+ superhero power. He couldn't even view the S class powers, though, so he couldn't be sure how much more powerful they were. 

The stronger powers felt like a distant goal, though. The prices quickly multiplied into prices that felt unreachable. How would he ever afford an A-Class power if it cost 1,024,000 USD. 

It felt a bit complicated, obnoxiously so, but he once again appreciated at least this little advantage of being able to pick and choose.

Well, apparently this half-price discount didn't go all the way up to the upper classes, and that ruined his mood even more. 

With this much money, he could buy what? A D-class superpower along with an E+ superpower. These would be far stronger than his current ones, but then again, his momentum powers were so strong that he perhaps considered upgrading it a little bit. Being able to store more momentum meant that he could build it for longer, and maybe there would be some other benefits. 

As for now, having to touch anything he wanted to take the momentum out of was a bit of an annoyance too.

He slapped his cheeks and went for a quick coffee shop, the machine beeping as it dispensed the not-so-great-looking coffee, and then he sat back down on his bed. He started listing through all of the powers. There were thousands of them. He really wanted to read each one, but after about three hours of reading and closing out things and only getting a fraction of the list through, he opted for just clicking on the ones whose names looked the most interesting. 

It still took the whole night to get through, but once he did, he compiled a list of five powers that sounded the best. He had three slots, and apparently there would be more if he did something he didn't understand yet. These things would apparently unlock once he did something, but the system was refusing to tell him what exactly. 

But still, with so much money in his pockets and enough time to spare until he went back to Alicia's house, he could ponder about which ability to choose or how to upgrade his current one.

But what if I have to fight tomorrow again? Can I just lie here and not be prepared? I can only change my abilities once a day.

These thoughts didn't leave him, no matter how he tried. After turning over in his bed for hours on end and getting some sleep in between, he finally decided on a new ability and slotted it in his equipment instead of the targeting ability. 

It was useful, but not quite as much as the other two. While the inventory and momentum powers could work in tandem, the target itself wasn't required. He could surely throw things on his own, and the tracking was useful but not necessary.

Now this new ability, however, unlocked a real synergy. 

            

    
        1.29 - Sunshines and Hugs

    
    
    
    
                It felt like no time passed at all, but already it was Wednesday. In the end, he did go back home and spent some time resting up, but school didn't wait for him to refresh completely, and on Monday he was already sparring once again. 

Deadlock separated them into new groups once again, but Nathan won quite easily. His latest match had him square up against some two men that he never talked to before, and Aiko was his colleague this time around. He quite liked fighting with her at his side. They covered each other and made short work of their opponents.

Okay, maybe he didn't win as easily as he would have liked, but it wasn't that difficult. Alicia was way stronger than the two. Those students that were against them had some really underwhelming powers. Actually, thinking about it, Nathan wasn't sure whether he saw any power at all from one of them. 1-F class seemed to be a mixed bunch, and he didn't see how a lot of the heroes here were to progress into the second semester.

The tournament, while still quite a bit away, would come sooner rather than later, and from all that he has heard, the students who showed no progress at all would be thrown out, and the ones who showed something of interest would progress to class 1-E. 

Apparently, it was a usual thing to happen in the lower classes. The school had no use for weaklings, and the lower classes were there just to catch the nuggets of gold in the piles of dirt. Although Nathan didn't feel quite as confident in his abilities, especially not after almost dying, he reckoned he was quite a bit above compared to some of the others, and hopefully he should be safe.

This class, however, didn't focus on fighting against his other classmates. 

No, this was something else entirely. They were outside on a large field, and there were target dummies in front of each and every student. Some of the students already complained about their abilities being useless in a physical combat against something of this sort, but Nathan didn't follow that formula, and so he just listened to the teacher, trying to absorb this information that he missed several weeks of. He did study the material, but it didn't feel like enough. 

Power Advancement was an interesting class led by a B-class hero named Sunshine. She was a cheery one, constantly smiling, approaching each of the students with a smile on her face and some helpful insight on how to improve. The objective of this class, as far as Nathan understood, was to improve the capabilities of the students. 

Each ability could, after all, be improved with time and focus. The superhero durability and powers that came with every single super power were only obtained after some great stress was put on… whatever provided the people here with their unique quirks. 

Apparently, she was focusing on bringing that something out by getting his classmates as close to death from exhaustion as possible. 

What didn't help was that each super hero worked differently and each power required something else to become more powerful.

For Nathan, it was as simple as accumulating more money, and honestly, as much as he moaned about it, it was becoming quite easy nowadays. Okay, not easy, but it was certainly easier than whatever some of his classmates had to do in comparison.

For Alicia, it was increasing the yield of her explosions. How did somebody go about doing that? He had no idea, but she seemed to be improving under Sunshine's guidance, as much as Nathan knew. At least… she did say that she got some praise from Sunshine, back when they talked at home this weekend. 

The others, though, were not doing that great, at least in general. It would suffice to say that Sunshine’s methods seemed a bit extreme, but Nathan guessed there was nothing else a super powered person could do in their place.

He looked at his own practice dummy and wondered how he should kill time now. Sunshine only gave him a nod and didn't even provide any assistance, and Nathan wasn't sure whether that meant that she gave up on him or if she noticed the fact that he was improving on his own. Maybe Vermillion Strike said something to her. He hasn't seen her since the fight in the sewers, so there was no way to be sure. 

But he already knew how much he had improved. He improved exactly by $6,000 worth. $2,000 went into improving his momentum power, jumping by two levels, making it E class power. 

It worked for longer now. Three times longer, to be exact, making it far more potent. If he could grab a rock and store momentum in it for such a long time, then it would definitely allow him to pack more of a punch. 

Yes, he did kill the man in the sewers with this power, but that was because he basically touched his brain. He couldn't count on that in each fight; hell, he didn't even want to count on that. 

The man was definitely not the most vile or the strongest person he would have to meet if he followed the game's progression at least somewhat. 

His next power would hopefully allow him to store momentum from something he didn't have to touch, but he would have to see about that later. This momentum was strong, but he still wasn't sure whether he wanted to keep going on this path or start grabbing some powers from the other power-areas and try some new synergies. He did write several dozen powers down in his notepad, but his finances simply didn't allow him to test them all out. 

His other power, though, focused on something else. It was something that would actually let him stay in a fight for longer. 

He brought it up once again, inspecting it, and felt giddy once he saw it. He didn't use it today, yet he didn't even let anyone know about it so far, but he reckoned he would get to use it pretty soon.

He could already imagine Alicia’s face once he’d used it. She’d be so shocked. Just the idea made him chuckle, but he stopped himself before the others looked his way and wondered ‘why is this man laughing as he’s looking at a training dummy’.

Rocked up 
E+ Superpower 

This power allows the user to envelop his skin in a layer of rock. This rock is flexible for the user but the outer layer is hard. Like a rock. Who would have guessed. If you didn’t, then you really shouldn’t have any power at all.

Using this power increases the user's weight and obstructs vision by a small margin. If small parts of the rocky shell are destroyed, it takes time for them to grow back. 


It was a brief description, and it left him guessing about some parts of how this power would work in reality, but the part that interested him the most was the bigger weight. If he could jump down from somewhere and envelop himself in the rock and, in the last moment, store the momentum, then the next thing he picked up or his next punch would have so much power behind them that it would surely hurt even the more powerful heroes. Vermillion Strike already seemed to feel his former punch, but that had way more momentum in it than his usual rotation of his arm kind of attacks.

There was only one way to find that out, and for now, he was quite content not having to fight for his life. 

After a few more minutes of him trying to store as much momentum in a single rock as he could, he glanced sideways after an explosion went off and saw Alicia grinning at her own target. 

It was burned to a crisp but not torn completely. Nathan wasn't sure how far she could take this power. In the game, she stopped being a character at all after the first semester, but he hoped he could see her progress more. They got close these days, and while he wasn't sure that he would advance, he was pretty sure he would, and he just hoped that she would as well. He wanted her to be by his side. The feeling was becoming less and less surprising with each passing day.

Glancing behind Alicia, though, he saw another familiar face. Vermillion Strike was standing at the edge of the field, next to the fence that surrounded the area, and she was looking straight at him, holding some papers in her hand. 

He turned his head sideways, questioningly, and she motioned for him to follow her with her hand. He wondered whether he should tell Sunshine that he is going, but Strike got out of sight almost in that very second, so he didn't, and simply followed suit. 



“We need to talk.”

"Yeah, I figured that part out myself, but talk about what?" Nathan asked, leaning on the wall. She took him a small bit away and she was clicking something on her tablet. She didn't even meet his eyes so far.

“I need to make a report to the SHRA about you and what you have seen. You are a super hero trainee, so there is no legal trouble, but you don't have your license yet—you aren't officially registered. And so my superiors have begun asking questions,” she said, and grabbed his shoulder. “Sorry, Nathan. It won't take long and it shouldn't be much trouble. Also, sorry about everything else that's happened. I should have told you to retreat, but I didn't. It won't happen again. I promise.” 

When she finally met his gaze, Nathan realized why exactly she'd been avoiding him. The look in her eyes told him everything he needed to know; she felt guilty too. 

“Strike, I—”

“Call me Yukiko.”

Yukiko? That was her name? The game never mentioned that.

Also, why go to the first name basis here? Didn't Japanese people have prejudice about calling each other by their first names? With Alicia it was different—she was from Europe, after all. But no matter. “Well, Yukiko, I wanted to go there; you didn't drag us into the sewers, and I don't really see why you should be saying sorry.” 

“It was unprofessional and-” 

“And what? Alicia and I begged you to go there. It's not your fault that we followed, and it's not your fault that there was a super powered person there. It was the Onis. Of fucking course super powered people would be involved. I knew the risk.” 

“Knowing and understanding are different, Nathan.” Yukiko didn't let go, and he saw her eyes glaze over. “There were several inside as well, but that one I left you with… He could have killed you both, Nathan.” 

“But he didn't, and that's all that matters at the end of the day, isn't it?” 

“You are not listening to me, Nathan.” 

“No, you are not listening to me, Yukiko. All I'm saying is that it was my choice to go there and my choice to fight that person instead of running away. You can't blame yourself for me being weak.” 

She shook her head. “You're not weak; there was at least a D-class super villain, maybe even C-class, though probably not. He was strong, and his physical resistance was already boosted by his power.”

“Yeah, well, I survived, didn't I? That's all that matters in the end. The good guys survive, and the bad guys…” He was about to finish that sentence, but the reality of it struck him. His stomach felt upside down. 

She squeezed his shoulder and pulled him into a hug. “Don't beat yourself up over that, Nathan. It's the way things go a lot, these days. You have to move on.”

His chest tightened, but he leaned into the hug before she quickly ended it by pushing him away, and she glanced around. “I shouldn't have done that; that was really unprofessional.”

“Thanks though, I needed that,” Nathan smiled shyly. “Anyway, I suppose you're right; it will just take time, right?” 

“Yes. You'll manage.” She coughed, as if to let some of the tension leave. “Well, I needed to catch you before I let these thoughts eat at me completely, but I'm happy to see you doing fine, Nathan. That's all I wanted to say, and if you ever need to talk to me, you know where to find me.” She lifted into the air and disappeared in a second's time.

Did he actually know where to find her? That was not really the truth, but still he felt relieved. Deciding that the class was about to end anyway, he grabbed his phone, deciding to work on the code of his app for a few minutes, but there was a notification that grabbed his attention. 

Unknown number: You’ll pay for what you’ve done.

What the fuck? What did that mean? Before he could ponder about who the message even came from, shouts snapped him back to reality. They weren't panicked shouts this time, but it was the chatter and enthusiasm of students. He walked back to the gate to the field.

Alicia stood next to a man, and she summoned an explosive bear right in front of the man's face. 

            

    
        1.30 - Family Reunions are supposed to go differently

    
    
    
    
                The explosion went off, the shock wave stronger than usual. Alicia must have really packed a punch into that one.

On one hand, Nathan was happy that the classes seemed to be improving her ability somewhat. On the other hand, she just exploded that thing in somebody's damn face. 

And where the fuck was the teacher in a situation like this? Nathan knew that the class should have ended a few minutes ago already, but that still didn't excuse her from just leaving and not protecting her students once somebody just waltzed in here, or in this case, protecting that somebody from Alicia. 

The students seemed to be enjoying this a great deal, though. They surrounded the duo of students in the center, goading them on to attack each other. Several people reached for their phones, just to realize that they were forbidden to take them here. Nathan was never the one to listen to such rules, but he wasn't about to start recording this.  

He rushed forward, his mind trying to comprehend what just happened in front of him. Did she go evil after all? Was the storyline unchangeable? There were no signs until now.  She was prone to ranting on people, yes, and she definitely didn't carry herself like a posh rich lady, but she still never outright attacked someone. 

Well, she attacked Nathan, but that was out of a joke, not out of any real thirst for violence. Hopefully.

The dust settled quickly, and Nathan half expected somebody's remains to be there on the ground, but that wasn't the case. The man who was about the same height as Nathan was smiling down at Alicia, clicking his tongue. He was handsome, far more than Nathan would have liked to admit. He was the kind of pretty face that you compared yourself to when you wanted to feel a bit worse about your self-esteem.  

His broad shoulders were adorned in the colors of the Ako Academy uniform, but there was a strange emblem on his shoulder. The letters on it said 3-S. A third year then? Interesting. 

“My, my, Alicia. That was just as underwhelming as I have expected out of you. Seriously, that's the best you've got?” The man sneered and then he shoved her away with just his index finger.  

"Fuck you, Arthur. It was far stronger than it used to be, and you know it."

“Oh, it was stronger, definitely, but it was the difference of a termite moving up into the strength of an ant. Still insignificant, I'm afraid.”

“Your and your mom’s entire existence is insignificant, you asshole. But at least I do you the favor of not mentioning that.”

The man's face shifted as he looked down on Alicia. It was a slight change, but Nathan felt a chill run down his spine. Alicia didn't change her stance, and she stood as if she was daring him to hit her. Nathan adored that defiance.

The man, Arthur, obliged her.

The front part of his suit shifted, and a giant stone pillar suddenly appeared, zooming straight towards Alicia. It hit her in her chest with unexpected speed, throwing her several feet backwards with an oomph. Something cracked. Nathan was already running forward before he realized that he was. 


“Get up, you stupid bitch. We’re not done yet.” Arthur huffed. He wasn’t approaching her, but he was cleaning his arms, as if he punched with his fists instead of a teleporting rock or whatever the hell that was.

“Nah. Go fuck yourself, Art.” Alicia wheezed, trying to get back up from the ground. She failed, miserably.

Nathan finally reached her, scooping her up from the ground. She leaned on his shoulder, spitting blood on the ground. Her eyes seemed dazed, as if she didn't know where to look. A concussion maybe.

“Who the fuck are you? Stay out of this, kiddo.”

Nathan looked over his shoulder, but he didn't respond, instead checking Alicia. She was holding her chest; it was probably cracked, and that was a very optimistic deduction. The rocky thing appeared far too quickly.

“I’m…okay, Nathan. Stand back or he'll hurt you.” She whispered, gritting her teeth. He could only imagine the pain she was in. 

“You know that guy? Why did he attack you. or did he attack you? You were the first I saw moving, exploding your teddy right in his face.”

“Yeah, I know him alright. That's my brother. Remember? The one whose clothes I gave you?”

Nathan looked at the man once again, and he realized that the resemblance was right there. He simply hasn't connected the dots. Arthur had the same blonde hair and purple eyes, the same toned physique, though he was noticeably more muscular, and he had the same grin on his face. Although Arthur’s was a bit less wild than what Alicia was capable of.

"Boy, stay out of this! Family matters. And the rest of you!” He turned towards the crowd that surrounded them. “Get away from my sight before I change my mind about not attacking more first years today."

That wasn’t a threat. It was a declaration.

There were some disgruntled people from around them, but not many. The vast majority simply headed straight towards their locker rooms, occasionally glancing backwards. Nathan, Alicia, and Arthur were the only three people left on the small field before long. 

“I don't know what kind of family matters you have to discuss, but she's hurt, so I'm taking her to the infirmary.” Nathan said, doing his best to hide the poison in his voice. He probably wasn't that successful, because Arthur made a grimace of disgust.

“Seriously, Alicia, you let this speck of dirt speak for you? Make him go away before I do.”

“Nathan, go!” She groaned, straightening herself. She managed to stand straight for all of one second before she had to curl up once again.

“Fuck no. I’m not leaving you with this douchebag.”

“You can’t fight him.” She shoved him away, but he stood still.

“Watch me.”

Nathan turned around, and started walking towards Arthur. Slow and deliberate. 

“Hey, away is that way.” The man pointed towards the locker rooms. “Your ears need fixing?”

Nathan looked at the momentum charge. It was already going down because too much time had passed since he charged it, but he still had a good amount in the reservoir. 

“Yeah, I know.” He stepped forward, thinking about what he should do here. To be honest, he just wanted to punch the fucker in the face, but he was Alicia's family, and he was currently crashing in their house. Something told him that causing trouble here was not the solution he should go with.

“Seems my sister isn't the only one that can't understand simple commands.” The man sneered as he cleaned his glasses.

“You are apparently such a dick that you can't understand when she tells you to get lost, so can you do that now, please?” Nathan rebuked, failing to hide his disdain for this guy now. How dare he hurt her? Weren’t they family?

Arthur sighed. “Well, I guess my sister is the type to surround herself with idiots.” 

Without a second to prepare something to say, the world became weird for Nathan, as he found himself flying through the air. His chest felt tight, the pain so vibrant that it clouded his thoughts. 

He hit the ground with a skid, but he immediately went to pick himself back up. He caught some of the momentum, though not nearly enough of it. 

So, a fight it would be.

“Is surrounding yourself with idiots like this one the best you can do, Ali? I told you to leave the Academy. Our father might find use for you yet, but you keep going off on your own when you simply don't have the abilities to back your dreams. Get lost.”

Arthur began walking towards Alicia once again, who had screamed his name moments before. 

For someone so opposed to feeling pain, Nathan was going through a lot of it these days. He stood up straight and began walking towards Arthur once again. He stopped midway to Alicia and chuckled as he saw Nathan approaching.

"Seriously, man, are you not going to give this up until I break your bones? I don't like using violence on poor people like you, but keep doing this and you will leave me no choice."

Nathan wanted to say something in turn, but he had trouble breathing, much less responding to a goad like this. 

He reached into Astral inventory and picked out a rock. It was charged with momentum, one of the few he picked up at Alicia's home. He charged it more, storing a quarter of the momentum that he had left. The system picked out the momentum expiring the soonest at first, and his meter stopped going down.

“What are we? Children? A rock, really?” Arthur laughed at him. 

Nathan let it go. It zipped forward, the rock leaving a small gust of wind behind as it darted towards the man's chest. Arthur's eyes went wide. 

Nathan used the moment to close as much of the distance as possible. He was only a few steps away from the man, and the rock would probably shove him even further. Nathan heard Alicia's scream from somewhere behind, but he ignored her. He could take him. He dispatched that super-villain a few days ago. Surely this man wasn't that far from his reach.

In that very moment, Arthur snagged the rock out of the air with a relaxed sweep of his arm, holding it up, inspecting it like a new toy. "Interesting. Is this the best you can do, however?"

Nathan was right next to him then, and he felt a wave of uncertainty course through him. But it was now or never. He used his momentum on his arm, driving it forward. Not all of it; he wasn't sure what this man in front of him could take, but more than he put into that rock. His momentum would be dangerously low. His arm immediately zoomed forward so fast that his skin burned. 

Arthur simply stood still as if ignoring Nathan; he didn't even look his way. Nathan's fist was just inches away, and then Arthur stepped backwards, catching his fist in the palm of his hand.

“Disappointing, as I've surmised. This is the level of people you surround yourself with, Alicia. Reconsider. Leave the Academy.” 

Nathan felt confused, shocked, but most of all he felt fear. This was stronger than the attack he threw at the super villain, and he caught it, as if Nathan was a child.

His purple iris went to Nathan. “My turn.”

Nathan barely registered the movement. He quickly activated his last ability, his rock skin snapping around him like a suit. It cracked a fraction of a second later. He didn't fly away this time. Arthur still held his fist. He felt how his shoulder dislocated, though, and a new wave of pain began. 

Finally, Arthur let go of Nathan’s arm, and he dropped to the ground. He stood on his knees, giving the man a baleful glare.

"Oh, don't look at me like that. I gave you ample opportunity to leave."

"Leave him alone, Arthur! I'll consider what you said, okay?"

"You've been considering it for the last three years! I want you gone before the second year starts, and if that doesn't happen…” he looked at Nathan now, a cocky grin on his face. When Alicia did so, it was cute. Here, it was the stuff of nightmares. "I'll make sure that you and everyone that stands up for you— foolishly, I might add— will pay. Bye for now, sister." 

            

    
        My first ever fiction is live on amazon!
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        1.31 - Bother

    
    
    
    
                What a fucking Dejá-vu.

For someone who rarely ever visited the hospital back in his previous life, he seemed to have spent a lot of his time here, right in that white-walled room. Thankfully, his wounds weren't that difficult to heal this time around, and he needed to stay here only for a day. That meant that he skipped out on yet another Thursday, but on Friday he was back in the academy once again.

The last few days have been strange, to say the least.

Alicia, for her part, decided not to talk to Nathan at all ever since he came back home on Thursday evening. He might have as well been a ghost for all the attention she had given him. The reason wasn't clear to him yet, but he had some ideas about why that was so. 

It was either that she was angry at him or she blamed herself because of what had happened with her older brother. As Nathan was beginning to understand her more, he leaned towards the latter option a bit more.

There was little he could do to let her know that it wasn't her fault, not much except saying so at least. Whenever he tried, she just simply walked out of the room, not letting him finish the sentence. He would get through her walls eventually. He only needed some more time. 

And while he kind of expected to get some money for fighting the superhero that was so far beyond his own powers, the system didn't seem to treat that scuffle as anything noteworthy. No money received, no notification, absolute nothing. 

Well, it fit, kind of. He did get his ass handed to him anyway. If there was one positive that he could deduce from the whole situation, it was that it made Nathan a bit more respectful towards how powerful people could be in this superhero setting.

Arthur was a student from class 3-S; that meant that he managed to prove that he fit there to the professors for six semesters in a row. Well, five, actually. He would probably go straight into A or S class in the SHRA agency the moment that this year ended for him, and that meant he was possibly as strong as Vermillion Strike already, or maybe even more so.

That made the fragmented relationships in Alicia's family stand out a bit more, become a bit clearer. Alicia was in the F class, barely counting as a superhuman, and her older sibling was at the very opposite of the spectrum. The struggle there was easy to see, and apparently her brother didn't want her to be in the academy at all. Nathan seriously wanted to talk to her about this, but alas, she gave him no opportunity to. 

And so he spent his time on his other project. The app was almost ready to be rolled out. He needed to talk to Vermillion Strike first. He wanted to be sure that this was on the legal side of things and that it was fine to recruit some of the students from Ako Academy. That was his goal after all.

The full-time heroes would probably enroll as well, at least some of them, but they got way more money out of just doing nothing most of the time. From all that he had heard, the organization paid well. The students, those that functioned on their parents' money or worked part-time jobs to afford groceries, could possibly be interested. 

Those that were in the second or third year had already passed their first tournament, and that meant they received their very first hero license. It was only provisional and didn't allow them to do everything that the super normal superheroes could. They couldn't go into the various buildings of the organization, and they couldn't request support from the local authorities, but if they saw some small-time crime, they could intervene. Unless the small-time crime was related to one of the various gangs of Japan, in which case they had to call for support, but there would be special buttons in the app exactly for situations like that. 

And that was all that Nathan needed. 

It was also all that most of the business owners around the city would need. 

The app was ready now, and he prepared to go to the Ako Academy. Although it was Saturday, Vermillion Strike would hopefully be there, and if not, then Nathan planned to ask some of the other heroes surrounding the building how to get to her. 

Yukiko. Not Vermillion Strike, not even Yukiko-Sensei or Yukiko-san. It still made his head spin. He hasn't seen any outstanding parts of Japanese culture either, although he spent most of his time in the academy or at Alicia's home. It made the whole setting feel more... game-like, as if some parts were never just fully thought through. That meant it didn't feel real in places, yet it felt real enough in others. 

The fact that she told him to call her by her first name further reinforced that fact. Thinking about it, Aiko and Minato referred to themselves by their first name as well, but maybe it was to protect their families by not giving out their last names? Definitely a thing to ponder. 

He got dressed, picking out some of the clothes that he bought last week, and he threw his laptop into his bag. The sooner he got this out of the way, the better, and he seriously wanted to start making some money. It was really restrictive to only have a few abilities. 

The others were born with their abilities and never got the chance to change them, but they were usually more powerful. After his fight with Arthur, Nathan seriously wanted to get to the higher levels of what the system allowed. He didn't plan on keeping being weak forever. 

The wall in front of him simply motivated him further.

He went out of the room, taking the stairs by three as he went towards the exit, but then he noticed Alicia once again on the couch. She was watching something on the TV, but she was glancing out of the window, clearly not paying attention.

He stopped. Should he talk to her? She bolted whenever he tried so far, but maybe this time around it would be different. They couldn't just keep ignoring each other for the years to come, or at least months to come, until he found his own place. 

Deep breath in, deep breath out. He could do this.

“Hey Alicia. Can we talk, please?” Nathan stepped into the living room, and she glanced at him. Her expression was neutral, but he could see her flinch as if thinking of running once again.

“I don't feel like talking, Nathan.”

“You haven't felt like talking for the last few days.” He refused her attempt at shooing him off, and he sat down next to her. 

She shifted slightly.

“Listen, what is it? Why can't we talk like normal?”

“There's no reason, Nathan. I just haven't felt like talking. If anything, the last few weeks have been an anomaly. Does that satisfy you?”

“No.” He shook his head. “There's something else there. You've been like this ever since the fight with your brother.” He glanced upwards and around the room. “By the way, he won't come here, right? You had his things.”

“Arthur? Come here? No, he would never.” She laughed for the first time since Wednesday. “He has his own house. This one seems small compared to it. The only reason I had his things here was because this was a shared house once we came to Japan for the first time.” 

“Thank god. I almost thought he'd come over and beat my ass again.”

She's stiffened at that, confirming Nathan's suspicions.

“I'm sorry that I rushed at him,” Nathan began, but she stopped him. 

“Sorry? Why are you sorry? Nathan, my idiot brother put you in the hospital for a day, and that was a hospital for superheroes. He broke some of your ribs.” 

“Actually, I'm kind of surprised that yours weren't broken.” 

“Guess I evolved to handle his idiotic outbursts.” She smiled. “But, really, sorry that you had to see all of that. I've been thinking about whether it wouldn't be better for you to go away, maybe find your own place.”

“You do know I can't afford my own place, right?” 

“I would pay for it with my allowance. Maybe somewhere close by, but I don't know. It seems that whenever the two of us are somewhere, then you are the one to get hurt, and I'm just sick of seeing it, Nathan.” 

“Not a single one of those situations where I got hurt was your fault. You do know that, right?” 

“Wasn't it? You needed to fight the guy in the sewers from up-close, because my abilities did shit-all to him. I couldn't even fight back against my brother. I just couldn't. There was a physical block in my mind, and I wanted to hit him to strike back or something, but I couldn't bring myself to.”

“That's fine, Alicia,” he said, wrapping an arm around her, and he pulled her into a hug. She let him. “None of it is your fault. Seriously. It’s not on you that I’m an idiot that thinks with my fists more often than with my brain.”

“It seemed like you didn’t want to hit him at first.”

“Duh. He’s your brother and I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“Hah. Half-sibling. And he takes after our dad more than I do.”

“That means?”

“That he’s an absolute asshole. I’m just… kind of an asshole? Partial asshole, I’d call it.”

He laughed, and let go of her slightly.

“Anyway. I’ll get stronger, Nathan. I don’t want you to be a protector of mine or anything of the sort. I want us to stand equal. I’ll catch up. I promise.” 

“You’re strong enough. But all right, I'll take you up on that.” He leaned closer and gave her a fist bump. 

It was now that he realized just how close they were. He didn't realize it when they hugged or when they talked and looked in all directions, but now that their eyes met, the realization that they were only inches apart flashed through his mind. 

Her cheeks went a bit red too. Her purple eyes had a questioning look at them, though an unsure smile remained on her face.

Goddamn Minato and Aiko asking the same questions. Nathan moaned in his mind and stood up slowly, not to give her the idea that he bolted or anything. 

Did he interpret that right? He suddenly felt as if he should have gone for that kiss, but what if he misread? What if he made their relationship even stranger than it already was? One thing was sure, though: this stuff would not let him sleep at night. 

“Anyway, I'm going somewhere. Do you actually wanna come with?”

“Vermillion Strike, right?” Alicia said, still a bit flustered, "Sure, what you need?"

“I'm launching a new app; just need to get my foot into the door." He showed off his phone.

“Oh, that one? It’s done?”

“Yeah. I just need to visit Vermillion Strike to get my first employees.”

            

    
        1.32 - Recruits

    
    
    
    
                “So. The app is done. Have you gone to some of the shopkeepers? You haven't told me or Aiko anything, at least.” Alicia prodded it as they walked out of the house.

“No, I haven't actually. This is the next plan, but I can't come to them with an offer of an app that's supposed to protect their assets without... you know.”

“No heroes in the app to show off with?” Alicia gave him an understanding smile. “Yeah, makes sense. That's like offering to sell a house to someone and not having any bricks at the warehouse. I get it. So, your plan is?”

“I plan to talk to Yukiko and hope that I can get her on the app. And that she can point me in the direction of some of the others that could be interested.”

“From what we talked with her, I don't feel like she knows that many people.” 

“She probably doesn't know them personally, is my guess, but I feel like she knows her stuff. And like, what do we have to lose, right?”

“Fair point. Oh wait, I'm gonna grab the car keys; I forgot.”

Nathan waited for a moment before she returned, and then they were off driving through the streets. It was really god damn convenient having someone as his own personal chauffeur. 

Soon they arrived at Ako Academy, and the gates were closed. A few people hovered in the air around the perimeter, and the black-suited men were at the gates and at each corner surrounding the school as well. So many… But Nathan knew it made sense, especially if they wanted to protect their students. 

He seriously couldn't even begin to imagine the administrative nightmare that became of the events from two weeks ago. Or was it three now? It was easy to lose track of time when there was so much going on. 

Alicia was silent the whole way through the city. If she was anything like Nathan, she was thinking about what had happened back at the couch in their house. Nathan didn't hallucinate that part, right? 

There was something there, in between them. Nathan was pretty sure of it. 

And apparently, just like Alicia, he was unsure what to think about it, what to do about it. It seemed that both of their solutions were to remain silent and not to mention it at any cost, which of course made for a very tense atmosphere, suffocating their words before they could be said. 

Getting out of the air of the car felt almost like a relief.

The few guards near the gate took notice of them, but they didn't move to walk towards them. They simply watched. For now, at least.

"Hello, sirs, may we go into the academy? We need to talk to someone," Nathan began.

One of the men nodded in a greeting. "I recognize you. You were one of the people who went here three times this week. Mr. Brody, if I'm correct."

That shocked him. "Yes, my name is Nathan Brody. I study here at this university, and so does she.” He thumped his head in the direction of Alicia, who stood two feet beside him. 

“I'm afraid that the students don't have access to the academy during the weekend. We are not allowed to let you in, not unless you're supervised.”

“Well, that's convenient. We actually came to see Vermillion Strike.” 

“Hmm, the hero teacher.” The man nodded, giving him a wan smile. “Well, I can call her and see if she is willing to see you today. She should be here unless duties called for her.”

“Thank you a lot,” Nathan said and gave the man some distance.

“I hope we didn't go here for nothing,” Alicia muttered, unamused. “She could be literally anywhere. If superhero duty is called away, then we might have to wait for the entire day, if not more.”

“Let's try to stay optimistic, okay? It's nigh time for Tokyo to be a little bit calmer after all we've been through.”

“Nathan… think about what has been happening for the last two decades. Crime won't simply stop because you need it to.”

“You're the epitome of optimism today, Alicia.”

“Oh, shut up. It's called being realistic, you big doofus.” She laughed.

One of the security guards walked closer, speaking to his earbud. "Okay, she will be here any moment now. You can stay here next to the gate with us and we'll open it up. Now listen. The rules say you cannot distance yourself from your supervisor unless absolutely necessary, or she allows you to. Is that clear?"

"Yes, sir," Nathan nodded. The man was honestly nicer than he looked. His sunglasses and bald head just kind of gave Nathan a certain “what to expect” feeling, but now it was gone completely. Hell, even his voice was nicer than Nathan thought it would be. 

Suddenly there was a gust of wind and a small shadow on the ground. Nathan glanced up. Vermillion Strike was indeed in the air, but she wasn't wearing her costume, not this time around. She was wearing flowy jeans that hugged her waist and upper thighs but became looser around her ankles, and a light-blue, long-sleeved shirt that hugged her biceps and triceps, along with black high heels. The strangest of all, she actually wore glasses. 

Hell, Nathan always laughed about how Superman suddenly became Clark Kent when he put on some glasses, but now that he realized there might have been some truth to it. 

Some different makeup, and boom, there was a completely different woman. Yukiko usually didn't fight with much makeup on, or at least not the type that Nathan could recognize at first glance. He never considered it, but the moment he did, he realized that it must be really inconvenient to fly through the air and have everything smeared away. Now she had eyeliner that went along the upper line of her eye. 

All of this made her look like a different person. Except for the scars. The scars revealed her true identity somewhat.

“Mrs. Vermillion Strike! Hello!” Alicia waved as Yukiko could descended towards the ground.

“Hello, students! Well, I must say this is a very pleasant surprise. I almost feared having to sit over paperwork for the whole day. Let's go into my office; we can talk after.” 

—--------------

“An app for… Okay, I need you to run it through me again.” Yukiko said, massaging the side of her head.

“It's simple, Yukiko. We just hire some superheroes and then distribute the app to shop owners throughout the city.”

“How do you distribute it? I don't under-”

“Me and my friends plan to go from shop to shop, talk to the owners, and let them know that they will be protected and that they don't really have to pay anything until they need our help.”

“But heroes already go to crime scenes?”

“Not really. They go into crime scenes when somebody with superpowers is involved.” Nathan shot back, and Alicia joined the conversation. 

“Ms. Yukiko, you also have to realize that the shop owners don't really get anything if their building gets destroyed or if some of their wares simply disappear. The moment some super is involved, they just basically lose all of their rights to their items. The law has been lacking in this part, this area. I've been looking it up ever since Nathan first brought it up, and I think he's onto something.”

“It doesn't make sense. Why wouldn't anyone do something like this before?” Yukiko shook her head. 

“Because there is little profit to be made. I will be taking a small part of the cut to allow it to stay on servers and to possibly do some maintenance on it, but my own profit margin will be small. If you want to motivate the superheroes to do the work, you have to pay them well, and they won't do it for a 50% cut. That is my thinking, at least.”

“No, I think that's quite possible actually,” Yukiko noted. “I reckon a lot of the shop owners won't be able to afford much, so you actually only want some well heroes that aren't motivated by money.”

“Aren't we all motivated by money to an extent?” Alicia asked.

Yukiko giggled, and Alicia looked away the moment their eyes met. 

“Well, I'm not that motivated by money. Actually, I've got more of it than I can spend.”

“Okay, no need to rub it in,” Nathan said, holding his chest.

“No, really, the SHRA, as much as I groan about it, pays well. That's one of the few things that are positive about them.”

“They pay you well because you're a higher-class hero.”

“True, but I would still be interested in helping you out, at least at the start. It's not a permanent thing, right?”

“No, Yukiko, it's not. The heroes will always have the option to just not work with the app anymore. The reason I came to talk to you today is because I don't know… well, any heroes that I can recruit. The first years in my class aren't eligible since we don't have our provisional hero licenses.”

“Ah, so you actually came to ask for my help but not to register.”

“Well, basically, I didn't think you would be willing to join. You joining is actually really good for us. We can make you the face of the app or something.”

“I'm already showing off way too often, Nathan. She shook her head. I don't need to-”

“It's an app not from your agency. We could show you off in a costume that you would pick out.”

Her eyes widened, and Nathan saw her battling the smile. He knew her answer immediately. “I would think about that.”

“What Nathan wanted to ask is also whether you know anyone that would be willing to join? We are talking second and third years and maybe some other superheroes that would appreciate some money or some more work? “

“Hmmm. I can't say there are many as vigilant as we are supposed to be as superheroes. A lot of folks aren't simply in it for the goodness of their heart. But there certainly are a few. I know of one.”

Of just one? Nathan groaned in his mind, but no, surely she would think of others, and the fact that Vermillion Strike herself was willing to join was a blessing. “Sure, what is it? Who is it?”

“You actually met this girl. She will definitely be willing to help you. I’ll tell you of a few others too, but we’ll see. I’m unsure of those.”

What do you mean I’ve met her before? Nathan began thinking, but before he could start going in circles and trying to think too hard. Yukiko stopped him. 

“The girl’s name is Aoi. She is the only survivor of class 2A, and she is the one you saved two weeks ago. She asked to meet you.” 

            

    
        1.33 - Training montage would do fine instead of this

    
    
    
    
                Despite his eagerness to meet this Aoi or other students of the academy that Yukiko mentioned, it was Saturday, and calling them to Vermillion Strike's office simply wasn't an option. Without much else to do, he just wrote them down in his phone and asked about which class he could find them in. Most of those that Strike mentioned were from classes 3-S to 3-C. 

Apparently, there wasn't a 3-F or E class. Those that got all the way to the third year either advanced up or were kicked out. Nathan hoped he wouldn't have to face a similar outcome. His fight with Alicia's brother made him a bit unsure where he would stand in the rankings himself. 

Hopefully, the tournament that was two months away now would show him. 

From the teachers, other than herself, Yukiko thought of two others, but she also warned Nathan. “I know you may think of superheroes as these amazing beings that help people out of the goodness of their heart, and for a lot of us, that is the truth. Or maybe not the goodness of heart itself, but some other motivation that is altruistic in nature.”

“I have no idea what altruistic means.” 

“That's fine, you can think of it as a synonym of just good. What I mean to say is these two teachers might be willing to help, but their motivations may not be as heroic as you would like.” 

“Honestly, as long as they do their job and help people, I don't see how this could have a bad outcome.”

She gave him a pitying smile. “You'll see. Anyway, anything else?”

“No, thank you!”

Nathan stopped looking at the names in his phone. He had about twenty, all in all far more than he thought he would have. Though to cover the whole city, he still needed more. Perhaps he could ask the school board to pin up a poster or go into other superhero academies and do something similar. A lot to think about. He also wasn't sure how the future would evolve with Red Lily on the attack somewhat. 

“Well, what are you two up to for the rest of the day?” Vermillion Strike asked, pointing to him and Alicia.

“Nothing much. I planned on looking up the students you named,” Nathan shrugged.

“I wanted to sleep—ughh, I mean, I wanted to revise what I've learned this week.” Alicia quipped.

“Are all Academy students so boring these years? Why are you not at parties or drinking?”

Alicia looked at her, confused. Nathan bit his tongue, not mentioning how many parties he attended himself. Getting alcohol wasn't as hard in a large city like New York. It probably wasn't that hard to get it in Tokyo either, but he didn't really feel the need to do so. 

“You two should have seen me when I was your age. I was partying up constantly.” 

“Why does that not surprise me?” He chuckled at that.

“Well, anyway, I'm bored out of my mind here, and if I have to sign yet another paper, I think I'll probably completely lose it, so how about some practice? The training hall is free to use.”

“Is that not gonna cause you any trouble?” Alicia asked, though he could hear it in her voice; she wasn't opposed.

“No., And as long as nobody gets hurt, I'll go easy on you, I promise.” 

“Your idea of going easy on me last time was throwing me up several hundred feet into the air.” Nathan crossed his arms.

“Hey, you surely must have enjoyed it, right? Plus you punched me into the ground as payback for that.” 

“I had to fix the grass after; you're lucky my dad didn't find out.” Alicia shook her head, but there was a grin on her face. “Anyway, I'm down, better than revising. What about you, Nathan?”

Honestly, he kind of wanted to try to find out who the students were, search them on social media, and attach faces to the names. But practice was a thing he shouldn't be skipping out on, not now with everything happening.

Suddenly he remembered something. The message he received on Thursday, right after Vermillion Strike left. How could he have forgotten? “I'm down, but first—”

“Okay, let's go then.” Vermillion Strike ignored him hard into the air and went out of the door, urging them to follow. 

—------------------

“Ok, show me how much you've improved in the last few weeks. When was the last time I saw you fight...?”

“When you fought us first week, and after that when you saw us fight a week ago against…”

“Ah, right!” She snapped her fingers. “The Onis. Yeah, okay, it's been only a few days, but there have been a lot of classes, and those were more focused on bringing your potential out than ever before. You're sacrificing a lot of know-how and understanding for raw power. I personally wouldn't have agreed, but who am I to say? Hey, if you're stuck on something, just tell me right now; I might be able to help.”

“Your ability is nothing like mine!” Alicia shook her head.

“All abilities are somewhat similar; we all have super strength and abnormal durability.” 

“We know, but this all depends on how much we cultivate our Z cells, doesn't it? And I've been struggling with that.” 

“What the hell is the Z cell?” Nathan asked, looking around. He might have skipped a few too many classes. He remembered the name Z cell, though; he heard it somewhere. Was it one of the abilities? 

“The Z cell is the cell in your body. Because there are several thousand, if not hundreds of thousands, of them, they give you the superpower. We don't know their origin, and we don't know why exactly they work like they work. They aren't identifiable before a person turns 18 years old. Once they do, some stay latent in people or just never show up; we don't know for sure, but sometimes they activate, and for those that have a lot of these cells, those people become super humans.” Yukiko explained, slipping into a teacher persona. 

“You need to stop skipping classes.” Alicia muttered.

“Okay, yeah, I get it.” Nathan nodded, remembering this very sentence from the video game. It came from Mrs. Gurehi, if he remembered correctly. “How do we cultivate these cells? Or make them activate or whatever.” 

“We call them cells, but they aren't cells really; they don't fuel or carry anything. They are just in your body, flowing there like small balls that activate and give you the strength you need. The thing is, they burn up as you use your abilities, and they get more dead Z-cells mixed in with your body. But more activate, and if you train in special conditions, they grow resistant. This is what makes us stronger.”

“Jesus Nathan, You don't know this stuff? This is the kind of stuff that even normal citizens know. You really should attend more classes.“

“It's not my fault your brother broke my bones.” He shot back, and Yukiko raised her eyebrows at that. 

“You got your bones broken again?”

“Yeah, let's call it an unfortunate meeting.”

An expression flashed through her face. Nathan couldn't decipher it. “Anyway, I'm not going to bother you with all of the science behind it. Hell, as humanity we still don't understand it all. What you need to know is that the more you use your ability, the more you bring yourself to your utmost limit; your strength grows. This isn't the same for everyone; some will grow more than others, and some will just plateau at certain points, but for most they can grow more. As F-class heroes, you are expected to grow to some extent before you pass into the second year.”

“Makes sense, so what are we doing here?“

“Well, Alicia just mentioned something, so let's see… Make the biggest explosion that you can.”

“Biggest? That will rock the academy. Or at least this room; it could destroy something.”

“You underestimate the engineers that built this room; it was built to withstand the powers of S-class third years. I promise you the room will be fine. Go ahead.”

“Can you two at least step back?” 

“Sure!” Yukiko nodded, suddenly appearing at Nathan's side, and she wrapped Nathan's arm around her shoulders, carrying him towards one of the far ends of the room. Alicia scowled but didn't say anything.

She created a teddy bear. This one wasn't the size of her hand like usually. It appeared to be that size but kept growing more and more. It didn't stop growing for several seconds. When she was done, she was huffing, and she slowly started to walk back towards the other end of the room. 

The teddy who stood there was not that large, but it was the size of a backpack, 

Vermillion shouted something, but Nathan wasn’t listening. It was strange, seeing her in this outfit, which made the whole thing seem more casual. Somehow, despite how revealing her costume normally was, Nathan found her more attractive this way. She seemed even more confident.

The explosion went off, rocking the walls like Alicia predicted. A small, well, not that small, fire erupted in the middle of the training hall, and the sprinklers immediately went to action.

Yukiko once again wrapped Nathan around her and flew to the other side, standing in front of Alicia. "Well, how do you feel?” 

“Exhausted?" she said in between breaths.

"Good, do it again."

"What? I just used all of what I had in me," Alicia protested. 

“And I don't care. Do it again.” Yukiko said, and a chill ran down Nathan's spine. Alicia was beading with sweat and was clearly out of breath. He could see the rebuke rising in her eyes. Then she glanced at Nathan, and something softened. Surprisingly she nodded and went back to the center of the room. 

She spawned a teddy bear once again. It was really interesting now that Nathan looked at it more closely. Out of thin air, violet lines of something that looked like magic just simply started coalescing into something, and that took the form of the teddy. A few seconds later, it began growing in size once again, slower this time.

“Don't stop! Make it grow as large as before! No, make it larger!”

“I'm trying!”

Alicia was trying, but It was visible how exhausted she was becoming. In the end, though, she managed to do as asked, and began walking towards them once again. Yukiko left Nathan there, picked up Alicia, and then zoomed back towards the end of the room.

“Okay, now off with it.” 

The teddy exploded, repeating the situation from a few minutes ago.

Alicia collapsed on the ground, breathing ruggedly. Her ability had taken a toll on her body. Her blonde hair was slick with sweat, and her makeup was messed up. She looked like she was ready to puke her guts out at any moment. 

“Good. Again.” Vermillion Strike said, and both Alicia and Nathan looked at her with a horrified expression. 

“She can barely stand, Yukiko.”

"What do you mean?" she said. “As I said, I want her to do it again. I want to hear ten explosions in total go off, so eight are left. And you, Nathan,” she smiled, and what would make him feel reassured a few moments ago made him feel pure terror. “We will train in a different way. Come, we are going to training hall B; it's smaller but large enough for what we need to do.”

“She can barely stand now. That was the largest yield of explosions I've seen from her in the last few weeks I've known her.”

“It doesn't matter. You two want to improve, right?” She glanced at Alicia, and though there was hate in her eyes now, Nathan could see it. Determination.

“That's the look I like to see. Well, let's go!” 

He was coming to get used to this, Yukiko being nice and not the super villain he had known before, but now the line between them became a bit blurred. 

Ten explosions and something similar she wanted from him before he could protest. She appeared next to him and lifted him off the ground the same way as before. She looked at Alicia. “Ten explosions, don't forget! I want them out in an hour’s time.” 

And then she zoomed towards the door, taking Nathan to another hall.

            

    
        1.34 - What the —

    
    
    
    
                “So what is this about again? I'm not sure I understood.”

“I thought I made myself quite clear, Nathan.” Yukiko smiled, standing a few feet away with her arms crossed.

“I don't think so.” He said. "Look, I know you're strong, way stronger than I am. Hell, that Arthur guy showed me just how much I've got to catch up on, how far I've got to go before I touch someone like you, but still it doesn't feel right hitting you when you are standing there defenseless.” 

This was exactly what Nathan went through a few weeks ago. Actually, though, this time there wasn't a clear sky above them, instead there was a roof, and he probably wouldn't get to build as much momentum as before.

“Who said I would be defenseless this time around as well?”

What she said registered, and the memory of how she attacked him went through his mind. How Arthur humiliated him. “So, a duel again?”

“Kind of. I will block your attacks, but I will not use flight. And you are to only attack me with your fists. No flying rocks, no… anything of that sort. This will be about your fighting style, Nathan.”

“What does fighting style have to do with any of this?” He asked, curious. As far as he understood it, most heroes didn't need any fighting style after they got to a certain level. What use was it to know judo when your opponent could fly away, or wrestling or boxing when your opponent was three times faster than you were?

“The use of it is that when you fight someone close to your own level of power, the one who actually knows how to fight takes the edge. I've spoken to Deadlock quite a bit.”

The memory of what he read from Deadlock's feedback came back to him. He praised the use of Nathan’s abilities, but mentioned this very same thing: that his punches left a lot to be desired, that his form could be much better. He ignored it for the most part, though he did try to google how to box. It wasn't like he had enough time to go to a boxing class anyway, except now he apparently got himself into something of the sort, but his opponent was a hero far beyond his own level. 

“Do we really have to do this?”

“Do you want to get powerful or not? I'm not taking you on another mission unless you get stronger, Nathan.”

“Was I that bad?”

“Quite the opposite, but I don't like seeing my favorite students get beaten half to death. Now show me what you’ve got.”

Nathan took a deep breath and stepped forward, surging towards where she stood, his arm behind his back; then he punched, aimed right at her jaw.

Yukiko sidestepped, and his fist hit nothing. He punched again, aimed at her torso this time, an uppercut. He used rock-skin mid-movement, striking harder. She used her left palm to direct his fist sideways, and before he realized it, knocked him on the ground.

He stood up and tried again, and again, several times over, and after ten attempts he realized that this was really getting nowhere.

“Are you supposed to be teaching me something, or are you just getting a kick out of seeing me drop on the ground?”

She chuckled from above. Nathan pointedly looked away. Her figure was on full display despite her wearing a more casual outfit. “A mix of the two, but I’m mostly just seeing where you stand strength-wise. You've fought with people before, haven't you? I can tell.”

A memory flashed beyond his eyelids. "I have.”

“It shows, but how do I say this? You've got a lot to catch up on to compare to your classmates in classes C, B, A, or S rankings. They've been training since they were kids and had the best instructors available once they hit 18 or so and got their powers. You leave yourself open to almost all attacks.

She went on and on, and Nathan did his best to commit everything she said to memory. For someone who used her flight and someone who would probably never get any use out of most of these things, she sure knew a lot. 

“Well, let me get you through the movements and see if you can learn and move up in the ranks. I have high hopes for you, you know? You have a future, Nathan. Let me see how much you are willing to fight for it.” 



His muscles felt on fire; his breathing was ragged; his vision distorted, yet he couldn't suppress the grin that was wide on his face. Vermillion Strike sat beside him, barely winded, waiting for him to finally stand up from the ground, but honestly he didn't want to anymore. By all hells, he wasn't even sure whether he could even if he wanted to.

“I guess we should end it here for today.”

“Thank… thank the gods.” He wheezed out, and she laughed.

“You're strong, Nathan, and I see it in you.”

“See what?”

“The hunger, the need to be something. Not everyone has it, but you do. I'll make something out of you.”

“Thanks, I guess?”

She scratched the back of her head. “Well, Alicia stopped exploding the room on the other side, and I only counted eight explosions. We should go check out what she's up to.”

“I guess so. Just… give me a minute.”

“Ask and you shall receive.”

She stood in front of him, waiting for literally a minute before offering her hand. He didn't want to take it. Honestly, he just wanted to fall asleep right then and there, but what choice did he have? He didn't even know what time of the day it was, but he already knew that the first thing he would do when he came home would be to go to sleep. 

He grabbed her hand, and she pulled him up. His head swam immediately. God, was he really this tired out? The sudden lack of adrenaline made his legs feel like jelly, and the moment he stood up, he began falling again, forwards. He didn't see what he hit, but it felt soft, like a pillow.

A fraction of a moment later, he realized what exactly he had hit. That at least made the adrenaline come rushing back.

When he looked at Yukiko, her face was almost as red as her hair was. “Well, that was unexpected.” She chuckled, facing away. The way she stood betrayed the fact that she was anything but relaxed, though. 

“I'm so sorry, Yukiko, I didn't mean to.” 

“I know you didn't. Just… give me a moment. Caught me off guard. And I’m really sensitive there, so—” She stopped herself suddenly, turning even more red. "Okay, you know what? Get Alicia. I'll just go check if she's fine. Sorry that you had to touch this.” She pointed to a scar on her neck. 

“What? No, I'm sorry, I really didn't want to. And what do you mean, sorry? You are—” 

Before he could finish the sentence, she lifted into the air and disappeared through the door in one quick blur. 

What the fuck, what the fuck, what the actual fuck?

And here was Nathan, thinking that things like this only happened in anime and video games. What the actual fuck was that? He really didn't intend for that to happen. Why was she so insecure about her scars? It made her look cool, if anything. Sure, it was kind of masculine, but he seriously doubted that anyone that was interested in her would mind.

And what did she mean by sensitive?

There was little use devolving into that spiral now. He seriously needed sleep. This one or two hours of training, or however long it took, drained him more than any other single event in his life had. Hell, he didn't feel that different compared to when he had his skull cracked by the man in the sewers. 

Sighing, he went for the door, and after a short walk that turned long because of how his legs felt, he arrived at the other training hall. Panic seized him for a moment when he saw Alicia lying there on the ground, but it quickly receded as he saw her chest rise and fall. 

She fell asleep. The center of the hall was completely burned to a crisp. Whoever was a janitor here, Nathan seriously didn't envy them their job. Hopefully it paid well enough at least.

He came forward, standing above Alicia, but she didn't react, completely zonked out.

“Well, I guess it's my turn to carry you all out of a situation. At least this one isn’t dangerous,” he muttered, smiling at the sight. 

She looked so calm. He reached down, regretting every choice in his life to get himself so bruised up, and scooped her into his arms. She was so light that he might as well have been carrying a small grocery bag. She reflexively put her head on his chest, drooling slightly, her long eyelashes fluttering for a moment before closing again. For a moment, he simply looked at her, smiling, but then he realized how soft she felt, and that brought another, involuntary reaction, after which he realized he must have seemed a pervert if anyone were to watch, and he shook himself and stepped forward.

He slowly began walking towards the training hall, and then he went out of the school overall. It was by then that he realized that Alicia was the driver. But even being carried didn't wake her up.

Without another option in sight, he reached into her pocket, picked out the keys, and set her in the passenger seat.

And he went to drive. He had a driver's license, and before he started the engine, he noted that his wallet had one as well, albeit this one was in Japanese. It also meant that the side that he had to drive in was on the other side compared to what he was used to. 

Surely that couldn't be that much of a problem. 



It was a problem. and a big one. 

Thankfully, Nathan considered himself a proficient driver, and so he set the GPS to take him through the less busy streets of Tokyo. He didn’t hit anyone, thank god.

When they arrived at Alicia's home, the turrets beeped as they recognized and scanned their faces, and then he lifted her up from her car and proceeded to go into her house. It felt strange. He walked in here almost as if he owned the place. 

Alicia, for her part, seemed to be completely out of it still. The sun was on the horizon, although it was beginning to slowly descend beyond it.

He walked towards her room, only stopping to take off their shoes, and then he put her on her bed. For a moment, the idea that he should take off her clothes and put on pajamas flashed through his mind, before he quickly waved the idea away. She was asleep, not sick. She could do that on her own.

Today I’m having weird thoughts. I should take an ice cold shower. Damn you Minato.

Just before he turned from the bed, prepared to leave, a slight tug at his sleeve pulled him back.

“Alicia? You awake?” 

“Only somewhat.”

He sighed. Good. She’d recover soon. He had his own stitching back to get to. The soreness would be a motherfucker tomorrow, that was for sure.

“I failed, Nathan. I only did seven explosions.”

“Yukiko said eight, though.”

“Doesn’t matter. Still not enough.”

He sat on the edge of her bed. If she needed to talk, then he would be here. “You pushed yourself to your limit. I think that was the goal, not the number.”

“It’s a failure, Nathan.” She stopped, as if mulling over her next words. “Maybe my brother is right. And my dad. Maybe I am a failure. Maybe I should drop out.”

“Hey, wait up. You are anything but a failure. You’re improving.”

“My brother was several times stronger than I am now when he was my age. Hell, my younger sister is already more powerful, and she just awakened her Z-cells. My dad… well, I won’t ever reach his level. I just… can’t get used to failing, Nathan. I want to prove them wrong. I want it so bad. But every time I try, I fail even harder. I-I-” She sobbed, her words lost on her tongue. 

Nathan froze. He understood that, somewhat. Though not completely. What does one say in a situation like that? He didn’t understand her completely, but…

No. He’d talk. And be there for her. He pulled her close, turning sideways, putting her on his lap. “Listen, Alicia.”

“No, I-”

“No, listen. Really listen. You are not a failure. No matter what you think or anyone says. I don’t give a fuck about your brother. Was he there, in that sewer, trying to stop the Onis from hurting citizens? No. But you were. And that matters.”

“He’d help more than I did.”

“But he didn’t. Listen. People in America, those rich fucks that bullied me, had everything they could want. Friends, money, girlfriends. You think that made them better people?”

“No?”

“No. Their actions showed what kind of people they were. And so did yours. So don’t say that. You’re strong. And if the effort I see is anything to go by, you’re just getting started.”

She stared at him for a good moment before she tucked her head and wiped her tears with his shirt. He left her to it, without a word. At least this time around.

“Thanks, Nathan. I will… remember that.”

Nathan was about to stand up to let her sleep, but suddenly she straightened her back, her face close to his, and she leaned forward, their lips touching. He froze.

Her lips were soft, with a taste of vanilla, accompanied with a smell of something sweeter, a fruit perhaps. He returned the kiss a fraction of a second later.

She only stayed there for a moment before she leaned backwards and lay on her bed. “Goodnight, Nathan.”

He stood up, said good night, and went out of the door, closing it slowly. His mind reeled.

What the—

            

    
        1.35 - Superhero defense wants YOU in its ranks!

    
    
    
    
                Three weeks had passed. Three weeks during which nothing of interest happened. He just attended school, met with Aiko, Alicia, and Minato whenever possible, and attended all of his classes, progressing further and further in power. He also managed to finally roll out his new application, and he began distributing it throughout the city. 

Some of the shop owners that he met seemed to be interested, at least somewhat, but he had yet to meet any heroes that he could recruit into working for him. He was set to do it two weeks ago, but he simply wasn't in the correct head space to approach anyone right now.

Why? Well, it was exactly because nothing was happening. Alicia had kissed him. It wasn't a long kiss; it lasted maybe a few seconds, even less, but to him it meant a big change. 

But Alicia... acted as if nothing happened. Even now she sat on a chair right next to his, writing something in her notebook as Ms. Gurehi wrote what would be on their spring term exam. Nathan could barely pay attention. The exam would be important, but it was just an appetizer before the big tournament a few months after. Honestly, all of this stuff was so fun to learn that he found no difficulty in doing so. Hell, most of what he looked up he already remembered from classes. 

And as for Alicia, he never brought it up. He kind of thought that she would, but after weeks of silence, now it felt weird to do so. Maybe she just wanted to thank him for what he did, or maybe she was waiting for him to make a move. 

What he feared most was that she possibly didn't even remember kissing him. She was so exhausted. He remembered how he felt at that time and the soreness of his muscles that followed for a week after. He was barely standing, and she exerted herself even more than he did. 

He had his fair share of experiences where he apparently woke up and said something but didn't remember it the following morning. And so, he just let it go. Maybe he would ask her one day. Maybe she would bring it up again, if she actually meant it, but for now he had to focus on school and on getting stronger.

“That will be all, students. Now, Mr. Deadlock told me that he required only some of you to attend his class today, and the rest will find instructions on what to do in your email. Dismissed.” She nodded, as if the silence of the students was her answer, and then picked up her stack of papers and quickly walked out of the room. 

Nathan knew what this meant. Deadlock was already dissatisfied with some of his classmates who lost one duel after another. Nathan had actually lost one for the first time, against an E-class hero that would probably go into D-class after the tournament. He would have liked to say that it wasn't a fair fight and that he got pushed out of the boundaries because of a skill advantage, but those felt like excuses. He wouldn't lose next time. 

The email from Deadlock could come later, though.

He stood up, and Alicia glanced at him. "Where are you going, Nate? Are you gonna join me and Aiko at that new karaoke?"

"No, thanks, I actually have somewhere to be."

"Oh, do you now? Where to?"

He scratched the back of his head. "I need to talk to some of our classmates. Well, not our classmates, but the second and third years. I've started the app, but I have nobody to offer help with. Except Yukiko, but she’s busy most of the time. Most of the shop-owners that I came to talk to were concerned about that part and if I want to make…” He almost said to make money. ”If I want to make them feel safe, then I need some heroes, some powerful ones that I will show off."

"Oh, that. Okay, you need any help? I could cancel my plans. I miiight know a cute girl that could maybe convince some of the upperclassmen to lend you a hand." She smiled confidently as she leaned on her hands, showing off her face.

He chuckled nervously. "Cute girl, indeed. No thanks, I already got Vermillion Strike to introduce me, and you apparently already have plans. See you at home?"

Her smile tugged downwards for a moment before she picked it back up and nodded. "Fair enough. Let me know if something changes and you decide you need my help after all. I reckon it will take three refusals." 

“Nah, give it five.” He laughed and then picked up his bag and went out of the classroom. The second years would be, predictably, on the second floor. 

Vermillion Strike was already waiting for him next to the stairs, waving at him from a distance. "Good morning, Nathan.” 

“Good morning, Ms. Vermillion Strike," he made a slight nod. His tongue automatically slipped to calling her by her name, but now, here in the school, it wasn't the time. She made it clear that she didn't mind, but it felt really strange, and he felt as if it would raise unnecessary looks and questions.

“So where are we going first?”

As I said, first off is 2S. The girl you saved should be there, amongst a few other students that I thought you should talk to.”

“You think Aoi will actually agree?”

“Not everyone in S class is a super rich kid that doesn't need money, and even from those few that are rich, some of them surely need more action in their life. Practice against your classmates in a training hall only gets you so far; you need real experience.” She shrugged in a gesture. “Although the situation now is a bit… rocky, there still isn't enough for all of the academies to test all of their students. Usually, most of our graduates don't get in on their first real action until after the academy. Honestly, you might have made a record.”

Nathan dodged around the students that walked down the stairs and then thought about what she had just said. “Really, they don't get experience? But what about the S class? Don't they get sent on missions as well after they get their license?”

“Not usually, no. And if they do, they need someone to act as their protector, as I told you. They usually don't have enough friends in actual superhero circles, and that means they don't get taken on many missions.” 

“That's fair, I guess. Well, let’s meet the girl I saved I guess.” 

“She’s a student named Aoi. Superhero name is Moonlight Princess.”

“Moonlight Princess? Sounds like a name taken straight out of Sailor Moon.” 

“It does sound magical, girlish, yeah, but that is seriously NOT a Sailor Moon name. Don’t disrespect my favorite show like that! Her powers reflect the name somewhat. Well, you'll see. I think she would be down; she owes you a favor, at any rate. A huge one.”

“I just did what anyone would have done.”

Vermillion Strike shook her head, her red strands of hair swaying with the motion. “How naively positive. No, Nathan, not everyone would have gone into a class full of bodies and blood. Most of the teachers hesitated. What you did back there was heroic, and I doubt she will forget that. I will not forget that.”

“You were there too. The first teacher I found there and the last one to leave.”

She smiled sadly. “I almost puked my guts out, Nathan.”

“So did I. Doesn't that make us human?”

She giggled. “Well, look at you, Nathan, what a philosopher. Anyway, here we are, class 2-S.” 

“This isn't where the Arthur guy is, is it?” The moment he said the question, he felt relieved when he remembered what happened back outside. No, Arthur was from class 3-S. Honestly, he would probably ask Yukiko to go there in his stead. 

The door opened, and only a few faces looked Nathan's way. He was used to the murmur and the dozens of people in his own classroom, but here he could count them on the fingers of his hands. They were sorted into three groups, but Yukiko was looking for someone else, the one girl who sat in the further backmost desk, looking at Yukiko and him as they entered. 

“Hello Aoi, can you come talk to us for a minute here?”

The girl raised her eyebrows, but once she spotted Nathan she froze and nodded. Without a single word, she picked up her bag and went out. The others in the class were watching with mild interest, apparently finding this conversation worth the listen. 

Nathan didn't know anyone else here, though that wasn't because there was supposed to be someone. He remembered all five of the heroines now, and none of them were from here.

Rin and Mio were in class 1-S, where the main character should be as well if he existed. 

In class 3-B should be Koharu. She was one of the weaker heroes, but people loved her for her personality. Honestly, she was Nathan's favorite in certain aspects.

Another romance character was a childhood friend of the main character. She attended a different university not that far away, but she didn't have her z-cells activated. Nathan discovered in one of his last playthroughs that she could be turned into a superhuman, but honestly, he preferred her without powers. It made the relationship with her a bit more grounded and interesting in his opinion. 

Lastly, there was Turnip, a hero that served as the duels professor for students of A and S classes. He would probably not get to meet her today, but that was fine. Out of the five, she was his least favorite. 

“Hello, Ms. Vermillion Strike. Hello…?” She stopped, looking Nathan up and down. “Nathan.”

“You know my name?”

“I asked Ms. Strike about your name when I woke up. I wanted to thank you and your friend for saving me back then. Really, I seriously appreciate it.” She gave him a soft smile. Her hair was purple, and her eyes the most vivid blue Nathan had ever seen. Her uniform that hugged her curvy body tightly seemed almost the same as his, but there was a badge on her shoulder. Were those… cat ears on her head? How did that work? Did she have four ears or just the two? Her hair hid the space where her human ears would be.

Nonetheless, she had a soft voice, girlier than most, and honestly it felt good to be on the receiving end of thanks for once. 

Nathan nodded, repeating what he said before. “Of course, I just did what anyone would have done. Anyway, I came to ask you something. A favor, if you will.” 

“Of course, what is it? I'll do anything I can to repay you.”

“Ain't that complicated.” 

Nathan began explaining what he needed from her, and she nodded along, not interrupting him, only asking some questions a few times. 

Once he was done, she was smiling gently. “Well, that seems interesting. Of course I would be willing to help out! Actually…” she turned, and Nathan realized that they never closed the door and the others were listening intently. The students stood up from wherever they were and walked closer towards the door.

One of the men, clearly a central figure of the class, stepped forward. “The Red Lily left us feeling a bit helpless. But this? This could turn the tide somewhat. It's still fueled by money, but helping citizens. I like that. I'll help.”

“I'll help too.” Another girl said, Her head had feathers instead of hair.

“Me too!” 

“Count me in.”

The rest of the class said the same thing, one after another.

Vermillion Strike put a hand on Nathan's shoulder. “I guess we are off to a good start, huh?

            

    
        1.36 - Coming clean

    
    
    
    
                Nathan couldn't believe his eyes. Only a few days after he added several students from a few classes alongside a few heroes, his app was actually being downloaded by people across the city. 

Not many had downloaded so far, only the few businesses he managed to approach alongside Aiko, Alicia, and Minato. Among the few that did, there were two cases where the heroes were called on already. Neither of the tasks were anything too difficult. It was mostly menial tasks that needed someone with more strength than a normal human would have, but still, for the first time, Nathan's bank account, or well, money maker account, ticked up. 

It wasn't from a quest this time around. If he could get this ball rolling, he already saw how potent it could be for his power. 

Now he stood in front of Ako Academy, his Monday duel over, and he wondered what exactly he should do today. He could approach more of the business owners in the town. It would quite possibly increase his income, after all. He was getting pennies from each commission, but if there were a lot of them, then eventually he would be generating really passive income each and every single day.

But then again, he hadn't rested that well for several weeks already. Unless he counted recovering in the hospital, which honestly wasn't as bad as hospitals sounded. The private hospital of SHRA agency was way nicer than any other he ever visited, but still he didn't just relax for a while. 

“What are you standing around for, Nathan? Are you coming to the car or not?” Alicia suddenly appeared behind him, tapping his bag as she walked around, heading straight towards her car.

“I was actually just thinking that I didn't relax for a while.”

“Relax? What, are you an old man?” She stopped, sighed and shrugged her shoulders. “Though I kind of get it, you've been through a lot.”

“So have you. Don't you feel like you need some time off?”

“Hey man, I wasn't the one that had half of his rib cage broken and his skull cracked. It seriously wasn't as bad for me.”

Nathan nodded, thinking. He still didn't ask about the kiss, and he was actually starting to grow frustrated at himself for being such a wimp. Why was he so afraid? If Alicia didn't mean anything much by it, then she didn't mean anything much by it, and if she did, then he needed to know. What could he possibly lose by asking? 

But not here in front of the school. They really needed to talk, and despite living together back at home, it felt a bit too strange to do it there. 

No, he knew what he had to do. Despite his lack of having a girlfriend experience, he did know how to talk to girls his age and knew how to create the atmosphere that he wanted

“That's true, I guess. Anyway, wanna go somewhere? “

“Somewhere?” She cocked her eyebrows. “And where is this somewhere, exactly?”

“I don't know. Karaoke? I have never done that in my life and you keep mentioning it.”

“Hm, it's fun actually. We could do that, sure. Do I call Minato and Aiko? I think they mentioned that they wanted to go as well.”

“No, I just want the two of us to go, Alicia.” He gave her a genuine smile. 

She stopped for a moment, lips parted, as his words processed behind her eyes, and then she blushed slightly, her voice lacking the confident energy it carried most of the time. “Okay, we can do that.”

“Good. Know any good places?”

“Sure, hop on in; I'll drive us to a good one,” she said, turning sharply, and then she headed back towards her car, not stopping to glance whether Nathan was following. 

How cute. 

Back when he appeared here in Tokyo, he promised himself to make the best out of this life, make friends, and do better than in his last life. Now Alicia was more than a friend, and although he wasn't sure whether he wanted her to be more exactly, he knew one thing: this abashness of hers, while cute, was a product of other things in her head. 

He didn't know the full picture still.

Back in My Superhero Life, she turned evil, but she was anything but that here. 

By his estimations, it was because of how she made friends with Nathan at her side, but her background, unlike Vermillion Strike's, didn't seem to change much. 

While he didn't understand this background completely, he had enough clues to put the puzzle pieces together: a dad with several children with different mothers, trying to impress him but failing against her siblings. 

It was clear enough for him she needed confidence, and he would do whatever it took to help her with that. But to be confident, she needed her mind to be clear, at least if she was anything like him.

—-----------------

Despite his former proclamation, now that he sat in the small karaoke booth waiting for the waitress to bring him his French fries and the burger he ordered, he felt like the words simply weren't coming. Alicia sat opposite of him, looking at her hands as if she felt exactly the same cocktail of emotions that he did. 

What was she so afraid of? Honestly, Nathan didn't understand it.

From his perspective, she was a beautiful woman that had a bright future ahead of her. Yes, she came from a rich family that didn't seem to appreciate her for what she was, but despite that, she had enough qualities that Nathan was sure she would be able to make her place in the world, superhero or not. But Nathan was a bum living at her place, and although he wasn't ugly, he didn't think of himself as the most attractive person around. And as far as Alicia knew, his powers were mediocre at best.

He hid this fact about the true source of his power from her this whole time. He wanted to surprise her, wanted to see the shock on her face when he used a new power she had never seen before, but now he needed an icebreaker and he didn't feel like holding this secret to his chest any longer.

“Alicia, I have a confession to make first.”

She jerked, her hands stopping, and she raised her eyes. “Yes?”

“It's about my powers. I don't grow powers like the others. I think if I told you the whole truth, you wouldn't believe me, but my power is called the money maker.”

“Your power is called what? You know you don't have to name your power, right?” She said, some of her former abrasiveness returning, probably because of the shock. “Also, money maker? I know you're trying to make some money with that app of yours, but I don't see how that relates to your momentum powers.” 

“I didn't name it. I see a window in front of me, and it's called money maker because of what it does.” 

Nathan then went to explain his power: how it first appeared, how the shop appeared after he reached a certain level, how the quest functioned, and how he had a goal that he needed to complete in under a three-year’s time. She nodded along, occasionally asking a question or for him to clarify a certain concept, but she remained quiet for the most part. 

“Wait, so six happy endings. What is that? Sounds like a video game concept, Nathan.”

He huffed. Now came the hard part about the fact that this was a game. About the fact that he remembered his life in New York. Apparently, he overtook this game's counterpart of himself when he transmigrated, and he had no clue how to explain that part.

“Alicia, I played a game called My Superhero Life back when I lived in New York. This world, these superheroes, and even you. All of it is from that setting.” 

“What? Video game? Is this a joke?”

“No. I’m serious. You were a video game character. Everyone we’ve met so far was. Our school was a game setting. I remember it. You might not believe me, but I mean it.” He went on to explain how he knew Vermillion Strike, although she was a villain back in the game. How he came from a world where superheroes didn't exist. How he thought that this all might have been because of a single change or something similar back in several years ago in the game's backstory.

“Wait, how did you even get here?”

“I died.” He admitted, crossing his arms. The memory flashed behind his eyes: the truck rolling onto him, the pain that followed, even if it was only for a fraction of a moment. “I saw a girl run through a crosswalk and just sprang forward before I realized what that meant for me. When I came to, I was standing in front of Ako Academy.”

“Wait, when?”

“The first day of this semester. The day that I met you.” He smiled. “You know, back in New York, I never had anyone close. Well, my mom, I suppose, but I don't even know if she's in here.” He, like always, avoided talking about his sister. The memory hurt.

“Well, if you transmigrated here and a Nathan Brody existed in this universe, then a version of your mom should too, right?” She gave him a genuine smile, and he stopped for a moment. 

He thought about his mom and made a note to check his phone and his messages, but another thing made him even more curious. “Wait, you believe me?”

She chuckled. “Of course I believe you, dummy. Well, it's a bit out there, but it checks out with how much I know you. And thank you for telling me about your power. I know it means a lot. I won't tell anyone, don't worry.” She added that last part quickly, as if she read the unspoken question in Nathan's eyes. “Your secret is safe with me, okay?”

“Thank you, Alicia. You know, the first day I came into university, back with what happened in New York, I thought about how I wanted to be a different person. How I wanted to have friends. How I wanted to get closer to people, and these last few months you've become someone that is even above that.”

She smiled shyly, probably realizing where this conversation was headed.

“I wanted to ask about what happened back at home. You know, when you-”

“Don't say it out loud!” She put her hand up.

“What? Why, but-”

“No! Quiet! Let me speak!” She cleared her throat several times and then continued. Nathan watched her, and after about 15 seconds of this, he began laughing.

“Hey, stop that!”

“But you are so nervous. It's kind of cute.”

“Grrrr! Damn it! I just have a blank in my mind whenever I want to talk with you about things like this.” She sighed, leaning on the table. “Okay, listen, Nathan.”

“Already listening.”

“Oh, shut up, you! You know what I mean.” 

“What did I do? But okay. The floor is yours.” 

She glanced up before she immediately looked at the table once again. “Listen, I was in a bad place, and you made me feel good. Back at home, I just felt… happy, when you told me what you told me. But mostly it was the fact that you were there, for me. Second time in such a short time. I… felt strange. You always make me feel safe, and I just used your kindness to take what I wanted. I just wanted to say I'm sorry for that.”

“Alicia-”

“No, let me finish what I wanted to say. I really shouldn't have done that. I don't know if you feel the same way as I do. Hell, Nathan, I don't know how I feel myself! This is all something new to me, and I'm really sorry for using you in that way.”

Nathan sighed. This was good. So it wasn't him taking advantage of her. It still felt that way to him a bit, but apparently she was skirting around the issue because she felt the same way as he did.

“Listen, Alicia. I—”

Her eyes widened as a soft click came from behind Nathan.

Three men in oni masks were standing in the door frame. 

            

    
        1.37 - Illusions and Reunions

    
    
    
    
                Nathan hesitated only for a moment, a fraction of a moment during which he watched the three men in front of him reach inside their jackets and draw out their pistols. 

Time seemed to slow down as he stood up, springing forward. He felt the air change behind him as Alicia charged an explosion, but he didn't dare look. All three in front of him turned their pistols on him. He stared down the barrels of the guns, blinking, and then he took out two rocks from his inventory. He didn't throw them, however. He immediately transferred their momentum into himself and then he dragged himself forward, flying for a few feet as he hit the men and threw them into the wall. 

One of them punched him and it hurt, but compared to what he'd been through, compared to the man in the sewers or even Arthur or Vermillion Strike, this was nothing. As he fell backwards, he took out two more rocks from his inventory. These were far more charged than those he could have made before the upgrade, and these were left as a last resort—not meant to be used in a spar. Nathan deemed them too dangerous for that shit. 

He threw the two of them, and one man immediately crumpled with a wet crunch as the rock went clean through his neck, embedding itself into the wall behind. The other man dodged, however, and now two of them were inside the room, one of them moving towards Nathan, who was not in a favourable position.

The other dashed at Alicia, who was already kicking him in the groin. 

There was a small teddy on the table, and it jumped on the man. He tried to dislodge it, but Alicia didn't let him, and she punched into his throat. She must have hit him really bad, because he crumpled on the ground, wheezing. Nathan knew Alicia was strong and slightly muscular, but that was unexpected. 

As if to finish him off, the teddy exploded, and Nathan picked out two more rocks out of his inventory. He had four left now. The man readied his pistol, and Nathan aimed right at the barrel. The first rock missed, and the man got scared, his arms jerking up. Nathan used the second rock and aimed at his throat this timel. 

But the man brought the pistol back down just before Nathan let go, panicking. Nathan quickly used rock-up, praying that the rocky layer of skin would hold better than it did against Arthur. The shot went off just as Alicia wrapped her arms around the oni’s torso, and then she slammed him into the ground.

There was a slight sting on his chest, but looking down, he saw the bullet was embedded in the rock, not going through. Well, this power was really useful. 

Nathan stood up and punched the man in the face with all he had, knocking him out completely. Alicia stood up as well, taking deep breaths, and then she looked at Nathan. “Man, why do our conversations always have to get interrupted? Now I believe you; this is a game more than anything.”

“I doubt it's a game anymore, and I don’t think… I don't know… that it’s some magic or anything. Just bad luck. Anyway, we’ve got bigger problems.”

“The Onis again? Why would they be here?”

Nathan remembered the message he got and then he forgot about, for the most part. He didn't know who it was from back then, but now it made complete sense. He should have taken action, damn it. Now he didn't only put himself in danger, but also Alicia.

“I think it's because of how we attacked the Onis before.” 

“But how do they know about us? Didn’t Vermillion Strike dispatch them all?”

He shrugged. “Who knows, but I doubt that these three were the only ones they sent for us. They didn't even have superpowers.”

He looked at the two corpses lying on the ground, normal humans that possibly found themselves in a situation where they had no choice but to join the gang. Or maybe they were evil. Without a way to see inside their heads, he would never know whether he killed someone reluctantly complicit, or somebody who loved doing what he did, but that was the detriment of taking lives.

“Snap out of it, Nathan. We're going. Now, before even more of them show up.”

Nathan nodded, picked up his bag and went towards the door. He peeked to both sides, and there was nobody else there, but he could hear shouts coming from somewhere. Opposite the door was a window, and when he glanced out, he felt his stomach drop. 

There were five large vans blocking the exit out of the alley that this karaoke was in, and there were around 20 Onis standing there, with more going inside the building itself. 

Most of them, and most was really the key word, held weapons in their hands, whether it was an assault rifle, pistol, or even large machettes. Was that a katana that Nathan saw? He also saw several people with no weapon at all, and Nathan had no doubts about what these people were. Supers. 

“We are not getting out of here. Alicia, can you call someone?” 

“On it! I’ll call our school and the SHRA. Do you think we got time?”

Nathan glanced towards the stairs. Sounds of footsteps were coming closer already, and he had only four rocks left. They were doomed. If even one medium-strength super was in the group that was coming, then there was almost nothing Natan could do, and although Alicia was strong, she simply didn't have enough firepower yet, as much as he'd like to say otherwise.

“Inside the room. Go, go, go!” He harried her, a plan forming in his mind. The small karaoke room was strange in one thing

There was a small protrusion around one wall. It wasn't large enough to fit Nathan, but Alicia could fit there, and Nathan had a plan.

“Hide there, inside the hole. Quick!” 

“The hole, Nathan? It's barely a protrusion. probably there because of water. And where are you gonna hide?” She stopped for a moment and then pointed towards it again. “By the way, I'll be completely visible once they step inside. It's not that big.”

“Trust me, okay? Go there. Once they are gone, call someone. I'll hide my phone inside my shirt. Hopefully then they don't take it, and I'm turning location on. Got it?” 

She looked at him for a moment, stunned. “You are gonna be-”

“I doubt they want to kill me. The men always aimed at my chest instead of my head, and they know I'm a super, so I think they just wanted me to soften up. They want me for something. Maybe someone higher up wants revenge. I don't know, just hide already.” 

“Why do you keep doing this? The sacrificial play.” She smiled sadly and then she gave him a quick hug. “Stay safe, Nathan. Promise me.”

“I will.” He hugged her back and then let go, rushing her towards the hole quickly.

He opened the money maker shop and began searching for the power he had in mind. Using the search bar, he found it immediately. It was an F class ability, which meant it was mostly useless. Hell, it kind of was, unless he found himself in a very specific scenario, just like this one. 

Now it would save their lives if all went well.

Small Illusion F-class ability.

This ability allows you to change a very small area, no larger than 4 m² in diameter, into whatever the user wants. Once the illusion is cast, it will last for 1 hour, no matter the state or wishes of the user.

Nathan bought it without even thinking about it and then slotted it in one of his slots, replacing astral inventory. He wanted to keep it, but now the rocks would be useless against so many people. 

The illusion clicked into his equipment slots, locking the change option for the rest of the day, and then he cast it, blending the small part with Alicia fit herself into with the other parts of the wall, making it seamless. She was already holding her phone and texting when she disappeared from sight. 

Footsteps came out of the hallway once again. Men shouting one after another. So many of them that it boggled the mind. Nathan wasn't powerful and he wasn't that good of a fighter, but he would not go down easy. He enveloped his kin in a rocky texture once again and waited just behind the door which was still open.

It only took moments before someone stepped inside.

"You sure it’s here, boss? Nobody is here!" one man said and came in Nathan's sight. Whoever this boss was, Nathan couldn't see him, but he didn't wait for longer. He tucked his elbow behind his back, and punched into the back of the man's skull. The skull gave in, and he felt a gooey slush around his skin. He turned, dragging his fist out of the man's skull, and he punched again. 

Or he went to punch, but the sight in front of him stopped him. This boss of theirs was a woman. She was wearing the black outfit of red lily, the emblem of the flower on her shoulders, but that wasn't what stopped him. No, what stopped him was the fact that he recognized this woman. He recognized her very well, not because he'd ever seen her here, but he had seen her before. 

Warning! A hero of story importance nearby.

Warning! It is recommended that this hero survives for the happy ending(s).

He didn’t need the system window to tell him that.

It was Koharu. Her pink hair curls, her beautiful rainbow eyes, both bringing memories. There was a look of utter defiance on her face, but there was something else mixed in her expression, something darker, colder. 

Unlike when she recognized the main character of My Superhero Life, she didn't recognize him now. 

“Koharu?”

Something in her expression changed. “How do you know my name?”

“Well, that's a bit harder to explain.” He said, his eyes pointed towards the Red Lily insignia on her shoulder. “You're with the Red Lily? What? You're not in Ako Academy?”

She cocked her eyebrow at that, but before he could say anything else, something in the air shifted. Gravity seemed to amplify tenfold, and he fell to the ground, fighting to pick himself back up once again.

“I don't know how you know about me,” she said, her voice strangely calm. She sounded just like she did in the game, but there was no hint of happiness in it, no sense of the energy that permeated through each of her voice lines. “But I'll get it out of you yet.” 

She put her leg back, and then she kicked out.

The world turned black. 

            

    
        1.38 - I promise you, this is not a torture chapter, it has a satisfying ending.

    
    
    
    
                Koharu’s opponent went down on the ground, fighting to stand up. Several options appeared in front of Nathan's eyes on the screen, although a timer began running down immediately.


	Cheer her up.

	Say something vulgar.

	Remain quiet.

	Profess your love for Koharu.



Nathan laughed at the last option. Obviously, this was a trap that wouldn't work. If anything, it would get her distracted. 

He clicked the first option and watched the rest of the match play out. This was his third playthrough now, and the first time he chose Koharu as his romantic interest. He probably would have chosen her the second time around, but there were some things he wanted to see out of his most favorite character first. 

But Koharu was really a sweetheart. She was one of the quieter ones, although she was still funny at times, and while the others felt some kind of Japanese stereotype—the tsundere, the maternal type, the older sisterly type, and so on—she was more of a… just a human , more than most. One not identifiable in just a few words, but a person of complex motivations and decisions that didn't make sense upon a glance, but were inevitable once the player learned of her background. 

Koharu changed the gravity once again. The fight seemed extremely one-sided, and the others must have lost some of their fighting spirit as they saw this;. However, it wasn't completely the truth. As powerful as Koharu's power was, it could only affect something like a person for a very short amount of time. 

She had to win this quickly, or she wouldn't be able to summon her power at all. 



She won that fight. Of course she had. Nathan did his best to harness her personality and progress her power in this playthrough, but it was getting harder. He wouldn’t use a guide though. He wanted to squeeze every drop of dopamine he could get from this game, and that would shorten the dose. 

Despite this being a romance game, using the characters as companions in battles was a crucial part. They wouldn't grow strong enough if the player ignored their fighting abilities and levels.

“Well, I think it's safe to assume that I'll be staying in B class going into the second semester. Maybe I’ll even progress?” Koharu smiled. 

Nathan nodded to himself as he watched the computer screen. She would stay in B class during her sixth semester as well. It was inevitable. Honestly, it felt like she should be higher. She was at least A-class in his eyes. Maybe one of the game devs had a hate boner for her for some reason?

Nathan fought with himself to search the internet on how to make her even more powerful, to get her the rank she deserved. But so far he was managing just enough on his own. And she didn’t seem to mind her standing that much.

“Honestly, that went more smoothly than I imagined,” she said, smiling softly at Nathan. It was strange; the other heroines sat just a few feet away, but they didn't even know Nathan's character in this playthrough. Nathan loved how much the world changed here.

Several options showed up in front of Nathan's screen, and he wondered what he should pick for a few moments before selecting the option that he liked best. 

“You did well, Koharu. You are shaping up to be a really strong hero, you know?” 

“Shaping up? I hope I already am one.” she scoffed. “I need to be; I need to prove this to myself. I will need to prove my strength to them. 

To them? Nathan wondered, just as more options opened up.

“Prove yourself to who? I didn't know you had enemies.”

“To Red Lily. I will destroy them. I swear it.” She said, her voice sending chills on Nathan's spine. 

The voice actress did really well in conveying the hatred in Koharu's voice. And her character got, seemingly, even more complicated.



When Nathan came to, he didn't see much of anything for a few, way too long, moments. He was getting used to not being able to see, and that probably wasn't a good thing. Was his brain even all right after all these punches and concussions? How strong had Koharu kicked him for him to go out like that? 

His neck and forehead hurt, feeling almost as if cramped, but it wasn't the worst pain in the world. 

He looked around and realized that he was in a wooden house. Tatami on the ground. A small table with blankets under it for some reason not far ahead.

His arms were above his head, tied to something with chains. He looked up, trying to inspect if he could get himself free somehow, but he could barely move his arms, much less try to manipulate the lock, and without any momentum, he couldn't destroy the lock either.

Not good. Getting locked up was never good. It was the first time in Nathan’s life that this happened, and he was already not a fan. 

He thought about using Rock Up once again. Perhaps that would give him the strength that he needed. But then, what of his arms? They always grew in size whenever he used Rock Up. Would they get cut off if he did that? 

“Probably not the best idea.” He muttered and decided to let it go. Hopefully Alicia was safe; if she was, then she definitely told someone, right?

And his phone... He looked down and realized that he was only wearing his jeans. His academy uniform and shirt that he wore underneath were nowhere to be seen, and he was lying there, topless.

“Anyone out there? Can I get some water?” He begged, his voice hoarse and dry. Just how long had he been knocked out for him to feel this way? 

Nobody answered, and so he continued hanging there, thinking about his dream. 

Koharu seemed to hate Red Lily before, but now she joined them? How did that make any sense? 

That made almost as little sense as the fact that she wasn’t in Ako academy. He always took the fact she would be there in the upper classes as granted, but now, he wasn’t quite so sure. He should have gone to 3-S as well, damn it.

Would Koharu and the others be where they were supposed to be? Or would they all be with Red Lily? Or perhaps some of them would be in the other gangs? Maybe it was a split of who was where. 

Nathan breathed out, long and slow, trying to ease the pain in his head, and these questions weren't making it any easier. 

Finally, as if on cue, the door opened and a tall man in an Oni mask stepped inside, dressed in a suit. He held a suitcase and had a pistol at the holster on his hip, although something told Nathan the man in front of him didn't need it. 

He didn't have any superhuman traits like some of the others, at least. No feathers, fur, or anything of the sort. But there was just an unmistakable feel of something being different. 

“Hey man, can I get some water, please?” Nathan groaned, each word hurting the back of his throat.

The man didn't say a thing as he put some things on the floor on the opposite side of the small room and then sat down next to the small table. 

Kotatsu! That was the word! Nathan remembered, smiling at himself. Why did he remember now, of all times? The masked man didn't move to give Nathan water or to remove the mask, but he picked his pistol and started wiping it down with a towel. “So… you angered Mrs. Koharu, I've heard.”

What, what the fuck did Koharu have to do with any of this seriously. She wasn't even in the Onis, for God's sake. 

“I suppose, yeah. What does she have to do wi-” 

“I don't need your confirmation. It wasn't a question.” The man shook his head and finished cleaning his pistol, looking it over. Nathan felt fear for a little moment, for a short moment, but then he realized that if they wanted him dead, then he already would be gone. 

“So? What are you trying to do here? Why not just kill me?”

“Because our boss wants to see you. But before that, Koharu requested that I ask you some questions. And you will give me the answers, whether you like it or not.“

“I don't feel like I've got many options here, do I?”

The man actually chuckled. “Yes, you do not have options. Refuse to answer, and I break one of your fingers. The boss needs to talk to you, but he didn't specify in what state. Now, how do you know Koharu's name? By her account, you two have never met, and yet you called out to her as if her name was written on her face.”

Nathan stopped, thinking for a moment. Should he tell them the truth? Well, he had nothing to lose anyway. “She was a video game character. I'm actually not from this world.”

The slightly relaxed pose in the man's face changed. He took his pistol and, without aiming for even a fraction of a moment, shot. The bullet zipped through the air and went clean through Nathan's finger. 

He screamed. The pain was overwhelming. Blood gushed down his hand where his pinky used to be. This was not what he would classify as breaking fingers, goddamnit! 

Could this even be fixed by the healers in SHRA Hospital? Did they re-grow limbs? 

His thoughts became blanketed again, but then the man spoke. “I do not have time; just answer me. No more games.”

“Man, you just shot off my fucking finger. Give me a moment!”

“The second pinky it is.”

“No, no, no, no, wait, wait! I see you're not playing around, and I'm going to answer you. Just give me a moment to catch my breath. This shit hurts, you know?” Nathan said, trying to reach out in front of him with his hand, just to realize he was cuffed. 

Cogs ran in his mind. Was there a way to talk himself out of this? This man didn't seem like the type to play around with his quarry. He seemed more like the type to beat the answer out of anyone who refused to give it at the first opportunity, just like he did now. 

But Nathan had already told him the truth. He couldn't think of anything when he was put on the spot like this. 

No, not another finger. 

No.

NO.

Nathan grit his teeth. “Okay, I'll tell you.”

“Finally, we are getting somewhere. So speak. Where do you know her from? I doubt your rock skin tells you the names of your opponents. ”

“I have several powers, and they work really well together.”

“Do I need to shoot off another finger to make you tell the truth?”

“No, no, no! I'm serious! That's only one of my powers, but this is my third one!”

“Is it now?” The man leaned forward, his weapon moving up and down. “What is it then?”

Nathan smiled, the pain amplifying the fear of what he was about to do. But there was no other way. He expected this to be bad, but he had no idea about how deep the shit he was getting himself into was. But he saw a way out now. 

“Teleportation.”

And then he disappeared. 

            

    
        1.39 - Skinwalker

    
    
    
    
                Okay, maybe he didn't actually disappear after all. 

He couldn't use a completely new ability twice in the same day, especially when he locked in the three that he had selected already. 

What he had done was very similar to what he's done to Alicia. He cast a small illusion around himself, one that showed only in front of him; the chains clinking on the wall behind him and him not being there. 

If the man decided to go forward and touch the place where Nathan was supposed to be, or if he tried to grip the chains, then Nathan would be done for. It was a hail mary, but he had nothing else to do, no other options.

Thankfully, the man jerked forward, jumped up, and then, after so many curses that Nathan felt his vocabulary expand, ran out of the room, shouting for backup. “He disappeared! The boy teleported somehow! Search the area!” He shouted as he ran out of the door, heavy footsteps of a dozen men following moments later. Nathan breathed out a sigh of relief. Okay, he got them away; he had a few moments now.

He looked up, seeing his arms still in those chains. They were tight, but now he had something to moisturize them with—the blood gushing out of where his pinky used to be. Moments ago, he angled it in a way that it flowed over both his hands, trickling down his sleeves and on his head. It smelled foul, and he had to fight with himself to not gag. 

The pain was a constant, but he got used to it now.

He coated his hands completely, and then he yanked. It fucking hurt; his skin shredded as he pulled on them, but they moved downwards nevertheless. He yanked again, biting his lip so he wouldn’t scream. 

Goddamn pain. If only that was the goal of this moneymaker system. Surely he received enough since transmigrating here to complete any quest. 

Every time Nathan saw a show where a character had to do something similar to what he was doing, he screamed inside his head for them to just do it, to be done with it. But now that he was living through it, he understood the hesitation. There was a mental block telling him not to hurt himself, to stop the pain immediately. 

He did, almost, for a moment.

But he had to get away. Despite that he had no idea where he was, despite the fact that this world was so fucked up and he felt himself understanding less of it with each passing day, he would not give up.

Alicia depended on him, and he needed her as well. 

He just started that app, and Yukiko was able to help him. 

His step-mom was possibly out there somewhere. 

He still hadn't contacted her. So much to look forward to.

He yanked, feeling his thumbs dislocate, and now he grunted out of the pain. Finally, he was free. He looked at the door, which was still open ajar, but nobody came.

He took deep breaths in, gulping the air down like salvation, wiping his tears, and then he stood up, breaking out of the illusion. His thumbs cracked as he brought them back to their rightful place.

“Fuck this shit. Why does it always have to be me?” He muttered and then he walked towards where he thought outside was. The white paper walls obstructed his vision, and he plunged one of his good fingers in and made a small hole. He leaned down and looked at the outside, and then he felt his heart drop. 

He wasn't in Tokyo anymore. The metropolis of a city was nowhere to be seen in what he just saw outside. He was somewhere in a forest, of all places. It looked like one of those onsen places he saw several times in anime, usually accompanied with a sauna fanservice scene or whatever. If only he got that kind of reincarnation.

Running into the forest would be a fine option if there weren't a dozen people in oni masks surrounding the place, walking into the forest and screaming orders at one another.

Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

That wasn't an option then. The moment he ran outside, he would be spotted, and getting inside the forest was easier said than done. Also, he still had no clue about where he was.

What then? Simply staying here was not an option. Eventually, they would figure out that he didn't teleport. He had to find a different hiding place, at least, and wait it out until somebody came to save him. Hopefully Koharu wasn't here.

His shock was receding with each passing moment, and he remembered more of the woman. She was in the 3-B class for a strange reason. There was some conflict he never figured out, but it wasn’t necessary for her true ending. 

Her powers were certainly not something to be ignored, and with her being in the Red Lily, she would probably be less careful in using them against her opponents. The fact that he survived was luck in itself. 

The illusion behind him timed out, but the only change visible was that there was blood on the chains now. He also forgot to make the illusion of his pinky on the ground. But the real one was there now, and he quickly scoffed, stepped back toward the chains and plucked it off from the ground. 

Then he went towards the door and slightly opened it, peering outside.

He was in a giant hallway. Footsteps could be heard from both directions, but there were less of them with each few seconds, people rushing outside trying to find where he supposedly was. 

Okay, new hiding location it was. He tried not to panic; the stakes were higher than any single time in his life. His fight with the large man in the sewers was a life or death situation, but it was different; that all happened so quickly. Here, he had moments of respite and then made the situation even worse.

Okay, Nathan, calm yourself, you've got this. Alicia contacted Yukiko, and she, alongside some other heroes, would be here soon. Surely. Definitely. Hide somewhere, and you’ll be fine. 

But where? If all the rooms were similar, then he would have to rely on putting an illusion over himself continuously, but there was a slight cool-down around when he could do so. 

And if he couldn't hide in this room, and the others would be just as dangerous, then he had nothing left, didn’t he?

Or did he?

Hiding in plain sight. It is oftentimes the best option. The line came to him suddenly, almost as foreign as the system windows that opened at his will, but it sparked an idea in him, one that he hadn't considered before. 

Yes, the Onis were dangerous as a whole, but a large part of them were not super-powered. A part of them was, yes, but not all.

He took a deep breath, praying to any and all gods for his success. There was little he could do to change the outcome of what he was about to do. It would all be pure luck, but it was all that he had left.

He opened the door completely, then shut it behind himself and turned left, walking forward. There were three more doors just like the one that he had just closed before a turn in the corridor. The Onis were all running from one end to the other, not looking in his direction.

Until one did. 

Somebody glanced at him as they ran by, and once they registered what they've just seen, they took a few steps back, his oni mask glaring at him suspiciously. Nathan turned left, opened the door to another room, and shut it behind him. 

Memories flashed through his mind as he waited for the Oni Gang member to come. Memories of playing with his adoptive sister Emma back in elementary school. How they played tag and he always pretended to be a passerby as he strolled by where she hid, just to dash at her in the final moment. She always feared him when they played, that little fool, and then she laughed as she realized her mistake.

There would be no laughing now.

Nathan cast an illusion around himself once again. He felt a dark something inside him. A wave of dizziness swept over as he cast yet another illusion in such a short time, but he stood still, even if he were a bit wobbly on his feet. He used rock skin and began rolling his arms, watching the momentum meter start building. It kept trickling up and up. 

His rock arms made the momentum far easier to store. It made it perhaps three times as fast? Nathan would have to do the math one day. If he kept upgrading the momentum power; then he would have no use for this skill eventually, and could replace it with something else. Still, for now, it would do.

The door opened, the oni masked man looking inside cautiously. He held a gun at the ready. Nathan almost breathed out of relief, but he held himself back to not make any sudden sound. A gun meant that this man was probably not super powered, or it made it less likely, at least.

"Hey, little boy, are you hiding somewhere?" The man said playfully, as if enjoying the situation. He looked right at Nathan, but the illusion held. He closed the door behind him and then walked inside, heading towards the wardrobe, opening it while aiming his pistol at it. 

Of course, there was nothing of interest inside. “Fuck this shit, man; they didn't pay me well enough.” The Oni said, putting his pistol down, and then he walked towards the small Kotatsu in the middle of the room. Nathan stood right behind him, watching him. He didn't plan out this part that well. It hurt him to do what he was about to do.

The man scooped some of the blanket of the Kotatsu with his hand and then quickly lifted it up, aiming his pistol inside. There was nothing there as well.

The man stood up straight once again, rolling his shoulders. “Man, where the fuck are you? Am I going crazy?”

“Right behind you.”

Nathan gripped the man’s head and used all of his momentum at once. The man wasn't super powered; cracks began immediately. The gangster’s head became mush in Nathan’s hands, splattering blood. The mask lost its straps, but Nathan quickly caught it, holding the body of the oni man with his other arm, letting him down slowly, not to cause any ruckus.

If there was any consolation in this, it was the fact that the man died before he realized what had even happened. Nathan told himself that, as he inspected the carnage. 

Some of the damn blood got into his mouth. He gagged, trying not to think of it much, spitting human flesh out on the floor.

The body would begin smelling soon, and if somebody came here, it didn't help that the room looked like something out of American Slasher movie. 

Nathan quickly went into action, going through one step of the plan after another. This room, thankfully, was exactly like the one before, and that meant that there was a kotatsu. He could easily hide the body under it, and if he got lucky, then nobody would find it for at least a day or two. 

Before that, he would grab the clothes and the mask of the oni and wear them himself.

The mask was mostly all right, just requiring him to tie the straps, and the suit, although it was a bit dirty from blood, began drying up quickly. 

Nathan continued disrobing the man, getting his suit, shirt, pants, and then boots off. Thankfully, they were only a bit larger than his own, so it didn't seem unnatural. He left the man and his former clothes, which meant just his pants, under the kotatsu and checked himself in a mirror. 

His eyes stared at him from the slit in the oni mask. 

            

    
        1.40 - Three options? That really reminds me of a VN

    
    
    
    
                Holy shit, I just killed another person. You're a killer, Nathan.

He stopped and chuckled the legendary line from the weird vampire movies played in his mind. At least the feeling of disgust has receded, somewhat. He couldn't feel disgusted when that goofy line was playing in his head. 

He quickly dusted off his newfound suit and tried to squeeze out as much blood as he could, and then he stepped back out into the hallways, merging into the small crowd, although most of the Onis were already out, searching.

He went out of the building completely, and then he found himself in a forest just like he had expected. The Onis were goddamn everywhere. 

There was a plaque nearby. It said Mount Tanzava. Honestly, he had no idea where that was, but he wasn't knocked out for that long. Surely they couldn't be far enough that Vermillion Strike couldn't reach him eventually. But with no idea how to get back into Tokyo even, he would have to hide here.

I have to blend in until rescue comes around. Running would just make me an easy target... 

Nathan realized that he could learn more. It made his skin crawl when he imagined the danger that he would definitely have to go through. But it was a simple fact that he was wholly unprepared for his survival and for the completion of the quest, both strength-wise but also information-wise. 

He wasn't sure whether Koharu was still here, and talking to her was probably a quick way to get revealed, but simply absorbing information that the others would say would be better than nothing at least. When would he get a chance like this again?

He rolled his shoulders, pretending to just stretch, but he stored the momentum. In actuality, the Onis were everywhere he looked, and there was forest all around. The name ‘Mount Tanzava’ definitely seemed to imply his location as well, because the view was spectacular. 

Never before had he seen so much nature all around; it was breathtaking. Even Mount Fuji was not that far away, visible in the distance, its snow-capped peak a beacon. If only he had learned more about the geography of Japan. But then again, who was supposed to predict that he would find himself in Tokyo one day, under such circumstances? 

The Onis, almost as if on call, all began walking back towards the building. Nathan, for a second, considered running, thinking that they might have identified him somehow already, but once the first of the Onis passed him without saying a word, Nathan sighed and turned, following the small crowd that went back inside. From the outside, the building was beautiful: wooden beams with a wooden roof and white walls and classic Japanese windows, just the kind that one would expect to find in a mountain settlement like this.

From above the single-floor building, a giant tree with pink leaves hovered over every Oni that went into the hallway. A sakura, just like the one he had first seen once he got here. Although this one was a bit more crooked and had far fewer leaves, or maybe it was simply because Spring was not that far from its end now. He could see no fruit, at least.

Nathan, doing his damn best not to turn anyone's attention to himself, joined somewhere in the middle of the crowd and followed. They went through the same hall that he lured the Oni guard from before, but continued straight, emerging in a small garden surrounded by walls. Well, small was underselling it. The building itself was quite large, and there must have been at least fifty of the Onis who gathered into a crowd here. All of them gathered in neat lines and kneeled. Nathan did the same. 

Are there people with psychic powers? If there are, I'm sooo done. I must stick out like a sore thumb with all of the stress I'm feeling right now. 

He tried not to panic, failing all the same. Worst of all, there would be no way to know the answer to his question unless somebody picked him out. Out of the five main heroines, all of them had physical powers, but there were psychics in My Superhero Life. The difference was that they weren't usually that important to the story. How do you showcase cool effects of psychic powers in a video game, after all? That stuff was better left to things like TV shows and books.

Focusing on his breathing, he managed to calm himself, at least enough to not get any side glances from his now new-found colleagues. There was a very small podium in front of them, tall, like a step, maybe? Large enough to fit at least ten people standing side to side. Was that where the boss would come? 

Nathan scanned the other Onis all around him and noticed why all of them came here. They had an earpiece. Nathan must have smashed the earpiece of his victim when he crushed his skull. Too late to go and grab it now then. 

Finally, when even more Onis came to the small garden, there was silence, which was deafening. He couldn't even hear the sounds of breathing of the others. 

A minute passed; then another; then 5, 10, 20. Nathan managed to analyze every flower around the buildings. Every difference between the Oni, which were honestly more varied in body structure and small quirks than he would have thought. He even saw one with clawed hands, which made him shudder and confirmed his suspicions that some of them were superhuman.

When he could barely take it any longer, finally the door in front of him opened and three people stepped outside. One of them was Koharu. She looked exactly the same as when he saw her earlier: black hair, beautiful eyes, slender figure, and the black costume of the Red Lily. 

However, there was another Red Lily woman, and Nathan recognized her as well. 

Warning! A hero of story importance nearby.

Warning! It is recommended that this hero survives for the happy ending(s).

Yeah, no fucking kidding, he murmured in his mind. It was Mio, a person who was supposed to be in Class 1-S. Nathan almost screamed out of frustration. So not only was Koharu gone, but Mio as well. What about the other three? Did anything remain the same as it had from the game? Why was he even here if he didn't know the storyline anymore?

She had the same black costume as Koharu, although hers was a bit extra. She had a short black cloak that only reached somewhere to her thighs and remained on one of her sides. She also had black fur around her neck and leather straps on her torso. It gave her more of a superhero look, honestly, while Koharu looked like a special operative.

Mio was one of the superhumans that were physically changed by their powers. It was quite obvious that she was just a fan service character, though. She had fox ears, after all, and whiskers on her face, accompanied by a thick fox tail that swished in the air behind her. The whiskers were very thin, though. Nathan couldn't see them from where he was, but he remembered them being there. She had neon blue hair, slightly longer than Alicia's, and was smiling at the crowd. 

Her smile seemed fake. Whether that was out of boredom or keeping up a pretense, or not finding something agreeable, Nathan didn't know.

The last figure was not a woman, but instead it was a man. Nathan immediately recognized that this was the leader of the group here. Despite what he had expected, though, this wasn't what he thought he would find.

He expected a massive man with an oni mask, or maybe a sumo caricature, or a young, handsome villain with a strong superpower. What stood in front of him, though, was a man in his 40s wearing a suit. His hair had begun graying, but he simply seemed like an esteemed gentleman that one would find working for a corporation. 

The only thing unusual about him was the scar that went from his bottom lip to his eye. The eye must have been replaced, because it seemed cybernetic in nature. How the hell had someone made something cybernetic? 

“Choso, stand.” The man ordered, the gravitas in his voice making Nathan jump.

One of the men, who must have been Choso at the very first line, rose from those gathered and stood up; his head bowed as if afraid to look at his boss. “Yes, boss?”

“Where had the man run off to? You were tasked with guarding him. Our guests and patrons have demanded his answers, yet you provide none.”

“I'm sorry, boss. He had teleportation magic; disappeared right in front of my eyes. There was a flashing light, and suddenly he was no longer there!” 

“He wouldn't be in F class, like our record shows, if he could teleport for any significant distance. If he isn't in the forest around, like you all promised me, then he must be here somewhere.”

“Yes sir. I agree.”

“You should have begun the search with the buildings.”

Suddenly Koharu stepped forward. “I repeat, I do not want him dead. I want answers. I know you Onis have some vendetta against him, and I understand. He ruined one of your operations, after all. However, as one of the leaders of your patrons, I demand that he be returned to me alive, and I will be the one interrogating him this time.” 

She looked at the boss man with a glare in her eye, but he didn't budge; he simply nodded ever so slightly. It was such a small nod that Nathan could barely register it. 

“You heard that, men! Do not kill this Nathan. However, that doesn't mean that you should stand defenseless if he attacks you. Choso already destroyed one of his fingers, if he is to be believed. Just be careful. Call for backup if you see him and spread out in a close circle once you do. Search the rooms close to the one he escaped from. Dismissed.” 

A terrible sense of foreboding overcame Nathan. He hoped to hide the body from them for at least a day, but now he didn't even have that. They would search the room. 

The boss and two Red Lily members disappeared from the door they came from, and the other Onis began standing up. Nathan stood as well, his mind churning. He had two options now. Well, three.

His first option to go into the room and pretend to search it and find nothing.

Second option was to go somewhere else and pretend ignorance.

And lastly, he could try to run right away.

            

    
        1.41 - Let me IIIIINNNN

    
    
    
    
                Alicia walked through the gate of Ako Academy. Her brother was nowhere to be seen, despite the fact that she begged him to guide her in her first day. That was just like Arthur, to pretend she didn't exist.

She sighed and looked around the hall. There were a few people in front of the boards. She didn't even have to look to know where she was placed. Of course she'd be in the F class. The recluse of superhumans.

Awakening her power was something she always dreamed of, something that she wanted more than anything. Her father and brother used to treat her a bit differently back in those days before she awakened. They weren't kind, oh they were always anything but kind. But ever since her ability showed, they changed, and not for the better.

Alicia knew that her ability was weak. It was laughable compared to her brother and her sister. Anastasia, despite not being awakened for long, seemed to feel pity for her older sister as well.

Alicia didn't let that stop her. She tried for months on end to hone her power, to use it as much as possible. But the teddy always remained the same. Where there was burning desire to grow into a hero just like her father, was now a desolate plain, devoid of any hopes for her future.

Yet she came here. How could she not? It was her last chance to make something out of herself. She would have to start at the very bottom of the heroes, but still she knew that she could improve her ability with time. 

She looked at some of the S-Class first years as they laughed on the board, not bothering to look at it and went to the left, opposite of where she had to go. She felt a twinge of something twisting it her in sight. 

Envy, her closest companion. Her breathing hastened.

She stomped towards her class, muttering curses under her breath as she headed towards where the rest of the recluse would be. One day she would make her father remember her name, look at her, at least for once. She wanted that look again. That sparkle of hope as he met her eyes. The twinge of love he seemed to hold for her, more than he had shown for her other dozen of siblings.

The crack of envy in her head began widening.

She made a decision as she walked towards her class. Those S-class heroes, born with powers that dictated their futures, the lucky few who took what was rightfully hers. She would repay them. 

That was a way to make people look her way, wasn't it? Surely… 

She wouldn't be remembered as a hero, but was that such a bad thing? Her options with her ability were so limited. Fucking genetics. A teddy?

Despite the fact that she was late, there was someone in front of the door to her class. A tall man, taller than almost anyone she had seen ever since she moved to Tokyo. 

An outsider, here? At least she wouldn't be the only one.

The sight broke her out of her stupor so much that she just stood there silent, and that silence carried the words of the man to her. He was muttering something to himself, trying to calm himself down, almost as if he was parenting himself in preparation to enter the class. 

Despite the hate, the envy, and all the other feelings that were churning on the inside of her, it made her feel calmer. 

“Alright, maybe a little bit anti-social, at least anti-social enough to talk to yourself in the middle of a fucking hallway, but you'll do fine. Deep breaths.” The man continued on, and finally Alicia couldn't hold it in. 

She started giggling, watching the man. For a moment, the idea to record this flashed through her mind, but no, why would she do something like that? Why did she even think about doing whatever she wanted to do? 

She felt horrible all of a sudden. But first, she wanted to meet this strange person. Something in her pulled her towards him.

Her mood was still somewhat sour, however, and so her greetings didn't come exactly as she wanted. 

"You gonna open that door any day now, weirdo?"



“You sure this is the way?” Vermillion Strike the said as she looked around.

“Yeah, I'm sure. I used a tracking device that Nathan put into his damn superhero app. He went this way, I'm sure, but then it just stopped!” Alicia replied and tried to fight the panic that was rising within her. How had the situation gone so badly once again?

Finally…. she wanted to talk to Nathan for the last week. But she was just so nervous. And then, once he called her to go on basically a date with him, she panicked.

Of course she did. Nathan was handsome and exactly her type. It was one of the reasons she talked to him at first, as much as she hated to admit it, but that wasn't it all. No. She wouldn’t grow to like him that much if that was it.

Throughout these last few months, she came to know him, came to know him more than she knew almost anyone, and it changed her. 

Her thoughts from a few months ago seemed laughable now. She felt like a new person. Ever since she met Nathan, she kept changing, as if rebuilt from top to bottom. Why did she care about her family's approval in the past? It all seemed so laughable now. 

She knew what she wanted to be, and knew where she wanted to stand on Nathan's side. The realization struck her, but then she smiled. The forest that started stretching below was a nice background to what was going on in her head. 

The fool always made himself the target, and she honestly felt fearful about whether he was still okay. They didn't even know his exact location, but she would find him. She had to.

She would grow strong enough to help the people of Japan, and she would do it all with Nathan. And so he needed to live.

“Around here?” A male voice took her out of her thought process, and she looked to the side. 

A man in a black and yellow suit with a lightning logo on his chest pointed forward. All in all, there were only four flying heroes here. There were more that followed on the ground, but apparently, flight was a rare ability that only a select few mastered. 

Thankfully, Vermillion Strike, who carried Alicia in her arms at this very moment, was one of them. The others carried someone others as well, bringing the total to eight heroes.

They would have to fight who knew how many onis.

It didn't make her feel fear, not even disgust at the idea of having to kill someone. All that mattered was getting Nathan back to her. This semester was already one of the craziest that any students could claim they went through, and despite only several months passing, Alicia felt how it changed her, physically. She was powerful more than ever.

Hopefully she would be powerful enough to make a difference today.

“Yes, forward but only for two more kilometers. After that, the signal stopped. Look for anything that looks suspicious.” 

“Roger, little lassie,” an older man from behind scoffed and then zoomed forward. All of these were A-class heroes, the best that the SHRA agency could get at short notice. The S-class heroes, the elitest of the elite, were nowhere to be seen, much to Alicia’s dismay. Perhaps they deemed a gang like the Onis beneath them. 

They would regret their choices once they learned of how big of a gang they were. Alicia remembered how Nathan looked once he cast the illusion over her. She heard sounds after, but it made her curious. He called for somebody's name. 

She tried to make sense of it the whole way throughout. He told her a great lot today, after all, and this wasn’t even the strangest thing she’d learned today.

“This darkness will soon make it hard to see anything. We have to find him, now!” Vermillion Strike said, stopping in the air once again, followed by the others. There was nothing interesting on this mountain, but Vermillion Strike seemed to see something there, upon the hill. “Do you all see that?”

The other four looked in the direction that she pointed, and all but one nodded. “I see that, yeah.”

No matter what Alicia tried, though, it was simply too far away. “What is it?” 

“A building. An old one. I see some movement, though I'm not sure if it's the enemy or someone unrelated.”

“We should go see it, then!” 

“Agreed. We have maybe 20 minutes of sunlight left before we have to go back and try again tomorrow.”

No, they couldn't try tomorrow. It was a question whether Nathan was alive still. He seemed to believe that they wanted him alive, but Alicia wasn't so sure.

They zoomed forward once again, the air whipping Alicia in her face. So fast. Vermillion Strike was really holding back whenever she flew before. They approached the distant building in a mere minute and hovered above several hundred feet in the air, the upcoming night hiding them. 

Thank God Alicia wasn't scared of heights. 

Alicia finally saw the men walking around the building. Her heart dropped once she saw their masks. They were the Onis, all right. Dozens, if not a hundred of them. There were so many. The building was a giant square with a big tree in the center, the architecture an older japanese style. The building itself was quite large. 

If they approached this wrong, the people inside could hurt Nathan, if he was still alive.

No, don't think like that. He is alive. He has to be.

“So what's the plan?” She asked. 

“What do you say, boys and girls? Do we just storm in?” Vermillion Strike asked, and everyone around nodded.

“Really? That's your best idea? Storm in into the den of a literal gang?”

“The Onis don't have that much power.” Strike rebuked. “And it's seven A-class heroes. Most conventional weapons can't even hurt us.

“Still, it's a risk, no?”

“Yes, it is. Okay, everyone. Kill every Oni you see. Me and Alicia will try to search for Nathan.”

“Roger.” Voices around them echoed. 

And then, before Alicia could say "Jesus fucking Christ," they zoomed in on the building and crashed through a wall. There were three Onis here. Vermillion Strike immediately dropped Alicia and disappeared from sight as a smidge, appearing next to one of the men and crushing his throat. The other two drew their weapons that very moment. Strike didn't let them. With a single punch, she split one of the men in two, grabbed the upper torso of what remained of him, and threw it into the other person. 

There was so much force that he immediately flew into the wall. Blood splattering. The paper wall gave, and they found themselves staring at 3 more figures in the other room. Two of them were women wearing Red Lily clothes.

There were another three men in oni masks. One of them was kneeling on the ground, and the other two were holding his arms. 

Alicia recognized one of the three, the one who looked half-conscious.

It was Nathan. 

            

    
        1.42 - Oops, I did it again, they played with my heart, now I’m captured again

    
    
    
    
                In the end, Nathan chose his second option: not going to the room where he killed the only guy. Yes, he could try to hide the body, or perhaps he could cast another illusion around the table, but the smell would start permeating through the room soon enough, and he didn't like his chances of not getting identified quickly.

The opposite side of the building it was. He was right next to where the Red Lily women and the boss of The Onis disappeared to. A few men accompanied him, but nobody spoke a word.

Thank god for that. If Nathan had to pretend to know what the hell was going on here, or if he needed to know any other information that these people definitely took for granted, he would be utterly clueless about what to say.

He stepped inside the room, looking around. It was a bit more decorated than the rooms on the opposite wing. There were matresses on the floor, dressers, and even a few expensive things like ornamented mirrors and such. 

All in all, it indicated that whoever occupied the building closer towards where the bosses were might have been a bit more important.

Two more Onis entered the room with him, and they immediately went into action. They opened up dressers and looked under the mattresses. As if Nathan could hide under them. They were on the ground, god damn it. 

Nathan, so he wouldn't just stand around, went towards the window and opened it up pretending to look outward, towards the forest around.

“He ain't there. The boss has told us.” One of the other Onis behind him reprimanded Nathan, after what he quickly turned and nodded, not daring to say a word. 

He felt restless. How much longer is gonna take you Alicia? Surely she remembered how to find him right? He told her, back when he explained his app, that she would be able to find him in it any time, She couldn't participate in being a hero for him, but Nathan expected that there might be some trouble and that the participants might sometimes need help, and so most of the heroes opted in for optional tracking of their location. 

Maybe some of them didn't realize, but he tried to notify everyone about that fact, and it was right there in the terms of service. He left his own app open when he got abducted. 

Now the question was: where was his phone? Should he head towards the main building and... No, that was suicide. Surely the two Red Lily girls would recognize him the moment he went inside. Already, he was lucky enough that they didn't realize who he was yet.

The two men on his side suddenly stiffened and touched their earpiece. Nathan pretended to do the same. He couldn’t hear a word of what they heard.

Damn, what I would give for super hearing now. He watched the two, cautious not to let any feelings show in his posture. 

But even without doing anything, the two others turned his way. They exchanged a look and then took a battle stance.

"Wh- what are you guys doing?"

“No use pretending now. We see the marking on your mask. Poor old Yunato, dead. Should have realized that you seemed a bit different.”

What? Oh. 

Realization dawned. Nathan looked at the masks of the other two in the room with him, and he realized what had happened just as quickly. They were each adorned in different markings on their mask. Of course they were. How would you identify someone in a masked gang? 

Why did he not realize something like this, so simple, sooner? Options played in his head. He had three abilities and next to no stored momentum. If these two had any powers to speak of, then he was utterly, completely, fucked.

And as if to drive the point home, one of them transformed his hands into fire. They seemed as if they were made of lava, The clumps that became his fingers shining light on the whole room. The other Oni simply took a pistol out from its holster and aimed it at Nathan.

“No sudden moves! The boss required you to be alive, but that doesn't mean you have to be whole.” The lava guy huffed as he made a step forward, careful not to come too close. 

The one with the pistol touched his earpiece and said something, but Nathan couldn't hear it through the hammering in his chest. 

Again, he tried to find a way out of this, but throughout everything he's been through, he never felt so useless. He didn't have astral inventory to take out rocks. He didn't have any momentum stored, or enough for that to matter. If he fought these two, then certainly the others would come swarming. If he was lucky enough to kill both of them, then the gang’s retribution would be even greater.

He played with the idea of using rock up and making a dash for it. Perhaps he could create enough distance, come closer to Tokyo, until the heroes found him, but no, it was useless.

Despite him having his new illusion ability, he felt so tired. Using it drained him more than he realized before, and he already felt like he needed a nap. He couldn't keep running, not now when they knew how to identify him.

So he did the possibly most stupid thing he's ever done: he surrendered. 

“Well, would you look at that? Surrendering already? Now, that's what I like to see. Hands behind your back, now!” The lava guy shouted, and Nathan obliged.

“Should I kneel or something?”

“No,” the man scoffed and transformed his arms back into their human form. He took out a pistol with one hand and cuffs with the other. “We need you to walk.”

The steel was cold on Nathan’s arms as they locked in place, but Nathan didn't say a word. Despite the fear, and despite not knowing what was about to happen, he felt a strange excitement course through his veins. Not the happy kind, not exactly, but the excitement of knowing something inevitable was about to happen, of being close to some realization, even if there was the fact that he maybe wouldn't like it quite as much.

His head filled with the ideas of what was about to go down. He would get to talk to Koharu, and he would also get to talk to Mio. And even they were with Red Lily now, he knew them. He knew them more than almost anyone, even though he lived for just a month here. The only exceptions were Yukiko, Alicia, Minato, and Aiko, and that was basically it. 

He didn't really talk to anyone else much, and he heard Mia and Koharu a lot. Their voice lines, that is. They might not have been his favorites, but despite that, they were interesting characters.

While a few of the heroines and side characters had tragic backstories or deep motivations, most of the main heroines didn't really have much going for them. They were happy-go-lucky, “don't think about your bad life and just try to romance these characters” kind of type, and they were exactly what Nathan needed back when he played My Superhero Life. 

And now it made even less sense. Why would somebody like Koharu be in the Red Lily? He looked around as they took him back to the small garden and then shoved him through the giant door towards where their boss and their two Red Lily members disappeared to.

The three were already standing shoulder to shoulder, waiting like the Jury of a court hearing.

“We got him. Alive, just like you ordered. He killed one of our boys.” Lava guy said. Nathan wondered what his codename would be.

“A shame.” The old man, the boss of Onis, glanced at Nathan and then smiled, “though it seems that our men took a piece of this young lad with him.”

Nathan had almost forgotten about his finger missing through everything that had happened. Adrenaline was a hell of a drug.

“Koharu, this is the guy that has your pants in a bunch? Doesn't seem there's anything special about him.” Mio glanced at him, her eyes upturned as her ears moved and swiveled on her head.

“He knew my name. First time I've ever seen this person, and he called me by my first name as if he's known me for a decade. Don't you find that strange?” Koharu clicked her tongue.

“A little, but our boss just told us to help the Onis. Not to investigate on our own.”

“Our boss is a busybody that won’t care that much about where we are. And anyway, we can investigate a little before we give him to the Onis.”

Okay, now was a chance to prove himself. Nathan didn't have much to offer, but if it meant saving his life, then he would stop at no single thing. “I don't only know your name, Koharu. I also know you, Mio. I know more of you two than you would think.”

Mio's ears stopped, and her carefree expression got replaced. “Okay, I get it. This guy gives me the creeps. Knock him down”

Something kicked Nathan in the back of his knees, and he tumbled before he quickly picked himself back up. The two Onis grabbed his arms, outstretching them so he couldn't even move. They were strong, those two, though the superhuman didn't seem to be concentrating as much. He must have been a powerful superhuman. 

“Now then, let me ask you some questions. Where do you know us from?” Koharu spoke again.

Nathan gulped. For a moment, he played with the idea of giving them a false lead or trying to make the conversation longer, but the predatory look in Mio's eyes told him it wouldn't be the best thing he could do. Far from it, actually.

“I know you two. You might not remember, because if I told you two the whole truth, you’d not believe me. But I do know you. I know that you often hear things you wish you didn’t, Mio. That you wish the sounds could go away. I know how Koharu discovered her power—”

“Okay, stop.” Koharu ordered. “I’m sorry Mr. Kioshi, but could we speak to this man alone? We—”

Suddenly, there was a boom, followed by a gust of air. 

A rock fell off from Nathan’s heart.

Alicia, Yukiko, and several other superheroes arrived.

            

    
        1.43 - Dead on Arrival

    
    
    
    
                Two Oni guards let go immediately, dashing towards their boss and the two Red Lily members. There were eight heroes in total. Nathan didn't recognize most of them, but he remembered an older man with a beard. He was an A-rank hero just like Yukiko.

Relief flooded him. His arms began shaking from excitement as he looked at their heroic entrance. They came just at the right moment.

Alicia hopped down from Yukiko's arms, who continued walking towards Nathan, putting herself between him and the five assailants.

“Nathan, are you okay? Are you hurt?”

"I'm mostly whole," he huffed, not daring to stand up yet. "Just took a piece out of me. Can't really point with this arm anymore." He showed off his lack of a finger, and something changed in Alicia's eyes. She remained smiling though, and quickly hugged him.

"Aw! How sweet! But we didn't finish talking, you know? How rude of you." Mio sneered from the Oni boss' side. 

“Hammer Time, Potts. We've got the Red Lily members here. Like Alicia said.” Yukiko's voice lacked the usual friendliness it carried.

“I see, Red Strike. Don't worry too much. Those two are barely older than some academy students.”

Koharu's face remained unchanged, unlike Mio's, who seemed to deflate a little. “A-rank heroes? Really? That's the best they could send? Kohaaaruuuu, I think they are underestimating us!”

“I don't think they knew Red Lily members would be here.”

“Still. This feels like a bother, doesn't it?”

“Such arrogance.” A younger hero who strolled into the room said, putting down another hero on the ground. There were seven A rankers here? 

Oh yeah, these people were done for, unless the Onis had more of a punch in them than they've had back in the game.

“Yukiko.”

“Yes, Nathan?” She asked, not turning her side his way.

“There's more of them outside. Way more.”

“I know. Rosy, with me! The rest of you! Dispatch these fools!”

Yukiko then lifted into the air, hovering about three inches off and turned towards Nathan. “Can you walk? Are you hurt?”

“Kohaaaruuuuuu! They are ignoring us again.”

“Don't let that young man escape.” Koharu's cold voice cut in. The Oni boss remained standing, holding a staff in his hand. His face was like stone, not showing an ounce of emotion. 

“Yeah, I can walk. Get me the fuck out of here!” Nathan leaned on Alicia for a moment and stood up. His legs were still shaking, but he couldn't remain here. Against people of this caliber, he would just be a hindrance. He didn't need to try out his chances to know how that would end up going for him.

“Let's go! We are getting you outside and hiding in the forests until everything clears.”

“There is a shit-ton of Onis here, though. A lot of them are probably powered. That guy is one of them.” Nathan pointed towards the Oni masked man who stood left of his boss.

“Don't worry, my colleagues can handle themselves.”

“Yeah, Nathan, shut up and think of yourself for a moment. Let's go!”

They went out of the same room they entered through and went out the same giant tree, which met them in it’s full, pinkish glory once again. This time, however, there were Onis sweeping in from all directions. 

“Sorry guys, but I was told not to lose you.” A quirky voice came from behind them once again, and then Yukiko disappeared from sight. It happened so fast. Nathan glanced around him and saw Yukiko Stumbling on the ground with another woman. Mio had claws extended from her fingers, trying to tear at Yukiko's skin as she tried to dislodge her in turn. They flew into the air, disappearing. 

That didn't stop the Onis, though, and they continued closing the distance with each passing moment.

“Alright, kiddos, behind me now”. Another woman said. This must have been Rosy, who Yukiko called on. Sounds of destruction came from behind them. Nathan didn't dare look. 

He began turning his arms, building up momentum, but he wouldn't be able to stir enough. He enveloped his skin, feeling the crunch as the rocks snapped in place, but there were so many enemies. And besides, he didn't have any AOE abilities yet.

Awesome. And help was nowhere to be seen. “Alicia, did you plan this out?”

“I don't know. I just followed Yukiko, and she called out for someone. I think more should be arriving soon, but there’s only so many of us which can fly.”

One Oni, a particularly large fella, began running towards them, outpacing everyone around. The charge was bringing him closer and closer with each passing second, maybe a hundred feet separating them now. Rose outstretched her arms, and her hair hovered into the air. A chill ran down Nathan's spine. And then, suddenly, the tree changed.

It seemed as if roots emerged from the center of the tree and they darted outwards, each root piercing several men at once. The smell of iron came instantly, but the roots continued stretching so quickly that it boggled the mind. A few of the Onis dodged, however, ducking or jumping. One even began flying.

The ones who didn't have any ability, however, stopped, dead on arrival.

“Okay kiddos, there's too many supers here. Backup should be arriving soon, but I need to hold off this fella.” Rosy pointed at the man who continued charging. She had maybe seconds left. The roots slowed him and made him bleed, but he was back at it again already. “I'll take this guy and whoever else I can get the attention of. You two stay somewhat close behind me. Don't die, or Yukiko will kill me.”

“Roger,” Alicia affirmed, and then they stood back to back with Nathan. 

“Man, for once I wish I could fight someone my own ability level. Why do we get put up against people such as these?”

“Tell me about it, Nathan. Are all of them as strong as the lady who took Strike into the air?”

“No, that was S-class, but she's young. Yukiko should have the advantage.”

“Okay, so maybe we are not completely fucked yet.” She gripped his palm and intertwined her fingers with his for a moment. “I'm glad to see you're okay, Nathan.”

Nathan squeezed her hand in turn, letting her ground him at least for that short while. 

“I'm glad to see you are okay too, Alicia. I worried. From now on, let’s talk about everything only at your home.”  

“Why?” 

“Because whenever I want to talk to you about something, we get interrupted by people like these. Do you know that was the only conversation like that one that ever went well for me? And then we get attacked.”

“Well, if you are here from another world, then you're basically a protagonist. Can't have the protagonist having an easy life now, can we?” She squeezed his hand once again and then let go. Rosy was already closer to the tree, fighting the large man and the flying Oni. Several grunts tried to pepper her with bullets before a root sprouted, ending them. 

Nathan sprang forward, running to meet one of them. The Oni clapped his hands, sending a thunderbolt forward. The moment it hit Nathan, however, it… didn't hurt. The electric current went downwards around his body, and Nathan didn't feel even a pinprick. Well, that was convenient.

He used the momentum that he had built up to push himself forward, letting go of his rock form to lower his weight, and then he punched the man right in his face. He was resistant, but still it threw him backwards. The other Oni went at Alicia, who transformed her teddy into a spear, of all things. Nathan didn't dare look for longer. He took on his rock form once again.


The man in front of him stood up and drew a knife, lunging for Nathan's torso. The memory of practicing with Yukiko came to the forefront of his mind. He made a step to the side, guiding the knife arm with his arm, and then he punched right in the throat. The man collapsed, gurgling blood. Nathan might have crushed his windpipe, though he didn't use any momentum in this punch in particular. 

Two more Onis suddenly appeared, rushing towards Nathan from the side buildings. An explosion went off behind him, a whip sound the only tell about who it might have came from. Alicia had a power-up, it seemed, and it was chaotic. 

Nathan battled to not get a headache in that moment. All of this was so sudden. He kicked the man on the ground once again for good measure, praying that he wouldn't get up once again, and then took on his rock form, turning his arms in a windmill to build momentum as quickly as possible. 

One of the Onis drew a katana. Its blade was white, striking light on the small garden. 

Another explosion went off.

All of a sudden, gravity changed. Nathan gasped for breath as he fell to the ground. All around him, several others followed, including the Onis and Alicia. Clicks of high heels cut through the still as Koharu walked around. Each of Nathan's muscles went taut as he fought to look up at Koharu. 

She was watching him, and for a moment Nathan wondered whether she would go towards him once again, but thankfully, she didn't. Her eyes dug deep into Nathan, a million unasked questions visible in her features, but she didn't go towards him. Something told Nathan that this wouldn't be their last meeting, however.  

Instead, she walked towards the tree. Its leaves began to tumble in the wind, hovering around, creating a small sphere about the base of it. The roots that began to sprout seemed to be sucked back into the bark.  

Out of nowhere, two bodies crashed into the ground, impacting the giant oni that was fighting Rosy, sending them both flying—sending what remained of the oni flying. 

“Koharu, are we seriously going away?”

“Yes, Mio. Too many A-class. It seems it was us that underestimated them, in the end. We can't take them yet, not with just the two of us.”

“But wasn't the Oni boss strong?”

“Shush now. We will discuss it with our leaders. Up you go.” 

Mio pouted once again, but then she blew out her cheeks and listened to the command. 

Vermillion Strike prepared to dash at them in another strike, but then they stepped into the tree. 

Vermillion Strike zoomed forward, her silhouette a blur.

She hit nothing but thin air. The tree disappeared in the moment the two women stepped inside. 

Several things all happened at once. The press of gravity disappeared, letting Nathan stand up once again.

There was a loud cry from behind as something happened in the boss room.

Vermillion Strike went up in the air, hovering ten feet above. 

And all the remaining Onis raised their hands above their heads. 

“Well, that will do it.” Alicia laughed a few feet away. Nathan looked at her. The man who stood next to her was holding a stump of his arm, the rest of it charred meat on the ground. Screams still came from the buildings beyond them, but even those got quiet. 

“Seems like I'm the one to save you this time, hmm?” She sauntered over, pretending confidence. It was so out of place that Nathan couldn't help but laugh. 

She was safe. Nathan survived, and despite the fact that he had more questions now than he had before today began, he felt relieved and some weight lifted off his shoulders. He stepped forward, wrapping his arm around Alicia. And then he planted a kiss on her lips.

It felt like the only thing that made sense now.

            
