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      In "LEET 1, Thunder Trials," sixteen-year-old Leet uncovered his unique electric powers. Together with his friends—Max, the easygoing prankster, and Dylan, the tech-savvy genius—they explored the extent of his abilities. Leet could not only electrify his own body and jolt his friends but also manipulate computers in ways that defied even the most skilled hackers. Since Leet had never been bitten by a radioactive PlayStation, Dylan speculated that others might possess similar abilities—and he turned out to be right.

      

      Their journey led to a near-lethal confrontation with a mysterious figure resembling a Japanese samurai. This encounter provided another clue, enabling Leet to enter the Electricity Master Tournament, orchestrated by the Energeia, a secretive community of individuals with similar powers. Leet immediately stood out as an Original, someone whose powers weren't inherited. He possessed unique and extraordinary strength, yet his untrained abilities hindered him in the tournament. To have any chance at all, he had to rapidly master both digital hacking and the firing of lightning bolts like Zeus.

      

      During this time, Leet also grew close to Emma, the most zen girl on the planet, who was not only the girl of his dreams but also an incredible fighter. Her presence was fantastic, yet perhaps also too much of a distraction as he faced intense competition. But come on, can you really blame a sixteen-year-old boy?

      

      The tournament escalated when the Eods, a faction with similar powers, suddenly launched an attack in the middle of the semi-final. They were led by Raiden, one of the strongest power-users in history, who harbored deep resentment against his former mentor—the same Japanese samurai who almost killed Leet and his friends. Fortunately, this samurai was also the grandmaster of Energeia. Just as the Eods were about to overpower Energeia, he tapped into Leet’s vast energy reserves to literally blow the attackers away.

      

      Leet, having finally mastered a crucial part of his powers, reached the final and managed to beat Jiro, the son of the grandmaster. Though victorious and now adept with his abilities, he returned home to a terrifying scene. He found his parents unconscious on the floor, a faint glow surrounding them, with Raiden standing nearby. The leader of the Eods knew that Leet had contributed to his defeat and sought revenge. Leet didn’t stand a chance, but Raiden spared him after discovering that Leet possessed an unimaginable ability—he could fully recharge his powers within seconds, while everyone else needed hours or days to recover. Leet managed to convince Raiden that he had no clue how his recharge ability worked, having only recently discovered his powers. However, Raiden wasn’t a patient man and gave Leet an ultimatum: discover and divulge the secret behind his exceptional recovery rate within six months, or he’d pay them another visit. And this time, he wouldn’t spare anyone…
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      In pure frustration I clenched my fists, struggling with the grandmaster’s order to keep my eyes shut. All I could think about was Raiden’s threat. Until a few months ago, I wasn’t even aware I had powers, and now he expected me to explain my fast regeneration? How the hell should I know? But I had to find the answer, within six months, or he’d kill me and my family. Make that five months, actually, since one had already slipped by without any progress, even though I had weekly lessons from the grandmaster. The Energeia—the community of people with similar powers—had hoped that by learning more about powers, I’d figure it out myself. With the grandmaster’s way of teaching, though, I doubted it. Even calling it teaching might be generous, since for some inexplicable reason, he deemed explanations unnecessary.

      “Focus, boy!” the grandmaster snapped with his razor-sharp voice, jolting me back to the present. Today marked his fifth lesson, and his patience seemed to run out more with each one. He spoke at the speed of a one-legged turtle himself, yet pointing that out didn’t seem to help me.

      I glared at him while seated in the seiza position—a highly uncomfortable way of kneeling for meditating. “I’m trying!”

      He stared down his nose at me. “Not hard enough, boy… I can sense the thoughts in your mind swirling around… You’re thinking about anything… but the task I gave you…”

      Okay, maybe he was right about that. What was the task again?

      “Expand your source!” he shouted.

      Oh, yeah. Expand the source of your powers. Super clear. No further instructions necessary.

      “How!?” I asked. “Can’t you give me a hint?”

      He grumbled, then muttered something in Japanese and started pacing the room. I grumbled as well, imitating his Japanese muttering, and then closed my eyes, exhaling slowly.

      Come on, Leet, focus.

      Only five months left until the leader of Eods would show up on my doorstep, and I needed to be able to give him something. Besides these lessons, the Energeia had contacted other communities around the world, trying to find another Original—people who had not inherited their powers, like me—but up till now, results have come up empty. As a matter of fact, the other communities haven’t seen an Original within the last two generations.

      “This is useless… Get up, boy…” the grandmaster said, his voice lowered to a dangerous whisper, which told me enough. It was time for his favorite part of the lesson—taking shots at me.

      I rose and adopted a sideways stance, but he shook his head.

      “You need a bigger target, old man?” I said, turning to face him directly.

      He silently narrowed his eyes as glowing energy pulses moved all over his body to his hands. I braced myself, regretting my words. His first lightning bolt was absurd, and the gleeful, evil expression with which he fired it made me doubt if Raiden would actually be a nicer teacher. But I gave him a smile of my own, because I blocked it completely and didn’t move an inch.

      He clapped his hands together and two even bigger bolts soared to my left and right side. Kusò! Blocking his previous bolt had drained more power than anticipated, and as I channeled fresh energy from my source, I doubted it would be enough to counter both incoming bolts.

      It wasn’t.

      His bolts shattered my defenses on both sides, sending me flying backward until I crashed into the wall. Fortunately, the practice room walls were lined with the same memory foam used in the tournament’s final. Unfortunately, being hurled into it felt just as painful. Perhaps that’s why it’s called memory foam.

      Groaning, I scrambled to my feet, barely ready for his next bolt. Not that I could defend it. He’d aimed this one at my feet, and my body made a beautiful double backflip before I landed head-first on the ground.

      “Do you think Raiden will give you a chance to recover, boy!?” the grandmaster shouted, raising his arms already for the next shot.

      There was no way I’d get up in time, so I resorted to something stupid and gave him a loving smile.“Congratulations! You talked fast for the very first time!”

      Thankfully, I’d channeled a ridiculous amount of energy throughout my body while speaking. He stomped his foot on the ground, unleashing a massive bolt that zigzagged across the floor toward my head. I easily blocked it, shot to my feet, and fired a bolt back at him. He didn’t move. He didn’t have to. My shot missed his head by at least two feet.

      He shook his head and his glare deepened. “Are you… even listening… to anything I say…?”

      “I’m trying! But I didn’t grow up with powers like all of you! Can’t you explain everything as you would to a little kid?”

      “Even a little kid… has a better sense… of his powers…”

      “Wow,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You really are the best teacher ever. This is so helpful.”

      He breathed a sigh of frustration. “Today’s lesson… is over…”

      I grunted and left the room without a word. What a waste of time.

      

      “Sup, Rhino!” Ryan called out. He was leaning against the hood of his car, wearing sleek sunglasses that were partially hidden by his wavy blond hair. He had become one of my best friends in Energeia, and since his parents lived close by, he often picked me up and drove me home whenever I needed.

      “Sup, Neo,” I said with a smile, bumping his fist. He always called me Rhino, referring to my ridiculously big power source. Also, he couldn’t get over the fact that I taunted Raiden by calling him Rhino.

      In response, I always called him Neo, because when I faced him in the semi-final, he moved like the guy in the Matrix-movies when he dodged bullets. Or in Ryan’s case—lightning bolts.

      “Learn anything?” he asked as we entered his car.

      “Besides more respect for Jiro for having to live with this guy, not much.”

      Ryan grunted. “That sucks, man.”

      “Yep. Speaking of Jiro, anyone find him yet?”

      He shook his head. “Nobody has heard anything from him since the tournament.”

      Sighing, I stared out the window. Everyone had hoped that after I beat him in the final, Jiro understood there was still someone in this community with enough power to challenge him. His absence was kind of alarming, as Raiden had invited him to join his band of bad guys—the Eods.

      We drove through the village where Ryan’s parents lived, a place most of the Energeia called home. Whenever a house here hit the market, they ensured it passed hands within their circle. For people with our powers, money has never been an issue. The amount of money in a bank is simply a variable, not a pile of gold. This means it’s code, and if there’s one thing we’re extremely good at, it’s changing code. Which meant that these houses were more like villas, all standalone with big green gardens all around, most including a swimming pool. I actually wouldn’t mind living here myself these days. Everyone I met in the Energeia lived here already, except for the grandmaster, who moved after his wife died, seeking privacy.

      I frowned as Ryan pulled up to an unfamiliar house. I leaned closer to the window for a better look, only to jerk back when Alisha appeared out of nowhere, knocking on the glass. Her deep brown skin glowed in the sunlight, complementing her long, curly hair as she flashed me her trademark beaming smile. After I got out of the car, she nearly leaped into a hug that Emma, my girlfriend, might have found a bit too friendly.

      “Hey, Alisha, how’s it going?”

      “Perfect! Just perfect!”

      Chuckling, I shook my head. Unlike Emma, who was the epitome of zen, Alisha was pure happiness.

      “How are you?” she asked. “Did you learn anything?”

      Ryan clapped me on the shoulder. “Almost as much as last week!”

      Alisha grimaced and grabbed my hand—again something Emma might not have appreciated. “You’ll figure it out, I’m sure of it! He’s the grandmaster after all! And you’re an Original!”

      I gave her a small smile. “Let’s hope so.”

      Alisha nodded toward her house. “Let’s go to my room, I have something to tell you.”

      “You can’t say it here?” I said.

      “Just come!” she said.

      I shot Ryan a glance. He just shrugged, likely used to Alisha’s hyper-joy, and we followed her inside. As I entered her room for the first time, my eyes needed a moment to adjust to the overwhelming presence of purple unicorns. Alisha, however, clearly dying to tell us something, pushed me toward a small couch near the window. Settling down, I asked, “So, what’s the big secret?”

      “Well, Dylan and I may have discovered something…”

      “Oh? I didn’t know you talked to each other.”

      “Yeah, I took his number from your phone.”

      God, these people have no sense of boundaries.

      “I want to learn more about the Eods,” Alisha continued. “The adults here all think we’re too young to tell us anything,” she said, rolling her eyes, “but after the Eods ambushed us in the tournament, I didn’t want to just stand by anymore. I may not be as strong as you guys, but I was strong enough to make it into the semi-final.”

      “You’re definitely strong, Alisha,” said Ryan. “And your aim is much better than our Original here.”

      I scoffed. Max had always mocked my aiming skills, and now Ryan was joining in too!?

      “Anyway, I still don’t know why you called Dylan,” I said.

      “Because I wanted to search for information on the dark web.”

      “You don’t need Dylan’s help for that,” I said proudly. “I learned to search the dark web this year!”

      Ryan burst out laughing. “Dude, no offense, but we could do that when were five years old.”

      “Blegh,” was all I could manage, the best word to describe my current feelings. “But if you can do that, why did you need Dylan?”

      “We may be able to hack into anything,” Alisha replied, “but it’s useless if we don’t know where or what we should hack. And this is where your genius friend comes into play.”

      “We usually call him evil hacker, but sure.”

      Laughing, she put a hand on my knee. I blinked and darted a glance at Ryan, who acted like nothing was out of the ordinary. Was Alisha like this with everyone? Should I do something about it? But before I could, she removed her hand and beamed at me. “Dylan said I called at the perfect time because he’d just finished indexing the entire dark web! He designed his own dark-web-google! And called it Doogle!”

      “Huh? But he doesn’t have powers—” I started, but then remembered the first time I hacked the dark web, which was in his room, on his computer. “I guess he saved all the code stuff I created during my first dark web search?”

      “Yup! And he also devised some kind of custom AI-reverse thingy that continuously scans the entire dark web for anything that could be related to the Eods.”

      I had to admit, that sounded cool. “And? Did you find anything?”

      “Yes! We think we discovered one of their servers on the dark web!”

      “Whoa, seriously?” asked Ryan. “What’s on it!?”

      She bit her lip. “We’re not sure yet. It seems like a bunch of documents, but they’re encrypted in a way I’ve never seen before. Usually, I can hack any encryption within seconds, so I think I need some kind of a key…”

      “Makes sense,” Ryan said. “Maybe something is only unhackable when it’s created by people with powers. Can you send me a link?”

      With a casual flick of her wrist, Alisha said, “Done.”

      “God, I’m so jealous of that trick,” I said.

      They chuckled, and Alisha’s mom called our names from downstairs, telling us we needed to leave right now to get me home in time.

      “Well done, Alisha,” I said, getting up. “Keep us updated.”

      Her eyes shone like stars.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning!” my dad boomed, his coffee in one hand and the Sunday newspaper spread out over his legs and half of the table.

      “Geez, take it easy, Dad. I just woke up.”

      At the crack of noon, of course.

      “And it’s about time!” my dad shouted. “When I was your age, Leet, I woke up every day at seven to seize the day!”

      My mom chortled and I ignored my dad, putting a hand on Lily’s shoulder, my much younger sister. I raised my eyebrows and gave her a subtle nod—my silent way to ask her if she was okay. She lifted her light blue eyes to meet mine and nodded, her ponytail swinging with the motion. I smiled, squeezing her shoulder.

      My parents still had no idea Raiden had paid us a visit one month ago. All they remembered was waking up on the ground, and without a better explanation, they blamed the wine. But Lily hadn’t been unconscious. She had even threatened Raiden with a homemade bazooka, nearly getting herself killed. It was enough to leave a permanent scar on a seven-year-old, but she kept telling me she was okay. Still, I often tried to talk to her about what happened. She was more interested in my powers, however. Most importantly, if she would get them as well once she reached my age. Personally, I didn’t think she would. She had always felt my static shocks in the past, while I’d never felt a shock in my life. Still, you never know, and the possible prospect of getting powers made her happy at the moment. One time, I found her staring at a light switch with a raised hand, her arm trembling and her eyes intense. I almost shot the switch myself to make her think she did it, but she’d probably start creating death traps for me again.

      “Are you okay, honey?” my Mom asked. “You seem a bit down lately…”

      I wished I could tell her the truth. No Mom, I’m not okay. I only have five months left to save all of you. Five months before some villain with superpowers comes here to kill all of us, including your seven-year-old daughter, and I have no clue how to fix it.

      Obviously, not an option.

      “I’m fine, Mom, just tired.”

      She eyed me suspiciously. “You know you can tell me anything, right?”

      No Mom, I can’t. Not this, at least. You’d get scared, call the police, maybe try to hide somewhere, but there’s no escaping from these kinds of people.

      I smiled. “Really, I’m fine.”

      “He seems perfectly fine to me, dear!” my dad shouted, then turned to me with pleading puppy eyes. “Although he could always use a bit more screen time…”

      I shook my head. “Not happening, dad. I’m meeting my friends at the playground,” I said, getting up.

      My dad grumbled, muttering something about wishing he had a gaming-addicted son instead of me. I laughed as I left the house, but glanced back with mixed feelings. I loved my family more than anything, yet their lives hung in the balance if I didn’t learn something fast.

      

      The playground was beautiful with spring in full bloom. All the trees and plants had grown, their green leaves reaching to the sky, and flowers on all sides lit up the view with their abundance of colors.

      I was the first to arrive, although… it didn’t feel that way. My spidey-sense tingled, and I scanned my surroundings, taking in every detail. Suddenly, something flashed in my peripheral vision. A blonde girl dashed like a tiger from the nearest bush, launching a flying kick. I blocked it with my left fist and rotated to throw a punch with my right, but she rolled forward, swiftly ending up behind me. Before she could make a move, I attempted to sweep her off her feet with my nearest leg, yet she effortlessly leaped over, as if playing jump-the-rope. I followed up quickly with a rising roundhouse kick, expecting her to jump back. Instead, she moved forward, easily blocking my kick with her elbow. Close quarters-combat wasn’t my strong suit so I retreated with a quick backward hop. My strategy might’ve been sound, but my speed wasn’t. She dropped with the elegance of a panther and swept my front leg from underneath me. I hit the ground hard, and in an instant, she was on top of me, pinning both of my arms down with impossible strength.

      I braced myself and channeled enough power to shock her hands away from my arms. She held on still, grunting and narrowing her deep, green eyes. Staring at her in defiance, I shocked her again. Now, she released her grip and placed her hands on the back of my neck, leaning in for a kiss.

      If this was supposed to be payback, I didn’t mind, and I stopped channeling my powers. On the other hand, I was already breathless after our short fight, so when she prolonged our kiss with even more passion I almost died.

      Her eyes sparkled as she laughed at my fake death, and I shook my head at her. I still couldn’t believe Emma was my girlfriend.

      “Hey, Zapshock,” she said, laying down beside me. “Not bad. I think it took me at least two more seconds to take you down this time.”

      “It could have gone either way. I blocked your flying kick while yawning.”

      She rolled her eyes with a smile. “Sure. Your roundhouse after your failed sweep was good, though. You just telegraphed it too much.”

      “What’s that again?”

      “That it was too obvious. I saw it coming from a mile away.”

      I nodded, recalling her advice to move my limbs only just before attacking. Emma never telegraphed anything. Whenever I thought I had her next move pegged, it always ended up being a feint, leaving me flat on the ground.

      “You didn’t see my shock coming,” I said, wearing a sly smile.

      She arched a brow. “Yeah, about that. Didn’t we agree you couldn’t use your powers in our fights?”

      “Hmm… The fight was over anyway.”

      “Very true,” she said, and then she pulled me toward her for another kiss.

      

      “Blurgh!”

      Emma and I both groaned at the vomiting noise because it could only mean one thing—the arrival of my two best friends. Dylan, the chubby hacker-genius, and Max, the incredibly annoying surfer-wannabe. Somehow they always showed up at the worst possible moment. Then again, every second alone with Emma might be the worst possible moment to interrupt.

      “Sup, lovebirds?” Max said with a big smirk, running a hand through his blonde hair and making kissing-noises.  Dylan, on the other hand, gave us an additional and quite visual display of vomiting noises, then pushed up his glasses with an evil grin. Emma and I rose, shaking our heads.

      “Guess you fought again?” Dylan said. “It usually ends with you on the ground.”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I almost beat her this time, though.”

      Max and Dylan snorted, and I couldn’t blame them. It’d take a lifetime before I even had a slight chance of beating Emma.

      “I still think it’s a good idea, Em,” Dylan said as we strolled toward the short walls that had always been our perch. “If the Eods ever find a way to fully drain Leet’s powers, he could defend himself in another way. But… maybe we can do more than that.”

      As we settled on the wall—Max sprawling luxuriously, of course—I nudged Dylan. “What do you mean?”

      “I think we should come up with a plan of our own,” he replied.

      “What kind of plan?”

      “The attacking kind.”

      Emma and Max nodded, but I frowned at him. “Are you crazy? You don’t even have powers. Why on earth would you want to attack the Eods?”

      Dylan gave me a level look. “How’s it going with your lessons?”

      I sighed. “Not well, but⁠—”

      “Exactly. Do you think we should wait until these five months are almost over and then figure something out? I wanted to start the day after he almost killed you, but I waited to see if your lessons paid off. Seeing they haven’t, we should start asap.”

      I grumbled, unable to come up with a retort. But I didn’t want any of my friends in danger. “All right,” I said. “Knowing you won’t let this go, do you have any ideas? Except secretly searching the dark web for information about the Eods with Alisha?”

      Max propped himself up. “Alisha?”

      “Ah, I figured she’d tell you,” Dylan said to me, then turned to the others. “We found a document that might belong to the Eods, but we’re not sure yet.”

      “But why Alisha?” Max asked, still on his elbows.

      Emma and I shared a puzzling glance while Dylan shrugged. “She called me, actually. And Leet needed to focus on his lessons anyway.”

      I nodded. “True. But what are you going to do once you find something? What’s your big plan?”

      “My plan is three-fold,” he said, raising a finger. “First, we need to find out what their plan is. The Eods are fighting with your community, but winning this war can’t be their end goal. What do the Eods actually want?”

      “Did you ask Alisha?” Emma asked.

      “She didn’t have a clue. I assume they also never told you anything, Leet?”

      I shook my head. “They love to keep me in the dark.”

      “How about Abraham? He’s one of the nicer guys, right?”

      “Maybe… I wanted to talk to him about my lessons anyway, so I’ll try to get some information about the Eods out of him as well.”

      Dylan nodded and raised another finger. “Secondly, where do the Eods live? Or in case they all live in different places, where’s their hideout?”

      Max snorted. “Sounds like a bad movie when you use the word hideout.”

      “You have a better idea?”

      “Foxhole, lair, stronghold, bunker, cave, sanctum⁠—“

      “Okay, okay,” Dylan said. “You choose, then.”

      “I like lair.”

      Emma and I chuckled as Max lay back on his wall with a satisfied smile, and Dylan muttered something to himself that definitely included the word ‘idiot’.

      “Anyway…” he said, raising a third finger, his eyes on me. “Here’s the last question. You’re the only one with powers. If it comes to a fight, which I feel like will inevitably happen at some point, we can’t help you at all. So we need to figure out how to fix that.”

      “That’s dumb,” I said. “If there’s a fight, I don’t want any of you near⁠—”

      “It’s not a bad idea,” Emma interrupted me. “If we can figure out a way to get me close enough, I can take them out.”

      “Not if their bodies are charged. Besides⁠—”

      She flashed me a warning look, and I swallowed my words. The last time I told her she wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight against the Eods, she didn’t talk to me for a week.

      “Maybe Emma should wear an Iron Man suit? With some kind of lightning rod on her back, like a tail,” Max said with a grin.

      “It’s not the worst idea ever,” Dylan said. “Unfortunately, I don’t have Tony Stark’s resources and material, let alone experience. But, she can still fight them as long as their powers are drained.”

      Emma’s eyes lit up. “That’s a great idea! Leet, maybe you can learn how to drain them?”

      I exhaled sharply. As if I didn’t have enough things to learn. Next to that, I didn’t want my friends anywhere near the Eods. Emma and Dylan started discussing their plan enthusiastically until Max cleared his throat and turned himself upright. “Guys… What about me?”

      I raised a brow. He seemed… sad?

      I wasn’t sure, though—Max and sadness was a rare combination.

      “I just… want to help more, I guess? I can’t do the online stuff or fight like Wonder Woman here. Can’t I help in another way?”

      Dylan pursed his lips. “Hmm….”

      Then his eyes snapped to the street. “Kusò…”

      

      It was Jake and his goons. However, they didn’t approach us. They kept walking on the sidewalk across the street, and didn’t say a word.

      Then, Jake did something I’d never seen him do before.

      He nodded to me.

      Like I was his friend.

      Stunned and unsure what to do, I nodded back to him.

      Max blinked. “Leet, what the hell just happened?”

      “I have no idea… I haven’t even spoken a word to him since I almost killed him.”

      Emma gave us a sly smile as Jake and his goons turned the corner. “I know what this means.”

      We all turned to her in unison.

      “This is just typical alpha stuff,” she said. “Jake has realized you are the stronger one, so from this moment, he nods to you as a sign of respect—you’re the new alpha male.”

      Max and I burst out laughing. “Seriously?”

      Emma nodded. “I’ve seen it often in my tournaments. The one that loses badly will always nod first whenever the two meet, like in the hallway or something. It’s good you nodded back, though. If you didn’t, he’d resent you for not respecting him.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “So weird… But if it means he’ll never bother any of you again, I’ll nod back to him all day long.”

      Dylan smiled. “Please do. And as for you, Max, let me think about how you can help. I might have an idea.”
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     Lily knocked on my bedroom door on Saturday morning, a risky move given my love for sleeping in. This time, however, luck was on her side since I was already up. Well, sort of. I still lay in bed, preparing myself mentally for the next useless lesson from the evil Japanese grandmaster. It was hard to believe another week had flown by, a blur of school obligations by day and the grandmaster’s monotonous assignments by night—endless meditation sessions that, so far, didn’t seem to have any effect.

     “Come in, Lil,” I said, recognizing the soft way she knocked.

     She entered and stepped over a few pants and shirts, shaking her head at my messy bedroom. “For someone with superpowers, you should really clean up your bedroom.”

     I snorted. “Have you been in bedrooms from other superheroes?”

     “I don’t know. Perhaps not,” she said softly.

     I felt bad immediately. Lily changed so much since Raiden’s visit, and not for the better. Not nearly as mischievous as before, which wasn’t a bad thing, but she had turned quiet, easily scared by loud noises, and indifferent to many things she loved to do before. My parents asked me about her last week, noting her indifference. I obviously couldn’t tell them the truth, so I just told them she was so grown up it was probably the start of a ridiculously early puberty-session.

     Lily flopped on my desk-chair, then gazed at the sky while I got dressed. As I put on my jeans she made a sound, and I eyed her while grabbing a shirt. “Did you say something?”

     “How… how are your lessons going?”

     Kusò. How should I respond? I definitely couldn’t tell her I had zero progress.

     “Fine! Getting another lesson today!”

     She bit her lip. “It’s been two months already, you know…”

     As if I didn’t know.

     In reply, I hugged her and stroked her hair. She pushed me away, never much of a hugger, and lifted her eyes to meet mine.

     “You better figure it out… or I’ll start my death traps again.”

     She’d said it with a small smile, and I was glad—sort of—to see a bit of the old evil spark in her eyes.

     I ruffled her hair and smiled back. “Don’t worry, Lil. I’ll get an answer soon and you’ll never have to think about that guy again.”

     She nodded with hopeful eyes, then whirled around, making her ponytail slap me in the face. Laughing like a maniac, she left my room. “Do your best today, big brother.”

     “I will!” I called after her.

     The moment she closed the door I dropped back on my bed and ran my hands through my hair. God, I hated lying to her, and now I felt even worse about my lack of progress. She was absolutely right, though, I only had four months left now. I had to do my absolute best every lesson, no matter how awful they were.

      

     With renewed determination, I entered the grandmaster’s practice room for my eight lesson. I found him, as always, in the middle of the room, kneeling in seiza-style to meditate. And like every lesson, he started off with a healthy dose of anger.

     “You’re late… boy.”

     I wasn’t late. If anything, I was early. But I swallowed my rebuke, just as I did every time he called me ‘boy’, as if his age somehow allowed him to forget my name. Drawing in a deep breath, I willed myself to remain calm. I wasn’t going to let anger destroy my resolve. I was going to learn something today, even if I had to lightning-bolt it out of him.

     “I apologize, Grandmaster.”

     “Sit down.”

     I did, and took another deep breath. His lessons always began with a meditation session, but I wanted to ask a few questions first.

     “Sir—”

     “Quiet.”

     Perhaps I’ll save my questions.

     We meditated for at least twenty minutes, and I had to admit I had learned to like this part of his lessons. Not only was I better able to ignore his annoying remarks, it made me calmer. And I improved every week, getting quicker in the right state of mind and, more importantly, staying there without thoughts flying around in my head. As for sensing anything beyond my own body, though, still nothing.

     A zen-bell rang somewhere, and like last time, the twenty minutes had flown by. I slowly rose together with the grandmaster, whose relaxed expression now looked safe enough to ask a few questions.

     “Sir, before we start, may I ask you a question?”

     He sighed, his tranquility visibly diminished by half. “What?”

     “Are you taking my lack of experience into account?”

     “What… do you mean?”

     “My point is that I may not be in control of my powers like the rest of you. I’ve discovered a lot of things during the tournament all on my own, but maybe I haven’t learned the right way to control my powers? Maybe I’m doing it all wrong?”

     He actually seemed to consider my words for a second and stared at the ceiling. “Well… there is a test…,” he said.

     “Oh? What kind of test?”

     “Wait here…” he said, then strode toward the nearest wall, making me wonder if he was getting senile. But right before he bumped into it, his hand twitched and a hidden closet swung inward. He took out a small wooden box full of knobs and wires, and strolled back. To me, it looked exactly like a guitar speaker, except it had at least twenty wires, and I wasn’t expecting him to start blasting Kanye West in here.

     “Sit down,” he said as he kneeled, placing the mysterious box right next to me.

     Once I settled down, he connected at least twenty of these wires all over my body. My legs, stomach, neck, shoulders, and the last five at the top of my head. He put one hand on top of the box—I assumed to turn it on—and instantly, red lights blinked all over the place. He frowned, moved the wires on my body around a bit, and checked again. His frown deepened as the lights kept blinking.

     “What is it supposed to⁠—”

     “Quiet,” he said. “And close your eyes.”

     Sighing, I followed his orders. At least we were trying something else for a change.
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