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1100...1040...980…

 I estimated the distance covered as I got closer to my destination.

The wind whizzed past my armored form. An ocean of blue was both below and above me. Specks of brown, green, and gray were scattered about my vision, blurring into streaks of color as I jumped from one floating mass to another. I spotted my mentor standing atop the peak of a rock formation on a terrain much higher up.

In flight, his spear crossed a thousand meters in seconds.

I channeled mana to my arms.

WHOOSH CLANG

With reflexes honed from years of training at high speed combat, I spun in the air and parried with my lance. I grit my teeth as metal grinded against metal. Sparks erupted from the clash for a brief moment until the other spear was deflected.

I know a good portion of Dragon Fang is made of reinforced dragon bones, but does it really have a right to be that heavy?! Cool name or not, that thing is a gigantic pain in the a-rear. A pain in the rear. Yeah.

Regardless, my arms ached, but it was better than getting hit directly. The bruises I had from the last hour were certainly a testament to that. Outside of the speed it moved, that thing weighed a lot more than a normal polearm really should have, even for someone as strong as my teacher. 

A familiar whistle of air reached my ears. 

Touching down on the next landmass, I leapt off with a burst of lightning shooting out of my feet.

BTOOM

Scant seconds after leaving the floating piece of earth, it was completely pulverized by Dragon Fang. It turned like clockwork until the blunted tip was pointing my way and cutting through the air as if propelled by a rocket. 

Fortunately, I still had a couple seconds before it reached me again. 

Reinforced legs kicked off another destroyed platform of earth. Rising into the air again, I my breaths became a measured tempo.

Easy now, Serah. You can do this.

My armor-clad feet touch upon another rocky surface and leave not even a second later. The explosive crumbling of stone being blasted apart echoed as a few dozen more meters was added to the distance between us. In a rhythm with my breaths, the sound of shattered earth rang to my ears. This continued for a time.

560...500...440… 

My eyes widened as a pulse in my electrical radar flickered. It accelerated!

Surprise made way for a grimace as the whistling of bone and metal slicing through air broke the tempo made with my breathing. Dragon Fang was quickly approaching and on a course towards my back. At the speed it moved now, it’d hit me before I reached the next platform.

Instead of going forward, I decided to go up. The armor of my sabatons receded and revealed the soles of my feet. A rune flashed, followed by a storm cloud manifesting beneath my feet in an instant. My form sparked and shifted as a bluish white hue covered my feet.

I kicked off the cloud and into the air with a mighty leap. The contrasting charges of the cloud and my body propelled me upwards through repulsion. Flipping backwards, I heard Dragon Fang twist and turn in the air until it flew towards me once again. 

Hmph. If you’re going to keep chasing me, then I’ll send you flying! 

I twirled my spear and readied a strike with lightning mana charging into its frame. My mentor’s weapon was within my line of sight. Once it got within striking range, I swung. 

As if wielded by invisible hands, Dragon Fang met my swing with just as much force.

An impact was felt. Lightning discharged from the clash and arced in all directions but my own. Both spears reeled back. Then both spears clashed once again.

ZAP KLING CLANG SHING KAZAP

I lunged and thrust while it parried and dodged. I bobbed and weaved through a flurry of its blows. Deflecting, I countered with some strikes of my own. 

Dozens of attacks were made in mere seconds as I fell through the air. 

Dragon Fang suddenly moves faster and slams into the shaft of my spear with more weight than before, pushing me down through the sky while I block. 

An idea forms in my head. 

Glancing down, I calculate the distance I’m covering and the rate of advance in my current direction. A rune flashes to life. Another storm cloud forms a few meters below me. 

My feet spark once again before they make contact with the cloud. I used the momentum of Dragon Fang’s force to somersault backwards. Another ozone-filled layer forms at my heels and is used to propel me forward.

Two spears rear back for a swipe as if reflecting each other in a mirror. In my mind’s eye, a phantom figure forms and guides Dragon Fang. My nameless weapon twirls and cuts through the air in a diagonal streak.

However, I didn’t intend to win this clash.

Feeling the impact, I let myself be pushed backwards while moving with the force. I spin almost like I’m performing a pirouette. The motion carries me until I’m directly behind the imaginary figure in my mind. 

I made a feint and acted as if I was about to thrust my spear. Naturally, Dragon Fang moved to counter the attack. I roll forward in the air just as it lashes out, dodging the strike just a hair’s breadth. Unfolding my body, a reinforced curving kick hits the center of the opposing weapon’s shaft, sending it careening away in the air like a mad carousel. 

‘Goal!’ With how fast Dragon Fang was moving and the distance it was being sent back, I felt like a small pat on the back was in order.

There were a few moments before that spear would return. It was precious time I would use to close the distance to the mountain. Another breath was released. I kicked off another storm cloud generated beneath my feet. A landmass is reached. My body returns to normal and the prior trek continues.

Okay, there should be about three hund-What the heck is that?

The shadows in the area increased, and the sun was getting blotted out by what looked like an asteroid belt made of boulders and dirt orbiting around the top. Rivers of rock, rubble, grass, and even entire land masses ranging from the size of houses to city blocks flowed into it, making the defensive perimeter bigger and bigger until the circle obscured half the mountain from view completely.

A bead of sweat dripped down my forehead when waves of the gathered earth fell down my way.

Oh, how is that fair?! Foul! I’m calling foul! 

Times like this made me so glad my armor came with a helmet. I will never let anyone accuse me of pouting or, heavens forbid, crying. Ever.

Sighing, I charged lightning into my spear once more. Oh well. Nothing I can do but grin and bear it.

There were three paths. One was to continue my way towards the base of the mountain and then jump my way up with that foundation. Another was to use the rubble itself as a bridge to the top. This was arguably the most dangerous path, yet it was also the fastest. The last was to simply fly up while dodging the debris.

Weighing my options, I decided to go for the second route. Nothing ventured, nothing gained after all. And I still had plenty of mana left to burn. 

Alright, let’s do this!

Psyching myself up, I charged towards the first wave.

Approaching it, I scanned the contents and looked for weak points and stepping stones to use. 

Objectives found. 

A broken stone no larger than a car was my next platform. Lightning flashed, and a bolt blew a hole in the tide. I crossed through with relative ease, but I'd be a fool to let my guard down now.

Time for the second wave.

From a series of stones, a quick path was traced. My spear cut through numerous debris with each jump. The occasional explosive bolt was thrown out for an area clear. I punched through the last portion by kicking a truck-sized boulder into a larger one to knock it off course and give me an opening.

Then I entered the third...then the fourth a few moments later. And with more time than the previous wave, breached the fifth. 

Each layer of defense proved to be more difficult than the last to get past, requiring more effort, power, and mana to break through. The increasing amount of debris made it even harder for my electrical senses to parse out the feedback thanks to their nature as insulators. By now, my entire body was being reinforced.

Dust coated my armor, and my feet were guaranteed to be covered in dirt right now from the trek, but that didn't matter to me. Bit by bit, I could see the figure of my teacher becoming clearer. Once I reached him, the next phase of the spar would begin.

Electricity crackled around me. 

I gripped my spear and held it like a javelin, the generated energy being focused into it. The weapon adopted a blinding azure hue. 

Upon leaving my hands, another rune flashed and the polearm flew through the remaining defensive walls of rubble and gathered land masses, its form akin to a living lightning bolt. 

A rune on the weapon flared in sync with one on my right gauntlet before a large sphere of electricity burst out and annihilated everything around it.

Behind my helmet, I was grinning in triumph at seeing my mentor standing on the mountain top, a clear view of him having been formed. Below him was a still-crackling spear impaled into the mountain.

I jumped again. Just a bit more…

My breath hitched in my throat as a mental alarm bell rings. A familiar signal pings on my radar, but it's extremely muffled. The general direction could be felt, but no specifics. All the debris surrounding me didn't help either.

Whoosh BOOM WHAM

A whistle of air greets my ears alongside an explosion of dirt and stone. 

Before I knew it, Dragon Fang’s shaft slammed into my stomach and knocked the wind out of my lungs. Just before it sent me flying, I saw that its form was entirely covered in dirt and stone.

An insulator camouflage. Heh. That was my teacher for you. As smart as he was strong.

I crashed into a mass of stone as large as a multi-story building and kept skidding and bouncing across the surface like a rock skipping across a lake. Eventually, the momentum stopped and left me sprawled out on the cold surface.

Immediately, both my arms clutched at my mid-section. Pain flared all over with the focus being where Dragon Fang struck. That hit was definitely going to leave a mark. If it wasn't for the armor and reinforcement, I'm not sure I would even be awake right now let alone intact.

Consciousness attempted to elude me while it felt like a staccato of small rocks clanging against armor tried to tell me to stay down. Fatigue was kicking in even harder than before, but I held on and refused to let it win. 

From behind my helmet, I could see my mentor’s figure shrink and be obscured once again as Dragon Fang returned to his hands. If I didn't act soon, I'd lose without even clearing the first phase.

And that just didn't sit right with me.

What I did next was probably a product of stubbornness, pride, spite, and maybe a dash of reckless foolhardiness, but those were things I was fully willing to admit to. At the end of the day, I was a pretty stubborn and prideful girl. It just left a bad taste in my mouth to think I let myself give up without trying my hardest to get a hit in.

Besides, I wanted to continue proving that he didn't waste his time teaching me.

My left arm stretched forward. A rune on the gauntlet shone. In an instant, my spear was summoned in a flash of light. I propped myself up and took another breath. Electricity sparked around me once more and gathered into my weapon. 

It would only be a matter of time before he threw Dragon Fang again. When unleashed, the level of difficulty in crossing the next layer rose. Time was also against me as the distance between me and him increased with each passing second. 

Time. Time...Hmm. Maybe I should give myself some more?

While casting a spell, the whistle I've associated with Dragon Fang’s movement registered to my ears before my eyes made out the image of my teacher preparing to throw his weapon. 

As a rune flashed on my weapon, two streams of lightning manifesting and coiling around it with the tip as the convergence point, Dragon Fang was already on a course towards me. 

Before it connected, my perception of time slowed. My other senses sharpened.

Thoughts accelerated.

The prickle of the electricity moving through me synchronized with my breathing.

My mentor's weapon was coming.

It looked slower.

By no means slow, though.

I leapt to the side, the motion flowing smoothly into a soccer kick, sending the on-coming spear down the mountain.

More debris ahead.

They looked like heaps of earth.

They were moving slowly, though.

Far too slowly.

Knocking them away would be simple enough.

I jumped skyward. A spear thrust met the coming wave. 

Then another. 

And another. 

And another. 

My arms and spear blurred. 

A barrage of attacks hit stone alongside torrents of lightning blades. 

With each stab, the lightning around my spear stretched like a spring. 

With every bounce, there was a burst of electricity. 

Bang. Bang. Bang. CRACK

Boulders were pulverized, broken, or knocked away.

A heap the size of a building was the last.

I swept it aside. 

Exiting the storm, I saw my teacher staring me down from afar. 

I let out a breath. My mind slowed down, returning to normal.

Whew...Phase 1 complete! Now I just needed to actually land a hit. Fortunately for me, I still had one last trick up my sleeve. 

Casting once more, a rune flared to life in front of me.

“That was a cheap move!”

“How many times must I repeat myself, Serah? There are no cheap moves in battle.” He may have sounded all wise and stoic, but I just know he's smirking on the inside. And that just made me want to smack him across the head even more.

50...Now!

I was in melee distance of him. My latest spell was charged. A flash of steel and lightning spun in my hands before being thrust. 

He caught the tip between two fingers. 

Flipping backwards, I kicked off the spear before it returned to me.

The rune sequence flashed brightly one last time before fading. In its wake were five apparitions of me composed of electricity appearing around the man with their weapons drawn and ready to strike. I was coming down with an overhead strike sailing towards his head.

Six simultaneous strikes on top of this being a move I hadn’t shown him before gave me the element of surprise. If anything, this should at least scratch against his armor. 

The first stabbed at his left leg. 

He stomped on the tip and held it in place.

The second swiped at his right. 

He knocked it away with a knee strike.

The third and fourth aimed for his head in a synchronized slice from two different sides. 

He grabbed the tips of both with two fingers from each hand.

The fifth attacked his chest. 

He spun on the heel of the foot keeping a lightning spear in place and blocked with his leg. 

All five of them were blocked. Now it was just me, but now he was locked in place with all his limbs occupied. The time to strike was now.

Wait, why was he turning his head up?

CLANG

Did...Did he just catch it in his teeth?!

I couldn’t help but stare in disbelief at the sight of him stopping a spear thrust by biting it. What is this bullsh*t?! How are his teeth not busted?!

My surprise and disbelief turned to horror when I saw my teacher smirking. A whistling rang to my ears again.

This was going to hur-WHAM

***

“Damn it, Sergeant Kills-a-Lot! Stop targeting the Lost Remnant! He’ll just kill you again like Lemming 1 and 2!” I shouted.

In my hands was a portable AR game controller hooked up to Soul Sigil IV. And there was a simulated battlefield around me filled with armored figures in some kind of wasteland. Amidst them all was a tall figure in what looked like a cross between medieval armor and something from those space knight shows that originated from the Water Nations. In his hands was a BFS that looked like a giant jade branch.

Which he was using to wipe my entire party!

“No! No! No! No!” Oh come on, I just got to the last health bar. 

After I woke up, the sight of a night sky greeted me alongside the warmth of a nearby campfire. Conveniently enough, Uncle Abel walked in with a large boar, possibly Behemoth Class, carried over his head just as I woke up. Then he gave me a potion meant to help me recover faster than normal and ease some of the pain from the bruises. It still hurt, but no pain, no gain, right? I had to train hard if I wanted to be a real dragoon.

Naturally, I changed out of my armor and into some casual clothes before flash drying myself with a wind spell charged into a rune-engraved stone. Didn’t want to take any chances with some of the dirt from earlier getting past my armor. Right now, I was just passing the time by playing a game until the meat finished cooking.

“Oh crap, it turned into a cannon!” The AoE on this attack covered damn near the entire field, and it was unblockable. “Gotta move! Gotta move! And...there’s the Ultima Laser.” 

I took a deep breath as the images in front of me shifted to a game over screen. Easy now, Serah. Don’t break your Augma Comm Portable. It’s not your fault the party AI are incredibly terrible, and that the character who is supposed to be the healer doesn’t heal for sh*t. You’ll beat the secret boss next time. But first…

“Screw you, you glorified excuse for a masochist’s wet dream!”

“Done with the rage episode?” a monotonous voice asked from behind me.

I turned off the system and put the device in my jacket pocket. “Yeah. Just getting it out of my system, Uncle Abel.”

“Right.” He nodded. “The boar is done cooking.”

“Sweet!”

I stood up and approached the bonfire that held a set of skewers holding some perfectly roast meat. Grabbing one of them, I sat down a log and pulled down my mask.

“How are you feeling?”

“Doing better now. My ribs still hurt, and the bruises haven’t faded yet, but that potion is doing its work.”

Sinking my teeth into the roast meat on a skewer, I relished the taste. It wasn’t often that I got to eat like this, especially at the manor. Sure, eating the meat of a hunted animal out in the wilds wasn’t supposed to be the norm for a city girl, but this just felt more comfortable to me. It definitely beat those dinners that were more like business meetings and reports mixed in with a meal. 

“Careful now. We wouldn’t want you to choke on that meat with how fast you’re swallowing it,” he warned.

“Hmph. I’m a growing girl. I need the protein, especially after all the calories I’ve burned in the last spar.” I took another bite, chewed for a bit, and then swallowed. “Besides, if there was anything that’s a threat to my life, it’s Dragon Fang. At least boar meat doesn’t knock you around the sky for an hour.”

“Not incorrect,” Uncle Abel conceded, sitting down next to me with a skewer in hand. “As for Dragon Fang being a threat to your life, that will change in due time.”

Deadpanning, I replied, “Doubt it.” I’m pretty sure that thing is going to be a lethal weapon no matter how old I get.

Shaking his head, my teacher argued, “As your teacher, I believe my judgement of your potential is correct. While you struggle now, I have little doubts you will surpass me.”

“...you really mean it?” I knew I was strong for my age, but Uncle Abel always seemed so untouchable, and in a way different from my father. After all these years, I still haven’t managed to make him come close to his full strength or even scratch his armor. Maybe I was being too hard on myself, but I still had a long way to go.

A hand pat my hooded head, ruffling the long hair it held back. “Hey! Cut it out! I’m not a little kid anymore.” I even know how to take care of myself. Sure, I barely passed for a teen right now, but I’m grown-up enough to be too big for headpats.

“Your response says otherwise,” he stated in a completely neutral tone. I swear, if I hadn’t spent so much time with him, I wouldn’t be able to read when he’s laughing in his head. “Jokes aside, I mean every word I say. As you are now, you are much more powerful than I was at your age. Just today, that last maneuver of yours made me exert more effort than I ever had in our last spars.” A small smile formed on his face. “You should be proud. I know I am.”

“Thanks.” Well, at least I knew my efforts weren’t going to waste.

Scanning the scene around me again, I smiled. It was nice being out of Sanctum. So many of my usual worries just seemed to vanish into thin air. 

None of Father’s tests.

No image to maintain.

No people approaching me under false pretenses.

No one trying to use me for anything. 

No shady business.

No making enemies just because of my name.

No matchmaking crap.

No getting hate mail because of my father.

No pleading for me to somehow change something like I had the power.

No worrying about ruining someone’s life by accident.

No dealing with the media.

No attempted assassinations. 

AND FOR THE LOVE OF GOD, NO MORE MIND GAME BULLSH*T!

I could just...be free and relax. I could forget about my name and everything tied to it. Everyone tied to it…

As if on instinct, my hand pulled up my mask.

“Is something wrong?” Uncle Abel asked concernedly.

“Just...thinking about some things.”

No matter how much I wanted to forget, to leave that cage, I had a responsibility to uphold. 

Serah Gale had a responsibility to uphold. 

I didn’t have much power on my own, but I could at least do something to help Sanctum and its people. And eventually, I would.

I just needed to survive that long. 

