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Chapter 1: 3 more years
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"What the hell, Zac?!!!" A hooded figure shouted as he leaped over the rooftops of the Akihabara District in Tokyo, Japan. Their navy blue and gray camo cloak fluttered in the night sky as they moved silently over the brightly lit bustling city streets. 

"What you mean?!" A voice echoed into the figure's ears. 

"Where am I going?!" 

"UUUUHHHHHHH, keep going straight. 400 meters." 

"UHHHHH? Are you a serious man? Do you know how to use that damn thing?" 

"Not really; it was just finished like 2 hours ago. Don't worry, I'm a fast learner." Zac's half confident voice chuckled over communications. 

"Not really?! You invented it!"

"No, I had the idea and designed it... the twins invented it. I'm the 'idea guy’." 

"Then where are the twins?" 

"They're busy! Look, it was my idea; I want to be the first one to play with this thing. Go left!" 

The cloaked figure groaned, turning left sharply. 

"No right,  I meant right." 

"Goddammit..." The cloaked figure pressed his feet on the air beneath him. The space beneath his feet rippled as he pushed off air to change course. 

"Are you sure I'm going the right way?" 

"If this thing is working like it should, the closer you get, the easier it will be to know. Right now, I'm 70% positive. Come on, have faith in me. When was the last time I led you astray, huh?" 

"Exactly 36 hours ago." 


"Stop talking about old shit. The target should be heading towards the train station." 



Zac sounded confident. In return, the hooded figure quieted as he slowed his approach, stopping on the roof of a building that overlooked the busy entrance to the Akihabara train station. 

"I figured out why it was so hard to track him, and you might want to hurry up." Zac's voice came in over the communicator.

"What's happening?" 

"You have two groups of 'Chasers' coming in. One from the south, another from the east. 11 in total. You got about 5 minutes." Zac explained.

"How? I didn't pick up anything." 

"No shit. Obviously, while we've been working on ways to find things more efficiently, they've been working on ways to hide, but it looks like our toy wins. We'll need to work out the kinks later though, their signals were interfering with the target's and," 

The cloaked figure listened to the rambling coming from the other end while making his move. He jumped from the building disappearing into the busy crowd below. 

"What a long unfulfilling day. Just 3 more years, just 3 more years." 

A young man with dark brown tousled hair moved through the crowd chanting to himself. College during the day, working a 6-hour shift, returning home to study, and maybe getting himself 4 to 5 hours of sleep if he was lucky. It was a familiar story for many University students, especially those who didn't have a family to pay for their education. His mom helped as much as she could.  She mostly paid for his housing, and he had to handle everything else. 

She would send him a little extra money if it seemed like he was falling a little behind or had to miss work for some reason. He couldn't complain; he was better off than most and was well on his way to a better life; he just needed, 

"3 more years. Just 3 more ~." 

"Cheong Isuel!" 

A shout interrupted the young man's mantra before he entered the station. He turned to see the hooded figure heading his way. He didn't seem shocked by his odd attire; no one in the area did. Akihabara always had its share of cosplayers roaming around, so this guy didn't stand out much at all. 

"Nice cosplay, my name is Suzuki Kenji; you got the wrong guy," Kenji spoke in Japanese to the hooded figure. 

"I know your father, Isuel...," The cloaked figure spoke in Korean to Kenji. 

Kenji’s look soured, his hazel eyes tried to tear a hole in the cloaked figure's body, 

"Tell that bastard we don't need him anymore!" Kenji or Isuel shouted in Korean and then quickly caught himself, noticing some of the crowd looking over at the two of them.

"Well, I mean, technically, he's the bastard, right? Hehehe!" Zac quipped over coms.

"Pfft! Zac, now is not the time." The cloaked man responded,. 

"Now is not the time for what?" Kenji asked. 

"Now is not the time to be hating your father. We're here to help you, and you need to come with me if you want to live." The cloaked figure returned to speaking in Korean. Kenji looked at the cloaked figure and tilted his head, 

"Are you serious right now?" 

"Very. Look, if we don't- Shit! They're here." 

"Who's here?" Kenji jumped in. 

"The people coming to kill you." The cloaked figure groaned. 

"How many?" Kenji asked

"Does it matter? Zac, give us a way out of here. I can't fight them while babysitting, at least not here." The cloaked figure spoke. 

"Give the kid a communicator, and go catch a train." Just as Zac's suggestion came over coms, two groups of similarly cloaked figures began to appear from the crowd. 

Five wore maroon cloaks. On the left shoulder of their cloaks was a crest shaped like a bouche shield. Its borders were fashioned with the visage of the intertwining of the deadly Oleander flower. At its center, two ornate daggers crossed. Of the 5 maroon cloaked figures with this crest, 4 wore crests silver in color, while the 5th was rose gold. 

The other six wore dark green cloaks. On the shoulder of the cloaks was a crest. These crests had a circular design with two Adder snakes making its' frame. In the crest's center was the druid spiral. Of the six of these figures, 3 of their crests were solid black, 2 were white in color, and the last crest was a deep blood red. The two groups  faced each other only for a moment before the one wearing the Blood Red crest spoke. 

"We take care of the Renegade first, then we'll decide who gets the boy?" 

"Fine by me." The cloaked figure with the Rose Gold crest agreed. 

When they turned to face Kenji, the only thing that was there to greet them was a busy crowd of people flooding the station's doorway. Curses echoed as the 11 of them forced their way inside past the crowded doors. Pushing their way in, they saw the cloaked Renegade pushing Kenji around the corner, his middle finger poked out to greet them. The group of 11 hurriedly made their way around the corner but had lost the two of them once again. The cloaked figure with the Rose Gold crest groaned to himself and began to talk, 

"Reporting, we need visual assistant on one target Suzuki Kenji, currently chasing through the Akihabara Train Stati~." 

"Yeah, I'm going to stop you right there, Dropper. None of you are getting in contact with y'all bases." A familiar voice interrupted the communications of both groups as each squad leader tried to contact support. 

"The Anomaly." The man with the Blood Red crest named Dropper responded through clenched teeth. 

"I’m off the clock, so say my name." Zac chuckled into their ears. 

"Zac, you are far too annoying for someone so killable." The man with the Rose Gold crest jokes. 

"Is that you, Cage? Your sister thought that too, and she ended up walking away with one less arm." The man with Rose Gold crest, named Cage, clenched his fist. 

"We don't have time for this. Catch!" Dropper motioned for a cloaked young woman with a white crest on her shoulder. “Catch” nodded her head, 

"Initiating Program: Hunter. Target Suzuki Kenji." Her body twitched for an instant, and her eyes began to grow as she scanned the area. Her head and neck twitched and turned mechanically as she saw the glowing outline of Kenji's feet on the ground. Without speaking, she charged forward, and the other ten trailed behind her. 

"Whelp, I bought you all the time I could, but they have a Chaser with the Hunter Program with them," Zac called out through the communicators as The Renegade and Kenji made their way to a passenger platform. 

"Hunter Program? Chaser?" Kenji looked at the cloaked figure in confusion. 

"Don't worry about it right now. How much time do we have, Zac?" 

"Not much. Lugging that kid around, you're not going to get far; it's best just to fight." 

"You know what will happen if ~." 

"Oh shut up, you're not the one who's going to have to clean it up. Why do you care?" Zac interrupted The Renegade. 

"You won’t have to clean up either!!" 

"You're right! The Twins are, and all parties involved are going to have to help. Sooooo, why do the two of us have to care?" 

"You're an asshole, Zac." 

"Your point? Now look pretty, they're coming." 

Just as Zac finished speaking, the 11 cloaked figures arrived at the platform. Kenji looked at the 11 of them and then at the crowded platform,

"They won't try anything with so many witnesses, right?" Kenji thought to himself. Just as he thought that a man standing next to Cage said, 

"Initiating Program: Puppeteer." His body quivered for a moment and then lifted both his hands out in front of him. All the people present on the platform suddenly seemed to be in a daze. Like zombies, they all trotted off the platform back into the station's hallways. 

"What the fuck?!" Kenji silently gasped to himself as he watched the civilians all march off at the simple motion of this man wiggling his fingers. In a matter of moments, the platform was clear, leaving only the 13 of them. 

"Hand over the boy!" One of the cloaked figures blurted out in English. 

"Let's just get this over with." The Renegade said dismissively, 

"We need the boy alive; the condition wasn't specified. Do wherever you want with the Renegade." Cage said with a grin on his face. Dropper gave similar instruction to his group as well. 

9 Cloaked figures began to move forward slowly.  Even if the Renegade was alone, he must be capable if they sent him on this mission, especially with The Anomaly assisting him. They needed to be careful. However, one of the more overzealous Adder Crests jumped in front,

"Initiating Program: Blaze!" He laughed as flames began to ignite his sleeves, and a blast of fire roared towards The Renegade and Kenji. The giant Fireball melted and destroyed the platform as it traveled. Kenji's breath was ragged as soon as he saw the man's sleeves ignite, 

"I only needed three more years. Just three more years!" 

"Calm down, kid." The Renegade's voice rattled Kenji's consciousness as he calmly walked forward and extended his palm. 

The Fireball touched the tips of his fingers. With a swipe of his hand, the flames dispersed in a fiery display. A powerful gust of wind blew a hole through the Fireball and proceeded to flow through the platform. This gust pushed the 11 would-be kidnappers back several meters. The fluttering of wind removed the Renegade's hood, revealing short messy black hair and light green eyes that were paired with an annoyed expression. 

"Cover your ears kid, you may not want to hear what happens next." 

The Renegade turned his head to face the 11 of them. When Cage and Dropper saw the man before them, they both staggered back as if they had seen a ghost. 

"Why are you here?!" Dropper muttered.

"I was in the area." Only now did they understand that he wasn't just a Renegade; he was "The Renegade" As their breathing picked up, Cage shouted, as he and his Oleanders began to flee, 

"RUN!!!" 

"Too late. Initiating Program: ... Zero." At the moment, everything went dark throughout the entire Akihabara District. On that lonely platform in this rolling blackout, faint screams of horror could be heard.
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Chapter 2: The Cost of Living
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“Ow!” Kenji softly exclaimed as he was poked by a strange-looking device.

“Don’t be such a baby.” A light brown young lady said as she rolled away on her office chair, heading over to an even stranger-looking device. 

“You have horrible bedside manners for a Doctor,” Kenji growled as he rotated his left arm that was just stabbed by said doctor. 

He tried to make light of the situation, as he took several deep breaths to center himself. Kenji  was already surprised that the situation didn’t send himself into a full panic. He was just on his way back to his apartment a few hours ago. In that span he had his life threatened and then was basically kidnapped. However, he was more alert, rather than disoriented or afraid. 

“I suppose it’s a good thing I’m not a certified physician then, isn't it?” She chuckled as she continued her work.

“Wait, what? You said your name was Dr. Varma!” Kenji responded, confused. He looked to be in a doctor's office, fancier than any doctor’s office he’d ever seen. Still, apparently, this woman wasn’t even a doctor! Now he began to panic a little bit. Why was she taking blood samples?

“I did say that, didn't I? Anyway, everything looks as expected; just sit still. Devin and Zac should be here any second now.” 

“Zac and Devin... wait, you think you can just gloss over the fact that you’re not a licensed physician?!” 

“Can, will, and did.” The young lady said, ignoring Kenji. 

“Oh God, oh god!” Kenji silently panicked as he began to look around for anything to use to help him escape.

Before Kenji could formulate anything close to a plan of escape, the door opened, relieving 2 individuals. One of which Kenji was very familiar with, Devin. Last night he wore a hooded cloak and a very dour expression, but today he had a smile plastered on his face. 

“I’m telling you, it was the biggest dumper I’ve ever seen.” Zac, a young black male, with honey bronze-skin, said while laughing. He was just as animated in person as he was over communications.

“So, did you try to talk to them?” 

“No, because I’m not gay, Devin.” 

“They were a man?” 

“I never said they weren't. I’m just saying they had a huge ass!” 

As the two of them laughed, Kenji just stared at them. These were the two responsible for saving his life last night; they were far less intimidating than he had imagined. He found himself naturally relaxing at the sound of their laughter. However, he recalled what Devin had done just hours ago to his would-be killers, and  a shiver ran down his spine. 

“So if they were a woman, you would’ve tried?” The young doctor asked as she got up and handed a tablet to Zac. A sly smile stretched across his face, 

“A man needs to keep his options open, right?” Zac joked, 

“We’re still on for tonight?” She let out a soft giggle.

“Yeah, got something big planned. See ya later.” 

“Bye, Devin.” Dr. Varma said dismissively to Devin. She gave Zac a soft slap across the face before leaving.

“Since when are you and Shaila a thing?” Devin asked curiously, 

“Since a year and a half ago.” Zac shrugged. 

Devin stared at Zac in shock, both in how he hadn’t known his best friend was in a relationship for over a year, and how he wasn’t able to figure it out. 

“You were hiding it? You know, the office fraternization rules don’t really apply to you.” Devin chided. 

“I know. We weren't sure if it was going anywhere at first, then we just enjoyed other people not knowing. Now we wanna see the look on peoples faces as they find out. Like the one you have right now.” Zac chuckled, at Devin’s look of complete confusion. 

“Anyway, check out his chart.” Zac handed over the pad to Devin who glanced over it before looking at Kenji, who was still at a loss for words. 

In Kenji’s eyes, both Devin and Zac looked like the epitome of successful businessmen. Both wore expensive fine tailored suits, with everything from head to toe perfectly in place. But they acted like, 

“It’s weird, right?” Devin asked Zac with a curious expression. 

“Weird? Really? That’s all you got? Weird? How are you, the boss again?” 

“White privilege?” Devin said with a joking smile. Both of them began to laugh once again. 

“Um, what's going on?”  Kenji finally spoke. 

“You are exactly what we thought you’d be,” Zac said, giving Kenji a dismissive glance. 

“And that could be a good thing or a bad thing. Follow us.” Devin motioned towards Kenji.

Kenji  slowly got out of his seat, and they made their way through the hallway. There was nothing around that could give an accurate indication of where they were. Just plain white walls, tiled floors, and a long hallway with doors. 

“Where are we?” Kenji said. His calm was becoming more unnerved by the moment. Everything was too artificial, to the point he wondered if even this happy go lucky appearance of Zac and Devin was staged.  

“You are in  the basement of our new Japan branch,” Zac said as he continued to look through the tablet. 

“Japan branch?” 

“Yes, we are a relatively new worldwide tech-based company, Renegade Technologies founded around 3 years ago, March of 2044 to be exact. Or, at least that’s what we are to the outside world. What we’re really about, you’ll find out soon. You’ll be diving headfirst into it.” Zac said in a solemn tone. 

Kenji’s eyes widened when he heard of Renegade Technologies. Everyone was aware of that name. In a time period of technological leaps, Renegade Technologies came out of nowhere 3 years ago and now stood at the forefront. They now lead the industry in several technological fields, being most prominent in Machine Learning technologies, robotics, and true Artificial Intelligence research. If they came out with a real hovercraft tomorrow, people would be more upset that it took so long rather than be surprised that it’s here. 

“I’ll be diving headfirst?” Kenji asked, confused.

“Yeah, you didn’t think we saved you for free, did you?” Devin looked over his shoulder and chuckled at Kenji. 

“You said you knew my dad, so....” 

“You dad works for us, and is one of the very best in the biz. However, you’ll learn very soon that everything has a price. Your life happens to be very expensive. Our friendship with your father nor his considerable talents would be nearly enough to cover that bill.” Zac didn’t spare Kenji a glance as he continued to pour through the data on the pad. Zac then started to mumble something under his breath as he seemed visibly annoyed. 

“What exactly are you expecting from me?” Kenji spoke after what felt like an hour’s long silence. 

“We expect the same thing we expect from all our recruits,” Devin smirked.

“Recruits? Do you want me to be like one of those people from last night? No way!” Kenji stopped walking and stood there stubbornly. He had no desire for power, monetarily or otherwise. He just wanted a nice calm life. He just needed three more years to be set down the path he had envisioned for himself. As he stood there, Zac groaned, 

“Don’t tell me you’re one of those types? The ‘I just want a normal life’ type? The ‘I don’t want to have superpowers and just be a boring regular-ass human’ type?” Zac said with disgust tinged in his voice. 

“What’s wrong with being normal?” 

“Do you have so little ambition that you’d rather stay the way you are? When the chance to be someone, something better is presented to you?” Zac asked Kenji. 

“Maybe you ARE a ‘Suzuki’. You sure as hell ain’t anything like a Cheong.” 

“How would I have the chance to be? He was never around to teach me how?!” Kenji snapped back at Zac against his better judgment. He flinched as he caught himself looking at Zac who was about to respond.

“That’s enough, Zac.” Devin finally stopped Zac before he could go any further. 

Kenji stared at Zac with rage in his eyes. Kenji had more he wanted to say, but held his tongue because he was sure that he wouldn’t live to see the next moment with either one of them if something started. Devin let out a sigh, 

“Look, you have 2 choices. Either go through the process of becoming a trainee or... well...” 

“Die,” Zac added, since it seemed like Devin was reluctant to say it. 

“What?! What was the point of saving me if you're going to kill me?” 

“It’s better this way.” Zac answered. 

Seeing the confused look on his face, Devin continued, 

“Think about it, kid. Do you think you can just go back to a normal life after last night? We don’t want to kill you, and even if we wipe your memory and you go back, you’ll be untrained and incapable of defending yourself. What do you think will happen?” 

“I don’t know,” Kenji answered. 

“You’ll be ‘Chased’ again by those groups. They’ll take you and poke and prod you like a lab rat for the rest of your not-so-normal life.” Zac said while still looking at the tablet in his hand. 

“Well, what are you guys going to do to me?” 

“Us? Well... we’re going to poke and prod you like a lab rat for the rest of your not-so-normal life. But we’ll pay you and give you cool powers. I’d say that’s fair.” This time Devin answered, while Zac just chuckled to himself. 

Kenji had no choice in the matter. He also realized that they didn’t need to tell him any of this. If they were really out to get him, they could have just started with their experimentation. From the way the groups from the night before were, he was confident that even this level of courtesy would not have been given to him. 

“So, what exactly do you need me to do, and where is my father?” 

“We just need you to act as a recruit and let us observe you for a while. And your father is away on a mission; he’ll be back around the time your recruit process is over, so a couple weeks.” Devin answered, to Kenji's dismay. 

“Typical, not here when I need him.” Kenji mumbled to himself. 

“The only reason you’re alive is because of your old man. And I don’t mean in a, he knocked up your mom type of way.” Zac heard Kenji’s  remark and got visibly upset.

Kenji was curious about what he meant, but that curiosity was stuffed almost as quickly as he formed. In his mind there was no redemption for his father, so why even pretend to care. What was more concerning for him was this time frame. A couple weeks was far too long. Kenji had to go to classes, not to mention he had to go to work as well. He couldn’t juggle this on top of all of that. Zac glanced up from his tablet for a moment to see the look on Kenji's face. He rolled his eyes and then said, 

“You are free to do what you need during the day; we have Chasers trailing all recruits on their downtime. You also don’t need to worry about going to work anymore. I just had your first payment sent to your account, and we’ll pay your tuition for the next 3 years. Congrats on being the first winner of the Renegade Technologies Scholarship Program.” Zac put the tablet underneath his arm as he began to clap. Devin joined in soon after. 

The two of them stood there deadpanned as they clapped for an obnoxiously long time. During which Kenji took this time to check his bank account and almost fainted. They had transferred more money into his account than he would have made in two years at his job. He looked up at Devin and Zac, 

“Is this a one-time thing?” 

“That is the standard payment for all recruits. If you become a trainee, the payment will vary based on your performance. But at the very least, it will be 3 times that paid out monthly, and for you, the recruitment process should be just a formality.” Devin answered as he turned around and started walking once again, motioning for Kenji to follow him. 

Kenji said nothing and followed along with an extra pep in his step. He didn’t want to get involved in this line of work, but he’d have to be a fool to pass up this money-making opportunity, especially since he didn’t have much choice to begin with. He wanted to know what made him so special, to have all these people after him. However, he was more than positive that those answers in some form would stem from his father. The two of them had a lot to talk about. But he wasn’t sure he really wanted to know.

“How long are you planning on staying in Japan?” Kenji asked. 

“Staying? Kid, we come and go as we please, you know where I was 2 hours ago? Seattle, Washington.” Zac said somewhat mockingly. However, Kenji didn’t seem upset about Zac's attitude; he was more fascinated by what he meant.

“He was halfway across the world 2 hours ago? How?” Kenji thought to himself as he looked at Zac's back. The group stopped in front of a pair of metal doors. Those doors slide open on their own, revealing a sizable indoor training field. To simply call it a field would be an understatement. There was a large track and field area with several large off white parametric buildings surrounding the track. Kenji felt like he was dropped into an alien training facility. He saw several people walking out one of the buildings and when he looked inside he saw several humanoid robots performing maintenance. They looked far more advanced than anything currently on the market. This place was large enough to train several nations' worth of elite Olympic athletes. It was more like a small futuristic underground town than anything else. 

“What is this place?” Kenji asked, mesmerized by the sheer size of it all. As he looked up to see them covered by a dome, that emitted artificial sunlight, and a holographic image of the cloudy sky. 

“Even if this was underground, how could they hide something this huge from the government? Were they hiding it at all?” Kenji’s mind wandered through all the possibilities. The more his mind wandered, the more he came to realize just how screwed he was if he defied these two goofballs in front of him. 

“This is where we test new recruits and train. Go join the others.” Devin said as he pointed to the group of people in the middle of the field. 

Kenji walked towards the group of recruits. He looked over his shoulder every now and then to see what Devin and Zac were doing. Devin turned his attention to Zac. 

“You’ve been looking at that tablet for a while now. Is it really that interesting?” 

“Yes, if I’m reading this right. We might be able to solve my problem with the help of Isuel.” Zac said as he continued to look at the tablet.

“He prefers Kenji, Zac.” 

“His daddy named him Isuel; I’m calling him Isuel. Besides, if he goes into this line of work, he’ll need an alias anyway, I’m just getting a head start.” Zac continued to mull over the data in front of him. 

Devin shrugged his shoulders in defeat. Zac had a point, Kenji would need an alias, he'd be better off as a Cheong than a Suzuki. Zac scratched the top of his head, showing a bit of concern. 

“But this data doesn’t exactly put my mind at ease. He might end up like me, and then we’ll be back at square one with 2 burdens.” 

“Zac, you’re not a burden,” Devin interjected. 

“Yeah, yeah, I’m special and provide blah, blah, blah. Let’s just see what the kid can do.” Zac quickly changed the subject and began to walk towards the group of recruits. 
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Chapter 3: Best of the Best
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“Good afternoon, recruits. I am Franky, and I’ll be your evaluator for today.” A man in his mid-twenties, dressed in plain black training attire, stood on a box in the middle of the field where the recruits had gathered. He looked down at the tablet in his hand, 

“I’m sure all of you are aware of why you’re here. All of you were recruited by active or past operatives who thought you had what it takes. However, that remains to be seen. I suggest you all approach the next few days as if your life depends on it. Because it does.” The man looked up from his tablet and smiled. 

“What do you mean?” A young man responded. 

“Exactly what I said. If you fail the evaluation, what do you think is going to happen? You just go back to your everyday lives while knowing of a secret global security group operating under Tokyo?” Franky asked sarcastically.

“Can’t you just erase our memories or something?” A nervous woman asked. 

“This isn’t Men in Black. But we could, we definitely could. However, it’s cleaner and more cost-effective to just kill you. That way, we don’t have to worry about the effects wearing off or you rediscovering us.” Franky said with a smile on his face. 

“You’re insane. You good damn Americans think you run the world, treating us like cattle?” Shouted one loud mouth recruit. 

“I’m Indonesian, first off. Franky is an alias, not my actual name, 2nd we work with the U.N, not the United States. Third, what part of SECRETE GLOBAL SECURITY GROUP are you not understanding? I know it’s not getting lost in translation? I’m quite fluent in Japanese.” 

“Just don’t be useless. How hard is that?” A fiery young woman said as she looked over at the recruit that shouted. 

“She's right. 40% of people pass the evaluation, and this group is filled with notable talents. The best group so far. At least, that’s what the chart says. So yeah, just don’t shit the bed, and you’ll be fine... maybe...” Franky said rather nonchalantly, clearing his throat. 

More than half the people failed these evaluations, and failure means death. Even if this group was special, some were bound to fail. Kenji looked around the group of recruits with a bit of trepidation. Everyone here was in their late teens or early twenties at the lastest. He looked over his shoulder to see Devin and Zac happily chatting with each other while most of the recruits seemed to be going into a panic. He wondered how they could treat life so lightly. 

“You said you’re the evaluator for the day? So will we have different ones each day?” Kenji asked with a sigh. 

“Finally, an actual question. Usually yes. However, this time around, our Head of Finance will be overlooking your evaluations. He won’t be able to stay long today, he has somewhere important to be, so I’ll be in charge of today's examination.” At Franky’s words, Kenji turned his head toward Zac’s Direction. 

“Hi.” Zac waved sarcastically. 

“Fuck’in great,” Kenji mumbled to himself. 

He was planning to do the bare minimum to pass. So he could survive long enough to see his father and live somewhat normally. He knew that was not an option now. 

“Are there any more questions before we begin?”

“Exactly how many days is this going to take, and will we be stuck here the entire time?” A very petite young lady asked. 

“7 days. It should be over next Friday. And no, you’ll be allowed to leave at the end of each session.” Franky responded, and the young lady let out a sigh of relief. 

“You’re letting us go after each session? What about all the Secret Security Organization stuff you were talking about? How can you just let us leave after all this each day?” The same loudmouth recruit as before blurted out.

“40% of recruits pass the examinations,” Franky said with a smile. 

Knowing how to keep your mouth shut was a hidden task for the recruits to follow through on. Running their mouths could put not only themselves but the ones they told at risk. Talented individuals gathered here, but only 40% passed. Many hidden dangers may await the recruits. Every step they took could be their last. The mood got noticeably gloomier. As everyone here now understood the magnitude of what was transpiring. They didn’t want just talented individuals. They wanted the best of the best. Franky asked for more questions, but all that met him was silence.

“Great, then we can begin. In this box that I’m standing on is training gear. Find something that fits, and run around the track 20 times. You have 30 minutes total to complete both tasks. Begin!” 

Franky hopped off the box and jumped away. As soon as he did, the group of 30 recruits rushed the box. All except for 4 individuals. Kenji, the fiery young woman, the petite young woman, and the loud mouth. All four of them sprinted toward the track's starting line and began to run. 

“It seems we all had the same idea.” The petite young woman said with a smile on her face. 

“Yeah, he never said which order. Let those idiots fight over the training gear.” The feisty woman responded as the group of four began their run. They all had been recruited and had high expectations aimed toward them. Obviously, there would be training gear available to fit them all. What was the point in fighting to get yours first? 

“Heh.” Kenji chuckled to himself. He was sure that if he was going to make the time limit, he would need to make the most of it. He didn’t want to get caught in the mad scramble and would have made do with whatever was left over. Plus, he figured he’d need a head start. He never did any physical activities outside of what was mandatory at school. Even then, he just went through the motions. 

This looked like a standard track and field track. 20 times around meant 8000 meters in total. Running that in 30 minutes was already pushing it as far as he was concerned. Those thoughts of doing the bare minimum were no longer applied. He seemed to have underestimated what they expected from them. For now, he’d do his best to keep up. 

The 4 of them finished their first lap and saw that there were still quite a few people fighting over training gear in the middle of the field. Some were frantically putting on the gear, and others were knocked out. Kenji shook his head. 

“They might as well have killed them. What are they thinking.” Kenji said to himself. 

The group of 4 finished their 3rd lap, and all 4 seemed to keep pace. This came as a shock to Kenji. He was sure that the other 3 would have widened the gap already or that he would need to take a quick break after instinctively trying to keep pace with these other 3. He could feel his breathing picking up, but he was sure he could keep going. Not only that, he felt that he could go a little faster. 

They rounded the 10th lap, and Kenji felt that he would collapse if he continued to try and keep pace with the group. He was too far in now; he knew that if he stopped, he might not get back up for a while. He grit his teeth and pushed forward. The 14th lap came and went, and Kenji could see nothing but the track in front of him and could only hear the sounds of his pants. He stopped keeping track of the other 3, having long since given up on trying to keep pace with them. He was just pushing his legs with all their strength to keep going. 

“15...16...17.” Kenji called out the laps as he completed them. He had lost track of time. No, he erased the concept of time from his mind. If he was too focused on that, he knew it would cause him to panic. 

“Just keep pushing forward, just 2 more.” He told himself as he rounded his 18th lap. 

“You seeing this, Zac?” Devin elbowed Zac in his side as they looked at the track. 

“Yeah, I see it. It’s not outside of our expectations.” 

“I guess. It's one thing to say, but seeing it, ” Devin responded. 

“20!” Kenji shouted as he passed the finished line. He doubled over after returning to the center, placing his hands on his knees, trying his best to catch his breath.

“Hands on top of your head, recruit! Stand up straight!” Franky shouted out at Kenji, who quickly changed his posture. He turned and saw Devin, Zac, and Franky walking toward him. Zac tossed a bundle of clothing at him and said, 

“Congratulations, kid. Franky, keep me posted.” Zac walked past Kenji. 

“Will do, boss man.” Franky waved as Zac left the training area. Kenji looked down at the gear and smiled. 

“Right, he said to get one that fits, not necessarily put them on.” Kenji looked up at Franky with a blank expression. 

One little sentence caused everyone to go crazy when things could have gone very smoothly for everyone. This was one of the skills needed for a Chaser. Making a target move how you want. Whatever allowed maximum results with the most negligible risks. Kenji was in deep thought and looked around and noticed that he was the only one standing there. Everyone else was still running the track. 

“Wait, where are the other 3 I was running with?” He blurted out as he looked around the center of the track. 

“They’re still running. You lapped them... 3 times.” Devin said with a smile on his face.

“What?! No way!” Kenji looked at the track to see the other three still running. On the other hand, the three of them looked at him like he was a freak.

“Wait, how much time was left when I finished?” Kenji asked. 

“12 minutes and 3 seconds. Your time was 17:57. Congratulations, you beat the previous Company-wide record for recruits by a whole minute.” Franky said. 

He and Devin began to clap with deadpan faces. Kenji was in shock. Not only because he had broken the record but because there was such a record in the first place. 8000 meters in 18 minutes was an inhuman feat in itself. He broke a record like that, but he had never done any kind of physical training before in his life. 

Why hadn’t he done any physical training before? His mother! His mother had always been against him doing anything too dangerous. He always thought that she was overprotective because his father wasn’t around. Was it because she knew? Kenji placed his hand on his forehead, as all of this crashed down on him like a cold shower. Then a sudden thought came to mind, someone else was capable of superhuman feats.

“Wait, who held the record before me?” Kenji asked, but he was staring at Devin. From what he remembered last night, those goons were terrified of him. If anyone was superhuman as a recruit, it had to be him. 

“The previous record holder, huh? He just left.” Devin chuckled. 

“Zac?! Shit!” Kenji mumbled under his breath. 

Zac didn’t seem entirely too thrilled with Kenji’s outlook on this situation. Now that Kenji had broken his record, he was sure that Zac wouldn’t let him just go through the paces. Kenji groaned, 

“How is this even possible?” He said to himself. He began to doubt his existence up till this point when an energetic voice entered his ears. 

“Yeah, that’s what I wanna know, you little freak!! Were you training for the Olympics?!” The excitable young woman shouted as Franky tossed training gear toward her. She snatched it out of the air and sat on the ground in front of Kenji. Her green eyes stared up at Kenji, looking for answers. 

“Ah, no. I don’t even work out.”

“I find that improbable. Your build is quite robust.” The petite young lady spoke while catching her breath. Her dark brown eyes checked out Kenji’s body. 

“I won’t lose to you next time!” The loudmouth wasn’t far behind as he shouted at Kenji. The two of them grabbed their gear from Franky. All three sat down in front of Kenji; they all looked exhausted. It was only then that Kenji noticed that while he was tired, he wasn’t what one would call exhausted. He looked down at his clenched fist and could feel a burst of energy flowing through him. What the hell was he? Was the only thing echoing through his mind. 

“You guys should take this time to put on your gear; we'll start the next evaluation once the 30-minute mark is reached. So you have about 5 minutes.” Franky told the four of them. Kenji looked over at several individuals still knocked out on the ground. 

“What’s going to happen to them?” Kenji asked. 

“That depends on them.” Franky responded. 

“Tsk, I’d say you’d better worry about yourself, but seeing how freaky you are, I’m sure you have nothing to worry about.” The fiery green-eyed girl said as she began to strip down in front of everyone. 

“Whoa!!! What are you doing?” Kenji shouted. 

“You see a changing room around here? What? Haven't you ever seen women’s underwear before? I’m Hanabi Akiko, by the way. You can call me Akiko.” The fiery young woman said as she held out her hand towards Kenji. 

“Ah... Suzuki Kenji. You can call me whatever you want.” Kenji shook her hand a bit shyly. 

“I am Chiba Ume; feel free to call me what you like.” The petite woman bowed toward the three of them. She seemed to have changed into the training gear without anyone noticing. 

“Takashi Genkei.” The loudmouth gave a simple introduction as he stripped. He was a head taller than Kenji and seemed to be packed with muscle. After putting on his training gear, he looked over at Akiko, 

“You’re part foreigner?” 

“My mom’s german. Is that a problem?” She asked as she glared at Genkei. 

“Ah, no, I was just curious,” Genkei said as she shrunk back at Akiko's aggressiveness. 

“What about you, freak? You’re half Korean?” Genkei turned his attention towards Kenji. 

“Yep.” Kenji gave a simple response. As he put on his training gear.

“You have a nice body. Mr. I don’t work out.” Akiko said as she stared at the half-naked Kenji. 

“I bet he just says that to impress girls,” Genkei chuckled. 

“If Akiko’s expression is any indication. It’s working.” Ume said with a smirk. 

“Shut up!” Akiko turned away from the group.

Kenji just shook his head. 

“Guess the 3 of them think the 4 of us will definitely pass, so it’s best to stick together. I won’t turn away from help.” Kenji thought to himself as he looked at the 3. 

The training gear didn’t seem to be anything special, as far as he could tell. It fit a little snugly, but other than that, it seemed like a black one-piece training suit. However, after putting on the training suits, Kenji felt a tingle run through his body and lines of green light flashed aroused the bodysuit for a moment before fading away. Kenji's group continued to chat with each other as the recruits began to pile in as the deadline neared. 

“And that’s time! All of you who haven’t finished, finish and wait here. The rest of you come with me.” Half of the recruits managed to finish on time. That wasn’t surprising, considering several were still knocked out on the ground from the initial scuffle. The group of 15 didn’t have to follow Franky too far. As they arrived at an obstacle course inside the training facility. 

“Line up facing me, arms width apart.” Franky gave a simple command, and everyone followed. 

“You all will be running this obstacle course as fast as possible. I don’t care how you get through it but get through it. But first, we will be performing the Five 20s.” 

“What’s the Five 20s?” One of the recruits asked. 

“The Five 20s are 20 rounds of 20 push-ups, 20 sit-ups, 20 half burpees, and 20 full burpees, performed in succession. Immediately after the 20th round, you begin the obstacle course. Those training suits will monitor everything you do to ensure you finish everything. No slacking.” 

After Franky finished speaking, everyone looked like they had seen a ghost. They didn’t understand what kind of hell they were trying to put them through. That 8000-meter run was just a warm-up. Now the actual assessment was going to start. 

“God dammit.” One was the recruit mumbled. 

“God dammit, indeed. Round 1 20 push-ups, go!” 
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Chapter 4: Day 2
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“Ergh, good morning, recruits. How’s it going?” Zac spoke to the recruits while drinking a travel mug full of coffee. The recruits looked at him a little concerned. They all heard that he was the Head of Finance but understood that meant something different in this secret world. The way Franky acted when he introduced him made it seem he was very high on the totem pole. But right now, he really looked out of it.

“Are you ok, sir?” Akiko asked. 

“Oh yeah, I’m great. Girlfriend agreed to move in with me. Things went so well that I forgot I had to be here this early, on a Saturday morning.” Zac groaned. 

“But it's 7pm on Saturday night,” a confused Genkei said. 

“Not where I was!” Zac shouted, annoyed. 

Kenji chuckled. He knew they somehow had the means to move across the planet at incredible speeds. Using something that probably wouldn’t be available to the public for maybe a decade at least.  It sounded great for many situations, but this was one of the pitfalls, time zones. It looked like Zac was still in the clothing he wore on his date.  

The recruits found themselves in another rather large empty gymnasium connected to the track and field area. Kenji counted that there were still 30 recruits left from yesterday. He was a bit shocked that there were so many here. Only 15 made the 8000-meter time limit. Although there was no time limit for the obstacle course. They just needed to finish, and all 15 did,  if only barely. Comparatively, he finished everything quite quickly, surprising himself. After everything that happened yesterday, he expected to be dead tired and sore. Instead, he was refreshed.

“Why are there still 30 of us?” A sharp-eyed brown-haired male spoke.

Zac started to laugh while choking on his coffee as he looked over at that recruit. He raised an eyebrow as he walked towards him. He stared into his eyes for an uncomfortable amount of time and then said, 

“You’re a vicious little bastard, aren’t you? I saw you yesterday in that scuffle, Mr. Watabe.” Zac patted that individual on the side of the face and walked away. Watabe glared at Zac’s back with contempt. 

Watabe Ken was indeed vicious and had a very discerning eye. He was the first to grab his gear during the scuffle, but he stood there to knock out individuals in the confusion who he thought could threaten his achievements. Unfortunately, these “Chasers” weren’t as heartless as he had hoped. The ones he targeted were still alive and well and were now wary of him. 

“You think we’re just going to kill off talent because they got unlucky once? That would be wasteful and very short-sighted, Ken.” Zac chuckled as he took a sip of his coffee.

“Yesterday was just to set a baseline. It's used to ascertain your physical levels, determination, and... your character.” Zac then turned to stare at Watabe. The recruits he had targeted the day before looked at him with glee. They assumed that there was no way they would accept someone like him. 

“What are you losers smirking about? His attitude is perfect for a Chaser. I rather like him.” Zac said, much to the shock of everyone present. It was Watabe’s turn to look at the others with glee. 

“His physical prowess is around 2nd or 3rd best overall, after Isuel over there.” 

“It’s Kenji!” 

“Shut up, Isuel!” Zac cut off Kenji and smiled. 

“On top of that, he has a good eye, he’s goal-oriented, and will take down anything he perceives as a threat to that goal. Those are all qualities valued by Chasers. We aren’t beacons of justice, here. We are cold calculative killing machines.” Zac took another sip of his coffee.

“But isn’t it counterproductive to act against your allies?” Ume asked. 

“You are correct, little miss! But you guys aren’t allies yet. Are you?” 

“I suppose not.” Ume nodded her head in agreement. 

“You are all working to pass the evaluations. Obviously the better you do the more attention you get. If there is someone here that you feel will overshadow you, the natural train of thought needed for a Chaser should be to remove said person. However, we will not tolerate recruits killing each other. Anything outside of that, knock yourselves out, literally.” Zac spoke nonchalantly. 

“He basically turned this into a free-for-all, and he looks pleased with himself. Bastard.” Kenji thought as he stared at Zac. He didn’t understand this world, and the more he found out the less he wanted to understand. From his first interactions he was clear that human lives were little more than transactional to these people. It made him a little sick.  Zac looked back at him and then smirked, 
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