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Sol System — Venus — Sector 1

Khalanasy Vallis Resort

“Arrogance is a poison in the vines of this family. Its grip is so vile that there are times 1 find myself
wishing the money didn’t exist, that the company didn’t exist. Even before I was a father I prayed to
gods most of the rest of mankind has long since stopped believing in for the strength to keep it from
taking hold of me or my future children.

... There is nothing more painful now than reflecting on how thoroughly 1 have failed in that

endeavor...”

-Doctor Kamiya Hiroto,

Private Journals



Bliss was a private resort suite with a view of the wilds of Venus, Kamiya Keiji had
long since decided.

To be fair, anyone with the fortune of experiencing the sight before him now would
have agreed that there wasn’t much that could compare. Due to the unique composition
of its atmosphere and soil, even after its terraforming some 2 or 3 centuries before
Venus was a world of color and life unlike any other in the ISCM, within the Sol System
and beyond alike. Whereas most planets humanity had taken hold of had been
transformed to match in some close proximity to the lush greenery of Earth, Venus was
a place of brilliant pinks and bright reds and oranges. The trees—monolithic, 100-story
beasts that had never seen a cutting since their planting—swayed far below where Keiji
stood before the clear smart-glass window of his and Samantha’s corner room, an
undulating ocean of strangely-colored forest that seemed to breath with the planet. In
the distance, a line of vibrant blue so artificial it was magnificent indicated the pristine
edge of one of the planet’s many man-made oceans, and the sky above reflected the
distant sun in a wash of gold clouds shadowed with black where the boiling churn was
thickest.

Keiji could have stood at that window for hours taking in the sight. He had stood at
that window for hours, in fact. It had been under the influence of a multitude of the
various hallucinogenics and stimulants that were the heart of a healthy silent market in
and around the Venusian resorts, sure, but even without the drugs he suspected the
view would have been enough to keep him enamored for as long as the day was bright.

Unfortunately... that experience would have to wait.

Maybe next time, Keiji thought with a smirk, turning away from the woods of Venus
to make for the room’s massive bed, upon whose stark white linens one of the two
private maids their accommodations included had already laid several potential outfits
for his and Samantha’s evening plans.

It was their last night planetside. Not because they wanted to leave, of course. In
years past the pair of them would have booked the suite indefinitely, heading home—
or to whatever next destination fit their fancy—at their leisure. Infuriatingly, however,
Keiji’s father had very recently become something of a significant pain in the ass, and
had made it clear that morning that if the two of them weren’t back in Tokyo by evening
the next day there would be hell to pay. Given the old man turning a blind eye to their
indulgences was regrettably essential for the two of them to enjoy their stylized lifestyle,
Keiji and Samantha had begrudgingly assured Abigail Smith—the family steward—they



would be there, though not before setting themselves up for one more night of
gratification. First would be dinner in one of the private rooms at The Valley, Khalanasy
Vallis” best restaurant where even a member of the Kamiya family had to well-grease
the right hands to get in last minute. After that there were still several clubs in the south
tower the pair of them hadn't yet had a chance to visit, a fact they planned to change
before the evening was over. Finally—assuming they were still functional by the time
the next morning—there was sunrise party in one of the permanent penthouse suites
Samantha had gotten them invitations too. Keiji had no idea whose home it was—nor,
he suspected, did his wife—but it hardly mattered. They were on the list.

And being on the list was one of the few things Keiji had really ever cared about.

The blue one, he decided, bending to pluck the silky suit from the bed and holding
it up to examine further. Satisfied, he pulled up his NOED and turned to face the
window again, inputting eye commands even as he held up the jacket and pants. In a
blink the sight of Venus in all its colorful glory vanished, replaced by a perfect reflection
of the crisp white room. Keiji took a moment—as he often tended to—to appraise
himself, smiling into the mirror. He might not have been a User like his father, but even
despite that and being 45 years old, he didn’t think anyone would scoff at the frame he
cut. He was tall and fit, with jet-black hair that wouldn’t fade for some decades yet if
the family doctors could help it, and his slate-grey eyes—identical to every born
member of the Kamiya family lineage—were as piercing as they’d ever been. Even if
his father had never done much of anything else for him all his life, at the very least
Keiji could thank the old bastard for his handsome frame and—

CRASH!

Keiji jumped at the sudden sound of what could only be glass shattering in the hall
outside, nearly dropping his suit to the polished marble floor. Before he could begin to
wonder what the hell was going on, though, there came the muted sounds of a woman
yelling and the rushed clack-clack of heels on stone. At once Keiji suspected who it was,
and he frowned. For someone to be so loud they could be heard through the subtle
muffling tech built into the resort walls. ..

His suspicion was confirmed not 5 seconds later when the suite door flew open with
a bang outside in the living area.

“KEIJI” Samantha was howling, obviously furious. “KEIJI!”

Tossing the suit back on the bed, Keiji hurried to bedroom door.



“I'm in here. What’s wrong?”

Samantha was a sight, even angry as she looked. Then again, she was angry often
enough for him to be used to it. She was of Old American decent, with light skin that
held the hint of a handsome tan year-round, and long, red-pink hair that was currently
wound in a pretty bun atop her head. Her eyes too, were pink, but specked with
shattered black that had always made Keiji think of a neon universe.

Right now, though, those eyes were ablaze with a fire that would have burned out
any stars he’d ever saw in them.

“Keiji, she put in for a transfer!” Samantha continued to yell as she stalked towards
him, her green-blue dress hitched up with one hand up above her black heels so as not

to trip on the hem. “A transfer!”
Keiji blinked at this, not understanding a word.

“She...? What? A transfer...?” he repeated, trying and failing to follow. “What are
you talking about? I thought you said you were headed to the restaurant early to grab a
drink with Aarna and that new guy she met at the pool the other—”

“Are you not listening?!” Samantha interrupted him with a shriek, looking positively
demented. “She put in for a transfer! You think I was going to sit around for some
shitty cocktail after thate!”

“Samantha,” Keiji growled, starting to get irritated himself now and stepping fully
out of the room to face his wife. “You aren’t make any sense. Who putin for a transfer?
What are you talking about?”

Samantha swelled with irritation, looking all the more livid that he wasn’t following
her poor explanation.

“Sarah!” she hissed back. “Your daughter! Sarah. Has. Put In. For. A. TRANSFER!”

Finally Keiji froze, understanding at last. For a long moment he gaped at his wife,
having trouble registering what she’d said despite her poignant spelling out of the
situation.

“I'm sorry,” he snarled at last, feeling his anger spike. “She whatr!”






CHAPTER 1

PILLACEHOLDER

-PI.ACHOILDERK

“GAAAH!”

Valera Dent’s rise from sleep was violent and cold, as it had been so often for too
long. Even as she came to she wrenched herself up and away, scrambling with all speed
from her bed and its entrapping covers. In a fraction of a heartbeat she found the wall,
then the corner of the room she deliberately kept clear of any obstacle. At once the
motion-sensor setting she’d set for herself triggered, and the hefty band of smart-glass
that encircled the entirety of the room began to lighten slowly, rising from being blacked
out for sleep to a dim, cheerful hue of brightening yellow and blue.

It didn’t help. Not for a solid minute, at least.

And that was more than enough time for Valera to relive the moment, relive the
nightmare, trembling and pressed into the corner as tightly as she could, eyes wide and
unseeing under the loose curtain of short-cropped brown hair that had fallen in front
of her face in her mad scramble.

The figure. The flash. The pain. The figure. The flash. Her teammates, dead. The
pain. The figure. All of them, dead. The flash. The pain.

And then the outline of a shapeless limb reaching towards her, seeking her, and the
two words that echoed like a silent malediction through Valera’s mind as she felt
formless, cold metal smother the shattered, bloody mess that was all that was left of her
face.

Those words. Those words...

“Guuuh!”

The breath came all at once, held unknowing in her chest from the moment Valera
had awoken. With it, mercifully, came clarity, and with the brightening of the lights she
drew back to herself, drew back from the horror and agony and the blurry, broken



shapes of her squad scattered around that cursed cave. She heaved in another gasp of
air, then another, until her shaking had steadied to an uneven shiver and she was back,
back in her room, back to blinking around at the corners and shadows for ever-absent
sign of that horrible outline.

You're alright, Valera. You’re alright.

Valera started as the words popped across her NOED in bright blue. It took her a
moment to read them, took her a moment to process them. When she did, though, she
breathed easier, relaxing ever so slightly. It helped, not being alone.

And in her own unique way, Valera was never, ever alone.
“I'm alright,” she repeated. “I’'m alright... Yeah...”

She stayed crouched like that for some time yet, though, and Kes let her be. In fact,
the text didn’t intrude again until Valera had shakily started to get to her feet at last, still
unable to stop herself from scanning the room as she did.

They seem worse than ever. I'm sorry.

“S’ok...” Valera muttered back, trying to focus more and remember that she was
alright. She was. “They were getting better for a while. I'll get back to that.”

Kes didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. Yes, the nightmares had been worse over the
last week, but neither of them needed to voice what the trigger had been. They knew.
Of course they knew.

There were probably a lot of people amongst those who’d been present at the Sector
9 Sectionals tournament the week before where having trouble sleeping, these days...

At last Valera truly started to feel herself again, and she finally took her hand away
from the wall to move shakily and retrieve her covers from where here flailing had
kicked them off to the far side of the room. Tossing them back over the mattress, she



stood for a moment looking down at the bed, hands still trembling slightly, a dangerous
unease tight in her gut.

Dr. Forester’s words of encouragement were in her ears as she eventually crawled
back in and slipped under the blankets, telling her avoiding the act would only be harder
in the end.

For a long time Valera lay like that in the quiet of her room, staring unblinkingly at
the ceiling, unwilling for a while yet to dim the lights again. She was safe, she had to tell
her self. She was safe. She was in her quarters in the staff housing of the Galens
Institute. Nothing could reach her here. Nothing.

At least not yet.

Valera took another deep breath at that, shoving the fearful thought away.
Unwillingly she closed her eyes at last, and behind her lids put the commands into her
NOED to turn the lights off. At once the glow she could still see faded, and she was
left in the dark, forcing herself all the while to remember that was was alright. That she
was safe.

It took her nearly an hour to start to doze off again, and unfortunately it was in those
lingering moments as she’d just begun to fall away that her frame came to life all its
own once more.

And it wasn’t Kes this time...

Valera sat bolt upright again, alarmed and alert. Like most sane individuals she had
settings to prevent herself from being disturbed at night. To overrule them, one had to
ring her three times in succession, and most everyone understand that such
interruptions should only be kept for extreme emergencies.

So when she saw who it was that was calling, she didn’t hesitate to pick up.
“Maddie? Is everything okay?”

The quick, worried tone Maddison Kent answered with had the hair on Valera’s
arms standing on end in an instant. She listened for a few seconds, a weight like solid
lead forming in her throat.

Then Valera Dent, S-Ranked Knight Class User and Chief Combat Instructor at the
Galens Institute, was tearing from her quarters with all haste, grabbing whatever clothes
she had on hand and cursing the MIND as she ran.






CHAPTER 2

PILLACEHOLDER

-PI.ACHOILDERK

In the middle of Castalon, there was never a true night. Not even in winter. Yes, the
sun set—just like on every one of the 42 worlds the Intersystem Collective had
terraformed across its 7 claimed solar systems—and yes, global rotation had been
incrementally adjusted over decades so that Astra-3 spun in a 24-hour cycle to emulate
the turn of Earth in Sol. Theoretically, that should have provided at least a handful of
hours of darkness every day.

But in the middle of Castalon, there was never a true night.

For what might have been 5 minutes or 2 hours, Reidon Ward stood under the eaves
of the great tree that was the centerpiece of Kanes’ open courtyard. Through the
unshifting leaves of the red-orange branches he watched—entirely without seeing—the
passing lights of the flyers and transports that made up the traffic of the skylines high
above him, dense even though it had to be past midnight. Some part of Rei knew he
was cold, too. The space was open to the January night three stories above him, the
chill of the season trapped in by the intangible barriers that kept the lobby floor of the
first-year dorm warm despite a total lack of walls or doors between the red-carpeted
sitting area and the stone floor of the courtyard. It didn’t help that he was barefoot,
either, nor that he’d left his military-issue jacket upstairs, having decided instead to leave
his room wearing nothing but his black slacks and an unbuttoned shirt. Not that it
mattered.

Rei couldn’t feel anything but heat, in the moment.

“Dammit,” he growled through clenched teeth at the sky, not for the first time in
however long he’d been standing there. Above him, several of the pink and blue
spotlights from Castalon’s unseen skyscrapers swung a broken pattern across the sky
through the leaves. He didn’t see that either, though, just like he didn’t see the other
pulsing lights of the city, nor hear the bustle and noise of the nightlife that could usually
just be made out even from the very center of the Galens Institute. Rei was gone, taken



away by an emotion he was proud to say—or at least proud to think—he very rarely
lost himself to.

Anger.

“Dammit,” he repeated, more forcefully this time, and at last he turned from the
city glow and his misting breath to make his way out of the courtyard. The warmth of
the building proper did nothing to soothe his irritation as he stepped back into the
lobby, unfortunately, nor did the dim ceiling lights that brightened automatically for
him at his reentrance. Nothing much in the world could have helped, in that moment,
to be fair. Maybe punching something, sure, but as of a week before Rei was on the
cusp of becoming a B-Ranked CAD User. Even if his specs were still on average skewed
a ways lower than that—closer to C5 or 6 probably—he knew there wasn’t a single
piece of furniture in the room that would have survived his abuse. Maybe the nearest
of the square, polished columns might have made a better target of his ire, but Rei was
pretty confident even the clean cement couldn’t wether a hit from him unscathed
anymore, unless he dialed back his Strength spec.

And Rei had zero desire to dial back his Strength spec, in the moment.

He’d done it. He’d actually done it. The one lever he would have liked not to pull,
never to pull. It wasn’t like he’d had much of a choice, to be fair, but that hadn’t made
the decision any simpler, nor the following fire easier to swallow. Rei wasn’t stupid,
either—far from, in fact. He knew it was the right call, or at least knew it was the only
call.

And he still hated that he’d done it.

“DAMN. I'T!” he snapped at the air as loudly as he dared, dropping down onto one
of the the lobby’s couches without thinking to lean over his lap and ball his fists against
his temples.

The Kamiya Corporation’s offer of sponsorship was... extensively in his favor. He
was aware of that. Even after he’d rejected their million-credit-a-year stipend provision,
and even after he’d insisted that the company would be backing all six members of
Firesong instead of just him. Even after that, the offer was extensively in his favor. It
was why he’d accepted it, why he’d called Ueno Jasper and told her he would be taking
Kamiya up on the deal.

But that didn’t mean there wasn’t a cost.



Rei ground his teeth, trying and failing not to regret having signed the paperwork as
soon as Jasper had provided him the modified documentation. The changes had been
made, as requested. The guarantees were there. Only the meeting he’d been promised
hadn’t been put into writing, but Rei had taken the woman at her word that he would
get it. He felt—for some odd reason—the fixer could be trusted, even if he rather
suspected there was a good chance that was just a feeling she had a talent for cultivating.
But even if that fell through, the really important parts had been in ink, and would take
effect the following Monday, in just over a week. Rei didn’t know yet how it would
happen, but he and Firesong had been promised trainers of a particular caliber, and that
was all that mattered to him. Between them and the extra sessions Galens was already
providing with Michael Bretz, Claire de Soto, and Catori Imala—the first year Brawler,
Saber, and Phalanx sub-instructors respectively—Rei was feeling much more sure that
he and the others would meet the expectations Central Command had so theatrically
laid out for the squad. Maybe even surpass them if they could. Yes, he still hated that
he’d done it, even if it had been the right choice. It had to have been the right choice.

... Right?

“Dammit...” Rei muttered one last time, then he brought himself up to lean back
against the couch, sliding down into it with his hands in his lap now, head resting against
the top of the cushions. The cement ceiling of the lobby was a a few shades darker than
the walls, and Rei let his thoughts get lost in the near-black for a minute or two, let
himself feel the anger, the disappointment, the bitterness. He let himself burn, let
himself want to scream and curse and punch something again. He couldn’t let it all out
in the moment maybe, but morning would come eventually, and with the squad’s early
training hours would come an outlet. So for the time being, just letting himself feel was
enough.

After a while, Rei started to calm down, and with another sigh he sat up straight
again.

“Sorry, man,” he muttered aloud, thinking of what his friend Catcher’s take would
probably be on the evening’s development once there was the chance to share. “Not so
sure about that promise not to become the evil emperor of the universe any m—"

But then Rei went stiff, his episode of self-berating interrupted as his NOED came
alive of its own volition in his eyes, a wash of blue text suddenly threading itself down
across his vision.



ALERT: New link established.

Processing networked information.

Calculating,.

Results:

Singular link capacity has reached 100%.

Combat Assistance Device *Shido” max link capacity has reached 62%.

Checking networked data acquisition.

Adequate data acquirement met.

Device initiating link manifestation.

Processing.

Manifestation complete.
Singular link has been designated as “Shard 17
Shard 1: ACTIVATED

Shard 1: ASSIGNED

Display Device Links?

YES/NO



“What the hell?”” Rei breathed, so taken aback he hadn’t even noticed he’d jolted to
his feet to stand rigidly on the red carpet even as he’d processed the very first lines. He
read the full alert once, then twice, but only after the third review was he 100% sure he
couldn’t make heads or tails of the information laid out before him. ‘New link
established’? ‘Shard 1°? What did any of that even mean?? And what the hell was this
about Shido’s ‘max link capacity’?? Strange enough that Rei didn’t have clue what that
could be, but even more so that it apparently was at the seemingly-random point of
being at ‘62%’ of its potential? Rei couldn’t help but read everything a fourth time, but
when this again provided no additional clues he made the choice to hover over the
‘Display Device Link?” question and select YES’.

And then he went cold.

Device Link Request acknowledged.

Device Link Assignments:

SHARD 1: Gemela

“Viv,” Rei got out hoarsely, stunned only for the breath it took for him to read the
name of the CAD.

Then his call log was up, and he was ringing “Viviana Arada’, heedless of the lateness
of the houts.

“Come on,” he hissed as the line rang once, then twice. “Come on, Viv.”

Nothing though, so he tried again, then again, then again. With each failed attempt
to contact his best friend, a weight developed in Rei’s gut, getting heavier and heavy.

A bad feeling. He had a very bad feeling...



After the fourth call didn’t get through, Rei was off, tearing from the spot in the
lobby so quickly he thought he felt the carpet tear under his bare feet.

It had fallen into place mostly as he’d tried to reach her, but the conviction solidified
in the mere seconds it took him to bolt from the bottom floor of the dorm all the way
up the stairs to the third, his Speed spec unleashed to the highest capacity Rei could
pull from it without outright calling on Shido. ‘Singular link’, the alert had said. Stupid.
Stupid of him not to make the connection. Hadn’t he and Aria been muttering for
weeks now about how Shido seemed to be affecting the Devices around it? Hadn’t they
been alarmed by Catcher and Chancery’s acquisitions of Ruinous and Warband—
incredibly rare Abilities—and then Aria’s own jaw-dropping evolution at the end of
Sectionals not a week prior? Stupid. So stupid of him not to have made the connection
immediately, to have realized what it was. He and Aria had even said—sometimes
joking, sometimes not—on more than one occasion that Viv would be the decided
factor, that Viv would be the defining variable. Viv, who had been around Rei and Shido
the longest. Viv, who had trained with him for months before any of the others had
entered the fold.

And now something had happened. Something had happened to seemingly manifest
the very thing Rei and Aria had been suspicious of, something big enough to give Shido
cause to produce an alert of the change for the very first time, the likes of which Rei
had never seen before. “Singular link capacity has reached 100%,” the notification had
said...

A bad feeling. A very, very bad feeling...

Rei reached 304 inside of 10 seconds, crashing through the door so violently it hit
the wall of the suite’s short entry hallway with a trembling BANG. He didn’t even
notice, just as he didn’t notice when he did the same thing tearing into his own room,
jolting A half-dressed Aria out of bed with a yell so that she looked around in alarm,
trazzled and blinking rapidly.

“Rei??” she demanded once she seemed to realize she wasn’t under attack, reaching
up to push her red hair out of her eyes. “Wha——? Wait, what time is it? What are you—
?” But then she must have caught the look on his face as Rei scrambled around his
room for his jacket and boots, and her demeanor changed in flash. “What happened?
What’s going on?”

Rei considered for a moment not telling her, considered for a moment that there
wasn’t the time. Something had happened, something bad. He was sure of it. The more



he thought about it, the more he was sure of it. To create that alert out of the blue...
Whenever Shido had done anything even remotely similar, it was almost always after
something major. And he was pretty sure Shido wasn’t the one who’d triggered this
change for once, not to mention Gemela wasn’t nearly as prone to reacting to stimulus
as Rei’s own CAD. Then there was how tired Viv had seemed over the last week.
Increasingly so day after day. And now she wasn’t picking up his calls? Something had
happened, and he didn’t have time to explain.

But when he looked at Aria, thinking to apologize and just tell her that he had to
find Viv, he stopped short. His girlfriend was taking him in with such alarm—with such
concern—that he was abruptly reminded that it had indeed been her who’d affirmed
his suspicions about Shido in the first place.

That, and the fact that he wasn’t Viv’s only friend. No anymore.

“Something’s happened,” he said quickly, returning to wrenching on his jacket even
as he slid one bare foot into his right boot. “Shido just sent me an alert. Something
about a ‘link” manifesting. I don’t actually know what it means.”

“What?” Aria looked as confused as he’d ever seen her. “A ‘link’? To what?”

“To Gemela,” Rei answered even as he bent down to tie up his laces. “And when I
try to call Viv, she isn’t picking up.”

He was pretty sure it took Aria even less time than it had him to put the pieces
together.

“Oh... Ohno.”

And then she was out of bed too, scrambling just as quickly as Rei to find her own
clothes. He didn’t stop her. For one thing he didn’t think she would have heard anything
to the contrary, but for another he felt a little better about the situation with the idea of
Aria being at his side. Of all of them, even him, she was the one who tended to be able
to keep her head on straight in shit situations, and he suspected the girls’ friendship was
long past a point that Viv would be as grateful to see his girlfriend’s face as she might
be his own, wherever she was.

“Dude, Rei...” a groggy voice grumbled out of nowhere. “It’s like 0100... What are
you—Oh.”



Rei and Aria both paused in their mad dash to get dressed, looking around at the
door. Only barely illuminated in the dim light of the smart glass band that encircled the
room, a tall, bare-chested boy with blond hair was blinking between the pair of them in
surprise. Layton “Catcher” Catchwick had one hand up by his handsome face like he’d
been rubbing his yellow eyes when he’d realized Rei wasn’t alone, and wasn’t the only
one. Even as they’d looked around, another shape joined him, the dark skin of one of
the girl’s shoulders exposed through the neck hole of an overlarge pajama shirt, silvery
braids in a tight bun atop her head.

“The hell, guys?” Chancery Cashe seemed much more awake—a quite a bit more
annoyed—than Catcher. “What was the noise? We’ve got to be up eatly for train—"

But then Firesong’s Lancer too, stopped, mouth dropping open as she took in Rei
and Aria, the former paused in the process of buttoning on his jacket, the latter having
only just gotten her pants on over her waist.

“Ooookay then...” Chancery got out after a second, purple-green gaze flitting first
to Rei, then Aria, then back again. “Right... Not our business. Come on, Catcher.” She
grabbed the speechless Saber by the elbow and started to pull him away from the door.
“You two just do us a favor and keep the noise to a minimum next time you—"

Rei didn’t let her finish. It was past the time of secrets amongst the squad, and this
was something they needed to know.

“Something happened to Viv.” He interrupted quickly, resuming his buttoning,
tingers nimbly flying up his jacket. “We’re going to find her.”

Catcher and Chancery stopped together, looking back at him.

“What?” the Saber asked sharply. The mischievous look that had been building in
his eyes before Chancery had made to pull him back was instantly gone, as was any sign
of fatigue. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know.” Rei, fully-dressed now as he grabbed his cap from his desk, glanced
over his shoulder to see Aria starting to tie her boots, her shirt and jacket already
buttoned. “Shido... did something weird.”

“Weird...?” Chancery repeated. “Weird how? More weird than usual, you mean?”



Rei opened his mouth to answer, looking back at them, but in that moment a third
shape appeared in the doorway, face half-scrunched at the unwelcome light of the room,
even dim as it was.

and the
strongest Brawler among the first year Galens students—mumbled. “Martin’s got Red

“Guys, can y’all keep it down?” Jack Benaly, their fifth and final suitemate

Crown doing some late practice nights, and I—"
But then he, too, stopped at the sight of the scene.

“... Laurent?” he muttered, squinting at Aria like he didn’t believe what he was
seeing. “What are you doing—?"’

But Aria cut him off.

“Ret, let’s go,” she said quickly, stepping passed him in a flash and slipping between
the trio outside the, though she addressed Catcher and Chancery as she moved by. “You
two stay put in case Viv comes back here. We’ll message you as soon as we figure out
what’s going on.”

“Like hell you will,” Catcher growled, already turning on his heels and making for
his room. “I’m coming w—"

“Catcher. Stay. Here.” Rei half asked, half insisted as he followed Aria. “There’s no
time, and someone needs to be here if she comes home. We'll explain when we know
what’s happening.”

And then, before anyone could voice any other protest, he and Aria were out the
still-open door of the suite and into the hall, bolting for the stairs.

“Any idea where she would be?” Aria asked even as they vaulted over the railing to
the second floor, not bothering with the actual steps. “Any at all?”

“West Center,” Rei answered without hesitating, following right behind her. He’d
already considered this exact question for himself. “I’ll bet you anything she was training
when whatever it was happened.”

“Trainingr?!” Aria hissed. “Seriously? This late at night? What about curfew?!”

“Aria, I don’t know,” Rei answered as they jumped again down to the bottom floor.
“But I think she’s actually been doing it all week. Think about it. She’s been so tired.
And like you said at Sectionals, she’s been stressed about everyone having an Ability



but her and stuff. I think she’s been pushing herself even more than the rest of us, and
without letting us know.”

“Hence West Center,” Aria muttered, catching on. “Too much of a chance of
running into one of us in East. Oh Viv, what have you gotten yourself into...?”

Rei only grunted in agreement before the double doors of Kanes were opening for
them, and they were sprinting out into the winter evening.

They’d barely made it 10 feet beyond the building’s overhang when they were forced
to stop, sliding to an awkward halt on the cobblestone as a blast of unnatural air and a

blinding light cut downward through the night.

“Woah!” they both yelled in surprise, each forced to snap a hand up and take hold
of their caps to keep them from blowing away, squinting up into the wind. Descending
sharply from above, a flyer was dropping towards the path in the grounds they’d been
about to take, it’s headlights blazing and the force of its vertical engines clearing what
little leftover snow was left between the stones under their boots. Both at a loss, Rei
and Aria watched with mirrored open mouths as the vehicle touched down—the whir
of it only minimally dimming as it did—and the hatch door at its back swung open
almost before it had finished settling.

Then they were snapping up into matching, automatic salutes as none other than
Valera Dent herself stepped out of the flyer, standing tall in the rushing blast of icy
wind, noise, and brightness.

The stone in Rei’s gut redoubled. It wasn’t the flooding light of the flyer that
silhouetted Galen’s Chief Combat Officer in a halo as she moved in their direction at a
quick clip. It wasn’t even the Captain’s disheveled state he could make out once she was
closer, her jacket the only part of her regular black-and-golds she was wearing,
unbuttoned over a loose shirt and jeans that looked like they’d been hastily pulled on.
Rei barely registered either of those things.

Instead, what had Rei suddenly scared was the look on the woman’s face. The
expression, especially strange as it strained the handsome features of the famous ‘Iron
Bishop’ of the Astra System, the S-Rank who claimed the title of the strongest User in
the entirety of Castalon. He’d never seen that look before on Dent’s face. Not when
he’d been spasming on the floor of the training field after his last parameter test had
gone south. Not even when he’d woken up in the Kenneth Arena hospital wing after
Central had hacked his finals match against Aria to set six S-Ranked holograms against



his immobilized body. Both of those times, Valera Dent had looked worried, and
looked furious.

But he’d never seen the woman look afraid.

Bad, Rei couldn’t help but think again even as Dent seemed to realize for the first
time that they were there. Very bad...

“Cadets?” The Chief Combat Instructor’s brown eyes went wide at the sight of
them, stopping short. She had to shout to be heard over the flyer’s still-whining engine,
and it seemed to be in genuine surprise that she took Rei and Aria in over the black
line that bisected her face and marked the full-frame prosthetic that made up her jaw
and most of her nose and cheeks,. “What are you doing out here?”

“Something’s happened, ma’am!” Rei called back, deciding it wasn’t the time to beat
around the bush. “To Viv—to Cadet Arada, I mean! We were just going to look for
her!”

If Dent had been astonished before, it only redoubled now. “To Ara—Ward, how
did you know that?”

Again the weight got heavier, and again Rei felt the cold. She knew. Dent already
knew. That wasn’t a good sign. He opened his mouth to repeat the question right back
at the woman, but Aria beat him to it.

“Ma’am!” she called out over the noise “What’s happened?!”

The Iron Bishop tensed, and a hitch in the howl of the engines at her back had the
woman’s jacket billowing around her as she took them in. There was that fear again.
Rei could see it even more clearly now as the woman finally answer.

“I was coming to get you. Both of you...” She looked more pained with every word.
“It is Arada. Like you said. She’s been hurt, Cadets... She’s been hurt bad.”



CHAPTER 3

They did not, as Rei had assumed they were going to, make an accelerated trip to
the Institute Hospital after Dent ordered he and Aria both into the flyer, joining them
before shutting the door behind her to cut off the wind and noise. Instead, the moment
they were in the air the vehicle swung eastward, zipping right over the closest of Galen’s
stone walls before climbing almost straight up to join one of the lower skylanes that led
into Castalon proper.

“Ma’am... Where are we going?” Aria asked nervously once they’d slipped into glow
of the city, the smallest of the towering skyscrapers lined up in rows on either side of
them no less than 400 or so floors in height. As they did, the world became bright in a
way only the nightlife of a planet’s most-thriving metropolis could manage.

And yet Dent’s face still only seemed to darken in the seat across from them at the
question.

“Cadet Arada was found unresponsive in West Center about twenty minutes ago,”
she answered in a subdued tone. “She’s alive—"" she brought up a hand quickly as Rei
and Aria both opened their mouths in alarm “—but the medical drone that alerted us
to the situation assessed her condition as beyond what the Galens is capable of treating
safely, which Lieutenant Colonel Mayd has since confirmed. She’s been rushed to a
specialized unit at Altmore Medical Center in the city, one specifically designed for
Users.”

None of this did anything to help Rei’s stomach, of course. If anything, he felt
abruptly nauseous. He’d been in bad shape before. He’d ripped a hole through his lung
not three weeks ago, and been ganged up on by six of his classmates the semester before
that. And that was wasn’t even mentioning the hellish state he’d woken up in the
previous weekend after his body had largely torn itself apart after the hack at Sectionals.
And yet on those occasion, the Galens Institute—and Kenneth Academy respectively
for that most recent incident—had clearly been judged at least minimally adequate to
address his needs.

So for Viv to be in such bad shape that she was beyond the school’s ability to treat
her...



“What happened?” he asked hoarsely, feeling he was voicing the question for the
thousandth time among them even in the 10 minutes it had been since Shido had sent
that alert. “What was she doing?”

“We’re... not completely sure,” the Iron Bishop answered, but she sounded
hesitant, looking out the window to her left at the passing buildings. “We don’t have
enough information yet to paint the whole picture, so I’'m not going to speculate. The
lieutenant colonel is ahead of us though, so I'm hoping he’ll have more to share once
we reach Altmore.”

There was a moment of quiet after that, a tense silence as all of them—Dent
included, Rei was pretty sure—couldn’t help but contemplate the worst. Rei almost
reached out to take Aria’s hand for comfort in fact, but restrained himself as he
swallowed and looked instead out his own window.

He’d barely taken in the afterglow of Castalon’s neon lights for a few seconds,
though, before the Bishop spoke again.

“Ward... I need you to answer me this time. How did you know?”

Rei turned back to the woman, but she hadn’t actually taken her own gaze away
trom the city even as she’d asked. He traded a glance with Aria, but she only offered a
nervous pinching of her brow, which he could understand. Shido was a tricky subject
to navigate, no matter who it was that was asking. The nature of his CAD’s S-Ranked
Growth spec made it consistently astonishing to those out of—and often even in—the
know about it, but just the same he had to be careful, in particular when it came to new
developments.

But even setting aside the fact that Valera Dent was already aware of the Shido’s
greatest secret, the woman had long since been someone Rei considered well and truly
in the fold of his Device’s extraordinary nature.

“Shido, ma’am,” he answered after a second, looking back to the Bishop. “It gave
me an alert maybe ten minutes ago.”

“An alert?” Valera did turn back to him now, frowning. “What sort of alert? It told
you that Arada was hurt?”

“Not... Not exactly, no...” Rei responded uncertainly.

And then he explained as best he could.



It only took a minute or two—plus a screenshot of the notification—but when he
finished explaining what had happened in more detail, neither Dent nor Aria seemed
able to speak. The latter only gaped at him, mouthing at the air as her red hair and cap
were framed against the city lights outside her window. She’d been quick enough to
take him at his word that something had happened when he’d inadvertently dragged
her out of bed, but now that she had all the information, Rei rather thought it looked
like his girlfriend’s brain had short-circuited.

Dent, on the other hand...

As he took in the captain in silence, waiting for someone else to speak, Rei saw an
expression at once both strange and familiar flash across the woman’s prosthetic
teatures. There was shock there, yes—maybe not as pronounced as Aria’s but present
all the same—and there might also have been just a hint of alarm, a hint of concern at
the information he’d just provided to the woman.

But deeper than that, layered behind those clearer feelings like Dent didn’t want
anyone to see them, Rei—not for the first time—could have sworn he saw something
very much like triumph flaring in the Iron Bishop’s brown eyes...

“Link manifestation’...?” Dent repeated slowly, not looking away from Rei. “And
you have no idea what that’s about, Cadet? You’re sure?”

“A hundred percent, ma’am,” Rei said automatically, but before he could continue
he stopped, considering this answer. Again he glanced at Aria, but unfortunately she
seemed still a little too shellshocked to help him in the moment.

So he made the call himself.
“Err... Maybe more like... seventy percent, actually...?”

Dent’s gaze sharpened abruptly, and she’d opened her mouth—very clearly about
to order him to clarify this statement—when their flyer slowed, then started to descend.
A quick look outside had them all taking note of the accenting lines of brilliant green
light that lined the massive glass face of the skyscraper whose upper floors they seemed
to be dropping vertically along, and Rei realized they must have been arriving.

“Ward, you are going to explain what you mean by that later,” Dent told him sharply,
making it very clear she wasn’t making a request. “No dancing. No dodging. This is
important. Possibly even a thousand time more so than you could know.”



“Yes, ma’am,” was all Rei answered with, nodding. He had to agree, after all.
Obviously he’d never been the only one interested in Shido’s growth and progress, but
in the past week—especially after the Sectionals attack—that fact had been brought
into extra sharp relief for him. He had no doubt whatever was going on with his Device
would be of keen interest to a thousand other eyes, some of them likely even more
knowledgeable of his situation than he was. It felt a little unfair, but he’d come to terms
with it. At the end of the day, Rei couldn’t let himself forget he was a soldier of the
ISCM, a cog in the great machine of war and entertainment that kept the Intersystem
Collective safe.

At any cost.

The flyer soon slowed further, then came to a brief, hovering halt before setting
down gently onto a massive protruding platform some 300 stories up the tower that
had to have been the Altmore Medical Center. Sure enough, as Dent opened the door
for them once more and stepped quickly out, the hospital’s name came into view in a
curving neon line overtop the large, half-circle entrance that formed an intruding divot
in the side of the building, leading to a long series of automated doors already opening
and closing as several dozen people came and went even this late at night. Waiting just
long enough to make sure Aria had come to her senses and realized they were exiting,
Rei followed the captain out into the cold again, and when all three of them were clear
of the flyer they jogged together towards the entrance. Several heads turned their way
as they passed, scores of the tired eyes of staff and civilians alike snapping awake and
wide when they caught sight of them. Most seemed to notice the Bishop first—as was
to be expected—but Rei had to ignore those attentions that fell on him and Aria after
that, many people looking only further surprised—and some even more excited—as
the two of them were recognized in turn. It was still a strange feeling, but even if Rei
hadn’t been singularly focused on why they were there, Sectionals had been a hundred
times worse. At least they weren’t outright accosted by paparazzi this time, and he
suspected that those few people who might have been keen on approaching them were
likely—and fortunately so, given the circumstance—put off by the Bishop’s presence.

That was probably doubly so when a short man in green scrubs caught sight of the
three of them from where he’d been hugging himself for warmth by the doors, lifting a
hand when he did to wave them down. As they hurried his way, the word ‘ALTMORE’
became clear over his right breast pocket, displayed in clean white in all their NOEDs.
There was a name there, too, Rei thought, but the man moved too quickly as they
approached, already backpedalling into the building by the time they reached him.



“Captain,” he said in gruff greeting, apparently recognizing Dent on sight and
turning once they were at the doors to immediately start leading the way into a grand
lobby of black and white marble, the lights hanging from the raised ceiling above them
so bright it might as well have been daylight out. “I’'m Josh Alberty, one of the nurses
in the User Treatment Unit. They sent me to come get you when we heard you were
on the way. We’re already working on your cadet.”

“Any news?” Dent asked quickly.

The nurse—Alberty—made a noncommittal shrug even as they weaved through the
mill of patients and other staff to hurry down one of the innumerable halls that led out
of the lobby. “Not much, sorry. I wasn’t in the room long. She’s definitely not out of
danger, but I can tell you she was stable when she got to us. EMTs and their drones did
a good job with her on the way here, which is always a good sign. Having your chief
medical officer in the transport definitely helped, too, I bet.”

“She’s okay, though?” Aria seemed unable to stop herself from asking in a rush.

Alberty looked over his shoulder to take her and Rei in with one blue-green eye,
then, like he was assessing them. After a second, he offered something that might have
been a smile.

“She’s being seen by the absolute best the UTU’s got. I always say you shouldn’t
worry until there’s a reason too.”

Rei was grateful for the man, then, because the answer seemed to appease a bit of
Aria’s concern at the very least. He, on the other hand, hadn’t missed the careful choice
of the words, nor it seemed had Dent, because he thought he saw the woman’s jaw

clench slightly.

The hospital—as was the nature of such places in Rei’s all-too-extensive
experience—was a winding maze of halls, tunnels, stairs, ramps, and the like. Alberty
led them deftly, but just the same it was a half-dozen turns and an elevator ride down
about 100 floors before they appeared to reach their destination, coming to the end of
a lengthy double-wide passage to a set of reinforced steel doors horizontally marked
with yellow-and-black tape. Along the wall over these the name ‘Lindon C. Wight Wing
- User Treatment Unit’ was bright in green letters atop the white paint of the walls, and
reaching them it took a second of Alberty pausing to stand and look up at a small black
box set under the words before the doors opened with a hiss of decompressing air.
They swung outward quickly—an impressive feat given each of them wasn’t less that 3



teet thick—and the moment the gap was wide enough for them to fit, Alberty led the
way inside.

The User Treatment Unit—or the ‘UTU’, apparently—was at once highly
underwhelming and utterly awe inspiring. It was tiny—no more than five or six rooms
in a circle around a single wide nurse’s station—and largely absent any of the activity or
bustle they’d seen everywhere else as they’d made their way deeper into Altmore. There
were no windows as far as Rei could tell, either, with the only illumination coming from
the white strip of solar lights that ringed the hall’s black ceiling, splitting a line off into
each door like a trail to be followed.

On the other hand, if Rei had been in a state of mind to do so, he probably would
have stopped to gawk into every room he could, open-mouthed and salivating at the
sheer amount of tech that lined the floors, walls, and ceiling of each of the spaces,
making the UTU feel like the belly of some alien mothership.

There were anti-grav suspension tanks—long, transparent containers built to hold a
human body still and stable for extended periods with zero risk of pressure sores or the
like—along with User-grade treadmills and various other rehab equipment, some of
them so massive and solid-looking they had to have been rated for A- or S-Ranked
tighters. There were testing bays with more screens than Rei could count—reminding
him of the equipment used by the ISCM medical staff during the CAD Assignment
Exam to quantify their red blood cell count and other such metrics—and one of the
rooms housed a massive arching machine with a thousand different mechanical arms
that could only have been some kind of specialized surgical unit. These and more we
all complimented by a thousand different tubes, cables, and wired tools that hung from
the ceiling in various places, all neatly clipped to the walls for easy access and use to
form mesmerizing, semi-mechanized curtains in some of the rooms. Any other day Rei
would have begged to be allowed to take pictures so he and Catcher—and maybe even
Logan, who’d been proving himself as avid an SCT enthusiast as either of them—could
have fawned over every square inch of the place and the marvels it contained.

Instead, Rei had eyes only for the single brightly-lit room on the far side of the
nurse’s station—the only one showing any signs of activity.

A lone, broad-shouldered figure stood with his back to their newly-arrived group
there, taking in the rush of action happening on the other side of the transparent smart-
glass wall before him. It took a moment for Rei to recognize the man, and he blinked
in surprise as he realized the figure was none other than Galen’s own command officer,



Colonel Rama Guest. Even more so than Dent, the Colonel—the only other S-Ranked
User among the school staff, though only a Tlowly’ Pawn-Class to the Captain’s
Knight—had never looked less the part of his position. He was in a rumpled black shirt
with a sweater pulled hastily over it, and rather even than jeans he was sporting a pair
of well-worn sweat pants. His brown hair—usually kept clean and tidy in a long
ponytail—was a loose curtain down his back, and he looked to be wearing house
slippers rather than any real shoes.

It couldn’t have been more apparent the man had bolted from his bed, grabbing
whatever and whichever articles of clothing had been in reach as he’d rushed from his

rooms on campus.

“This is where I leave you,” Alberty said by way of farewell when they were halfway
around the hall. “I think it goes without saying, but please do not attempt to enter the
room without permission from one of the physicians. Understood?”

All three of them nodded, Rei and Aria doing so only numbly. With that, the nurse
hurried ahead, pausing again before the room’s door for a second biometric lock, then
slipped inside. His appearance must have alerted Guest, because the Colonel seemed to

come to from some distant place, standing up a little straighter and turning to face them,
hands still at his back.

“Colonel.” Dent stopped only long enough to salute the man before stepping up
beside him to peer through the wall herself. “How’s she doing?”

“Breathing,” Guest grunted in answer, turning back to the room himself. “But that’s
about all T know...”

He’d only given Rei and Aria the briefest of appraising looks before returning his
attention to the situation. Neither of them noticed, having even forgotten to salute
themselves.

They were both too busy staring, horrified, at the activity happening within the unit.

Viv was already suspended inside of the one of the anti-grav tanks. She’d clearly
been cut out of her combat suit, because her modesty was only currently being shielded
by a white sheet that covered her lithe body as she floated in the air on her back in the
vessel. She had more lines and wires attached to her arms, legs, neck, and chest than
Rei had ever seen, and even as he watched others were being added to the mix. No less
than six masked people in either green scrubs or white coats were rushing around the



girl in surgically-ordered chaos, shouts and calls for various items, I'Vs, and data adding
to the steady beeping of a heart monitor and the low thrum of the small anti-grav engine
that had to be in the floor.

And that wasn’t even the worst of it.

Rei felt a pinch at his side, and he blinked around to find that Aria hadn’t looked at

him, but was instead staring open-mouthed even as she let out a hoarse whisper.
“Rei... Her head... Look at her head...”
He frowned and turned back to the room, not immediately following.
Then his stomach dropped through the floor.

Somehow, in the surging bustle on the other side of the wall, he had missed the
most alarming sight of all. At the top of the tank Viv’s mouth was slack, and there
seemed to be red residue that could only have been dried blood cling to her lips and
nostrils. That was all of her face that Rei could see, though, because the rest of her
teatures were obscured by a sleek, sterile-white module that capped the gitl’s skull like
the upper part of a helmet to cover her hair, eyes, ears, and part of the back of her neck.
A green light was pulsing steadily from under the metal along the contact line of the
unit, and though Rei had actually only seen a similar machine once before, he
recognized it immediately. A DTRU. A “deep-tissue reparative unit”. A device that
specialized in helping localized healing of truly traumatic organ damage.

And there was only one part of the body this particular DTRU could have been
designed for.

“Oh no...” Rei heard himself choke out.

In the early phases of CAD-tech development, he was aware that brain damage had
been a pervasive issue. First in the animal test subjects in the initial phases, with things
improving quickly until only older Users—who had called on their Devices thousands
on thousands of times over many decades of entertainment and services—were still at
risk of developing cognitive complications. The fact was that CADs were mechanical
hardware that interacted directly with organic tissue, something so taxing on the
nervous system that NOEDs were the only form of biotech commonly integrated into
the human body even after 500 years of access to quantum computers. Only the
improvement of neuroline growth and a multitude of other steady changes to Devices
had eradicated the problem for Users entirely, and that had taken more than a century.



But in extreme circumstances...

“You idiot, Viv...” Rei muttered to himself, so quietly he was pretty sure not even
Aria beside him had heard.

He thought he knew, now, what had happened. Thought he had some sense of the
situation, seeing the DTRU and thinking of Shido’s notification again. It was possible
to overtax a CAD’s sensory input, of course, especially early on. Rei had managed it
himself on more than one occasion, the first of which had been in the Commencement
fight at the start of the previous semester. He’d woken up on a stretcher in the Arena
underworks, having passed out from overstimulation after refusing to go down even
after Aria—then only a new classmate and his opponent in the exhibition bout—had
run him through belly to spine with Hippolyta. It wasn’t smart, but it happened, and
passing out was the body’s warning that what had just occurred was stupid, and should
not be repeated, just like falling unconscious was if one held their breath too long. Yes,
Rei had ignored those physiological warnings before, and not infrequently.

But Viv seemed to have taken it to an entirely new level...

“She cooked her neuroline,” he hissed, looking around passed Dent to the Colonel.
“Didn’t she? She pushed herself until she basically fried her wiring.”

Guest’s cheek twitched, and Reti realized for the first time that there was something
more than concern there, in the man’s face.

There was fire, too.

“Full marks, Cadet,” the man growled, at last pulling his hands around from behind
his back to cross his arms over his chest. “That is the working theory, yes. We’re not
sure how, yet, but the activity logs in the training chamber she was found in indicate as
much as well.”

Between Rei and the Colonel, Dent tensed at that.
“Meaning what, sir?”” she asked slowly.

“Meaning that somehow, some way, Cadet Arada got access to S-Ranked training
simulations, and was foolish enough to try her luck against them. Repeatedly.”

“Oh, Viv...” Aria breathed in disbelief on Rei’s other side, bringing a hand up to
touch her fingers to the glass, like she wanted to reach out to the girl floating in the
middle of the chaos of the room on the other side.



Rei, on the other hand, could only stare, cold drenching every inch of his body.
Bad, he thought again for the hundredth time. Very bad.

It was just as he’d suspected, and he wanted to kick himself for not seeing the signs.
Viv, who he’d already been clued in on was feeling like she was being left behind. Viv,
who’d been looking more and more tired over the course of the last week, like she
hadn’t been getting enough sleep. He hadn’t put the pieces together at the time, but
they’d been there, right there. How his best friend had gotten access to S-Ranked
simulations—a training level Rei doubted any Galens student other than a very select
few at the absolute top levels of the third years had permissions to use—the MIND
only knew. He didn’t have the capacity to worry about it, in the moment. More
important to the immediate future was that Viv would make it through this, would make
it through and wake up so that Rei could kill her himself for being such a dumbass.

And ask her if she actually thought he would ever leave her—her, arguably the sole
reason he’d escaped Grandcrest and gotten to step foot onto the Galens grounds in the
first place—behind...?

Rei couldn’t help himself, then. Even conscious of Dent and Guest at his left, he
reached out to take Aria’s free hand, deciding as he did not to think too hard as to
whether the trembling he felt as he did so was his, hers, or theirs to share...

He wasn’t exactly sure how long the four of them stood outside the room like that.
Maybe 15 minutes, maybe an hour. At one point one of the nurses came over to let
them know they were temporarily making the wall opaque, but even after their view
was blocked still none of them spoke. Then when the glass became clear again—
revealing that Viv had been changed into more-considerate grey-and-white hospital
gown that still accommodated all the wires and IV’s attached to her—they still didn’t
say a word. For a while after that the bustle continued in the room, if a bit more
subdued, until at long last a yellow-haired woman in a white coat—who looked to have
been giving most of the commands—stepped away from Viv and seemed to make the
call for the others to do the same. For nearly half a minute the six members of the care
team stood in silence like that, every eye on a different monitor somewhere in the room.
Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the doctor spoke again from behind her
mask, and the team all seemed to relax at once, then started to make for the room door,
leaving only one female nurse behind with her NOED alive in her eyes, clearly staying
to supervise.



“Are they done?” Aria asked immediately, the first of the four of them to speak. “Is
she okay? What’s happening??”

Neither Dent nor Guest answered her, and Rei could only squeeze her hand in a
reassuring sort of way as the door in the wall to the right released and slid open again,
momentarily heightening the sounds of the monitors and anti-grav engine. The care
team had a brief discussion in the hall, then four of them split away in a hurry without
so much as glancing towards Rei and the others, which might have been odd if the fifth
hadn’t promptly turned to them to speak in a familiar, wheezing voice.

“Thank you all for coming so promptly. I am pleased to report that Cadet Arada is
out of immediate danger.”

Lieutenant Colonel Willem Mayd, Galen’s aged Chief Medical Officer, was
removing his mask with gnarled hands even as he approached them. An elderly figure
with a white beard and rare spectacles, the man’s face was pale despite his assuring
words, cutting short the rush of relief Rei had started to feel.

“That is not to say she is not still at risk,” the Lieutenant Colonel continued with a
gentle look at Aria, who had started to perk up. “The cadet’s condition is severe, and
she will need to remain in observation here until she wakes up, at which point we will
be able assess what, if any, damage may have occurred to her system.”

“Damage, sir...?” Dent asked from behind Rei, still sounding more subdued than
he thought he’d ever heard the woman speak. “What sort of damage...?”

Mayd seemed only able to shake his head, though. “I can only speculate,
unfortunately.” He looked around at Viv through the glass, whose pulse the supervising
nurse seemed to be double-checking manually. “The largest concern we have by far is
that Arada is currently suffering some moderate cerebral edema. Brain swelling. It’s to
be expected in cases like this—a significant overdraw of Cognition, particularly when
combined with excessive input of a Device’s sensory systems—but it is still
problematic. It’s why she was brought here.” The man lifted a hand to indicate the
UTU. “Galens lacks the tools required to optimize prognosis in such situations. The
fact that we managed to get the cadet here so quickly is a good sign—a very good sign—
but she is certainly not out of the woods just yet.”

There was a pause at this, all of them taking in the Lieutenant Colonel’s explanation,
but it was kept short when the Bishop spoke again.



“You didn’t answer the question, sir,” she said quietly. “What sort of damage are we

talking. ..?”

Mayd looked momentarily pained, then let out a sigh, like he’d been hoping Dent
wouldn’t push the issue.

It was clear why as he answered.

“If Cadet Arada suffers any lasting damage—and I do mean if—her complications
could range from practically imperceivable memory deficits to severe physical or
cognitive disabilities. Or both.” He grimaced slightly. “It is apparent from the logs and
the information we’ve gathered from the medical drone she had on hand during her
training that the cadet put herself through something... terrible. The outcomes of
which could be very, very dire...”

Another quiet, longer this time.

And then Aria asked the question Rei didn’t think he could have brought himself

to.
“Sir... Could she... Could Viv... die?”

Willem Mayd’s eyes were as steady and calm as Rei had ever see them as he took
Aria in carefully.

“Such an outcome is very doubtful, Laurent. Very doubtful. And certainly not worth
dwelling on unless we have any indication that Cadet Arada is slipping in that direction.”

‘Yes’, Rei translated for himself, squeezing Aria’s hand again as it twitched in his
own grasp, she too clearly understanding the answer for what it actually was. The
kindest way to say ‘yes’...

“Lieutenant Colonel, you say you’ve gathered information from the drone as well?”
Colonel Guest’s usual strength sounded to be returning to his voice. “Madison hasn’t
had the opportunity to pull those logs for me yet, as I’'ve put her on contacting Arada’s
parents. Any idea how this happened?”

Mayd shook his head again. “I’m afraid not. I did pull the information myself on the
way over here, but...” He looked back towards Viv. “It’s odd. Cadet Arada should not
have had the ability to access any combat simulations ranked above the middle Bs, much
less S. She would have had to get special permission for that, and even then supervision

should have been provided. And yet...”



“And yet?” Guest’s press was angry, distant thunder, and Rei and Aria both looked
over their shoulder’s to find the Colonel too, watching Viv intently, the barest hint of
orange light in the dim reflection of his face in the glass.

“And yet there’s no record...” Mayd finished, sounding grim. “Nothing. No mark
of access granting other than metadata indicating it was done. No permission signed,
or even sent for signature. It’s actually the reason I asked the Captain to fetch these
two.” His eyes were still kind as they shifted to Rei and Aria. “I was hoping for...
information.”

He left the request open-ended, not making a question or demand out of it, nor
pressing them. Just the same, Rei felt the sudden urge to shout, to tell them all
everything, anything he could think of that might help the situation, dangerous as it
could be put out in the open.

Aria beat him to it.

“Cadet Arada has likely been overextending herself all week, sir,” she answered in
half a whisper, half a rush. “We... We didn’t realize it. Not until tonight.”

“Overextending herself how, Cadet?” Mayd pushed gently.

“It’s possible she hasn’t been sleeping. At least not much. Instead, she’s probably
been staying up training.”

“Yes. She has. That much we are already aware of just from the activity logs. The
fact that she also seems to have been granted permission to ignore curfew is another
mystery, for the moment. Another allowance apparently given without any staff being
directly linked to that allowance. Could you, perhaps, enlighten us as to why Cadet
Arada chose to put herself through this, though?”” Mayd lifted a hand to wave through
the glass. “Even a suspicion?”’

“We think she’s afraid of being left behind...”

The words slipped out before Rei could so much as consider them. They refused to
be held back, refused to be suppressed. They’d fallen from his mouth like his guilt
needed desperately to escape along with them.

“We think she’s pushed herself to ‘catch up’, whatever that means,” he answered
quietly, finding himself having a hard time meeting the Lieutenant Colonel’s eyes as



they fell on him, now. “After Catcher and Chancery at Sectionals... then Aria... We
think Viv’s afraid of being left behind...”

“Is that so...?” Mayd looked to be considering this. “Hmm... I do suppose one can
tollow the logic...”

“You think so?” Guest barked, though Rei couldn’t help but doubt his anger was
being directed at Viv in the moment. “Viviana Arada is rapidly proving the most

promising Duelist the Institute has seen in a generation. What would possess her to feel
like she could ever be ‘left behind’?”

“A multitude of factors, Colonel, the least of which being the extraordinary
circumstances of the situation that child in there has found herself embroiled in, I
suspect.” Mayd hadn’t looked away from Rei even as he answered. “If anything, one
can sympathize, I believe. An odd thing though, Cadet Ward... Laurent mention you’d
developed some of these suspicions tonight? Is that correct?”

Rei swallowed, seeing the question coming.
He decided to head it off.

“Yes, sir,” he answered, finally finding it himself to let go of Aria’s hand. “I—we—
put it together after... after Shido notified me it had linked with Gemela...”

There was a silence at this. Whatever Mayd had expected to hear in answer to his
query, it clearly hadn’t been that, because the old man was staring at Rei with genuine
surprise for once, eyes going a little wide behind his glasses. Behind them, too, the
Colonel had gone quiet, while Dent—who seemed for some reason only to have grown
more and more withdrawn throughout their discussion—didn’t say a word.

It was Mayd who found his tongue first.

“Cadet Ward...” he started slowly, like he wasn’t sure he’d heard propetly. “I would
ask you to explain what you mean by that, if you pl—"

But then the Lieutenant Colonel paused, blinking and straightening in surprise as his
NOED lit up suddenly in his eyes. Behind them, Rei thought he felt Guest and Dent
shift too, and he and Aria both looked around to find the pait’s frames alight as well,
both expressions puzzled while they read whatever notice had just flared across their
vision.

And then Dent’s jaw clenched.



“She’s herer” she snarled like she couldn’t believe what she was reading. “Here?”

“Apparently,” the colonel answered in a growl. “How convenient for her...” Then,
for some reason, his eyes fell on Rei, taking him in like he was considering something.

It was only a second before he made his decision, and the order came before Rei or
Aria could ask what was going on.

“Dent. Get them out of sight.”
WHOOM!

With a blast of ait and a shout of shock from both of them, Rei and Aria found
themselves each taken up by one arm in an iron grip and wrenched painful along at a
terrifying speed. In a blink, though, the captain had them in front of a nearby room, the
door already open since the space wasn’t occupied.

“In here, both of you,” Dent said quickly, half guiding, half shoving the pair of them
in, one hand moving to the inside wall by the door the moment it was free. “Do not
come out, do not make a sound. She probably doesn’t know you’re here.”

“She’?!” Rei demanded even as he and Aria both stumbled back to catch themselves
against the momentum of the Bishop’s strength. “Who is ‘she’!”

“Ward,” Dent snapped even as her fingers blurred through the controls that had
popped up at her touch, pulling up the wall display options and turning the transparent
glass opaque in a blink. “That was not a request, that was an order. Do not come out.
Do not make a sound. We'll explain after.”

And then she was gone again, leaving the door—perhaps deliberately?>—open
behind her.

For a second Rei and Aria just stood there, staring out into the clear hall and the
empty nurse’s station that was all they could see from where they stood. Rei wanted to
march right back outside and demand to know what was going on, but something kept
him from doing so, something held him back...

Had that been... fear in the Bishop’s voice?

“Rei... come on...”



Aria’s quiet voice—couple with her tugging on his sleeve—had him stepping back
away from the open door. They were in one of the less-crowded patient rooms—the
one with a large, multi-armed surgical device that hung over an empty suspension
tank—so it was a simple act of moving away from the door along the wall to get
completely out of sight. It wasn’t a second too soon, either, because before they’d made
the corner Aria seemed to be aiming for there was a clunk and the sound of releasing
air.

The UTU doors were opening, Ret realized with a thrill he couldn’t explain.
Click-click-click...

The sounds was all too familiar. Heavy soles across a hard floor. Leather military
boots, confident in their stride. It shouldn’t have stood out, and even if it had it should
probably have been comforting.

And yet, for some reason, it made the hair on Rei’s arms stand on end...
Click-click-click. ..
And then the footsteps stopped.

“Colonel Guest,” a woman’s voice, clear but tinged with the hint of an accent
: > g
unknown to Rei, greeted Guest politely. “It’s been too long. How nice to see you.”

“And you, ma’am,” Guest’s answer was smooth, but guarded. “Though I have to
apologize for my and my staff’s presentation. I don’t think we were aware you were in-
system, much less planetside. Had we been informed you were coming, we would
have—"

“It doesn’t matter,” the woman cut him off easily, tone as even as it was firm, like
there was nothing else to discuss on the matter. “I’d been hoping to catch General
Laurent before he took his leave of the city. I missed him, regrettably, but as a result 1
was already in Castalon when I was notified of the situation.”

“Yes,” Guest again, and it sounded like he’d turned back to face the room Viv was
in. “It’s unfortunate, but Lieutenant Colonel Mayd here has a handle on it, along with
the team here. Cadet Arada is being well looked after, though we appreciate—"

“Ah. I’'m sorry. Cadet Arada’s unfortunate condition is not what I was referring to.
I only found out about that a moment ago.”



There was a moment of silence.

And then, despite having been snubbed of greeting, Lieutenant Colonel Mayd’s
voice came polite as could be.

“Then might you enlighten us on the ‘situation’ you are referring to, General Abel?”

Rei’s mouth went dry, his whole body stiffening. In front of him, Aria, too, tensed,
and she whirled in silence to stare at him with wide eyes, like she wanted to yell out the
connection she, too, had just made.

“Of course, you wouldn’t have been informed yet,” the woman who could only be
Shira Abel, Central Command general and one of the signatories of the very transfer
orders that had oh-so-recently turned Rei’s world upside down, answered smoothly. As
she continued, there was a dull sound like a finger tapping on glass. ““As it happens, you
may be pleased to know that Cadet Arada in there just became the second first year
student at Galens to get assigned a User-Unique Ability...”



CHAPTER 4

“... Excuse me?”

Guest’s question came in something that was just louder than a growl, breaking the
several seconds of a silence so deafening it had seemed to drown out even the faint
beep of Viv’s heart monitor Rei could still make out from her room.

Fortunately, Shira Abel proved herself anything but a coy sort of woman.

“It’s as I said, Colonel,” the general answered smoothly. “As of about forty-five
minutes ago, Viviana Arada was assigned a User-Unique Ability. The second first year
at Galens to receive one. The second first year ever in fact, and only one of a stark
handful of sub-S-Ranked User in the history of the ISCM, much less students.
‘Endwalker’, it’s apparently called, though obviously we have no idea what it does just
yet. I was on my way to try and ascertain just that information when I was made aware
of the Arada’s condition. Unfortunate circumstances, to say the least.”

Through his owned stunned haze, the words—despite being well-chosen—Ieft Rei
with the nasty impression it wasn’t the actual danger Viv was in that was ‘unfortunate’
to the general.

“User...User-Unique?” Mayd sounded as lost for words as Rei had ever heard the
man. “General... Are you quite sure?”

“Entirely sure, Lieutenant Colonel. I was notified the moment Central caught wind
of it. For the last week or so I have had several officers in Sol on specific assignment
to monitor the Galens Institute. For good reason, apparently.”

Another silence, though this time Rei couldn’t be sure if it was a lack of response to
this particular statement, or simply lingering shock at Abel’s announcement.

For own his part, he was certainly feeling the latter...

A User-Unique Ability. User-Unique. That was... unreal. Utterly and completely
unreal. Shido was one thing. As largely unfathomable as the Device was, as constantly
mind-warping as its progress had been over the last half-year, Rei’s CAD was in
possession of an S-Ranked Growth spec. As impossible a concept as it might be, there
was at least some semblance of a tangible reason Shido had made the leaps and bounds
it had, and even developed not one but two of it’s own User-Unique Abilities.



Impossible opportunity could lead to impossible outcomes, after all. Yes, Shido was
one thing.

But Gemela...

That settled it. That had to settle it. There could no longer be any argument to the
contrary. Rei and Aria had already had their suspicions. Shido had already spelled it out
for them. ‘Shard 1°. ‘New link’. ‘Manifestation’. And now a User-Unique Ability in a
lowly C-Ranked CAD that just happened to be in Ret’s orbit?

That settled it.
Aria put words to the conclusion a second before he could.

“Ret...” she whispered, so quietly he barely heard even standing at her elbow as they
stared at the grey wall of the room. “It’s Shido. It has to be Shido.”

He could only barely manage even to nod.
“Do we... Do we know why? Or how, rather?”

Colonel Guest was speaking again from outside in the hall, and he sounded to have
steadied himself a little bit following the initial shock.

“The observation team has their suspicions.” Abel’s voice was still amicable and
even, like they were discussing nothing more than the choice of flooring tile under their
teet. “Undoubtedly in the same realm of your own, unless I’'m overestimating the quality
of the staff at Galens. We started taking note of it at Sectionals, after Layton Catchwick
and Chancery Cashe’s unexpected developments. I had thought the physical
manifestation of Laurent’s C8 evolution was the cherry on top, but now... well...”
there came the sound of a finger tapping on glass again. “Now things are a little
different, aren’t they?”

Something itched at Rei, at those words. Scraped at him through his shock. He
couldn’t help but imagine Abel staring through the glass at Viv like his best friend was
some fascinating animal at the zoo. He ground his teeth, hands balling into fists at his
sides. He wished he could see the woman, wished he had it in him to defy Dent’s orders
and brave a glance around the frame of the door, to at least get a look at this witch that
seemed to be making Viv out to be some kind of specimen that—

But Rei stopped, letting out a quiet “Oh” as a realization popped into his head.



Then he reached out to touch the wall, pulling up the smart-glass options.
“Rei,” Aria hissed under her breath, starting as he moved. “What are you—?!”

He shushed her silently with one finger of his other hand to his lips, though, not
looking around as he brought up the display options even as Abel continued outside.

“I commend you, Colonel. I have to admit I did not believe your Institute was willing
to push the students under you care to this extent. You’re making me wonder if I put
my name to Ward and Arada’s transfer orders prematurely.”

Rei’s hand twitched over the choices he was rapidly scrolling through, but he didn’t
stop. Not until he found what he was looking for. Mayd had said once that there was a
one-way mirror option for the hospital walls, hadn’t he? Could that mean there was a
similar option that might work?

“... Ma’am?” Guest answered the general like he didn’t understand what she was
saying.

Come on, Rei hoped silently, still scrolling. Come oooon... There!

He found the button he was looking for and punched it. Without so much as a
flicker the wall turned transparent, though not quite as clear as it would have been in
window mode. He’d been lucky. One-way glass had been one of the public options
accessible, probably for the entertainment and stimulation of bed-ridden patients.

And as a result, he and Aria were suddenly taking in the hall without so much as a
glance from any of the now-four people standing outside of Viv’s room, not 20 feet
trom where the two of them were hidden.

Rei didn’t know if he’d ever seen Guest or Mayd so tense. They both looked like
they were still coping with the absurdity of the news that had just been delivered to
them, a little pale as they were, but other than that the pair looked so stiff they might
have been standing over the edge of 1000-foot cliff. On the other hand, Dent—
standing between them—had a very different expression, a sort of quiet, seething
hostility that the captain seemed only barely to be masking behind the features of her
tull-frame prosthetic.

Rei didn’t pay attention to any of them, though. He was too busy taking in what
little of the stranger was mostly turned away from him and Aria, one hand still raised to



press a single finger ponderously to the clear glass wall of Viv’s room, the other casual
resting in a fist at the crook of her back.

Shira Abel was no User—there wasn’t a hint of a CAD around either wrist Rei could
see—but she possessed a powerful presence all the same. A tall, regal woman, her black-
and-golds were pristine and her posture twice as clean and sharp as even the officers
who had taught the Galens cadets proper military decorum at the start of the year. Her
hair was a thick sheet of pure black, only artfully streaked with two narrow white stripes
along the side of her head Rei could see, and was cut in a clean line to just above her
shoulders to match the straight bangs obvious even in profile. She had light brown skin,
and the one eye he could make out was strikingly blue and set over a handsome, straight
nose. Despite her age—likely in her 50s, if Rei had to guess—he might have called the
woman ‘beautiful’ were it not for what he could make out of her expression, a look so
distinct it clenched at his gut even if he could only see half her face.

He’d been wrong, Ret realized suddenly. He’d thought Abel would be looking at Viv
like some petting zoo prize, like some coveted owned thing. He’d thought he’d look on
the general and hate her, hate her with a fire already started by the theater of transfer
“orders” that Abel had added her signature to earlier that very evening. He’d been
wrong. The general wasn’t looking at Viv like a caged animal.

She was looking at Viv like a starving soul presented with a feast.

Something cold—so cold it was almost sharp—trickled up Rei’s spine, in that
moment. He wouldn’t realize what it was till later, after he’d return to the dorms and
his bed again to lie awake until morning, staring at the ceiling and thinking. In the
moment he was too distracted, too intent on listening to the conversation and finding
out more about what was going on with Viv, the general, and beyond.

But later, as the dim lights of his room swam eerily against the white cement
overhead, he would think back on that instant and know.

Afraid.

For some reason, for some awful reason, looking upon Shira Abel made Rei feel
nothing but afraid.

“I was saying I commend you,” the general repeated, addressing Guest’s hesitant
question but still not looking away from Viv. “I'm impressed. As stated, Arada’s
condition is unfortunate, but the outcome cannot be denied. Had I known the Galens



staff had it in the them to push their cadet’s to achieve something like this, I might have
been more hesitant to agree to the request for—”

“General,” Dent’s snarl cleaved like a knife across Abel’s words. “I must be
misunderstanding. It seems like you are implying that the Institute deliberately put
Cadet Arada in this position, endangering her health—her life—for... what, exactly?”

By the wall, the general didn’t answer, still staring with that ugly, passive hunger.
Inside the room, the remaining nurse was now eyeing the four officers nervously,
standing unmoving over Viv’s suspended form like some prey animal trying not to catch
the attention of the monsters in the hall.

Only after several seconds did Abel finally drop her hand from the glass to join the
other at her back, turning to face Guest, Mayd, and Dent with what could only have
been a frustrated sigh. Seeing her full-on for the first time, Rei decided that the woman
was indeed beautiful, despite the chilling edge of her presence.

When she spoke though, addressing Guest as her keen blue eyes fell on the man,
nausea replaced any admiration Rei could grant her appearance.

“Yes... I considered I was giving your staff too much credit on my way over here,
Colonel. How unfortunate.” She looked to Dent, her expression as benign and
uninterested as anyone Rei had ever seen when taking in the Knight-Class woman. “I
stand corrected, Captain. Thank you for pointing that out. I feel better having given my
blessing to ensure the future of the assets you currently host at this school. Oh, resent
me all you like.” Her voice suddenly took on an edge of impatient fatigue as Dent
bristled visibly before the general. “I do not have the luxury to play parent and teacher
to the cadets of the ISCM. You can think me callous, I do not care. I have larger things
to be worried about than the wellbeing of a single soldier. Frankly—" she lifted her chin
to look down her nose a little at the Iron Bishop, taking her in critically “—of all people,
I admit, I had hoped you might understand that. Disappointing.”

Rei could see Dent fighting not to let the fury boil over, then, the tinge of white
starting the glimmer around the brown of her eyes. Mayd, too, seemed to notice,
because even as the captain opened her mouth to answer this, he cut in with only a
sidelong glance at Guest.

“General,” the old man wheezed, his tone clear and polite. “I'm afraid I'm a little in
the dark. The chief combat instructor as well, I would guess. May I ask what it is you

>

‘gave your blessing’ to...?’



Abel had looked around at the chief medical officer, apparently about to answer
him, when the colonel beat her to it.

“The general—"” Guest must have found his strength again, because his words came
in a harsh rumble “—is referring to meeting I had this past evening with Cadets Ward
and Laurent. A meeting in which we were all regrettably informed that Central
Command is considering transferring the pair of them out of the care of the Galens
Institute after the end of the year, depending on certain... contingencies...”

There was no pause, this time.
“Whate!”

The demand came mirrored from the captain and lieutenant colonel both. Dent—
already clearly straddling the edge of the knife that was her own fury—was expectedly
snappish, but it was the faintest hint of a snarl in Mayd’s voice that had Rei’s hands
going cold. Mayd, the collected, ever-benevolent figure who he never would have
guessed was capable of anger. Mayd, the grandfatherly doctor who had always been the
calming presence even when the likes of Dent or Ameena Ashton had lost a bit of their
cool.

Mayd, who was now staring at Shira Abel with a smoldering displeasure that Rei
thought might have set his uniform alight.

And yet again the general didn’t so much as blink at their rage.

“The colonel is at liberty to explain the situation as he sees fit,” she said cooly, not
looking away from Guest, her chin still held high. “But yes. Certain concerns were levied
against the Galens Institute by the parents of Cadet Aria Laurent. Concerns Central
could not easily dismiss, in particular given who her father is. I'm sure you understand.”

“No, General.” Mayd’s voice was still tempered, but there was a seething note that
boiled in his answer. “No. We certainly do not. Reidon Ward is not any common cadet.
I am positive you are aware of this. Nor is Aria Laurent, in her own right. And I can
assure you—perhaps better than anyone standing here—that Ward in particular is
progressing at an as-of-yet incomparable rate to any newly-assigned User the ISCM has
ever seen. And I don’t just mean his rank. Ward’s diagnosis has seen a near-complete
resolution since his induction at the Institute. Those symptoms he entered school with
have demonstrated an organic reversal, as have the minimal ones he’s experienced since.
He has the best care the school can provide, and the best instructors it can provide.



Why in the MIND’s name would you deign to attempt to uproot him from a foundation
like—?”

“I will ‘deign’ to do as I see fit, Lieutenant Colonel. Not for you, not for me, not
Galens nor Astra-3 nor even this entire system. For the ISC as a whole, I will ‘deign’ to
do as I see fit.”

For the first time Shira Abel’s tone had changed in truth. No longer was she placidly
addressing the other three in turn as though they were having any typically boorish
discussion. No longer was she taking them in one after the other with nothing more
than mild disappointment and disinterest. Abruptly the woman’s entire aura had shifted,
a cold, iron sort of force seeping like venom into her words as she glared openly at
Mayd, now. Had she been Dyrk Reese, Rei thought the woman might have tried to
leverage her rank, tried to make the lieutenant colonel feel small in the moment. She

didn’t, though. She didn’t have to.

Shira Abel, even lacking a CAD, emanated dangerous conviction so palpable Rei felt
Aria tense at his side.

“It is your duty—ryour responsibility—to see Reidon Ward and those around him as
charges in your care. As children, even.” Her words were no less steely when she
continued. “That is important. I acknowledge it. For the wellbeing of our soldiers and
the military as a whole. But it is not my duty.” She hissed the statement out like a lash.
“My duty runs deeper, Lieutenant Colonel. Much, much deeper. Central Command
bears responsibilities I lack not only the words to express, but also the desire to do so
if I did. You can keep your bumbling protests. I don’t care. They matter as little to me
as the drowned out cries of any single other person in the Collective. I am not here to
serve you. I am not here to serve me. I am here to serve the ISC. And I will do so as. L.
See. Fit.”

For a few seconds she stared Mayd down. To his credit the old man didn’t blink,
but he didn’t respond either, likely knowing he had already overreached the line of rank
and file he should by all rights have been toeing. Abel, for her part, didn’t look smug at
this lack of answer, didn’t seem pleased or even give the sense she had the remotest
interest of claiming any sort of victory. On the contrary, she simply stood a little
straighter, the looked over her shoulder through the wall at Viv again.

“Besides, as Colonel Guest is already aware, you have made the very points raised
by the Laurents. I am not here to besmirch the Galens Institute, Lieutenant Colonel.
On the contrary, I give you all the credit you deserve—and more than many in Sol,



actually—for having brought Ward this far. For having brought them all this far. But
the fact that he is indeed being served by the best Galens has to offer is the problem.”
Abel frowned, watching Viv drift gently within the suspension tank, the hem of her
gown and the slack of the cables and tubes extending from all over her body drifting
around her like she was swaying in a gentle current. “If things were different, I might
even fight to keep them where they are. The Institute has done a tremendous job with
Reidon Ward. Truly.” She looked back around at Mayd, but then her eyes were past
him and sweeping over Guest and Dent both. “Regrettably, it is not a different time,
and I have made my decision. Colonel, I believe you are aware of the expectation
General Laurent has for the situation?”

““General Laurent’.” Guest repeated in a growl like he were trying not to laugh, both
large hands clenched into fists by his sides. “Yes. Of a sort, ma’am.”

Abel nodded. “Good enough. Then there’s nothing more to discuss.” She tossed a
thumb over her shoulder. “I want daily updates on Arada’s condition for my
supervisory team. And an immediate notification of when she wakes up.” The woman’s
eyes flashed briefly, then something pinged the colonel’s own frame. “That’s the contact
for Chief Warrant Officer Cassidy Maran. She can be your liaison. Clear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” came the answer, forced out through clenched teeth.
“Wonderful. Then my job here is done.”

And with that—and not so much as a glance at the other two officers—Shira Abel
slipped past Guest to head back toward the UTU’s entrance, boots clicking over the
floor again with quick, confident strides. Rei watched her come, watched her round the
nurses station, his eyes unable to leave the general’s cool, iron features. She neared the
door of the surgical suite they had been hidden away in, then passed it, nearing them
with every step.

And then she stopped, coming to a halt directly in front of where Rei and Aria stood
on the other side of the wall, and he felt his heart stop.

“I hope there comes a time where you don’t think of me as nothing more than a
monster,” she said. Her voice was high and clear, but apparently not so much so that
she was easily heard by the three still standing some 20 feet back around the curve of
the hall from her.

“Ma’am?” Guest called stiffly after her, like he hadn’t quiet heard.



But Shira Abel didn’t answer him. Instead she was off again, reaching the UTU’s
heavy doors in a handful of quick, firm strides, and slipping through them into the hall
outside the moment they were opened wide enough to do so.



CHAPTER 5

Dent only gave the transparent wall a glance when the colonel had her retrieve Rei
and Aria from the room, raising an eyebrow at them both but not saying a word when
she beckoned them out from the doorway. The pair of them barely noticed, dumbstruck
as they were even a minute’s wait after Abel’s exit.

“And now you’ve had the pleasure of ‘meeting’ General Shira Abel,” the colonel
spoke with something like a sigh as they were led back to wall of Viv’s room. “Given
our discussion this past evening, I’m going to assume you two recognize the name?”

Rei and Aria could only offer unsteady nods of confirmation.

“I would have introduced you, but that may have led to some... unnecessary
complications.” Guest snorted dryly. “I’m sorry I had Dent dragged you away like that,
but I don’t think Abel finding the pair of you here would have led to anything good. At

least not right now.”
Rei found his tongue at last, at that.

“Is she...?” he started uncertianly, still struggling with the layers of complications
the encounter had just added to the situation. “Is the general... someone to look out
for, sit?”’

Rei might have imagined it, distracted as he was, but he thought he caught the three
officers all trade a glance at this question as Dent came stand at Guest’s right.

“General Abel is... a complicated subject, Cadet.” The colonel offered after a
second, somewhat carefully. “Toeing the line, I think I can only go as for as to
recommend that you and Cadet Laurent avoid crossing paths with her, whenever
possible. Not that you should ever have had the occurence.” He frowned around at the
doors Abel had left through. “Trying to catch General Laurent, she said? Whether or
not that’s true, it’s a hell of a coincidence.”

“You don’t think she...?” Aria started from Rei’s side, eyes wide as she looked from
her uncle to Viv still floating in her tank on the other side of the wall, watched now by
a much-relieved-looking nurse.



“What? Oh. No, no.” Guest shook his head, then paused before continuing in a
grumble as he faced his neice. “She seemed genuinely suprised at the situation. Though
not displeased...”

“Sir, she was practically dancing under those black and golds,” Dent all-but-snarled,
and Rei again couldn’t help but take note of the anger that Abel seemed to have brought
out in the Bishop.

“What a miserable soul,” Mayd mumbled as though in agrement. As the colonel had,
he too was watching the UTU doors. “One must feel for her, I think.”

“Must one?” Dent asked with venomous sarcasm.

“Careful, Captain,” Guest warned, turning his attention on her briefly with a frown.
“She is still your superior. And to be fair to her, her responsibilities do eclipse those of
any of us standing here.”

Dent offered no answer to that, like silence was the best response she had to give.
After a second the colonel seemed to decide this was acceptable, because his attention
drifted back to Viv and her nurse through the smar glass “... A User-Unique Ability?
Unbelievable...”

It made Reti feel a little better about his own shock that Rama Guest could still be
so shaken by the news. At the very least, it helped him find his tongue again.

“Sir... Aria and I were saying, while the general was here... About Viv’s Ability...
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We think that confirms something we’ve been wondering about for a while now...

The tension returned twice over at his words, though of a different sort that had
lingered after Abel’s parting. The three officers—Dent having moved around to stand
at Guest’s side so she could face them now—all took in Rei and Aria with an intensity
so sharp it was like they were all trying to see through them.

“Yes, you were saying, Cadet,” Mayd pressed gently from their left. “Shido has...
‘linked’ with Gemela, did you say?”

“Yes, sir...” Ret answered uncertainly. “I got the notification about ten minutes
) y g

before Captain Dent picked us up.”

“Notification?” Mayd repeated, brow furrowing. “Might we request to see that, if
you please, Cadet?”



This time, Rei didn’t hesitate, bringing up the very screenshot he had taken for Dent
and Aria on their flight from Galens. The captain, sure enough, didn’t do more than
trown slightly when he resent it to a channel Guest opened for all five of them standing
there, but the colonel and lieutenant colonel respectively both had eyes the size of their
fists by the time they’d finished reading—and then rereading—the notice.

“By the MIND...” Mayd was the first to get out. “I certainly had my own suspicions
but... By the MIND...”

“Ward, do you know what any of this means?”” Guest asked of Rei, though the man
was still staring wide-eyed at the picture in his frame. “Other that the obvious.”

“Other than the link with Gemela, sir?”

“That, and the fact that you Device is likely in the process of forming the same with
other CADs in your vicinity?”

Rei swallowed at that, at once made only more anxious and relieved by the fact that
Guest had clear come to the same conclusion he had in what little opportunity there
had been to consider it.

“I would agree with that,” Mayd added. He too was still reviewing the notification
when Rei turned to look at him. “Cadet Arada has been nearest to you and your Device
the longest, Ward, but my understanding of the situation is that the both of you have
been close to Layton Catchwich for some time now. And Cadet Laurent here similarly
so.” He gestured towards Aria without looking away from his frame. “If we assume this
Shard 17 link that has formed with Gemela means it is taking up some portion of
whatever that ‘max link capacity’ is, the possibility that it would be taking up the entirety
of this percentage value is... remote.”

It was, Rei agreed silently, nodding along. It didn’t seem correct that Gemela’s link
would be filling all 62% of the max capacity, whatever that meant. Not when Rei had
also been training with Catcher for the better part of half a year, and Aria again for most
of that. More likely was that Gemela was taking up some fraction—big or small—of
the capacity, while the rest was filled by links that were already in process...

That wasn’t all the evidence they had, though, was it?
“It... may go deeper than that, sir...” Rei said slowly.

Guest blinked at that, finally looking through the notifaction. “Oh?” he asked slowly.



Not exactly sure how to explain it, Rei took a second.

Enough time to let Aria get bluntly to the point.

“Chancery, sir,” she said quietly. “Cadet Cashe.”

Guest, Dent, and Mayd all frowned at that, then nodded together.
“Cashe,” Guest repeated. “And her Warband...”

At that, at last, he closed out of his NOED and turned his attention in full back on
Rei and Aria.

“Tell us everything you know, Cadets,” he ordered steadily. “Everything.”
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It didn’t take long for Ward to fill them in on the suspicions he and Laurent had
been harboring. In quick order—and with frequent help from Laurent herself—he told
the three of the curiousity that had started mounting after Chancery Cashe had
developed Warband so oddly close to Layton Catchwick’s earning the Saber’s own rare
Ability, Ruinous. At the time they had apparently told themselves the possibilty of it
being a coincidence was certainly possible—Cashe and Catchwick both had inate skill
and had been putting in an incredible number of extra training hours even outside of
class, after all—but after Laurent’s own incredible evolution when she’d hit C8 not a
tew days later, they had grown more certain. No solid evidence, however, had ever
made itself known.

At least not until that evening.

Valera had almost found it in herself to smile a few times, listening to the pair,
listening to how they had pieced things together for themselves. They were echoing
suspicions she happened to know for a fact a tight citlce of the Galen’s higher ups—
present company included—had been whispering about for a week now. They weren’t
the only ones, either, given Central clearly had their eye on the situation.

Central and... others...



Yeah... Valera didn’t have it in her heart to smile, in the moment. Not when it was
taking every once of her self control not to let leak out the torrent of other emotions
that was already collecting like a building flood in her chest.

As a group they reviewed the alert Ward’s CAD had given him, trying collectively
to glean any information that might have been missed in the first dozen passes they’d
all made, anything that might provide a better clearer picture as to what was going on.
After an extra half-hour theorizing themselves in rapid circles, however, they had gotten
no further in their assessment of the situation, with the only conclusions being the ones
they’d already come to. Yes, it couldn’t be denied, now, that Shido was indeed
interacting with the CADs it had contact with—or at least had the most contact with.
What was more, however, that connection was manifesting in some psuedo-tangible
way in the form this ‘Shard 1° that had developed with Gemela.

And, to highlight and evening of impossibilities with an accent of oddness, they all
agreed that General Abel lack of mention of this fact meant that—for whatever
reason—Central Command was unaware of the specifics of that development, even
despite knowing of Arada’s evolution and Ability before anyone else.

That fact above all else, Valera suspected, was the reason Rama Guest—after
ensuring the pair of them hadn’t told anyone else the particulars of Shido’s alert—made
the call to order Ward and Laurent to secrecy regarding ‘Shard 1’ and all information
relevant to it. The cadets had started to protest, of course, but Guest had been
unmoving in his command.

“There is more going on here than any of us are aware of, Cadets,” he had said
evenly. “You have to see that. Until we have more information on the situation—and
understand why only Ward was the one to be notified about these developments—we
have to play it close to the chest. Yes, Ward—" he’d cut the boy off when he opened
his mouth to respond “—even from the other members of your squad. I know you
understand this already. The gag order when you developed Type Shift was necessary
too, if for different reasons, and you followed that. I expect you to do the same here.”

There hadn’t been further arguements on the subject from there—though the two’s
grumbled acknowledgements of “Yes, sir...” had been anything but enthusiastic—and
Guest had dismissed them all after that, saying he would stay till morning to see if there
was any overnight news. This had expectantly triggered an entire new wave of protests
from Ward and Laurent—the former in particular all-but-demanding to be allowed to
stay in case Arada woke up—and it had been Mayd this time to calm them down, telling



them it was unlikely the girl would come to in the next few days, much less that very
night. It took the chief medical officer granting special permisison for Ward and
Laurent—as well as any other member of Firesong who wanted it—to visit Arada on
their off time before the two allowed themselves to be begrudginly led by Valera from
the UTU again, leaving Mayd and the colonel as they did.

The higher officers quite conversation as the unit doors swung shut was in sharp
contrast to the utter silence the Valera and the cadets walked in as they followed a
hundred different “Exit” signs through the maze of hospital cooridors and back out
into the night.

The trip back to Galens was just as quiet, with Ward and Arada seemingly working
on processing the evening events with difficulty. Again the pair of them held hands as
the city lights whipped by past the windows of the flyer Valera had summoned for them,
and again she chose not to reprimand them for the public display. For one thing, she
thought it reasonable that the pair sought comfort in whatever way they could manage
it, given the circumstances.

For another, she was far too lost in her own head to care.

She dropped the cadets off where she’d retrieved them from, in front the of the first
year dormitory in the north east corner of the Institute campus. She’d though one or
both of them would have some final question to pose to her as they parted ways,
perhaps, but instead Ward and Laurent both only offered her tired salutes as they all
stepped out of the flyer together, looking utterly exhausted as they turned away to trod
in a defeated sort of way the last few yard to Kane’s front doors. Valera watched them
go, feeling the ache of fatigue behind her own eyes as the cadets vanished into the
building. She ignored it, though, just as she ignored the temptation to clamber right
back into the flyer and have it take her straight to the staff housing block where her bed
was waiting.

She needed a clear head, and winter air would do her good for that.

She dismissed the flyer with a few quick eye commands, then watched as the vehicle
ripped away skyward again to dissapear into the shifting lines of Castallon’s nighttime
traffic high, high above her. Even then she stood for a moment, though, fighting with
herself and mounting pressure that had been building all night in her gut.

She lost the battle about a minute after the final faint echoes of the flyer faded off
the distant walls of the Institute.



Valera barely made it to the edge of the path in time, as her stomach heaved. Even
with her Speed engaged she only just managed to get sick into the leafless bushes that
lined the walkway that led up the to dormitory, vomiting into the brush rather than her
shoes. Once, twice, three times she threw up, her body seeming to want to expell
everything inside it like the act could rid herself of ill, heartwrenching feeling of guilt
weighing down on her shoulders.

Guilt... and anger.

“M-MIND!” Valera snarled into the night once she’d gained control of her gut again,
standing straight once more to wipe her mouth clean with a sleave of her jacket.

The red text lit up her NOED at once, like it had been waiting for her to call on it.

An unfortunate outcome, I admit. The likelithood that Cadet Arada would push
herself to such an extreme was low, as I stated.

“Apparently no low enough!” Valera only barely kept herself from screaming, hands
balled into iron fists by her sides. She could feel the familiar warmth behind her her
irises, and she knew her eyes were glowing white hot.

She didn’t care.

“This is what I was afraid ofl” she seethed aloud. “This is why I didn’t want to give
her permission! She was desperate, and desperate has no place on the field!”

Captain, it could be argued that ‘desperate’ is all we have left, the red text answered.
And I do hope you are not concerned about exposure. I was very careful in applying
the necessary permissions, as prove by Lieutenant Colonel Mayd’s search coming up
empty. I will likewise take the necessary steps to ensure that Viviana Arada does not
make the mistake of naming you when she—

“I don’t give a damn, about my exposure!” Valera snapped, not even bothering to
finish reading the MIND’s arguement. “You think that’s what I care about?! Arada is
in the hospital in critical condition! She could wake up with brain damage! And that’s if
she wakes up at all!”

A line of green joined the conversation, now.

The likelyhood of that is extremely small, Valera. From the data I was able to gather
while we were at Altmore, I would estimate the chance of Viviana Arada suffering



longterm damage that would prevent her from continuing her training as a User to be
less than 3%.

“Stay out of this, Kes,” Valera snarled. “That’s half the problem, anyway. You—
both of you—you don’t understand. You can’t understand. Maybe one day, when you
have enough damn data, but until then you just don’t get that humans are more than
numbers and equations and percentages! We’re more than a mathematical breakdown
of what is likely and not! I told you I didn’t want to give Arada permission! I told you
something like this would happen! I don’t are what values and sum you applied to the
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situation! There is more to people than your damn algorithyms

She finished, and for a moment there came no answer. Some small part of her
appreciated that, in a way. The two Als could communicate as quickly as they could
think, after all, so any pause provided at moments like these were typically for her
benefit.

That didn’t make them human, though.

Captain. The MIND answered, and for some reason Valera couldn’t help but read
the words like they were hard said. I am merely doing what I have to, with the tools I
have, to the very best of my ability.

The anger drained from Valera all at once, at that. In a heartbeat, however, it was
replaced it, and by a myried of feeling she would have traded back for the fire in a
second. Grief, frustration, betrayal.

Disappointment.

“I know,” she answered sadly, turning to start the long walk back towards the staff
housing through the frigid winter night. “But until you understand that we have to be
more than ‘tools’ to you, MIND, then you aren’t much better than Shira Abel...”



CHAPTER 6

PLACEHOLDER

-PLACEHOLDER

Danmit!

Emmaline von Bor was being pressed like she’d never been before on the battlefield, and
she was anything but pleased about it. The survivors of Blackmaw had closed in quickly after
Janice had shouted that she was going down, moving to surround Emmaline with well-honed
efficiency. From three sides now they came charging out of the canopy into the clearing where
she’d been caught while looking for a place to make her stand, dark shapes ripping out from

the cover of the trees like the shadows themselves had come alive.

With nothing left to do otherwise, Emmaline ground her steel boots into the earth,
securing her footing as she shouted in the enemy’s face.

“COME ON THEN!”

As Blackmaw closed the distance, she twisted and swung Theoknight’s great spear in a
massive circle, forming a defensive ring around her position. The move brought two of her
opponents up immediately, the largest pair—Dembi and Sorret—ripping through grass and
earth to stop short before they got themselves cleaved in two, the speat’s wide blade leaving a
glowing trail of red behind it even in the sunlit day exactly where they would have been
otherwise.

The third, though, was a Josephson, and the Duelist slipped under the Device with the
grace of wind through leaves.

Emmaline took the chance.

Rounding on this slighter opponent, she rocketed forward, aiming to surprise the woman
by meeting her head on. Josephson, quick as a rat, slipped sideways, the red vysetrium of her
two grey-green blades slashing out. She’d chosen to dip to the left, though, trying to stay clear
of Emmaline’s main hand.

Unfortunately for her, any good Phalanx knew that their blade was hardly the only weapons
they had.

CLANG!IWHAM!



Emmaline caught both swords with her round shield, the blades gauging deep into the
solid white steel. At the same time, she planted and changed her momentum in a flash only
possibly with A-Ranked Speed, a rare blessing she’d been granted given her Type. Her Defense
numbers were a bit lower than usual by comparison, but as an A6 Emmaline had long since
learned to play to her advantages.

They allowed her to do things like take the hit azd plow into Josephson full on, ramming
through her twin blows to slam bodily against the woman, shield still leading the way.

The sound of shattering metal accompanied the impact as Josephson was sent rocketing
away into the forest again, her upper back striking a tree so hard she went spinning like a top
to vanish back into the underbrush and shadows. Emmaline saw a glimpse of broken steel
glimmering like a trail of grey-green rain after the woman, but didn’t wait to watch it land as

she whirled.

Theoknight’s shield came up just in time to ring like a gong as it blocked a steel-clad fist
the size of a small boulder that had been aimed at the back of her head.

Not having had the time to set her feet, Emmaline allowed the striked to launch her
backwards in much the same fashion she’d just sent Josephson flying. Instead of vanishing
into the trees, though, she tucked and rolled, careful to keep her spear well in hand as she did.
The moment she was able to she pressed up off the shield, shoving herself in the air, and with
a heavy somersault landed on her feet in a crouch that allowed her to rip forward again almost
as soon as she touched the ground, seeking to take the her remaining opponents, too, by
suprise.

Unfortunately, her rare dexterity had already been adjusted for.

CRASH!

Dembi, the Brawler who’d sent her flying back, was a big guy at something like six-and-a-
half feet tall or so, but he was a pipsqueak compared to Sorret, the Mauler who’d jumped in her
way to shield his teammate from ‘dying’ the exact same way the Josephson had. Instead of
another clean bodyblow, Emmaline’s shield struck awkwardly against the diagonally-held haft
of a massive, black and purple hammer that had been held at the ready, its heavy, cylindrical
head glowing blue with intricate patterns that weren’t obvious at a glance.

Emmaline, unfortunately, got to see them up close and very personal when Sorret—having
succesfully weathered her surprise countercharge—twisted his weapon down and in to catch
her full in the temple with that vysetrium-lined head.

As a User steadily closing in on that oh-so-coveted S-Rank, Emmaline’s Device encased
every square inch of her body in steel and vysetrium. It was a little silly to consider how one



looked when their CAD was called, by Emmaline had to admit she took great pride in
Theoknight’s manifested appearance, a chivalric style reminiscent of her famous
grandmother’s. The Device even had something like a tower helm, complete with a plume-
like extension of flowing light that usually glowed orange, as did the four slashes across the
faceplate that looked like slots in a visor. Right now they were the red Bannerhall had been
assigned at match commencement, but against the white and gold of the armor Emmaline was
sure Theoknight looked striking just the same.

Had she had a moment to consider it, she might have thought that wouldn’t be so true
after the hammer smashed half that proud helm in as she was slammed down into the ground
with so much force she literally felt the earth give under her heavy body.

Not that that meant Emmaline was close to done.

Her Defense specs might be lower for a Phalanx of her rank, but Theoknight was still good
at taking hits. Even as she heard the Mauler shifted above in what had to have been preparation
for a killing blow, Emmaline jerked her spear up and around, sweeping the ground half-blindly.
There was an ugly #hunk as she felt it connect hard with someone’s ankles, but she was already
wrenching herself out of the divot she’d made in the grass to roll backwards and away, coming
up just in time to meet Dembi’s fist yet again while Sorret rolled back on to his feet from the
ground behind the Brawler. She would have liked to ignore the red text in the corner of her
screen that told her she’d been ‘injured’, and usually would have.

The fact that she only seemed to be able to see out of one eye, though, forced Emmaline
to glance at the notifications even as she ceded more ground to Mauler.

Left orbital socket damage registered.
Concussion registered.

Applying appropriate physiological restriction.

Emmaline cursed again, seeing the end coming in truth, now. She’d had the skmmest of
chances when she’d suddenly found herself with three-to-one odds, especially after she’d
managed to take out Josephson. Now, though, she was blind in one eye—her shield-side eye—
basically severing her defensive abilities at the knee.

All that was left, she supposed, was making as good a show for herself and Bannerhall as
she could.

Which meant calling on the one ace she still had in hand, even if the timing wasn’t ideal.



Ducking a swing from the Brawler, Emmaline rolled to the right, then bolted between the
closest pair of trees. She heard one of the men shout in surprise at this sudden change in tactic,
then two sets of steel boots chasing after her into the forest.

Exactly as she hoped.

Emmaline planted, whitled, and whipped her arm around to launch her shield like a discus
at the Blackmaw fighters. With only one good eye her aim should by all rights have been off,
but ten thousand practice calls over the last 2 years made the motion more instinct than action
as the shield ripped through the air right at the pair. To their credit, it was immediately clear
the squad had made as much a study of Emmaline and her teammates as Bannerhall had of
them when another shout of warning Dembi and Sorret split apart, shooting off to the left
and right.

It didn’t save the Brawler.

Bowfalll Emmaline thought with intent, focusing on the shield that just happened to have
flown closest to the smaller man.

There was a low ¢rack, and the spinning wall of circular steel suddenly split and scattered
into no less than ten identical triangular slivers. For a fraction of a second they flew away from
each other, scattered by the centrifugal force, but then in mirrored unison they stopped in
middair. For a heartbeat they stayed like that, frozen.

And then, in a blur of red, the angular slivers snapped around and shot point-first after the
cursing Brawler even as he continued to flee into the woods, hounding after him like
unforgiving arrows given a life all their own.

Emmaline, pleased with the outcome as she was, didn’t even have time to grin before
Sorret realized he wasn’t the hunted and came charging at her through the trees with all the
power of a train.

In maybe 15 seconds the two traded a hundred blows, Sorret swinging his hammer in
thundering blurs, Emmaline using the advantage of her slightly improved reach to keep the
man at bay as best she could. Even blind in one eye and lacking her shield, she wasn’t anywhere
close to being ready to give it. Josephson was out, and Bowfall was a relentless and rare Ability
unique to only to a very few Phalanxes, a far superior version of the more-common Magnetic
Hunt. While her broken shield wouldn’t return to her after the fact, she didn’t have to keep
her focus trained on the Ability to hold it active. Dembi would chased around the field
endlessly until he smashed all ten of her arrows, or fell to them. Which meant that if she could
just take down Sorret, Emmaline might hold the advantage again.

Unfortunately, with every clash the pair had, her hopes quickly slipped away again.



Sorret was about as slow as most Maulers—if you could call what was likely mid-B-Ranked
Speed ‘slow’—but on to of being undeniably skilled with his hammer, he also seemed to boast
a shockingly high Defense. Four times, Emmaline manage just to get her spear in for a shallow
blow, and four times she nearly lost her head as her spear glanced off the man’s armor like
water off glass, leaving her momentarily open for a counter strike she only barely avoided each
time. As a fifth thrust slipped off the black steel around his thigh, Emmaline cursed and
launched herself back, realization dawning. The emulated concussion applied to her by the
Arena was cleatly doing it’s job, because she’d completely forgot about the Mauler’s own rare
Ability, one that was a /¢ less obvious than something like Bowfall.

Ghost Shell. A buildup of electromagnetic energy released in countless tiny microbursts
around a User’s armor. Each pulse was million times less powerful than the eruption caused
by some offensive Abilities that used a similar premise, like Repulsion, but the result was just
as effective it its own right. A massive boost in Defense, making the User virtually invulnerable
to everything but the most direct of blows.

Worse of all, it could be held up for almost a full minute by a talented User.

As quickly as she could Emmaline retreated, doing her best to avoid the trunks and roots
and stones as she kept glancing over her right shoulder even in her haste, hating the feeling of
being half-blind while she ran out a dangerous clock. Sorret’s footfalls rumbled after her, the
Mauler barrelling #hrough the trees more often than he bothered to go around them, each
impact announced by an explosion of noise and rain or shrapnel. It was no use. He would
catch her. Maybe Emmaline could pull off a pike manuver, planting her spear in the hopes of
letting Sorret run himself through? No, the ground was too soft, and it would be obvious if
she set the butt of her weapon against the tree. She could turn and flee outright, or at least
until the clock ran out on Ghost Shell? Also no, since she was probably already pushing her
luck with the match arbiter as it was with all the backpedalling she was doing. Plus Emmaline
hated the idea of turning tail as much as any User. In that case what if she—?

Shlunk!

With an impact that took her breath away, Emmaline hit something solid and ungiving. In
the same moment, pain exploded from her back and abdomen, so intense and so sudden that
she gasped in shock as her retreat was cut abruptly short. Her entire body spasm, and with the
agony came a wash of weakness, bringing her to her knees as Theoknight’s spear spilled from
her limp grass to hit the ground with a dense #ud right beside her. She jerked, and more by
chance than intent she found herself squinting in confusion at a blurred line of blue light that
was sticking out of her stomach.

Vysetrium, her foggy mind connected finally, realizing the glow edge the green and grey
steel of a familiar-looking sword.



Crap, was Emmaline’s last thought as she shakily looked over her shoulder one last time,
Grammy’s gonna kill me for this. ..

She would deserve it, of course. She was the one, after all, who had assumed Josephson
was down and out.

And it had cost her a sword in the back, held unsteadily in the Duelist’s one good hand,
the other arm limp and useless as it hung beside the shattered remains of the armor that had
once encased the woman’s torso.

Then Sorret was on her, and a blaze of blue came down on her head.

“All Red Team ‘Bannerfall’ combatants eliminated,” the Arena announced as noise
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returned in a rushing roar to the stadium. “Winner: Blue Team ‘Blackmaw’.
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“Maaaaaan I really thought we had them,” Janice Payne whined good naturedly some five
minutes later, rapping her knuckles against her forehead in furstration, as was her odd habit.
“I know it was an off match, but I really thought we had them.”

“It was a good fight,” Guihua Li assured her with a comforting pat on the shoulder, his
accented voice warm as he smiled. “A very good fight. And it is not a loss we should be
ashamed of.”

“At alll” little Heather Murphy, a rarity in the SCTs by being the shortest of their six of
them by nearly a foot, piped up eagetly, her crimson curls bouncing as she punched the air in
front of her. “Their average rank was like four levels higher than ours! And they had Boston
on their team! A Pawn-Class!”

“One we managed to bring down. Yes. That was a good fight, and I think we all deserve
to feel good about ourselves even #/it wasn’t a win.”

As one, Bannerfall all turned inward to look at Jackson Queen, even Emmaline and Tom,
who’d both been quiet since coming down from the Madrid Arena’s main floor. They stood
in the underworks now, the double-wide loop a straight corridor all colored blue, red, and
gold, having claimed a second of the inside wall some 20 yards up from the ramp entrance.
While the rest of them were standing in a rough circle in various resigned or disappointed,
Jackson was leaning casually against the wall, arms crossed and a smile playing at his handsome
features as he looked around at them. His long, platinum hair was swept over one shoulder,
and and his blue-green eyes were bright despite the loss.



“To be completely honest, I couldn’t be happier with that fight,” he told them warmly. “I
know some of you guys are a litle bummed—" Emmaline got the distinct impression he
deliberately didn’t look at her or Tom as he said this “—but the reality is that match was a/vays
going to be hellish, and we kicked ass despite that. We managed to work as a team, got Boston
down inside of two minutes just like we planned, azd put up a hell of a fight.”

“We only managed to down three of them...” Tom muttered, his gaze falling to the floor.
“Largely my fault, too.”

“Tom, you ran into Boston and Josephson in the first five seconds of the fight. And you
managed to injure Boston’s hand before you went down.” Jackson shook his head with a
chuckle, like the Saber was joking at his own expense. “That’s a perfect storm of bad luck and
opportunity. Any of us would have been FDAed in that situation, and probably not before we
got a hit on on the Pawn-Class Lancer.”

There was a muttering of aggreement at this, and Janice dropped her hand from her
forehead—now had a distinct red mark from knocking against it—to peer are Jackson,

“See? That’s why you got assigned as squad leader. Cause you can say shit like that. I would
have just been like ‘Cheer up, dude. We'll get ‘em next time’ or something. Can’t believe you
tried to turn down the assighment when they offered it to you.”

Before Jackson could answer this, however, Li poked Janice in the cheek with a finger,
looking down at her reproachfully.

“Janice, have I ever told you have all the grace of a boulder.”
“Wazzat supposed to mean??”

Heather and Jackson both sniggered as the pair started bickering playfully, and even Tom
managed to pull off the shadow of a grin. Emmaline, though, just couldn’t bring herself to
laugh with the rest of her squad, and eventually got tired of frowning at the ground.

“I’ve got a match in an hour,” she cut across the banter, trying as hard as she could not to
give away the disappointment that was like a bad taste in her mouth. Turning from the group,
she started to head down the hall. “I’'m going to warm down and get my head on straight.”

“Emmaline, hold on.”

Unwillingly she stopped, half turning and forcing herself to meet Jackson’s bright eyes.
The squad leader had moved away from the wall at last, stepping after her.



“You did good,” he told her firmly, as serious as he’d been since they’d lost. “No, you did
great. Three-on-one, and you nearly took two of them down. You almost clutched the match,
all on your own.”

Emmaline didn’t say anything.
Jackson tried to wait her out, but gave up pretty quickly.
“I’'m just saying,” he said with a sigh, “that you tend to be too hard on yourself.”

“We’re out of the running,” Emmaline answered him, still working hard to keep her voice
gentle. “It was only our third match, and we’re out.”

“Gitl this is the So/ Systems,” Janice said with a laugh. “And we’ve only been fighting

”’

together for like six months! We’re doing great
You think so? Emmaline thought privately, hating herself just a little bit for it.

“Yeah. Yeah I know,” she said instead, turning away again to start down the tunnel once
more, lifting a hand to wave back. “I’ll catch you guys in a bit. Later.”

Mercifully, no one called after her again.

She felt like an ass the minute she was away from them, of course. She’d expected to, and
yet still hadn’t been able to help herself. They were doing great, it was true. Earth events were
notoriously intense—unsuprising given the pedigree of military schools scattered around the
planet—and while the Madrid Winter Tourney was an independent even outside of the
standard qualifying circuit, they /ad come out on top of their two first matches, both of which
had also been less than in their favor. At A6, Emmaline was tied with Jackson as the strongest
fighter on Bannerfall, while all around them there was plnty of squads with A8s or 9s, and
even a few with S-Ranked fighters like Blackmaw’s Boston. They’d given a good showing of
themselves in the Team Battles, were still in the Wargames bracket, and four of them were
also left in the Duels, with only Li and Tom having been dropped the day before.

And yet...

Grinding her teeth, Emmaline turned a corner in the underwork tunnels, then headed
straight for the nearest stairs up.

She did not, as she’d lied to her team about, head to the Arena subbasements to warm
down. Instead she popped out onto the walkway again and into the roar of the 100,000-seat
stadium. Immediately turned right, she headed for the center of the longer east-side of the
stands. She didn’t even notice the two Team Battles that were happening on either side of the
main floot, not seeing much more as she excused her way through the mass of fighters and



spectators that crowded they path. It took her a minute but eventually she reached the steps
she’d been aiming for—a wider set than most of the other that led up into the seats, detailed
with decorative iron railings—and breaking out of the throng took the steps two at a time. It
was a short climb, only three or four stories, and the stairs ended along the side of an oblong,
handsome viewing box that jutted out from the stands some fifty feet. The door, iron again,
and beautifully carved with what looked like motifs depicting the ruins of old Madrid, were
guarded by a single ISCM office standing at ease before them, a sergeant who Emmaline knew
had watched her climb the whole way up.

It wasn’t like many other people were using the stairs, given the nature of the person who’d
rented the box.

An obligatory security scan followed, then the sergeant stepped smartly aside, pressing his
hand to a flat plate of smart-glass set into the wall just behind him. If the doors made any
noise as they opened, it was lost to the roar of the crowds, and Emmaline only gave the officer
a brief nod a thanks before she stepped quickly inside, letting them seal shut behind her.

She found herself grateful, as they did, that the dampening tech shout out almost all noise.
Even the sounds of the fights—which usually would have been selectively allowed through
tfor the occupant’s please—had been muted.

The silence was bliss, even if it only lasted a second.
“So... How do you think that fight went, Emmy?”

At the viewing glass, her back to the door, an old woman in a white business suit stood
watching the Team Battles below. Her hair, braided along the back of her head in a severe
plate, had been allowed to grow naturally gray with time, and her hands were spotted and
wizzened where the rested atop a plain wooden cane that she stooped ever-so-slightly into. It
made Emmaline sad, noticing that slow bend. It was a new development, the telltale sign of
the unstoppable passage of time even Users couldn’t escape forever.

Then again, Emmaline also knew better than anyone that the woman was still more—far,
far more—than the old, plodding figure she so often showed the world. Even her constant
muttering about ‘not understanding the technologies of modern times’ was a sham, she knew.

It was easier to get the wotld to leave you alone if you presented it with a less-interesting
version of yourself, after all.

“I think we could have won,” Emmaline answered the question promptly, moving to stand
behind the old woman and putting her hands on her hips. “And I think it’s my fault we lost.”

The woman nodded slowly, still not looking back. “Agreed. Bannerfall lost. And it s
because of you.”



Those words, from anyone else, would have stung,.

Instead, Emmaline only waited.

“But what do we say about losing?”

“That there’s no such thing. There is only winning, and there is learning.”

This time, Emmaline was answered with a chuckle and at last the woman turned from the
window to face.

Smiling, as she did, as only a grandmother taking in a favor grandchild could.

“Exactly,” Serena von Bor said earnestly, her black eyes, tinged with the hint of specaled
gold, flashing with excitement. “Then learn with me. What did you do wrong?”

At the question, Emmaline felt something almost like relief come over her. This, #hzs was
what she needed. She could appreciate Jackson’s tact. She could appreciate Janice’s gruff
humor, and Li’s kind words. They worked, at least most of the time, for most anyone else.

But Emmaline had been raised a different way.

“Josephson was the critical mistake. A hit like that would usually have been an FDA for a
Duelist, even A8. Or at least eventually fatal from internal organ damage. I assumed.”

“And it cost you, yes.” Her grandmother nodded solemnly, the black vysetrium along the
bands of her CAD, the famous Parzival, fleshing against their white and gold steel. “So...
How would you redo that part of the fight?”

Emmaline had had the answer ready for 10 minutes now, and it felt good to finally let it
lose.

“I should have followed Josephson in. I already had the momentum, and there was still
some space between me and the other two. If I'd followed her in, I would have had a clean
FDA on her—or at least confirmation—and additional coverage from the trees against Dembi
and Sorret.”

Her grandmother nodded along, looking pleased with this breakdown. Still, she obviously
wasn’t done.

“Aside from Josephson, there are other advantages to that play. What else?”
Again, Emmaline was already ready for the question.

“It likely would have resulted in an identical situation, but I wouldn’t have been injured. If
I’d followed Josephson in and Dembi and Sorret came in after me, it would have been the



same position as when I retreat into the woods after Sorret hit me. I could still have triggered
Bowfall, but Josephson would have been dead, and I wouldn’t have had any restrictions.”

“And how much of a difference would that have made in the fight?”

Emmaline’s hands balled into fists on her hip, her frustration getting the better of her
again.

“As much as all of it.”

“Precisely,” her grandmother agreed curtly. “Maybe you would have gone down just the
same. Without a shield, a Phalanx is at a steep disadvantage, after all. B## you would have
positioned yourself into a one-one-one fight, instead of having been forced into it in response
to injury. Placing yourself in harms way can be advantageous.

“But being put there rarely is,” Emmaline finished for the old woman, nodding herself as

she relaxed, crossing her arms over the gold emblem of the ISCM emblem on her chest.
“Yeah... Youd’ think I’d have learned that by now...”

In answer, her grandmother chucked, stepping towards her. When she was close enough,
she reached out and patted Emmaline’s cheek fondly. Her touch was comforting, but also
strange, her frail appearance betrayed by the subtle strength of in this gnarled fingers, the
power in that hand that was impossible to completely hide.

“Learning isn’t something we ever finish doing, Emmy,” she said warmly. “Ever. Yes,
Bannerfall lost. Because of you. But also because Tom ran into misfortune, because Jackson
made a bad call sending in Janice when Li was fighting Boston, because Li made a mistake that
got him down. Each of you is the reason, as much as any other. Don’t shy from that. Learn
from it.”

“Yes, Grammy,” Emmaline answered softly, feeling her shoulders finally loosen, her
frustration dissipating at last. After a second, she took a deep breath, then tried to push all her
disappointment into it as she forced it out again.

Then she met her grandmother’s eyes evenly.
“You know, you don’t have to come to every one of my tournaments...”

The last of the teacher’s facade fell away, at that, and her grandmother snorted. “You’re
right. How silly of me. I should be dawdling around my empty house all day, knitting stockings
and drinking bad tea. Maybe I'll finally gave and look into that crossword subscription your
grandfather keeps trying to get me for my birthdays.”



“Maybe if you’d stopped pretending not know how to use your NOED and tried it, you
might enjoy it,” Emmaline retored with a little bit of a grin. “Gramps does know you pretty
well...”

Her grandmother scoffed, waving the comment away.

“Please. Crosswords. 1 ask you.” She snorted, turning to move slowly back to the viewing
window, where the Team Battles seemed to both be wrapping up. “No. I'd rather be hear. I
like cheering on my only grandaughter, thank you very much. Honestly, I remember when you
were as tall as my cane, and you swore up and down every day how one day you’d join the

SCTs and—"

“Aaaaand pass on the family nostalgial” Emmaline cut the woman off loudly, throwing
both arms up in a big X above her head. “I'm good on death-by-embarrassment today, thanks

P,

Grammy
Her Grandmother grinned over her shoulder at her.
“Then prove it. Make that last fight up to yourself in your next Dual. Deal?”

“Deal,” Emmaline answered with her own smile, filing a thousand times lighter than she
had when she’d started climbing the stairs to the box. “Watch me.”

Her grandmother only nodded this time, eyes back on the Arena floor below.

Emmaline had just turned, taking her first step back towards the box door, when her frame
lit up with call notification. She stopped short, frowning at the “CALLER UNKNOWN?”’ that
took up her NOED all of a sudden, a rare occurrence in an age of interwoven technology and
system-spanning relationships.

“Hello...?” She asked tentatively, picking up the line, figuring it was probably a match
promoter or tournament agent she didn’t know yet.

She was surprised, therefore, when a woman’s husky voice greeted her smoothly, lacking
that usual pep and energy unique to marketers and fight solicitors.

“Warrant Officer von Bor, my name is Ueno Jasper. I have little doubt you have no idea
who I am, for which I do apologize.”

The woman’s voice—]Jaspet’s, apparently—held the slight accent of an east asian decent,
and Emmaline though she recognized the family name as Japanese.

“No... I don’t...” Emmaline said cautiously. “Can I... help your”



“You can. Immensly, in fact. Again, I do apologize but... I have it on good authority your
grandmother doesn’t usually take calls, so I decided that this was the best alternative.”
Emmaline could hear a smile in that voice now. “Could I bother you terribly to pass this line
along to her? I would be in your dept.”

Emmaline blinked, half in astonishment, half in disbelief. Frowning, she cocked her head
in confusion as she turned back to face her grandmother, who’d looked away from the window
once more to listening with a quizical look.

“Im sorry,” Emmaline spoke like she didn’t quiet follow. “You called to reach my...
grandmotherr”

“I did.” No further apology, this time.

“And you want me to... pass this line along to her...?”
“If you please.”

Emmaline frown deepened.

“You’re crazy, lady,” she said tersely. “My grandmother is a billion miles away right now,
and even if she wasn’t there’s no way in 4e//I’d connect you. Lose this number, and dont you
dare try to—"

“Warrant Officer, please be aware that if you want to play this game, I happen to be very,
very good at it. Not only am I aware that you are both at the Madrid Winter Tourney, right
now, I am also aware that you are currently standing in the same room.” The smile was still
there, in that voice. “Now, of course, I am not one to come to negotiations with nothing but
a stick. Would you be so kind as to pass along a message, before you hang up on me? If your
grandmother wants nothing to do with this call after that, I will understand and move on to
our second choice.”

Emmaline stood silent for a second, completely taken aback. Outside on the Arena floor,
the Team Battles had finally ended, with the winners and losers scurrying away towards the
underworks to make space for whatever fights came next.

On the other side of the line, Ueno Jasper took advantage of the lapse in response.

29

“The prince has a shield, now’,” she said simply. “Please tell your grandmother that. If she
is half as well informed as I’'m led to believe, she should understand.”

“The... the prince has a... shield, now’?” Emmaline repeated, more out of total confusion
than any intention to pass the message along.

Inadvertent or not, though, the stranger on the phone got her wish.



“Emmy!” Her grandmother’s voice was sharp, and the old woman was standing in front
of her in a blink, all semblance of any worn, aging soul gone from her face. “Who are you
talking to?”

Again Emmaline blinked, though the surprise this time had nothing to do with Ueno
Jasper.

“She... she wants to talk to.... you?” she got out by way of answer, struggling to follow
what was going on. “She said she knows you don’t usually take calls and... and she knows
weren’t standing in the same room...”

There was a flash, then. A dark, dangerous flash in her grandmothers eyes, a glimpse of
black so utter it was like looking into an empty void. Instinctively Emmaline’s entire body
tensed up, a cold lance of an old fear she’d only rarely experienced in the presence of the
woman cutting up her spine.

Then the black was gone, and her grandmother’s sharp gaze was clear again.
“Pass the call to me,” she siad firmly.

“What??” Emmaline demanded, coming to her sense again at this question. “Grammy, no.
Come one. She’s probably some—"

“Emmaline. Pass. The call. To me.”

Her grandmother’s words were clear, calm and even, but they resonated with a force that
felt like it was digging into Emmaline’s very bones. Without another word she did as she was
told, triggering the transfer with sever shaky gestures of one hand.

The notice hit her grandmother’s frame, lighting her eyes up with the rare sight of her
NOED coming fully alive, and the old woman accepted it with a blink.

“This is von Bor,” she said, her voice still filled with that subtle weight, so soft and yet so
heavy Emmaline though the walls around them might crack at any second. “Speak.”

For almost a minute, the two of them stood in silence then, Emmaline watching her
grandmother with mouth open, her grandmother in turn listening to whatever words Jasper
Ueno had for her. In that time, though, something astounding happened.

Slowly, like gravity was releasing it’s hold on her, her grandmother stood straight again,
every passing second seeing her rise a little taller has her eyes grew more and more intense.

By the time she spoke, there wasn’t so much as a shadow of the ‘Grammy’ left before
Emmaline to recognize. In a place, a woman who might have been made of sharpened iron



stood, gaze alert and intent, the cane in both her hands more like a sword now than anything

else.

“Oh yes,” the Ivory Shield, Rook-Class Champion of the Sol System, growled into the
silence of the box, her mouth a cool, keen smile. “Yes. If your ‘prince’ is involved... I am

indeed most certainly interested...”






CHAPTER 7

PLACEHOLDER

-PLACEHOLDER

Rei wasn’t sure he could remember a time when he’d felt so drowningly miserable.

He’d had ample cause of unhappiness in his life, sure. He’d been in pain for as long as he
could remember, his fibro diagnosis a constant source of suffering that had only ever rarely
been less than general discomfort, and not infrequently as much as absolute agony. On top of
that, before Galens there’d been a period of years where he’d never had many friends, his
social circles trending towards the sort to prefer to exclude and mock him rather than make
any effort to bring him into their fold even in the most minimal of ways. He’d been small—
was small still, by most standards—and weak, and his innumerable scars—almost impossible
to hide completely—had always made him an outsider and an easy target. In fact, after leaving
Astra-1 and the sheltering comforts of the Estoran Children’s Center where he’d been raised,

Rei was pretty sure his future should have been one of general misery and discontent with life
and limb.

But then, within his first couple weeks at Grandcrest Preparatory, Viviana Arada shoved
her pretty face in between his and the pad he’d been studying a Globals match on, demanded

to know what he was watching... and the fates had somehow lost their hold of his intended
thread.

And now...
“Viv... The hell were you thinking...?”

He hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, but considering it Rei wasn’t sure he could
have held them back even if he’d wanted to to. A boiling of emotions was making a mess of
his stomach, and they slipped free like the churn of guilt, fear, and anger had shoved the
sentiment out if only to make room for more of their own kind. He certainly didn’t feel any
better, expressing the frustration.

Then again, the slim hand that took him lightly by the elbow, stopping him as he’d been

automatically heading for the elevators, was a different matter altogether.

He turned to look at Aria, who’d been just as quiet as he had for the duration of their
return flight to school. They were standing in the lobby of Kanes again, the dim black and red
aesthetic a comforting, homey warmth all around them. It made meeting his girlfriend’s green



eyes a little easier to bear, especially seeing those shattered emeralds tinged with the red of
what he suspected were tears forcibly left unshed.

“Don’t blame her, Rei....” Aria’s voice was subdued, made clear only by the silence of the
lobby. “Please. I... I know it’s easy to, but... Please don’t blame her...”

Rei stared at her, momentarily at a loss. Then he registered exactly what he’d said, and he
let out a laugh. It was a harsh, mirthless thing, but it got out all the same, bubbling up like the
frustration had before it.

“What’s funny?” Aria asked a little defensively, letting go of his elbow with a frown. Before
her hand had dropped completely to her side, though, Rei caught it.

“No. Nothing,” he told her quickly, squeezing her fingers in apology. “I'm sorry. Nothing’s
funny. As much as I wish it was. It’s just...” He sighed, giving himself a second to look for
the words. “Aria... I wish I could blame Viv. It zs her damn fault. It really 7...”

Aria didn’t pull her hand away from his, but she was still frowning. “Maybe, but that that
doesn’t—"

“Help anything right now,” Rei finished for her with another sigh. “I know. It’s half the
reason I’'m having trouble putting this on her.”

“And the other half?”
Rei hesitated.

“Reidon Ward,” Aria started to growl, her fingers suddenly hard as steel in his hand, “don’t

you dare.”
Rei blinked at her in surprise.
Then he almost—a/nost—grinned.

“I'm s#2// not convinced you can’t read my mind,” he muttered, trying at another—
hopefully a little more genuine—laugh.

Aria clearly wasn’t finding anything funny.

“I don’t have to be psychic when it’s written all over your face,” she almost growled, eyes
ablaze. “You’re looking for a way blame yourself for this, aren’t your I can’t believe this. Re,
it’s not your fault.”

“I know.”



Rei’s answer was as calm. It was actually harder to get out than he expected, but he
managed it, meeting Aria’s eyes evenly as she paused to watch him warily.

“I know,” he said again. “I'm not trying to blame myself, I promise. If anything, it’s the
opposite. I’'m looking for a way #o# to, because it’s #of my fault.”

It took a second, but eventually Aria’s lost her fire, her expression fauling into something
more like concern than anger.

“It’s not anyone’s,” she pressed, more gently now, like she wanted to build on momentum
she’d been surprised to find. “Or maybe it’s a little bit of everyone’s. But it’s not yours...”

Rei nodded. “I know, yeah. Still... Not pointing fingers is easier said than done...” He felt
his throat tighten up suddenly, and the storm of emotion inside him felt all at once to have
distilled into something more poignant.

“We... How did we miss it, Aria...?” he asked after a moment, his voice coming a little
hoatse. “I £now Viv has to deal with her own stuff sometimes, but how did we miss it? She
was so #red... All the #ime...”

“Because we trusted her,” Aria answered quietly, and it was her turn to squeeze his fingers
comfortingly. “Because we trusted her, Rei. She told you she would talk if there was something
she needed to talk about, right? We trusted her to do that. She just... She...”

Words seemed to fail her, though.

“She didn’t,” Rei finished for her with a nod, feeling the tightness move up and become a
strange pain in his cheeks. “She just... didn’t.” There was a weird itching in his eyes, now, and
he blinked a few times to try to get rid them of the feeling. “But why not...?”

“Cause she can be as stubborn as you, and twice as much of a pain in the ass, apparently.”

Rei finally did laugh at that. A real, actual laugh. It was strange, though. It didn’t sound like
a laugh, to his ears. It sounded... wet? Why did his laugh sound wet?

And then Rei realized that he was crying.

“Ah, damn” he muttered, making to let go of Aria’s hand so he could turn away and bury
his face into an elbow as the tears started to pour unbidden.

She didn’t let him.

Instead, even as he tried to hide from her, Aria pulled him to her. She was there, then,
drawing him into her before wrapping him in her arms and squeezing him tight. It didn’t
matter that she was still a good 3 inches taller than him. It didn’t matter that her cheek rested



against the side of his head, itself wet and sticky. It didn’t matter that his body was suddenly
shaking in a way that had nothing to do with the cold they’d left outside.

All that mattered was that she was there, with Rei, to cry right alongside him.

He let it all out, then. All the fear and anger, the sadness and the shock. He didn’t scream
ot cry ot sob, but his breaths came ragged and his hands gripped at the back of her uniform
like he’d fall away into nothingness if he let go. He’d bent his face down into her neck, and it
was there that he let the tears loose, let them all out in a wash of grief unlike anything he’d
known before. He hated this, hated it. Not crying in front of Aria. He was surprised at how
little he found he cared about that, in fact. No. What he hated was this feeling, this distressing,
heavy sense of uselessness, of fear and worry. He hated the feeling, but he hated just as much
that he fe/f it at all. It wasn’t like Viv was gone. She wasn’t here, sure, but she wasn’t goze. Not
yet. Probably not ever.

And yet Rei couldn’t help but think there was only one other time in his life—all too
recently—that he had ever felt so scared.

For a long time they stood like that, holding each other as they cried together. Rei didn’t
have any idea how long it was before both of them started breathing normally again, but even
after the tears ran out they stayed there for a while longer, taking comfort in each othet’s
presence.

It was the only feeling Rei could call pleasant he’d experienced in the last... what? Twelve
hours or so?

He was just about to break away from Aria, just starting to debate whether he needed to
thank her or needed apologize for leaving the shoulder of her uniform damp, when his NOED
lit up, briefly. It had already done so repeatedly in the last half hour or so, and each time Rei
had brushed the notifications aside without a second thought, too far gone to care about
whatever or whoever was trying to reach him. He was just about to do the same, but this time
he caught a name in the thumbnail of the message, and his stomach gave an unpleasant flip as
he pulled away from Aria faster than he’d meant to.

“Oh no,” he half-choked. “Aria, we forgot! We forgot to tell the others! We have to—!”

“It’s okay.” Aria shook her head, letting her arms drop from around him but taking one of
his hands up again comfortingly as her other lifted to wipe at her eyes. “I didn’t. I updated
Catcher on the way back. Told him as much as I could. Sorry... I was going to tell you, but
you were... preoccupied. He'll have told Chancery by now, too, I bet.”

That explains the rush of pings, Rei thought, but even as he did he shook his head.

“Catcher. Good. That’s great. But that doesn’t watter.”



Aria blinked at that, then frowned. As she opened her mouth to say something, though,
Rei corrected at light speed.

“l mean it does matter, obviously, yes! Sorry. I just... I meant...” Rei stopped himself,
taking a breath. His mind was all over the place, sent tumbling by the nights events. He had
to pull himself together, at least for a little while longer.

As it turned out, there was still one more challenged they needed face that night.

“Logan,” he said quietly, already stepping back, pulling Aria along with him, in the
direction of the elevators. “Catcher and Chancery... They told Lggan.”

kokokokk

The living area of suite 304 was a dismal sight as Rei and Aria ran in, leaving the door to
the hall to bang shut behind them. Someone had turned on all the lights and even made the
smart-glass of the outside wall transparent, revealing the sight of Galens’ north wall and the
blooming neon colors of Castalon in the distance. The space was bright, even welcoming now,
and one could almost forget it was well past midnight of the most unpleasant evening anyone
present had probably experienced since arriving at Galens.

Or maybe it would have been, had the three people hunched over on the matching pair of
red couches angled at a V in the center of the room not all looked like they were waiting for
news of their impending execution.

Catcher was the first on his feet as Rei and Aria entered, almost scrambling to stand even
before the sound of the door faded. He’d put a shirt and sweats on, but there were bags under
his yellow eyes that said he most certainly hadn’t gone back to sleep. Chancery, who’d been
seated next to him, looked like she hadn’t bothered changing, but looked no less tired.

“Guys!” Catcher croaked, moving around the couch so fast to meet them he must have
accidently triggered his specs. “What’s going on?? Aria said Viv’s in the hospital??”

Rei wanted to answer his friend. Desperately, even. He would have, too, would have told
him everything he could the moment he walked in the door.

But it wasn’t Catcher he was looking at as he moved closer to the couches. It wasn’t even
Chancery. They would hear what he and Aria had to say, and that would have to be good

enough for now.
It wasn’t #heir questions that need to be answered just then.

From the couch opposite the Saber and Lancer, the massive, black-haired boy who’d been
sitting with them had been slower to get to his feet. At well-over six-and-half feet tall and with



shoulders almost half that wide, Logan Grant—Firesong’s Mauler, and largely considered the
third-strongest first year at Galens after Rei and Aria—was as handsome as he was imposing,
somehow managing to pull off both even in shorts and a loose grey tank top that might have
made a decent bedsheet for the average teenager. Unlike Catcher and Chancery, Logan looked
wide awake, his black eyes-—the irises of which were ringed with a hint of bloody red—sharp
and alert despite the late hour.

And yet, of the three of them, LLogan’s dark expression made him look like he expected to
be the first to be walked to the gallows.

“Rei...” The Mauler’s voice was a low, hoarse rumble. “Aria... What’s going on...?”

Rei cursed internally, wanting to kick himself. He couldn’t blame Catcher and Chancery
for having woken Logan up. If he’d had the presence of mind to do so when they’d left, he
probably would have done the same.

But that was before they knew—before he and Aria had seen Viv suspended in that anit-
grav tank—and now Rei wasn’t sure he had enough left in him to find the right words, that
night.

Lucky for him, while he might be the strongest on the team, there was a reason Aria was
Firesong’s leader.

“Logan... Sit down,” she said quietly, slipping passed Catcher and the coffee table—on
which three full mugs of what looked like long-cold brew waited untouched—to take a seat
herself at the end of his couch.

Logan hesitated, looking from her to Rei and back again. Then, probably seeing something
in the grimness of their expressions—not the mention the irritated tinge that Rei knew wasn’t
just around his girlfriend’s eyes, now—he eased himself back down slowly, taking a seat with
a light creak of metal next to a small, fist-sized divot in the cushion Rei couldn’t help but
notice for the first time in a while, now. Viv had made that dent, he couldn’t stop himself from
remembering,

Just like he couldn’t stop a hint of that previous pain from reaching his cheeks again at the
thought...

“First off, Viv’s alive, and Lietenant Colonel Mayde says she has a really good chance of
making a full recovery.”

Aria’s voice—despite the fact that she’d been crying right alongside Rei downstairs all of
3 minutes prior—was strong and gentle as she started to talk.

“She’s in the city, at a special unit at Altmore Hospital. It’s specialized for treating Users.”



“Catcher said that,” Logan nodded unsteadily. “But... Why? What happened?

Aria did pause, this time, but only for as long as Rei suspected it took to steel herself to
get the words out.

“Viv... pushed herself too far. In training. Tonight. She overtaxed her neuroline and
sensory input in... in a big way.”

“Meaning... what?” it was Chancery who asked, the question quiet as she, too, took a seat
again. Behind the couch, Catcher started to let out a groan, but stopped himself. Like Rei, the
Saber was a rather extreme enthusiast of all things SCT-related, and—maybe predictably—
even Aria’s brief description was apparently enough to clue him in to what was going on.

For the benefit of all, though, Aria explained anyway.

“Meaning that she fried her system, is currently unconscious with brain swelling, and in
bad enough shape that the Galens facilities weren’t up to the task of treating her.”

And then, before anyone could ask anything else, she dove into the full explanation.

Rei was—not for the first time—in awe of his girlfriend by the end of the 10 minutes or
so it took her to finish telling the others what they’d learned and figured out that night, about
Viv’s extra training hours, how and why she’d been so tired, and why they thought she’d been
pushing herself so hard without telling anyone. Not only did Aria get everything out quickly
and concisely, but she managed to keep her composure the entire time, not so much as
glancing once at Rei for support. She danced deftly, too, around the subject of Shido, Viv’s
upgrade, and the User-Unique Ability. She even dodged any mention of the encounter with
General Abel. Her uncle’s gag order held firm, after all, and a part of Rei couldn’t help but
wonder if Aria didn’t believe he could keep #hose bits of the story to himself, even for the time
being.

A much larger part of himself, on the other hand, the part who whispered with the warm
of the trust he had in her—developed right alongside a range of more complicated emotions
for months now—was just grateful she wasn’t even giving him the ¢hance to think about putting
this part of the night on his shoulders, too.

“Im sorry I didn’t explain more when we were on the way back,” Aria wrapped up,
apologizing to Catcher in one of the few instances her attention had left LLogan as she’d talked.
“I... was having a hard time...”

“Can’t imagine why,” the Saber mumbled from where he’d long left Rei to stand on his
own behind the couch, opting to sit back down where he’d promptly put his face in his hands.
“Can’t remotely imagine why. Not even a little.”



Aria managed the smallest of smiles at that, but lost it immediately as she turned back to
Logan.

The Mauler was pale. Paler than Rei had ever seen him, actually, and he’d been in fights
with the guy where the Arena had been temporarily convincing Logan brain he’d lost an arm
or a leg, or both. His black eyes seemed sunken and dark, and his gaze was on his calloused
hands, open and loose in his lap before him, Honoti’s red vysetrium glimmering against the
white steel of its bands around his wrist. He’d barely moved—much less said so much as a
word—the entire time Aria had spoken.

If he couldn’t see the boy’s wide shoulders lift and fall with every breath, Rei might have
confused him for a corpse.

“Logan... she’s going to be alright,” Aria told the Mauler quietly, going so far as to reach
out and place a slim hand on his bare knee. “Mayd says he really thinks she’s going to be
alright...”

“And if she’s not?”

It was the first question he’d posed since Aria sat down beside him. The boy hadn’t even
flinched when she touch him, and his eyes still seemed unable to leave his open palms.

Aria paused, like she was unsure of how to answer this. Then, at last, she looked around
at Rei, expression pained.

Silently asking for help.
Rei gave her the tiniest of nods before taking over.

“That’s not worth thinking about, man,” he said quietly, stepping up to stand behind
Catcher and Chancery, putting his hands on the back of their couch to lean over it. “The
Lieutenant Colonel said the chances of anything but a full recovery are slim.” This was a bit
of a stretch, but Rei wasn’t interested in prioritizing technicalities at the moment. “She just
needs time.”

“And we’ll get to see her?” Chancery got out the question in a mumble from below him.
She had her head bowed over clenched hands, and at some point she’d pulled her braids loose
from the round bun they’d been in atop her head. Instead, her hair now hung like a silver-
black curtain, hiding her face from all.

Still, Rei didn’t miss the trembling of her fingers as one thumb rubbed hard along the back
of the other, balled atop her knees.



“Yeah, we will.” Rei nodded, looking up to try and meet Logan’s eyes again as he did, even
if it was in vain. “During our free time. I’'m going Sunday, first thing. Just need to get a staff
to escort us.”

“I’'m coming too,” Catcher echoed this at once.

“Me too.” Chancery this time, and she finally let go of herself so that one hand could raise
up into her viel of braids, seemingly to wipe at her eyes.

“We can all go,” Aria agreed with a nod, and while she’d pulled her hand from his knees,
she’d never once done more than glance away from Logan. “I’ll find us a chaperone. I'll hold
Hippolyta to my uncle’s throat if I have to.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t take #hat,” Catcher chuckled weakly. “Your new shield is cool and
all, Aria, but I'm preeeetty sure the Colonel could still plaster you to the wall with a sneeze...”

Almost everyone managed a small laugh at that. Even Chancery, though she still didn’t lift
her face.

Everyone except Logan, who still hadn’t done more than blink at his hands.

The humor drained away quickly, and no one said anything else for a while, maybe all
waiting—Ilike Rei was—in the half-hearted hope the Mauler could shake himself from the dark
place he’d cleatly been dropped down into.

After nearly a minute of painful silence, though, Aria gave in and tried again.
“Logan, she’s going to be—" she started.

But then, before she could finish, the boy cut her off.

“I... should have known,” he said quietly, and his fingers finally twitched.

“Logan...” It was Rei’s turn to try to interject, but Catcher beat him to it.

“Don’t be stupid, man,” the Saber said with a sigh, leaning back to rest against the couch,
crossing his arms over his chest as he did. “Why? Cause you spend a lot of time with her?
Come on. We a// could have—"

CCNo 2

The word rang in a growl, and the fingers that had only flinched before suddenly curled
into two, brick-sized fists in Logan’s lap.

“You don’t get it,” the boy continued. “I &new she was having a hard time. I £#new she was
worried about being left behind. She #/d e as much, at the tournament.”



Rei exchanged a glance with Aria at this.

“Logan...” Aria tried again. “Rei and I both did, too. Well... maybe we didn’t £#ow, exactly,
but we were pretty sure that Viv was—"

“But I did)” Logan snarled, and for the first time in a while Rei heard an old fire in the
Mauler’s voice. An old, ugly fire.

“I did...” Logan repeated only a little less forcefully, and in his laps his knuckles were
white along his fists. “I just... I thought she had a handle on it. I told her it was stupid, and I
thought she figured that out too. This whole week, she’s been telling me she’s just been staying
up late catching up on the schoolwork we missed over Sectionals.” His jaw tightened, his
words coming through clenched teeth now. “I’'m such an idioz.”

“No, you aren’t.” Aria’s voice will still gently, but unforgiving now. “Logan, I already did
this dance with Rei tonight, and I'm 7oz doing it with you. It’s no one’s fault. Viv could have
talked to any of us. We could have seen what was going on. The szzff could have seen what
was going on. We a// messed up, and none of us did. It’s not your—"

“SHUT UP”

CRASH.

Logan was on his feet, standing so abruptly he hit the coffee table with a hand on the way
up, jolting it with enough force to send the still-full—but thankfully long-cooled—mugs
tumbling across its surface. One fell right off the side and shattered on the floor, resulting in
Chancery yanking her knees up to her chest with a yelp and Catcher leaping up and out of the
way of the spill as he cursed.

“Shut up, Laurent!” Logan snatled, but he wasn’t looking at Aria. He wasn’t looking at
anyone, in fact. His eyes were wide but unfocused, like the wall across from him was some
window to a distant place only he could see. Rei could have been wrong, be he thought he saw
a glimmer of red flash across them, too, a brief, violent glow of crimson that might have been
more than then the odd catch of the light above their heads. “You don’t get it! None of you
get it! I didn’t see 7#! I didn’t! How could I not see it?!”

No one answered, all of them too surprised by the outburst. Aria hadn’t even gotten to
her feet, one hand halfway to her open mouth as she stared at Logan.

Their silence seemed only to fuel the Mauler.

“Viv...” he started unsteadily, his voice a thunderous growl. “Viv is the only one... The
only one who ever...” His breaths came rapidly, short, furious burst of air in and out, in and



out. “She was the only one who ever... And when it was »y furn, 1 didn’t. 1 didn’t... Even
though she #/d me...”

“To steal a quote from Aria...” Rei interjected quietly. “Viv has to carry her own baggage
sometimes, man. She told me she’d talk to me if she ever need to. I bet she said the same to
you. This isn’t on us...”

“Oh, so it zs her fault?” Logan’s eyes finally found their focus, and they snapped on Rei as
the Mauler’s handsome face twisted into a snarl.

“Did I say that?” Rei shot back through clenched teeth, feeling an old anger of his own
start to rise at the sight of that expression. “No. I'm just saying it’s 7ot on us.” He forced himself
to be stay calm, forced his voice to stay even. “But even if you’re going to insist on taking the
blame... you don’t get to take it out on your teammates.”

’,7

Logan glowered. “I'm not—!

“Dude, look around!” Rei cut him off sharply. “Look around, and tell me that’s not exactly
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what you’re doing! Wake up

Those words, at last, seemed to reach the boy, because Logan blinked. Then he did, in fact,
look around. First at Chancery, who was staring at him with wide eyes, then Catcher, who
glared back with old ease. Then he seemed to notice the coffee mugs, two of them tipped over
to spill their contents over the surface of the now-askew table, the last in a dozen sharp pieces
atop a damp patch in the carpet at the Saber’s feet.

Logan’s face had already started to fall, dropping into a sort of horrified realization, when
his gaze fell on Aria, who still had that hand halfway to her mouth in what seemed like some
varying mix of shock and concern.

That was when something seemed to dawn on the massive boy, and his horror twisted
turther, changing into something else entirely.

Fear, Rei thought.
“I...” Logan started, his face suddenly grey again. “I—I"m sor—I didn’t mean to...”

“To what, Grant.” Catcher’s choice of words was as deliberate as his tone was unforgiving.
“To throw and tantrum while jumping down all our throats?”

Logan’s cheeks only paled further, and Rei saw something then, too. Despite the rigidness
of his shoulders, despite the fists still clenched at his side... Logan Grant looked suddenly as
small and weak as Rei thought he’d ever felt in his life.



“I—I'm sorry...” the Mauler managed to get out, his horrified gaze dropping to the
shattered mug again as he started step unsteadily out from around the table. “I’'m so sorry. I—
I have to make a call... I have to—I'm sorry.”

“Hold on, where are you—r?"" Catcher started to shout.

But Logan was already gone, bolting from the room suite so fast the door to the hall banged
open yet again.

“He ‘has to make a call’??” the Saber repeated as though in disbelief. “What? Who the hell
1s he going to call at two in the morning??”’

No one answered, though. For a time no one said anything, in fact, all of them looking
anywhere but at each other. Then, at last, Chancery moved, sliding gingerly down from the
couch to crouch by the coffee table to start picking up the broken fragments of the mug.

Without a word, the rest of them all moved to help her, each of them keen to have
something—anything really—to do, to distract them from the well of pure misery that had been
that evening.

They’d just finished picking up the pieces when there came a click from behind the couch
Aria had been sitting on, and all of them looked up to see Jack Benaly peering at them blearly
trom his open door.

“Guys... seriously...” he almost begged. “If you’re trying to sabotage Red Crown catching
up to you, this will definitely work. If you’re not... can you please keep it down? Pleaser”
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Rei slept fitfully for what remained of that night. He was exhausted, but the stress of
everything kept him awake for at least an hour after walking Aria back to her rosuiteom on
the second floor. What was more, he discovered—in the darkness of his room after turning
off the light—that he was as angry as he was anything else. At Viv, for being an idiot. At Central
and General Abel, for being manipulative bastards. At himself, too, because as much as he told
Aria that he didn’t blame himself... the truth was that Rei understood how Logan felt better
than he wanted to admit.

Maybe that was why, when he woke up late that morning—having mercifully slept through
the early morning training period Aria had told them all the night before she was canceling—
the first thing Rei had in mind was finding the Mauler and forcing him to bury the hatchet.



Or maybe punch his face in. He wasn’t completely sure the two were mutually exclusive
concepts.

But Logan didn’t meet up with the four of them to head to breakfast that morning, as had
become Firesong’s fashion. Nor did he show up late for it. In fact, it was in somewhat-dismal
silence that they ate—feeling all too out of place with two of the squad absent from the table—
and with only a somber “See you guys later” that Rei and Aria, who were both in the 1-A
classblock, parted ways with Catcher and Chancery outside the mess hell to head for their
morning lectures. The walk, too, felt cold and lonely with just the two of them, even given the
decently warm day and a pleasant winter sun. Viv and Logan were both part of 1-A with them,
and—Iike with breakfast—it had become a habit since they’d returned from Sectionals the
previous weekend for all four of them to head out together for the lessons and lectures that
always took up their first half of every school day. Viv Jad been quieter than usual of late—
and now they all knew why—but even then she’d always been the most boisterous one, either
chatting with Logan as they walked or else teasing Rei and Aria for doing things like “standing
too close” or “being too obvious”. The Mauler, on the other hand, was almost always the
quietest of them, but his absence was still felt as they walked with barely an exchanged words
along the stone path towards the Device Evolution building.

Rei started to get worried when Logan didn’t show up for that first class—a talk by John
Markus, the head of the department, on the varied impact deliberate training can have on
guiding a CAD’s development—and the concerned glances Aria kept shooting the boy’s
empty seat told him he wasn’t the only one. More alarmingly, Logan didn’t make the following
double-period in Combat Theory ecither, and Rei and Aria weren’t the only ones to notice the
lack of attendance. Their instructors didn’t say a word about it—which Rei found odd, even
if 77v’s reason for absence had already been disseminated by Mayd and the Colonel—but the
same couldn’t be said for their classmates. Bahnt Senson—a bald, good-natured Brawler who
trained in the same Type-group as Rei and preferred to go by “Sense”—caught up to the pair
of them after their Device Evolution lecture to ask if “Viv and Grant got each other sick or
something?”. Kay Sandree—Sense’s suitemante and one of the school's top Lancers—had
been looking concerned right alongside him while the Saber Leron Joy—another suitemate of
theirs who Rei could tolerate on the good days—glowered disapprovingly from behind the
pair. Adam Jax had asked much the same as they’d sat down for Combat Theory, and even
Leda Truant—a Phalanx known to be the class gossip, and one of Rei’s /ast favorite fellow
first-years—had braved trying to ask Aria where Viv and Logan were before class started.
She’d scurried off with a squeaked “Sorry! Nevermind!” when Aria had only answered her
with a glare so poignant it should have set fire to her hair.

Which served the girl’s gall right, in Rei’s opinion.



After Combat Theory, the two of them had hoped they might at least see Logan at lunch,
but were again disappointed when only Catcher and Chancery turned up at their regular table
in the south end of the mess, along the edge of the glass dome that made up the building’s
outer wall among the sheltering evergreens of the southern quarter of the arboretum-like hall.
Again the four of them ate with only some subdued small talk, with even Catcher—almost
ahways the one to try and lighten the mood with a few laughs here and there—seemingly unable
to muster up more than a dim spark of his usual cheer.

In the end, it was with only another muted “Later...” that Rei and Aria set off alone once
more for the mess, heading this time for the center of campus.

Then again, as they approached the middle of the grounds, Rei had to admit that he
couldn’t help but feel at least a /##/e better while they walked. He and Aria didn’t say much
more than they had on the way to class that morning, it was true, but they were headed to
combat training now, and Rei had been thinking since falling asleep angry the night before
that if anything was going to make him feel better that day, it would be hitting something. True,
given it was his last day of restrictions according to Ameena Ashton—the young, likeable
doctor in charge of his case at Galens—he wouldn’t be swinging at anything more than
projection partners, but it was still something, and a /e// of a lot better than stewing in his own
teelings with his ass stuck to a classroom chair, which had made for a morning of absolute
hell. What was more, as they neared the middle of the grounds Rei allowed himself to be taken
away by a more immediate distraction, and one he had privately sworn a hundred times before
he would never allow himself to get used to.

The Arena was the dark gem of the Galens Institute, a looming black diamond nestled
firmly in its midst. Boasting a seating capability of over 150,000 spectators, the building was
visible from almost anywhere on campus, but exponentially more imposing as one approached
it. Oblong with its length running perfectly north to south, the outside of the stadium
comprised of a thousand flat, harshly-cut metal sheets that reflected black in the winter sun.
While it was closed now to the cold, during the warmer months the ceiling of the Arena was
kept open to the sky, a large circle in the top lifting upwards and away in a number of massive,
triangular wedges to form a sort of jagged crown high, high above the ground. Even without
that distinctive feature, though, the place was impressive, and as Rei, Aria, and the scattering
of other students from 1-A arriving from lunch started to climb the dark steps leading up into
the building, he couldn’t help but feel—not for the first time—Ilike he was willfully walking
into the belly of some great dragon.

The main level of the Arena was as it always was, the 150-by-70-yard expanse of the combat
floor all standard projection plating, the black steel interrupted only by silver lines that marked
the edges of the Wargames field taking up the entirety of the space, as well as the two smaller
Team Battle and Dueling fields held within it. The railed walkway that formed the bottom of



the expansive, rising stands was some ten feet above the floor, and it was along this path that
Rei and Aria joined the others to head towards the nearest of a score or so of smaller entrances
scattered throughout the seating, each of which led down into the stark white tunnels that
made up Arena underworks. There, Rei again made an effort to let himself be distracted by
the flashing recordings of the forms and figures projected onto the smart-glass panes layered
over the plasteel of the walls. They featured—as they always had—the legends of the Galens
Institute, the Users of the past who’d climbed to the very top of the professional SCTs and
risen victorious. There were a multitude of Global winners amongst the recorded, and even a
good number of Systems-level champions. The Duelist James Wicky and the Lancer
Clementine ‘BEdgewarden’ Ward had each topped the Astra System SCTs in the distant past,
while “The Ivory Shield’, the Phalanx Serana von Bor, had won her home tournament in the
Sol System some decades prior. Every dozen yards, too, the telltale flashes of orange, red, and
white marked yet anmother display featuring the King-Class Brawler Dalek O’Rourke, the
Gatesmasher—or was it Gatecracker’—the only Galens graduate as of yet to have taken on
the Intersystems. the absolute peak of the SCT's, and won. Rei watched in awe as he passed
one of O’Rourke’s displays he’d never noticed before, upon which was a looping image of the
legendary Brawler uppercutting his armor-clad opponent so hard with one piston-like fist that
the poor Saber was blasted 50-something feet into the air as a shockwave rippled out from the
point of impact.

From his side there came a muffled snicker. Rei blinked and realized he’d craned his neck
about with his mouth hanging open to watch the loop for a fifth time as he’d passed. Closing
his jaw with a c/ick, he turned to find Aria staring firmly at the opposite wall, one hand dropping
from her face like she’d just been covering her mouth.

“What?” Rei muttered, a little embarrassed to have been caught staring. “He’s cool...”

Aria, still not looking around at him, only gave a little nod, almost as though to say “Uh
huh.”

The moment of levity, unfortunately, didn’t last. As the two of them piled into an elevator
alongside several of their 1-A classmates to head down to SB2—the Arena sub-basement the
tirst-years always trained in—more than one person watched them curiously, or else shot them
sidelong glances before trading puzzled looks with whatever friend or another was standing
nearby. Rei supposed it spoke highly of the bond Firesong had formed—or was in the process
of forming, in certain cases—that so many people found it odd he and Aria were arriving to
class alone, but it didn’t make him feel better about the situation.

On the other hand, what awaited them in their claimed aisle at the back of the locker room,
where all the first years always changed out of their uniforms into the red-on-grey of their
skiing-tight combat suits, did a better job of that.



“Logan!”

It was Aria who made the quiet exclamation, having turned the corner of the row first.
Taking it right after her, Rei’s gut tightened a little as he, too, saw the Mauler. Then it relaxed,
though it took him a second to figure out why.

Logan was alone in the aisle, and seemed to have been waiting for them. He was seated on
the long bench that split the aisle between the two lines of anti-grav lockers on either side of
the way, and had his jacket in one hand, though the rest of his regulars were still on. He looked
to have been staring at nothing again, but started when Aria called his name, turning and
standing up at once, his face tense and...

Guilty, Ret realized as he followed behind Aria a little more slowly, his girlfriend having
hurried ahead.

He suspected he knew what was coming.

“Logan where have you been??” Aria demanded even before she’d even reached the Mauler.
“You missed class! Both of them! Are you okay??”

The question, apparently, wasn’t remotely what Logan Grant had been expecting, because
for a second he looked only stricken.

Then he relaxed.

“I know,” he grunted as Rei caught up to stand behind Aria, watching him warily. Logan
seemed to be having trouble meeting their eyes. “I... I was given the morning off. I think I
needed it...”

Given, Rei thought curiously. Guess that explains why the professors didn’t say anything. ..

“But you’re okayr?” Aria demanded again, sounding concerned. “You’re alright. After last
night...”

She didn’t finish the statement, but the guilt returned to Grant’s face again.

“Aria...” he started uncertainly, his jacket hanging limp at his side. “Listen... I'm really...
I'm really sorry. Last night, I...”

But he seemed unable to finish, his mouth opening, but no words coming out.

Aria gave him a little, but when several more attempts to speak failed, she decided to step
1n.

“Logan, it’s okay,” she told him kindly, waving a hand before her like it was all water under
the bridge. “It’s okay. We were all on edge, so I get why you—"



Taking them both by suprise, Logan cut her off.
“No.” His words were grateful, but firm. “No. Please. I need to get this out.”

Aria stopped talking at once, and Rei studied the boy as he continued to struggle for a
while more. It was lucky the rest of 1-A tended not to change in the same aisle as the Firesong
members, or they would have stumbled onto a rather awkward scene while the three of them
stood there in silence.

Finally Logan took in a breath—a single long breath—seemed to hold it in, then finally let
it go.

“I'm sorry,” he got out at last, more assuredly, and while meeting Aria’s eye evenly this
time. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you, and I definitely shouldn’t have told you to... to shut
up.” He stumbled a little at this admission, but kept going. “I... I didn’t mean it, and I'm really
sorry.”

Aria waiting a beat to see if he had more to say, then nodded in understanding. Logan
relaxed a little, but clearly wasn’t done as his eyes lifted to Rei.

“You too, Rei,” he said. “I'm sorry. And you were right. What... what’s happening with
Viv... It’s not my fault.”

“Uh huh,” Rei managed, folding his arms over his chest and chewing on his words for a
second, debating. He’d woken up wanting to smooth things over, yeah, but now that he was
face to face with the Mauler... Well, he’d never been as gentle a soul as Aria was, had he?

Still. ..
Rei sighed.

“Viv’s got us all scared shitless, man,” he grumbled placatingly, dropping his bag on the
bench before turning to the closest locker and tugging it open. “And I appreciate the apology.
We’re good. For now.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw Logan relax in truth, then, and he couldn’t stop himself
from continuing,.

“Chancery will probably be cool with things too, but Catcher’s a different matter, just so
you know.”

Surprisingly, this only elicited a nod from the Mauler, who’d started to sit back down on
the bench.



“Yeah... I hear that. He’s got good reason. I'm... I'm still working on things. And last
night was... bad.”

“For all of us, yeah,” Aria agreed with grunt of a laugh from between them, in the process
of kicking off her boots. Putting them away, she exchanged a sidelong look with Rei before
continuing. “You seem to be doing better now, though...?”

Again Logan nodded, but didn’t answer this subtle probe. After a couple seconds Rei was
pretty sure the boy wouldn’t be saying anything more, and he was just about to try to change
the subject to anything that would have them thinking of something else when Logan spoke.

“I've... I've been seeing someone.”

Rei froze. Something like lightning rolled through his body, jolting up from the boots he
was in the process of untying to the very top of his head. Around them, the sounds and chatter
from the rest of 1-A changing in the other aisle seemed suddenly to fade away. At his left, Aria
too had tensed, and slowly she closed the door to the locker she’d just opened.

“Oh?” she asked, cool and cold.
Logan didn’t seem to hear the ice in her tone as he nodded and continued.

“Yeah... I've... I’'ve been wanting to tell you guys. For a while now. I just... I wasn’t really
sure how, you know?”

“That sor” Rei growled as he turned haltingly to face the boy, fury burning in his chest.
If this bastard is going to sit here and admit to—

“Viv wanted me to tell you months ago. I just... It didn’t feel like the right time, you know?
I didn’t really feel like I'd... done the work yet, I guess?”

All at once the fire winked out, and the fury that Rei was pretty sure had been etched all
over his face was abruptly replaced by what he could only assume was total confusion. For her
part, though, while Aria’s expression cleared as well, it was only a second before something
like realization dawned in its place.

“Logan... when you say you've ‘been seeing someone’... What do you mean?”

Logan, who’d just finished unbuttoning his shirt, looked up at them with a frown as he
pulled it off one arm at a time.

“What do you mean ‘what do I mean’ A therapist. Well, a psychiatrist, actually. Galens
has a couple on staff at the hospital.”



There was a moment of silence at that, both Rei and Aria gaping at Logan, jaws on the
floot.

And then, at the same time, they started to laugh.

“Dude,” Rei barely got out, covering his face and leaning a shoulder against the edge of his
locker as Aria half-dropped, half-collapsed onto the bench. “Don’t do that!”

“Do what??” Logan asked, very clearly totally bewildered now, looking from one to the
other in total confusion. “What did I do??”

“Just... phrasing, Logan,” Aria choked out, shaking her head into where her face was
paressed into both hands, elbows on her knees. “Phrasing, next time, okay? I’'m pretty sure you
were about a zanosecond from getting the crap kicked out of you by Rei, and I definitely wasn’t
about to stop it.”

“Whate?” Logan apparently still totally lost, looked to Rei in confusion. “What are you
talking ab—?"

And then it was his turn to realize, and after second’s stunned silence his face flushed red.

“THATS NOT WHAT I MEANT!” he almost shriecked, sending Rei and Aria into
renewed fits.

It felt good to laugh, to actually laugh. So good. It hurt, in its own way, and maybe Rei
would feel bad about it later when he thought about Viv alone and suspended in that anti-grav
tank at Altmore. For the time being, though, it felt 7ea/ly good to laugh, and he couldn’t help

still chuckling to himself.

They finished changing quickly after that, Rei and Aria grinning the whole time as only two
people who’d rediscovered what it was like to smile could manage. L.ogan’s pleading of his
case—assuring them again and again that he’d most certainly NOT meant it #hat way—got
quieter and quieter until they turned to nothing more than grumbles, and so it was in the
lightest mood he’d felt since the afternoon before that Rei led the way from the locker room
and back out into the massive, arching hall that made up the outer loop of the subbasement.
Halfway down the way, the left wall of the corridor vanished, and turning the corner Rei
stepped onto the sub-basment combat field with a sense of eagerness he didn’t think he could
have managed even 10 minutes before.

He’d barely taken two steps across the black plating, Aria and Logan right on his heels,
when a voice called out just to their left.

“Ward! Grant! On me, Cadets!”



The training area was a single cavernous chamber, its white walls rising some 30 or 40
yards before curving in to form the flattop ceiling, providing enough overhead clearance for
proper field verticality and leveled combat. Like the main floor above them, its floor consisted
of a full 150-by-70-yard Wargames field, but instead of the standard subdivisions within it, the
projection plating had been split into 30-yard Dueling fields in three rows of two fields each,
one ring for each of the standard Types groups.

Waiting at-ease just outside the edge of the closest of these, his trunk-like arms clasped
behind his back to allow a full display of the red griffin on the chest of his white combat suit,
Second Lieutenant Michael Bretz was watching their group expectantly.

If that wasn’t enough, Captain Dent, in her standard black and golds, stood right by his
side.

“You, too, Laurent,” the man added as they all caught sight of the pair. “Come on. You
might as well hear this too.”

Rei exchanged a curious look with the other two over his shoulder, then jogged over
towards Bretz and the captain as summoned. The second liuetenant was the Brawler-Type
sub-instructor, and a rare A9 User, which not only tied him as the highest-ranked among their
teachers alongside the Phalanx Catori Imala, but technically classified him among the strongest
fighters on the Galens campus, lagging beyond only Colonel Dent and the Iron Bishop herself.
He’d also been rather more fond of Rei than most of their other instructors since the very
start of the year, but it was still odd for the man—or any of the other combat training staff—
to call them out before class started.

“Sir...?” Rei asked tentatively as all three of them came to a sharp salute in front of the
imposing paif.

“I’ll leave it to you, Bretz?”” Dent asked, not looking away from Rei and the others.

“Yes, ma’am,” the second lieutenant answered curtly. The Bishop nodded, taking in the
three of them for a second more, brown eyes intent and searching.

Then, with flash of gold on black, she stepped briskly away, headed towards where the
majority of the class was gather around the other sub-instructors, all of whom stood in their
usual spot atop a slight-raised Field 3.

“At ease, Cadets,” Bretz told them as soon as Dent was gone, his voice low and steady,
eyes trailing over Rei’s face, then Aria’s and Logan’s. “I just wanted a word. According to the
captain, you three had a... rough night. That so?”

Rei swallowed, and behind him he thought he felt the others tense slightly.



Bretz must have noticed, because he let out a sigh and took a more casual stance,
unlcasping his hands to bring one up flat before him. “Not looking to talk about it if you don’t
want to. Actually, kinda the opposite.” He looked to Rei. “Ward. Dent pulled some strings for
you. We're lifting your combat restrictions a little early. You’re back in with the regular group
as of today.”

Something hot rose up inside of Rei, at these words. It wasn’t excitement, per se, or more
eagneress, or any such positive feeling. If anything, it was more like something that had been
held down inside of him, held down and struggling to get loose for a week now, had abruptly
broken free of its chains and was scrabbling up his gut and chest towards freedom.

“Are you serious, sir?” He’d meant to whisper, but the question came out more like a quiet
hiss.

“One hundred percent, Cadet,” Ward answered with a nod. “We talked to Dr. Ashton. It
took a little pressure, but she eventually gave in. Said your recovery has been even better than
expected, or something like that. So she’s okay with letting us toss you back into hell a day
early.” [revisit. Isn't he only pretending to be on light duty to hide right now?]

The heat was only growing, a sharp, burning anticipation. Rei recognized it, then. Realized
what it was.

Anticipation. Anticipation for a release he hadn’t even thought to hope for. His restrictions
had been lifted. He was going to be allowed to fight, really fight. The thought brought him
something akin to joy, and yet lacking any of the pleasant edge of it. That was fine, though.
He wasn’t looking for joy. He’d found that—even if just a moment of it—by accident in the
locker room with Aria and Logan.

And hadn’t he been thinking earlier about how punching something would make him feel
better...?

He was going to be allowed to fight.
And then, abruptly, his excitement tempered itself.
And he wasn’t the only one.

“But... sir...” Aria started uncertainty from behind him,. “What about Shido? What
about... you know... all #ha#?”

The heat in Rei’s chest turned cool, hearing her voice the very concerns that had just
flashed across his thoughts. Yes, what about Shido? Aria’s reveal of Hippolyta’s C8
evolution—complete with the start of the facial armor that usually only manifested in the late
B-ranks—had caused waves among the Galens students eatlier that week. Though he hadn’t



been in class when she’d made her first call since returning from Sectionals—rtecovering as
he’d been at the time—Rei had seen the lasting effects since, manifesting in the form of
lingering eyes on Aria when she passed, and even a few poignant questions from people he
was pretty sure she’d ever spoken to. It wasn’t just the first years, either. The second- and
third-years had had occasion to stare during meals and the few other times the classes had
opportunity to mix, and while some of the gazes were curious, others... not so much...

Anatoli Sidorov’s eyes, for example, had never look colder...

It wasn’t just Aria, though. Rei had left for Sectional’s a C7 User, tied as the strongest rank
among the first-year cadets, and come back a C9. A two-rank jump in a week, which was by
now well-known to have happened almost all at once, in the disastrous final Dual of the
tournament that had nearly killed him. Between that and the attention Aria was already getting

for her Device’s changes, what would the reaction be when the class caught sight, at long last,
of Shido...?

Then again...
Bretz grinned at Aria. It was a grim sort of smile, but it made Rei’s heart leap all the same.

“We can’t hide him forever, Laurent.” His voice was lower now, as he looked back to Rei,
clearly intent on keeping the words from the line of still-chatting classmates that were trickling
in from the hall 10 feet behind them. “You’re to keep Temporal Step under wraps, at least for
now. Captains orders. Understood?”

Rei blinked. “Uh yes, sir. But... that’s it?”

“That’s it, Cadet,” Bretz offered him a pleased little nod, his voice raising to it’s normal
pitch again. “We’re doing cross training today. You’ll be in Imala’s group, so take advantage
of it. If you know what I mean.”

Rei’s eyes went wide, but he, too, nodded, indeed understanding perfectly. Imala, as the
Phalanx sub-instructor, was the perfect teacher to help him with his newest Type Shift mode.
In fact, she’d recently joined Bretz and Claire de Soto—the Saber sub-instructor, and a former
SCT professional fighter—during Firesong’s extra training hours in the evenings for exactly
that purpose.

Rei was being told it was time to bare—at least a/zost—all.

Yeah... Maybe Temporal Step was one secret best left under lock and key juuuuust a little
longer...

“I didn’t just call you over, though did?”



Rei blinked, coming back to himself as Bretz looked passed him, over his shoulder to
Logan.

“Grant, the captain got a call this morning. My understanding is you were given leave to
take the morning off. How you feeling?”

“Uh... Fine, sir,” Logan answered, sounding a little surprised.
Bretz raised an eyebrow at him, and Rei swore he felt the Mauler fidgez at his back.
“... Better, sir,” Logan amended after a second. “A bit, at least...”

“Glad to hear it.” Bretz nodded again, but was watching L.ogan more carefully, now. “Dent
mentioned she was apparently given some suggestions for... I think the term was ‘healthy
outlets’. Some ways that she and the sub-instructors might be able to ‘help things along’.”” His
eyes narrowed. “I’'m not much for punching pillows and the like, but there were some good
thoughts, too.” He dipped his head in the direction of Field 5, where the Phalanxes usually
trained. “Cross-training today is going to be pair-offs. No rotations. Your jobs will be to learn
everything you can about your matches, and to figure out how to beat them—or £egp beating
them—at any cost.”

“Um... Yes, sir...?” Logan said, sounding about as lost as Rei was. “Is there... a reason
you’re telling us that, sir...?”

“Sure is!” Bretz barked, a fresh fire suddenly alight in his eyes, which had settled once more
on Rei. “The captain had the thought that while Ward here has to pop out of his shell
eventually, it was probably best to make sure we matched him with someone who isn’t going
to be mouthing at the air like a fish out of water when he pulls out that new shiny shield of
his.” The grin returned. “You two catch my meaning?”

The heat was burning in Rei’s chest like an actual flame by then, and it was excitement now.

He wasn’t just going to be allowed to fight! Rei was the strongest first year at Galens now,
it was true. Probably among the strongest first years in the ISC, thanks to Shido.

But if he was going to be sticking to Phalanx mode all afternoon...

“Sorry, Cadets. Couldn’t get a pillows.” Bretz’s grin was pure anticipation, now. “But we
tigured you two using each other as punching bags might make for a good ‘healthy outlet’,
wouldn’t you say?”



CHAPTER 8

SHING!

The heavy edge of Honoris’ long blade, outlined in red, sang as it ripped through the air,
nearly taking off Rei’s head for the third time in all of ten seconds. Ducking the axe, he fought
the temptation to backpedal, fought the instinct to give ground in favor of looking for a better
opening. It was what a Brawler would have done. Maybe even a Saber, if they were fast enough.

But Rei wasn’t either of those in the moment, was he?

Turning the momentum of the missed swing to his advantage, LLogan pivoted on his back
leg with a twisting dexterity Rei had always found unfair for a Mauler. His free foot shot out
in a ripping side kick that carried all the force of a cannon. Ordinarily, Rei would have done
everything he could to ot get hit by that kick. He would have dodged, would have ducked or
weaved or worked to reposition himself in some form or fashion either to try to take advantage
of any opening the move offered, or at the very least get to a place where he could gather
himself for the next clash.

But that just wasn’t how Phalanxes worked.
CLLANG!

Shido’s great tower shield, a solid wall of rounded black and white steel detailed in glowing
blue, rang like a bell as he accepted the hit full on, absorbing the blow through his elbow,
shoulder, hips, and knees, just like he’d been practicing all week. His feet, on the other hand,
didn’t so much as budge. Rei was as firm as a rooted tree..

At least right up until the moment Logan planted his kicking foot a fraction of a second
later and put his shoulder into the shield, this time.

“Wo-wooah!” Rei couldn’t help but exclaim as he was forced suddenly backwards, tripped
over his own feet. He’d accepted the kick perfectly, taken it head on just like Aria and Imala had
shown him. Where’d he’d failed, though, was in resetting to ready for the second hit, and as a
result he toppled like a falling tower.

CRASH!

Shido’s heavy plating brought him to the white floor of the Neuetral Zone hard. His
reactive shielding, mercifully, accepted the relatively-minor impact, which was good given the
back of his head hit about as hard as anywhere else. It let Rei keep a clear mind, his reduce
Cognition still whiring in his head as it worked to keep up with the disadvantages of the fights.



Luckily, it also made sure he noticed the red outlines of the Honoris slashing down on him
again even before his body had come to rest against the floor.

With a grunt Rei wrenched his shield up, getting it in front of his prone body just in time
to catch the axe against the steel. The blade struck with so much direct force, though, that it
upper tip punched 4 inches straight through the thick, just above where it was latched to the
armor of his left arm. At the same time, it slammed the shield against his body. If he’d been
in any of Shido’s other modes, Rei was pretty sure the result would have have almost half-a-
foot of white steel and red vysetrium punching into his chest, and probably resulting in a rapid
FDA.

Instead, the blow—most of whose impact had been robbed by the blocking shield—

struck the thick, rope-wire armor over Rei’s heart and bounced off it inconsequentially.

There was a curse from above, and Rei felt a sudden pulling back up against his shield.
Logan was trying to reclaim his weapon, he realized, which was stuck firmly in the shield. His
Cognition finally clicked into place, then, and with only a quick glance down Rei kicked out,
feeling his heel connect with an armored shin. The blow, awkward as it was, was hardly enough
to drop the big Maulter, but it did force him to one knee, if even for a second.

For any student at Galens, though, a second was more than enough time.

Rei wrenched at his shield arm, dislodging the axe to let him roll clear of their exchange.
Slower than usually he might be, but his speed was still in the high Ds in Phalanx Mode, so he
was back on his feet in a blink, damaged shield raised defensively before him, the thick sword
that complimented it swept back at the ready, prepped to strike at whatever opportunity it was
given.

He was good and set, therefore, when Logan launched at him straight from where he
kneeled on the ground, black-red eyes blazing as the boy swung Honoris in a blistering sweep
at his side.

For another minute or two the pair of them fought like that, battling it out with tremendous
crash after tremendous crash. Logan was a powerhouse of destruction, a force of nature
hacking and slashing and slamming his way towards victory with the same ferocity some great
storm might churn away at a cliff until there was nothing left. Rei, on the otherhand, was an
iron bulwark, a lone bastion against the boiling, smashing sea, unwilling to yield even when
Logan came at him again and again and again.

But, as is often the truth of such a battle, it was nature that won.

The feint didn’t come out of nowhere. It was a move Rei had seen Logan pull off before,
and if he’d been quicker with his reactions he might have been able to save himself the loss.



He was breathing hard by then, though, the adaptions to his armor, body, and neuroline in
Phalanx Mode only having been able to do so much to help his adjustment to the form. He
was still far from used to the shield, far from used to his heavier, slower movements and the
toll of taking nearly every hit had on the muscle of his arms, shoulders, chest, and back. His
Endurance spec might be through the roof now, sure—or at least compared to his Saber and
Brawler forms both—but that hardly made it infinite, especially not against the onslaught that
was Logan Grant.

So when Logan swung high, bringing Honoris horizontally around at Rei’s head in a
vicious, cleaving arc from the left, Rei didn’t even think twice before jerking his towershield
up and around to take the strike, thinking even as he did that the boy had made a mistake, had
finally over-committed and left himself open.

He knew he’d lost the moment he caught the smallest hint of a grin flash across the
Mauler’s face.

CLANG!

The hit landed, but seemingly awkwardly, only the very top of the axe’s blade catching the
upper inside edge of the heavy shield. In almost the same instant, Grant twisted, his hands
repositioning on the Device’s long haft.

Rei didn’t even have time to blink before the blunt metal of the handle whipped around,
catching him squarely in the back of the skull.

WHAM!

An explosion of color across his vision mirrored the pain that coursed like fire into his
neck, head, and down his back. Even as Rei staggered, though, half-blind and legs going half
limp, he cursed his stupidity, cursed the trick. He saw it now, saw the trap he’d suantered right
into. If he’d been of clearer mind he £new he would have noticed Grant’s hand position on his
axes haft as he’d swung, £#ew he could have caught the feint and taken advantage of it.

Instead, Logan had managed to haul his axe back toward his own body as he’d swung,
making sure that only the very #gp of the Honoris’ blade would catch Shido’s unyielding shield,
and used that high point of impact as the perfect fulcrum to snap the heavy haft around around
from the other side.

Delivering the polished steel with neat—and /etha/—precision.

Through the fireworks of pain and color, Rei thought he caught a clean streak of red
arching at him, riding white steel like a torch carried atop a ivory chariot. The next thing he
knew, Honoris impacted the armor of his chest once again, hitting him with all the power he
suspected Logan could offer. This time Shido’s armor gave, and the pain in Rei’s head became



nothing compared to the destructive agony that stole his mind and breath away as the
phantom-called axe shattered the corded steel like paper, carrying right through Rei’s body in
a blow that—had Honortis been a true-called Device—would have likely left the uper third of
his body hanging from the rest of his torso by nothing but a couple ribs and a spare few inches
of flesh and skin.

He didn’t even feel himself go flying under the force of the blow, didn’t feel himself lose
his grip on both shield and sword. Rei heard more than experienced the impact of his body
hitting the white ground again, tumbling limply once, then twice.

It might have been more, but that was the moment the Arena finally called the match.

“Fatal Damage Accrued: 100%,” the cool voice announced. “Winner: Logan Grant.”

“Gaaahhhh!”

Rei’s ability to breath returned in a desperate inhilation of air. The complex faceplate of
his armor—a dozen small plates of solid black steel over a white underlay, crossed by two
perpendicular slashes of dark blue vysetrium—did an even better job of calculating and
executing upon his oxygen needs that is old half-mask. Almost immediately his vision started
to clear, and Rei found himself on his back on the ground, the brilliant white expanse of
nothingness that was the Neutral Zone’s “sky” already vanishing in a retreating wave as the
simulation pixilated quickly out of being. The plainer white of the subbasment ceiling returned,
ribbed by the heavy steel beams that helped keep it up, and Ret felt himself falling slowly, the
warmth of the solid-light floor fading. He knew he’d reached the training room floor when he
felt the coolness of the projection plating against his back through his sweat-dampened
combat suit, and he had to admit amazement upon realizing that L.ogan had hit him so hard
with that final strike it hadn’t just demolished the fronz of his armor, but apparently also the
back of it as it had exited his body.

“That strong and that fast?”” Rei muttered to himself without looking away from the ceiling,
considering the quick, twisting blow the Mauler had executed that had brought the rapid end
to the match. “Come on. How is that fa/r?”

“You good, man?”

A form appeared above Rei then, wide outline dark against the ceiling. Squinting twice
under his faceplate, Logan’s knit brows finally came into focus, looking down on him with a
touch of concern as he offered Rei a big hand, Honoris already recalled around his wrists.



Whereas the Mauler’s form had only seconds ago been highlight with a thin red line that
indicated him as an “enemy”, Shido’s display now marked Logan in blue, denoting “ally”.

“Yeah,” Rei grunted, feeling the ache in his chest retreating rapidly as the effect of the
Arena’s simulated restrictions faded with the match’s end. He reached up with an armored
arm to accept the help up. “Just wondering why everyone a/ways aims for my chest, is all...”

Hauling Rei and what was left of Shido’s still-called armor up without so much as a wince
of effort, Logan looked a little perplexed.

“Er... Biggest target...?”” he offered, sounding like he wanted to be helpful but wasn’t sure
how Rei couldn’t know such an answer already. “Safer than swinging at the head if you’ve got
a clean shot, cause if you miss you leave yourse—"

“Yeah yeah,” Rei chuckled as found his feet, nodding a thanks. “I know, it’s just...
Nevermind.”

“Grant! Ward! Regroup for debriefl”

Together Rei and Logan looked around. With the fading away of the combat area, noise
had returned to the world. It wasn’t a roar of sound like they’d experienced after every match
at Sectionals, but it was a good drum of action all the same since five other pairs of first years
were in the process of fighting around them, training in their own groups on the other zones.
The two of them were on Field 5, where the Phalanxes usually trained, and from where he
stood Rei could make out Aria taking on Joy, Elizabeth Warren looking like she was struggling
against Kay, and Jax fighting Melissa Borenson, a Duelist Rei wasn’t sure he’d ever actually
spoken too. There two other pairs beyond them on Feild 1 and 2, but more immediately
pressing was Catori Imala standing just outside the silver line that marked the edge of their
own zone, hands on her hips and looking pleased, her form outline in a clean the white that
Rei thought Shido used to identify “neutral” parties. She was a slender woman, in particular
for her Type, with bright blue eyes and tanned skin complimented with long, orangish hair
that was braided in a thin tail to hang all the way down to her waist at her back. Catching their
eye, the Phalanx sub-instructor jerked her head back to indicate that Rei and Logan should
both join her.

Behind her, Emily Gisham, Dai Xue, and Emily Hinks—all also outline in white—were
watching them both with mouths hung so wide Rei thought they should be grateful the Arena
filtration systems were good at keeping bugs out of the training halls.

Sighing inwardly, Rei recalled Shido with a word, his vision clearing of highlights his body
lightening as the heavy plated armor whirled away in the simpler bands around his wrists. A
faint sort of fog he barely noticed anymore lifted from his head, too, his specs returning to the
baseline ‘Brawler’ numbers they always auto-set when he didn’t specifically call on a different



mode. Alongside Logan, he jogged over to the Lieutenant, doing as best he could to avoid the
eyes of the others in their cross-training group. It was easier said then done without looking
straight at Imala herself, because from every other field, too, Rei didn’t miss students
frequently glancing over their shoulders, or just outright staring. Even after he and Logan’s
third match—and Reft’s third /ss in a row, ironically—it was clear the shock hadn’t warn off.
He’d expected it, sure, but it had been a minute since he’d weathered this kind of attention
trom the class.

He was quickly discovering he hadn’t missed it in the least.

“Excellent fight, the pair of you,” Imala told the two of them brightly, looking like she was
working hard not to beam outright at Rei, for which he was grateful. “Grant, that finishing hit
was stellar. Especially working against a shield like that. Ward, you did a »uch better job of
letting yourself take the hits this time. I know you weren’t ready for some of the followups,
but one step at a time.” She looked between the pair of them approvingly. “Down you get.
We'll open the floor up to everyone.”

“Thank you, ma’am!” Rei and Logan called together, saluting the woman before moving
by to take their seats on the floor behind her, in the two empty red circles displayed on the
projection plating beside the three currently occupied by the other members of their group.

“As I said, good fight!” Imala announced to everyone this time. “I know FDA is only set
to 60% today to keep things moving, but Grant managed to score a full 700% in almost one
go!l A good example of a Mauler’s destructive ability. They might be slower than most Types,
but get caught even by a single solid hit, and it’s probably game over for you.”

She looked around at the Gisham, Dai, and Hinks, who’d all finally torn their eyes off of
Rei when the instructor had faced them.

“Let’s hear opinions! Something you thought each of them could do better, and something
you thought they did well!”

All five hands rose, though the other three’s were more tentatively brought up than Rei
and Logan’s.

“Gisham! You first!”

“I know you said no Abilities this training, but even without Overclock I think Grant could
have overpowered Rei eatlier on,” Emily Gisham—one of 1-A’s Brawler, and the only friend
Rei had in his regular Type-group other than Sense—started a little uncertainly. “It’s pretty
clear Rei... uh... doesn’t have a good handle on his shield. If Grant and leaned into that, I
teel like he could have bulled through way earlier...”



“Agreed,” Imala said with another nod. “That’s a negative for each of them. What about
positives?”

Gisham perked up a little at the affirmation, and spoke more clearly as she continued.

“Kinda two for one, but... Grant’s super versatile with his axe, but Rei is also really good
at adapting to his changes. Grant’s uses a// of his Device in a lot of ways I don’t know if I’d
think of if I were a Mauler, but Rei was ready for almost everything when it came.”

Almost, Rei had to stop from muttering to himself, bring a hand up to rub absently at the
back of his head with a faint wince.

Still, he was grateful for the commentary, although it fell short of anything he hadn’t heard
before. For one thing, as this was their third match all the criticism from Gisham and the others
on his fighting had always amounted to some rewording of “it’s pretty obvious he doesn’t
know how to use his shield well”, which was—rather obviously—fair enough. His Phalanx
Mode was new to him, Type Shift having upgraded to “Type Shift II”” only a week ago now,
and he’d had barely a couple of nights in even moderate fighting shape to really work with the
new form. Catori Imala herself had been a godsend—though he didn’t think anyone needed
to know that—having jumped on the chance to join Michael Bretz and Claire do Soto several
times a week in Firesong’s extra evening training sessions the moment she’d heard about the
evolution. If anything it was mostly ber doing—with a lot of help from Aria—that Logan
hadn’t just plowed right through Rei out the gate each match.

Still... he was getting better, and it helped that his Phalanx mode had manifested as a
sword-weidling variant, allowing him to carry over a good chunk of the training and practice
he’d been putting into his Saber form.

Then again... struggling with a new Type was hardly the only problem Rei was looking

down the barrel of now, wasn’t it?

As Dai Xue—a Saber with grey-black hair a narrow eyes he’d only interacted with
occasionally in training before, was called to give commentary—Rei couldn’t help but zoning
out a bit, focusing instead on #of turning around, zot looking over his shoulder to see how
many other people he could catch staring. Yes, he had indeed expected the attention, but that
didn’t make him like it any more. It’d been some months since he’d stopped playing coy about
Shido’s incredible ascent through the ranks, rising from his F8 on assignment to the C9 rank
he and the CAD held today. For a time Rei had gotten by assuring people he was just “catching
up”, that the miserable E rank he’d entered Galens with—well below the lowest level any
student had ever joined the school before—was naturely letting him climb that much faster
since he was so far behind. He’d had to give that ducking line up some time ago, when he’d
caught up, then surpassed, the majority of his class, but by that point there had been some level
of normalcy in the events, some level of acceptance held by the other first years—and the rest



of the Galens student body—that Rei was something of a freak of nature, but that was about
it. He knew there had to have always been more whispers then he’d known about—ever since
Aria had pulled together Firesong especially, he thought he’d been a little sheltered from all
but the loudest voices raising questions and concerns about his unnatural growth—but just
the same life had, shockingly, approached something like normal at the Institute for him
tollowing the Intra-Schools.

Now, though...

Rei sighed to himself again, making sure to look like he was paying attention as Imala
praised Dai for his feedback and moved on to Emily Hinks, one of the 1-A’s Lancers, and
another Rei had only had occasion to talk to during training. It was odd, in fact, as he
considered it, thinking about the other students in his class. Of the 26 in 1-A, Rei realized he
was on speaking terms with less than Aa/f of them, and there were more than a few—Iike
Melissa Borenson—he couldn’t recall ever actually exchanging even a word with.

He suspected that distance from his class—especially with nosey trolls like Truant hanging
around—would result in news of his newly evolved CAD—and obviously upgraded Ability—
spreading like wildfire throughout the school before he’d even finish dinner that night.

Not that anything was ever gonna stop that from happening, he thought as Hinks said something
about Rei needing to practice his footwork and how Grant should take advantage of the range
Honoris offered him more often.

Still... it wasn’t @/ bad news.

Rei finally let himself look over his shoulder, and it only took a second to find a flash of
red hair and green light through the fields. The reaction to Shido’s new form so far had been
just a /z#tle bit more subdued than it could have been, he thought. He’d half-expected the class
to stampede him, or at least swarm Field 5 at first manifestation of his Phalanx Mode and full-
body armor. They’d done it before, surrounding Field 1 when he’d shattered all expectations
during the Defense & Endurance testing portions of their quarterly parameter testing, so he
didn’t think he would have been surprised if the Neutral Zone had faded after that first lost
and he and Logan had found themselves encircled by gaping faces. The gaping had been there,
actually, but everyone had largely restrained themselves, all the other students sticking to
hovering around their own fields to murmur and whisper to each other, casting shocked looks
his way whenever they though the sub-instructors weren’t watching. It wasn’t ideal, still, but
it was better than it could have been.

And Rei had his suspicions he knew the reason.

As he watched Aria battle it out with with Joy on Field 4 through the bodies of the seated
students and standing instructors, he was doubly amazed by his girlfriend’s pose and grace



while she fought. For one thing he’d recently developed a newfound appreciation for the
subtle complexities and difficulties that were unique to the combat styles of Phalanxes, but for
another Aria was a sight. A week ago she’d presented as any other member of her Type might
have in the middle C ranks. Hippolyta’s red and gold armor had clad her limbs and arms, and
her shield had been a little larger than her torso, with a simple spear tipped with a solid blade
of green vysetrium to round out her Device. She had other tricks up her sleeve that made her
a terror above pretty much any other first year, yeah, but she’d never /hoked anything but the
part.

And then Sectionals had happened.

Even as he watched, Rei saw Aria slam Leron’s blade—a straight sword of black and
orange steel edged in glowing purple—aside with the handsome kite shield that now hung
snuggly from her left arm. Almost as tall as she was, the shield was a few inches short of being
as wide as her shoulers, the steel rounded at the top but narrowing so dramatically down from
there that Rei had seen her twice now use the point at its base to deal FDA in a fight. Her
speat, too, had changed, extending a little taller now and adding a slender spike of green
vysetrium to its originally-blunt end, with an additional two more forming a lethal crossguard
at the base of the now slightly-longer main blade. Indeed, even as he continued to watch the
pair Rei saw Aria duck back away from another swing, putting space between herself and Joy
even as she brought Hippolyta around in a wide, cruel arc. The Saber managed to get his sword
between his thigh and the spear’s blade, saving himself from losing a leg, but the extend point
of the crossgaurd slid by the guard to slam into the steel armor, punching several inches
through metal, muscle, and bone.

But even those added advantages of the spear and shield weren’t worth blinking at
compared to the difference in Hippolyta’s armzor.

As Joy roared in pain, staggering sideways, Aria blurred forward, leaving her spear lodged
in the boy’s leg and choosing instead to slide her hand up its haft as she moved. She struck
him in the side of the face with an steel-clad shoulder, her Device having extend up both arms
to encase her almost to her neck, leaving only her chest, back, and abdomen still bare. Joy’s
snarl was cut short by the impact, and he stumbled a single step back, unable go further with
the spear still embedded in his leg. It wasn’t enough space to slam the shield in into him,
unfortunately, but it 4id give Aria just enough room to wrench away from the boy for a brief
moment, and Rei winced preemptively.

When she whipped forward again—going so far as to pull Joy into her by the leg—the
armored band that hugged Aria’s forehead, temples, and cheeks took him in the bridge of the
nose, and he fell even as Rei thought he heard the Arena announced “FDA: 68%” over the
noise of the sub-basement.



Looking away again, Rei barely kept himself from grinning a little.

Still recovering as he’d been, he hadn’t been able to be in class when Aria’s new
manifestation had apparently shocked 1-A the Monday before. The development of facial
armor as a first year student had been unheard of before Rei, so for Ara to make an
appearance with the same direction in the evolution of her CAD had caused waves according
to Viv and Logan. In fact, the two of them had claimed they’d needed to act as pseudo-
bodygaurds in the lockerroom after training, and Rei had seen the lingering wonder and
astonishment on the faces of his classmates since he’d been able to return to class on light
duty. He knew for a fact Aria hadn’t loved it, but in the moment he couldn’t help but be
grateful to his girlfriend for shouldering the spotlight for the week.

It seemed likely it had been a good warmup for the reveal of Rei’s Phalanx Mode and
Shido’s newest unreal manifestation.

And they haven't even seen Temporal Step yet. ..

It was as he pondered this fact, amusing himself imaging who would have fainted if they’d
seen him feleport around Grant, that Rei’s NOED lit up all it’s own.

Processing combat information.

Calenlating.

Results:

Strength: Adequate
Endurance: Lacking
Speed: Lacking
Cognition: Adeguate
Offense: Adegnate
Defense: Adequate

Growth: Not Applicable



Checking combat data acquisition.

Adequnate data acquirement met.
Device initiating adjustments to:

Endurance.

Adjustment complete.

Endurance has been upgraded from Rank C4 to C5.

Ob, sweet! Rei thought excitedly, taking in the unexpected upgrade notification. Setting aside
the fact that his Endrurance was a/ways lagging—at least in Brawler Mode—it was with less
and less frequency that he was gaining any kind of quantitative value from sparring with the
other members of Firesong. Shido seemed to have learned most everything it could from the
squad, and Rei didn’t actually think he could remember an upgrade coming from facing off
with them for weeks. His progress since the return from Sectionals—which had seen his
Strength, Speed, and Offense all get a bump—had only come from his practice fights against
the subinstructors, Imala and Claire de Soto in particular.

Turning back towards the field, Rei dismissed the notification and made a quick spec
request, trusting in the Lieuteant’s ongoing discussion with Emily Hinks to keep her occupied
just a little longer.

Specifications Request acknowledged.

Combat Assistance Device: Shido. User identification. .. Accepted.

Type: A-TYPE

Rank: C9



Identifying Preferred Mode.

Preferred Mode 1dentified as: BRAWI.ER-TYPE

User Attributes:
- Strength: C6

- Endurance: C5
- Speed: B1

- Cognition: C9

CAD Specifications:
- Offense: C6
- Defense: C7

- Growth: §

Display Additional Modes?

YES/NO

With a pleased little nod to himself, Rei let his gaze hover of the final line, and selected
“YES™.

Additional Modes Request acknowledged.
Type: A-TYPE

Rank: C7

Additional Mode 1dentified as: SABER-TYPE



User Attributes:
- Strength: C8

- Endurance: C8
- Speed: C5

- Cognition: C6

CAD Specifications:
- Offense: C8
- Defense: C8

- Growth: §

Additional Mode 1dentified as: PHAL ANX-TYPE

User Attributes:
- Strength: C8

- Endurance: B1
- Speed: C3

- Cognition: C3

CAD Specifications:
- Offense: C7
- Defense: B1

- Growth: §



“Excelleceent...” Rei said under his breath, only further pleased as he scanned the
numbers a second time. Ever the balanced Type, his Saber form seemed to have converted
the spec upgrade to a boost in Cognition, while Phalanx Mode continued—as expected—to
seemingly prep him be able to fall into the s## with a jump in Endurance, charting him his
second B1 on the list. His numbers still averaged lower than his CAD rank, but they were
slowly closing the gap, his quick ascent steadily correcting the gap created by his Growth.

Allin all, even if things were still slower than they’d been been he’d first arrived at Galens,
Rei sure as hell couldn’t complain.

Dismissing the request, Rei returned his attention to Catori Imala just as she wrapped up
her thoughts on Hink’s feedback, the subinstructor having fortunately not caught on to Rei’s
lack of attention. He wasn’t the only one with his thoughts elsewhere, though, because when
the lieutenant turned away from the Lancer her enthusiasm at all their feedback seemed to
fade a bit as her eyes skipped right by Rei to look beyond him.

He didn’t have to glance around to know what she was seeing.

“Okay, the Emilys are up next again! Gisham and Hinks! This’ll be your last fight, so I
want to see even more improvement from the both of you. After that, Dai, we’ll have Cadet
Grant kindly continue to pull double-duty as your partner.”

“Yes ma’am!” Gisham, Hinks, and Dai all announced together, the two girls getting to
their feet and jogging for the field as they did. When they crossed the silver line that marked
out the Dueling area Rei felt his stomach give the smallest of involuntary clenches, but it
loosened once the pair were safely set and ready in their starting rings.

It wasn’t as bad when it wasn’t Azz pushing himself to step over the line...

Shoving that ugly thought aside, Rei instead finally decided to look around. To his right,
he was unsuprised to find Logan sitting unmoving in his circle, his bare knees bent loosely to
his chest, big arms wrapped around them. His gaze was distant once more, absent from the
moment, and Rei debated waving him back to earth again. He’d done so twice that day already,

and each time the Mauler had come to with a start and a frown followed by a subdued word
of thanks.

In the end, Rei decided Imala’s choice to give the guy double duty as a partner—making
up for Viv’s absence from the usually even-numbered class—was the greater kindness.

V...

Rei grimaced, doing his best to ignore the image of Viv floating in that tank, unmoving
except for the hair drifting around her face and shoulders like she was nothing more than a
cold corpse trapped in the water that had drowned her. He’d managed to forget for just a little



while, managed to take advantage of the opportunity their instructors had offered him and
Logan, and he wasn’t about to let himself slip into that dark place again just yet. Instead, he
forced himself to focus back on their training, convincing himself that Gisham’s skill as one
of the best Brawlers among the first years was worth examining and that watching Dai would
be worth it just for a bit more study of standard Saber practices.

It took more effort than he would have liked.

Eventually, though, Rei got his head in the game, and the rest of class passed with him
actually managing to do a pretty good job of paying attention. It helped that Emily Hinks knew
her way around her spear, keeping Gisham and her paltry Brawler’s range at bay for almost
ten minutes. Dai’s two-handed Saber variation had turned out to be a good matchup against
Logan’s heavy-handed combat style, too, offering decent defense against the axe, though—
yet again—only for a couple of minutes. After that, Rei was called up for the last bout, and
for a fourth time that afternoon he was pretty confident no one noticed a pause in his walk as
he forced himself over the Dueling field line. It was getting easier every time, taking that step.

Or at least he was getting better at telling himself that.

His final match again Logan went the same way as the first three in the end, but Rei made
a point throughout the 5 minute fight to be better prepared for the Mauler’s tendency to follow
up one hammering blow with another. He even managed his first rea/ hit of the afternoon on
Logan, giving himself an open shot at the boy’s unprotected belly when he’d angled his shield
so that a downward cut from Honortis skittered Shido’s face to bury itself almost of full foot
into the white of the Neutral Zone floor.

Sure, he’d been too slow to get his sword through stomach, slamming it to the hilt through
Logan’s side instead, and yes it sad ended up costing him the weapon—and the match in the
end—when the Mauler had twisted away with a snatl of pain, slamming a fist into Rei’s
overextended wrist to break his grip on Shido’s hilt, but like Imala had said... one step at a
ume.

After that the class wrapped quickly, with the Lieutenant congratulating them all and
commenting on how she’d be sure to tell each of the regular instructors how pleased she was
with their progress throughout the day. Like the rest of the group, Rei turned away after
saluting the woman in rather high spirits, feeling better than he had since the previous
afternoon.

His good mood all but evaporated the moment he noticed much of the rest of the class,
dismissed at the same time as they’d all been, barely moved from their places around their own
fields.

With almost every lingering eye... trained on him.



Rei forced himself not to stop short as he strode across the sub-basement floor towards
the hall. He also managed not to look around to make sure Logan was with him, though he
thought he might have if he hadn’t made out the boy’s heavy, now-familiar footsteps close at
hand. It was weirdly comforting, having him at his back, and Rei couldn’t think of when exactly
the transition had happened to hating the idea of Logan Grant breathing down his neck to
being grateful to have him there.

Still, big and imposing as the guy was, Logan’s effect on his confidence as he approached
the training room exit couldn’t compare to catching sight of Aria jogging towards them from
her field, scowling back at the lingerers from among her own group as she did.

“Hey, how’d it gor” she asked quietly when she reached the pair of them, stepping in
beside Rei and looking between the two boys with poorly-masked concern.

He knew all too well that she wasn’t asking about the cross-training.

“As well as could have,” he answered under his breath, still watching the stares of those
students who didn’t move even as the three of them passed by. “I was thinking a minute ago
that I probably owe you dinner, actually.”

Aria looked surprised at that.
“I mean... sure?” she answered tentatively, eyeing him. “But why?”

“Cause I think you and Hippolyta gave Shido and I a pretty big parachute by turning up
to class first this week...”

“Ooooh...” Aria said in understanding, glancing back at the training area briefly as they
stepped into the hall, the stone floor feeling almost warm against their bare feet compared to
the flat steel of the projection plating. “You know... I hadn’t thought of that...” She
considered a moment as they headed for the locker rooms, then looked at Rei sidelong. “...1
hope you know the mess hall doesn’t count.”

Rei snorted, rolling his eyes. “Sure. Deal.”
“And the mall food court doesn’t either.”

“Just the food court? Perfect. Chips and reheatable hotdogs from that convinence store
near Swallowtail it is. Heard they’ve got a couple nice vintages of orange soda.”

“You know... I think you were more romantic when we weren 't officially dating...”
“The passage of time has hardened my heart.”

“It’s been a week.”



Rei grinned, about to answer back when there was a low cough from behind them. He
cringed alongside Aria as they both looked slowly back to find Logan watching the pair of
them with a raised eyebrow.

“Do me a favor and at least keep it bottled till dinner?” he grumbled as they reached the
locker rooms. “Today’s just... not the day to feel like a third wheel. Cool?”

“Cool,” Ret and Aria echoed together, equally mortified and snapping forward again just
as they reached the locker room.

Still... Rei didn’t miss the hint of Aria’s smile even as he hid his own.

The doors slid open for them, and stepping inside Rei once more had to pretend he didn’t
notice the subdued level of the conversations being held along the rows they passed as they
made for their habitual lockers. Ordinarily the chatter and calls for dinner from their
classmates was a fun hubbub of excitement and noise, but he the quiet was expected, even as
it held after the three of them had showered and changed back into their regulars in short
order. From there they exited as quickly as they could while doing their best not to draw
attention to themselves, quietly agreeing together to head straight for the mess, where
Chancery had already sent a group message to let them know she and Catcher would be waiting
for them.

They made it all they way to the elevator lobby on the Arena’s main level before they were
caught.

“Yeeeeah... You’re not getting away #)at easy, buddy.”

Halfway across the polished floor of the underworks chamber, Rei, Aria, and Logan all
came up short. Looking around with trepidation, Rei had to admit to more than a little relief
to find Sense leaning with feigned casualness against the wall by the car doors, watching three
of them quizically. He wasn’t alone, but the fact that Kay and Gisham were the ones waiting
closest to him made Leron Joy’s lingering presence at their backs almost tolerable.

Beside Rei, Aria snorted.

“Did the four of you sprint to get changed and beat us up herer” she asked, sounding half-
amused, half-annoyed.

“Yup!” Sense cheerfully answered without so much as a pause, and sure enough Rei
thought he could see the glint of sweat on the boys clean-shaven head as the Brawler pushed
off the wall and moved to join them. “Even skipped showering.”

“Oh wonderful,” Aria muttered dryly. It was Rei, though, that she was paying attention too,
giving him a readable look from the corner of her eye.



What do you want to do? she was asking even as Sense and the others reached them.

Before Rei could answer, though, the bald boy’s expression grew serious, and his tone was
quiter as he spoke again.

“Wasn’t about to let you run off without some kind of explanation, but I figured you
probably wouldn’t want too many ears around, you know?”

Rei smirked, experiencing a bittersweet appreciation for the thought.

“Considerate,” he said with a humotless laugh. Then he sighed, turning away from the
group but motioning for them to join as he started heading for the tunnel again. “But yeah,
come on. Not like I was expected to get off scott free, I guess.”

“Oh don’t pretend like you’d rather be interrogated by anyone else,” Kay Sandree said with
a snicker, falling into step in the middle of the group. “You should have seen Truant during
your first fight. She was in my group. I didn’t know eyes could gef that big.”

“That girl serzonsly needs to mind her business more,” Gisham added, though Rei thought
he could feel her eyes on his back as she spoke. “One of these days she’s going to piss off the

wrong person.”

“Pretty sure that ship sailed a while ago,” Logan answered with a growl, and the momentary
quiet that followed told Rei everyone but he and Aria were probably blinking around at the
Mauler in surprise.

That, whether fortunately or unfortunately, was when Sense decided to broach the topic,
jogging up a step to stand on Rei’s other side just as they reached the bottom of the stairs that
lead up the Arena seating.

“Okay dude... Let’s hear it.”
Taking the first of the steps, Rei chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment, thinking.

Then he started to speak, no longer pulling any of the punches he once had whenever
Shido did something incredible.

It felt good, in an odd way, to onload on listening ears that weren’s Aria’s or the rest of
Firesong’s. He didn’t say anything about Shido’s S-Ranked Growth, obviously—not that he
thought Sense or the others would believe him without outright showing them his specs—
and it was easy to avoid the subject of Temporal Step given that was still a locked-down secret,
as was any mention of Shido’s newly-discovered effect on the rest of the squad that even Logan
didn’t know about. Everything else, though, Rei dove headfirst into, enjoying the liberty
granted to him by the growing lack of need—much less desire—to hide anymore.



He told Sense and the others about how Sectionals had been incredible for Shido’s
development even before that final Saturday, even moreso than it had been for everyone else at
the tournament. He told them about the Dueling finale against Aria, and forced himself to go
into as much detail about the attack that had intterupted them as he could get himself to,
ignoring both the knot that formed in his stomach as he spoke and the abrupt paleness of his
girlfriend’s face beside him. He told them about how he’d fallen unconscious and come to
with the notification of not only Shido’s jump straight from C7 to C9, but also of the Device’s
evolution and the adaptation of Type Shift. He didn’t go so far as to explain how no less than
three of their subinstructors were providing Firesong with specialized training, but he Jid at
least explained that he’d been working on getting a grasp of his new Phalanx Mode ever since
he’d been able to stand without shaking, which admittedly hadn’t been very long.

By the time the seven of them were out of the Arena, across campus and the fading winter
day, and entering the mess hall again, Sense and the others all shared the very expression Rei
thought Kay must have seen Leda Truant sporting so unflatteringly.

“Dude...” was all Sense managed to get out as the heavy glass doors closed behind them,
welcoming them fully into the warmth of the tropical quarter of the arboretum. “Rei...”

“Yuuup,” was the only answer Rei gave, looking around for Catcher and Chancery as Aria
and Logan did the same.

“I guess that explains why you were out of class earlier this week... I mean we figured you
were hurt. We all saw that fight on the feeds, but...” Sense shook his head in disbelief as
Gisham and Kay did the same behind him. “How... why would—?"

“Did they figure out who attacked you?r”

It was—completely unsurprisingly—ILeron Joy who cut right to the chase. If Sense was to
be believed, the Saber was a decent guy on the whole, but looking passed the Brawler at him
Rei found nothing more than the usually sour expression and disappointed frown Joy always
seemed to reserve exclusively for him. He was one of the holdouts, Rei knew, one of the first
years who still seemed unable to come to terms with the fact that Rei had ever made it into
Galens, but at least the guy wasn’t challenging him outright with his question this time.

Then again, Rei wasn’t the only one who’d taken a disliking for the Saber over the course
of the last half year.

“If they had, don’t you think that’s something Rei would have said?”” Aria answered coldly,
abandoning her search to narrow her eyes at Joy.

The Saber blanched slightly.



“I-I mean... I don’t know,” he stammered in hurried answer, looking distinctly less sure
of himself than he had when it was Re/’s eyes he’d had to meet. “Maybe they did tell you, and
you just didn’t—"

“I see Chancery,” Logan interrupted him, pointing into the crowd of students around
them.

“Perfect. Let’s go eat.” Aria didn’t pause before taking Rei by the hand and stalking off
towards the food line, in the direction the Mauler had indicated, pulling him along with her.

“Wha—? Oh. Sure.” Rei, taken by surprise, waved back in hurried farewell to Sense,
Gisham, and Kay. “Catch you guys later.”

“Y-yeah! Later!” Sense called back with forced cheer.

His expression, though—something between disbelieving and shell-shocked—barely
shifted as Aria tugged Rei into throng, Logan right behind them.

“Kinda mean just to leave them like that, isn’t it?”” he asked her once his shorter legs caught
up to her pace. “That was a lot to dump on them...”

“Oh don’t,” she growled without looking back at him, shouldering her way—more
aggressively that usual—between Gillian North and Lena Jiang, the latter of whom scowled as
they passed. “I really don’t like that guy. Like... really.”

“Who, Joy? Come on. He was actually asking reasonable questions for once.”
“Doesn’t mean he’s not still an ass.”

“Fair enough.” Rei grinned as he dodged around the pair of food-laded trays Conrad Fae
was balancing in each hand. “But I’'m preeeetty sure he paid his dues forward today. You got
paired with him today, didn’t you? How many times did you shove his face into the ground?”

“Four,” Aria grumbled. “And and twenty time more wouldn’t have been enough.”
Rei laughed, then caught sight of Logan shaking his head at his back.
“What’s upr”

“Nothing.” The Mauler grimaced slightly. “Just glad you guys weren’t dating when I was
the ass, is all...”

Though he couldn’t see her face as she led him, Rei thought the comment might have
alleviated Aria’s mood just the slightest, because she didn’t say anything until they reached the
food line. There he was surprised to actnally find Chancery waving them down—he’d assumed



Logan had made up having caught sight of her just to diffuse the situation—with Catcher on
his tip toes beside her with neck craned, trying to find them through the crowd too.

The moment he saw them, the Sabet’s expression went stony.
Ob... Right... Rei thought miserably.
“You guys get food yet?” Aria asked, letting go of Rei’s hand as they reached the pair.

“Not yet!” Chancery answered almost-cheerfully, cleatly trying—and failing—to hold up
a smile. “Wanted to wait for you guys.”

Aria nodded gratefully. “I wanted to talk about evening training, so that works out, thanks.
Maybe get us back on the ball after we skipped this morning.”

“Sure thing.” The Lancer’s voice was still a little 00 happy-go-lucky. “I’'m definitely game.

2

Assuming... uh... everyone else is...?

She’d been clearly trying to look only at Aria, but at the question her eyes lifted passed Rei,
her gaze a little concerned. Logan, to his credit, didn’t let the silence linger.

Or at least tried not to.

“Look, guys...” He started quietly, but his low voice carried well over the rushing and
conversations all around them. “I already told Rei and Aria, but I'm sor—"

“I'm getting in line.”

Catcher’s tone was waspish as the Saber turned on his heel and moved to join the row of
other first years waiting patiently for their turn to order dinner at the automated distribution
kiosks that dished out the food.

“Hold on! Catcher!” Chancery called out after him, but he didn’t turn around. Even after
she shouted after him a second time he continued to ignore her, and she looked back at Rei,
Aria, and Logan almost apologetically.

“Sorty,” she mumbled, seeming to have trouble meeting their eyes. “I had a double-class
with him this afternoon and... Well, he’s still in a pretty bad mood...”

“Clearly.” Rei frowned after Catcher, watching him step into line with his hands shoved
into the pockets of his black slacks, head down and shoulders hunched.

“It’s fine,” Logan said quietly from behind him, and Rei looked back to see the Mauler
standing in much the same fashion, his straight black hair hanging across downcast eyes. “I
getit...”



“Let’s just... give him some time?” Aria offered a little weakly, glancing between the two
boys.

Logan only nodded at that, then turned and lumbered slowly off to join the queue himself,
some five or six people behind Catcher.

Rei appreciated the Mauler’s apology from eatlier in the afternoon, as well as the
explanation. Much so, even. Still, he also understood Catchet’s apparent unwillingness to hear
so much as a word from Logan’s mouth for the time being. Of everyone, the Saber had always
been the most reserved about their former nemesis joining the club’, so to speak—even
moreso than Rei—so Rei was careful not to to push Catcher to participate in the table
conversation after they sat down to eat. Instead, he sat between him and Chancery, trying to
silently assure his friend of his understanding even as he made an effort to involve Logan—
who sat on the opposite corner—in the chatter mostly carried by Aria and the Lancer.

It made dinner as somber an affair as lunch had been, and Rei was drained by the time
they finished and started talking about heading back to the dorm for a break before the extra
training hours they had planned for the evening. He found himself thinking of Viv again, and
realized his concern for her suddenly extended beyond just his best friend’s physical health. To
Rei, the day was proving Viv’s presence was as integral to Firesong as anyone else's, and he
once again felt that strange, sad anger at the fact she could ever—ever—have thought
otherwise.

That, almost ironically, was when the notification pinged his NOED, and glancing at it
Rei’s breath caught in his throat.

A second later, he was kicking himself for even thinking about how anyone else’s actions had
the potential to put the squad in jeopardy.

((ReiD’D

Aria’s sounded nothing more than a little concerned as she looked at him, but Rei winced
like she’d cracked a whip by his ear just the same. They’d all been in the process of standing
when the alert had hit him, and he’d frozen in the middle of donning his cap again with one
hand and picking up his tray and dishes with the other. Aria wasn’t the only one to notice,
either, with Chancery, Logan, and even Catcher turning to him curiously now.

It was Aria, though, whose eyes he found, and Rei felt himself start to sweat as he met
them through his frame.

“Uh...” he started lamely. “Give... Give me sec?”

Aria’s gaze narrowed suddenly, concern replaced all at once by the hint of suspicion.



“Reeeeii...?” she repeated, drawing out his name dangerously this time.
She seriously was starting to know him 700 well.

Rei, though, ignored her, choosing instead to open the message Ueno Jasper had just sent
him, and finding only three short lines of text.

As promised:
Friday, after your afternoon combat training.

See you then.

Rei’s hands were tinglin, as he read the missive a second time. Friday. Friday.

“Oh boy...” he muttered to himself, mind racing between a cold sort of elation and a hot
terror that he knew had nothing to do with Jasper apparently having indeed kept her word.

The immanent danger, after all, was the more immediate concern.

“Reeeeiii,” Aria growled for a third time, putting down her tray to lean over the table at
him, the fractured emerald of her eyes flashing. “I £now that look. Too well... What did you
do?”

“Wh-Who says I did anything??” Rei got out with a stammered laugh, trying for a grin and
achieving what he suspected was nothing but pained fear.

“Reidon Ward, you’ve got guz/t written across you face as bright as a neon sign.” Aria’s
voice was suddenly honey, that sharp, cool sweetness she only used when she wanted to geta
very specific point across. “So please. Don't treat me like an idiot.” Her eyes were practically
ablaze now. “What. Did. You. Do?”

Rei tried for another laugh, only to hear it come out weak and strained. He felt like a mouse
trapped in a cage with an angry tiger. He looked to the others, trying to scream ‘Help!” with
his eyes, but Logan and Catcher were both now examining the glass of the nearby dome wall
like it was the most interesting thing in the world, while Chancery’s expression was stony,
clearly falling in with Aria.

After a second, Rei caved.

“I... uh... It’s possible I... uh... forgot to... to mention something...”



“And what might that be?” the venom-laden honey pressed.

Rei gulped, and wondered how much trouble he’d get into if he had to plow through the
evergreens at his back to make a quick escape. A night in the brig was surely worth keeping
his head, right?

“I-If I tell you,” he answered weakly, “you have to promise not to kill me. Okay?”

Aria’s smile, a wicked, evil thing that only terrified him all the more, was paure fire.



CHAPTER 9

“You. Did. WHAT?!”

Rei winced, looking around in concern to make sure the back corner of the Kanes lobby
he’d picked to have the conversation was still deserted. With most everyone at dinner they’d
only caught the curious eyes of a few people coming back and forth from their rooms, but Rei
still worried Aria’s voice would soon raise high enough to be heard across campus, much less
inside the dorm.

“Aria, could you keep your—?”

“Oh no! No no #o!” Aria was standing in front of him with one finger shoved into his
chest, having leapt up—almost as soon as he’d opened his mouth—from the couch to his left
where she’d initially sat beside Logan. “You do 7oz get to tell me what to do right now! Definitely
not! Explain! Explain, Rei! What the he// were you thinking?!”

“I was thinking that I didn’t have a choice,” Rei told her calmly, working not to raise his
own voice in answer. “I was thinking that it was this, or you and I would probably be kissing
Galens goodbye at the end of the year.”

“But it was bandled” Aria dropped her finger from his chest to wave heatedly over his
shoulder. “Uncle Ram said he would handle it! Galens was going get us more support! We
were probably going to have more time with Imala and all of them, and I bez we could have
gotten special permission to push curfew a bit! Why would you—?!”

“Arial” Rei cut across her so sharply she flinched in surprise. “Do you really think that was
going to be enough?? For Infersystemse? Do you really think so??”

Aria’s mouth closed with a snap, and she didn’t answer for a long moment. Her eyes,
though, were still all fury as she stared at him. Rei refused to look away.

When she spoke again, it was through gritted teeth.
“You didn’t have to do this... You didn’t... We could have found a better way...”

“What better way?” he asked her evenly. “Galens could give us everything it has, and you
know it probably wouldn’t be enough. Not for all of us. Not for all of us as a squad...”

He emphasized those last three words, intent on reminding her of the true parameters of
the problem. Before the catastrophe of Viv’s training accident, Rei had laid in bed for half the
night turning over this exac? problem. He and Aria were one thing. They would be able to rise
to the challenge—had already begun to rise to the challenge. He’d believed that 24 hours before,



but he was endlessly more sure of that fact now that they knew without a doubt that Shido
was influencing the CADs around it, or at least those closest to it. If he and Aria continued to
train together, Rei couldn’t believe her Device wouldn’t develop a similar ‘link’ like Gemela’s.
And while they still didn’t entirely know what that meant, Hippolyta’s most recent evolution
was very likely the result of that influence already, which could only indicate even greater
changes once that link manifested given what Abel had divulged. Gemela had a User-Unigne
Ability, even if they didn’t know what it was yet.

Yes, if things kept going the way they were, Rei truly believed that he and Aria—and now
ip, more than likely—could have overcome, even if that meant carrying the rest of Firesong
to victory on their backs. But this wasn’t what was being asked of them.

No... that wasn’t right.
This wasn’t what was being demzanded of them.

If Aria had an answer for him, she didn’t get it out in time before Catcher raised his
ownvoice.

“Okay, hold up! Hard pause on the fireworks, please!”

Rei and Aria turned together to find the Saber sitting with his hand raised to interrupt. He
was on the couch opposite Logan’s, seated beside Chancery, and of the three of them looked
like the only one currently capable of speech.

Then again, his eyebrows were almost to his hairline as he pressed on in the pause he’d
created for himself.

“Rei, you need to back up,” he said, his tone all forced calm. “Like... way up. Forget
Kamiya for a second. Intersystemss? What are you talking about? And you’ll be ‘kissing Galens
goodbye at the end of the year’» What the hell does #hat mean??”

““‘Forge? Kamiya?!” Aria snarled, and not for the first time Rei thought he could just barely
feel a subtle pulse of something like heat ripple away from her as she whirled on the blond
boy to take an angry step towards him. “How is he supposed to ‘forge? Kamiya, Catcher?! Don’t
make me remind you that yox were the one who—!”

“Just for a second?” the Saber repeated, dropping his hand halfway with palm out to stop her
from coming closer. “You bet your ass he’s going to explain himself—especially given the
three of us are the only ones here who know everything about that offer—"" he indicated Rei,
Aria, and himself quickly “—Dbut you need to go back.” He looked to Rei again. “You're... leaving
Galens?”

Rei shook his head firmly.



“No,” he said with as much confidence as he could muster. “Or at least I'm #rying not t0.”
“... Sorry, I'm not following.”

“You’re not the only one,” Chancery finally managed to mutter, still staring at Rei.

“It’s not by choice,” he assured them. “Definitely not by choice.”

And with that he gave Catcher, Chancery, and Logan the rundown of the situation, starting
from the very beginning.

He spent the better part of a half hour telling them about his and Aria’s meeting with her
tather the night before, a reveal that initially earned them both equal measures of shock and
anger from the others that they hadn’t said anything eatlier. Rei didn’t think trying to tell the
three that he’d honestly completely forgotten about it all in the wake of the situation with Viv
would help, but they quieted down anyway when he went on to explain why the general had
claimed to have called the meeting. He told them about the transfer orders whose guillotine
he and Aria were now standing beneath, and about the not-so-theoretical involvement of
Central Command 7» those orders. He explained how General Laurent had told them first
years would, for the first time in the history of the SCTs, be granted a bracket at the System
and Intersystem collegiate championships, and told them them what the man had laid out as
the conditions for their success. They had to win. All of them. The whole thing. Firesong had
to come out on top of the first year Infersysterz tournament, and had to manage it as a squad.

In the end, Catcher, Chancery, and Logan were left sitting in mutually-stunned silence—
with Aria having dropped down again beside the Mauler to sit with arms crossed in outrage—
and only #en did Rei brave bringing up the offer from the Kamiya Corporation that he had
decided to accept.

Chancery and Logan—who’d only learned of the existence of this offer the weekend
before, much less any of its details—were slack-jawed by the time Rei finished explaining the
extra conditions he’d so firmly negotiated for, at which point even Catcher was mouthing at
the air. Rei laid out how Kamiya would reveal who it was that was pulling the strings of the
offer, who it was that so clearly wanted to bring Rei into the fold no matter the cost. If he was
right in assuming the meaning of Jasper message, that meeting was now set.

And then he laid how how Firesong as a whole would be part of the deal, not just Rei
himself.

“We’re... sponsored?” Chancery was the first to speak after this reveal, the question
coming like she couldn’t believe her ears. “All... a// of us?”

“All of us,” Rei echoed in answer.



There was a moment of dumbfounded silence, all eyes on Rei except for Aria, who was
glaring at a nearby pillar with such intensity he was worried the polished cement would soon
start to melt.

“Hold on...” Logan started up next, seeming to shake himself back into the present as he
looked between Rei and Aria uncertainly. “I’'m confused. The Central thing I'm not really
surprised by, all things considered, but—"

“You’re 70£??” Chancery demanded weakly.

Logan’s face darkened. “No, I'm not. Central Command... They aren’t all sunshine and
rainbows. I know that first hand...”

Chancery went quiet again at that, indicating her understanding only with a numb nod,
which let the Mauler continue.

“Again: Central, I'm not surprised by. As for the new first-year brackets... If anything,
that’s smart of them, right? Rei’s name is starting to make waves. You can see it on the feeds,
and not just the local planetary news. The cat stuck a paw out of the bag, and there’s no
shoving it back in. Not after what happened at Sectionals.”

Rei felt that familiar tightness in his stomach, and without looking away from LLogan he
thought he saw Aria flinch, too.

“Given all that—plus everything with Aria and Hippolyta—first-year brackets gives the
ISCM a way to control the rumors a bit more. Or at least make the public reveals on their own
schedule. So all of that I can follow.”

“And it’s another challenge for Rei and Shido...” Catcher added from the other couch
with a thoughtful nod, seemingly forgetting—at least for the time being—that he wasn’t
speaking to Logan at the moment.

“Itis,” the Mauler agreed, faintly eager at Catcher’s accession. But then his face stilled, and
he scrutinized Rei carefully. “But this sponsorship.” He seemed to be measuring his words. “The
offer? Okay... Sure. I said it before: a first year has never gotten an offer. Not that I’'ve been able
to find, and I've /loked. But... you’re kinda a ‘first’ in a lot of ways, given everything. And that
gets more obvious by the day. B« he frowned, looking from Rei to Aria. “what I don'’t get,
on the other hand, is why you guys are still making this out to be a bad thing...?”

His eyes didn’t leave her this time, pressing silently for an answer. It was a fair question,
too. By all accounts a offer for any student was rare and great cause of celebration. It meant
money, training, probably fame. Though it was never said out loud, statistically it even
provided an amount of unspoken leverage when it came down to whether or not a User was
allowed to become one of those 1 in 5 permitted to pursue a career in the SCTs rather than



be drafted for the front lines of the war. If anything, an offer like the one being extended to
Rei would have left any other student—first year or not—skipping for joy.

And yet, despite that and Logan’s hanging question, it become clear pretty quick that Aria
had no intention of answering, choosing instead to clench her arms tighter to her chest and
turn even further away from them all.

“There’s... a bit more to the situation,” Rei started tentatively, not sure of how exactly to
broach the subject.

“Oh yeah. Sure. Cause of course there 1s.” Chancery had regained her voice in full, speaking
with a sigh as she sagged in her seat to put her face in her hands, elbows resting on her knees.
“Honestly, Rei,” her words came muffled, grumbled into her palms, “I think I’'m just going to
have to quit being overwhelmed by you and that szpid CAD. At this point it’s getting bad for
my health.”

“You’re still surprised?” Catcher asked with a snort. “I gave up on sanity months ago.”

Rei decided not to mention that—even as he said this—the Saber was still staring at him
like he’d sprouted several additional arms.

Chancery only gave a dry laugh from between her fingers before dropping her hands to
look up again.

“So? What is it?” she asked Rei, sounding almost exhausted. “Actually no.” She held up a
hand to stop him when he opened his mouth to answer. “Let me guess. You have to let Kamiya
study Shido so they can make clones of it somehow.”

“Uh... No...” Rei answered uncertainly. “I—"

“You have to give them rights to your DNA so they can make clones of you.”
“No,” Rei said again. “I—"

“It’s a lifetime contract and they’re just locking you in early. Smart.”

“No.” Rei tried a third time. “I’m not sure, but—"

“You’re the long-lost heir of the Kamiya fortune, destined by fate to rule the family
dynasty.”

Chancery actually grinned to herself at that one.
At least until Rei didn’t say anything.

“Wait... Seriously??”



Rei offered her a pained shrug. “I... don’t know about ‘heir’, but...”
“Buf??” Chancery and Logan demanded together, both gaping at him again.

It was Aria who answered, though, apparently deciding that was the moment to reenter
the conversation.

Even if she still refused to look back around at them.

“We think he’s part of the Kamiya family,” she said, and Rei could tell she hadn’t yet
managed to unclench her jaw. “Now that he’s making a name for himself, they’ve decided they
want him back.”

The silence that followed this was as heavy as it was cold.

“Rei...” Logan started slowly as he looked back around, eyes narrowing. “That true...?”
“I don’t know.”

It was an honest answer, at the very least, and the best that Rei could offer for the time
being. He realized abruptly that he’d crossed his own arms at some point, and he forced
himself to relax them, shoving his hands into his pockets instead in favor of studying the
crimson carpet beneath his boots.

“It seems likely,” he continued after a second. “I had a feeling when the Kamiya rep turned
up—who is zerrifying, by the way.”

“They threatened you?” Catcher asked, surprised. “I never heard about—"

“No, no, nothing like that.” Rei shook his head. “You’ll get it, if you ever meet her. But
anyways...” He lifted his gaze to look between Chancery and Logan. “I had a feeling, after the
offer. It was... big. Like way big.”

“Too big,” Aria muttered furiously.

Rei nodded. “Yeah. Way too big. They were tossing out crazy stuff. Housing, medical care,
training. They even offered a million credits a year as a base stipend. And expenses on g of
that.”

“Holy—!” But Chancery caught herself, shutting up in favor of listening intently again.

“Exactly,” Rel agreed once more, pulling up his frame. “It was... almost desperate? Like
they were willing to throw everything they could at me to get me to sign then and there. Put
me on edge—put @/ of us on edge.” He gestured to Aria and Catcher as he made a quick
search of the feeds. “Viv, too. It was so crazy we ended up sending the contract to Aria’s
brother and Catcher’s mom for them to look at. Don’t think we ever heard from him, but she



got back to us with... uh...” he looked at the Saber sidelong through the display “..
enthusiasm?”

Catcher looked like he had to work hard not to facepalm at the memory.
“So it was legit?”” Chancery allowed herself the quiet question.

“Apparently.” Rei nodded again, finding what he was looking for and screenshotting it
before cropping it down and pulling up the final share commands. “But even if it hadn’t been,
everything they were offering plus some other clues—Ilike their name—just... had my hackles
up. So....” he sent the file to Chancery and Logan, whose eyes flashed briefly when they
received to notification, “I went digging.”

When he’d shown Viv that first time, he remembered sending her the full list of the Kamiya
Corporation’s executive profiles, knowing she would find the same thing he had. This time,
he’d cut to the chase, so neither the Lancer or Mauler were long in studying the single headshot
and bio he’d sent.

“Oh... Damn...” Chancery was the first to get out, purple-green irises alive with the glow
of the display as she took in Kamiya Hiroto’s features.

“His eyes...” Logan growled.
“Yup,” Aria snarled quietly. “They’re Rez’s eyes.”

“But... that could be a coincidence, right?” Chancery offered tentatively, closing out of the
CEOQ’s profile with a blink. “There’s got to be zons of people with grey eyes... right?”

“Probably,” Rei acknowledged. “But the company is based in Tokyo, on Earth. And the
Kamiyas seem to be old Japanese blood, which might explain my looks.” He gestured absently
at his face. His eyes weren’t as narrow or angled as Hirito Kamiya’s, but they were at least
moreso than any else’s present. “My name—my firs# name, at least—is Japanese, too. Hell, so

is Shido’s.”

The words were sour in his mouth, and he remembered briefly the time even Valera Dent
had pointed this out, when she’d asked him if he’d known what his CAD’s name meant.

‘Seed’, he’d told her. ‘Shido means ‘seed’.’

“Combine all that with the offer...” Catcher finished for him, looking himself between
Chancery and Logan now. “Well... you get the gist.”

“Yeah...” Logan muttered, teeth partially bared. “Yeah... I guess we do...”



Rei watched him in confusion for second, then realized that Lggan, of all of them, would
probably be the 705t sensitive to the antics of a toxic family.

For a long while after that they all sat and stood in silence, no one looking at each other as
they processed, some for the first time, some for the hundredth. Rei was just starting to feel
like he should try and say something more, actually, when Aria abruptly regained her feet and
whirled on him.

“All that...” Her voice was quiet now, but her fists were clenched so tight at her sides they
were shaking. “You remember a// that... and you sz// took the offer...”

“Aria, I didn’t see another—"

“Did you #ry to?” Even whispered, the question cut him short, and Rei was alarmed to
realize her green eyes were glistening. “Did you even #7? You could have asked, Rei... You
could have at least asked what we thought—what I thought—before doing this...”

Rei swallowed, but he held his ground. “You would have tried to talk me out of it...”
She stared at him for a long, tense moment.

“You’re damn right, I would have,” she finally got out, her voice suddenly hoarse. “You’re
damn right. You always... Why do you a/ways have to take everything on yourself...?”

That was when the tear fell, a single, miserable line that cut through her freckles and down
to the slender line of her chin.

And Rei felt his heart break.
“Aria, I—" he started, lifting a hand with the intent of wiping her cheek dry.

Catching his wrist, though, she pushed it aside, shaking her head as she stepped by him
instead.

“I don’t want to talk to you right now,” he barely heard her say as she passed. “Just leave
me alone, Rei.”

“Arial” he called after her, toeing at desperate now, watching her back as she made for the
stairs. “Come on! What else was I supposed to dor?”

She didn’t answer him. Instead she reached the steps and started taking them two at a
time.

Her head had just about to vanish above the edge of the ceiling when she stopped with
one hand on the banister.



“East Center in thirty minutes!” she called out, her voice strong again, but still not looking
around at any of them. “Anyone who is a second late can assume they’re sitting out the evening.”

And then she was gone.

Rei stared after her for a long time, feeling half lost, half angry, and all 77a//y miserable. No
one spoke behind him. No one even moved. Not for a full minute.

Then Catcher let out a breath of frustration.

“Rei...” he began with a huff, and Rei could hear him getting to his feet. “I'll cop to it. I
was the one who said you should at least /ok at the offer seriously. Maybe that puts a little bit
of this on me.” He came to stand beside him, and Rei could tell he, too, was looking at the
stairs Aria had vanished up. “But #hat... That’s on you man.”

“... Yeah?”

Rei had meant to sound defiant, to sound angry.

Instead, he was pretty sure the question came out as nothing but sad.

“Oh, yeah.” Catcher patted him on the shoulder. “If Viv were here, she’d kick your ass.”

“Then she’d be the world’s biggest hypocrite,” Rei grumbled without enthusiasm, hearing
Chancer and Logan get up behind them too.

“Oh definitely.” Catcher nodded sanctimoniously. “But for this? For trying to do it all
yourself? Again?” He gave a sad grunt, then started to head for the stairs too. “She’d s#// kick
your ass.”

sofkofokokok

Had he been alone in his office, Colonel Rama Guest might just have dropped his head to
the handsome surface of desk before him and banged it repeatedly against the polished wood
in frustration. Rereading the notice on the smart-glass tablet for a third time, the urge only
grew, as did the contemplation of how unlikely it was that his present company would judge
him for such a tantrum.

In the end, Rama managed to refrain, choosing instead to press thumb and forefinger of
his free hand against his eyes in an attempt to stave off a brewing headache as he held the pad
out with the other.



“Take this before I break another one of these damn things.”
A light chuckle answered him even as he felt the tablet pulled lightly from his grasp.

“That would make. .. what... #hree this year?” the woman asked, amused. “Probably for the
best. Eventually the treasurer would have come for your head.”

“You know as well as I do that XXXX XXXXX doesn’t have the balls to look me in the
¢ye, much less yell at me for my expense list,” Rama growled into the dark of his still-shut eyes.
“Let the Major #y.”

Only another laugh answered this, and with a grunt Rama pulled his face from his hand to
squint blearily around.

Maddison Kent was only slightly more disheveled than usual, a feat of impressive will and
ability given the /e// that had been the last few days. In fact, had anyone but a select few taken
her in, it was doubtful they would have even noticed his chief assistant’s harried state. Her
blonde hair, usually kept down as was the woman’s preference, was in a rushed tail behind her
head, and the blouse under her tailored two-peice suit looked like it hadn’t been pressed before
getting pull on. Her nail polish was slightly chipped, her black heels dirty, and the silver flowers
of her necklace hadn’t been matched to the plainer studs in her ears. To almost anyone else,
these things wouldn’t have earned so much as a second glance. The chief assistant to the
executive officer of the prestigious Galens Institute was an exceedingly busy position, after all.
They individual holding that title could therefore be forgiven the minute details of fashion.

But too Rama, comparing Maddison’s ‘state’ to her usually clean-cut presence only
affirmed how troublesome the last day had been.

“Have you gone home yet?”” he asked her, squinting less at the woman as his vision cleared.

She shrugged in answer, tucking the smaller tablet she’d just accepted from him under the
larger pad she already held in the crook of her other arm. “Once quickly this morning. Just to
grab a change of clothes.” She looked down at herself in concern. “Do I look that bad?”

“No,” Rama assured her with a quick shake of his head. Then he motioned down at the
same shirt and sweat pants he’d been wearing since being jolted out of bed the previous
evening. “And even if you did, it’s not like I’d be one to judge.”

Maddison only nodded, grimacing.
Then she did her job.

“The notice. From the Kamiya Corporation. How do you want to handle it?”



Rama repressed a groan, placing his hands on the desk and pushing himself back into his
chair.

“Three,” he grumbled. “They’re bringing #hree here, to the school.”

“It’s their right.” Maddison shrugged. “ISCM regulations allow sponsors to impose on
academic institutes.”

“I’'m aware, Maddison, thank you,” Rama grunted back, looking up at the vaulted ceiling
of his office. “And they’re hardly ‘imposing’. They’re hosting them in the city, and covering
all food and transportation costs. All they’re asking for is scheduled access to private training
facilities, and our simulation protocols.”

“SB6 has availability right now. Especially during the times I think they would be asking
for said access. It would provide everything they need.” Maddison was using a stylus to scroll
over something on her own pad as she answered. “As for simulation protocols, that’s easy
enough. We just provide the same access the third-years sponsored trainers get.”

“Yes, I'm aware,” Rama repeated impatiently.
Maddison looked up at him innocently.
“Then what could possibly be the problem?”

Rama brought his gaze down to glower at this chief assistant, trying to instill every ounce
of menace he could into that stare.

Maddison waved his irritation away like a pesky fly.

“Rama, I am way too tired to feel threatened by your egually-exhausted attempt to get me
to keep my mouth in check, so let’s just cut to the chase.” She pointed the stylus at him.
“You’re worried.”

He continued stare at her for a second.
Then he gave up with a snort.

“Of course, 'm worried,” he grumbled. “How can I not be? I #0/d Ward to be careful with
that situation, and all it took was one good shove from Central to have him running beadlong
into it.”

Maddison frowned at him. “You think Abel knew about the offer?”

“There’s no way she couldn’t have. I’'ve been keeping an ear out myself, since that woman
showed up here.” He repressed a shiver as he thought of Ueno Jasper. “She just... gave me
the impression she wasn’t one to give up easily.”



Maddison looked suddenly interested. “You didn’t tell me that. And?”

“And let’s just say Kamiya has been making big enough waves in the corporate spaces that
I would be surprised if there’s a white-collar prisoner on Pluto who doesn’t know about their
interest in Rei by now.”

His chief assistant’s expression was abruptly as concerned as he felt.

“So now you add in these ‘extra’ conditions he apparently negotiated for—” Rama waved
at the pad in Maddison’s arm that had displayed Kamiya’s notice and request “—and yeah.
You could say I'm a little worried.”

The woman nodded slowly, seeming to contemplate this train of thought while she chewed
on her lip.

“... And there’s nothing we can do about it?”” she asked after a moment.

“Not now. Not anymore.” Rama shook his head. Then he frowned. “I was planning to
pull some strings. There’s a few favors the Institute could have called in, a few doors we could
have knocked on. I was going to get them everything we could...”

Maddison peered at him curiously.
“... But?” she asked after a second. “You sound like there’s a ‘but’...”
Rama didn’t immediately answer her.

He didn’t want to voice the ‘Buz I don’t know if it would have been enongh’ that whispered in his
eaf.

“But now it’s out of our hands,” he told her instead, sitting up straight and forcing himself
to shed the concerns of an uncle and assume the mantel of commanding officer once more.
“Maddison, can you see to the arrangements Kamiya is requesting. Give them what they want.
I’ll approve access to SB6 as needed so long as it doesn’t conflict with Institute business.”

“Understood,” Maddison, too, had slipped back into her role in answer. “Should we notify
Firesong?”

“Not yet.”” Rama ground his teeth at that. “Specific request from the head trainer.
Apparently she already has some ideas.”

Maddison did a better job of hiding her opinion of this statement than he had, whatever it
might be. Instead, she just made a note on her pad. “Okay. Anything else?”

“No. That’ll be all. Once you’re done with that, go home. And sleep in tomorrow. I'll see
you at... let’s say 1000.”



It was a testament to just how tired Maddison was that she didn’t make any protest, but
instead only nodded gratefully.

“Understood,” she said again as she turned and started for the door. “Then I'll take care
of this and head out. Good night, Colonel.”

“Good night,” he grunted, already reaching out to activate the display controls on his desk,
thinking to take a crack at some of his own piled-up work before calling it an evening,

His head was inches from the wood when he stopped, struck by a thought.
“Actually, Maddison, make a note,” he told her just as the woman opened the office door.

“Yes, sir?” she asked, propping the door open with a heel and bringing the stylus to her
pad one last time.

“Carmen. Salista too. The other guardians we’ll let Firesong inform, should they so choose.
But Carmen and Salista...” Rama frowned, hand still outstretched but forgotten. “They’ll want
to know. Carmen especially, all things considered. And... and I don’t think Aria is going to
tell them...”

CHAPTER 10

PILLACEHOLDER

-PI.ACHOLDER

Aria didn’t speak to Rei for the remainder of the evening. She ignored his messages,
ignored his two attempts to call her, and the fact that she let the group know she was heading
to the training center eatly to ‘book a room’—something that could be done from anywhere
via the school feeds—made it pretty clear she’d been serious about wanting to be left alone.
Sure enough, even during their 2 hours of training she deftly dodged partnering with him so
much as a single time, announcing as she called out initial pairings how Catcher, Chancery,
and Logan should probably spend a bit more time fighting a Phalanx than they had for the
last couple months. The only time she addressed him in any way all night, in fact, was when
she let all of them know she’d gotten confirmation from Maddison Kent that the school had
assigned them a chaperone for the following afternoon, and that they should all be dressed
and ready to head into the city by 1300.



That, if possible, had brought Firesong’s mood down only further.

Aria’s silence, to Rei’s great chagrin, held through Sunday morning, including the dawn
training hours she called for them to do in order to make up for Saturday’s missed time.
Actually, after Rei was a little over the astonishment that was his girlfriend avoiding him, he
realized that Catcher and Logan, too, were quieter than usual, the former apparently in
solidarity with Aria, the latter in a constant state of near-silent contemplation, his expression
going back and forth from distraught to annoyed to frustrated every time Rei looked at him.
In the two boy’s case it worked out probably for the better, because Catcher seemed to recall
overnight that he wasn’t speaking to the Mauler, and Logan didn’t even notice.

On the other hand, the only person who was anything but quiet was Chancery, for once.

Practically from the moment they’d left that back corner of the lobby to the time they were
heading to lunch the following day, the Lancer had barely left him alone. It wasn’t a bad
thing—Rei was feeling a little too ostracized to turn down company of any form—but it was
a little overwhelming. Like a switch had gone off in her head, Chancery pelted him almost
non-stop with questions about Kamiya, about Firesong’s new situation, even about Shido and
the attention he was getting. She wanted to know the details of the sponsorship, about the
training they were being promised, the terms and conditions, the timeline, everything. She
wanted to know more about the situation with Central wanting Rei and Aria in the Sol System
by the end of the year, and what was expected of the pair of them—as well as Firesong as a
squad—in order to make sure that didn’t happen. She was pleased when Rei simply handed
over the Kamiya contract for review, but surprisingly she didn’t seem all that miffed when he

could only provide her with minimally more information on the transfer orders than he already
had.

“So we have to win...” she kept repeating, sometimes to him, sometimes just to herself.
“All of it.”

Rei could only ever confirm this, but even when this devolved into nothing more than the
tenth nod in an hour, Chancery only seemed to grow more excited.

They ate lunch in the same silence they’d had breakfast, with only the Lancer doing more
than politely asking someone to pass the salt as she muttering to herself about potential and
what might be coming out of the coming months for them. Even she quieted down, though,
when Aria stood up at 1245 and—careful to look at everyone but Rei—told them it was time
to get going. As one they got to their feet and handed their trays off to a passing service bot,
then left the mess hall to head for the south gate that was the only entrance to the school
always kept open to the comings and goings of visitors, staff, and students. In a continued
mockery of the miserable tempest that had been the last two days, the day was sunny and
bright, and would have been warm were it not for the crisp breeze that teased their exposed



faces and hair, bringing with it the cold smells of ice and winter trees. It was Rei’s favorite kind
of weather, personally, and yet he couldn’t bring himself to so much as tilt his head back to
peer at the clear blue sky before they reached the gate.

With Aria not speaking to him and everyone else tucked away in the quiet parts of their
own heads, he was having a hard time keeping at bay the shadows that had been piling up
across his thoughts for the last few weeks, a fact that wasn’t helped by their intended
destination.

The stone walls that surrounded the Institute in a perfect, massive square served a decent
distraction, at the very least. Though he saw them every day—and had passed through them a
handful of times now—the sheer 7ass of the campus’ defenses was always something worth
gaping at. Well over a hundred feet tall and made of solid stone, the walls gave off the
impression of some great castle perimeter, complete with crenelations and ivy that had
overgrown the least-curated sections of the campus. The gate, too, was awesome to behold, a
massive gap in the line flanked by matching banners that extended from the top of the stone
neatly to the bottom, upon which the seven stars and crossed swords of the ISCM was
embroidered in gold on black above the red griffin on white of the school itself. Two huge
slots were cut out of the inside of the wall, from which the teeth of a steel ‘doot’ that had to
have been over 90 feet tall and 5 feet thick protruded from one side, ready to slide across the
opening to slot into the other, sealing off the school. It made no difference that the defenses
were functionally useless in an age of flying transports, hole drives, and Users who—at a high
enough rank—could have leapt clear over them and land on the other side without so much
as dirtying their boots.

It was the impact of their presence that mattered, and Rei couldn’t help but remember—
as he almost always did when crossing the great threshold of the Institute—his first time taking
in the gate and the campus beyond, standing just outside the wall with Viv as they’d been
waved in.

V...

Frowning, Rei pulled his eyes down from the carved heights as the five of them made their
way out of the campus, looking beyond to the large half-circle of patterned cobblestone that
formed the south gate’s grand landing zone. Cut into the heavy swath of trees that encircled
Galens on all sides like a buffer between it and Castalon proper, there were several flyers
waiting along the edge of the pad, some attended to by Institute staff helping visitors in or
out, some sitting idle and empty as they undoubtedly waited for their riders to return. Scanning
them all, Rei caught sight of their own transport at the same time Catcher did, and he had to
admit surprise on seeing their chaperone.



“Over there.” The Saber pointed towards a larger flyer along the east edge of the pad.
“And... Huh... Is that Grossr”

Aria only grunted an agreement before heading that way.

As they approached, Rei couldn’t help but think Sergeant Major Liam Gross didn’t look
much himself, standing at ease as he waited beside the flyer. Setting aside the fact that the
Duelist sub-instructor was dressed in black-and-golds—a rare sight as it was for the first years
who only saw him during combat training—the man looked... drawn. His tanned skin was
paler than usual, and his blondish hair—usually kept tidy and neat in a short tail at the back of
his head—looked unkempt. His blue eyes had dark bags under them, but most alarmingly—
at least for Rei—was the fact that the sergeant major took all of them in without so much as
pausing on him, even if just to glare briefly. He hadn’t caught the sub-instructor’s attention
during cross-training the previous day, but if he had Rei knew he’d have bet every credit he
owned that Gross would have at least frowned at him. Though he’d come a long way from
the stony indifference he’d shown in the first weeks of class the previous semester, ever since
Dyrk Reese’s dismissal the man had been left as the very last of their teachers who still didn’t
seem at least unbothered by his presence in class.

And yet now there wasn’t so much as a blink of annoyance...

Rei had to work not to clench his jaw, swearing for the hundredth time that he would brain
Viv when she woke up for not understanding just how st#pid she’d been.

Even if she did end up punching him right back for much the same reason...

“All of you here?” Gross’ voice, at least, still held the firm clip of an ISCM officer despite
his bedraggled look. “Good. Get in. UTU visiting hours are typically restricted, but Altmore
has given us special permission, given the circumstances. Let’s not keep them waiting.”

With nothing more than a salute from all five of them, they piled in.

The flight through Castalon was a somber journey. At least at breakfast and lunch there’d
been the sounds of forks and knives and Chancery talking under her breath. Now the Lancer
was as solemn as any of them, staring out her window absently while the sunlit glass of the
skyscrapers flew by. It didn’t help that Gross, too, never said a word, which was particularly
awkward for Rei because the man had taken the empty seat beside his before taking off. The
trip was smooth, the flyer barely jostling in the occasional crosswinds that coursed through
the high rises, and without anyone speaking so much as a word they soon touched down on
the Altmore landing pad.

Rei’s misery was so acute as he stepped out of the transport that he almost leapt for joy
when he saw even a minimally familiar face and green scrubs jogging towards them.



“Sergeant Major Gross?” Josh Alberty asked as he came to a stop before them. Gross only
nodded as Logan ducked out of the flyer last, closing the door behind them all. “Great. If
you’ll follow me, I'll lead you to the UTU.” The nurse didn’t immediately turn around though,
pausing instead to eye Rei and Aria. “How you two doing?” he asked gently.

Rei glanced sidelong, and found the hint of anger that had been consistently lingering in
his girlfriend’s face since the previous night had finally gone, replaced with what looked like a
poorly masked mix of anxiety and sadness.

“Fine, sir,” she got out in a strong voice despite not meeting Alberty’s eyes. “Has there...
Is she any better?”

Alberty was watching her kindly, offering a half smile even though Aria wasn’t looking at
him. “Cadet Arada hasn’t shown any significant changes yet, but we’re seeing that as a good
thing.”

“A... A good thing?” Logan, on the other hand, sounded like he was working hard to keep
his voice steady.

Alberty nodded to him. “Yes. She was in rough shape when she arrived. The fact that she
hasn’t slipped further away is a very good sign.” He looked from Logan to Chancery, then to
Gross. “I'm assuming this is the rest of her squad?”

“It is,” the sergeant major answered brusquely, and Rei couldn’t help but think the man,
too, was having to put effort into his composure.

“Gotit,” Alberty seemed to take the group’s energy in stride—probably a valuable skill, in
his line of work—and finally turned to start back towards the row of doors that led into
Altmore. “Then if you’ll all follow me.”

Rei let his mind wander this time as they made their way through the hospital, not even
bothering to try to track the twists and turns and ups and downs. There were more people in
the halls now, with hundreds on hundreds of staff and patients alike passing them while they
moved, the former rushing by as often as they could be seen discussing care and charts pulled
up on tablets with their fellows, the latter in various states of mobility and injury. It was
interesting, taking in the rooms they walked by now, and Rei even had time to study several
anti-grav chairs that seemed to be updated from the last few times he recalled needing to use
a similar unit himself, after his more intensive leg surgeries. It made his skin crawl a little,
thinking about those days, but once again everything and anything was a welcome distraction.

Almost too soon, therefore, they reached the UTU, and Catcher at last managed a low
“Damn...” at the sight of the heavy doors when Alberty led them through the biometric lock.



Viv’s room was once more the only one showing any activity, though in the daytime the
overhead strip lights seemed brighter, and several nurses and one doctor in a white coat over
his own green scrubs manned the circular station in the center of the space. All of them looked
up when their group entered, and Rei didn’t miss the brief stares that lingered on him and Aria
in particular, nor the exchanged glances and raised eyebrows. Cleatly this was a group indeed
used to working with Users, however, because they’d all returned to their tasks before Alberty
finished leading the way around the work area to the bright wall of Viv’s unit.

“Oh... Woah...”

It was Chancery’s turn to mutter when they reached it, words brimming with grim awe.
She’d stepped forward at once to peer through, both hands coming up to rest fingertips against
the transparent smart-glass, standing so close her breath fogged the wall.

She wasn’t the only one.

Apparently thinking along the same lines, Rei and Aria held back, letting Catcher and Liam
Gross move forward to take in the room, the Saber with mouth hanging open, the sergeant
major tight-lipped and frowning. Inside, the scene was largely unchanged. Viv was alone now,
but still covered by the hospital gown with those dozens of lines and tubes attached to her, all
drifting lazily within the confines of the anti-grav tank she was suspended in. Her hair was
swimming around her head, and most of her face was still hidden by the DTRU, whose pulsing
green light was only one of so many blinking alongside the other countless screens across the
twenty different units and machines set around the room.

At least someone washed ber face. .. Rei thought miserably, noticing the blood residue had been
cleaned from her nose and mouth.

Not that that made it any easier to take in her sorry state.
“Hell, Viv...” Catcher muttered into the wall. “What were you #hinking...?”
Rei doubted the question had been meant for anyone but the ether, and no one answered.

“Hey kid... You okay?”

It was Alberty who spoke, and at the concern in his voice everyone turned away from the
wall. Immediately, it was apparent what had drawn the nurse’s attention.

If he’d been pale before, Rei thought Logan looked almost ghostly as the Mauler took in
his girlfriend through the glass.

He hadn’t stepped forward with the others, hadn’t made a move to approach. Instead, he
stood stiff two or three steps back, like he was afraid of getting any closer. His eyes, those



black pools tinged with that keen red, were transfixed on Viv’s form, and he had a hand
clutching at the cloth of his uniform over his heart. He was so still that Rei suspected he’d
forgotten how to breathe.

“Logan...”

It was Aria who brought the boy out of his shell again, moving back to put a hand on his
arm. At her touch he started and blinked, taking in a gulp of air that sounded much needed.

He never looked away from Viv, though.

“I... I'm fine,” he said unsteadily, though whether this was in answer to Alberty’s question
or Aria’s hand on his forearm, Rei didn’t know.

“You sure...?” the nurse asked, taking Logan in with continued concern. “It’s okay if
you’re not. People react differently to seeing friends and family hurt, kid. It’s understandable.”

“I'm fine,” Logan repeated, a little more firmly this time. His hand dropped from his chest,
and he was able to look away from Viv to give Aria a little nod of thanks. He continued to
address Alberty, though. “Can we go in?”

“A couple at a time, if you want,” the man answered, still eyeing Logan worriedly. “Not
more than that though, please. She’s stable, and it might be good for her to have some friendly
voices around for a bit, but we don’t want to overtax her mental functions right now.”

“She can hear us?” Chancery asked, having returned to watching Viv’s drifting form
through the wall.

Alberty considered, finally looking back around into the room, too.

“It’s... unlikely. But not impossible. But even if she doesn’t right now, some people come
out of these things remembering everything that happened around them while they were
under. You never know.”

Together they all nodded at that. For a moment no one spoke, everyone waiting for
someone else to volunteer.

“Logan, you go,” Aria said quietly after a few seconds. “Take your time.”

Despite the tightness of his face, Logan nodded and took a couple unsteady steps towards
the door. Alberty opened it for him, and the Mauler was halfway into the room when he
paused.

Looking around, his eyes fell on Rei.

“Rei. You, too.” His voice was hoarse. “She’d want to know you were here.”



Then he stepped fully inside before Rei could protest.

Rei didn’t move, though, uncertain. He wanted to follow Logan, sure, but he also wanted
to give the guy the opportunity to stand with Viv on his own if he w—

“GO 2

Aria’s voice was gentle, as was the hand on his lower back, pushing him forward. He took
a forced step towards the door and looked around, surprised. She wasn’t looking at him, her
eyes on Viv through the wall, but that earlier anger was still absent from her face and her
crossed arms seemed more now like an attempt to hold herself than any indication of ire.

He felt bad as the knot of anxiety—omnipresent since dinner the previous night—
loosened a little in his stomach, and he followed Logan into the room.

Inside, the whir of the anti-grav engine in the floor and beeping of the medical units made
for a low, constant thrum as Rei approached the tank. It was open at the top, a rolling cap slid
off along the back of the machine for access, letting the two of them look down on Viv
unobstructed. Logan was already standing on the far side of the tank, one hand resting on its
edge, and so Rei moved opposite him, watching the slow rise and fall of Viv’s chest under her
gown that set her whole body shifting gently up and down within the suspension field. For a
time they just stood like that, neither having anything to say, both struggling with the weight
of their own hurt, taking her in.

“Can we touch her?” Logan asked after a minute to two, looking to the still-open door
where Alberty was standing just inside the room.

“Yes,” the nurse answered. “Just be careful, please.”
Logan nodded, turning back to study Viv with sunken eyes.
Then, hesitantly, he reached out and took her left hand up in both of his.

The Mauler drew in a slow, shaky breath as his fingers touched hers, the sound something
like a mix of surprise and relief.

“She’s warm,” he murmured, more to himself than anyone else.

Which didn’t keep Rei from his own blunt jolt of joy as he, too, reached out to take Viv’s
other hand.

She felt like life. He wasn’t sure why that was surprising to him—much less why it brought
with it such a sense of ease—but he was still grateful for the heat of his best friend’s skin
against his. He thought he could even feel the low beat of a pulse in the tips of her fingers,
and the impression of Viv as cold body faded. She was alive.



Which meant—knowing her—that she was fighting.
“I’'m seriously going to kill her when she wakes up,” he muttered.
Across from him, Logan gave a low chuckle. “Good luck getting to her before me.”

“She’s so good at calling all of #s morons. Pretty sure we’re gonna be free of that for a
while.”

“You think so?” Logan snorted. “I give it a week before she starts trying to gaslight us into
thinking this never happened. Otherwise how is she ever gonna be able to make fun of us?”

“So true.” Rei grinned down at what he could make out of Viv’s face. “That’s fine. Just
another reason for me to kick her ass.”

Logan nodded, but didn’t answer. For another minute after that they just stood there,
watching the pulse of the DTRU, Rei squeezing one hand gently, the Mauler rubbing her other
palm with both thumbs.

“... Is it weird that I miss her...?”

Rei looked up at the question, brow furrowing.
“Weird? How?”

Logan offered him half a shrug, not looking away from his girlfriend. “I don’t know... It’s
only been a couple days, and she’s right here. But still...”

“You miss her,” Rei finished for him, nodding and letting his gaze fall back to Viv. He
considered for a moment, thinking about the last 48 hours. About everything that had
happened. About Kamiya, Central, Catcher not speaking to Logan, Aria not speaking to hzn.
He thought about the quiet weight that hung over the squad like a chain veil, and how even
the sunlit day had felt like some divine mockery.

And he thought about how he was starting to lose track of the times he caught a hint of
Viv’s absence all around him.

“You know what, man...” Rei muttered. “I don’t think I realized it till just now, but...
Yeah... I miss her, too. Even 7fshe’s an insufferable flagpole with better hair than common
sense sometimes.”

Logan laughed at that. It was a short, sharp thing, but it was real. A real, true laugh.

And, like the warmth of Viv’s hand in his, it made Rei feel a little bit better.



They stayed with her a few more minutes, then took their leave so Catcher and Chancery
could have some time to stand with her. A bit later, Aria went in, and Rei was pleasantly
surprised when Liam Gross joined her. While she stood to the side with Viv’s hand in both of
hers like Logan had, the instructor lingered at the foot of the tank with his arms loose at his
sides, gazing down at his student with what Rei thought might have been tense frustration.
After a minute ot so the man took his leave without a word, but when he exited the room he
didn’t rejoin them, instead striding right passed the rest of Firesong to the nurse’s station,
where he appeared to inquire further about Viv’s condition.

That was when, alone with her, Aria started to cry.

The tears came silently, running down her face one at a time until she reached up with the
sleeve of one arm to wipe at her cheeks. Her gaze never left Viv’s face, but Aria sniffed as she
squeezed her hand tighter, like she didn’t want to let go.

It ended up being more than Rei could bear.
“Is there a bathroom nearby?”” he asked Alberty, relieved when his voice didn’t crack.
“Sure,” the nurse gestured towards the front of the UTU. “On your left near the doors.”

Not trusting himself to open his mouth again as his cheeks began to ache, Rei nodded in
thanks before turning away and doing his best not to look rushed while he made for the
entrance. Reaching them, he found a plain, narrow side hall he hadn’t noticed before, ending
at a pair of doors marked as restrooms.

Slipping inside the closest of the two, Rei locked the door and put his back to it, leaning
his head against the polished steel as he took several deep breaths.

Then he let his own tears fall.

Like Aria, he didn’t make a sounds as he cried, though he did silently curse Logan for
bringing on the cruel realization of how much he was missing Viv and her sharp presence,
even if she was barely 50 feet from where he stood. It hurt. It just hurt. Seeing her like that.
Feeling like it was at least partially his fault, as much as anyone—including himself—could say
otherwise. She’d nearly died, and he was seeing and feeling her absence more and more. He
realized suddenly, standing there and lifting an arm to cover his face as the tears continued,
that he couldn’t remember the last time he and Viv had been separated for more than a day.
No, actually he could. When he’d been brigged the previous semester, which had barely
counted given she’d been the one passing him most of their school assignments and the like.
But before that, it had been over a year ago when she’d gone with her family on their yearly
trip to the resorts of Venus. A trip she’d skipped for the first time last summer so she could
train and prep for Galens with Rei.



Over a year. .. Rei thought with measured astonishment, understanding why it suddenly hurt
so much.

Giving in, he let out a choked, low sob, and let himself slide down to sit on the floor, back
still to the door, legs tucked to his chest and head against his knees.

Rei wasn’t sure how long he stayed like that, not bothering to care. He let himself go, let
himself release all the building feelings that had been mounting throughout the day as wet
patches in the black of his pant legs. He stayed quiet, but everything crashed down all at once,
washing over and away. It felt at once immensely relieving and horribly miserable, though he
suspected the former would outweigh the latter eventually.

He only realized it had probably been at least 10 minutes or so when a soft knock beat
quietly through the door.

“Shit,” Rei cursed under his breath, hurrying to his feet. Directly in front of him a sink
stood under a wide mirror by the toilet, and he allowed himself a quick glance and a hard rub
of his face with both hands in an attempt not to look so totally downtrodden.

“Sorry,” he said in as bright a tone as he could manage, unlatching the door and pulling it
open quickly. “Just needed to clear my—"

But then he stopped short, taken aback to find Aria waiting for him, her green eyes still
red, but edged with concern.

He didn’t know why, but he’d actually assumed it had been Logan who’d come looking for
him, or maybe Chancery or even Gross. He wasn’t displeased, but he was definitely surprised,
especially when his girlfriend took his face in cautiously.

“... You okay?” she asked gently after a second.

Rei had to work hard not to show how much that question—posed directly to him while
she looked him in the eye—made his heart leap.

“Yeah,” he answered as best he could, finishing his step out of the bathroom and letting
the door close behind him with a click. “Just... harder than I thought, seeing her. Didn’t expect
it to hit me like that given we were here the other night.”

“Yeah... me, too...” Aria nodded, and didn’t look away from him. “After Gross left me
alone with her I just... I kinda broke down a little...”

“I saw... Think that’s what got me going.” Rei studied her back. “... Are yox okay?”

Aria snorted, crossing her arms over her chest.



“Hell no,” she mumbled. “Feels like the sky is falling...”
“Yeah...” was all Rei could manage at that.

The silence hung between them for several seconds, and he let it. For one thing he wasn’t
really sure what to say, but for another Aria had been the one to seek biz out, hadn’t she?

Did that mean...?

“Gross asked me to check on you,” she said suddenly, her gaze finally dropping from his,
fixing instead on some button or the like on the front of his uniform. “You were gone a while.”

“Oh.” Ret felt his insides collapse in on themselves. “Okay. Thanks. I’ll head back now.”

Aria, though, didn’t move. She stood with eyes still averted, and the hallway was too narrow
to get around her easily.

“Should we head b—?"" Rei started to ask at the exact same time she began to speak.
“I'm sorry, I shouldn’t have—"

They both stopped again, blinking at each other, pausing in tandem to let the other finish.
Rei had 7o desire to navigate that particularly awkward dance, though.

“You go,” he told her quickly.

Aria hesitated, cheeks a little flushed with more than being the rubbing away for drying

tears now.
“I’'m sorry,” she repeated quietly. “I shouldn’t have gotten as mad as I did.”
Rei felt that hollow in his gut refill a little.
“S’okay,” he muttered. “Pretty sure you had pretty good reason.”

Aria let out a dry laugh, but her arms tightened around her chest. “You think?” Her hair
fell in front of her face as her gaze dropped fully to the floor. “I just... You always take
everything on yourself, Rei... Since the start of the year, you always take everything on
yourself...”

Rei didn’t say anything, and after a second she continued.

“Having to keep Shido quiet. Dealing with Logan and Selleck and all them last semester.
Type Shift. Sectionals. The Duel... It’s always yo# who has to deal with this stuff...”

“I mean... not by choice...” Rei defended himself with a forced grin.



Rei thought he saw her bite her lip under her hair.
“Yeah... That’s kinda my point...”

She took a breath, then lifted her face to look at him again. Her eyes were dry, but there
was a different pain in her expression now even as she continued to cling to herself.

“It’s pushed on you. It always seems to get pushed on yox. So then why...?” She swallowed,
and looked like she was having a hard time speaking. “Why would you go and zzke this on?
Willingly Zake this on...?”

Rei didn’t have to ask what ‘this’ meant.
“I'm sorry,” it was his turn to say. “I should have talked to you about it.”
“Yeah, you should have...” she grumbled dejectedly, and Rei managed a crack a real smile.

“I think I just kinda... didn’t want you to have to deal with it with me? Like... it was the
answer. It 7s the answer, Aria. Catcher was right. Even if it’s some kind of trap, at least #his part
is legit. Something we can leverage now, while we need to.” He shrugged sadly. “And I guess
I'just... didn’t want you to have to take that on...”

He realized what he’d said even before Aria glared at him.

“Exactly,” she told him firmly. “That is my actual point, Rei... Would I have tried to talk
you out of it? Definitely. Would I have succeeded? Probably not. Cause you’re right.” She
seemed to sag slightly. “I’'ve been thinking about it all day, and you are right. I think I have
more faith in my uncle than you, but whatever Galens can offer us isn’t a guarantee. But s#//,”
her gaze grew sharp again, “you didn’t have to do it alone. 'm your squad leader, I'm your
teammate, and—" she took a small step towards him “—I'm your girffriend. Or did you forget
thatr”

“No, ma’am” Rei assured her with a half-hearted salute. “Most definitely not, ma’am.”

“Good. Then tell me, Mr. Future-Evil-Ruler-of-the-Galaxy, who exactly is supposed to help
you take on this stuff if not me?”

Rei had to shrink away as Aria’s eyes started to blaze again.

“I know,” he answered, taking a gamble and bringing one hand up to rest atop her crossed
arms. “And I am sorry. But... can you blame me for #of wanting to drag you into this crap?
For not wanting to drag any of you into this? Would you have done anything differently?”

Aria didn’t stop glaring, but also didn’t answer.



“Exactly,” Rei pressed, squeezing her arm gently. “So just... don’t stay mad, okay? Not for
too long? It’s... kinda killing me...”

She blinked, looking surprised at that. Then she took in his face more carefully, suddenly
worttied.

Whatever she saw there seemed to break something in her, because a second later she had
her arms around his neck, hugging him tight to her.

“I'm sorry,” she said again, into his ear this time. “I'm really, really sorry.”

“S’okay,” he assured her once more, feeling his heart soar into his throat as he wrapped
his own arms around her waist, hugging her back.

“I'm just... I think I'm scared, Rei. I think I'm rea/ly scared.”

Rei didn’t answer for a second, struggling with himself. For the first time in a while he
thought he saw something moving in the shadows in the corner of the hall, something tall and
grey and devoid of all emotion.

Then he felt Aria pull him just a little closer, and the fearful thought vanished.
“Yeah... me, too,” he finally got out, resting the side of his head against hers.

They weren’t like that for long before Aria reminded him that Gross was probably
expecting them back, and so it was with some regret that Ret let her go. Then again it helped
when she took his hand to walk down the hall, dropping it only as they turned the corner back
into the central space of the UTU.

“There they are,” Chancery said from the other side of the nurse’s station, and Catcher—
standing next to her—looked around with a worried frown.

“Sorry,” Rei forced himself to say, reaching them. “Just needed a quiet spot for a second.”
Looking around, he saw that Liam Gross was by the wall again, talking to the doctor this time,
and that Alberty had let Logan back into the room to stand with Viv on his own.

“He’s been in there for a bit,” Chancery answered the silent question as Rei’s eyes lingered
on the Mauler. “Asked for a minute with her after Aria came out. I get the sense the nurse guy
gets what’s going on there.”

“Yeah, he seems pretty sharp,” Rei answered absently, watching Logan running a thumb
along Viv’s palm again.

Just as a lump started to form in his throat once more, he felt Aria’s comforting hand on
his back, and he looked around to find her smiling sadly at him.



“She’ll be okay,” she said. “Gross said the doctor—"" she indicated the man in the white
coat the sergeant major was currently talking to “—told him the same thing Aberty did.
They’re expecting her to start improving in the next day or two.”

Rei breathed a sigh of relief at that, nodding and looking back around towards Viv’s room.
As he did, he caught Catcher eyeing him and Aria carefully.

“Does this mean you two are speaking again?” the Saber asked.
Rei and Aria exchanged a look.
“Guess so,” they said together, smiling a little at each other.

“Oh, thank the MIND.” Catcher but one hand on his hip and drew the other down across
his face as though in exhaustion. “I am #o# built for the silent treatment. They should give me
a medal.”

“No one told you you had to join in.” Chancery narrowed her eyes at him. “That was all
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you.
“Yeeeah but there was a point to be made.” Catcher cocked his head at Rei. “Received?”
“Loud and clear,” Rei answered with a chuckle.
“Firesong, if you’ve all had the chance to sit with her, we’re going to head back.”

As one they looked around to find that Gross had wrapped up his conversation with the
doctor, who’d returned to whatever duties he was needed for at the workstation. The sergeant
major, for his part, was in the process of rapping a knuckle dully against the wall to Viv’s room.

“You too, Grant,” he called through the glass. “I get that you want to stay with her, but
these people have jobs to do, and the longer we’re here the more likely we are to get in the
way.”

Logan made no protest, though he did squeeze Viv’s hand one last time before replacing
it gently back within the suspension field of the tank. Then he exited with a clenched jaw,
allowing Alberty to finally step out and close the door again behind him.

“Everyone set?” Gross asked. When they all nodded, he returned the gesture. “Okay, then
let’s get going.” He looked around at Alberty. “Could we bother you to guide us out? This
place is a damn maze.”

The nurse chuckled, but otherwise only motioned for them to follow as he started for the
UTU doors. Aria led the way after him, with Catcher and Chancery right behind her and Logan



treading like a great, somber shadow on their heels. Rei would have joined, too, except he was
in for his second surprise of the day when Gross brought him up short.

“Ward. Just a sec.”

Rei, taken aback, turned and—choosing to play it safe—saluted the man.
“Sir?”

Gross grimaced. “At ease, Cadet. I just wanted to see how you were doing?”
Rei’s mouth almost fell open at that.

“Uh... 'm alright, sir.”

“You sure about that? You looked half dead even before you stepped into this place.”
Gross frowned around at the UTU. “And I already know you and Arada are tight. Came in
together from the same preparatory, that right?”

“It is, yes, sir.”

Gross nodded, his eyes returning to take Rei in carefully. Unsure of what else to say, Rei
could only stand there waiting.

“She talks about you. Every chance she gets. You know what?”
Rei blinked.
“Viv?” he asked, surprised.

“Cadet Arada,” Gross corrected him, though more gently than he ever had before. “And
yes. Not that I give my Duelists much time for chit-chat in class, but she finds the time,
somehow.” He started to look over his shoulder, back towards Viv’s room, but seemed to
stop himself halfway, eyes landing on a corner of the floor nearby instead. “She’s a good a
student. A good soldier. I don’t like seeing her like this...”

“Yes, sir,” Rei answered with another hard swallow. He half-expected the man to continue
along the lines of the ‘so what the hell are yo# doing hanging around her?’ line of questioning
he still got on occasion, but—for some reason he couldn’t quite pinpoint—suspected that
wouldn’t be the case this time.

Indeed, after a second Gross appeared to shake himself from whatever place his thoughts
had taken him.



“If you’re good, then let’s get moving,” he said brusquely, starting by Rei in the direction
of Alberty and the rest of the squad, who were just slipping out of the UTU’s opening doors.

“We can get you guys back in time to enjoy some of your afternoon, at least.”
Rei blurted the question out before he could stop himself.
“Sir... Uh... Are you okay?”

Gross practically froze, coming to a stop so abruptly Rei thought the sergeant major might
have accidentally engaged his specs. For a second Rei was worried he’d overstepped, and he
was already trying to cobble together a hurried apology when the man looked back.

This time, his gaze did fall on Viv again.

“Yeah...” Gross said slowly. “... I think I’'m just realizing you guys are actually kids is all.
Just... kids.”

sokokokok

Viv felt Logan’s hand leave hers, and she tried to call after him, to ask him not to go, to
stay with her. Her voice, though, like everything else, was absent in the quiet ocean of warm,
green light she’d found herself drifting along in, and even the fragile will to say his name
disappeared fairly quickly.

She didn’t know where she was, and hadn’t since she started drifting in and out of the
black into this brighter place. Then again, she’d found no particular reason to care until now.
She was comfortable, lulled and serene in the endless, calming flow, the throbbing pains that
had racked her body from some distance place having long since ebbed and subsided. She’d
felt like she could have floated along forever in that place, at peace and at home.

And then, out of nowhere, there had been the glimpse of something white among the
green, the shadow of a formless figure, and a wordless voice had knocked gently against her
thoughts.

You have visitors, Cadet.

Viv had risen, then, had felt her being start to float up through the calming glow of the
emerald depths. She hadn’t gotten far, but her thoughts had cleared slightly, and like she was
approaching some unseen surface still far above her she started to hear distant, dull sounds.
Voices, she realized, too far to make out, and yet familiar...



That was when she started to climb herself.

She had no body to speak of. No arms to paddle with. No legs to kick. But despite that
she’d felt herself rise further through the green, the light brightening with each passing
moment. The voices, too, became clearer, more distinct. The words were still lost to her, but
soon she knew at least who was speaking.

Rei, Viv had realized, the first conscious thought she’d had since leaving the darkness.
And. .. Logan? 1ogan!

She pushed harder to climb, then, pushed harder to force herself up and up towards the
wash of what seemed like a brighter light above her. She managed it, but it was taking more
to rise, now, more to press her being towards that unseen surface. She could fee/ them, feel
their hands around her own, even though she didn’t know where her hands were. She could
make out words, too, could hear her name, could hear them speaking. She wanted to reach

them, want to press up and up and up and up even as the green around her seemed to force
her back.

Easy, Cadet. There’s no need for that yet.

The ocean around Viv seemed to jolt, then hardened. It was still warm, still comfortable,
but the drifting light had frozen, the lazy currents halted. Viv’s climb, too, had ended, and

even as she started to feel frustration and desperation build, she could move no further.

Easy, the voice repeated, feeling almost amused against her mind. I#’s not time. You have
Sleeping yet to do.

But Viv had ignored the words, the hint of humor sparking something like anger in some
tar off heart. She fought twice as hard, trying to claw her way forward, and the amusement left
the world in a blink.

No.

The single word had quaked through everything. The light itself shivered, and the green
morphed to red in a wash like erupting smoke all around her. The warmth became a dull heat,
and with it came a strange, sharp threat, like something other than her lurked now in the
dancing light.

Viv had stopped at once. She could still feel Rei and Logan somewhere above her, still
hear their dim voices, but she ended her battle to reach them.

The voice didn’t come again. Instead, after a time the red began to recede, and soon the
world was all comfort and green once more. The current began again, and Viv allowed herself



simply to drift, desiring to ascend, but knowing the unseen presence would stop her again. It
was odd. There was no fear in that empty knowledge.

Only certainty.

After a time she’d felt Logan and Rei depart. That was the first time she’d tried calling out
to them, tried shouting their names, but her voice was as non-existant as anything else in that
place. Others replaced them, and though they didn’t speak Viv thought she recognized the
touches of Catcher and Chancery, somehow. This was confirmed when a hand she knew to
be Aria’s took hers next, though she’d thought she’d felt another presence lingering nearby,
unrecognized in its distance. Aria had cried at some point, Viv was sure, but she didn’t
understand why, couldn’t understand what could be drawing such tears from her friend. After
a while, Aria, too, had left, and with a welling of tempered sadness Viv felt herself start to sink
again, felt her awareness begin to ebb as she fell back down into the depths.

At least until Logan took hold of her once again.

For a while she felt him there, felt his strong fingers around hers, felt his silent, stoic
presence beside her body, wherever that body was. She tried a few more times to speak to no
avail, and eventually settled into the comfortable drift, allowing herself simply to be anchored
by his touch, drawing from it what she could while she had him. Only when he left again did
she attempt to call out one final time, but her absent words rang soundlessly just as they had
before.

And at last, the voice traced its words across her thoughts one last time.

You have even more fight in you than I thought, it said as Viv felt something firm and gentle start
to pull her down, down away from the brightness. That’s good. 1 ery good. Y ou'll need. Someday very

soon, I'm afraid.

Viv barely registered the words, feeling her conscious starting to fade away as the green
grew darker, the current even more calm and warm.

We'll talk soon, Cadet. Now. .. sleep.

And with that urging, Viv slipped back into the black, giving in to the weight and promise
of the dark.



CHAPTER 11

Mid January, 2469

Astra System — Astra-3 — Low Orbit

PI.ACEHOLDER

-PI.ACHOLDER

WHAM-WHAM-WHAM-WHAM-WHAM-WHAM-WHAM!

Carmen Laurent’s twin blades struck the projected surface of the massive marble block
before him in a blurring array of gattling blows. More than a hundred times in less than 10
seconds he struck at the stone, sheering into it with all the efficiency of an industrial asteroid
drill, rubble and debris raining against his reactive shielding in a thousand tiny ripples all across
the front of his body. Eventually he had to take a step forward as he carved a scarred hole into
the marble, then a second, then a third.

Only when he had to step #nside the stone—the shattered inner surface of the tunnel he
was steadily forming for himself eerily illuminated by the glow of Catastrus’ red-orange
vysetrium—did he stop.

“Reset!” he called aloud as he exited the hole back into the plainer interior of the Laurent
estate’s private training chamber. Turning around again, he found the block—all 8000 cubic
feet of it—returned to it original pristine shape. Looking up at the top right corner, Carmen
focused on the “S0” that hovered in his frame there over the stone, displayed in large, black
letters. “Up Defense spec to S1.”

There was a brief buzz in the characters, and the value changed accordingly.

“I can’t believe you’re s#// using verbal commands. Your children would be laughing at you
right now, if they heard that.”

Carmen allowed himself a small smile as he looked over his shoulder towards the entrance
of the training chamber, unsurprised to find his wife seated by the door, back against the
room’s steel wall.

“Sorry. Did I wake you?”



Salista Laurent shook her head, but had to cover her mouth to help stifle a yawn even as
she did so. Her attire didn’t help convince him either, as she looked to have done nothing
more than pulled a robe over the shirt and underwear she’d slept in, with even her feet bare.

And yet despite that, despite the new lines around her eyes since he’d last seen her, despite
the months that had gone by with little more than a few video calls a week to keep them in
each others minds, she was still the most beautiful creature Carmen had ever seen.

The fact that she always found a way to be near him for every moment of the few days he
stole away each year to return home only endeared him further.

“My children can laugh all they want,” he continued, turning back to size up the marble
again, rolling his wrists to loosen Catastrus’ twin blades in his grip. “It’s comforting. I grew up
having to shout out orders whenever you wanted a field to do something, or use the old
terminals. Still not used to the ocular commands these newer NOEDs have the capacity for.”

“Newer NOEDs’,” Salista repeated with a snigger from her spot by the door. “Carmen,
it’s been the standard for #wenty years now.”

“Ah, the good old days,” Carmen sighed with mock wistfulness, smirking at the stone.

Then he struck outin a flash, cutting a gash a foot deep and six wide across the projection’s
handsome surface, which was immediately crossed by a dozen more just like it.

A minute or so later, he stepped out of his hand-carved tunnel once again.

“Reset!” he called out, wiping at his damp brow with the back of one bare hand. Given he
had no plans to train more than his Offensive ability that morning, he’d only called on his
Device’s swords. His full CAD would certainly have helped monitor his core and
environmental termpatures both, but there was always something rewarding about building

up a sweat.

Maybe that's old fashioned, too, though, he thought to himself with a low laugh as he shouted
for the Defense spec to be upped again.

Salista stole all the amusement away with a single quiet question.
“You... haven’t heard from Amina or Kalus recently, have you...?”

Carmen stopped mid turn, about to set himself to the challenge of the S2 marble.

“... No,” he answered gently, not looking around at his wife. “But I know Amina’s doing
well. I still have eyes on her, just in case.”

In the corner of his vision, he saw Salista nod.



“Kalus looked good too, when I saw him at Aria’s Sectionals.” She smiled dryly. “Not
happy, but... good.”

“Have you spoken to him since Ganus?” he asked, even if he was sure he already knew the
answetr.

“No,” she answered with a shake of her head. “I messaged his old ID code once. Just to
let him know I heard Aria made it back to the Institute without any other problem. He never
responded, if he ever got it.” She went quiet for a few seconds. “Are we still sure we did the
right thing, Carmen? Truly?”

Carmen took in a slow, deep breath, steeling himself in that unpleasant way he had to every
morning when he took the commander’s chair. It was a hardening that cost him something,
every time he did it.

And it was a price he was happy to pay.

“Yes,” he answered her firmly, making himself look around, now. “Even if I don’t like it.
They have to be self-reliant, Salista. For their own sake.”

“I know,” his wife answered sadly, her own eyes on the floor under her bare feet, one hand
picking absently at a hem of her robe. “I just... I wanted them to be able to rely on each other,
at the very least. And... I think we failed at that...”

“They still talk,” Carmen pointed out, waving one blade so that the silver and green steel
shone in the training room lights. “You said yourself Kalus told you Aria reached out to him
about something.”

Salista shrugged, clearly unconvinced.

Forcing Carmen to say the hard part out loud.

“Even if they don’t... It may be for the best, Salista... We’ve talked about this before...”
No answer, this time, and the absent plucking of the hem stopped.

“They need to be ready,” Carmen pressed gently, forcing himself not to tighten his grip
around his blades. “To be alone. They @/ need to be ready for it. What’s coming... Salista...
They need to be ready to be the only ones left...”

“And you still won’t tell me what s coming...?”

Carmen barely heard the question, asked in the direction of the door as Salista turned away
from him, her fingers tight around the cloth of her robes now.

“You know I can’t,” he answered steadily. “I’'ve—"



““Told me too much as is’, yes,” she finished for him with a sigh, still not looking his way
again. “I've heard that line so often I’'m surprised we haven’t made it the family motto...”

Carmen chuckled darkly at that. Deciding it was time to take a break, he recalled Catastrus
with a thought, the blades vanishing back into the bands around his wrists before he’d finished
taking the first step towards his wife. Reaching her, he put his own back to the wall and slid
down with a grunt of relief.

“... You sound old,” Sallista told him after a second, eyes still on the door.
“I fee/ old,” he grumbled in answer.

He thought better of admitting how his elbow—which was mostly titanium and synthetic
muscle under the spidering scar that wasn’t even the largest of the dozens that decorated his
body—had been bothering him more and more in the last year or so.

After a second—and still without looking at him—-=Salista leaned over and rested her
weight against his, arm to arm, head coming around to settle against his shoulder with
comfortable ease.

For a minute or so they sat like that, content in their silence, alone in the training room.
Carmen reflected with an ounce of amusement how the orbital estate—even geo-locked to
Astra-3 for convenience—was hurtling through space at thousands of miles an hour, and yet
the stillness of these moments, the ease of his home, was what he missed most when he started
to pine for it from Sirius. In another life Carmen thought he would have taken an early
retirement some time ago, happy to return and szzy with Salista. He probably would have had
Amina, Kalus, and Aria there too, coming and going to visit their parents as the two of them
aged together while time marched steadily by.

It was a dream far gone from the reality that was his and Salista’s quiet preparation of their
children for a world in which they were all alone...

A memory slipped into Carmen’s thoughts, a screen depicting an ugly, empty blotch of
black in which a single orb of even deeper darkness drifted, visibly only as a shadow among
distant stars. He forced it away with some effort, willing himself not to tense at the thought
and cause Salista further concern. Instead, he reached around and gave her arm a comforting
squeeze before pressing her gently away so he could start to get to his feet.

“I only have a few more rounds before I'm done,” he said. “Let me finish up and shower,
and we can have breakfast.”

His wife’s gaze was still elsewhere, but she at least must have heard him because she
nodded slowly. Repressing a sigh, Carmen returned to his starting spot in front of the marble,
calling on his CAD once more.



The S2 stone posed significantly more of a challenge to him than his four previous rounds,
and he ended up ripping through it twice more before shouting for the Defense spec to be
boosted to S3. This time it took a solid 3 minutes of constant swinging to rip deep into the
block, and Carmen’s arms and shoulders were burning by the time he was fully within the
stone. Another round there, then another, and he was heaving in heavy breaths as sweat
drenched him, soaking through the black fabric of his combat suit until even the gold stitching
of the swords and stars of the ISCM on his chest darkened with it.

Straightening, Carmen looked around at the makeshift tunnel of broken rock, frowning at
a few uneven gashes where his technique had slipped as exhaustion set it. He was in the middle
of contemplating if Salista would be willing to wait through one more crack at the S3, when a
notification pinged his NOED.

One eyebrow raised as he saw who it was from, and he decided he’d pushed himself
enough for that morning,

“All done?” Salista asked him, pushing herself to her feet as he came out of the block with
Corpus recalled once again.

“In a second,” he muttered in answer, reading through the woman’s message with interest
even as he approached the door. Getting past the civil formalities, he reached what he
suspected was the meat of the missive and stopped. “We// now...”

“What is it?”” Salista asked, frowning through the message at him.
“A notification. From Maddison Kent.”

“Oh.” His wife’s expression, so usually composed in the presence of anyone other than
Carmen, hardened visibly.

“Ease up. Just because Rama doesn’t let you meddle doesn’t mean you have to sour on
him.” Carmen couldn’t help the hint of a smirk that formed on his lips as he kept reading,.
“The kid’s made a choice, apparently. Good for him.” He blinked in surprise, taking in the
next few lines. “.4nd he pushed the envelope. The whole squad, huh?”

“The kid? What kid?”” Salista asked, confused. “What squad are you talking about?”

“Aria’s,” Carmen answered with a grin, now. “Turns out that new boyfriend of hers has
even more guts than I thought...”

Salista stared at him, mouth dropping open slightly.
Carmen realized his mistake too late.

“Wait... You didn’t kn—>?"



“I'm sorry,” she cut him off with a wheezing snarl. “Her new WHAT??”

CHAPTER 12

Mid January, 2469 - One Week Later

Astra System — Astra-3 — Sector 9

PLACEHOLDER

-PLACEHOLDER

Rei entered the fray with a roar, hurtling into the chaos shield-first to take Hannah
Tethers squarely in the back. The poor Lancer—who’d unfortunately been too
preoccupied with her precarious footing and keeping Catcher’s weaving slices at bay to
see Rei—was blasted off her feet with such force that Catcher himself had to curse and
whitl out of the way to avoid the gitl’s flailing limbs as she rocketed by with a screech
of pain and surprise.

“Hey! Watch the friendly fire!” the Saber yelled even as he docked sideways across
the slippery sand to join Aria in a battle against both Kastro Vademe and Lena Jiang.

“Sorry!” Rei called back sincerely, already turning in the opposite direction towards
where Chancery fought back to back with Laquita Martin along the crest of the closest
dune, facing off against the rest of Valormade. With a flying leap he launched himself
straight at Jasmine Ranjha’s exposed flank, yelling as he did.

“Type Shift! Brawler Mode!”

Shido transformed in a whirling blink, and a second later he slammed into the
Mauler’s blindside with both fists leading the way, the black of the Device’s six blue-
lined steel claws sinking more than half-a-foot right through her reactive shielding
straight into bone and muscle. Ranjha roared as she collapsed when her left leg gave
out in shock, letting go of her massive hammer with one hand to try to elbow him in
the side of the head. His HUD—the heads-up display projected over the inside of
Shido’s faceplate—highlighted the flying limb in flashing red and a rapidly-descending



numerical value that Rei assumed indicated the distance between him and and a broken
nose.

The number didn’t have time to hit 0 before Ranjha’s strike—and her yelling—
ended abruptly, cut short when Rei violently twisted both sets of claws before
wrenching them loose of her body.

She hadn’t even stopped twitching by the time he was lancing back into the fight,
heading straight for Kay this time, shouting for Phalanx Mode again.

The Desert variation they were fighting on was a dune-filled expanse under the
brightening sky of a blooming day. To the east the sun was just rising over the horizon,
casting them all in orange and purple and making the highlights of their team-assigned
colors—red for Valormade and Blue for Firesong and Martin—shimmer and glow in
the growing light. The result was a maelstrom of flash vysetrium and brutal sound, the
sands swallowing the echoes of the fight even as grunts and screams and the crash of
blades rippled over the desert. They were barely a minute into the bout, with Firesong
and Martin having rushed straight for the center where the single 7-foot tall pole of
black metal that was the match objective stood straight and true at the peak of in the
middle of the field. Valormade, of course, had done much the same, resulting in the all-
out war that so common in King of the Hill formats. Vademe had been clever,
though—even more so than usual—and had sent Lena Jiang in a narrow loop through
the canyons to the south. The result had been a momentary imbalance in the fight at
the pole, but the Saber was famously frighteningly quick for her Type, and had circled
around behind Firesong within a few seconds of the battle for the objective breaking
out. Logan had been the one to get caught in Jiang’s trap, having been engaged with the
Phalanx Xander Phillips at the time and unaware of the girl bolting in behind him. In a
flash Rei’s squadmates had been cut down from five to four, with the year’s top Saber
at their backs.

Not that it had mattered much.

Kay was a vicious fighter, probably the best Lancer in the class other than maybe
Chancery and Vademe himself, but Rei had more than week now to get used to his
Phalanx Mode, and he plied every ounce of ability he gained in those long hours. There
was no way he would have won against the girl cleanly, but after some 10 seconds of
exchanged blows he saw a chance and ducked under a wide sweep of Kay’s spear—the
weapon and its User both highlighted in the thin red outline Shido’s HUD used to
denote “enemy”’. As expected the Lancer had assumed he would block the blow, this



made clear by her hissed curse when her blade sheared empty air where shield should
have been. Even worse of her, by the time Rei came up again, Shido was in its Saber
form, and the longer sword that was suddenly in his right managed to cleave through
the Lancer’s left wrist, sending her staggering with a scream.

When he was done with Kay, Phillips was next, and the Phalanx, too, swore when
he was forced to throw himself bodily down the incline of the dune to avoid the pincer
attack of Chancery and Rei both closing in on him like wolves on the hunt.

They weren’t even feet from him when the sound of the Arena rang out across the
sands.

“Contact with Red Team’s objective maintained for 15 seconds. Winner: Blue
Team.”

Skidding to suck an abrupt halt that he and Chancery both inadvertently sprayed
Phillips with sand, Rei turned to look up the hill. The first thing he saw were a blue-
outlined Aria letting off an exhausted-looking Vademe—]Jiang’s fallen body was in the
midst of being reabsorbed by the field. Beyond them, though, Laquita Martin stood
proud, one elbow pressed up against the black pole, her own blue outline blinking to
white just as Vademe’s red did the same. The vysetrium of the Duelist’s blades, too,
was already changing back to grayish-white as the team-assigned blue faded with the
end of the match.

“Nice!” Catcher shouted from where he’d been in the process of picking himself up
out of the sand, apparently having been kicked down the hill just before the victory was
announced. Chancery, too, congratulated the Duelist’s smart play, while Aria nodded
in agreement right before the field started to dissolve around them.

As all the remaining “survivors” among the two teams started to descend to the
floor of the Arena—the projection plating coming quickly back into view 10 feet below
them—Rei couldn’t bring himself to do even that.

“Recall,” he muttered under his breath instead as he slowly dropped, not even
blinking as Shido’s full-body armor whirled back into its bands and his HUD vanished
from his vision.



“Gooood fight, everyone. Form up at the east entrance, if you would. The
Lieutenant will see to your debrief.”

Unable to turn around while in midair, Firesong, Martin, and Valormade had to wait
until everyone had touched down—and a few had gotten to their feet—before turning
around to salute up at Valera Dent. The Captain was suspended some 15 feet above
them on the floating disc of solid white light that the instructors always used to oversee
the matches, and was nodding down at them in approval as she pointed off to the left,
where Catori Imala was waiting at one of the four entrances that led from the floor
down to the underworks. There was a collective “Yes, ma’am!” from the 12 of them,
and they all took off at a jog in the Lieutenant’s direction just as Dent started navigating
the observation platform towards the north side of the floor, where a different pair of
first-year teams was having an Elimination bout. Like all the squads other than Firesong,
Valormade, and Red Crown, they were both makeshift groups, and Rei only caught a
glimpse of who he thought was the Duelist Janice Owens duking it out with and Lancer
Sam Dorne atop a plain Neutral Zone before Imala called them all to attention.

“Alright! I heard the Captain congratulate you all on a good fight, so I won’t be
blowing more smoke up your collective asses.” The Lieutenant took them all in keenly.
“It was a nice match, but nothing about it was flawless. Who can tell me how and when
they messed up?”

Unsurprisingly, 12 hands rose in the air.

To be fair, Martin’s volunteering to do some extra matches by standing in for Viv
meant that every first year there had been a Sectional competitor, and you didn’t rise to
the top at the Galens Institute in any year by being coy with yourself about your
weaknesses. It took barely 5 minutes for each of them to cover their self-review with
the Lieutenant, then another 5 to cross-exam each other with outside thoughts. By that
point the teams that had replaced Firesong and Valormade on the south Team Battle
tield had wrapped up their own match, and were on their way towards where Michael
Bretz stood waiting on the west side of the floor. Imala dismissed them all with a wave,
and the 12 of them shouted a quick “Thank you, ma’am!” before slipping by and down
into the underworks.

“Man, I am /oving this cross-over day!” Predictably, Catcher was the first to let his
enthusiasm get the best of him the moment they were down the ramp and around the
corner into the tunnels under the stands. “It’s a whole wor/d different when the whole

”7

year is doing combat training all together



“Isn’t it??” Xander Phillip answered excitedly. Rei had never had much opportunity
to chat with the Phalanx, and had generally been under the impression the dark-haired
boy was more of the somber sort until that very afternoon. “And they’re happening
every Friday, now!”

“Wednesdays, too,” Vademe reminded him a little more levelly from the front of
the group while they all headed towards the closest set of stairs. “But I agree. It’s nice.”

“And makes sense,” Jasmine Ranjha offered from where she walked along just
behind Ret. “Even just officially keeping the Sectionals squads together means having
to get all the class blocks together at some point during the week.”

“As if we need it to be official,” Lena Jiang muttered from up just behind Vademe.
“It’s not like all our squads aren’t doing extra hours every evening to keep our teamwork
on point.” She sucked on her teeth in annoyance. “Even 7/ we aren’t going to have
another chance at tournament combat for a whole year.”

At this added grumble, Rei couldn’t help but briefly meet Aria’s eye when she
glancing over her shoulder at him.

Setting aside that he had to work much harder than usual not to call Jiang out for
being a sour grape, Rei had to admit to a bit of annoyance at Central Command—or at
least more than usual. Despite being told the week before by Carmen Laurent that the
ISCM would be opening Systems and Intersystems to first-year competitors, there had
been no official announcement of the like since. To be fair, Aria’s father hadn’t given
them a timeline on when that news would be made public, but the longer it went without
everyone knowing, the more Rei felt like he and the rest of Firesong were unfairly sitting
on a competitive advantage. Sure, Valormade and Martin’s Red Crown were doing extra
evening hours—Firesong had crossed paths with both groups at East Center more than
once since returning from Sectionals—but it felt like Rei and the others were hiding a
whole different reason why the other squads should be pushing themselves to stay in
peak form and keep improving. Firesong had been the Sector 9 Team Battle champions,
yes, but both Vademe and Martin’s squads had edged them out in the Wargames, with
Valormade actually earning themselves that gold outright. If Central was going to be
pulling squads from across every system to compete, Rei very much doubted Firesong
would be the only Galens first years getting the invitation.

Fortunately, Logan had the good sense to steer the conversation out of potentially
awkward waters.



“I was worried we’d be going back to just one-on-one stuff after we got back to
school, but kinda feels like the opposite, doesn’t it?”” he asked as Aria and Vademe led
the way around the corner and up the stairs towards the stands. “T'wice a week with all
class block p/us the coordination and team elements we’re sometimes doing in regular
training... If anything it feels like they’re gonna be pushing squad-format stuff more
and more.”

Rei made a mental note to thank the Mauler later for his quick thinking as Phillps,
Ranjha, and Hannah Tethers all nodded in agreement. As big an SCT nerd as him or
Catcher, there was no way Logan didn’t already know from deep-diving into the alumni
teeds and the like that the Galens curriculum indeed skewed more towards team-based
training as the three years progressed. They were soldiers first, after all, and Users on
the front lines rarely deployed without squads. Group tactics and team training would
be a focus starting that semester.

As would another important skill Rei was zery much looking forward to working on

soon...

The others killed the time it took to reach the stands and move around the walkway
with small talk and chatter about their fight. Reaching the centermost of the west
spectator sections where the rest of the first years not fighting were scatted among the
bottom 10 or so rows of seats, Valormade said their farewells—along with a last couple
calls of “Good fight!”—before heading further along the walkway towards an empty
line further up the walkway.

“Ya’ll probably got a half hour or so before your next fight, right?”” Martin asked
Aria. “Red Crown is supposed to be up in 10, so I should be good to help you out again
if our match doesn’t take forever for some reason.”

“As far as I know, yeah,” Aria answered, pulling up what looked like a schedule on
her NOED and reviewing it briefly. “According to what Dent sent us before training,
at least.” She closed her frame to dip her head at the Duelist. “Thanks again for filling
in. Definitely keeps things a bit more smooth than doing five on six a bunch of times
in a row.”

“Hey, no problem,” Martin said with a grin and a double thumbs up as she started
to backpedal after Valormade. “If you need anything, I’'m happy to help. I’ll catch you
guys in a bit, then.”



She left them with Catcher and Chancery also offering their thanks at her back. Rei,
though, watched her go with narrowed eyes, that annoyance that had been simmering
in his gut all afternoon anything but appeased by the Red Crown leader’s departure.

“She seems... enthusiastic...”

Rei, surprised, looked around to find Logan watching Martin retreating too. The
Mauler had muttered the words—almost like he’d been hesitant to say them aloud—
but Rei didn’t miss Aria’s pained expression that said she’d also overheard.

“She’s just... trying to help. I think.”
“Uh huh,” Rei and Logan both grumbled in answer together.

Aria didn’t say anything to that, though her expression didn’t change as she waved
for them to follow her up the stairs. They did so, and a minute later they were all sitting
a few rows up from the walkways, each of them picking either the north or south Team
Battle matches to watch.

“You don’t actually think Martin’s angling for anything. Right...?” Chancery asked
the group aloud after a minute of all of them sitting silent.

In the corner of his eye Rei saw Logan glance at him, but he decided it was probably
best to keep his own mouth shut for once.

It was a rare day that he just didn’t trust being able to test the limits of his own
patience.

“Since when has Laquita Martin been so keen on helping us out?” Logan asked the
Lancer in answer. “Or anyone, for that matterr”

“Come on, she’s not #hat bad,” Catcher tried to counter. “She’s in my class and
she...” he seemed to hesitate, as though abruptly rethinking his position “... fine.”

“Fine?” Aria asked.

“Uh... Yeah. I mean... I guess she’s not &nown for being happy-bubbly or anything
like that, but at least she not as bad as some people. Like Jiang. Or Joy.”

“That’s not a high bar, man,” Rei couldn’t stop himself from grumbling.

A second later, the hairs on his arm stood on end as he felt Aria’s fingertips on his
shoulder. She’d reached across herself with a hand to touch him gently, as though



attempting to calm him down even though she wasn’t looking at him. Instead, she kept
talking to Catcher like nothing else was going on.

“I'm gonna choose to believe she’s just giving us a hand.” She spoke like she was
trying to convince herself as much as any of them. “It doesn’t matter. If she’s angling
for anything else, she’s out of luck, isn’t she?”

“Damn right she 1s,” Logan’s answering growl came.

They settled back into relative silence after that, Catcher and Chancery talking about
the south field fight where Sense was the last of his team left standing against the
Phalanx Connor Fae and the Saber Kasper Valente. Logan was staring off towards the
north field, but he didn’t really seemed to be taking it in.

Rei, meanwhile, hadn’t realized he’d taken to studying the cement between his feet
again when the message hit his NOED.

You sure you don’t want me to come?

Rei thought it said something about how much he liked Aria that he found the
question more endearing than anything else, given it was probably the twentieth time
since the afternoon before that she’d asked this question. He even smiled a little, some
of the nervous, frustrated energy that had had him on edge for the last 24 hours
dissipating a little.

' sure, he answered back quickly. Bu# thanks.

Can you at least take someone? How about Catcher?

Rei snorted, and shook his head without looking up from the floor.

If I don’t want to go with you, what mafkes you think 1'd want to go with anyone else?

I don’t know... came the reply. I just don’t like the idea of you going alone.



I won’t be alone. Jasper said she’d meet me at the gate.

That’s not even remotely comforting, and you know it.

Rei allowed himself a slight chuckle, and managed to glance sidelong at Aria. She
was determinedly looking the other way though, staring off at the north field too,
though clearly seeing no more of the fight there than Logan was.

“I’ll be fine,” he told her quietly, forcing himself to sit back in his seat so that the
projection unit in the stone beneath him manifested the invisible back to rest against.
He leaned over in her direction slightly, bumping her shoulder with his. “Promise.”

She didn’t look around at him, but offered a little nod as she reached out squeezed
his forearm for a second.

Aria had excellent reason to be worried, of course. They’d gotten word Wednesday
afternoon that Viv had shown any changes in her condition despite the UTU doctors’
hopes that she was going to start improving soon, and Aria had confided in Rei that
she’d gotten a pretty poignant message from her mother earlier in the week, though
she’d dodged answering when he’d tried asking her what it was about. Add that to the
slow rollout by Central about the new first-year bracket announcements, and Aria’s
week would have been bad enough.

Then Rei had gotten the message from Jasper after combat training the previous
afternoon.

East gate tomorrow. 1800, it had read simply. Don’t worry, it’s supposed to be warm ont.

It wasn’t like Rei had forgotten about the promised meeting at any point in the past
week. On the contrary, it had been present between each of his thoughts since the fixer
had let him know it was happening, and had even kept him up later than he would have
liked every night as he’d turned over his anger, fears, and doubts while staring up a the
dark ceiling of his room. Jasper’s confirmation of the time and place, though, had born
with it a strange sort of weight, a solidifying of the reality of what he was—or at least
suspected he was—about to face.

The question ‘What if I'm wrong?’ was, oddly enough, not half as daunting as ‘What if
' right>’



Rei took a slow breath, careful to avoid letting his stress out audibly so as not to
worry Aria any more than she already was. He hadn’t told the others about the meeting,
yet. He wasn’t sure he was going to, either. Aria was one thing. He needed her to know.
In a similar way as he’d needed to tell her about Shido and its Growth spec all those
months back. If Viv was there, Rei knew he’d have told her too, but the others... It just
wasn’t a thing he was ready to share with them. Not now. Probably not until he had a
handle on whatever said ‘thing’ ended up being.

Lifting his head, Rei did his best to swallow his nerves, to push down on that angtry,
anxious energy Jasper’s last message had stoked into glowing embers. He got himself
to focus on the north field with Aria and Logan instead, and after a minute managed to
get out a forced question about if he’d missed the news that the Duelist Candice Brett
had achieved an evolution since he’d last seen her fight.

Lucky for him, the two on either side of him were obviously as keen to think about
anything but whatever was going on in their own heads, and they soon had a simple—
if strained—conversation going on about how many of the first years were starting to
see big changes in the CADs, and how it probably wouldn’t be long before more initial
Abilities started manifesting throughout the class.

Some 20 minutes or so later, a short ping to their frames told them all it was time to
get on deck again, and they descended the steps once more to meet Martin on the
walkway. The Duelist—who was still sweating from an extended fight alongside her
own squad that had ended not 5 minutes before—immediately started to chat up Aria,
who Rei was pleased answered much more reservedly now than she had for the first

half of the class.

Their third match of the day was a simple Elimination bout against a scattered group
consisting of Archie Brawn and Allan Pearson from 1-B, Emmanuel Ramir, Yasiin
Najjar, and Jae-Song Gwan from 1-D, and Tad Emble from their own class. Having
some unfortunate history with Emble—one that involved a bloodied nose and a lot of
bad memories of a cold marble floor—the fight turned out more therapeutic than Rei
had expected when he ended up in a 2-on-1 fight with the Brawler and Amir, a Mauler.
The pair of them managed to corner him in a riverbed on the Clitfs variation that had
torced Firesong to scatter a bit more than they might usually have otherwise, and to
their credit the two had worked well together despite being from different class blocks.
Rei might even have complimented them after the fight were Emble not involved, but
as it was he had neither the sympathy nor patience to be more than coldly calculating.
For once he allowed himself to stay in Brawler Mode since it was the form he had the



most experience in, and after managing to down Amir with a paralyzing slash to the
upper back, Rei had to force himself not to take his time dismantling Emble little by
little.

As it was, the Brawler’s FDA turned out to be the last “kill” Firesong needed,
because it was as he slumped limply off Rei’s claws to splash down into the water that
the Arena announced their victory.

Their fourth and final match went much the same way, with Firesong walking off
the Flood Zone field with barely a scratch after a quick round again another scattered
group of classmates. After that there was the standard review and a brief lecture from
Dent on where the first years as a whole still had the opportunity to see improvement,
and then they were dismissed to the showers.

The entire walk to and from the locker room, as well as the time they spent getting
cleaned up and changed back into their black-and-golds, Rei only barely registered what
the others were talking about. He was pretty sure Catcher tried to engage him a couple
of times with questions about how he was adjusting to his Phalanx Mode or if Shido’s
new HUD had been of much use, but he’d been too zoned out to really hear his friend,
and thought Aria might have hinted that the Saber should leave him alone for the time
being. They left the Arena together, but as the others reached the bottom of the
entrance stairs and started automatically heading for the mess hall, Rei held up just
outside the building.

“I’m headed this way,” he said, pointing over his shoulder around the edge of the
stadium. “I’ll meet you guys at dinner in a bit if I can.”

“Where are you—jyouch!” Catcher didn’t get to finish his question before Aria stood
on his foot. “What was #hat for??”

Aria ignored him, moving back to stand in front of Rei instead.

“I’ll save you something from the mess if you aren’t done by the time we’re getting
going,” she told him just loud enough for the others to hear. “We’re headed to East
Center and 1930 if you just want to see us there instead.”

“Yeah, sounds good,” he told her, managing to get out of his own head enough to
smile gratefully at her. “Not sure how long I'll be, though.”

“That’s okay. Just join up when you can.” Aria dropped her voice then, and stepped
a little closer. “And let me know you’re okay when you’re done, ok?”



Before he could answer, she kissed him lightly on the cheek, squeezed his arm once,
then turned back to firmly tell the team they were headed to dinner.

“Hold on, what about—>?"" Catcher tried to start again, but was cut short once more
when he started yelling and dancing in pain when Aria took him by the ear and began
dragging him along without so much as a glance back.

Rei almost smiled again, and did nod in silent assurance as Logan and Chancery both
hesitated to look with some concern between him and where the poor Saber was
working on prying himself loose of Aria’s grip.

“I’ll catch you guys later,” he told them simply, hoping they’d get the hint. “Just
something I’'ve got to do.”

Mercitully, neither was quite as overzealous as Catcher, and after moment they just
nodded in understanding before jogging to follow after the other two in the direction
of the mess.

Rei let himself watch them all go for only a few seconds before he forced himself to

turn and head down his own chosen path, pulling his gloves and a black scarf out of his
school back as he did.

Jasper’s idea of ‘warm’ was a little subjective, he thought. It was well above freezing,
fortunately, and between the sun still hanging just above the line of Castalon and his
regulars being as hefty as a winter jacket when they needed to despite their appearance,
he was comfortable enough. Still, it was January, and as he made the lengthy loop around
the Arena and into the shadows of the massive building on the other side, Rei didn’t
miss that he could see his own breath.

Good, he managed to convinced himself. [#7// help me clear my head.

Without so much as glance around, he made a line east through the campus. Galens’
handsome steel and glass buildings reflect the sun and blue sky above, and he crossed
paths with a scattering of second- and third-year students as he walked, though even
when most of them watched him pass with interest he avoided meeting any of their
eyes. He was too preoccupied, too focused on the moment that lay ahead.

That, and the beating of his own heart that he could feel getting faster the closer he
got to the edge of campus.



The wall loomed steadily nearer, and before long, Rei found himself passing the last
line of buildings before the stone defenses, and he had to work not to stare upward
while he approached. Nearly as tall as the walls themselves, the grand metal gate—kept
shut per tradition—was anything but a simple slab of steel. On the contrary, it was
handsomely adorned with a massive etching cut shallowly into its surface, like some of
the wood carvings he’d seen pictures of that decorated some of the 1000-year-old
cathedrals and churches on Earth. From high, high above him the Galens griffin
seemed to gaze down on Rei imperiously, its attention neither menacing nor
benevolent, neither kind nor cruel. The tips of its outstretched wings reached just shy
of the walls itself, and the outline of a banner hung straight and true behind the diamond
the great beast stood within.

And just under the bottom edge of this engraving, a lone officer Rei didn’t know
stood at ease, yellowish eyes following his approach.

“Cadet Ward?” the man asked formally as soon as Rei was close enough, pulling a
small pad from around his back.

“Yes, sir!” Rei answered with a salute, coming to stop an arm’s length in front of the
officer, who he saw now was marked with the insignia of a warrant officer.

“Eyes up, Cadet, if you would be so kind.”

Rei met the officer’s gaze as instructed, and after a brief flash of light in his eyes the
man glanced down at his pad.

“Confirmed,” he said after moment, nodding as something popped up on his screen,
unseen by Rei from the other side. “You’re a little early, but that shouldn’t be an issue.
I think she’s waiting outside already.”

Rei’s heart hammered harder.

“Outside... sir?” he asked hesitantly, unable to help but glance up at the griffin that
soars above him now, gleaming in the sunlight.

The warrant officer didn’t miss the look, and smirked.

“Over here,” he said, dipping his head towards the gate before starting to move
towards the bottom right corner of the unblemished steel. Leading the way to a section
that looked exactly like any other square chunk of the door, the man paused as his eyes
flashed again, then he reached out and swiped a hand up the surface before him.



To Rei’s astonishment, a blue square immediately appeared at chest height, crowned

with the blinking words IDENTITY VERIFICATION REQUIRED’.

“Don’t look so surprised, Cadet,” the warrant officer said with barely more than a
glance back as he pulled a glove off to press his bare palm into the square. “I’ve heard
you’ve got a good head on your shoulders. Hopefully you can understand the value of
a secondary entrance to the campus. One that’s a little more private than the south
gate.”

“Uh... yes, sir,” Rei answered as quickly as he could as the wall—obviously a solid-
light projection made to mimic exactly the look and feel of the steel around it—flashed
once, then displayed a short list of optional activation commands. In truth he’d never
considered it, but certainly it did make sense. Galens not infrequently played host to
some major SCTs, and between that and the occasional tournament and front-line
superstars that made guest lectures to the upper classes, he cox/d indeed see the value in
a back door to the school.

The warrant officer selected his command, and 2 moment later the section of the
wall faded away entirely. In its place, a tunnel maybe 10 feet tall had formed, shaped
like a wide wide triangle with a good chunk of its top point cut off. Gesturing for Rei
to follow, the man strode right inside without a backwards glance.

There was something awesome and ominous about passing under what Rei roughly
calculated was several #llion pounds of solid steel. The way wasn’t dark, to be fair. Even
without the sun shining ahead and behind there was a staggered divot in the metal every
few feet that housed a small solar light to illuminate the way. Just the same, Rei couldn’t
help but feel the weight of the metal above him, a foreboding promise that was even
more impressive all on its own than the decorations of the gate or even the walls
themselves. For all Rei knew, that was a deliberate effect of the tunnel’s design, actually.
A means by which to display the will of the proud Galens Institute to even the most
powerful of visitors.

Whatever the reason, Rei didn’t even realize he’d completely blanked on why he was
there until after they were out and back in the sun, at which point he at once not only
remembered how to breath again, but stopped short.

What in the MIND. .2



Ahead of him, a woman waited expectantly in the very center of the east gate’s
landing platform. A woman in a trim black butler’s uniform, standing with her white-
gloved hands clasped patiently in front of her.

A woman Rei didn’t remotely recognize.

“Off you get, Cadet,” the warrant officer told him, indicating the stranger with a tip
of his head. “I’ll be here till you’ve wrapped things up, whatever it is you’re doing out
here.” The man sounded a little curious for the first time. “Not that it’s my business,
but a first year getting handed off to a civi chaperone for the evening isn’t something
you hear happening often.”

“Yes, sir,” Reil answered absently, not really hearing the man as he studied the
woman ahead of him. When he registered what the officer had said, though, he quickly

spun and saluted. “I-I mean thank you, sir. I'll be back as soon as I can be.”

And with that half-truth, he turned again and made his way uncertainly towards the
stranger.

Aside from the butler’s suit, there wasn’t all too much out of the ordinary about the
woman. She bore no CAD that he could see, and was of average height and build, with
long, dark brown hair decorated with two stylish streaks of a pale orange that framed
her face, the rest brought back into a long ponytail that stuck out from the back of her
head to hang down to her waist. She had what Rei had taken to thinking of as ‘western
features’ after he’d spent some time digging into the Kamiya Corporation, and while
she wasn’t classically pretty, there was something endearing about her gentle features
and kind smile, practiced and held with perfect calm as Rei approached. The one
striking element of her face, on the other hand, were her eyes. They were pale to the
point of nearly being white, and despite sensing not so much as an ounce of hostility
from the woman, there was something in that gaze that made him so cautious as he
closed the distance between them that he nearly stopped dead again. Her attention was
welcoming, yes. Rei would even have gone so far as to call it ‘warm’. But it was also
keen and unflinching, steadily taking him in with just as much calculation as
consideration.

Rei felt like he was walking towards a trusting lioness, one who had faith he wasn’t
there to hurt her cubs, but was prepared—and very able—of tearing him limb from
limb if he chose to disappoint her.



He’d been expecting Ueno Jasper—hadn’t even considered she wouldn’t be there,
in fact—but despite the fixer’s apparent absence Rei realized with something like
stressed amused that he’d somehow still ended up in the company of yet another non-
User who he suspected crossing would be tantamount to suicide.

“Hello, Reidon.” The woman’s voice was pleasant as a spring breeze as she
addressed him once he was close enough. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Rei stopped just shy of what might have been polite, looking her up and down warily.
Sure enough, she wasn’t a User, but there was still something about the woman that
made him want to avoid getting within her reach...

“Hi...” he answered cautiously. “Uh... Sorry... Who are you?”
The woman’s smile only widened.

“I'm Abigail Smith,” she answered warmly, and he realized she lacked the telling
accent Jaspet’s speech had hinted at. “Presently I am the steward of the Kamiya family
estate.”

Rei’s eyebrows rose at that. He wasn’t sure why—he had absolutely no concept of
what a ‘steward’ did other than what he’d read in some old fantasy books when he was
a kid—but for some reason he couldn’t help by be impressed by this announcement.
The woman—Abigail Smith—couldn’t have been 30 years old by his guess, but seemed
to hold what he could only imagine had to be a zery important position in the
employment of what he knew was a very important family.

At that thought, though, Rei’s insides did an uncomfortable little dance, and he
reminded himself he wasn’t there to be intimidated by strangers.

“I was expecting Ueno Jasper...” he said slowly, looking to either side of Smith
curiously, like the Jasper was hiding in the trees growing beyond the edge of the east
gate platform behind the woman.

“Regrettably, Jasper was unable to make it. She does send her apologies about that,
and asked me to assure you that you’ll be seeing her very soon.”

“Uh... And that’s a good thing...?”

For the first time, the keen edge in the steward’s pale eyes actually softened in truth.
Replacing it, a twinkle of amusement shined through.



“I think that will be up to you to decide at the time of meeting,” Smith answered
with a light chuckle. “If I had to guess, though, the benefits will outweigh any
discomfort you might suffer. At least in the long term.”

Before Rei could follow up on #hat cryptic little tidbit, however, the woman stepped
out of the way and bowed shallowly as she swept an arm due east, indicating the woods.

“I imagine, though, that you’re less keen on sitting here chatting with me than you
are on your actual meeting. If you’ll follow me, I'll take you to him now.”

‘Him’, Rei repeated to himself, a small jolt of adrenaline cutting up his body as he
nodded automatically. It was a broad hint, but it was still a nice confirmation to have.

He was so preoccupied with this minuscule revelation, in fact, that they were at the
very edge of the platform before he really registered what Smith had said.

“Wait... here?” he asked, frowning up at the mostly-empty branches above them.
Only a scattering of the trees that made up the the forest beyond Galens’ four walls
were evergreens, so much of the woods rose up like clawing fingers towards the blue

sky.

“Yes, here,” Smith answered without hesitation, indicating the way ahead of them.
Looking around her as he continued to follow, he realized she was leading him towards
a cobbled path that led off the platform into the forest. Miles of such stone paths wound
their way through the trees, and he at once felt a little better a#d more confused.

Whether because she sensed his lack of understanding or because she just felt the
need to explain, the steward continued.

“My employer is a... rather busy man, Reidon.” She stepped into the lengthening
shadows of the trees without hesitating. “He doesn’t have much time to himself, so he
tends to take in the world when he can. Even a place as simple as this.” She gestured
around her head at the leafless trees and the traffic-laden skylines far above. She
dropped her arm to continue pressing forward, but after a time seemed to think there
was more to say.

“That... and we thought you might be more comfortable having this discussion
somewhere close to home.”



Regrettably, Rei didn’t hear this clarifying statement. In fact, he’d barely heard a
word after the first couple Smith had answered with. He knew now, after all. He knew
with a near-certainty.

And with that certainty came clarity, and a final, hard tempering of the nervous
energy that had been bouncing around in his gut with increasing violence throughout
the past week.

They only walked for a minute or two, neither saying another word as Smith led the
way. She seemed content in the silence, while Rei used the time to steady himself, to
take advantage of this newfound calm gifted to him by the awareness of who it was he
was meeting. They took a bed in the path, then another, until the steward led him into
a small copse of spruce trees that abruptly gave the world life again. They took one final
turn, and Smith halted.

Then she bowed, lower now than she had for Rei, arms to her sides and her long
hair spilling down over one shoulder.

“I’'ve brought him for you, Doctor.”

Rei stopped beside the woman, partially out of politeness, but mostly out of
uncertainty. He did not, however, bow. He was aware it would have been the proper
thing to do, had learned as much in his digging into the company that had so recently
turned his world upside down. A bow, however, indicated respect.

And as far as he suspected, there was no respect due to the man before him, the
man in a dark suite-coat who in the process of turning towards him with hands clasped
behind his back, gaze dropping from where he’d been looking wistfully up at the trees
before Smith had called out to him.

The man with black hair turning to silver, and sharp, handsome lines of many long
years creasing the corner of his slate-grey eyes.

For a long moment, the two of them only stood there, taking each other in. Neither
moved. Neither spoke. Rei wasn’t sure what it was the man was seeing, but for his part
he was having a hard time with looking into those eyes. Those damn eyes. ..

At long last, it was Doctor Kamiya Hiroto, CEO of the Kamiya Corporation, who
broke the silence.

“... Can I assume you already know who I am, Reidon?”



His voice was... odd. Tight. The doctor’s expression was taut, unmoving, but Rei
thought he more had the look of a man having to work hard to maintain a composure
that usually came easy to him than anything else.

He was glad he wasn’t the only one struggling.

“That... is a loaded question,” Rei answered after a beat, choosing his words with
care. “I know your name, if that’s what you’re asking. I know your title.” He narrowed
his eyes at the man, feeling a low thrum of anger start work it’s way upwards inside him.
“Now I know—assuming Jasper kept her promise—that you’re also the guy who
wanted me in your corner so badly that you were willing to offer a firsz year the moon.”

The corner of Kamiya’s mouth twitched, almost like he’d stopped himself from
smiling.

“In my corner’...” the doctor repeated to himself quietly, letting out a sigh that was
somewhere between resigned and frustrated. “Yes... I suppose that’s one way to put it,
isn’t it?”

“Is there another way?” Rei didn’t like that his hands were clenched at his sides. He
wanted—needed—to calm down.

“Oh yes. Infinitely other ways, I’'m afraid.” The doctor’s eyes flicked down briefly
to his fists, but he made no comment about them. “All of which you have the right
hear. Have for a long time, in fact.”

That statement, that simple, easy statement, sucked much of the fire out of Rei then.
It wasn’t gone, per se. Hardly. It was more like the air had been pulled from his lungs,
the fuel that had fed it momentarily sucked away.

‘A long time’? Did that mean—?

“Abigail, Reidon and I are going to go for a walk,” Kamiya told his steward, his grey
eyes lifting to her. “Stay here, if you’d be so kind.”

In the corner of his vision Rei saw something other than benevolent warmth on the
woman’s face for the first time, the surprise at this order brief, but obvious.

“Here? But, sir—"’



“Here,” Kamiya confirmed gently, cutting her off as he raised a hand to motion that
Rei should join him. “I will appraise you of our discussion later, I am sure. For the time
being, though... I’'m afraid this is a family matter.”

CHAPTER 13

Rei followed Kamiya Hiroto in something of a daze for the minute or so the man
led him deeper into the woods. Once more they didn’t speak, with the doctor seemingly
content to simply walk just ahead of him for a time, his head moving slowly this way
and that as he took in the forest around them.

They were well into the trees, the sun cutting through the density of the leafless
branches in fading rays of light across their misting breaths, when Kamiya stopped.

Then finally spoke.

“I'm going to ask you a question, Reidon. I don’t imagine it’s going to be an easy
one to answer, so do please feel free to take your time.”

Rei blinked, yanked uncomfortably from his shell shock. He stared at the man’s
back, gloved hands still clasped behind him, grey eyes still on the trees.

“...Okay...?” Rei got out after a second, unsure of how else to respond.
Similarly, it apparently took Kamiya a moment to form his own words.
“... What needs to be done to make this right?”

The question hung in the silence between them for a long time, echoing soundlessly
in the quiet. Rei felt the anger bubbling into life again with every passing second, but
eventually he forced it down, forced himself not to let the fire overcome him. There
would be time for that heat.

It just wasn’t now.
]

“I think that would depend on what ‘this’ is...” He drew the words out slowly,
deliberately. “Wouldn’t it... uh... Doctor?”



Kamiya had half turned his face to listen as Rei answered, and at the hesitation in
being addressed something a little like pain passed across his features.

“Doctor’ is fine. For now at least. But yes, that’s a fair judgment. I suppose I am
making the assumption that you have already deduced much of the situation, based on
your last exchange with Jasper.”

“A deduction isn’t more than a best guess without confirmation,” Rei answered
cooly.

His heart was hammering again. He wished it wasn’t. Between that and the fury he
was wrestling with it made it hard to figure out exactly what he was thinking—much
less feeling—as he spoke.

Kamiya nodded again. “You want the truth,” he said simply. Not a question so much
as a statement, but there was still a request somewhere in there.

Rei had to stop himself from yelling that he less wanted it and more had earned it.
With blood, sweat, tears, and years of pain, he had earned it.

Instead, he decided to borrow a page from Aria’s book.
“You’re damn right I do,” he growled.

Kamiya swallowed. It seems an... odd thing to witness. From the moment they’d
met Rei had had the distinct impression this man was generally one of acute
inscrutability. An unyielding object who only moved when /e decided to, and then
moved with such terrifying force as to make whole planets flinch in response. And yet
here Kamiya Hiroto was, clearly finding it hard to look him in the face.

For the first time, Rei began to wonder if there was more going on here than even
he had wondered about.

All at once, the doctor turned to him in full, eyes moving to meet his again. Sure
enough, there was a wi// there, an unbending, unshaking will.

And yet when the man spoke, his voice still had that edge of strain to it.

“Would you prefer I lay it out for you, or would you like to first tell me what it is
you've already surmised?”



Rei felt his brow furrow. There was an offer he hadn’t seen coming. He hadn’t
expected a man like Kamiya Hiroto to be forthcoming in any situation, much less one
as delicate as this. Rei found himself, with as much a wave of confusion as renewed
anger, having difficulty getting a sense of the man.

Maybe that was why the words spilled out of him before he could stop himself.

“I'm Kamiya blood.” He barely managed to keep himself from spitting out the
words. “Probably your kid? By some affair you didn’t want coming out? Then again,
maybe not. I thought I might have been some relative’s, some branch family’s, but I
went back 200 years of public records and these—"" he jerked a hand up to indicate his
eyes “—seem to be almost exclusively limited only to the main line. Couldn’t find an
example of them being passed on even a generation beyond those who marry out. So
props there for making sure no one designs their kids without permission. At least you
tollow up with #hem.” He sneered at the irony.

Kamiya, on the other hand, only frowned as he listened, which was fine with Rei.
He had plenty more to say.

“I wasn’t wanted. Don’t know why, but I've got a guess or two. One more solid
than the other, given whoever it was who left me at the hospital at least bothered to
give me a first name before they bailed. And because I wasn’t wanted, I was forgotten.
Or maybe you thought I died. Or hoped I did. I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. No one
ever came back. No one ever visited, or even checked in. I was left behind, totally and
completely. I was left behind.”

The tautness in the doctor’s face was more pronounced.

“That’s when we get the present, though.” Rei couldn’t help the fury from leaking
out into his words, now. “That’s when we get to the fun part, Doctor. See... I made it.
With the help of one really good friend, and then a couple more. I wade i. 'm one of
the lucky few, and the lucky fewer who did it missing two arms and leg, figuratively
speaking.” His words were coming through clenched teeth. “I started to build a
reputation. I started to gain just a /i of notoriety. People are beginning to know my
name. Who I am. Not really sure how I feel about that yet, but it’s irrelevant. It’s
happening. I have a future. For the first time in my dammn life, 1 actually have a future.
One with potential. One with promise. One without pain.” He grinned, then, a hard,
angry leer tainted with the twisted hilarity of it all. Lifting an arm, he jerked the sleeve
of his black-and-golds back with with other hand, revealing Shido and the scars that



decorated his skin in an ugly pattern of faint slashes and faded dots. “That was a change,
I have to tell you. I got good at not showing it, but these...” he patted the exposed arm
to indicate the scars, “these hurt, Doctor. And a hell of a lot less than what they were
fixcing”” He dropped his arm, the sleeve slipping down to hide the skin and his Device
again, relieved to let the man openly hear the disgust in his words at last. “And then—
and only then, by some zncredible coincidence—did your company decide to show their
tace. Amazing. Miraculous, actually.” He glared at Kamiya. “Almost like I wasn’t worth
your time until there was something to be gained from acknowledging I exist...”

He let the last words hang, let them ring into the quiet of woods. For a long time
the pair of them stood some 10 feet apart, Rei working to bring his temper back into
check while Kamiya’s face was a grim shadow that darkened his eyes almost to black.
The man didn’t meet his gaze, though.

He was staring, instead, at Rei’s arm, taking it in like he couldn’t look away.
After almost a minute, Rei decided it was time to speak again.

“How’d I do?” he got out in a tone of mock-pleasantry. “Did I hit close to the mark,
Doc?”

Kamiya started, looking to rise from some deep place with a wince. His jaw
tichtened, but when he spoke, whatever anger was woven into his words seemed hardly
aimed at Rel.

“Jasper had you right from the start,” he got out hoarsely. “It appears I did go about
things every way but the right one, didn’t I?”

Rei frowned at this, but the doctor was already continuing with another sigh.

“I cannot say you are wrong, Reidon. About any of it. There are some things you
have misunderstood, but I can hardly blame you for that given what we—no,” he
corrected himself with a real hint of frustration, “given what I have put you through.”

“I don’t know about that,” Rei growled, shoving his hands into his pockets in an
attempt not to give away the shock of adrenaline the man’s subtle confirmation had
brought with it. “It’s been eighteen years. That’s a /&7 of time to have missed seeing
anything that would suggest I’'ve ‘misunderstood’ so much as a minute.”

“Yes. Hence my... irritation...”



Kamiya’s voice was quiet—almost like he hadn’t meant for Rei to overhear him—
but there was a resonance within the words that once again took him aback. The
surprise was different, this time, though. This wasn’t an odd expression, or a strange
look he hadn’t expected. This was... something else.

Power, Rei realized, his eyes dropping immediately to where Kamiya’s own hands—
for once—were the ones in fists by his sides.

For the first, he saw the gleam then. The hint of multi-colored steel, black and a
deep, blood red.

A Device.

ait... You’re a User...?” Rel muttered, unable to kee e astonishment out the
“Wait... You’re a U ”” R ttered ble to keep the astonishment out th
question.

It took a second for Kamiya again to rouse from whatever place his thoughts seemed
to have taken him, but when he did he looked down. Then, lifting an arm, he too tugged
the sleeve of his coat back to reveal the band in truth. Rei wasn’t surprised he hadn’t
noticed, then. The vysetrium was usually the thing that stood out, but against the dark
steel Kamiya Hiroto’s gems were an onyx-grey, their thin lines seeming almost more
intent on sucking the light from their surroundings than they did to shine.

Even Chancery’s true black gems didn’t glow like that...

“Is that so surprising?” the doctor asked. “I would have thought you might expect
as much.”

“I didn’t find anything about that.” Rei was studying the CAD with a frown. “It’s
not in your bio. Not in your history either...”

“Ah, well... Yes. That’s true.” Kamiya covered the Device again, and his hands
returned to their clasped position behind his back as he seemed to regain a little of his
composure. “My work... I don’t think you’ll be surprised to know that much of it is
classified. Even within the ISCM. For that reason—and my own personal desire—my
presence on the feeds is... sterilized, shall we say.”

“Uh huh...” Rei only just heard the man, studying him intently now, taking him in
with a different interest. That infallibility. That presence or power... If he had to guess,
Kamiya Hiroto wasn’t just azy User. He didn’t feel like an S but... high As, maybe...?

“I... I did think you were dead, Reidon.”



The statement brought Rei back with the force of a lightning bolt. Immediately he
forgot his momentary distraction, the reason why he was there—standing in the woods
with a total stranger—snapping back into place all at once.

“... Sorry?” he asked quietly.

“I did—No, rather, to give myself some credit—I was made to think you were dead.”
Kamiya’s face was still grey, but he seemed to be forcing himself to stand straighter,
now, forcing himself to stand tall. “You were close with that guess, at least. Very close.
However... you are not zy child.”

Rei could fee/ his heart, now, could feel it hammering against his chest and the blood
flowing and drawing from his very fingertips.

“Then... whose am I?” he got out, not so much as hearing the croak in the question.
To be fair, Kamiya’s voice wasn’t much more stable as he answered.

“My son’s. Keiji. I am not your father, Reidon. I am, however...” The man had to
pause, clearing his throat before trying again. “I am, however... your grandfather.”

It was like the world itself had forgotten to move. One moment Rei thought his
entire body would break apart, would shatter under the nervous, thundering force of
his heart. The next, though, there was nothing. The was only electric emptiness, a
numbing buzz that rang in Ret’s ears. He didn’t feel his own breath come on in uneven,
throaty hitches. He didn’t feel his school bag slip from his shoulder as his body tensed,
nor hear it fall to the frozen stone of the path with a #hud. There was nothing 7 feel,
nothing 7 hear.

There was only Kamiya Hiroto.
His... grandfather...?

“You’re... sure?” Rei heard someone gasp weakly through the fog. It took him a
second to realize the question had come out in his own quavering voice.

Hiroto’s words, on the other hand, reached him like a horn in the night.

“I am. I had Abigail run the test three times. Three different labs. Then I had two
more run it without telling her. As you get to know how much faith I have in my
steward, I think that will tell you how certain I needed to be.”



Rei started returning to himself slowly, his words a little more conscious as the shock
drew away little by little.

“But... how? Where would you... How would you get the—>?”

“The material? It was provided to us by certain members of the ISCM.” Hiroto
trowned again, his own voice becoming a little stronger. “There was... incentive
applied, I admit. The military keeps a record of the physiological makeup of its assignee
hopefuls. The successes and failures alike.”

Rei understood. “My Assignment Exam...”
“Indeed. I think you can imagine why it’s valuable data to have on hand.”

He nodded numbly. Of course it was. If anything, keeping tissue samples and genetic
material was probably zzvaluable to the ISCM. It would allow them to compare the
physical makeup of failures to successes, the changes over time to their Users, and even
the—

Rei wrenched himself back to reality, unwilling to let his tumbling mind flee from
the truth that stood before him.

“You’re... my grandfather.” He forced himself to say the words with conviction,
like getting them out would make them easier to believe. “I... I'm... yourkid’s... kid.”

It was Kamiya’s turn to nod, but he did so solemnly.

“You are.” His words were tight again. “Though I admit I have some discomfort
claiming that title. Even less calling Keiji your father.”

The anger returned in a flare.

“And why is that?” Rei growled, readying himself for the worst. “Not something
you would want publicizing, or are you just—r"’

But Kamiya held him up with a raised hand.

“It is nothing of the sort, Reidon,” he said quietly. “My hesitancy comes purely from
the fact that my inaction resulted in the life you’ve had until now. That... and the actual
actions of my son.”

Rei’s mouth fell open then. Not so much due to the doctor’s words, though.



Rather, Rei’s surprise came as Kamiya Hiroto bowed, then. Bowed, with legs straight
and body dipping towards the ground, so low that his head fell below the level of his
waist. It was a deep, deliberate movement. There was something... sad about it, too.
Something heavy. It was... heartfelt, Rei thought?

Heartfelt... and heartbroken.
“I am so sorry, Reidon. Truly. For my failures, and for those of my son.”

Kamiya didn’t lift his head as he spoke, his straight hair hanging down till it nearly
touched the ground, his narrow frame—thin but strong for a man his age—unmoving.

It took a long, long time for Rei to find his voice again.

“What... did happen?” he asked at last, finally getting out the last question—that last
essential question—that he had hoped would be heard today.

Before him, the doctor straightened slowly. When he stood tall again, Rei was
somehow unsurprised to find the man’s eyes redder than they’d been a moment before.

“The details... are not kind, Reidon. Are you sure you want to know?”

Rei hesitated. He hadn’t expected to, and it took him aback. Here they were. The
answers he needed. He hadn’t wanted them, somehow. Hadn’t for years, now. It had
been a long, long time since Rei had come to terms with the bits of his story Matron
Kast and the other staff at the Estoran Center on Astra-2 could tell him. It had been a
long time since he’d made peace with his last name.

But then Kamiya had come knocking, and the possibility of the truth had been a
tempting thing. So tempting, in fact, that he hadn’t been able to admit it to himself,
much less anyone else.

And yet now... he was hesitating.

For some reason, in that moment, Rei thought of Viv. Aria would have been kind,
had she been there to read his thoughts. Aria would have been gentle and encouraging,
wanting him to be careful, to be a/rght, no matter what else.

Viv, on the other hand, would have told him to get over himself even as she shoved
him across the line with both hands.

Rei could almost feel her standing behind him as he answered.



“Yes. Tell me everything.”

Kamiya nodded slowly, like he hadn’t expected any other answer even if he’d
possibly wished otherwise.

Then he sighed.

“My son is... a difficult man,” he started, very clearly choosing his words with care.
“A very difficult man. It’s my fault. His mother—your grandmother, Reidon—died
when he was very young. A casualty of that damn war.” Kamiya grimaced but kept on.
“I wish I could say I did my best to raise him but... I do not know if that’s truthfully
the case, in retrospect. I was absent, I think. Not as absent as some, perhaps, but more
so than I should have been. My work... My work was—7s—important, you see. At least
that was what I told myself at the time.” He snorted, the first true lapse in decorum Rei
had seen from the man. “And continue to, apparently.”

Kamiya seemed to ponder that for a moment, frowning up at the sky for a moment
before continuing.

“As a result, as I said he grew up to be... selfish. Irresponsible. So much so that I
almost feel better about my presence in his life. I truly do not think my not being there
is cause enough to have made Keiji the sort of person he is today...” The doctor shook
his head. “He’s not incapable. Not in the least. I don’t think you’ll be surprised to know
the man who should have been your father is clever and quick-witted. In another life, I
would have been proud to call him my son, proud for him to carry on the Kamiya
name.”

“But... you’re not?” Rei asked in the brief pause that followed this statement.
Kamiya shook his head, his expression one of barely-suppressed grief.

“No, Reidon... No. It breaks my heart to admit it—and I do not know if I have
ever done so out loud—but... no.” He took another slow breath. “Keiji... The money
went to his head. Or rather I don’t know if there was ever much else 7z his head. I did
not think I indulged him so as a child, but I admit I no longer know what to think now,
seeing the man he has become. He is...” Kamiya winced. “There is no other word for
it, unfortunately: He is a hedonist. Drugs. Debauchery. Expensive experiences and
expensive tastes.”

“He sounds like a winner,” Rei muttered through his teeth.



Kamiya nodded, but didn’t answer otherwise. Instead, he grimaced again.

“Regrettably, his antics only got worse when he met Samantha.” He met Rei’s gaze,
then. “His wife. The woman who, in turn, should have been your mother."

An electric shock shivered up Rei’s whole body, setting the hairs of his arms stand
on end beneath his uniform. His breath caught in his throat, but he swallowed it down
this time, unwilling to let his mind rush off into the numbness again.

“Samantha...” he repeated instead, trying out the name.
For some reason, it tasted foul on his tongue.
Not that Kamiya’s scowl helped.

“Indeed. It was a ‘shotgun’ affair, as I believe the old Western adage goes. I’'m not
even sure where they met. I barely knew they were seeing each other before I learned
they’d married. I suppose I should feel lucky they even told me Samantha was pregnant
when they did.” His anger faded, then, replaced with a somber chagrin. Once more he
looked to Rei. “I... was not at your birth, Reidon. A company matter had diverted me—
an issue at one of or plants, if I recall correctly—and I convinced myself at the time
that there was no need for me to be there. That I could meet you after, and all would
be well. That was my single greatest failure in this catastrophe, I think. Had I been
there... Had I been present...”

Kamiya seemed truly to be struggling with himself now, swallowing with difficulty
as a myriad of subtle emotions whispered across his stoic features. Anger. Grief. Shame.
Rei even thought detected a hint of hope there, somewhere, but he was too preoccupied
to care one way or the other.

“What... What happened?” he asked again instead, finding himself no less hesitant
the second time around. Still... he needed to know. Desperately now, more than ever.
Had he been unwanted or...

... or had they just thought him broken...?
The answer—in a stroke that was at once merciful and cruel—came brutally.

“To the best of my understanding—and I few reasons to believe Keiji and Samantha
were coy on the subject, this time—ryour ‘parents’ couldn’t be bothered to do a full
gene-panel before your birth.” Beneath all the other emotions on the man’s face, the
anger was most present now, and his eyes were once more fixed on the arm Rei



displayed his scars upon. “They—according to what they told me—‘didn’t see the
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point’.
The words hit Ret like kick to the chest.

“They didn’t know about my fibro...” he translated quietly, no longer seeing the old
man before him. “And when they found out...”

“And when they found out, they decided they couldn’t be bothered with you af a/l.”

Some part of Rei’s mind registered the kindness Kamiya Hiroto was showing him.
It was a small, distant part, but it saw the consideration taken in the bluntness of this
answet, in the unvarnished truth handed to him without dance or fanfare. The doctor—
his grandfather, he recalled with a dim measure of renewed astonishment—was placing
his faith in Rei, was trusting that this was the right thing to do. Rei suspected he would
appreciate that, soon.

In the moment, though... It just hurt.

It was Ret’s turn to look away for the first time. His gaze drifted from Kamiya to...
anywhere. Anything. He looked to the trees, the stone, the sky. I looked to the last
drifting hints of the sunlight still casting lines through his breath as it faded behind the
skyscrapers of Castalon to the west, then the ever-drifting patterns of the skylanes far
above, grown more distinct as the lights of the flyers began to show against the
darkening day. He didn’t know what it was he was looking for, unfortunately.

Whatever it was... he was pretty sure he wasn’t going to find it.

“You... said you think they told you the truth ‘this time’?” he asked quietly of the
air. “... What does that mean...?”

Kamiya’s voice was a growl as he answered.
Y

“You need not know the details. Let us just say I can be extremely persuasive when 1
set my mind to the—"

“No...” Ret interrupted the man. He could imagine, of course, exactly how
convincing the doctor could be if he needed to. He himself had stood in front of plenty
of angry high-level Users when they chose to make the emotions known, after all.

But that wasn’t what he’d meant.



“I was... What did you mean by ‘this time’?” he clarified instead. “What did they...
The last time, what did they...?”

He couldn’t finish the question. A pain had formed in his throat, one that was rising
into his cheeks, sharper with every word.

Fortunately, Kamiya had followed his train of thought.

“They told me that you had died, Reidon.” The old man’s voice was gentle, a soft
whisper that matched the light winter wind that cast its way steadily through the trees
in that moment. “In childbirth. They told me you had died. They even...” his voice
cracked for a moment. “... They even presented me with an urn, telling me it contained
all that remained of my... my grandson.”

The breeze stung. For some reason, as it licked at Rei’s face, it stung. Not
understanding, he brought a hand up, touching his cheek in confusion.

The tips of his gloved fingers came away damp.

It was long moment before either of them spoke again. It was a difficult silence,
heavy and painful as each bore the shared weight of the cruelty that had been thrust
upon them. To be fair, Rei wasn’t sure he con/d speak even if he’d wanted to, and in that
moment he realized he’d made a mistake telling Aria she needn’t have come with him.

He would have given anything in that moment—anything—to have her there, to have
her hand in his, to have her arms wrapped around him and her hair to press his face
into as the tears continued to come.

It was Kamiya, this time, who broke the quiet first.
“My next sin I think, was lesser, but no less of a failure...”

Rei blinked at the gravel in the man’s voice, coming back to himself. The lump didn’t
leave his throat, but he wiped at his eyes hurriedly with a sleeve before looking around
at the doctor. Kamiya wasn’t meeting his gaze again, his face half-turned once more,
away from the fading sun this time so that his features were cast in shadow.

“I... couldn’t believe them, you see,” he continued after a moment. “When they
told me you had died. It’s something I struggled with for a long time. A zery long time.
I like to think it was the folly of grief, the inability to accept something so terrible but...
I now wonder if I’ve had no faith in my son and his wife for much longer than... than

I thought...”



He had to take another slow breath, an unsteady, shaky sound that countered his
strong frame.

“I placed calls to the hospital where Keiji told me you’d been born, but I think he
and Samantha foresaw that. They told me they hadn’t named you, so I had little more
than the date of your birth to go on. Worse, what few records I did manage to get my
hands on all echoed their story. A baby with grey eyes, stillborn and unnamed. It’s the
primary reason I tested your blood against mine so many times. Money changed hands,
youll be unsurprised to hear. Even in this age of the MIND and all its influences,
enough money in the right place can buy almost anything.”

“Including falsified birth records...” Ret muttered. He didn’t know why he believed
Kamiya Hiroto. He probably shouldn’t have. For some reason, though, he could help
but believe this strange man who claimed to be his grandfather.

Maybe it had something to do with the dim glint of light against the man’s own lined
cheeks, barely visible against the shadows.

The doctor nodded, then continued. “Just the same, I couldn’t let it go. I set a
portion of the Corporation’s servers to scraping the feeds for signs of you. The only
time in my entire adult life I’'ve leveraged the company’s assets for my personal gain, at
least until recently. A decision I and my foolish pride struggled with for years. Years.
Until...” Rei saw the old man swallow with difficulty. “Until... I forgot, Reidon. Until
I forgot I had done it, and I forgot... about you.”

The words came hesitantly, painfully. As though he feared saying them allowed.

Rei was discovering, however, that he could not hold onto his anger. Not towards
Kamiya Hiroto. Maybe he’d regret that, one day.

But for now... it felt good not to hate somzeone.

“That’s how you found me.” It had been a lesser question, but he was pleased to
have the answer all the same. “I figured—if I was Kamiya blood—that you’d just been
keeping tabs on me in case I did prove valuable.”

Before him, Rei thought he saw the doctor’s eyes close briefly, and his whole body
seemed to relax ever so slightly.

Relzef, Rei recognized.



“Precisely.” The man still didn’t look around at him, but his voice was steadier now.
“It happened at the end of your Intra-Schools. Your fight with the Mauler. Logan
Grant. Usually qualifying tournaments don’t garner enough attention to have a large
presence on the feeds but... well...”

“Yeah...” Rei answered wearily, remembering. “That fight... made the rounds.”

“To put it mildly, yes. At least enough—"" Kamiya Hiroto turned to face him at last,
and Rei saw in truth the damp trail along the one cheek that face the sun now “—to let
me find you.”

Rei was finding it harder to breath than he thought it should have been, but he
ignored the discomfort, ighored the tightness in his chest. Instead, he simply stared at
the doctor, at the man who was at once a stranger, and yet also the only family he had.

He didn’t know what to make of that.

“So... What now?” he asked after a time, not sure what other questions he could
ask.

Kamiya’s grim expression tightened ever so slightly, but he straightened his
shoulders and lifted his chin, as though reminded of his position and the place to he
stood in.

“Now... I make amends, Reidon. Or do the best that I can to. Starting today, right

b

now.

Rei raised and eyebrow at the man. “By throwing money at the problem? By
sponsoring me? If you want a headstart on getting to know me, let me save you the—
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“I have already admitted that I went about this in all the wrong ways.” Kamiya cut
in gently, but firmly, dipping his head in apology once more. “However, I hope you will
see this contract not as an attempt to buy my wait into your good graces.”

“Oh?” Rei snorted doubtfully. “Then how should 1 see it?”

“As a gesture of good faith. As a manifestation of my sincerity. Your sponsorship is
not about waving money in your face, Reidon.” The doctor shook his head slowly. “It
is about providing you with what you need to become everything you can be. It is
about...” He swallowed hard again. “Itis about... providing you with what your family
should have given you from the start.”



The pain returned, heavy and sharp in Rei’s throat. His hands were fists again, but
not in anger this time.

Rather, he held them tight if only to keep them from shaking.

“... Maybe it’s better off those two didn’t have kids.” He said hoarsely, trying at a
laugh. “Any brat of #)eirs probably would have ended up pretty messed up, given how
they handle shit, huh?”

He had meant it as a joke, had meant it as a strained attempt a levity in a conversation
that had at once raised him up and dragged him down, down, down.

He was taken aback—and a little alarmed—therefore, when Kamiya Hiroto’s
expression shifted briefly to confusion.

Then right on into hotrified realization.
“What?” Rei asked, suddenly concerned. “What did I say?”

For the first time, however, the doctor looked truly at a loss for words. His mouth
opened, then closed, then opened again.

When he finally spoke, the man sounded almost frightened.

“Ah... Err... Yes, well... About that, Reidon...”

CHAPTER 14

PLACEHOLDER

-PLACEHOLDER

Aria was shivering, but she didn’t have the capacity to regret having forgone fetching
her jacket and slacks from the East Center’s small locker room before rushing out into
the cold. It was late—pushing curfew, actually—and she hadn’t heard from Rei all
evening. Not after dinner. Not after she, Catcher, Chancery, and Logan had headed



back to Kanes to drop off their school bags. Not even as their first hour of evening
training slipped into two.

And then, just as she’d been thinking of calling it a night—resolving at the same
time to bite the bullet and call him when the four of them headed back towards the
dorm—he’d messaged her.

Aria had bolted from the training chamber without so much as a word to Catcher

or either of the others where she was gone, ignoring their surprised shouts that chased
her down the hall.

She was out of the training corridor and in the East Center lobby in a heartbeat.
She’d barely managed not to break her nose on the glass of the double doors as they
slid open slower than she would have liked to let her out, and cursed out of habit as the
January night—cooled to frigid now that the sun had long since left the sky—bit at the
skin of her sweat-slickened arms and legs. Her bare feet were numb in seconds, but she
barely noticed them aching as she hugged herself for warmth, looking desperately
around. The winter wind was meaner now than it had been all day, and she was forced
more than once to pull loose strands of her red hair out of her face while she searched.

Where are you? She thought over and over again, true worry mounting with every
passing moment. Where are you??

It didn’t help that Rei’s message played itself on repeat in her head.

Can I see you?

She’d told him where she was, and bolted.

Where are you?? Aria had to keep herself from shouting aloud, squinting into the dark
and wind, squeezing herself tighter as the light of the East Center lobby cut a clean,
long shadow of herself up the nearest campus path. She wasn’t sure why, but Rei’s
simple question had been heartbreaking. She’d known the meeting was going to be
hard, of course she’d known that. No matter how things played out, in any of the
hundred likely and unlikely directions they could have, she’d known the meeting was
going to be hard.



But hours later, for him to be unwilling—or maybe unable—to give her more than
that simple question when he reached out...

Yeah, Aria was worried.
That was the moment, mercifully, that she saw him.
“Rei,” she breathed before sprinting up the south path.

He loomed out of the night, stepping into the dim glow of one of the overhead
lights that illuminated the way in patches of pale white in the dark. He looked... beaten.
Small, almost. His head was bowed and his shoulders hunched, and he was holding
onto the loop of his school bag with both hands. As she neared, she saw that his
knuckles were white around that strap, like it was some kind of tether holding him
wherever it was that he was struggling to be.

He only lifted his face from the path when he heard her running towards him, and
without waiting for a greeting Aria barely kept from knocking him clean over as she
threw her arms around his neck.

“Aria, it’s freezing,” Rei hissed in surprise, his whole body going tense against hers.
“What are you dozng? Where’s your ja—r?”
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“Doesn’t matter,” she told him quickly, squeezing her eyes shut as she held him

tighter. “Doesn’t matter.”
She didn’t say more than that, though, waiting instead for him to speak.

It took some time, but he was warm against her, and everything else was already too
cold to cry about. Eventually he seemed to find the will to let go of his bag, and as his
arms wrapped around her in turn she managed to stop shivering quite so badly.

“... That was hard...”

His voice was quiet, hoarse and harsh in her ear. She didn’t answer, choosing instead
only to nod into his shoulder, encouraging him silently to keep going.

“It’s... what we thought,” he continued after a second, sounding like every word
was painful to get out. “At least... sort of.”

“Who was it?” she finally asked, bringing one hand up to the back of his head,
pulling him in comfortingly. “Who did you meet?”



“... The CEO,” he answered after a little bit. “Kamiya. Kamiya Hiroto...” Rei
paused, and Aria could tell he was working himself up to say more.

It took a full 10 seconds for him to find the courage.
“... My grandfather.”

Aria let in a breath, then, a slow, careful gasp that she had to work hard to keep
even. She could feel the pain in her own throat now, but she didn’t let it climb.

She could cry later. Right now, it wasn’t what he needed.
“Do you want to talk about it?”” she whispered instead.

She didn’t ask if he was okay. Of course he wasn’t. Of course he wasn’t. It was as

they’d feared—and maybe hoped, if only a little bit?
Of course he wasn’t okay.
Another nod.

“Yeah...” he got out, sounding like he was working hard to keep his voice steady.
“Yeah. But... inside, okay? Where it’s warmer.”

CCI)m ﬁ_”
“Aria, I'm cold, so I sure as hell know you re freezing.”

She bit back a second protest, but it took a moment for her to find it in herself to
let him go. When she did, though, when she finally broke away, she caught Re’s face in
both hands as they pulled apart, and kissed him. She felt his eyelashes flick against hers
when he blinked in surprise, but he didn’t fight her. On the contrary his hands, which
had start to fall away, dropped instead to her hips, holding her there.

When they actually broke apart, she didn’t say anything more.
She didn’t think she had to.

Much less pleasant than the kiss, on the other hand, was the heat that vanished the
moment her body separated from his. She cursed again, then a third time when the
wind chose that choice moment to blow with particular vigor, making her wince and
shut her eyes against the cold while her arms came up to hug herself once more.



There was rustle of cloth, and before she could even look around something warm
and loose fell over her head and shoulders with a comforting weight. Opening her eyes
again, she found Rei tugging the hem of his jacket more securely together with one
hand, the other prying one of hers lose to hold it shut. He met her gaze briefly, and the
look there—the sad, heavy look—told her not to even think of arguing.

Instead, she let him take her free hand with his own, and together they started back
towards the East Center.

They were halfway up the path again when Rei finally started to speak.

“Aria... I've got a sister...”

koRskokk

Kamiya Hiroto watched Castalon’s nightlife flash by them without seeing it, his
thoughts far away. He didn’t see the neon colors, nor hear the staggered pounding of
music from the clubs and dance halls they passed by. He didn’t even notice Abigail’s
attentive gaze, trained on him expectantly from her seat opposite him, one leg crossed
over the other with fingers wound around her knee.

He was too angry to see the world.

He and Reidon and spoken for hours, neither caring about the descending night
more than what it took to look for one of the path lights to stand under as they talked.
Hiroto had told the boy a little of his family and the company—of Sarah, of Ueno
Jasper’s relationship to him and her services, of the work Kamiya did—but for most of
the conversation he had merely listened. Listened as Reidon told him of his life. Some
of it he’d already known, but much of it was still new. He’d been aware of the broad
strokes. Of the Estoran Center and Grandcrest Preparatory. Of the boy’s diagnosis and
the fact that he’d spent much of his life in and out of hospitals. Hiroto had even know
how Reidon had struggled to make it onto the combat team at Grandcrest, how he’d
scored exceptionally well on the written portion of the Assignment Exam, and had long
deduced just how hard he’d pushed himself to rise once he’d made it to Galens.

There had been much though, that he hadn’t known. Could never have known.
Things like the impact of Reidon’s first friend. Things like the harassment by his peers,



and his constant fight to rise above in whatever way he could, because there had always
been so many ways he never would.

Things like the pain...

He could still see Reidon’s arm—could still see the scars that lined and decorated
the muscled limb—as the boy had held it up for him to take in.

Hiroto didn’t feel his hands ball into fists in his lap as the city continued to whir by
in trailing lines of color.

It only took a minute or so more for him to make his decision.
“Abigail.”

“Sir,” the steward answered expectantly, and in the corner of his vision Hiroto saw
the woman pull up her frame, ready to take notes.

“How much am I currently sending Keiji and Samantha?”
“About three million credits, sir.”

“A year? That’s less than I—"

“A month, sir. Three million a mwonth.”

Hiroto grimaced out the window, cursing himself for the thousandth time that
evening. How he had ever let himself become so b/nd, he would never understand.

Nor, he suspected, forgive himself for.
“I’'m almost afraid to ask... Any outstanding debt?”

“There’s a gambling sum that has been building on credit using the Kamiya
Corporation name, twelve ongoing leases on luxury flyers, four mortgages, and—"

Hiroto brought her up with a hand, working hard not to grind his teeth into pulp.
Three million credits a month, and they s#// managed to owe people money. Who
needed #welve flyers??

He decided quickly.

“Pay of the gambling sum,” Hiroto growled. “Seize any assets purchased using my
or the company’s accounts and sell them off. The rest they can deal with on their own.”



“Yes, sit.”

“I also want you to set up a trust. In their names. On/y their names. Place ten—No—
-7 a vindictive anger flare briefly out of control in his chest. “Place fize million credits

into it.”

Ever the perfect assistant, his steward took this all in stride without showing so
much as a hint of surprise. “I'm assuming I should draw the trust funds from your
personal accounts, sir?”” she asked as she finished taking down the instructions.

“You should.”
“Paying out at a rate of...?”
“Half-a-million a year.”

Abigail nodded, making a note on an invisible keyboard on her knee. “And after
that?”’

Hiroto could feel Hyosube’s pulse alongside the silent fury of his own heartbeat.
“Cut them off.”
“From everything, sir?”

“From everything.”

Chapter 15

PLACEHOLDER

-PLACEHOLDER

There would come a day, in the not-so-distant future, when Rei would look back on
the 48 hours following his meeting with Kamiya Hiroto and realize they might have
been among the worst in his life were it not for Aria. Not only did she play goalkeeper
for him when Catcher, Chancery, and Logan all expressed concern after the pair of
them returned to East Center—both cold and miserable—but after pushing back on all



their questions with assurances they would get an explanation later, she also didn’t leave
his side the rest of the night. It was only the second time she stayed over in his room,
but there had been moments—uwhile the pair of them stayed up talking in his bed until
neither of them could keep their eyes open—Rei didn’t know if he’d ever been more
comfortable with anyone, even Viv.

Not that that was helped when Aria ended up falling asleep first, curled up against
him with her head on his chest and the fingers of one hand hooked lightly over his
other shoulder.

The following morning only exposed Aria’s heart even further to him, because he
was in the process of getting up to his morning training alarm—grogey and still
miserable—when she held him off and pulled him back under the covers, telling him
she’d ‘handle it’. He wasn’t sure what that meant, exactly, but for once needed no
coaxing not to get dressed and hit the training center, tired as he was. And he was tired.
Exhausted even, and more than just because they’d stayed up late. Rei was drained,
every once of energy feeling like it had been stolen away from him by the difficult talk
he’d had with the stranger who claimed to be his grandfather. Aria didn’t miss that, he
knew, and the last thing he saw before shutting his eyes again was her pulling up her
NOED.

It was a good while later that he woke a second time to Aria sitting up in bed beside
him, one hand stroking his hair gently as she spoke quietly to someone on a call.

Once she hung up, she told him that she’d been talking to Ameena Ashton—having
gotten her contact information from Maddison Kent first thing—and that the doctor
had deemed Rei and Aria both to be “coming down with something” and “better off
taking the morning off classes just to be safe.”

“She said she’ll let the instructors know,” Aria had told him with a sad little smile,
still running her fingers through his white hair. “Though she did say she was only writing
us off for the morning. Still wants us in afternoon training, it sounds like. Thinks it’ll
be good for you.”

Rei had been so grateful—and not just a little bit surprised—that he hadn’t even

thought to ask what Aria had shared to convince Ashton that he needed some time to
himself.

He didn’t leave the bed all morning other than to use the bathroom, and Aria didn’t
push him to. She herself only got up once when Catcher had knocked and said through



the door that he’d brought them breakfast, and even then she’d only lingered long
enough to thank him and promise that yes, they were alright. She must have done somze
explaining of the circumstances at some point, Rei suspected, because Catcher seemed
to accept with nothing more than word of understanding and a request to let them
know if they needed anything else.

Aria had thanked him, said they were good, and that they’d see him after combat
training before she closed the door and returned to bed with what must have been a
pound each of buttered toast and bacon wrapped in napkins.

Rei had barely eaten, and again Aria hadn’t pushed him to. He hardly spoke, too,
feeling like he’d run himself dry the night before repeating everything he and Kamiya
had talked about, everything about the company, his ‘parents’, and his sister, who the
doctor had said was called ‘Sarah’. Aria never tried to coax more out of him than he
was willing to give in the moment, seeming content simply the be there with him, to be
by his side while Rei wallowed.

It was exactly what he needed. And he had no doubt she knew that.

It was Logan who brought them lunch, and Rei discovered—at the smell of chicken
and broccoli—that he’d at some point regained enough of his appetite to bother.
Washing down the meal with coffee the Mauler also made them, he found that with the
calories—and caffeine—also returned a good bit of his absent energy and will, and it
was even with some amount of enthusiasm that he followed Aria’s lead in taking a quick
shower before getting into uniform and heading out of the suite for the first time all
day. It was nice out—and probably 20 degrees warmer than it had been the night
before—and Rei could feel his spirits lifting a little as he and Aria walked alongside
Logan in the direction of the Arena, she not letting go of his hand except for the
occasions they crossed paths with a staff officer.

The weather, however, didn’t work half so well on his spirits as combat training.

Though no instructors took them aside this time, the afternoon class proved almost
exactly what Rei needed to get his head back on straight, at least mostly. They ran the
obstacle course—a rare treat that was among the few breaks from actual fighting the
first years ever enjoyed—and the rush of the hurdles, slants, and shifting hills that
hurtled towards the first years at faster and faster speeds on each of their attempts left
Rei no other option but to zone in, to shove away every ounce of distraction—or any
other thoughts, really—unless he wanted to face-plant right into a wall at 60 miles an

hour. An he did hit 60, Rei realized with a thrill after his second attempt, and probably



well beyond that. In fact, by the end of class he’d roughly timed himself to have lasted
at Jeast 2 minutes on the course with his best attempt, almost #hree #imes as long as he
remembered making it his very first time on the course the semester before. Best of all,
it was a good 15 seconds longer than Emily Gisham—who’d scored second in the
group—had made it, and Rei was pretty sure only one or two of the Duelists from Field
4 had managed better. He’d grimaced at the intrusive curiosity at how Viv would have
done had she been there, choosing instead to salute Bretz and shout a “Thank you, sir!”
when the Brawler sub-instructor commended him from the top of the wall overlooking
the course he’d just finished.

Then he’d leapt up the 10 feet to join the Second Lieutenant and the rest of the
Brawlers—another victory, given he’d always had to take the provided steps up
before—accepting a high give and congratulations from both Gisham and Sense before
assuming the at ease position to hear Bretz’s feedback.

At dinner at an hour later, Rei, Aria, and Logan were rejoined by Chancery and
Catcher, and Refi’s suspicious that Aria had told them—at least in part—about where
he’d gone the previous night redouble when everyone was suspiciously careful not to
try to engage him on anything other than combat training and the classwork the two of
them had missed after skipping class that morning. He even noticed Catcher watching
him with some concern a few times, but whenever Rei caught his eye the Saber would
immediately look away or make up some reason to ask him a questions The third time
this happened, the poor guy had scrambled so quickly to seem like he hadn’t been staring
that he asked Rei if he could have the rest of his plate baked salmon despite not yet
having touched the hearty pile of fish on his own. Rei didn’t mind. He was grateful,
actually.

It wasn’t easy to admit it, but he just didn’t feel up to talking to anyone other than
Aria about Kamiya Hiroto and the revelations of the previous night just yet.

Then again, he was reminded later that same evening that the choice was partially
out of his hands.

“Come on, Ward!” Catori Imala shouted from behind her shield—the only part of
her CAD the red-outlined Lieutenant had bothered to call on for training that night.
“You can do better than that! Get through them quicker!”

In answer, Rei grit his teeth and growled out the vocal command for the hundredth
time that evening.



“Type Shift: Brawler Mode.”

His own shield melted away, and the blade in his right hand vanished in favor of the
blue claws that extend from his knuckles as the weight of his armor lessened
substantially. He’d been in the middle of trying to sidestep to the left, but with the
drastic improvement in his mobility he planted and went right instead, trying to get
around Imala’s guard. Shido clearly knew what he was trying to do, because instantly a
white line extended from his inside hand to the far edge of her shield, indicating the
distance between the two. The numbers were becoming more and more useful as he
got used to them, and the moment he calculated his own reach would close the gap
made a flashing grab for the corner of the steel. He caught it and hauled on the metal,
trying to bring himself around more quickly than the Lieutenant could expect.

Then again, against a User two fu// tiers higher than him, whatever Imala had expected
hardly mattered.

“WOAH!” Ret exclaimed as the woman—instead of let him pull himself around it—
wrenched the shield sideways with tremendous force. His grip held despite his weaker
Strength spec in Brawler mode, and so Rei was snapped off his feet in a blink. He let
go deliberately before Imala could whip the shield back and send him spinning,
choosing instead to tuck into a flip and shout “Type Shift: Phalanx Mode!” in mid-air.
He landed on his feet, heavily clad once more, and the added weight he was still getting
used to nearly had him pinwheeling to keep from loosing his balance. He managed it
just, and had his defenses in place to accept the sub-instructor’s charge, her shield
slamming face-first into his. She’d been considerate enough to hold back on the hit, of

course.
An actually rush would probably have flattened him against the wall.
A wall three rooms over, he admitted to himself.

“There we go!” the Phalanx sub-instructor praised even as she drove him back.
“Good shift in and out! But now what are you gonna d—?"

Clang!

Quick as his limited Speed would allow, Rei pushed away to get a foot or room and
dropped his heavy tower shield at Imala’s feet. He doubted the A9 was physically
capable of actually tripping up over such a crude trap, but she made a good effort of
pretending to have to jump over the sudden obstacle, at least. As she did, Rei reached



out and once again grabbed the woman’s shield—across the top this time—wrenching
it towards him. The interest in the Phalanx’s eyes was genuine at least—clearly this
wasn’t what she’d expected—but it cleared up as he grunted out the command yet again.

“Type Shift: Saber Mode.”

In a quick ripple of black metal and blue lightning his armor lightened again. The
shield on the floor behind Imala whirled out of being back towards him, and the fingers
that had been gripping her defenses were suddenly tipped in blue vysetrium, improving
his hold substantially. His sword thinned and lengthened, another white line flashing
into being to show the distance between its end and the red griffin on the chest of the
sub-instructor’s white combat suit. Even as the Ability finalized the transformation, Rei
snarled in effort, hauling down on the shield while plunging the sword up and over,
driving the glowing tip of it at Imala’s heart.

He thought he wasn’t even an inch from triggering her reactive shielding when he
saw what he thought was a smirk, and the woman’s free hand flashed inward.

Then, barechanded, she caught the blade.

“Urk,” Rei grunted in pain and surprise, blindsided as the momentum of his heavy
thrust downward was abruptly cut short. Fingers wrapped around the steel and
vysetrium edge, Imala held the sword so firmly in place it didn’t so much as budge as
she continued to rush him back. Even when he wrenched at it sideways it didn’t so
much as twitch, and Rei could hear the neuroline whirring in his head as his Cognition
worked to find an out.

“Type Shift: Bra—!”
WHAM!

In a flash that was probably half of her top speed, the Lieutenant pulled her shield
and Rei’s sword apart, kicking forward as she did. His arms abruptly hauled to either
side, there was nothing he could do as her bare foot took him clean in black plating of
his chest. There was a ¢runch of metal, and Rei just barely caught the sight of shattered
steel trailing his body as he rocketed backwards. He the hit the outer wall of the training
tield at what felt like Mach 2, the invisible barrier rippling briefly under the impact.

Then he fell to his knees and elbows, gasping as he did.



“The chest,” he wheezed into the floor, clutching at his broken armor with one

shaking hand. “Why’s it a/ways the chest?”

“That was better, Ward. Your verbal commands are still your most obvious
weakness, but even given that that you’re already moving through your Types a /of more
cleanly.”

Squinting away the dots that were dancing across his vision under his HUD, Rei
looked up to find Imala standing over him.

“Yes, ma’am,” he coughed, shoving himself up onto his knees to try to breath a little
easier. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“Have you guys started practicing?” Imala’s shield vanished in a whirl as she recalled
it silently before offering him a hand up. Behind her, sparks and light flew from where
Aria, Catcher, Chancer, and Logan were paired off against Michael Bretz and Claire
deSoto on the 2/3« of the field.

“No, ma’am,” Rei answered regretfully as he accepted Imala’s hand, letting himself
get pulled to his feet. “It’s been a... a weird week.”

The Phalanx frowned, but nodded. “Yeah... Fair enough. I hear Arada’s prognosis
is good, though. She’ll be back on her feet before you guys no it, I'm sure. Obviously
it’s easier said than done, but you shouldn’t let her situation distract you guys from the
prize. Laurent already knows the basics from her summer training. She could at least
get you guys rolling.”

Having absolutely 70 desire to clue the Lieutenant into the fact that Viv’s ‘situation’
was now only oze of the flaming balls he and Firesong were juggling, Rei didn’t answer.

At least not until the woman tossed him another.

“Then again, I doubt you guys are going to have much choice for long. We’ll start
on non-vocal commands in a month or two in class, but I doubt your trainers are gonna
let you guys go a day without putting a hammer to that particular nail.”

Rei blinked at her in confusion, not following for a moment. He must have looked
odd, blankly staring through the unmoving visor of black steel and opaque blue
vysetrium, because after a second or two Imala raised an eyebrow at him.

And then it hit him.



“Oh shit” he cursed, realizing. “Monday!”

“Language, Ward,” Imala warned him with a smirk. “But yes. Monday. This
volunteer gig the three of us—"" she gestured back at where Bretz and de Soto were still
putting a thorough beatdown on the rest of Firesong “—got a bit more complicated
when we got #hat news yesterday. Apparently we start zorming hours next week with you
lot. Evenings blocks have been set aside for your sponsored trainers. So thanks for that.”
She was chuckling, though, watching Rei with interest.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure what to say, having followed the Phalanx’s hand to
stare past her at Aria and the others. He hadn’t forgotten. Not really. Jasper had
specifically told him the Kamiya hires would start Monday, after all, and he’d passed the
information along to the squad when he’d told them he’d gotten them all sponsored.
Still, between Viv and the meeting from the night before, the thing that probably should
have been at the top of his “remember to” list had fallen a couple slots, resulting in a
rush of nerves and anticipation he wasn’t sure he’d gotten the chance to bask in yet
hitting him all at once at Imala’s reminder.

What a wezrd week it was turning out to be...

“Do you know anything about them, ma’am?” he asked, looking back to the
Lieutenant. “At all?”

“Squat,” the woman answered with a shake of her head. “Sorry, Ward, but details
like that are above our paygrade.”

Rei nodded again, not seeing the woman anymore as he considered the coming
week. Monday... And Imala and the others were getting nudged to their #orning hours?
He’d have to find a way to thank the three of them for that sacrifice later, but for the
time being the thought only brought with it further excitement. The Galens sub-
instructors in the morning, the Kamiya trainers at night... Rei wasn’t sure how many
evenings a week they’d have together, but even 3 or 4 might be Jugely beneficial if
Jaspet’s promise that the company would only hire the best of the best held true.

Rei shivered at the thoughts, a hint of a grin—probably the first smile he’d managed
since the night before—pulling at his face.

“Recall,” he muttered out of habit, still lost in thought.

He regretted his distraction almost before Shido had pulled away from his body.



“And who said you could call back your CAD, Cadet??”” Imala barked in his face,
eyes narrowing. “Did I say were were done? No I did not! Get that Device back up
before I call the Second Lieutenant over here and tell him you need a proper reminder
in the chain of command!”

korskokk

Despite Imala’s reminder—or more likely becanse of it—Rei felt like the weekend
passed at a crawl. The angst he was still feeling whenever the thought of Kamiya Hiroto
or his ‘parents’ or his sister managed to sneak into his head was still very much present,
but it was also mixed in now with an excited anticipation shared by the whole of
Firesong. In turn he hadn’t waited longer than the walk back to Kane’s to tell them of
the upcoming change in their schedule, and was only surprised when Cazcher was the
one to look at them all with wide eyes as Aria, Chancer, and Logan all confirmed it had
slipped their minds as well.

“You guys forgo??” the Saber had demanded, astonished. “Are you &idding?? 1 just
thought we weren’t taking about it cause it made us nauseous just thinking about it!”
He’d looked around then, perplexed—and maybe a little disappointed—when no one

backed him up. “Oh? No? Just me? Greeeeeat.”

Now that it was on his mind, though, Rei was in the same camp as Catcher. He
was so distracted in class Saturday morning that he might as well have skipped just like
he and Aria had the day before. His appetite had returned in force, but he could barely
taste his food when they ate, and by Sunday he didn’t even remember what they’d done
in combat training the afternoon before. He was brought back to earth—rather
unfortunately, maybe—when they went and visited Viv again after lunch, finding her
much in the same state she’d been the weekend before. Once more it was Liam Gross
who escorted them to Altmore, and the Duelist sub-instructor looked no less strained
at the sight of his student suspended in her tank, still hooked up to all the same wires
and the DTRU that never stopped it’s thrumming of green light. At the very least they
got some good news, this time. It seemed her vitals had been climbing steadily over the
course of the week, which had apparently by welcome words to her parents, who’d been
by several times to check on her at the invitation of the Institute. Logan—who’d been
holding Viv’s hand at the time the staffing nurse had share this information—had
immediately gone stiff and jerked his attention to the UTU’s heavy doors, like he was



afraid Mr. and Mrs. Arada would come striding in at any second to demand he get away
trom their daughter.

Rei didn’t have the heart to tell the guy that if they knew /e was there, it was unlikely
they were going to run into the pair while visit.

After the visit and the quiet flight home, the rest of Sunday afternoon and evening
were spent with the five of them taking up both couches and part of the floor of the
living area of 304, using the smart-glass back wall to first help Rei and Aria catch up on
the last of the classwork they’d missed Friday, then to study various team training
exercises and tactics Aria had pulled from the SCT feeds of several professional squads
she thought were good parrallel of Firesong. Rei—seated on the ground with his back
to his girlfriend’s knees for most of the review—didn’t miss that every single one of the
teams had a Duelist, nor that Aria talked about improving their formations and
approaches like Viv was there in the room with them. Nor, he thought, did Logan, who
he caught watching Aria with a mix of relief and gratitude more than once.

Suck it, Martin, Rei hadn’t been able to help thinking each time, smiling to himself
while Aria pulled her fingers through his long hair even as she spoke.

The one thing none of them talked about, on the other... was the sponsorship.

Monday dawned, and Firesong was quieter than usual. Even Catcher was subdued,
though he made an effort to bring the cheer at breakfast by using his french toast sticks
to try and recreate a fight his mom had once had against an S-Rank Phalanx that had
kicked her ass. Everyone had dutifully laughed along, but that was about all the
normalcy any of them seemed to muster for most of the day. In class they were so quiet
that John Markus had asked the three of them if something was wrong, followed by
Elean Samsus eventually calling the three of them out to answer a question on team
positioning on a single-level Zero-Grav field, something she—nor any professor—had
ever had to do before.

Combat training after lunch was much the same, unfortunately. Rei just couldn’t get
his thoughts in order, and ended up so scatter-brained that he first went to the wrong
field for cross training, and then managed to annoy Allison Lake when she had to call
on him twice to get to his feet and face off with Deka Abdo. Fortunately Rei won the
match handily—solid Congnition and an increase in respiratory oxygen had a way of
lasering you into a fight—and so the Lancer sub-instructor had only a disappointed
stare for him as he’d paused the Mauler to his feet afterwards.



At least he’d had the presence of mind to meekly apologize before heading back to
his circle.

Catcher’s words became a premonition by the time class ended. As Aria and Logan
joined him after dismissal, Rei was feeling queasy, distinctly more nervous than he had
been since before his first match at Sectionals. Checking to make sure they were good
to go, he’d turned and started for the lockers, thinking he might be inclined to forgo
the ion showers in favor of a cold version of the real thing, in case it helped settle his
stomach.

The sound of their names, shouted from the center of the training floor, smacked
that hope away with a newfound wave of nausea.

“Ward! Laurent! Grant! You stay put!”

As one Rei, Aria, and Logan all turned away from the hall entrance, unsurprised to
find Valera Dent herself striding towards them through the departing students. Rei
caught Sense’s eye as the Brawler passed him with a curious look, but couldn’t do more
than shake his head before the Captain was standing before them.

She didn’t say anything for a minute, waiting for the rest of 1-A to slip by them.
More questioning glances from any number of their classmates came, but Rei—Ilike
Aria and Logan beside him—was careful to keep his eyes only on Dent.

This wasn’t a matter any of them were keen on letting rumors fly about just yet.

As Adam Jax, the last of the stragglers, finally hurried by, the Captain glanced over
her shoulder to make sure they were alone. Sure enough, even the sub-instructors—
likely at her command—had left, leaving the four standing at the edge of the hall as the
echos of the class’ chatter from the distant locker room whispered up the tunnel behind
them.

Dent didn’t waste any words.

“You’re expected back here at 1900,” she told them firmly, looking between Rei,

Aria, and Logan in turn. “Catchwick and Cashe as well. Combat suits. I’ll meet you in
the lobby of SB7.”

“You’ll be there, ma’am?”” Rei asked, not having expected that.

Dent, though, smirked.



“For day one, yes. I'll be observing.” Then she grinned outright. “Like I'd miss #hat
tor the world.”

And then she was gone, striding by them as Kestrel’s bands gleamed around her
wrists and the tails of her jacket railed behind her in her passing.

Dinner could not have been more of an anxious affair, but for once it was noisy
again. Firesong seemed to have pushed beyond nerves, beyond anxious anticipation,
charging headlong into something between collective mental breakdown and the kind
of resignation one like felt with the impending end of the world. Chancery was chattery
again—though her voices was several octaves higher than usual—theorizing nonstop
about who and what was awaiting them back at the Arena. Logan seemed so keen on
not breaking the silverware—again—in his clenched hands that he engaged her almost
enthusiastically, talking more in the hour it took them to get through their food than
Rei thought he’d ever heard the Mauler say before. Catcher was all strained laughed and
rigid smiles, cracking jokes left and right until he seemed to run out of steam and just
grinned in a maniacal sort of way down at his dinner. Aria, for her part, seemed to feel
the most like Rei, looking a little green despite doing her best to chat with the others,
and excusing herself more than once to use the bathroom.

And then, after several sluggish days, it felt like a blink before they’d dropped their
school bags off at the dorm and were climbing the entrance stairs of the Arena once
more.

“Oh maaan...” Catcher could be heard mumbling to himself as they reached the
landing of the main floor and the warmth of the interior. “Oh man oh man oh man
Oh—”

“Catcher”” Chancery cut him off firmly, sounding like she was having a hard time
forming the words. “My man. Please. For the love of the MIND. Shut. Up.”

For once, Rei had to agree with her as he wondered if the building had already been
sterilized for the night or if anyone the next day would ever know if he vomiting over
the railing to their left.

“SB6, Dent said?”” Aria asked as they turned down the stairs to the underworks. Rei
suspected the question was more just have have something to say than actually needed
to know the answer.

Logan was apparently right there with her.



“SB6,” he confirmed. “Never been down that far.”

“I have,” Catcher squeaked. “de Soto takes us on occasion. Standard Arena setup.
Wargames area, two Team Battle fields, two Deuling.”

“Interesting,” Rei got out even though that was remotely interesting, and he
immediately wished he hadn’t. Unlike the others, his stomach told him keeping his
mouth shut was the single best thing he could do for the time being.

They made it to the elevator lobby without anyone hyperventilating, and Chancery
called them a car. A minute later they were on their way down, and with every
descending second Rei’s anticipation increased. Catcher was outright bouncing now as
he watched the numbers change on the wall, and Logan’s brick-like fists were tight at
his sides as he stared at nothing.

They reached SB6, and the doors opened on Valera Dent waiting for them in her
black and golds, arms crossed, smiling broadly.

“Hello, Firesong,” she told them as they stepped out in a lobby that was identical to
all the ones above them—and below, Rei knew for unfortunate experience. “Ya’ll got
your heads on straight.”

To their collective credit, Rei thought their answering “Yes, ma’am!” was only a little
shakier than usual.

“Excellent. Then get changed. We’ll meet you on the floor.”

As it turned out there was no collegiate locker room on the sub-basement 6, so Aria
made the call to lead them into one of the smaller doors that led them into the
profession accommodations, a room that Rei instantly suspected with the “Green”
room, if the standard naming conventions held up. The floors and walls were all
emerald tiles, with everything accented in black all the way down the strung crystals of
the long pair of chandeliers that hung from had to be a 20 foot ceiling. There was no
tishtank in #his chamber, but turning down the double ails of lockers Chancery squared
and nearly jumped out of her skin when they caught sight of the two tall, double-wide
terrariums that split the rows opposite one another. Inside, each housed a single massive
green snake that were both watching the four of them with black eyes, coiled up and
seemingly contend under a warm light at the very top of matching, heavy tree branches
to rose from the vegetation of the tanks.



“Oooh, pretty...” Aria said, leaning close to the glass of the nearest of them to look
more carefully at the animal within.

“Lunatic.” It was Chancery’s turn to be heard muttering from beside the locker
furthest for either of the snakes. “Our squad leader is a damn lunatic.”

In silence one more they changed out of their uniforms and slipped quickly into the
red-on-grey combat suits. Once they were all set, Aria led them back out into the hall,
turning right to march stiffly towards the great entrance along the left side they all knew
would lead out onto the sub-basement combat field. As they approached, Rei could
hear voices, and he felt his heart beat quicken with every step they took.

Calm, he had to tell himself, taking a breath and working to keep his chin up. Be caln.

He might not know what exactly was around that corner, but he had to hope it was
the key to him and Aria not being forced to leave Galens in a few short months time...

They reached the opening, and turned onto the field. The overhead lights were
bright compared to the dimmer illumination of the hall, so it took Rei a second for his
eyes to adjust. When they didn’t he immediately made out a group of people waiting
just off the center of the combat floor, standing in a loose circle as they spoke quietly.
Valera Dent was obvious even on the far side of the group, but it took a blink for Rei
to recognize the lithe figure next to her, dressed in a trim, form-fitting grey-green dress
and a matching handbag with her straight black hair pinned up into a bun by a black,
decorative comb ornamented with an emerald the size of an eye. For some reason Rei
wasn’t surprised that Jasper Ueno was the first to notice Firesong arrive, the fixer’s eyes
seemingly on them—no, on Az, rather—Dbefore the five of them had all even made it
around the corner.

Some shift in her posture, however, clearly caught the attention of the other three
members of the group, all three of whom had been standing with their backs to the
entrance. As one they stopped talking and look around, half turning to watch Firesong
approach.

And Rei stopped dead in his tracks, jaw dropping right to the floor.

He wasn’t the only, though. Behind him Catcher and Logan both cursed in matching
awe while Chancery—either out of her own shock or just because everyone else had
stopped—sounded to have halted silently beside them. To his right, even Aria had come
up short, her whole body going stiff. At first Rei thought she was rooted in place for



the same reason he and at /ast Catcher and Logan were, all three of them staring in
shock at the middle of the trio of figure before them.

But then Aria opened her mouth, and the question came in a hiss of disbelief.

“What the... Calus??”



