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            PROLOGUE

          

          HIDE AND SEEK

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two years and four months ago…

      

      

      Yahshi Konya was an easy target. His scarlet coat restricted his movement, crinkled with every step, and stood out against the evergreens. The further he ran, the louder the tracer’s cackling echoed through the woods.

      “You’re wearing red!” he yelled, tackling Yahshi onto the dirt. “Like a bullseye!” The tracer laughed in his face before darting off to hunt his final target.

      Stupid coat.

      Yahshi dragged himself to their imaginary Detainment Facility, a designated area marked with an outline of logs—courtesy of Quax Avarium. He stepped over the boundary to join his fellow thirteen-year-old detainees.

      “Welcome back, Yahshi. I’m surprised he didn’t trace you faster with a coat like that.”

      “You look like a tomato with arms and legs.”

      That’s it. Yahshi flung his coat to the ground.

      “You’ll get sick,” Quax warned.

      “It’s either get sick or get caught,” he said, clutching his arms with a shiver.

      “Silly move, Yahshi.” Alora Valentine marched toward him, her short hair jumping on her shoulders. “Now your teeth will chatter, and I’ll hear you.”

      “I bet if I borrowed your mittens, you’d trace me even faster.” Yahshi eyed the bright fabric around her hands, the cause of her equally-pathetic performance.

      “They’re light green,” she said, convinced her mittens camouflaged into the woods.

      “They’re yellow.” He leaned in with a smirk. “Truly, banana yellow.”

      Her smile faded as the other detainees burst into laughter. Everyone knew she was color blind, a fact about herself that she hadn’t fully accepted.

      “Quax…” Alora said. “Are my mittens really yellow?”

      “Ugh! Can we start the round already? Lunch break doesn’t last forever.” Quax pointed at the previous tracer, who was already back with his final target.

      “Fine,” Alora said, leaving the Facility to assume her new role. The criminals got into position as she pressed her forehead against a tree. “One, two, three…”

      They shot off, scattering about the woods. Yahshi was searching for a clump of thick bushes to hide between when a whisper interrupted him.

      “Psst! I’ve got the perfect spot.”

      He trailed behind Quax, brows high. What’d he do this time?

      They weaved around tree trunks and stepped over mossy logs, traveling so deep into the woods that Yahshi feared they wouldn’t hear the bell ring.

      “How far are you taking me?” he asked.

      “Oh, stop whining. We’re already here.” Quax crouched by a low pile of logs. “Well? Have a look for yourself.”

      It wasn’t until Yahshi leaned over and squinted that he noticed the strings binding the logs together. He opened the makeshift door, revealing a secret ditch large enough to hold two people.

      Yahshi’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding. No wonder you stayed late after school yesterday.”

      “No, no. I was studying. At first. Then I realized I really wasn’t in the mood to read, but I was very much in the mood to build the best hiding spot in the history of Sitra, which is probably a nonexistent standard, but I digress.” He climbed into the hole and hugged his knees. “Now hurry up and get in! She’s stopped counting.”

      Yahshi was a full head shorter than him, so he didn’t have to hunch over, even after they dragged the door shut. Light streamed through the cracks between logs, illuminating Quax’s proud grin.

      “If only you put this much effort into your scores,” Yahshi muttered, earning an elbow jab from Quax.

      “Shut it.”

      He chuckled, leaning his head against the dirt wall—but the vibrations of footsteps chased his humor away. Something’s off. Those strides are too long to be Alora’s.

      “Do you hear that?” Yahshi whispered.

      “Shh!”

      They held still as the clunky footsteps approached, causing pebbles to trickle down the walls. Yahshi waited for the disruption to pass, but it halted right above them.

      A bronze eye peered through a gap in the door.

      “I know you’re in there,” taunted the intruder, sending a chill down Yahshi’s spine.

      The voice gave him away. Sixteen-year-old Chima Fernis made a hobby of tormenting students, identifying one target and destroying their dignity before cherry-picking his next victim. And his current cherry was none other than Quax’s older sister, the girl who never snapped back, no matter how many bruises he left or insults he dished.

      Yahshi understood exactly why Chima was here. If he couldn’t destroy Cal Avarium directly, perhaps targeting her little brother would change the game.

      The door shifted, and Yahshi gritted his teeth. I have to do something.

      As light flooded the hideout, he sprang at Chima, knocking him down with pure momentum.

      “Quax!” Yahshi yelled. “Run!”

      Chima stared up at him with a smile, making no effort to get up.

      “Run!” he yelled again, pinning Chima beneath him. He heard Quax jump out of the hideout, but the laughter of two boys cut his fleeing short.

      “Let go of me!” Quax shouted, his boots shuffling against the ground.

      Chima’s not alone.

      Yahshi threw a fist at the bully, but Chima snatched his wrist before it could land.

      “Better not be after my eyes,” he sang, wrenching Yahshi’s wrist until his skin burned.

      Before he could retaliate, someone grabbed him from behind.

      “Leave us alone!” Yahshi elbowed the boy and broke free, but Chima was already back on his feet to capture him.

      He struggled as they threw him against a tree, binding his arms behind it with scratchy rope.

      “Keep the little one out of my way,” Chima ordered, slapping the dirt off his pants. He crept toward Quax, who another boy was pinning down.

      Yahshi settled to catch his breath.

      “You can mess with me,” Quax said, “but leave Yahshi out of this!”

      “Oh, relax,” Chima said. “We won’t hurt him if you cooperate.”

      As strong as Quax looked, he was a dramatic boy, the kind to complain for ten minutes about a paper cut, and he wouldn’t stand a chance against them. Yahshi pushed his fingers into the knot, hoping to undo it without the boys noticing.

      “Ah, Quax Avarium. It is so nice to finally meet you.” Chima towered over his prey. “Although, I’m sure your sister’s told you enough about me already.”

      “She—she doesn’t care about you,” Quax spouted.

      “Yeah? You guys hearing this?” Chima paused, cueing his friends’ laughter.

      Yahshi applied more pressure to the knot, wincing as the rope scraped a layer of skin.

      “Alright, she doesn’t give a damn about me.” Chima leaned over. “But what if I spit in your face, huh?”

      Quax shut his eyes when he spat.

      More laughter.

      “Huh?” Chima wiped his lips on his sleeve. “Would she give a damn about that?”

      Quax tried to launch himself into a seated position, encouraging Chima’s friend to drill him down harder. The twigs beneath him dug into his wrists, and he cried out in pain.

      Yahshi threw himself forward, trying to leverage his weight and snap the rope.

      “Let him go!”

      Chima faced him with a jolt of his head, and Yahshi froze.

      “Shut it, convert.” His piercing gaze lingered for only a moment before he grabbed a pocket knife from his coat, refacing Quax. “Cal thinks that if she ignores me, she wins.”

      Yahshi’s heart raced as he resumed tugging, but the rope refused to give way.

      “She wants me to believe there’s nothing I can do to make her fear me.” Chima slammed his shoe into Quax’s stomach, leaving him choking for air. “But there is one thing, isn’t there?” He squatted and pressed the rusty blade to his neck.

      No, he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t dare.

      “Please, don’t hurt me,” Quax said, the color draining from his face.

      “Alora!” Yahshi yelled, spotting two yellow dots in the distance. “Help!”

      Chima’s friend held a hand over Yahshi’s mouth, muting him. His pleading eyes tracked Alora as she sprinted away, hopefully to alert their instructors. The school staff never interfered with social matters outside the classroom, but they would need to step in today because Chima had taken his bullying too far. Murder was illegal, a violation of Imperial Law.

      Illegal. That’s when it dawned on him. To kill was to buy a one-way ticket to the Detainment Facility—the real one. Surely Chima knew that. There was no way he’d destroy his life just to make Cal snap.

      Yahshi’s eyes widened. He’s bluffing.

      “P-Please.” Tears rolled down Quax’s cheeks. “Please don’t hurt me.”

      “Okay,” Chima said, nodding. “Alright, deal. But in exchange, why don’t you tell me one good reason why you deserve to live, huh?”

      Quax cried harder. “Please!”

      “If you wanna live so bad, tell me one reason why I shouldn’t bury you in the grave you dug up for yourself.” He nudged him with his boot. “Go on. You have ten seconds.”

      “Chima!” Yahshi shouted.

      “ Ten, nine…”

      “Don’t do this!” he continued.

      “…eight, seven…”

      “The guardians will find out!”

      “…six, five…”

      “They’ll lock you away. You know that!”

      “…four, three…”

      Chima trailed off, his countdown swallowed by the hammering rhythm of approaching footsteps. His friends jumped and backed away like they’d seen a ghost.

      As a figure shot toward them, Yahshi’s stomach folded into itself.

      Chima was raising his chin to face the interrupter when a stocky log struck his skull. He collapsed, the knife slipping from his grip.

      Cal Avarium dropped to her knees, log in hand. “You can’t win,” she spat.

      The air flew out of Yahshi’s lungs. He watched, petrified, as Chima’s fingers searched the dirt for his pocket knife. Cal waited until he grabbed it before swinging her log down a second time.

      The forest screamed with Chima’s friends—branches swaying, leaves rustling. Yahshi could hear every squawking bird, every distant footstep, every panting breath. The air tasted like iron and salt and⁠—

      Blood. It rolled down Chima’s face, pooling into his ear.

      Cal roared through gritted teeth as she reeled her log back.

      “Stop!” Yahshi snapped to his senses, yanking at the ropes again. “Don’t⁠—”

      He gasped as warm blood splattered across his face.

      “Cal,” he whispered, “please.”

      Chima’s friends grabbed her log. She resisted, grunting as she clung to it, but they managed to yank it free.

      Her black hair thrashed in the wind as she curled over and sobbed.

      He was only bluffing. Yahshi’s head trembled and ached. It was only a game to him.

      While the boys backed away, her brother sat up next to her, blood mixing into his tears. Cal had never been the warmest older sister, and Quax had sometimes expressed concern over whether she cared for him at all. But at that moment, he stared at the girl who saved his life with unconditional admiration.

      Yahshi looked away from the siblings, gagging at the sight of Chima’s brain.

      “Cal,” he choked out, “what have you done?”
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        In embracing your duty as a guardian in the Force, you shed the trivial pursuits and heavy burdens of your prior life, reborn through devotion and discipline as an embodiment of the Empire’s unyielding glory.

        — THE GUARDIAN HANDBOOK
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        I vow to serve the Empire with absolute devotion.

      

      

      
        
        ♫ SPANISH SAHARA - FOALS ♫

      

      

      Cal Avarium was not human. Even in her recent portrait, featured in the latest issue of Capital Weekly, she looked exactly like she had two years ago. From her porcelain, ageless skin to her silky, midnight hair, Cal was nothing but a lifeless statue of perfection.

      Seeing her name gave Yahshi goosebumps. Cal had been the only student from Sitra selected for Belladonna Guardian Academy in decades, so the community relished her success. They’d pasted her Capital Weekly article by the door to Sitra Market, ensuring her inked face greeted every resident entering the busiest building in town.

      The Belladonna Prodigy, Yahshi read. Commander Cal Avarium of Sitra, 18, breaks record as the youngest unit leader in guardian history.

      The four-petaled flower emblem branded into her forehead marked her as a member of the Force. She was wearing their iconic uniform—a dress shirt and tie, armored vest, and black overcoat with golden lining. Her hair was slicked back into a low bun, not a single strand out of place.

      And yet, despite her powerful presence, she still looked like a child.

      Lightning struck. He glanced over his shoulder, ensuring the road was clear, before peeling the article from the wall and tucking it into his book bag.

      The market door creaked open.

      “Hey,” Alora said. “Just saw your father in there.”

      Yahshi snapped his bag shut. “What are you doing here so early?”

      “Better question…” she said, drawing out the phrase. “What are you hiding in your bag?”

      “Homework.”

      “Homework, on Selection Day Eve?”

      “I mean, I have a lot of missing assignments, so…”

      Alora ran her fingers along the wall, humming in curiosity. Her hand paused right where the article used to be.

      “Silly move, Yahshi. I saw the news about Cal on my way in. The paper’s gone, but the glue residue isn’t. See? Right here.”

      “Sorry.” He wiped his palms on his pants. “I’ll put it back.”

      “No need.”

      “You won’t tell anyone about this, right?”

      “It never happened.” She faced him and leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “I just hope you remember how awful Chima was. He hurt a lot of people.”

      “But he never killed anyone.”

      “He probably would have. Eventually, considering the path he was on.” She looked away. “Maybe if I tried to fight instead of running for help, he’d still be around right now—bullying people, hurting them, killing them.”

      Yahshi raised his head as the clouds darkened, and a few sprinkles met his cheek.

      “Yeah,” he said, “it’s much easier to believe that, isn’t it?”

      Her eyes jolted back to his, and he strangled his bag strap. Good going, Yahshi. He knew better than to question the Force’s narrative publicly. Chima was evil. Cal was a hero. That’s what the guardians ruled after she spent four months behind bars. That’s why they pardoned her and gave her a spot in the Academy program. That’s the Force’s story, so that’s the only truth.

      Alora’s gaze softened. Droplets dotted her black hair like stars, and for some reason, Yahshi decided he could trust her to keep this discussion between them.

      “Remember when we were in primary school,” she said, “and we’d compete for the highest scores?”

      He tucked his hands into his pockets, concealing a grin. “That was a long time ago.”

      She chuckled. “I miss it. Everything was simple back then. Things just worked without a thought, you know?”

      “I do,” Yahshi said, recalling his life before the incident. He missed studying after school until the sun vanished, fueled by the challenge. Students would return his smiles in the hallways, and instructors would praise him and Alora for their scores. But with a few swings of a log, it all slipped between his fingers.

      Alora opened a yellow umbrella when the sprinkle turned to rain. She owned a lot of yellow things. I wonder if her favorite color’s actually green.

      “Maybe it’s odd to say this, considering we’ve hardly talked since…the incident,” she said. “But I still feel like I know you. And the people who say you lost your way are the same people who never really had the best scores back then. Sometimes I wonder if that means something.”

      The rain dampened his shirt. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I think you’re smart, Yahshi. You always have been. And it scares me.”

      When he realized what she was hinting at, it scared him too. He would never wish to drag Alora down his rabbit hole—not when she still had everything in her grasp.

      “Sorry. I’ve gotta go. You know, help with the bread.”

      “Sure. Okay.” Alora smiled under her yellow shield, protected from the rain. He envied her.

      “I’ll see you in class,” Yahshi said, and opened the door.

      He trudged into the bustling market, instantly weighed down by the roaring discussion about tomorrow afternoon’s selection ceremony. Two years had passed since Cal entered the program, and six months had passed since her graduation. It was time for the guardians to announce the next cycle of fifteen- and sixteen-year-old trainees.

      He kept his head low as he rushed for his father’s bread stand, ignoring stares from residents theorizing whether or not he’d be selected. Despite his visible discomfort, their eyes tracked him like he was a lab project.

      “Yahshi, my man! Take in the spotlight!”

      “Yahshi, Yahshi, Yahshi! We’re famous this week. Famous!”

      Two classmates appeared on either side of him, matching his pace. He made a point not to look at them.

      “Rumor has it you failed every selection exam. A failure that grand deserves a medal!”

      “Maybe it’s time to go home, convert.”

      “You could join the Underground. Jar up some eyeballs.”

      Yahshi’s jaw tightened, and his classmates scattered before his father could spot them. How ironic that they had no problem shaming him for being born in Eastern Territory but wouldn’t dare offend adults. The word convert had become a cheap insult among teenagers—many of whom couldn’t even remember the Eastern raids.

      “Morning, Father.” Yahshi joined Martu behind the stand. “Nearly sold out already?”

      “Everyone’s in a good mood today. Optimism does wonders for business.” Martu’s smile widened as a customer set two coins on the table. “My, you’re just in time. Bread’s going fast.” He slipped the money into a velvet pouch. “Yahshi, get a wheat loaf ready.”

      The woman grinned. “You remembered.”

      He leaned forward and winked. “I wouldn’t dare forget a smile like yours.”

      Yahshi cringed as the woman burst into laughter. He could feel her eyes drift to him as he began to wrap her loaf in brown paper.

      “I remember when you were just a little one,” she said. “You’re of selection age now, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, I am,” he replied, forging his enthusiasm.

      “I bet you did wonderfully on the exams. You were always a clever one.”

      Yahshi secured the paper with a string. “I did alright.”

      “Humble as always, I see.”

      No, not humble. He handed her the wrapped loaf. Just a liar.

      The woman smiled at Martu before leaving, and Yahshi flinched as a girl stepped into her place. He nearly thought it was Cal pointing to a loaf of sourdough. She had the same silky hair and narrow face, but her skin was slightly darker, and when he stared into her sea-foam eyes, they seemed real—not like Cal’s, which he’d always described to himself as marbles.

      Yahshi peeked at the girl as he wrapped her loaf. She looks a bit older than me, but I don’t recognize her from Sitra Secondary. He could have identified her hometown by the color of her shirt, but she wasn’t dressed in a uniform. Why would she skip school on Selection Day Eve?

      Yahshi smiled, offering her the bread, and she snatched it before bolting away.

      “Hey!” He stepped forward, but Martu stopped him by the shoulder. “Father, let me⁠—”

      “No.”

      He pulled his shoulder free, scanning the crowd for the thief—but she had vanished.

      “As the Eastern saying goes,” Martu continued, “have faith in kindness, and it will always repay you.”

      “So that’s it? We let everything slide?” He faced his father. “People do horrible things, and we gloss it over like it never happened?”

      Before Martu could reply, applause erupted in the room, and customers dispersed to make way for fifteen-year-old Quax Avarium. He was wearing a sage green shirt and khaki pants identical to Yahshi’s, but his school uniform had been tailored flatteringly using money from Cal’s family pension. A designer bag from Vakoi City hung from his shoulder—and his face, as usual, was beaming.

      The applause died off as he approached Martu’s stand, but the stares and chatter lingered.

      “Morning, Martu,” Quax said.

      “What a pleasure to see you!” Martu ruffled his hair. “My, how you’ve grown.”

      “I know, I know.” Quax cringed through a smile as he flattened his hair back into place. “It’s been ages since I last came to the market. I’ve been so busy studying for the selection exams, but now that I’m through with them, I can’t stop thinking about your bread. I’ll take one of my favorites—if you still make it.”

      “Of course I do.” Martu started to wrap a cheesy bread. “You’ve earned yourself a big day tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.” He forced a grin. “Thought I’d walk to school early with Yahshi today, for old time’s sake.”

      Yahshi shook his head. “I need to help with⁠—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Martu cut in. “It’s a special occasion. I can manage alone for one day.”

      “Thanks.” Quax set four coins on the table and took the bread. “Keep the change.”

      “Why thank you, Quax.” Martu glanced at Yahshi as though he were saying, I told you so. Kindness always finds a way to repay us.

      The two boys walked down the road toward Sitra Secondary, only a few minutes from the market. To their right stood the woods where the incident occurred.

      “What are you looking at?”

      “Sorry.” Yahshi pried his eyes off the trees. “I thought I heard something.”

      Quax frowned before blinking his confusion away. “Well, I’ve been meaning to talk to you. Tried to find you at school yesterday after we got our scores back, but you disappeared during lunch. And I wasn’t able to stop by your house last night either. We had my tutor over for supper.”

      “Sorry about that.” It was an empty apology, and they both knew it.

      Quax bit into his cheesy bread, his stare pressing for an explanation. Yahshi broke eye contact to signal that he wouldn’t be giving one.

      The silence between them deepened with every step. I can’t remember the last time we walked to school together like this. Ever since Cal’s selection, Quax had been obsessing over scores, fitness, and social status to increase his chance of getting selected.

      Everything’s changed.

      Memories of pre-incident evenings at the Avarium household flickered through his mind. He recalled how Cal would take her plate to eat and read in the other room, leaving Quax picking at his food. Yahshi would suggest they go outside after supper to cheer him up, which always worked.

      Quax would demonstrate his latest contraptions like tripwire-activated diversions or cleverly-concealed ditches. Then they would lie on the grass, and he’d tell him about his grand dream of designing buildings with the most elaborate secret passageways and security mechanisms. Yahshi would listen in fascination, because a grand dream was something he never had.

      Yet here Quax was, throwing that precious dream away.
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived at Sitra Secondary, the other early students were watching a guardian unit secure a Happy Selection Day banner to the outdoor stage. Their strapped primary tools demanded fear, but their smiles drew people in. If Cal’s a guardian, what does that say about them?

      While Quax smiled at the unit from afar, Yahshi scowled at the fence dividing the school courtyard from the woods. The community infrastructure bonus from Cal’s time in the program had funded its construction not long after the incident.

      “Alright, look,” Quax said, his smile fading. “I know you’ve been avoiding me.”

      “Avoiding you?” Yahshi asked. “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you don’t want me to get selected.”

      “No. I mean, not no like I don’t want you to get selected. Of course I want you to get selected.”

      “Really? Because I’ve been preparing for tomorrow for nearly two years, and you’ve hardly been there.” Quax crossed his arms. “I really wish I could leave on good terms with you, because after tomorrow, who knows when I’ll see you again? It could be months, and if I graduate, it could be years before⁠—”

      “Have you ever considered the possibility that you won’t get selected? And honestly, would that be so bad? What if the guardians aren’t who you think they are?”

      “I knew it. You’re still thinking about Chima.”

      “No.” Yahshi stepped back. “No, of course not.”

      “You don’t trust the guardians, so you’re trying to stop me from becoming one.”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

      “No, Yahshi. You don’t get to do that anymore. You don’t get to sneak around and make ridiculous claims and take it back with an I’m sorry or an I didn’t mean to. So for once, just once, tell me the truth—did you sabotage my selection exam?”

      “What?”

      Quax handed Yahshi a score sheet from his bag. “Have a look for yourself. High nineties in every category except for our most recent exam. Do you really think I’d get a sixty-three on a multiple choice test about the Atherus War?”

      “I didn’t do this.”

      “It’s not that you don’t want me to succeed. You’re just…so brainwashed that you think you know what’s best for me. This is your weird, twisted way of trying to save me.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Yahshi’s grip on the page tightened. “I didn’t sabotage your exam. How would I possibly pull that off, anyway?”

      “I don’t know! You’re the one who broke into the Fernis household last year.”

      “I didn’t break in.” Yahshi scanned the courtyard, paranoid the other students had heard despite the distance. “The door was unlocked.”

      He had slipped inside, hoping to find something that would paint Chima as a murderer and put his doubts to rest—but the house was empty.

      “And I know that was wrong, okay? I was being obsessive, but I’m past that now. I swear.”

      “Yeah? You swear?” Quax asked. “Open your bag then. Let me see what you’re keeping in there, because I doubt it’s the hundreds of homework assignments you didn’t turn in this term.”

      He shielded his bag without thinking, and Quax scoffed.

      Great going again, Yahshi. Keep defending yourself, and he’ll assume you’re lying anyway.

      With a sigh, he returned the score sheet and opened his book bag. Inside were over a dozen Capital Weekly articles about Cal—two years of collecting and analyzing.

      Quax snatched the papers and began to flip through them.

      “You’re right. I haven’t moved on completely,” Yahshi admitted. “But you have to believe me when I say I had nothing to do with your low score. Whatever happened, I wasn’t involved.”

      His eyes widened. “This isn’t healthy.”

      “Quax…”

      “You were at the top of our class once. Remember that? Now your grades are in the pits. You’re throwing away your future, and for what? To read too deep into something my sister did to protect me? Something she did to save me, because she loves me?”

      She didn’t save you because she loves you, Yahshi wanted to say. She saved you because she hated her circumstances. She saved you because students bullied her for being quiet and eating lunches alone. She saved you because she was tired of being the victim.

      “I’d like to leave Sitra knowing you’ll stop this.” He fished for Yahshi’s gaze, but he wouldn’t look at him.

      “I’ll stop. Let’s just—let’s talk about something else.” Yahshi reached for the articles. “Here, let me⁠—”

      “You’re not getting these back.”

      “Hey!” He stepped toward him, but Quax maintained his distance. “Really, I-I need those!”

      “That’s exactly the problem.” Quax stopped, his expression hardening as he tore the stack in half. The ripping noise sliced through the air.

      Yahshi gritted his teeth and lunged, sending a fist flying. Torn pages fluttered around him like confetti as Quax yelled out, cupping a hand over his eye. It took a few seconds for Yahshi to realize what he’d done.

      “Quax! I-I’m sorry!” He hobbled as though he’d taken the hit himself. “I didn’t...mean to.”

      “Typical,” Quax said.

      Yahshi unraveled his fist, his knuckles tingling from a punch he’d thrown out of impulse. He thought of Cal in the woods, swinging that log down over and over.

      What have I done?

      As muttering students closed in on the scene, he fumbled to gather the pieces before they could read his annotations.

      “Are you okay?” Alora asked.

      Yahshi looked up as he grabbed the final piece.

      “Yeah,” Quax replied. “Thanks.”

      Shoving the articles into his bag, Yahshi jumped to his feet. The students parted, allowing a convenient exit as he ran for the road. How dare they allow me to flee?

      He’d nearly reached the end of the courtyard when a calloused hand snatched his wrist.

      “Yahshi Konya,” a stranger called, stopping him.

      He looked back at a middle-aged man with a trimmed beard, a bandaged forehead, and eyes that burned to stare into. He was wearing the uniform of a Sitra Secondary instructor, but Yahshi didn’t recognize him.

      “You did well,” the man said, and with a grin, released Yahshi’s wrist.
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        I vow to partake in Imperial ceremonies when called upon.

      

      

      
        
        ♫ BABYLON - BARNS COURTNEY ♫

      

      

      Yahshi and his father lived on the outskirts of town, where grassy fields and evergreens stretched between houses. This was the first place Martu had moved to after the Atherus War, and it was the only place Yahshi had ever called home.

      Leaving his sandals on the porch, he made a beeline for the kitchen, where he chucked his tattered articles into the trash. There has to be a way to fix this.

      He brought a stack of dusty homework assignments to the oak dining table—a gift from the Avariums. Quax’s parents had helped Martu settle into Sitra after he converted twelve years prior, assisting him with housing, furnishing, and securing a market stand. But in return for their kindness, I hurt their son.

      For hours he sat there, searching for a manageable assignment, but the concepts flew over his head. The sun was setting when Martu returned, empty bread baskets in hand.

      “Are you...doing homework?”

      Yahshi slammed his pencil down. “I’m trying to.”

      “What happened?”

      “I…punched Quax.”

      “What?”

      “He got a hold of my articles about Cal, and he ripped them, and I…punched him.” He shook his head, turning to meet his father’s widened gaze.

      “You promised to keep those articles at home.”

      “I shouldn’t have had them in the first place.”

      Martu’s grip on the baskets tightened. He set them on the countertop as he eyed the ripped pages in the trash. It was silent for a while before he clasped his hands together.

      “Why don’t we get some practice in?” His tone was oddly cheerful.

      “Right now?” Yahshi asked.

      “Why not? We can talk about this. Move around a little. It might help you sort your thoughts.”

      He glanced at his homework assignments. I guess I could use a break.

      On their way out, they stopped on the porch so Martu could light the brass lantern that hung by the door. Its wiry exterior strained the candlelight into flickering shapes.

      “I still don’t get why you light this lantern every evening,” Yahshi said.

      “It’s an Eastern tradition.” Martu smiled, his eyes glowing. “Your mother adored these kinds. Her father was a lantern-maker.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded. “She helped your grandfather make this one.”

      “You never told me.” Yahshi studied the lantern, its light warming his face. “I assumed you didn’t bring anything to Sitra when we converted.”

      “Well, I didn’t bring much. Just this lantern.” Martu paused. “And you, of course.”

      “I see.” Yahshi cracked a grin. “I come second to high-quality craftsmanship.”

      “I’m glad you know your place,” Martu said, and they laughed.

      As Yahshi led the way, he hopped from stone to stone—a childhood habit he couldn’t shake, even on the worst days. His final jump landed him barefoot in the backyard, surrounded by shrubs and flowery weeds. The unkempt grass tickled his ankles as he left it behind, stepping onto a slab.

      “Show me your stance,” Martu said, his voice merging with the chirping of crickets and birds.

      Yahshi raised his hands.

      “Shoulders?”

      “Right.” He loosened them with a sigh. “Bad habit.”

      “Stop and Go?”

      “Sure.”

      Martu joined him on the platform and mirrored his stance. “Now tell me—why shouldn’t you keep the articles? Go.”

      Yahshi sprang forward with a jab, which his father leaned back to dodge.

      “Stop,” Martu said, and they held their positions.

      “Those papers are ruining my life,” Yahshi answered.

      “How exactly are they ruining your life? Go.”

      Yahshi tried a combination this time. Martu dodged his first two punches and blocked the last.

      “Stop,” Martu said.

      “I’ve fallen to the bottom of my class.” Yahshi’s posture softened, letting his guard down. “And I didn’t wanna tell you this, but if I don’t show progress this term, I’ll be held back a year.”

      “Would that really be the end of the world?”

      “What?” Yahshi frowned at his father, expecting him to dismiss the question as a joke, but his blank expression proved he was serious.

      I’m failing. You’re supposed to be angry. A surge of blood rushed to his head. Why aren’t you angry? He threw a few distraction punches before pivoting into a kick.

      Martu caught his leg, stealing control of his balance. With a few steps away, he sent Yahshi pummeling backward.

      He winced as the hard platform pressed into his shoulder blades.

      “I didn’t say go,” Martu said, peering down at him. “If you stop now, you’ll never find answers. How are you okay with that? Go.”

      Yahshi attempted to spring to his feet, but Martu crouched, shoving his chest down. He held a pocket knife to his neck.

      “Stop.”

      The blade sent a chill down his spine as he recalled what little he knew of Quax’s older sister. As cold-natured as Cal was, he couldn’t deny her talent. She would study far more than he ever had, and when she wasn’t studying she’d be reading, solving puzzles, or going on extended runs—all while distancing herself from bullies and empathetic classmates trying to befriend her.

      “Maybe Cal deserves to be in the Force,” he said. “Maybe she’s doing good for the Empire. And if not, there’s nothing I could do anyway.”

      Martu stashed the knife and offered Yahshi a hand. “You’re right,” he said, helping him up. “You can’t change anything now, but who’s to say about the future? Your intuition is sharp, and it shouldn’t be ignored. You never know when you’ll be able to create real change.”

      Did you hear nothing, Father? I’m failing school. Why are you encouraging me?

      Yahshi lowered his gaze, watching a trail of ants march across the platform in a single-file line, neat and orderly. For two years, he’d thought Martu was the one person who understood him, his one supporter—but he’d been leading him astray.

      “I can assure you that many others are asking the same questions, but they’re terrified,” Martu continued, his voice strained. “It takes someone brave, like you, to pursue answers on their behalf.” He lifted Yahshi’s chin, forcing him to meet his gaze.

      He could have sworn he saw a hint of moisture in his father’s eyes.

      “Does that make sense?” Martu asked.

      “Yeah, I guess,” Yahshi replied, but it didn’t make sense at all.

      I’ll leave those articles in the trash, he decided. I’ll apologize to Quax tomorrow. I’ll get my life back.

      Martu’s brows furrowed as a raindrop splattered against his head. He looked up at the clouds, his lips spreading into a smile, and Yahshi looked up next.

      Rain began to fall, trickling down their cheeks like tears.

      “The sky weeps with us,” they said in unison.

      Martu had always described the island as bipolar. One moment the clouds would be bright, and the next they’d be raining a storm. One moment there would be peace, and the next there’d be war. The only consistency was the gray clouds. Rain or shine, East or West—those same clouds hovered over them.

      “It may not feel like it now, Yahshi, but you’re exactly where you need to be.”
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        * * *

      

      The following afternoon, nearly four thousand town residents gathered in the Sitra Secondary courtyard. Whether they knew Quax personally or not, they believed the Belladonna Prodigy’s little brother could do nothing but win.

      Yahshi wished he could skip the ceremony, but as a fifteen-year-old, his attendance was mandatory. He stood near the stage with over three hundred selection-eligible students from Sitra, all of whom were staring at Quax.

      Did I really do that?

      Quax’s right eye was swollen half-shut, framed with blotchy clumps of violet.

      “Wow, he looks awful.”

      “I heard Yahshi punched him.”

      “And he went for the eye! What a convert.”

      “At least Quax’ll make a bold entrance at the Academy.”

      “Silly move, Yahshi.” Alora appeared next to him. “You injured our star student.”

      “I know,” he said firmly. “I messed up.”

      She looked back at the Avariums. “You’re lucky his parents aren’t throwing a fit. They’re being all smiley with your father right now, like they’re not angry at all.”

      “If the whole town wasn’t staring them down, I doubt they’d be this forgiving.”

      “The staring is their fault for dressing up so fancy. They’re fully confident he’ll get selected, and they’re not even hiding it.”

      Quax’s father was wearing a sleek suit, and his mother was wearing a glittery dress that trapped every pair of eyes for a moment too long. They nodded at Martu with wide grins, likely assuring him that yesterday’s scuffle in the courtyard wasn’t a concern.

      Meanwhile, Quax bit his lip and started to fidget with two quartz marbles Yahshi had gifted him for his eighth birthday. He kept them, all this time? Yahshi dropped his head, eyes wide. “I can’t imagine the pressure he’s under right now.”

      “If he doesn’t get selected,” Alora said, “the island will—quite literally—sink.”

      Yahshi managed a weak chuckle. “So, did I miss anything at school yesterday?”

      “Hmm, let’s see…drama about Quax’s eye, a lecture on Academy history, and tips for the ceremony. That’s about it.”

      “What kind of tips? We just stand here, don’t we?”

      “They recommended we pack small sentimental items in case we get selected by surprise.”

      “Did you pack anything?”

      “M-Me?” Alora said. “Why would you ask that?”

      “Better question…” Yahshi said, drawing out the phrase. “What are you hiding in your bag?”

      “Now you’re being ridiculous.”

      “Your scores are almost as high as Quax’s. It’s not crazy to think you’d get selected too, and surely you know that, because you did pack your bag.” He pointed to it, and she stepped away.

      “Girls hardly get selected. The guardians have physical standards too.”

      He shrugged. “You were always a killer at tag.”

      As Alora laughed, Yahshi’s smile faded, remembering his plan. “I should apologize.”

      She saluted him as he turned away. “Good luck.”

      The other fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds stepped aside as he passed, and by the time he reached Quax, a bubble had formed around them.

      Quax’s eyes were glued to the stage, but surely he knew Yahshi was there because he’d slipped the marbles into his bag.

      “Quax,” Yahshi said, holding his arms behind him. “I’m sorry. And I’m not just saying that. I mean it. I’ve been a horrible friend. You’ve been under so much pressure with everyone rooting for your selection, and I never stopped to notice. I was too worried about the possibility that you might leave someday. It wasn’t just about the incident or my stupid investigation. Growing up, I assumed we’d stay in each other’s lives forever, but as a guardian, you would⁠—”

      “Disappear,” Quax finished.

      “Yeah, like Cal.”

      He faced Yahshi. “Look, there’s something you should know…I don’t⁠—”

      “Welcome to the biannual selection ceremony!” a guardian shouted from the stage, prompting cheers. He had a four-petaled flower branded into his forehead, and his overcoat flowed past his white pants, nearly skimming his boots. Strapped to his back were two sheathed swords.

      “What is it?” Yahshi asked.

      “Not now,” Quax muttered.

      “My name is Commander Roz,” the guardian said, and the cheering fell to the ground, dead. They all recognized his name—Commander Roz was one of three Academy guardians, a primary decision-maker in the selection process. His hosting of Sitra’s selection ceremony, instead of any other town’s, had to be a good sign. But while others crossed their fingers and met eyes in excitement, Yahshi squinted at the guardian. His voice sounds familiar.

      “I am honored to announce the twenty Western students we’ve selected to train at Belladonna Guardian Academy this cycle.” Commander Roz referenced a golden paper. “Limbo Brackle of Vakoi City, Ceylon Brackle of Vakoi City…”

      Mumbling.

      “Siblings?” Quax tilted his head. “That’s a first.”

      “…Keiyo Pickett of Miranda, Vell Patura of Miranda…”

      Yahshi gulped. He wasn’t sure which pinched his nerves more—the thought of Quax getting selected, or Quax not getting selected. He counted names in his head as Commander Roz continued.

      “…Dice Bayin of Frontal…”

      Sixteen.

      “…Pinto Dempsey of Frontal…”

      Seventeen.

      “…Sunna Rickabee of Nominner…”

      Eighteen.

      A brief pause. Somewhere out there, entire towns were cheering as their selectees’ names were called. The town of Sitra waited for their chance to cheer too.

      Commander Roz lowered the page and shouted, “Quax Avarium of Sitra!”

      Yahshi gasped as the crowd exploded, screaming and applauding. He hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath.

      “Congratulations, Quax,” Commander Roz said. “Please say your brief goodbyes before joining me on stage.”

      Quax turned to Yahshi with a weak grin. “I’ll miss you.”

      Yahshi wasn’t sure how to feel about his selection, but he did know that he’d miss him too. He slung an arm around his shoulder. “Goodbye, Quax.”

      Alora shoved her way through the crowd, joining their bubble. “You better last a while. We could use better desks in the science room.” She offered a hand, and Quax chuckled, shaking it.

      “You’ve got a deal,” he said, and with a boldening smile, left them behind.

      He said goodbye to his mother first, who kissed him on the head—then to his father, who whispered something into his ear that he nodded to with watery eyes. And lastly, when Martu ruffled his hair, he didn’t flatten it back into place.

      All of Sitra watched as he walked toward the stage. They were happy for him and what his selection would bring to the community because Sitra had, once again, produced a star. But he was a shooting star whose fate was to flash by before vanishing, leaving behind only a lingering sense of awe. They were simultaneously lucky to have witnessed him and unlucky to have lost him.

      Yahshi focused on their shared memories—their family suppers, walks to school, and games during lunch breaks. He focused on when the star was overhead rather than the moment it shot away.

      “I can’t believe he’s actually leaving,” Alora said.

      Yahshi glanced at her with a smirk. “At least that puts you at the top of our class.”

      “By default. How shameful.”

      Quax joined the guardian on stage and bowed in gratitude. Only then did Yahshi recognize Commander Roz as the instructor who had stopped him by the wrist to praise him.

      “That’s strange,” Yahshi muttered.

      “What?” Alora asked.

      “And finally,” Commander Roz said, “Yahshi Konya of Sitra!”
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        I vow to complete forty consecutive and obedient years of service.

      

      

      
        
        ♫ ALL EYES ON ME - VINES ♫

      

      

      Me, selected? Yahshi blinked. That’s impossible.

      Adults and younger children cheered, but his selection-aged peers mumbled in protest. They went to school with Yahshi, where he’d developed a reputation as the star student-turned-lowlife, the witness corrupted by trauma, the boy who never left the woods that day. He was anything but selection material.

      “Yahshi,” Alora said, removing an item from her book bag, “I want you to have these.”

      “Your yellow mittens?” he asked.

      “They’re light green,” she corrected. “Just take them, to remember.”

      He didn’t know what Alora meant by remember—all he knew was that she was trying to say goodbye.

      “I’m not actually selected,” he said, stepping away from her.

      “Take them!” Alora shoved the mittens into his hands.

      “Yahshi!” Martu yelled, emerging from the crowd.

      He stuffed the mittens into his bag, and Martu embraced him.

      “Father,” he whispered, “there’s been a mistake.”

      Martu pulled away, gripping his shoulders. “Then you go up there, and you tell him that.” He lowered his voice. “Remember that you always have a choice.”

      Yahshi struggled to make eye contact with him.

      “Do you promise to stay in Sitra?” Martu asked.

      His eyes hopped from face to face as though he might find answers in the students around him. “I’m so confused right now, and⁠—”

      “Promise me.” Martu’s grip on his shoulders tightened, and Yahshi finally looked into his eyes.

      “I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Yahshi and Quax sat across from Commander Roz in the Sitra Secondary office. Above the only window was a portrait of Cal, and on the desk were two golden pages with a dagger between them.

      “This meeting will take no more than ten minutes,” Commander Roz said. “I’m going to explain why the two of you were selected and go over what we would expect of you as Academy trainees. At the end of this meeting, you will choose whether to sign the contract or pass on the opportunity. If you choose to sign it, you will leave for Belladonna Guardian Academy immediately.

      “Let’s start with Quax Avarium. I received amazing recommendation reports from your instructors on the social dynamics between you and your schoolmates.”

      “Commander,” Yahshi said. “I-I shouldn’t be here. There’s been a mistake.”

      The guardian locked eyes with him. “Hold your tongue. You’re exactly where you need to be.” He returned his attention to Quax. “Like I was saying, with scores like yours, raving instructor reports, and a letter of recommendation from your combat tutor, selecting you was an obvious choice.

      “Now, normally an obvious choice is an obvious choice, but considering your connection to Cal, I wanted to ensure the words of praise were more than a runoff of your sister’s reputation. And I must admit, I was a little curious about you too, and six months of flipping through exam scores and instructor reports in my flat gets…dull. I decided to conduct a hands-on experiment to test how you’d respond to a situation of injustice, so I coordinated a grade change with Sitra Secondary for your last exam of Selection Season. I observed your response from a distance the next morning with a single question that would determine your selection—would you let the injustice slide in fear of conflict, or would you embody the nature of a guardian and stand up for what’s right?”

      Yahshi bit his lip. He and Quax hadn’t fought over a misunderstanding—they’d fought over a test.

      “Surely enough, you worked with the information you had to draw your own conclusion and confronted Yahshi. You proved how much you care about your selection, but most of all, you proved how much you care about doing the right thing.”

      Yahshi caught a glimpse of Quax through the corner of his eye. He desperately wished he could read him, but his face held no expression. Did he feel Commander Roz had played him, or was he proud of himself for passing the test?

      “And next, Yahshi Konya,” Commander Roz said. “Eastern convert and son of Sitra Market vendor Martu Konya. I heard from Cal that you have a history of combat experience under your father’s guidance.”

      “We train for recreation,” Yahshi said. “It’s just a hobby.”

      “Every skill of mastery begins as a hobby,” Commander Roz countered. “I also dug into your school reports from Sitra Primary. You were at the top of the class every year without fail. And yet, over the past two years of secondary school, your scores have steadily declined.”

      “School’s been getting harder,” Yahshi muttered.

      “If that were the case, we’d see the same pattern with other students, but we don’t. Your pitiful scores are not the case of school getting harder, but your life getting busier. You’ve started to help your father manage his stand at Sitra Market. Is that correct?”

      Yahshi nodded.

      “I assume your recreational training and vendor responsibilities take up a significant portion of your day. Your father’s demands for your involvement in his life have limited your study time.”

      He said nothing. It was true that Martu had expected more help from him since the incident.

      Commander Roz leaned in, resting his elbows on the table. “And all of that doesn’t account for your investigation.”

      Yahshi froze. “What investigation, Commander?”

      “I know you’ve been questioning the Force. Your instructors say you’ve been poking your nose into Chima’s social circle and reading articles during lectures.”

      “Oh.” He should have known his instructors would notice. “Well, I’ve moved on from that.”

      “Rest easy. You’re not in trouble. When the other Academy guardians and I heard about your skepticism, we were more intrigued than anything else. Your investigation has contributed to your academic decline, but it’s also demonstrated your all-consuming devotion and intensity of focus. You were willing to punch Quax, a childhood friend, to protect your articles. You’re intelligent, and you care immensely about what you value. Those are exactly the qualities we look for in a potential guardian. What the Academy program will do is help you direct that energy into a productive outlet rather than a destructive one.”

      Yahshi had never thought of what his life would look like as part of the Force—or part of anything, for that matter. With pitiful scores in secondary school, his career options after graduation were limited to the lowest tier. He had fallen into a ditch, but the guardians were kind enough to throw him a rope instead of burying him.

      “Yahshi, we’re offering you a chance to build a new reputation and make a difference for the better. Your peers and instructors may not consider you selection material, and perhaps your father may have doubts, but I fully believe in you. There is no mistake here. We look for performance, but we also look for potential.”

      Commander Roz paused, and Yahshi used the space to soak in his words. He wished he could hear them a billion times, looping like a never-ending melody.

      “Before accepting this deal, it’s imperative that you understand the full ramifications of joining the program. Allow me to summarize the contract’s five points.” Commander Roz pushed the golden pages closer to them, and Yahshi squinted at the clusters of tiny text.

      “Number one: As trainees, you will have no contact with anyone from your old life for the duration of your time in the program. There will be no visits and no exchanges of letters or gifts. You will engage socially with guardians and trainees, unless otherwise organized by the Force.

      “Number two: On the first day of every month you’re in the program, your immediate family will receive a two-thousand-coin pension, and your hometown will receive five times that as a bonus in their monthly infrastructure fund. The first payments will be delivered today, assuming you sign the contract.

      “Number three: We run a competitive program that requires your complete dedication for success. You will not get many days off, and you will not have the privilege to travel freely. You will need to follow a strict schedule that demands growth under pressure.

      “Number four: If you are filtered from the program, but the Empire requires additional guardians in the Force, your partial training experience may subject you to a mandatory service call, regardless of your graduation status.

      “And lastly, but most importantly, number five: You must understand that only five of twenty trainees will graduate from the program eighteen months from today. These five trainees will be finalized after nine months and required to serve forty years after graduation. However, prior to the tenth month, you are welcome to filter yourself from the program before any life-altering commitments are made. In fact, we encourage it. If you cannot handle the separation from friends and family, are mentally or physically unable to maintain the Academy schedule, or experience doubts about your career path, you are not fit for guardianship, and you should leave before it’s too late. Bear in mind that your family pension and your community’s infrastructure bonus will cease upon returning home.

      “If you accept your selection, take this dagger.” He slid the tool between them, and a dull beam of light reflected off its blade. “You must sign the contract in blood to reflect the weight of your decision.”

      Quax didn’t miss a beat before grabbing the dagger and slitting his thumb. With a wince, he brought his finger to the contract, and the wound left a surprisingly large stain. Yahshi was sure his blood must have seeped through the page.

      Commander Roz bandaged Quax’s thumb and cleaned the blade with a handkerchief. He placed the dagger on the table again, but Yahshi didn’t reach for it.

      I should go, shouldn’t I? Staying behind would deprive Sitra of the bonus infrastructure funding, and the town would blame him for it. I can leave any time before the tenth month, anyway. I should stay for a few days before giving up my spot, that way they’ll receive at least one month’s bonus.

      But if he joined and ended up liking it, would graduating as a guardian be so bad? He would live in Vakoi City among the most influential figures in the Empire, and the people of Sitra would respect him again.

      As a result, however, he would hardly see his father anymore. Would Martu despise him for breaking his promise, leaving him in Sitra, all by himself? How am I supposed to choose between my father and a bright future?

      “Could I have some time to decide?” Yahshi asked. “I’d like to speak to my father about this.”

      “I’m afraid this decision is yours to make alone,” Commander Roz said. “And you must decide now.”

      I could be a guardian? Yahshi stared at the dagger for what felt like a lifetime. Is that something I want?

      He flinched as Commander Roz stood.

      “I believe you’ve made your decision.” The guardian collected the signed contract and headed for the door. “Quax, follow me.”

      As their footsteps echoed through the office, Yahshi’s chest tightened, and he could hear his pulse in his ears. This was the opportunity of a lifetime. If he were to leave the dagger on the table, at best, nothing would change. At worst, he would ruin his life more than he already had. He would forever wonder what could have been if he had simply signed the contract.

      Yahshi narrowed his eyes, swiping the dagger.

      I’m sorry, Father.

      He gritted his teeth and applied too much pressure to the blade against his thumb. A yelp left his lips as blood spilled across the page in more than one spot, blurring the text.

      I’ve made my choice.

      Their footsteps halted as Yahshi pressed his thumb to the contract. Despite his urge to wince, he pushed even harder. For the first time, he had a plan of action, a direction, a wild dream. He chose to believe in a life outside of his rabbit hole.
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        I vow to report suspicious activity within or outside the Force.

      

      

      
        
        ♫ SWIM TO THEM - RYAN LOUDER ♫

      

      

      They left Sitra in a vault, a mode of transportation exclusive to the Force. While Roz guided the horses from the exterior driver’s seat, Yahshi and Quax sat across from each other in the wheeled aluminum passenger box.

      I never imagined the inside would look like this. Yahshi studied the barred windows near the roof that hardly filtered light, his stomach churning as the box swayed.

      “Before the ceremony began,” he muttered, “what were you gonna tell me?”

      They hit a rugged patch of road and gripped their benches, anchoring themselves.

      “Forget it,” Quax replied.

      Yahshi couldn’t be sure he’d heard him correctly over the clomping of horse hooves.

      “What?”

      “Forget it!”

      He gulped, fishing for Quax’s gaze. “This is all…pretty crazy, right?”

      “I’m not in the mood, Yahshi.”

      “Well I wasn’t planning for things to turn out like this either, but is it really so bad?”

      Quax finally made eye contact. “My entire future’s on the line.”

      Now it was Yahshi looking away, his vision tilting as he lost his sense of up and down. “So you think that’s all I do?” He tightened his grip on the bench, and the pressure stung his injured thumb. “Mess things up for you?”

      “You gave me a black eye.”

      “And I apologized. You know I’d never do something like that again.”

      “I never know with you. That’s the problem.” Quax rubbed his temple, sighing. “Our goodbye was perfect, exactly what it should have been, but now everything’s twisted…and weird.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re here.”

      They traveled the remainder of the hour-long trip in silence. Yahshi’s dizziness and the lack of scenery gave him no choice but to burrow into his mind. He listened to the dirt crumbling beneath the wheels, mentally replaying their meeting with Commander Roz. He nearly convinced himself he’d imagined it when the vault came to a jagged stop.

      The door swung open, and light filled the passenger box.

      “Come on out,” Commander Roz said.

      Yahshi’s jump from the platform left him stumbling down a forested road.

      Commander Roz caught him by the shoulder. “Vaultsickness. Gets the best of us.”

      Quax jumped next, landing with a solid thud.

      “Orientation will begin in the common room shortly.” Commander Roz gestured to the roadside. “Welcome to the Academy.”

      An icehouse and a horse stable hid in the shadows of nearby trees, beyond which was a grassy field surrounding the main building. Streaks of gold shined through gaps in the clouds, illuminating the Academy in a natural spotlight. Its gable displayed the golden four-petaled flower emblem, and its dark shingles swirled into pointed peaks.

      Yahshi and Quax crossed the field, entering a courtyard with benches and an elevated statue of Emperor Vakoi. A muscular frame filled his royal gown, and his hair flowed symmetrically over his shoulders.

      After scaling the steps, they halted at the door.

      “What happened yesterday stays between us,” Quax said.

      “Of course.”

      He opened the door, and Yahshi’s jaw dropped as he followed him inside.

      The common room walls arched into a curved ceiling decorated with portraits of the Vakoi Empire lineage. Natural light gleamed through crystal-clear windows, which reflected the flickering flames of torches on the walls. And at the heart of the room, a few boys occupied a posh lounging area, their feet propped up like they’d lived here forever.

      Two of the boys were identical, apart from one having a bird silhouette tattoo on his neck. Their classy uniforms and carefully-crafted hairstyles confirmed them as the Brackle siblings from Vakoi City Secondary. With an upbringing among royalty and the most influential figures in the Empire, Yahshi wondered how long they’d last. Students from the capital were too entitled and delicate for the program. Or so I’ve heard.

      The boy sitting across from the twins was dominating the conversation, his expression animated as he gestured with every word. He had a mole on his left cheek, wavy hair that fell to his chest, and a black shirt identifying him as a student from Miranda Secondary—the school with the best selection track record in the West.

      “There’s no way!” shouted the boy in the black shirt. He rushed from the sofas, smiling so widely that his dimples looked like stab wounds. “I was sure I must have misheard. Two selected from Sad Sitra this season?”

      “Sad Sitra?” Quax asked. “Is that really what we’re known as?”

      “Before your big sister turned out to be a prodigy, at least.” The boy smiled at Quax without offering Yahshi a glance. “I’m Keiyo Pickett”—he tugged his black shirt—“of Miranda, if you couldn’t tell.”

      “Quax Avarium.”

      Keiyo chuckled. “Yeah, I know.” He waved a finger at Quax’s face. “What’s with the eye? Looks painful.”

      “Eh. I’ve had worse.”

      “Ooh, alright, tough guy. Come have a seat!” Keiyo led Quax toward the twins, and Yahshi stayed behind because the invitation clearly didn’t extend to him.

      “How many from Miranda this season?” Quax said as they walked away.

      “Just two,” Keiyo replied, as if two weren’t enough. “Me and that girl over there.” He pointed to a trainee who was leaning against the wall with her arms crossed.

      Yahshi frowned. It’s that girl from the market.

      “Let me tell you—her selection was a wild surprise,” Keiyo continued, his voice hardly audible over the distance. “Horrible attendance.”

      Yahshi took a deep breath and marched toward the girl in the black shirt. What would the guardians see in a thief?

      She was watching a pair of rowdy boys engage in a pushup competition when he planted himself next to her.

      “So, why’d you do it?” Yahshi asked, testing whether she remembered him.

      “Because I had to.” She shrugged. “And I like sourdough.”

      “Sitra’s far from Miranda. At least an hour on foot.”

      “It’s easier to steal from strangers.”

      “But why would the guardians⁠—”

      “They’re not looking for star students. They’re looking for well-intended criminals.” She finally faced him, her brows furrowed with a slight pout.

      “I’m Yahshi.”

      “Vell.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “Me too.” He studied her face. “You look older.”

      “And you look younger.”

      The front door opened, drawing their attention to the latest pair of arrivals. The shorter one had a chiseled jawline and a red bandana around his forehead, while the taller one had soft cheeks cradled by his curly hair. A leather patch covering his right eye spread murmurs across the room.

      “Poor depth perception,” Vell noted.

      Yahshi glanced at the floor before meeting her eyes. “Is that a problem?”

      “It won’t hurt him much out there, but at the Academy, he’s disadvantaged.”

      “Maybe he has formal training to compensate.”

      “That’s true. I know Keiyo worked with a private combat tutor.”

      “Quax did too.”

      “And you?”

      “My selection wasn’t planned.”

      She paused. “Mine wasn’t either.”
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        * * *

      

      Once all twenty trainees had arrived, a bug-eyed guardian burst into the common room. She had a bow and a quiver of arrows slung across her back.

      “Quiet up!” yelled the guardian, her voice stabbing their ears. “Keep the noise down. What is this, primary school?”

      The room silenced. Yahshi and Vell made eye contact before joining the others gathered by the lounging area. Keiyo and the Brackle twins were sitting up straight now, their feet on the ground.

      “My name is Professor Embre, and I’ll be your Research instructor during your time here.” She paced back and forth, her dark locks whipping around her with every pivot. “I worked at the Investigation Office for four years before joining the Academy staff. You’re my third cycle of trainees, and it’s an honor to welcome you here today.”

      It doesn’t sound like an honor.

      Professor Embre halted, crossing her arms. “For those of you counting your fingers—I’m twenty-eight. And by the way, there’s a thing called mental math.”

      “Feisty,” said the boy with the bird tattoo. His brother elbowed him in the side.

      “Let’s get you settled. Follow me to the second floor. Quietly.” She led them to a spiral staircase, and the trainees slowed to observe the railings’ carvings.

      “I said quietly, not slowly. You’ll have plenty of time to stare at wood this evening. Right now, we need to get you sorted into your living quarters, after which you’ll have ten minutes to change into your uniforms. When the bell rings, head straight to the fourth floor for a Defense demonstration with Commander Roz. Leave your book bags and any other belongings behind. Understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the trainees chanted.

      “It’s Professor,” she snapped. “You see the Research Division badges on my shoulders, do you not?”

      They filed into the second-floor lobby, which featured novels by renowned Vakoi City authors, classic board games, and tins of throwing darts with feathered tips. Ten numbered doors led to their quarters, dozens of cork targets on the walls between them. We’ll be living together from now on, almost like a family.

      “When I call your name, please enter your assigned quarter.” Professor Embre retrieved a golden paper from her overcoat. “We have one girl this cycle, so Vell Patura—Room 1 is all yours.”

      Vell flinched as every trainee in the lobby faced her. She fled into her quarter and slammed the door.

      Professor Embre scowled at Room 1 before referencing her paper again. “Quax Avarium, Keiyo Pickett, and Sunna Rickabee—the three of you will share Room 2.”

      Three boys stepped forward, and Yahshi identified a new face—Sunna had the palest skin among them, with freckles that covered his neck and arms like a splattering of cornstarch over dough. He picked at his thumb bandage as he followed Quax and Keiyo into the room.

      “The other quarters will have two trainees each. Limbo Brackle and Rugan Whitter—you’ll take Room 3.”

      One of the boys who stepped forward was the brother with the bird tattoo. Yahshi made a mental note to associate the symbol with the name Limbo.

      “Yahshi Konya and Pinto Dempsey—you’ll take Room 4.”

      Yahshi stepped forward in unison with the tall boy from Frontal Secondary. He wasn’t sure why Pinto made his shoulders go stiff. Perhaps it was the eye patch, or perhaps it was⁠—

      No, it’s the eye patch.

      He followed Pinto into Room 4, which was larger than his house back home. It came with a private restroom, a sliding glass door to the balcony, and lavish furniture that put the common room to shame. They each had their own bed, dresser, desk, and nightstand.

      “Wow, this room is incredible,” Pinto said, spinning around with his chin high. “And there’s designs on the ceiling. Who even looks up there?”

      Yahshi approached the bed to his right, where a trainee uniform and a pajama set rested on the blankets. He held the pants against his legs, testing their length.

      “And these golden silk pajamas, have you felt them?” Pinto rubbed the material as though he were petting a cat. “Fabric made from worm saliva doesn’t deserve to feel this great.”

      “These pants look like the perfect size,” Yahshi concluded.

      “They must have taken measurements from our school health evaluations.”

      “Isn’t that risky?” Yahshi plopped the pants onto his bed. “You’d think they’d tailor our uniforms after we signed the contract.”

      Pinto laughed. “As if anyone wouldn’t sign it.”

      Remembering Professor Embre’s instructions, they began to change into their uniforms. Their dark pants were thick yet breathable, and their vests had flower emblems embroidered at the heart with golden buttons of the same symbol.

      Pinto smiled at the mirror, securing his silky blue tie. “It’s Yahshi, right?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Let me show you something.” He pulled a bamboo journal out of his bag. “Handmade, can you believe it? The paper’s refillable too.”

      “Uh…” Yahshi forced a smile. “Cool.”

      “Did you bring anything with you?”

      He hesitated but opened his bag. “All I have are some late school assignments for Sitra Secondary—which I guess I don’t need anymore—and these…light green mittens.”

      “They’re yellow.”

      Yahshi chuckled. “Right?” He crossed the room and set the mittens on his nightstand.

      “It’s a rather hot time of year for mittens, don’t you think?” Pinto asked.

      Yahshi paused, frowning at the fabric. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” Only now did he wonder why Alora had brought them to the ceremony.

      Oh no. The ceremony. How is Father taking the news?

      Pinto sighed. “Okay, what’s with the face?”

      “What face?”

      “The one you’re making right now. You look sick.” He gasped. “Are you sick?”

      Yahshi shook his head, eyes on his thumb. “I’m just worried I let my father down today.”

      “Why would you think that?” Pinto asked, a touch of humor in his tone. “You’re doing everyone in Sitra a favor, especially him. Just think of the pension, and the honor!”

      “My father doesn’t care much for money or honor. I’m his only family, and he has no idea when he’ll see me again. He must be heartbroken.”

      “Oh,” Pinto said, his voice deepening. “I had to leave someone really important to me too. We could both hardly bear it.” He clutched his journal, the color draining from his face. “But training here is the opportunity of a lifetime, and it’d be a shame to let bitter feelings get in the way of that. They’ll come to understand our choice with time.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Yahshi said.

      “Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      The training room had no windows—only torches. It was monochrome with the exception of a circular, emerald green area in the middle of the floor, about ten steps in diameter. Guardian tools and training equipment were scattered about the walls like decoration.

      Yahshi and Pinto stood near the door, watching Quax juggle his marbles from across the room.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” Keiyo said.

      “Whoa…” Sunna’s eyes followed the marbles in a circular pattern. “Mesmerizing.”

      Pinto rolled his eye. “The brother can juggle marbles. What a prodigy.”

      “It’s not easy to juggle small objects,” Yahshi said, recalling how long Quax had spent practicing.

      “Impressive or not, Professor Embre made it clear that we’re supposed to leave all personal belongings⁠—”

      The metal door slid open, and Vell rushed inside. She was the only trainee without a navy blue tie, which made a few boys chuckle.

      “I feel like something’s”—Limbo smirked, tightening his tie—“off.”

      Yahshi’s cheeks warmed as though the embarrassment were his own, but Vell seemed unfazed. One by one, she stared back at the boys watching her until they broke eye contact first. Quax turned around when she looked at him, stashing the marbles in his pocket.

      “She has an edge,” Pinto said. “I heard that’s good in the program. The nice ones don’t last.”

      “Are you nice?” Yahshi asked.

      He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      The door slid open, and a guardian sailed into the room. “I’m Commander Roz, your Defense Division instructor—” He stopped when he noticed Vell. “Do you not like your tie?”

      “I don’t think it likes me,” Vell said.

      “Well, I’m sure it’ll warm up to you tomorrow,” Commander Roz said.

      “I’ll see to it.”

      He nodded before eying the other trainees. “As you all know, the Academy only permits five graduates every two years. But who can tell me what determines those graduates?”
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