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Offense combats offense, Murray-Ku had once said.


Cego waited for another of Bertoth’s punches and let it nearly take his head off, before weaving to the side and slamming his shin into the boy’s hefty thigh.


Usually, a leg kick like that would slow an opponent down, give them some pause. Bertoth didn’t miss a step. He met Cego’s eyes, smiled, and continued his onslaught.


Dodge, leg kick. Dodge, leg kick. Cego repeated the sequence several times, finally feeling some momentum. But Bertoth didn’t appear to be slowing. The northerner’s legs were like tree trunks.


Don’t stop what’s working, Murray’s voice reminded him again. Don’t let up. Do damage until they figure out a way to defend.


Cego kept chopping at Bertoth’s leg. Same combo, same defense, same kick.


Finally, he felt something give. Bertoth wobbled slightly and Cego moved in with a low kick to finish the job.


But Cego didn’t get the reaction he wanted. Instead, Bertoth dropped levels, caught his foot, and smirked again.


The Myrkonian raised his hand to elevate Cego’s leg and jerked him forward. Cego blinked as Bertoth’s skull careened toward his, the boy’s considerable body weight fully behind it.


The lights went out.
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CHAPTER 1



Ghosts


The Grievar who does not serve will be lost. All martial prowess shall be acquired for the purpose of serving the greater good of society, standing in the Circle in the stead of lord or nation. The Grievar who strays from the path of servitude will quickly find themselves stumbling in the thicket, tripped up by vice and lure.


Passage One, Ninth Precept of the Combat Codes


The eerie rays of the blackshift blanketed the Underground, sending most Deep folk homeward. Servicers, planters, and diggers trudged back to their hovels, ready to sleep and begin again at the rise of the rubellium dawn.


Some Deep folk did not return home for blackshift. Some gambled and drank away their meager wages at the all-night Circles, where gaudy lights and raucous cheers advertised blood and glory. Some bit-rich patrons spent their nights within the Courtesan Houses, under the hazy fog of honey-sweet perfumes and intoxicating neurogens.


Some did not have a home to return to.


A bottle clashed to the hard pavement, reflecting the neon glow of an overhead bar sign. The big man’s head rocked to the side, his eyes rolling back in his skull.


A street urchin scrunched his nose as he rifled through the unconscious man’s pockets. He reached in close, getting a whiff of the sour ale and crusted bits of vat-meat entangled in the man’s wiry beard.


The kid’s dirt-covered fingers pinched something hard: a square onyx piece. He smiled and pulled away.


“Big Grievar . . .” the boy whispered. “You be stinkin’.”


Suddenly, a gnarled root of a hand latched on to the kid’s wrist. A single piercing yellow eye shone out from the cowl of a cloak.


“Agh!” the urchin gasped, dropping the onyx bit and turning tail into the alley’s shadows.


The big man moaned. He looked down at the onyx before hurling it after the kid.


“Take the darkin’ thing!” the man shouted. “Buy me another drink while you’re busy thieving my bits!”


He stumbled to his feet and used the wall to steady himself, before pulling down his trousers and releasing his bladder.


“Darkin’ kids . . .” he muttered as the sound of his spray echoed in the back alley.


Another shadow joined the man’s on the brick wall beneath the neon lights.


“Come back for more, thief?” the man growled. “Think I’m so slow I won’t rattle your head this time?”


He pulled his pants up and turned around. It was not the street kid standing in front of him. His eyes widened.


“Hello, Murray.”


Murray zipped his trousers up, uncaring that he was standing in a puddle of his own piss. He stared at the old man in the alleyway.


Farmer.


“Don’t care if you’re a darkin’ ghost, give a man some privacy while he takes a piss next time.” Murray slurred the words, still feeling the drink in him.


He staggered away from the neon glow of the bar sign, toward the darkness of the alley where the Underground’s sweepers pushed discarded trash.


He began to dig through a pile while the old man stood silently and watched.


“Think you know something about me?” Murray turned and spat as he tossed aside a chewed-up fruit husk.


The ghost was still there.


“Wherever the dark you been, don’t care,” Murray said.


Farmer returned Murray’s stare. He raised a hand to his mouth and barked a wet cough.


The old man looked frail, wasted away.


“I know I look like shit, but you’ve got me beat,” Murray said as he turned and set back to digging through the trash heap.


He tossed a corroded can into the shadows, and a swarm of bats fluttered from their roost toward the cavern ceiling thousands of feet above.


“There we go!” Murray yelled as he dug his hand into the refuse down to the elbow and pulled out the black onyx bit.


Farmer stared at him, unmoving.


“I’m going to get a drink,” Murray said as he brushed past the old man, stepping back under the neon light and into the dingy bar beyond it.


Murray walked straight to the counter and slammed the onyx bit onto it.


“Same stuff.”


The Grunt barkeep sniffed the air before sliding an ale to Murray. “You smell like a Deep rat nest.”


“Don’t tell me you care, Tlik.” Murray downed half the glass and slouched forward to watch the blurry SystemView feed set above.


A cloak brushed against his arm. Farmer sat beside him, the old man’s eyes tracking Murray from beneath his cowl.


“Don’t darkin’ judge me, ghost,” Murray said. “I know where you’ve been. I know what you’ve done.”


Farmer didn’t say anything; he sat there. Just like the way he used to fight.


Farmer had trained Murray along with the rest of the Citadel’s veteran Grievar Knights. The man would wait for the slightest opening and give nothing before. And then it’d be over.


“You don’t think I know what you’re doing?” Murray yelled as he stood, towering above both the barkeep and Farmer. “You think I give a shit you’ve come back from the dead?”


“Settle down, Pearson,” the Grunt said wearily. “Don’t want to have to ask you to leave again. Why don’t you take that table over in the corner?”


Murray grabbed his ale and stalked across the dim room, nearly empty besides a pair of hawkers dealing at the far end of the bar. He threw his bulk into a seat at the corner table and called back. “Two more, Tlik.”


Farmer drifted across the floor and sat beside Murray. He pulled the cowl from his head.


Though Murray certainly wasn’t a specimen of health, he couldn’t help but frown, looking at his old coach. This was the man who had trained Murray, taught him nearly all he knew, acted a father to him.


Farmer’s cheekbones seemed to want to burst from his ashen skin. The burning eyes Murray remembered were now dulled, like candles starved for air.


“What was it like?” Murray asked. “Being in there.”


“You’ve trained in the Sim.” Farmer’s voice was parched, barely a whisper. “You know what these machinations are like.”


“I’ve trained in the Sim, but I’ve not lived more than a decade of my life in it.” Dormant anger bubbled up within Murray. “I’ve not stepped into the darkness, floating there in some tube, letting the Bit-Minders have their way with my path.”


Farmer broke into a spasm of coughing. He took a sip of the ale Tlik had placed on the table to calm the fit.


“It seems a long time I was gone, but within the darkness, it was only a heartbeat,” Farmer said. “To me, it was only yesterday when I was at the Citadel in my prime, leading the Knights alongside Memnon.”


“How . . . how the dark did you get out?” Murray asked, downing another ale, not knowing if he wanted to know the answer.


“The Cradle where I trained the brood,” Farmer said. “The Bit-Minders deemed it to be a flawed environment. They told me it was unlikely to turn out champions, as the program was designed for. And so, they released me from my service.”


Murray’s grip tightened on his glass. “I know. One of them, thing named Zero, told me as much. I paid him a visit at the Codex Surface-side. He said the Daimyo planned on deleting the program, getting rid of the kids hooked up to it still.”


Farmer nodded. “This is true.”


Murray’s jaw clenched, the anger bubbling up again. “Always the same. Treating these kids like things to be bought and sold, tossed out when they aren’t needed. And you, right in the middle of it. I used to admire you. I used to—”


“I accept my fault,” Farmer said. “My intentions were to help guide the kids within the Cradle, teach them the Codes so that they might be more than killing machines. But I was misguided in what I could do in such a place. I did not understand what little effect my nurturing would have when the Minders were in control of the environment.”


“Maybe death would have been best for them,” Murray growled. “Better than floating in a tube, getting used by all.”


“Perhaps,” Farmer whispered.


“Why did you come here?” Murray was weary. He stood, wanting to get out, away from this ghost.


The old man hacked again. “Murray, I’m working for one of the lords down here—”


Murray slammed his empty glass down on the table, shattering it. “You’re a darkin’ merc now, working for some soap-eater? Farmer, the greatest coach to grace the Citadel, now wiping some lord’s ass?”


“And you?” Farmer asked, staring up at Murray’s swaying body. “I came to see you because I heard you’d come Deep. I know why you came down here, Murray. But look at yourself. You’re a mess.”


“Forget me,” Murray whispered, staring off into the shadows of the bar. “Dark it all. I’m done with it.”


He began to walk toward the door.


“Murray!” Farmer barked after him. “The path still lies before you. The Codes are still within you.”


Murray didn’t turn around.










CHAPTER 2



The Name Choice


When a Grievar begins their martial journey, they must seek to tame their wildness in order to achieve seamless technique. However, once a level of mastery has been achieved, the fighter must rekindle the chaotic nature of their being to remain unpredictable against trained opponents.


Passage Two, One Hundred Eighth Precept of the Combat Codes


The beat of the drums reverberated in Cego’s skull as he stood on his toes to get a better view.


“They be coming,” Knees said from beside him; the Venturian was at least a head taller than Cego and able to peer over the crowd.


Cego felt a strong hand on his shoulder. Joba, his behemoth of a friend, was peering down at him. Joba pointed up to his own shoulder, where Abel was serenely perched.


“Cego, come here,” little Abel yelled over the din of the crowd in his enthusiastic manner. “I see it all from here—wonderful!”


“Umm . . . are you sure, Joba?” Cego asked sheepishly. “I don’t want to weigh you down or anything.”


The huge boy smiled silently and reached down with one hand to scoop Cego up with ease, plopping him on his other shoulder across from Abel and well above the crowd.


From his new vantage, Cego could see the Myrkonian march.


Throngs of the long-bearded Grievar marched over the entry bridge of the Citadel, striding to the beat of their fight drums. They were stout, proud, and nearly naked despite the chill in the air. The Northmen chanted to match the percussion of the drums, their deep baritone voices carrying through the outer grounds.


Cego looked toward the center of the formation, where several men hefted a platform atop their shoulders with a pair of wide drums set atop it. Two boys stood in front of the drums and landed punches, elbows, kicks, and even head butts against the leathery skins in a percussive rhythm.


“Wonderful!” Abel exclaimed again from Joba’s other shoulder.


Cego couldn’t help but smile. Abel was right to be amazed; the way the two boys moved congruously, fighting the drums in front of them, was a feat of precision and timing.


The formation of near two hundred Myrkonians approached Cego’s perch. He could see they were all heavily fluxed, even the boys, swirling tattoos moving across their bodies with the rhythm of the march.


“Dozer would be enjoying this,” Knees shouted from below. “The drums, people hitting things, naked folk all around him . . .”


Cego chuckled. His friend Dozer had had some unfortunate disciplinary troubles at the end of last semester; the big kid was caught red-handed in the professors’ meal quarters, halfway through feasting on their rations for the entire week. As punishment, Dozer had been cut from coming out today to watch the march.


“Sol also would have enjoyed,” Abel said with a frown on his face.


Cego’s thoughts drifted to his other missing teammate: Solara Halberd. The fiery-haired girl likely would have been citing a plethora of facts about the Myrkonians. Cego felt the pit in his stomach and shook his head.


He turned his attention back to the procession. Across the throng of Myrkonians, he could see the high stands set up for the Citadel’s faculty and council. He could make out the high commander’s broad, straight-backed figure, and though he couldn’t see Memnon’s face, Cego was dead sure the man wasn’t smiling.


Beside the Grievar council, set higher up, were the ceremonial chairs of Ezo’s Daimyo Governance. Some of the ornate thrones were empty, but at least a few of the Daimyo representation had come to welcome the Myrkonians to the Citadel.


Cego was jarred from his thoughts as silence enveloped the grounds. The drums had suddenly stopped, along with the procession. The Northmen now stood directly below the Citadel’s council members.


A thickly muscled giant of a Grievar, his red beard tied in tassels, stepped out of formation. Tattoos swirled across his naked body, icy blues and blacks coursing his arms and legs, as if one could see his arteries pumping blood.


“He be as wide as I am tall,” Knees muttered from below.


“Agh!” the man bellowed as he struck his bare chest several times. The entire contingent of Myrkonians behind him followed suit, screaming in unison.


The man advanced toward the council stand, keeping his blue eyes locked on to Commander Memnon. He lifted a hand in front of his face, as if displaying it, as he removed several black rings from his fingers.


The Northman suddenly grabbed his middle finger with his opposite hand and wrenched it violently backward, cracking it at the joint. The man then proceeded to snap each of the fingers on one of his hands, followed by two fingers on his second hand.


Commander Memnon stood from his chair as he watched the bizarre spectacle.


The Northman finally spoke, his accent thick and his voice booming. “Ye Ezonians have welcomed us here, to your home. I give ye seven of me fingers. For ye be taking seven of me boys under your wing.”


From within the Myrkonian procession, seven boys came forward to stand beside the giant man. Cego recognized two of the boys as those who had been striking the drums during the march.


“My name is Tharsis Bertoth,” the man continued. “But where we hail from, names is not important. We Myrkonians are all of the ice blood, born from the Frost Mother. My boys standing here, they’ll eat your foods, sleep up high in your wooden beds, and hear your fancy southern words. My boys, they’ll fight and bleed for ye in the Circle. But they’ll not bend the knee to ye. Or to your Daimyo lords up there. None of us will, ever.”


Tharsis directed his icy stare toward the Daimyo politiks in the high stands.


Commander Memnon waited for Tharsis to pause before responding. “Tharsis Bertoth, you and your people are welcome within our Citadel’s walls. We embrace you fighting men of the North as our brothers and your brood as our own. I can assure you we’ll treat your boys with honor and respect, and teach them our ways to become better fighters for the return to their northern home.”


The response seemed to satisfy the giant man. A smile cut across his bearded face. “Now that the arse-kissing be done, let’s have some fun, eh?”


Memnon looked down at the man, wariness in his eyes. “What have you in mind, Tharsis?”


“Well, we’ll be needing some fists flying to get things started. And my men need their bellies full of drink.”


“Of course,” Memnon responded, obviously prepared. He waved his hand and several Grunt servicers moved into sight from below the partitions, each pulling a wagon full of barrels. The Grunts unloaded the barrels in front of the Myrkonians and screwed a spout into the top of each.


“Enough of our famed Highwinder Ale to fill all your men three times over,” Memnon said. “And, as far as combat, we have one of our Knights ready to face your champion of choice.”


Tharsis lifted a barrel over his head and took a long swig, dark froth covering his beard. He wiped his face with his broken hand, the fingers dangling. “Eh . . . but we all be here for the brood. That’s what this be about, growing the next of blood to be right-standing Grievar. I say we put one of each of our boys up in the Circle.”


Memnon seemed surprised. “I understand your sentiment, but we really haven’t prepared any of our students for combat right here, right now.”


“You’re saying here, at Ezo’s famed Lyceum, no boy be ready to stand and fight? What’re they doing all this time, knitting scarves for their matties?”


The chorus of Northmen laughed loudly.


“Enough.” Cego had heard Memnon like this before: put to a challenge and unlikely to back down. “I was simply saying we’d prepared a Grievar Knight from our team on this occasion. As is the practice for any exhibition bout when we have visiting dignitaries. But of course our students are more than ready for any of your boys.”


“Ah, that’s what I like to hear!” the big Myrkonian yelled. “Now I’ll show ye how we in the North choose which of our boys be takin’ to the Circle!”


Tharsis turned to his fellow Northmen and raised his hands to the air. “We from the frost are one. We from the frost choose as one. Raise your voices and let the Frost Mother’s wish be heard!”


The contingent of Myrkonians bellowed all at once—but different names. To Cego, it sounded like a chaotic chorus, indecipherable what name anyone was yelling. The Myrkonians came to a crescendo, each man trying to bellow his name choice as loud as possible, before the chaos receded. Cego could now make out only two names being called, a back-and-forth volley between two groups of Myrkonians. Finally, all the Northmen were yelling one name in unison, a deep rumbling that seemed to shake the ground.


“Rhodan Bertoth!”


One of the drumming boys stepped forward from his companions. He bore a striking resemblance to Tharsis Bertoth. Though the boy didn’t have a beard yet like his father, his hair hung in long tassels down his back, and the majority of his body was already fluxed with tattoos.


“I take to the Circle, with the Frost Mother beneath me!” the boy yelled, meeting his father’s eyes.


Memnon turned to Callen Albright, the Scout commander at his side, and whispered something in his ear. The two appeared to be in discussion for several moments.


“I wouldn’t be the one wanting to fight that boy, on these grounds in front of the entire Lyceum,” Knees said. “Though, if Dozer were here, no doubt he’d be running up there right now to take it.”


“It would be a great honor to be chosen to represent our whole school,” Abel chimed in from Joba’s other shoulder, to which the huge boy nodded in agreement.


Chatter began to spread throughout the crowd of Lyceum students, wondering who would be chosen to fight Rhodan Bertoth.


Commander Memnon held his hand to the air, and the chatter died. “In respect for our guests from the North, we’ve decided to honor their own custom of name choice. We’ve brought them here, to the Citadel, and their boys will be taking on many of our customs during the next semester, so it only seems right that we do the same.”


The crowd buzzed again.


Memnon held his hand up. “And we’ll be choosing only from our pool of Level One to Level Four students, who are of similar age to Rhodan. It would be unfair if one of our older, more experienced students stood in against him.”


Cego saw Tharsis snort at that mention as a wry smile rose on the younger Bertoth’s lips.


“So, let’s get this going,” Memnon said to the students in attendance. “On my mark, raise your voice with your name choice to represent the Lyceum on this day.”


Cego’s mind flashed with possibilities. Of course, a Level Three or Level Four student would be preferable, given Level Ones were too young and inexperienced, and anyone from his own Level Two class didn’t likely stand a chance against the burly Myrkonian boy. Cego looked to his teammates, and they all seemed to be doing the same calculations.


Memnon raised his hand and a chorus of student voices took to the air.


But unlike the Myrkonians’ name choice, there was nearly no discord among the Lyceum students. They had already reached the same pitch. The same name. A name that rang loudly across the Citadel’s grounds, like a bell being struck.


Cego.


* * *


“Cego of the Deep, Level Two, step forward toward the Circle,” High Commander Memnon said.


Cego looked at his companions from up on big Joba’s shoulder. They returned his wide-eyed stare; though, they did not look so surprised. In fact, Cego realized, both Knees and Abel had called out his name along with the vast majority of the Lyceum students who surrounded them. Of course, Joba hadn’t said a word, but as he hefted Cego off his shoulder and placed him gently on the ground, the huge boy nodded his head in agreement.


“Looks like you be getting yourself into it again, my friend.” Knees slapped Cego’s shoulder.


“But . . . why?” Cego asked, feeling dazed and a little sick to the stomach.


“You know why they be choosing you,” Knees responded. “After what happened last year during the challenges, you be something of a legend here.”


Of course, Cego knew why he’d been chosen. For the entire first semester, the school had been abuzz about the now infamous phenomenon that had occurred during a match last year. Doragūn, they had begun to call him. A word in ancient Tikretian to describe the unique serpentine flux that had been burned onto Cego’s arm that day. It was a day Cego had tried to forget; he’d become an incarnation of combat, sending a fellow student badly injured to the medward and another nearly to the grave.


Still, why hadn’t they picked a Level Three or Level Four student to fight the Myrkonian boy? There were plenty who had far superior combat skills to Cego. In fact, in some of the intralevel challenges over the past semester, those very students had bested him in the practice Circles. He wasn’t even close to the top of his class leaderboard this year; that spot was held firmly by the mysterious boy Kōri Shimo.


“I can’t . . . What if someone else takes my place?” Cego asked helplessly.


“Doesn’t work that way, my friend,” Knees said as he started to prod Cego forward into the crowd. “They all called your name. Memnon spoke your name. High commander of the Citadel called you. No turning back now, unless you want to skip out on the Lyceum like your man Murray.”


Cego started to protest but realized Knees was right. There was no turning back now. He started to push his way through the crowd. Students recognized him as he walked past, patting his back and calling his name.


A strong hand grabbed his shoulder just as he was almost through to the clearing. Gryfin Thurgood.


“Cego.” The broad-shouldered purelight boy met his eyes. “Do your thing. We may fight for position during the semester, but on this one, we’re all behind you.”


Those were the first words Gryfin had said to Cego since the boy had been released from the medward. Cego nodded and moved into the open square.


The Grunts had dragged out a plain auralite Circle, the least reactive of any of the elements. Several bluelight spectrals were hovering over the surface of the steel like bees buzzing a calasynth poppy.


Rhodan Bertoth crouched within the Circle, shaking his head and whipping his long braids back and forth. He touched one hand to the stone below him and looked up at Cego as he approached.


The northern boy was bigger than he’d appeared from a distance. At least as wide as Dozer, with thickly muscled legs that looked like they were made for explosive movement. His tattoos shimmered with frosty blues and whites across his pale skin as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other.


A chill ran through Cego’s body. He felt weary. Alone, despite the friends he knew he had in the crowd. Cego felt something missing, a pit in his stomach since last year, even before Murray or Sol had left.


Cego removed his light cloak and dropped it to the floor outside the Circle. At least he was already wearing his blue Level Two second skin. And he’d stretched his body when he’d woken, as was his ritual. Not too bad for prep, but Cego certainly hadn’t been expecting to fight in front of the entire school, council, and foreign delegation, for the honor of his nation, at the drop of a bit.


He stepped within the Circle and felt the faint hum of auralite, the hairs on the back of his neck standing. As expected, Cego’s left arm began to buzz.


It was a strange feeling: almost like his entire arm was vibrating, though when he looked down, nothing was moving. Also unmoving was the Doragūn flux tattoo that had been burned into Cego’s arm during the phenomenon last year. For weeks, the serpentine flux had pulsed with vibrant energy, up and down Cego’s arm, as if it were a separate entity from the rest of his body. But eventually, the flux had faded. It had become dull and lifeless. The dragon now remained dormant; it just gave Cego a strange buzz when he stepped within a Circle.


Cego took a deep breath as he watched the spectrals rise to the center of the Circle, condensing to focus their light on the combatants.


Bertoth bellowed and charged like a wild tusker just released on its captors. The boy’s hands and feet exploded off the ground to drive him forward.


Cego barely managed to dive away, launching into a shoulder roll on the hard surface. He immediately regretted the decision. Darkin’ stone. Cego was used to fighting on the more forgiving canvas in the Lyceum’s practice Circles.


Bertoth whirled around and sprang toward Cego again, this time launching a flying punch. The boy was sharp. Cego barely turned his jaw to roll with the strike as the Myrkonian followed with a thudding hook to the body.


Cego covered up to block two quick shots to the head as he retreated on his heels. He’d faced opponents like Bertoth before, those constantly attacking, leaving no room for any counters.


Offense combats offense, Murray-Ku had once said.


Cego waited for another of Bertoth’s punches and let it nearly take his head off, before weaving to the side and slamming his shin into the boy’s hefty thigh.


Usually, a leg kick like that would slow an opponent down, give them some pause. Bertoth didn’t miss a step. He met Cego’s eyes, smiled, and continued his onslaught.


Dodge, leg kick. Dodge, leg kick. Cego repeated the sequence several times, finally feeling some momentum. But Bertoth didn’t appear to be slowing. The northerner’s legs were like tree trunks.


Don’t stop what’s working, Murray’s voice reminded him again. Don’t let up. Do damage until they figure out a way to defend.


Cego kept chopping at Bertoth’s leg. Same combo, same defense, same kick.


Finally, he felt something give. Bertoth wobbled slightly and Cego moved in with a low kick to finish the job.


But Cego didn’t get the reaction he wanted. Instead, Bertoth dropped levels, caught his foot, and smirked again.


The Myrkonian raised his hand to elevate Cego’s leg and jerked him forward. Cego blinked as Bertoth’s skull careened toward his, the boy’s considerable body weight fully behind it.


The lights went out.


* * *


The high commander of the Citadel was shaking.


Memnon wore a heavy cloak to conceal the tremors, but his teeth chattered and sweat poured from his brow. The overcast spring sky hung above the festivities like a grey curtain.


“Not sure why they thought Murray’s boy would be able to take on that northern beast,” Dakar Pugilio slurred from beside Memnon, flask in hand as always. Memnon sat beside two of his lieutenant commanders, Dakar and Callen Albright, as they watched the Northmen consume another barrel of ale.


“They’d been taken by the brat’s little show at the challenges last year,” Albright sneered. “Now they’ll realize what imbeciles they were to be impressed by some lacklight. The Bertoth boy made him look untrained.”


Memnon wiped the sweat from his brow with a gloved hand. “Cego did all right, just was overpowered,” he said weakly.


Dakar turned to Memnon. “High Commander? You doin’ all right? You look like me after putting down too much street food in the Peddler District.”


Memnon steadied himself to stop his jaw from quaking. “Yes, Dakar. I’m fine. Just caught something airborne, likely.”


“Albion Memnon,” Dakar said, slapping the high commander on the shoulder. “Sick! Now, there’s something new. Don’t think in all the time we served together I saw you less than splendid a single day.”


As drunk as Dakar was, the commander of PublicJustice was right. Memnon was lying.


“Look at those barbarians,” Callen Albright whispered in disgust as they watched one particularly large Northman shower his head with golden ale. “Can you remind me again why we’re even considering letting their sort into the Lyceum?”


“They look all right to me,” Dakar responded as he watched the Myrkonians below. “Right Grievar there. They know how to fight. They know how to drink. Who’d you like, Albright? Some more sniveling cowards to join our ranks like what you turned up so far leading Scouts?”


“Just because these brutes are strong doesn’t mean they’ll do us any good as Knights,” Callen spoke rapidly. “Especially if they don’t know how to keep to regulation and rule. Who is to say their brood will even decide to come on as Knights if they graduate? The only thing these Northmen are known for beyond drinking themselves stupid is their fierce tribal loyalty. I predict they deplete our resources before heading back to the Ice swollen with the secrets they’ve stolen.”


“I’ve spoken with Tharsis,” Memnon said flatly. “We’ve made a pact, and I trust the man to honor it.”


“Honor is for fools,” Callen muttered.


“What did you say, Commander Callen?” Memnon turned toward the wiry man sitting beside him.


“Nothing.” Callen backed down, as usual. “Just that I don’t trust them.”


“Whether you trust them doesn’t matter,” Memnon said. “We’ll honor our side of the bargain. We’ll house and train their boys. Whether they stay or not, of course, is up to them, but I hope our system will reveal the opportunities they’ll have here in Ezo that would not be available back north.”


Memnon slumped in his chair, trying to catch his breath. What he’d give right now just for one dose. One single pill to kill the splitting headache, stop these darkin’ shakes.


“Which means shut your mouth!” Dakar suddenly stood redfaced as he looked down at Callen. “Don’t think I heard the words that came from your weasel face? You dare call my friend and our leader a fool?”


“I said nothing of the sort.” Callen eyed Dakar. “I merely said we shouldn’t put our resources into something that isn’t a sure bet.”


“If that’s the case, maybe we shouldn’t be putting no resources into you!” Dakar swigged from his flask and spat. “Don’t think I’ve seen the little luxuries you’ve been expensing to Citadel? Trips to the Adar Hills, now, what’s that for? Scouting some big leads out where the vines grow plentiful, you little shit?”


“My sources told me there was a talented boy from the Hills—”


“Enough!” Memnon tried to raise his voice but ended up in a coughing spasm. “Stop the bickering between you two.”


Memnon just needed silence to relieve his splitting headache.


“If it’s okay with you, High Commander,” Dakar said, “I’ll go head down and do some drinkin’ with those untidy barbarians.”


Dakar glared at Callen.


Memnon waved him off and watched as his lumbering commander stumbled down toward the festivities below.


“What’s the real play here, High Commander?” Callen turned to him. “You know as well as I that those boys won’t be staying aboard our teams after they graduate. Now that the idiot is gone, you can tell me the reality of the situation.”


Memnon breathed deeply as he tried to steady his hand. “I wasn’t lying. I do hope the Myrkonian boys who attend the Lyceum see the wealth of knowledge and opportunity we offer here, and perhaps consider staying on board as Knights . . .”


“And?” Callen prompted.


“And . . . Governance has given the go for this,” Memnon said.


“Ah, as I thought,” Callen said. “They think this will allow us to make a move north?”


Memnon nodded. “If we show goodwill to the Myrkonians, take in their kids, perhaps they’ll take a few of ours in the future. And perhaps with that diplomacy, Governance can get eyes on their mines. Create some opportunity for trade. Or even set up some high-profile fights.”


Callen smirked. “I knew something was going on. I’m surprised they didn’t loop me in; I could certainly be helpful in a delicate situation like this.”


“You’re looped in when you need to be, Callen,” Memnon said flatly. The high commander suddenly felt bile rising in his throat. The meager scraps he’d downed this morning making a plea to escape.


“I’m going to head back to quarters . . .” Memnon muttered, standing as he felt his stomach turn. “I’ll see you later.”


“Okay,” Callen said, crossing his legs.


Memnon was already several paces down the stairs when Callen called out to him.


“Oh, High Commander?” the Scouts leader chimed.


Memnon turned, holding his breath, doing everything he could to prevent himself from hurling on the stands.


“Yes?”


“Are you absolutely sure you’re feeling all right?” Callen asked. “Dakar was right for once. You do look quite . . . shaken up.”


“Yes, I’m fine,” Memnon said as he wheeled around and strode down the stands as straight-backed as he could manage.


He couldn’t show weakness in front of that weasel. Callen served his purpose, but Memnon had no illusions; the commander of the Scouts had been eyeing his position for the past few years.


Memnon made it to the bottom of the stands, turned the corner, and ducked behind the steel girders. He vomited ferociously, wiped his lips, and stood face-to-face with a burly Northman.


“Nice.” The bearded fellow grinned. “Just cleared some space for more ale myself!”


The Myrkonian slapped Memnon on the shoulder and stumbled back toward the ongoing party.


Memnon took the long path back to the Citadel to avoid prying eyes. He’d done this to himself. But it was necessary. Too many years on those neuros. Memnon had thought the enhancers had kept him whole, made his body a finely tuned fighting machine. But they’d clouded his mind, little by little, until he didn’t even notice the path he was on.


And now, finally off the stuff, Memnon was paying the price he deserved.


The high commander threw up again, this time in a trimmed bush just outside the entrance to the Knight Tower. He wiped his lips, sighed, and began the long climb up the stairs to his quarters.


* * *


“I believe I have missed you,” a voice said.


Cego opened his eyes to a barrage of light and a piercing headache. A pale, angular face hovered above him, veins streaking it, with two curious pitch-black eyes.


Xenalia.


“What do you mean, you believe you’ve missed me?” Cego asked, his voice hoarse. “Do you miss me or not miss me?”


“Such strange questions as always from you Grievar,” Xenalia replied as she replaced the cloth on Cego’s forehead with a fresh cold one. “You haven’t been brought into my medward for quite some time. Since the incident of last year. And so, I believe I do miss you, although I cannot be sure, because the emotion of missing someone is foreign to me still.”


Xenalia’s flood of fast-paced words, strung together with barely any breathing room, served only to exacerbate Cego’s headache. He closed his eyes again and took a deep breath. “Xenalia. Missing someone is . . . is like . . .”


Cego thought of Sol. Where was she right now? Was she thinking of the team back at the Citadel, wherever she’d gone?


He thought of Murray-Ku and the gruff Grievar’s small home in the immigrant district, where the smell of sponge bread wafted through open windows and the rain drummed on the tin rooftops.


Cego thought of the old master, Farmer. The man who had taught him nearly everything he knew, who’d raised him from birth. But the old master was a man that Cego had never really known at all: a simulation, a vision projected onto the darkness of Cego’s psyche. Cego thought of his brothers, Sam and Silas, the two boys he’d grown up with on his island home. Sam, his younger brother, had been carefree and known to avoid training by escaping to the black sand beach and the craggy nooks by the cliffs. And Silas, his older brother, had been focused only on winning, always ruthlessly beating them in the Circle with that curved smile etched on his face.


But Murray had revealed to Cego last year that the island, the place he’d grown up on along with his brothers, was a simulation, a training program the Bit-Minders had developed called the Cradle. Cego and his brothers had been born in vats, suspended in the Cradle, living their lives in some shadow world of the Bit-Minders.


Cego had been convinced that his brothers were a part of that simulation as well, like Farmer, until the morning the entire Lyceum had been gathered in the common ground. They’d watched the greatest Grievar Knight of all time, Artemis Halberd, die at the hands of an unknown fighter. Cego had been the only one to recognize the opponent. Silas. He had no doubt it had been his older brother standing over Artemis Halberd’s lifeless body that day in the Kirothian Circle. Which meant that his younger brother, Sam, could also be here, in the real world, somewhere out there.


A piercing pain split Cego’s skull as his mind raced toward the abyss.


“Missing someone hurts?” Xenalia broke the long silence. “You just seemed to be in deep thought about the concept of missing a person, and it looked to cause you physical pain. Your brow furrowed and your jaw clenched, which catalyzed the pain receptors near the base of your skull.”


Cego breathed deeply and opened his eyes again. “Yes, missing someone hurts.”


“Well, I would say I did not miss you very much, Cego,” Xenalia said without an ounce of humor. “Although I thought of you from time to time, doing so never caused me physical pain. I did receive a strange feeling near my abdomen, although that could be due to faulty digestion of some of the new food the Lyceum’s sizzlers have put into the rationing.”


Cego smiled. No matter how chaotic the world outside was, he always found some comfort in the ever-truthful words of his cleric friend. Xenalia was unlike any Daimyo he’d ever met. In fact, she was really the only Daimyo Cego had ever met.


“So, what’s the damage this time?” Cego asked, somewhat amused that he’d asked Xenalia the same thing so many times since starting school at the Lyceum.


“Broken nose, of course,” the cleric started as she loaded up a syringe. “More specifically, a severely fractured nasal bone, crushed frontal sinus, and a damaged ethmoid plate. It is quite interesting how you Grievar have an extra layer of cartilage in your nasal cavity, called the octonial cartilage, that we Daimyo do not possess.”


Cego couldn’t follow what Xenalia was saying, but he nodded his head as usual. “Um . . . so, is that good?”


“Sorry, I have digressed,” Xenalia said as she deftly punched the syringe into Cego’s right arm. “You had a few fractured ribs as well, and a severely bruised clavicle bone. I am assuming from the front roll.”


Cego was surprised. Xenalia had never mentioned anything about his fights before. She’d always done a fantastic job healing him, but Cego assumed she never even knew exactly how he’d been hurt in the first place.


“You saw my fight with the Myrkonian?” Cego asked.


“Yes, well, I did. I certainly have no interest whatsoever in watching Grievar bludgeon each other for the sake of . . . Let us see, why do you Grievar fight again? National or personal dispute resolution, mercenary bit-work, blood ritual, just to name a few reasons. In this case, I believe you were involved in a foreign delegation exhibition match. Although I do believe the Myrkonian—”


“Xenalia, you’re going off the rails again,” Cego interrupted. “I was just asking if you were out there in the courtyard, watching me get my face bashed in.”


“Apologies,” Xenalia said. “No, I was not out there, but I did hear a commotion outside the medward. I went to investigate and found most of the sweepers forsaking their duties to watch the local SystemView feed in the main corridor. I was surprised to see you up on the feed. Getting your face bashed in, as you put it.”


“Yeah.” Cego thought back to his bout with Rhodan Bertoth. “I wasn’t trying to do that, I promise. I just felt . . . strange out there.”


“Please describe the symptoms more expansively,” Xenalia said.


Cego had felt alone in the Circle. That pit in his stomach. Something missing, beyond his friends who had left him. He knew he couldn’t say that to Xenalia, though; she wouldn’t understand.


“Well, my left arm has still been tingling whenever I step into the Circle.”


Xenalia widened her jet-black eyes. After the incident last year, the little cleric had taken a deep, almost obsessive interest in Cego’s strange new dragon flux. He regretted mentioning it immediately, given one of the reasons he hadn’t visited the medward for so long was because Xenalia would never let him leave, because she was busy studying him.


Xenalia summoned her little red spectral, beckoning it with a hand wave to descend from a fixture overhead. It hovered just over Cego’s arm and the dormant design on it.


“Do you feel anything right now?” the cleric asked.


“It feels a bit warm,” Cego said.


“Yes, that is normal,” Xenalia replied as she turned to examine a bedside monitor jumbled with numbers and squiggly lines. “This rubellium spectral often imparts a feeling of heat, especially close up, though it is not actually giving off any real heat. The light it gives off is absorbed through your retinas, and your neural network communicates and simulates the feeling of heat.”


“Do you also feel the heat, then?” Cego asked.


“Yes, to a lesser degree, though,” Xenalia replied. “Grievar brain structures have evolved quite differently than the Daimyo. I can barely feel it.”


“But why the tingling in the Circle, then?” Cego couldn’t help but ask.


Xenalia waved the little spectral close to Cego’s face as she peered into each of his eyes. He could feel her warm breath—it smelled of some leafy green he couldn’t place.


“The tingling you are feeling is likely related to the incident of last year and the resulting flux on your arm,” she said. “Although the burn now seems to be completely dormant on the surface, it must still have some neurophysical connection, given that is the only reason your brain would be processing the feeling. Are you sure you would not be able to do an overnight wired study? We would be able to get far more data on the possibility of—”


“No,” Cego said flatly. “I’m not going back in there.”


“I understand your reluctance to enter the Sim,” the cleric reasoned. “But wiring you for overnight processing of neural patterns would not be nearly as much of an immersive experience. It would pull on the existing outputs of your neural makeup, as opposed to the Sim, which injects an experience into your consciousness. And the resulting data would be especially useful in comparison to your prior brain wave patterns that we have on file. The experiment would certainly help ascertain some conclusions about what happened to you.”


“No,” Cego said again softly, trying to take a deep breath. “Xenalia, you know what the Sim did to me. The Cradle, I was plugged into it for nearly my entire life.”


Cego could feel an ember of anger starting to rise in his chest. He sat up in the medward bed. “And now—now . . . you want to plug me back into something? To study me? Just like the other Daimyo did?” he yelled. “I was just their little experiment. Do you know what that feels like?”


Cego clutched his rib cage as a bolt of pain raced up it. He lay back in the bed, breathing hard.


Xenalia waved the spectral away with a flick of the wrist. She watched Cego for several silent moments, expressionless.


“Perhaps I have missed you,” Xenalia said finally.


“. . . What?” Cego said, still trying to calm himself down.


“Pain,” Xenalia replied. “Just now, seeing you become upset. Seeing you lose control. I felt like you were in pain. And I did not like that feeling, even though it was not my own. Almost as if I could feel the pain you were experiencing. So very strange.”


Coming from Xenalia, that meant quite a lot.


“Perhaps you could visit again soon,” she said. “Hopefully, not after getting your face bashed in.”


“Okay, I’ll try to,” Cego said as he sat up from the bed and tested his footing on the cold medward floor. “Without getting my face bashed.”


* * *


Cego managed to pull the second skin over his head and onto his body as he sprinted down the Lyceum’s hallways.


Fighting Styles Around the World. The class had been a mandatory sign-up for Level Twos, and Cego had heard that the professor was quite eccentric. And now Cego was already five minutes late. He turned a corner, nearly colliding with two surprised students.


“Sorry, sorry,” Cego yelled back as he narrowly dodged another Level Three boy he recognized.


He shot through the school’s common ground, which was quiet during in-class session, and turned up a set of stairs. Cego’s ribs started to pulse with pain again as he turned the corner of the second floor and closed in on his destination about twenty yards down the hallway.


“Wasn’t that Doragūn?” Cego heard a passing student murmur to a classmate as he raced by them.


He stopped short right in front of classroom B22, a steel door with no discernible lock. A sign hanging on the door was abbreviated in a scrawling font: FSAW.


Ten minutes late.


Cego placed his face in front of the scanner and the door slid open.


A class full of students turned to stare up at him. In front of the class stood a lanky man with curly black hair draped over his shoulders. Cego fully expected a verbal lashing for his late arrival.


“Cego, correct?” the professor asked.


“Yes, Professor,” Cego said between breaths. “Sorry to be late to your class . . . It’s just that—”


“No need to explain yourself, Cego,” the man responded. “I’m just glad you were able to make it at all. I’m Professor Drakken, as I’m sure you know already.”


The teacher beckoned Cego down the stairs toward the center of the circular classroom. He reached out in greeting.


As Cego took the outstretched hand, Professor Drakken suddenly grabbed behind his elbow and dragged him forward, before sweeping Cego’s leg out from under him. Cego landed on his back, dazed and feeling redness flush to his cheeks.


But Drakken looked down at him with a warm smile.


“And, as our friend Cego has just illustrated, it is of the utmost importance to know what to expect in every single Grievar culture.”


Drakken motioned for him to stand up and take an empty seat up front. Out of the corner of his eye, Cego noticed Dozer in the back row with a wide grin on his face.


“For Corinthian Grievar, extending a hand for greeting, as we’re accustomed to here in Ezo, is seen as a challenge to execute a takedown,” Drakken said. “To not attempt such a technique on invitation would be quite insulting to a Corinthian.”


Drakken fingered a small device attached to his leather vest, and a large colorful hologram sprang to life in the center of the room: a translucent globe that slowly spun sea-green oceans and crimson landmasses. Several small spectrals circled the hologram, like moons in orbit of the planet.


The professor took a long sip of water from a glass as he scanned the room.


A bead of sweat dripped off Cego’s brow as he took a deep breath and settled into his chair. He’d been so focused on getting to class and meeting his new professor, he hadn’t even looked around at the other students. He turned and saw Dozer again. His big friend was reclined in his chair, staring at the holographic image, and likely on his way to falling asleep. Knees, who sat next to Dozer, met Cego’s eyes briefly and raised his brows in jest.


Cego’s gaze fell across a few other familiar faces. Gryfin Thurgood, Mateus Winterfowl, Rhona Mitri, Kōri Shimo. The Bayhounds’ captain, Shiar, sat beside his teammates with that arrogant smirk etched on his face.


And Rhodan Bertoth. The wide Myrkonian sat mid-row along-side two of his northern companions. The giant kid looked quite uncomfortable fully clothed, shifting back and forth in his new formfitting second skin.


Cego turned his head back toward the professor.


“Fighting Styles Around the World is indeed a class about just that: how Grievar from various cultures fight.”


Drakken paced around the translucent globe as he spoke. “What their trademark techniques might be, their strengths and weaknesses, and ultimately, how we might learn to defeat them in the Circle.


“But,” Drakken emphasized, “we are all one.”


“We are all one,” he said again, this time louder, watching his students to gauge their responses.


“Though our duty is to the Codes and to our nation, the men and women who stand across from us are Grievar-kin. Though they represent opposing nations and our end goal is to defeat them, we are all one.”


Drakken pressed the device on his vest again, and one of the orbiting spectrals descended to illuminate a landform on the tip of the globe. “Myrkos,” he said.


“The far northern reaches of the world, the icy tundras. Home to the proud Myrkonian Grievar, the Ice Tribes,” Drakken stated. “And we’re lucky to have our own northern warrior brood here with us, visiting this semester.”


Rhodan Bertoth stood in his seat and slammed his hand against his chest.


Drakken focused the hovering spectrals on another landform, this time a large mass just north of the central Ezonian territories. “Kiroth. I can see even in your expressions now, the mere mention of our rival nation brings a sense of anger, even hatred.” Drakken shook his head slowly. “But the Kirothian culture is complex and multifaceted, just as our own. We can learn from and respect our northern neighbors, despite facing them so often in the Circles.”


The professor highlighted a series of islands to the south of Ezo this time. “The Besaydian islands. A loosely joined conglomerate of nation-states, each ruled by a maverick Daimyo, each with its own laws and customs, and each populated by a plethora of Grievar—native, immigrant, and those imported via the fight trade. Perhaps the most diverse of all the planet’s nations.”


Drakken nodded to a curly-haired girl sitting in the front row beside Cego. “One of our newest students, Brynn Mykili, was born of the Isles. She brings to us a variety of unique styles that she learned from the famous fighting pits, specifically footwork and movement in the variable terrains that are so common there.”


The professor looked up at the class. “And of course, we need to consider our own nation, Ezo, home of the Citadel and our school, the Lyceum. A place where students both native and foreign are brought together for the sole purpose of excellence in combat, perfecting our skills for a greater cause. A purpose that has been written in the Codes and in our blood.


“I now turn the light to you,” the professor said. He directed the spectrals to drift from the globe toward the seated students. “We’ll need to learn where all your abilities are derived from.”


Cego gulped as Drakken looked him directly in the eye.


“We won’t always agree with the path of other nations, just as they might look down on ours,” Drakken said. “But we are all one. We can learn from one another, just as you will face each other in the Circles through the semester. The same is true of your future opponents on foreign soil. They are your enemy, but they are also your blood. They are Grievar-kin.”


* * *


Cego flopped onto his cot in the team dormitory.


He was weary. Not just from the toll his fight with Bertoth had taken but from the drain of a new semester at the Lyceum, organizing his mind around classes, subject matter, professors, and students. And this semester, without Sol’s guidance for the entire team. The girl had acted as the knowledge base for all things Lyceum and otherwise.


Cego turned his head to the corner where Sol had bedded. Usually, it would be the tidiest spot in the large room, her sheets neatly folded, all her clothes, fight gear, and belongings organized. Since she’d left, Dozer had decided Sol’s corner was the biggest and relocated there. The difference was striking. Not only were the sheets unmade but Dozer’s gear was strewn across the floor, and the remnants of his nightly snacks were starting to attract the rats.


Cego had seen a large black one scurry across the room just a moment before.


“Just once,” Dozer shouted enthusiastically. “Just once, I wanna see you get my hand.”


Dozer held his hands out in front of Joba, who swatted down at them lumberingly. Dozer easily pulled them away. The two had been playing the game for most of the midday break.


“See?” Dozer yelled. “I think my hands have gotten faster. Must’ve been all the speed-bag work I did last semester.”


“That, or Joba’s gotten slower,” Knees remarked from a squatting position across the room, munching on a crisp fruit. “If that even be possible.”


Dozer held his hands out. Joba swung and missed again, widely this time, but didn’t appear frustrated. The usual smile was spread from ear to ear across his face.


“It’s not fair,” little Abel chimed in. “Joba too nice. He likes to see Dozer happy. He’s missing on purpose.”


Knees tossed his fruit core in the trash and walked to sit beside Cego.


“It’s not hard to tell, y’know,” the Venturian boy said to him in a low voice.


“Tell what?” said Cego, still lying on his back.


“You miss her,” Knees said.


“What?” Cego’s cheeks immediately flushed.


“You know . . . the longing looks at her old cot. And the deep sighs. Those deep sighs be a dead giveaway, brother.”


Knees dramatically sighed to illustrate his point.


Cego was tongue-tied, not knowing how to respond to his friend’s accusation.


Knees continued. “I know getting your face smashed by Bertoth rattled your skull. But I’ve seen you take worse. You’ve been acting strange since Sol split.”


“No, it’s not that. I don’t—” Cego began.


“I know, I know,” Knees interrupted. “You don’t miss her. You just miss another good training partner.”


It was like his friend could read his mind, which felt both comforting and scary, knowing what often went through Cego’s head.


“To tell you the truth,” Knees said, “I miss the prissy, purelight know-it-all too. Don’t get me wrong, I like a bit of the chaotic here and there, but this—this be too much.”


Knees looked to Dozer, who was now ducking his head under Joba’s arms as the giant swung them back and forth. “Sol would’ve put Dozer in his place three, four times by now. Plus, I wouldn’t have missed elective sign-ups this semester, because she’d have been up in my face with the schedule.”


Cego’s heart skipped a beat. Sign-ups.


On the first day of every new semester, Lyceum students signed up for their elective classes, some of which were highly sought after. Stratagems and Maneuvers taught by Professor Jos Dynari was one that almost always filled within the first few minutes. Even those students who missed the deadline by a mere hour were often placed in some of the more underwhelming electives, like Professor Sorba Myrandel’s course, Methodologies for Increasing and Decreasing Heart Rate.


Cego had entirely missed the sign-up day.


Seeing his friend’s wide eyes, Knees caught on. “You didn’t. No, you couldn’t have. You missed sign-ups today?”


“I was in the medward!” Cego protested as he snagged his lightdeck from beneath his bed and powered it on. He quickly selected the schedule option to see what was available.


Nothing. There were absolutely no electives available anymore, not even Myrandel’s course. Without enough course load, he’d need to take up a class over the semester break.


Knees looked over Cego’s shoulder. “Uh-oh. Maybe you can talk to Administrator Albright to see if you could squeeze into some classes?”


Cego shivered at the thought of having to plead with Callen Albright, who had recently come on board the Lyceum’s staff as head of administration. The man hated Cego’s guts, probably because he reserved even more venom for Cego’s mentor, Murray Pearson.


Cego sighed as he directed his lightdeck to view his current course load. Maybe he somehow already had enough credits. Fighting Styles Around the World. Elements of Combat Conditioning. Striking Level Three. Grappling Level Five. Core Enhancements.


Cego read the last class again, making sure he’d read right. Core Enhancements. There it was, listed on his schedule, three times per week blocked out for two hours.


“Wh-what . . . ?” Cego stuttered. “I didn’t sign up for this.”


Knees glanced back over Cego’s shoulder. “Core Enhancements? That be this year’s most wanted class! How did you darkin’ get into it, after skipping sign-ups altogether?”


“I didn’t skip,” Cego emphasized. “I was in the medward. But that doesn’t matter. I didn’t sign up for this; it must be some mistake.”


Knees grabbed Cego’s lightdeck and held it back from him. “Now, don’t you be getting any ideas in that rattled skull of yours. If you be thinking that you’ll go report this mistake to faculty, because it’s the right thing to do, think again.”


Again, there was Knees reading Cego’s mind. The trend was starting to get annoying. “Well. What should I do, then?” Cego asked. “Just show up to class tomorrow?”


“That’s exactly what you should be doing,” Knees whispered. “Walk into class, sit in your seat, and listen to what Professor Zyleth has to say.”


Professor Zyleth. The name had been whispered in the Lyceum’s halls, by both students and faculty, the entire previous semester. The news that he was coming to teach at the Lyceum had been earth-shattering, to say the least. And quite controversial. After all, it was the first time that a Daimyo had ever taught at the school. Even the idea of a Daimyo stepping within the Lyceum’s hallways was seen as unscrupulous to some of the Grievar faculty. And now, one of them. Teaching a class here. On how to make Grievar better.


“I guess so,” Cego conceded. No matter what class he took, it would mean he could graduate to Level Three.


“Good,” Knees said. “Now that’s decided. Let’s take over where Sol would have and put this dumb ox in his place.”


Knees walked over to Abel, who was peacefully reading in his cot, despite the ruckus that Dozer and Joba were causing. “Hey, Abel . . .”


Knees whispered something in the little boy’s ear.


Abel smiled and popped up. “Joba!”


The giant of a boy paused from letting Dozer kick him in the leg repeatedly to look at his tiny friend.


Abel said something in his native tongue to Joba, followed by, “Go for it!”


Joba turned toward Dozer and held his two hands out, waiting.


“Oh, so you want a turn at it now?” Dozer asked confidently. “You think you’ll be as fast as me and I’ll be stuck all day trying, huh? I don’t think so.”


Dozer held his hands up over Joba’s, waiting for the perfect moment to move. Cego and Knees watched in anticipation.


Suddenly, Dozer brought his hands down, quite fast for the boy, Cego had to admit. Problem was, Joba didn’t move his hands. He let Dozer smack down and then closed his giant fists, grabbing Dozer by the wrists.


“Hey!” Dozer yelled. “That’s not how you’re supposed to—”


Before the boy could continue, Joba dropped to his knee into kata guruma, draping Dozer across his shoulders.


Joba started to turn in a circle, swinging Dozer around with him. Joba’s smile became wider as he spun faster.


“Don’t let go!” Dozer yelled as his face began to turn green.


“Maybe you should’ve thought twice before eating third lunch just now,” Knees goaded him as he swung past again.


“Let me go!” Dozer changed his tune as his cheeks puffed up in sick restraint. Joba complied this time and released Dozer, sending him flying across the room, right up to the entryway of the dorm. Dozer slid a few more feet before getting to his knees and retching a mess onto the floor.


“I’m not cleaning that up,” Knees said.


“I hope no one thinks I am either, just because I’m new,” said a voice from the entryway. A small girl with curly black hair and wide brown eyes stood in front of Dozer, looking down at him and his puddle of vomit.


Brynn Mykili. Cego recognized her from Drakken’s class. The girl from the Isles.


Dozer looked up at her, clearly still dazed. “What’re you doing here?”


“I’ve been assigned to your team. Hear you’re down a member, with Solara Halberd leaving,” Brynn replied. “I was wondering if there was a reason she might’ve packed up and left like that. Guess I’ve got my answer.”


The petite girl deftly hopped over Dozer and walked to the empty cot. “This one looks just perfect,” she said as she leapt onto it.


* * *


Cego was up early the next morning, before the sun had risen behind the grey Capital cloud cover. He looked out the single window of the dorm toward the luminous crescent moon suspended beside the Knight Tower.


He checked his lightpad once more to make sure his schedule hadn’t suddenly changed. The class was still there: Core Enhancements, starting in less than an hour.


Most of the team still slept, as indicated by Dozer’s loud snoring, but the new girl was already up and packing her gear.


“You have an early class too?” Cego whispered.


“Yes,” Brynn replied. “Throws and Takedowns. There were two options for times, but I chose the early one. Still getting used to sleeping here, in beds and all.”


Cego could see Brynn had stripped her bed and laid her sheets in a pile on the floor.


“What class have you got?” Brynn asked as the two walked out of the dorm together.


“Core Enhancements,” Cego said.


“You got into that?” Brynn exclaimed. “I heard only Level Five and Six students were even eligible.”


“I’m really not sure how I made it in, to tell you the truth,” Cego replied. “I actually missed sign-ups because I was laid out in the ward.”


“Yeah . . .” Brynn trailed off as the two ascended a staircase. “I watched your fight. You did pretty well, considering. That Bertoth boy looks like he eats Level Ones for breakfast.”


“I felt that way,” Cego said, rubbing his head. “But thanks anyways.”


The two walked side by side silently for several moments down a long corridor.


“Well, this is me,” Brynn said as she turned toward a classroom. “Good luck at the Daimyo’s class today. Spirits be asked, he doesn’t leech away your strength.”


Cego looked at Brynn quizzically.


“Oh, just a superstition we have on the Isles,” she said.


“Thanks, hope you get some good throws in today,” Cego said as he continued on and up another flight of stairs.


Core Enhancements was set on the top floor of the Lyceum, reserved for upper-level students. Cego could hear the echo of his own footsteps as he continued to climb. The voices from below died down and he had the sinking feeling he was late to another class.


Cego finally reached an old wooden door, with several hanging plants outside it. No scanner. Just a brass knob that creaked as he turned it.


He entered a humid room with a high glass ceiling. There were plants everywhere. Vines crawling along the walls, trees sprouting from large pots, flowers of every color filling an assortment of containers.


Students sat awkwardly in mismatched chairs within the greenhouse. The space was obviously not meant to be a classroom. Off to one corner, a man knelt with his back to them. He silently snipped at a plant with a pair of shears, seemingly ignoring the waiting class.


Cego found a seat next to a golden-haired Level Five boy. Only one of the students seemed to even notice Cego, they were so distracted by the unusual environment and mysterious teacher. But a boy stared at Cego as he settled into his chair: Kōri Shimo. There was another Level Two in this class after all.


Cego thought back to last year and his strange experience with Shimo. The boy had pulled him from the onyx Circle in Professor Larkspur’s classroom. Shimo had saved Cego from endlessly getting pummeled by the Guardian simulation. The boy had seemed so different from Cego, ruthless in the Circle, uncaring of whether he hurt or even killed another student. But now, after the matches of last year, after seeing that same darkness within himself, Cego wasn’t sure that he was so different from Shimo after all.


The professor finally stood up and turned around, as if just realizing there was a class there for him to teach. Like most Daimyo, the man looked small compared to a Grievar. His skin was wrinkled, with veins running up and down his cheeks and along his forehead. A pair of spectacles sat across the bridge of his nose, magnifying jet-black eyes.


“Sorry about that,” the Daimyo spoke in a soft but firm voice. “I often get caught up in my gardening and forget all else.”


He walked to the center of the room and rolled out an old chalkboard on wheels. “I imagine my botany obsession might be akin to what Grievar feel in combat. A pull toward something greater.”


He wrote the name of the class in big, flowing letters on the center of the board.


“My name is Zyleth,” he said. “Just that. No need for this Professor nonsense. My area of expertise, in my world at least, is botany. Do any of you know what botany is?”


A Level Six girl with a shaved head and flux tattoos across her skull spoke up. “Working with plants. Growing them.”


“Yes,” Zyleth said as he peered over his spectacles. “Exactly. Growth. Taking a seed, a single embryo, and growing it into this.”


He held his hand in front of a large vine that crawled up one wall, blossoming with sunset-orange flowers and, most notably, finger-length thorns.


“Why, do you ask, am I here? Teaching a very controversial class at the Lyceum?”


The class was silent.


“I certainly cannot teach you how to throw a punch.” Zyleth awkwardly feigned throwing his fist forward, which elicited chuckles from the nervous students.


“But I can teach you about growth. How to select for desirable traits. This vine is called Zymanthia hycathiea, a rare species found only in the jungles of Carn. But in the wilds, this is not what zymanthia looks like. It does not have any of the thorns that you see here.” Zyleth touched one of the thorns to his finger to illustrate, drawing a drop of his dark blue blood.


“Utilizing optogenetic radiation, I was able to modify the plant’s core defense mechanism from one of camouflage to a more potent weapon. Plant this specific strain out in the wild, where it was found, and it would quickly overtake the entire forest. It is what we call an invasive species, due to its inherent enhancements.


“And that, my fighting students”—Zyleth wiped the blood from his hand—“is what this class is all about. Core enhancements. Except, instead of plants, we want to learn how we might enhance you Grievar.”


Cego felt his stomach drop. He crossed his arms over his chest and shrank into his rickety chair. Some other students appeared to be on the edge of their seat, though.


“I have done my research on each of you already, no lightboard necessary,” Zyleth said as he walked through the greenhouse between rows of students.


“Jal Perketu, Level Six,” he said as he tapped a large brownskinned boy on the shoulder. Jal already had a fairly thick beard for a seventeen-year-old, and his muscles were nearly bursting from the vibrant red second skin he wore.


“You have done incredibly well during your time here at the Lyceum, and I have no doubt you will make the current standards for Knighthood in the exit exams.”


Jal nodded his head confidently.


“But.” Zyleth stopped to pause in front of the boy. “I did see you lost a match in the frost container during first semester. To Mythandro, your compatriot here.”


Zyleth gestured to another boy also wearing a red second skin, sitting beside Jal.


Jal started, “Well, yeah, but Mythandro had the advantage, given he’s from the tundra and is used to footwork on the ice and snow. Plus breathing the cold air.”


“Correct,” Zyleth agreed. “Mythandro did have the advantage. And also correct, that is likely why he beat you that day. But do you think it will be different when you are a Grievar Knight, fighting for our nation? What will you tell your regiment commander when you fail against a foreign adversary who also possessed some advantage?”


Jal stayed silent.


“I have watched the footage of your fight,” Zyleth continued. “And if you had maintained your pace throughout the bout, you would have won. Now, I know it is not realistic for you to have fully conditioned your lungs to the cold air. The time you can spend in the frost container is limited. But what if there was another way your lung capacity could find a way to grow? What if you could reach your full potential not only for this problem but for all your deficiencies?”


Jal seemed a bit taken aback by the suggestion. “I don’t think I have so many deficiencies. But those I have, I’m sure I could shore them up in the training room.”


“Right,” Zyleth sighed, placing his hand on Jal’s shoulder. “The training room. I understand the importance of proper hard work. But that will only take you so far. You have finite limitations, based on your physical and mental attributes. Just as my beloved zymanthia vine here used to have limitations. Until it was enhanced.”


“I’m not taking no stims,” a Level Five girl blurted from across the room. “It’s not right. Not the natural way.”


“Me neither,” said Jal, shifting uncomfortably in his seat with Zyleth’s hand still on his shoulder.


Zyleth remained utterly calm despite the dissent rising in the class. “No, no,” the Daimyo replied. “I would not even think of it. I am well versed in the Codes. I would never have you forsake them.”


“Then how?” Mythandro blurted out. “How do you expect us to get better than is possible?”


Cego felt like getting up from his chair and slowly backing out of the room.


“The same way I make these plants better.” Zyleth seemed to relish the path he was leading the students down. It was as if he were a fighter, five or six steps ahead, always with a counter ready.


“Light,” Zyleth said flatly. “Spectral light.”


He turned to the students. “Tell me, what is the effect of auralite in the Circle?”


A Level Five boy responded, eager to make a good impression. “Makes you want to please the crowd.”


“Right, and rubellium?”


“Rising anger,” another girl with fiery hair answered.


“And onyx? How about you?” Zyleth was looking directly at Cego. “Our gifted Level Two entrant to the course.”


Cego felt his heart flutter. He knew firsthand what an onyx Circle could do to a mind. He remembered how he’d lost himself in the onyx last year, nearly killed another student when the blacklight had overtaken him.


“Onyx can be variable,” Cego muttered. “For most, it evokes the past, for better or worse.”


“Correct,” Zyleth said as Cego released his breath.


“You all know the effects of the different Circles and their associated spectral wavelengths, given most of you have fought in Circles for your entire tenure at the Lyceum. What you do not know is that by focusing and intensifying spectral wavelengths, we can even further target and modify your physical and mental attributes. Permanently.”


“You mean, you just shine some light on us and we can get better for good?” Jal asked, shaking his head in disbelief.


“It is not quite so simple, Jal,” Zyleth said. “But that is what this course is all about. Core enhancements. You will be some of the first educated Grievar in the Lyceum to understand what it means to harness a new age of technology. This class will be about discovering exactly what your weaknesses are and then figuring out how we might remove them.”


Cego shuddered at the professor’s words.


“That sounds more than promising, Professor Zyleth,” came a voice from the open door in the front of the room. Callen Albright, commander of the Grievar Scouts and now head administrator at the Lyceum.


“Ah, Sir Albright.” Zyleth nodded. “So glad you could make our inaugural class.”


“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Callen said snidely. “And, as far as adherence to the Codes, I’ve run compliance checks, even with our resident scholar, Aon Farstead. He’s on board.”


Cego thought of Murray-Ku. What would his old coach have said about this? Smells like deepshit, he could imagine the grizzled Grievar muttering. Especially now that Callen Albright had stepped foot in the room.


But Cego couldn’t believe Aon Farstead, the oldest Grievar in the Citadel, had agreed to this. He could not imagine the withered man nodding his head in approval to the words this Daimyo had just spoken.


“Shall we begin?” Albright asked Zyleth.


“Yes, let us begin,” Zyleth said softly.
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