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The Girl with the Eyes of
Antiquity

by /a/non

I
Funeral

On a cold autumn afternoon in the 17th Eon, chilled to the bone
in spite of the feeble efforts of the dying red sun, a blonde haired
boy of 14 dressed in black stood silently in a circle alongside a
couple dozen other grim-faced adolescents. An older man car-
rying a dirt-encrusted shovel, his work at last complete, tipped
his hat in a silent acknowledgment to the children, and departed
from the site. In his wakewas left nothingmore than awithered
old tree, themoundof freshly packed dirt before it, a stone tablet
with the name “Ms. Ambrosius” engrave upon it, and the linger-
ing silence.

The first to break the silence was a tall boy, who asked the
others, “Well, nowwhat do we do?”

The next to speak was a girl with auburn hair, who said,
“There’s nothing we can do. No teacher, no graduating—that’s
how the academyworks.”

The third, a shorter boy with longer hair, replied, “It’s a raw
deal, is what it is. How’s it our fault that that they didn’t prepare
a replacement teacher, anyways? It’snot like theyhadn’t already
kept her going for like two hundred years!”

The fourth was a boy, who was quite thin in build, who first
adjusted his glasses before replying, “Two-hundred forty-three
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years, to bemore precise.”
“Gee, was that it? She didn’t look a day over a hundred and

seven.”
He smirked at that response. “That’s thepower of cryostasis.”
The last to speakwas a girlwith short, blackhair,whoquietly

added only, “…they didn’t even let her come out, except to teach
us.”

The boy dressed in black remained silent, listening to the
words of each of his classmates. In truth, what was even the cor-
rect thing to say at this time? Should he try to encourage them?
Thatwouldbenothingbuthollowwords. Shouldbe try toput to-
gether plan? He had no right to propose something now. Should
he try to empathize? Then surely the feelings in his heart would
overflow on their own.

So that boy said nothing, and returned home.
He prepared dinner for himself that night. His father and

older brother sat out in the living room, the metal rings around
their head indicating they were deeply lost into the Datanet.

“It isn’t your fault. I don’t consider you to be a failure.”
Those curt words were all his father had said to him. They

haunted him as he lay in bed that night, staring up at the slowly
rotating ceiling.

“What a shame! Guess you’re gonna be stuck as an eighth-
year on cooking duty forever, huh? Don’tworry about it, I’ve got
you covered.”

He clenched his fists as he reflected on the words from his
brother. Does his encouragement need to be so insulting?

Morning camewith little sleep to gained from the night. The
boy put on a slightly thicker coat than he had worn the previ-
ous day and simply started walking, with no particular desti-
nation in mind. He passed by houses on the streets, the small
schoolhousewhich he knewas the academy, the old observatory,
the sealed research center, the ruined factories of the Celestial
Endeavor, the skeletal remains of an ancient alien god, the lake
filled with ruined ships, the grassy field, the overgrown woods,
and not a single human.
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Then, just after the peak of high noon, the boy arrived again
at the small graveyard with the withered tree. Yet to his sur-
prise, therewas oneotherpersonhere, standingbefore the stone
tablet.

This person, he could tell, was a girl about his age. She was
dressed in a brilliant floral pattern, the bright colors contrasted
against her pale skin and jet-black hair. Hanging from her arm
was a wicker basket, full of white flowers, which she scattered
so theymight fall to the ground, landing before the stone tablet.
Each time she did, she turned her gaze up, as though to count
each of the falling petals. The boy moved forward against his
will, mesmerized by the strange actions of the girl, until at last
she turned, and caught his gaze, meeting her bright, blue eyes
with his.

“Hi there. Did you come to throwflowers aswell?” she asked.
“Flowers?”
“This is the calla lily,” she said, holding up one of the larger

flowers to showhim. “And this one is a chrysanthemum, and this
one a cream rose. I have many flowers, but my favorite is this
one—the stargazer.”

“Huh?”
“You know, the calla lily isn’t actually a true lily, even though

it has that name. But the stargazer is, even if it’s beenmodified a
little bit. I guess some peoplemight not see that as natural, but I
think it’s a lot more natural to be looking up to the sky.”

“Who are you?”
“Oh!” the girl replied. “I’m sorry, I thought we already knew

each other? What was your name, again?”
“Art,” he replied, the word slowly coming from hismouth.
“Art! Right. Yeah, I definitely knowyou. Ormaybe I’m going

to know you in the future? Yes, it must be something like that.”
“Not a single word you’ve said so far makes sense.”
“Myname is Shiori!” she replied, casually brushing aside his

words andputtingherhand forward. “Pleased toknowyou,Art.”
Art looked down at her hand, then back up to her. “What ex-

actly are you doing, here? Why are you throwing flowers?”
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“How could you not know? It’s an ancient tradition to lay
white flowers for those who have passed. Don’t you think they
make this place seem a lot more beautiful than before?”

He looked over the flower-strewn ground, and answeredher,
“I don’t think…that I understand it. I’ve never even heard of a
tradition like this, before.”

Shiori stepped back, her hand over her mouth, and replied,
“Really? Ohmy, you really don’t much, do you? Well, I suppose
it’s to be expected. After all…”

Thestrangegirl kickedoffwithher left foot, spinning inplace
and raising her right hand over her eye, before declaring, “I’m a
geniusmagical girl who can see into the past!”

Art turned and began walking away. He had no idea what a
single word that had come from that girl’s mouthmeant, and he
didn’t feel it was worth it to go any further. But as he started to
walk off, there was a sound of footsteps rushing along from be-
hind, and he found the girl walking alongside him.

“You’re just going to walk away like that? Didn’t anybody
teach you that this kind of thing was rude?”

He said nothing in response, so she stuck her tongue out at
him. “Rude! Completely rude!”

“I didn’t come out here looking to talk to someone.”
“Oh? If that was true, then why didn’t you just walk away

when you first sawme?”
He was silent for a moment, and then replied, “I’ve been

walking all morning. My legs just kept moving, that’s all there
is to it.”

“I don’t think that’s how legs work, Art. It’s not normal for
people to just go walking forward on their own. It’s kind of
weird.”

“Do you really think you’re in position to say something like
that?”

“Of course. There’s nothing weird about me. It’s you who’s
missing out on basic facts and has weird legs.”

“Youmean that made up stuff about the flowers?”
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“It’s notmadeup! Like I said, I knowall sorts of stuff, because
I can see into the past. I bet even the adults don’t know as much
as I do. That’s pretty cool, isn’t it?”

“That’s not possible. The academy teaches us everything
there is to learn about.”

“Really? Thenwhat do you know about?”
“Everything there is. Grammar, rhetoric, mathematics, mu-

sic…”
“You knowmusic? Do you know any songs?”
“The academy has records of all music created by humans,

so it would be pointless to learn any. What matters is how that
music relates to the numbers of the universe.”

“Why would that be pointless? Even if you’re just playing
music that someone else made, does it really as matter as long
as you’re having fun with it?”

“Having fun has nothing to dowith it,” he snapped back. “It’s
all about the results. Everything has an order to it. If things
aren’t done with intent and purpose, that order falls apart.”

“Oh?” she replied, rushing in front of him and stopping,
bowing her back down with her arms locked behind her, and
looking up at himwith sparkling eyes, “Andwho told you that?”

“Those are the rules of the academy,” he replied, keeping his
eyes locked forward and walking past her. “If you don’t under-
stand, then youmust be an outsider.”

“An outsider? Yeah, I guess I am, huh. Oh, but, that aside…if
all of the world has an order to it, doesn’t the death of that poor
woman seem a little senseless?”

Art stopped walking. She walked alongside him again, and
said, “Oh, was that insensitive of me to say? Sometimes things
just come out ofmymouth like that. Was she important to you?”

“She was our teacher,” he replied.
“Is that so? Were you close?”
He shook his head. “No. I knew almost nothing about her.

The only time we saw her was during class, when they would
awake her from out of cryostasis.”

“Really? That sounds like such a terrible way of living.”
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“It’s not right for an outsider to say that.”
“Oh? Then are you saying I’mwrong?”
“I’m saying that it’s not up for you to decide.”
“I’m not making a decision, am I? Now that she’s gone, it’s

not like I have any say over the matter either way. All I’m doing
is saying how I feel about it.”

“Feelings are supposed to be kept inside. That’s what sepa-
rates kids from adults.”

“But I’mnotanadult, amI?Orat least, I don’t think Iam. And
you don’t look it either.”

“It’s practice. I only need one more year at the academy, and
three years at the upper academy. Then I’ll graduate, and be an
adult. I have to be ready for that.”

“Huh? So if you don’t have a teacher anymore, wouldn’t that
be a lot of trouble for you?”

He said nothing after that, but she continued on. “I don’t
think it’s that big of a deal, though. I’m sure you’ll become an
adult, even if that doesn’t happen. I think that I will, too. Proba-
bly. I can see into the past, but I can’t see into the future.”

“There you go again, about this seeing into the past non-
sense.”

“It’s not nonsense! Look, I’ll prove it…let’s see, back in the
5th Eon, there was a fashion trend where everyone in the city
of Neo-Columbia wore shoes that were made out of snakeskin!
But since the snakes they used were modified, the skins stayed
partially alive, and the shoes ended up getting stuck to people’s
feet whenever they got wet. Nobody noticed because of the big
drought, but one day, all the rain came down, and suddenly ev-
eryone had the skin stuck to their feet!”

“Even if that isn’t a bunch of nonsense, you could have just
learned about it in history class.”

“Oh? But I thought all knowledge came from the academy?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know? That’s all you have to say?”
“What else would I say?”
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“I would expect you to at least guess! You know, say that
maybe you didn’t really know everything. Or at least make
something up, like Iwaswatching you from the ceiling, or some-
thing. Try to be creative.”

“Creative?”
“Yeah! Like…”
Shiori ran ahead, then turned to point at himwith the index

finger of her right hand, while holding the thumb straight up.
Then, she yelled out, “Bang!”

Art blinked. “Bang?”
“You’re dead!” she replied.
“That’s ridiculous. I’m alive and talking to you right now.”
“No, silly. I mean in the game. You point your finger-gun at

the other person, and if you hit, it means they go down!”
“I’ve never heard of a game like this. There are barely any

rules. It teaches nothing, either.”
“Well, you’veheardof it now! Andyouwon’t knowabout any

of the rest of that stuff if youdon’t try it out. Trustme, it’ll be fun!
Why don’t you try it onme!”

Art slowly raised his hand, trying to mimic the motion that
Shiori had just made, and then blandly said, “Bang?”

“Ohno!” she cried out loudly, stumbling backwhile grasping
her chest. “You shot me! I can feel my life…draining away…”

“Uh…” he stumbled forward, confused. “I’m sorry?”
“Oh, the humanity! The light…I can see the light!” she cried

out, stumbling about before falling to her knees. “I’m going to-
ward it! I’m going, closer…closer…”

She flopped to the ground, and flopped to her back with her
arm reaching out. Then that arm, too, dropped to the ground,
and her eyes closed as she seemed to stop breathing. Art looked
around every direction, his heart rate growing faster as he ap-
proached her, squatted down, and asked, “Hey! Shiori, are you
alright? Hey, what happened?”

As he came closer, her eyes opened, and she smiled as she
said. “Hey? Wasn’t my acting themost amazing ever!”

“What?”
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“Well, I don’t think it was that convincing. Hey, are you al-
right? Your face looks a little pale?”

“You stopped breathing. I thought that…”
“Don’t be silly! That’s all just playing pretend. The real thing

would look a lot different. Don’t you know about acting?”
“Acting?”
She blinked, then sat up a bit. “Hey, Art. Do you really not

knowwhat acting is?”
“I’ve heard the word,” he replied, as he squatted down to eye

levelwithher. “If someone is the class speaker for theweek, then
we say that they’re acting in that role.”

“Right, it’s kind of like that. Except instead of taking on an
actual role, like acting as a class speaker or anything like that,
when you try acting, you take on the role of someone that you’re
not. So I might act out the role of a beautiful princess, or you
might want to be some kind of great hero or explorer.”

“What would the point of it?”
“Well…howwere you feeling just now?”
“Feeling?”
“No nonsense about holding it in. Be honest, this is impor-

tant.”
“Iwasupset. I thought Ihadmessedup, again. Iwasworried.”
“Right. That’s what acting is about. The actors go up on a

stage, or something like that, and they put on a show of things
that aren’t real. But they do it in a way where it seems just real
enough, that the people watching it start to feel things like that.”

“Whywould anybody want to feel like that?”
“Well, because that’s not all. You can make people feel sad,

angry, or frustrated, sure. But you can also make them feel ex-
cited, happy, and wanting to do something more. And the more
you bring out the bad stuff, the bigger the feeling of the good
stuff. It’s like in painting—you need to have some dark, in or-
der to have light. Just a little sadness, for when the good times
come, I think is what someone once said.”

“This is all something you saw in the past?”
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“Some of it is,” she affirmed, with a nod. “But some of this is
just the common sense of humanity, isn’t it? I think that you’re
missing a lot of things.”

The wind passed over the two adolescents, as Art thought
deeply on the thingswhich she had just said. Thewords that she
spoke were in a language he knew, to be sure, but the meaning
was an alien thing. Her attitude, as well, was a foreign thing.

Butmore than that, therewas something else botheringhim.
“Shiori,” he said. “Where did you come from?”
She cocked her head, and putting her finger to her mouth,

started to mutter, “Where did I come from? Hmm…I don’t re-
ally know. I guess it must not have been that important?”

“Didn’t you say you could see the past?”
“Well, yeah. But I can’t see myself, for some reason. So it’s a

bunch of stuff from before I was born, I think. I also don’t think
I can go back all the way, because I learned about these things
called dinosaurs, but the only ones I can see are either clones, or
really small and feathery.”

He nodded. That answer didn’t help all that much, but it
did at least give him a new idea. “Shiori. If I help you figure
out where you came from, can you help me understand these
things?”

“Hmm…” she replied. Then after a moment, she smiled and
said, “Nope! Not a chance.”

He frowned. “Oh. Then I guess—”
“Because!” she interrupted him. “I don’t need any favors for

that. I alreadydecided I’mgoing to do that, just because Iwanted
to do it. And I’m not really that concerned about my past, be-
cause I can’t imagine it’s that important.”

She stood up with a kipping motion, and he rose back up
alongside her. Then, she extend her hand out to him, and asked,
“Art, why don’t we be friends?”

He lookedatherhand, and thenback ather. Catchinghis cue,
she replied, “Ah, you just takemyhand. It’s a handshake—it sig-
nals that we’re making an agreement with each other!”

“And…friends?” he asked.
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“Yes! Friends are people who do things together, because
they like talking and being around each other, or something like
that. Sometimes it doesn’t work out that nicely, but that’s okay,
too. Becauseeven ifyouonlystay friends fora littlewhile, at least
you tried.”

He hesitated a moment, and then, awkwardly, returned the
offered handshake. She gripped tightly, enough so to surprise
him, and then said, “Let’s do our best, okay?”

II
Stars

The faint afternoon light slipped in through thewindowsofArt’s
room, blanketing with the faintest of illumination. It wasn’t
much, but with the scant furnishings of the rooms—nothing
more than a lone desk, a bed, a bookshelf, a wardrobe, and a
nightstand—he was at little risk of stumbling, once he opened
the door and stepped inside.

Still, this gloom was inadequate for his purposes. Taking a
lighter stick off thewall, he lit a candle at his desk, and retrieved
a book fromhis shelf. Just as all of the other books he had, it was
a notebook—a way to record information he had learned in lec-
tures, and keep it as a point of future reference.

Certainly, I learned something new today. But writing it down…
Hewas at a loss. The book, for themost part, was a collection

of all manner of formulas, tables, and figures. He had learned of
the absolute truth of the universe through harmonics, and could
find the absolutemaximumof a function throughderivation; his
effortshad causedothers topraisehis absolute value as ahuman.

Sowhatwas thepointof this? Hehad learnedsomething, but
ithadnopurpose to it. If anything, itwas just amessof confusion
that would eat up valuable space.

Eventually, he took up the pen, and started writing things
down as he remembered them. But as he started to record his
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notes about what it mean to act, he found he needed to provide
an example. To give an example, he needed to give details. Each
time he scratched out what he had recorded, cluttering his once
meticulously-organized notebook with lines of crossed out text.

He had to describe the events, leading from the start. He
needed to put down a littlemore. Eventually, filledwith frustra-
tion, he set the book aside and set down his quill, realizing that
he couldn’t be satisfiedwith it. Perhaps, he thought, if hismem-
ory was perfect, it would be easier—but as it was, the vagueness
of even the events of earlier in the same daymade him question
the accuracy of his details.

Filled with new questions, andwith nobody to answer them,
Artmade hisway to the shower. His brother passed himby as he
made his way there, and patted him on the shoulder.

“Hey, how you holding up?” he asked.
“I met a strange girl today. She was about my age, but she

knew things that they didn’t teach in the academy.”
“Oh yeah?” his brother replied, seeming surprised. “Well,

that ain’t exactly normal, is it? Oh, but I heard something about
a strange lady being seen…”

“Strange lady?”
“Yeah. Those lazy bastards at the security department, ap-

parently they didn’t even spot her until she’d already wandered
into town. Said she got taken in to the observatory.”

“So theremight be other outsiders…”
“Yeah, seems like. Strange times, we’re living in…”
His brother wandered off, apparently distracted by a

thought. Art said nothing, as he felt a strange nagging feel-
ing in the back of his mind. The feeling continued to bite at him
as he stepped into the shower, and let the water run over him.
Eventually, though, he realized what it was.

When was the last time he’d even exchanged that many
words with his brother? When was the last time had spoken to
anyone, as much as he had just spoken with Shiori while walk-
ing?
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After his rejected proposal, they had chatted for a littlemore.
For the most part, she took the lead in the conversation. Every
little thing in the world, the names of trees and the shapes of
clouds, seemed to spring out from her lips.

If he had not brought up the need to return home for dinner,
he was sure shemight have continued going forever.

After drying himself off, he returned to his bedroom and
changed into his nightclothes, before allowing himself to fall
into his bed and stare up once again at the ceiling. The events
of the day ran through hismind, and he felt the embrace of sleep
coming upon him.

Then someone knocked at the window.
What?
He turned to look. Standingoutside, staring athim,was agirl

with a strange floral shirt, carrying a lamp.
“Hey! Hello! I can see you?”
Artwordlessly stood, thenwalked to thewindowandopened

it. “Shiori. What exactly are you doing?”
“I came back over to talk! You’re done with dinner, right?”
“Yeah, and now it’s time to sleep.”
“You can do that in themorning!”
“I need to get ready to go to the aca—”
He stopped, and shewasted no time in continuing on. “Come

out the window, I’ve got something cool to show you!”
“What are you—”
Before he could finish, she had already started crawling up a

ladder leaned up against his house—wait, when had that gotten
there? With an exasperated sigh, he slid open the window and
got out onto the ladder, climbing up the side of the house and up
to the roof, where Shiori extended a hand to pull him up.

“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Look!” she replied, pointing up and past him.
Art turned to look up. It was just the night sky.
“I don’t understand?” he replied. “There’s nothing there.”
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“What do you mean nothing?” she replied. “There’s every-
thing up there. Thousands of brightly shining lights that we can
see with our eyes alone, and countless trillions past that point.”

Shiroi lay down against the slanted roof, and patted it for Art
to join. He sat down, turning his gazed up, and frowned. “I’ve
learned about all of that in class. The cosmos, how itwas formed,
the rotation of the planets. It’s all simple numbers.”

“You don’t think it’s somethingmore beautiful than that?”
“It’s all just so far away.”
“Only if you want it to be. What about the constellations?”
“The constellations?”
So itwas thatArt learnedabout the ideaof a constellation. He

had known that stars had names, andmade clusters among each
other, yet the idea of finding images in the stars was something
entirely new. Soon he found himself following Shiori’s finger as
she traced it throughthesky, tellinghimthenamesof thevarious
stars she could see, and how they tied together.

There was the Laughing Prince, standing atop a table. There
was the Siren, clinging to the sea rock and crying out for passing
sailors. There was the Ship of Theseus, which Shiori explained
was named after an ancient legend—many eons ago, she said,
“Therewas once another constellation exactly like it, thoughnot
a single star is the same between them. That was why the as-
tronomers gave it that name.”

“It doesn’t really look like a ship, though.”
“It’s a sailing ship. They don’t exist any more, though. Just

like the constellations themselveshave changed, in thenight sky.
The world has changed a great deal, yet through it all, humanity
clings on.”

“What happened to them?”
“People found better ways to make ships. They never forgot

those images, though. I can’t look back far enough to see them in
their original period, but I can still find a few replicas…”

Shiori closed her eyes, and began to smile, as she quietly be-
gan tonarrate a scene. “I can see it, floating in thewaters. Amag-
nificent thing of wooden blanks and metal bands, carried along
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the sea by great sails of white cloth, catching the flowing breeze.
The waves crash against it, as the sailors make for the rigging,
and the captain calls his orders. The golden sun shines down
from a clear blue sky, casting its warm glow over eachman…”

Art couldn’tunderstandsomeof thewords shewasusing. In-
stead, he found himself caught on something different. He had
learned in his classes on rhetoric about the power of speech, and
how you say things. Logic and emotion alike were just tools for
persuasion. But when Shiori spoke, though each word dripped
with nostalgic feelings, he could find no deeper purpose beyond
that pure sentiment.

So once again, Art began to learn. He had learned before of
what it was to imagine, and create feelings. Now he learned of
how that power had been used to draw pictures across the stars,
and the storieswhich restedbehind them. Ashe listened, fantas-
tic images formed in the skies above, andhebegan tounderstand
the beauty of the night sky.

“…which made him king. Of course, Theseus wasn’t the only
hero to find a sword in or around a rock. The ancients had a lot
of stories about a king proving his legitimacy with some kind of
sword. In some cases that worked out better than others…”

The stories from the elder race of man. He thought to him-
self, in hearing them, that the line between truth and imagina-
tion seemed to become blurred.

“I think I’m starting to understand,” he said, after a while.
“What it was you wanted to showme here, that is.”

“Really?”
“Yeah. It is beautiful, after all. But…”
“But?”
“I don’t understand the purpose. Why would the elder race

create these stories? And their descendants, too. What purpose
was there in this Ship of Theseus?”

“I think it’s because, they wanted to understand the world a
little better,” she replied. “So they looked to the stars for things,
hoping to find things they could recognize. Often they made
mistakes. But they kept a record of everything—stories, painted
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in the sky. Some told to teach lessons, some to entertain, and
sometimes to pass onmistakes.”

She then added, “Though, I think evenwithout those stories,
it would only be natural for people to look up at something as
grand as this, and think that it was beautiful.”

“Then why could I not see that?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she replied. “Maybe there’s something wrong

with your eyes? Ormaybe you just didn’t want to see it?”
“Is that so…”
He continued to look up at the sky. I wonder what everyone else

in class would think about this…or what they might be doing, right now.
“Are you alright?” Shiori asked.
“Yes, I—”
He stopped, leaving that last word hanging in the air. Then,

after a moment’s reflection, he amended his answer. “No. I feel
lost.”

“Is it because of that stuffwith that academy place?”
“Yes,” he replied. “I don’t know what comes next, and I can’t

find any purpose in it, either. Everything that I’ve learned or
done so far has been a part of my meeting the purpose of the
academy, but something like this…”

His words trailed off. Shiori asked him, then, “So what’s it
like, then? This academy place? It’s a kind of school?”

“We learn things,” he said. “The processes of grammar,
rhetoric, and logic are the basis. Thenmathematics, harmonics,
and the sciences, at the higher-levels. Numbers are themain fo-
cus, even when we look at other things, like history and geogra-
phy. Or the stars.”

“How strange,” she replied. “You make it sound so boring,
but I bet all of that stuff could be pretty fun. I’ve never been to
a school before, though.”

“Huh?”
“Nope, never. I bet it could be fun, though—Oh, a shooting

star! Make a wish!”
“Eh?”
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Up in thefirmament above, a line crossed through space, like
a star falling across the sky. There could be no doubt that the
girl Shiori, in seeing that light, would knowwhat it was—ame-
teor, or perhaps an old satellite or bit of lunar debris, leaving
behind a trail as it disintegrated in the sky. Yet even with that
knowledge, she looked up to the sky with eyes shining in won-
der, then tightly closed them and, grasping her hands together
tightly, uttered thewords, “Shooting star, shining afar, grantmy
wish, wherever you are!”

Art sat quietly, at a loss for words. Eventually, Shiori opened
her eyes, and said, “Oh, sorry! A long time ago, the elder race
had the idea that if you made a wish upon a star, then that wish
would come true.”

“That is…a strange thing to do.”
“Well, I’ve never done it before, so it seemed like it would be

fun. But if it comes true, thenwe’ll knowwhat I was right, won’t
we?” She stood up, and started to stretch out. “I’m starting to get
kind of tired, though. I should start makemyway home.”

“Where do you live, anyways?”
“Oh, I foundaplace a little outside of town. It’s up in a tree, so

it should be safe for predators, probably. Do you have predators
here?”

“I think there are dangerous creatures out in the wastes, but
mybrother always says the securitydepartment is lazy, so I don’t
think it’s abig issue…oh. Doyouknowaboutanyotheroutsiders,
Shiori?”

“Other outsiders? Hmm…nope, none that I can think of. Oh,
but that alsomight be kind of nice. It would be nice if there were
others. You have classmates though, right? So it should be fine
either way.”

“I’m not so sure.”
“Well, I guess we’ll find out, right? Or at least, if my wish

comes true…oh, but I should say too much! They say if you say
yourwish to somebodyelse, then it’ll never come true. Anyways,
I’m heading off! Good night!”
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Shiori jumpedofftheroof, startlingArt. He tried tostandand
check, but soon saw his worry was unneeded—she rolled easily
in the grass, and stood up in a swift motion, no worse the wear
for the tumble she had taken. After turned to wave at him, she
ran off, back into the night, leaving Art alone on the roof.

He let out a long sigh, then made his way down the ladder,
and back through his bedroom window. Just talking with that
girl seemed a little exhausting, yet at the same time, he found
himself unconsciously smiling. It was a strange feeling, some-
thing that he couldn’t quite manage to explain to himself.

He was still tired, but strangely, he felt that he would have
trouble actually getting to sleep. So he lit the candles at his desk
oncemore, tookup thebook, andbegan tomakenotes fromwhat
he had learned. The main details, the facts, started to come eas-
ily. But as he tried to call up the stories, he found that many
seemed to blend into each other. Trying to piece them apart, to
tell them all, would quickly exhaust the ink he had on hand.

Some told to teach lessons, some to entertain, and sometimes to pass
onmistakes.

Thosewords cameback tohim, quite clearly. Andas theydid,
he had a thought: did he need to make sure this record was cor-
rect? Or was it fine if hemade a fewmistakes?

The real thing would look a lot different.
He started towrite downwhat he hadheard. Notwith the in-

tent ofmaking a complete copy, but instead tomarkdown things
as he had heard them—as best as possible, of course. But this
wasn’t the original. Evenwhat Shiori had said, he imagined, had
to be incomplete.

Was it a matter of minutes that passed? Or was it hours?
He wasn’t quite sure. His hand dashed quickly across the pa-
per. Where there were words that he didn’t fully understand, he
made substitutes that made sense. Page after page began to fill
up, and time seemed to slip by. As the night passed, his eyes be-
gan to grow heavy, and his hand began to slow. By the time the
safety wax of his candles had caused the lights to cut off, he had
fallen into a deep sleep at his desk.
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III
Games

The morning came once again, and Art opened his eyes to find
himself at his desk, with his body more sore than he could ever
remember it being after a night’s rest.

“Ouch…”
He looked down at the open journal. The ink was a bit

smeared on the last page, it seemed, and he could only vaguely
remember writingmost of that stuff down.

“Right…I just thought to myself, it would be okay if I closed
my eyes for amoment.”

Sleepingwhile sittingwas a new experience. It had never oc-
curred to him to experience it before, and feeling the soreness in
his body, hewasn’t sure it was aworthwhile to repeat. Slowly, he
managed to stand himself up, andmade hisway to thewardrobe
to swap out his nightclothes with proper daytime wear.

Such a strange feeling…
Whatwas it, exactly? Something like anticipation, perhaps?

Or the tension before a major exam? It was hard to put a feel-
ing on it, but as Art struggled to put it into words, the thing he
eventually arrived at was quite simple.

It’s like I’m at the start of something.
That had to be it. There had been a lot of things happening in

these last few days, more than he could really recall happening
over the last few years. Strictly speaking that wasn’t true, but it
was more as if all of those days had blended together. Even the
faces of his classmates, who he had known for years, seemed as
if they were somehow relatively muted into the background of
hismind, compared to that strange girl he hadmet just the other
day.

He made his way to the kitchen, and peaked into the living
room. It seemed hewas the only one home. Did his brother sus-
pect he hadwoken up late? Perhaps. He prepared a quick break-
fast, toasting some bread and smothering it liberally in royal
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khri jelly.
Equippedwith a breakfast, Art headed for the door, grasping

his toastwith his teeth as hewent to put onhis shoes. After step-
ping out, he turned to close the door, only to hear a girl’s voice
call out:

“Look out!”
Art turned back, and in the next moment, saw a black-and-

white ball strike the ground in front of him, then bounce up,
slamminghim in the jawandsmashing the jam-coated toast into
his face.

“…oops?”
The ball had come from the yard across from his house,

where Shiroi stood, awkwardly looking away and fidgetingwith
her hands, the fingers dancing against each other, as if arguing
over which was guilty.

The toast flopped to the ground, as the ball rolled off. Art
stood for a moment, then began to walk forward. Shiori tried
her best to turn away, saying, “Err…it was an accident. So, uh,
it’s fine, right?”

He cameup to Shiori, then raised his hand over his face, with
two fingers over his right eye and the rest covering his mouth.
Shiori took a slight step back as he approached, but he pressed
in. A menacing presence had overcome him, something that he
couldn’t quite explain, and that she had never sensed from him
before—indeed, she couldn’t say a singleword, normake any ef-
forts to resist. The slightest of squeaks escaped from her as his
hand extended out toward her own face, and then, in an instant,
smothered it in jam.

∗ ∗ ∗

“I can’t believe you actually licked it.”
The two were sitting in the dining room of Art’s house, with

a jam-covered towel in the table between them. Shiori shrugged,
and replied, “It smelled pretty nice. I wanted to have a taste.”

“It was onmy face. Andmy hand. And your face.”
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“It’s probably not that bad.”
“There’s bacteria.”
“You need a little exposure to build up resistance.”
“That’s more than just a little exposure. Besides, you’re an

outsider, so who knows what could get you sick around here?”
“Doesn’t that cut both ways? By your logic, you just brought

in a potentially contaminated person into your house.”
“I’ve never been sick, not once inmy life.”
“Well, I haven’t either!”
“Not yet, anyways.”
“Did they also miss defining the word hypocrisy in the

academy?”
“Of course not. Our history courses put a strong emphasis on

both governance and political administration. That was one of
the first key terms we had to learn when talking about politics.”

“Oh? Then I’m surprised you weren’t familiar with idea of
acting.”

“I’m not sure you can compare the ideas. Learning that peo-
ple were able to tell lies andmanipulate, isn’t comparable to the
sort of thing you were describing.”

“I mean, it’s different, but also not really?”
“What do youmean?”
“Well, it’s all about how people feel things. So playing make

believe is just kind of a rehearsal for that, I guess? Entertaining,
or putting on a show, I think it all comes from the same place.”

“I see. Doesn’t that make it manipulative, then?”
“You could say that, but I don’t think it’d be the full story.”
“Why’s that?”
“Well, it’s also fun. In that respect, I don’t think the real thing

can really compare to the fake. It sucks when people trick each
other, but I think it would suck even more if we couldn’t. Oh,
but, if youweren’t doing any of that as a kid, thenwhatwere you
doing?”

“I went to the academy.”
Shiori raised an eyebrow. “That’s it?”
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“It’s not all academic courses. The practical skills were fun to
learn, andwe did thatmore as kids. There are also certain board
games to test strategic ability and thinking.”

“Ooh. That sounds fun. But only doing all of that would be
kind of lame…what a weird place. Is everyone here as weird as
you, though?”

“I don’t think you have room to talk…”
Art stood up, and made his way over to the kitchen, asking,

“Did you eat breakfast, by any chance?”
“Nope!”
“Right. I guess I’ll make something.”
Itwas a simple breakfast of bread and jam, alongside a chunk

of meat that Art wasn’t certain he could identify as belonging
to any specific animal, and carefully sliced bits of fruit. He had
thought to put a little more out for Shiori, to be a proper host,
and was glad to—his guest scarfed down the food on the table
far more quickly than he did.

“Have you not eaten in a while?”
“I guess I haven’t. I should do this more often!”
“You’re supposed to do it three times per day…”
“Is that so? But you know,most people aren’t that lucky. This

place is kindofweird,withhowsafe it is. Nomutants, no raiders,
not even a vampire or two roaming around.”

“Vampires?”
“Yeah. Strong, drink blood, live in castles, usually good look-

ing.”
“It’s just that I thought those were extinct, is all.”
“Nope. Oh, but you know about the others, right?”
“I’ve never seen amutant, outside of anatomy diagrams. I’ve

heard security talk about being on watch for raiders, but never
those, either. They’re just humans, right?”

“Some are. Some aren’t. The definition of human is pretty
flexible on the Earth nowadays.”

“There’s lots of genetic modifications, right?”
“Yes. Some are just natural descendants of the elder race,

others are crossbred with other animals, or even alien organ-

24



isms. There are a few cases of convergent evolution, as well. In
general, the range of genetic variance is from 99.3% at the clos-
est, to about 98.7% for more extreme cases, at least with regards
to the nearmatches.”

“For someone who claims to see the past, you have a pretty
good grasp of things in the world, as well.”

Shiori tapped her finger on the table. “It seems like that,
doesn’t it? But I also have these holes—big holes, whenever it
concerns me. It’s like I told you before, though, with all of that.
But I don’t know much about this place, and I know a lot about
the world, so that means I must come from out there.”

Art thought about that for a moment. Shiori might have
acted as if it wasn’t a big deal before, but it was clear she was
putting thought into this on her own. Even if she didn’t want to ac-
cept a deal, I feel like I should still at least try to help.

Having given it some thought, he proposed, “Even if you
don’t know where you came from, wouldn’t it be possible to
make some kind of path if you looked at the places where you
have information? Maybe if we had amap, of some kind.”

She nodded, and replied, “That’s not a bad idea. I’m just not
sure how goodmymemory is.”

“You certainly know a lot of stuff.”
“Yeah, but like I said—I can see the past. It’s not like I know

all of that stuff, it’s more that I’m just looking back and seeing
things. Like I can look through the eyes of people in the past.”

“So that’s how it works, huh?”
“You still don’t sound like you believe it.”
“I believe that’s what you’re seeing. It still just doesn’t make

a lot of sense to me, is all there is to it. And speaking of things
which don’t really make sense…”

Art reached down, and pulled up the ball that was sitting on
the ground near him. “Just what is this thing supposed to be?”

“It’s a ball. Duh?”
“I meanwhat it does, not how it’s shaped.”
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“No, not just the shape. It’s a ball for kicking, for playing
games or that kind of thing. Wait, you’ve never played with
balls?”

“Ihaveneverplayedwithballs, no. Norheardof sucha thing.”
“Oh. Then what are wasting time sitting around in here for,

then? Let’s go out and play, I’ll show you a game.”
Shiori was quickly out of her chair, rushing out for the door.

Art followed after her with the ball, at a normal walking pace,
and crossed out of the front door to see her waving at him from
the field across the street.

“Kick it tome!” she shouted.
It was an unusual request. Art felt the ball to get a good grasp

of its approximatelymass and volume, then laid it on the ground
at his feet, and kicked it. The thing rolled off the porch, bounced
a bit, and slowly rolled its way to her—slowly enough, that by
the time it reached Shiori, he had almost caught up to it.

Still, it was strange. She had asked him to kick it to her, and
here she was looking at it, her mouth agape and her eyes devoid
of even the faintest glimpse of her former excitement.

“Shiori? Are you okay?”
“What kind of kick was that?”
“You wanted me to kick it to you. I don’t really understand

why, but see, the ball is here.”
“That was no kick.”
“What do youmean?”
She took a step back with her left leg, then looked over to a

light post near the street off to Art’s right, before saying, “A kick
should bemore…”

Her right leg pulled back, then swiftly cameback in, as she let
out a loud shout, at the top of her lungs.

“…like this!”
Theball shot off,with incredible speed, flying straight for the

post. The moment it struck it, it bounced off at an angle, up to-
ward the horizontal bar the light hung off of, where it then re-
bounded right back in their direction.
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Meanwhile, Shiori had continued with her ownmomentum.
She twirled around on her left foot, then caught herself on her
right, which she shifted over to. As the ball returned, she ex-
tendedher arms. Theball collidedwithher right hand,while her
left struck it from the top, allowing her to quickly put it back un-
der control, and then offer it back to Art.

“See! Easy, right?” she said, grinning as she addressed Art,
who gently took the ball back.

“Therewas nothing easy about that. It’s one thing to do all of
the calculations for that, it’s another to have that much control.”

“Oh? Well, I thought that it was pretty easy. Maybe you’ll be
able to pick it up prettywell, too? Your kickwas terrible, but you
must have been doing at least some thinking with it.”

“I just don’t see the point of doing what you did.”
“Isn’t it obvious? It’s about having fun. Oh…but I guess

there’s not a lot of games we can play without a team.”
After a little thought, she snapped her finger, and said,

“Right! We’ll go with a simple game of keep away.”
“Keep away?”
“Right. There’s just the two of us, and the one ball. So the

goal is to keep the ball from the other player. But the rules are,
we can’t step out from this field, andwe can’t touch the ball with
our hands. Also, no touching the other player, and no holding
the ball with your feet. If the ball leaves the field, the last person
to touch it loses a point. Keep the other player from touching the
ball for more than a minute, you win a point. Whoever has the
most points, at the end, wins.”

“Isn’t that just likely to end with the winner being whoever
has themost least negative points?”

“Well you don’t need to be so negative about this. Well, I
mean, you’re going to be, because you’re going to lose. But we
haven’t even started the game yet, so that’s how it is.”

“I’m not really sure how this is supposed to work, but fine. I
don’t have anything else to do.”

“Yay! Okay, let’s head to the center, and then begin.”
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The two stepped to the center of the field. Shiori reached her
hands out, and Art extended the ball back to her. As he started
to let go, she said, “No, keep those there. On the count of three,
we’re going to throw the ball up in the air, and then the gamewill
begin.”

Art kept his hands on the ball, as she began the count.
“One…”
“Two…”
“Three!”
Most of the effort in tossing the ball, certainly came fromSh-

iori. She was also the quickest tomove when the ball came back,
bouncing it offofherhead, and steppingbackas shebackedaway
from him, dribbling the ball back and forth between her feet.

Art stood in, and tried to kick for the ball. But shewas too fast
– as his foot raised, she kicked the ball under it and between his
legs, then dashed behind him, kicking it along.

She’s fast…
In a sense, this was still a strategic game. The conditions

for victory or defeat had been laid out. His opponent was more
skilled thanhim, buthealsodidn’t expect shewouldperformop-
timally. Heneeded tousehis head if hewanted to stand a chance.

He turned, and ran alongside her. If it was just a matter of
physical conditioning and a straight line race, he felt he could at
least keep pace – it was agility where he would have the biggest
challenge. To gain a bit of ground, he took a great leap forward,
putting himself in front of her and forcing her to turn aside, to
avoid slamming into him.

The ball was released. He took it, and kicked it back the other
way. The field wasn’t large enough for him to run forward for
a full minute – eventually, he was going to have to turn, if he
wanted to keep the ball in play and avoid losing a point. At that
point, she would be able to catch up, and go to take the ball back.

I need to get her to make the wrongmove…
The boundaries were on the sides, as well. The right-hand

was just a bit closer, at that. She would no doubt come from the
left side, then, to try to give him less options.
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She needs to think that she’s pushingme, or this is going to go badly.
Shiori came at the left, and so he moved closer to the right.

So long as she was taking the bait, he could prepare for the next
move. Art came to an abrupt stop, much earlier than the point
where he would have had to turn. Then, he kicked the ball back,
and off to the right. He hoped that Shiori would be caught off-
guard, but when he caught a glimpse of her, she only smirked,
and said, “Predictable.”

He froze in place, just as she came to a stop. The ball kept
rolling, without her doing anything to go for it. But as he began
to catch his bearings, he saw that it had already gotten too far
away, and was about to roll out of bounds.

“…huh?” he asked.
“I didn’t do anything,” she replied, shrugging and maintain-

ing a smug look. “You just caught yourself, standing in place. I
figured you might do that, though, since you tried a stopping-
based tactic earlier.”

“That’s…”
His plan had been perfect, but still, it had failed. No, rather,

it was himwho had failed to execute it properly.
I was so caught off-guard worrying about what she might have

planned, that I let it get the better of me. How frustrating.
He thought back to board games. Whenever they learned

them, he recalled that he and the other kids had been told not to
speak or show reactions to each other. But here, in this instance
of acting—no, given she really did have a plan, was this really
acting?—he had been defeated by that.

How would that change those games? No, rather…how important
was that kind of thing, in history?

“Hello, Art? Earth to Art? The game’s still going on, you
know. You’ve got to bring the ball back in, since you kicked it
out.”

“Right. Got it.”
The gamewas back on. Art startedwith putting the ball back

in play, and the moment it was back in motion, he found Shiori
moving swiftly tomeet him.
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I don’t need to keep the ball to myself. I just need to keep it away from
her. So the best move is…

He kicked the ball off to the side, then started running after
it. The ball would initially be faster than him, but as it began to
decelerate, he would surely catch it before it went out of bounds.
Shiori took off after him, and as he expected, he had a slight ad-
vantage when it came to straight sprinting.

Slight, but not overwhelming. He still needed to tackle the
same challenge as before—the boundary edge of the field. Once
he reached the limit, the two would meet, and he would need to
keep the ball from getting back to her.

No, that’s not really right, is it?
If she kicked the ball out, thatwould be just as good,wouldn’t

it? And a nice turnaround, he thought, considering her trick
from earlier. So long as he could get her to be the one to kick the
ball out of play, he would be able to tie the score.

He reached the edge, and immediately turned about, hold-
ing the ball under one foot, and getting ready to move it. Shiori
was grinning broadly, with a manic look in her eye, as she ap-
proached. His legs were in motion, but he had his plan—he just
needed to get the ball moving, but at an angle it would rebound
from her kicks, and go out of the field. It was a simple tactic, in
theory.

Then, it came time to put the plan intomotion. The ball came
out, inherdirection, andshewent for it. But then, tohis surprise,
her foot came out to pull the ball. He started to move to take it
back, but she quickly moved the ball up high and, with her body
in the air, cycled her legs to kick the ball behind her.

In terms of practical use, this was far from the best time. But
once again, it had accomplished what she needed to do—keep
him stunned. Shiori twisted her body, making themotion into a
somersault, then stuck out her tongue as she went after her ball.

Art got over this newdistraction quickly, andwas in hot pur-
suit of the ball, alongside her. This time, though, she had just
enough of a lead to take control of the ball first, and the twowere
again involved in a game of keeping the ball from each other, up
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close. Orat least, thatwaswhatArtwould like to to say—intruth,
it was more that she was easily maintaining control, while he
kept trying to take it back.

“You’re a good runner, but your footwork needswork. Hasn’t
anybody ever taught you how to dance?”

“Huh?”
“Ah! What is wrong with your education?”
Her banter gave him the chance he needed. He managed to

take control of the ball, just before the fullminute could elapse—
though it didn’t take long for her to take it back.

The two continued their game for over an hour. In terms of
skills and tricks, Shiori held an overwhelming advantage—no,
rather, Art felt that the greatest trick she had accomplished, was
in getting him to feel that way. More often than not, it was him
making the mistakes, and her exploiting them. Still, as a mat-
ter of fitness and stamina, he was able to take pride in himself—
as the game passed on, her stamina faltered, and hemanaged to
tighten the lead.

Still, as the two sat on a bench near the field, he couldn’t help
but feel a bit disappointed.

“You’re not used to losing, are you?” she asked, wiping sweat
off her browwith a towel they had recovered from his house.

“No. I think it’s been quite awhile, actually. I admit, there’s a
part of me that wants to keep going.”

“You’re coming up onyour limit, you know. Youwere playing
really hard there, at the very end.”

There was that, as well. Though Art considered her stamina
to have given out first, he couldn’t really say how her certain he
was—given her relaxed condition now, he wondered if she had
simply been doing a better job of managing herself.

It really is my loss, either way.
Shiori handed the towel over to him, and after giving it a

quick glance, he set it down beside himself. She continued
speaking, “Though, I have to say, you learned quickly. Once you
get a little better with your skills andmind games, then you’ll be
a better player thanme.”
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“Explain thesemind games tome, better.”
“I think you’ve probably got an idea, don’t you?”
“If I were to guess, it would be trying to guess at what other

person is going to do, or working tomake them guess.”
“Right. It’snot enough to recognizeyourownability to think,

oreventheabilityof theotherperson to think. Youhave torecog-
nize that theotherperson, also recognizesyourability to think—
and then go from there. It’s tricky, because if you go too many
steps out, you start to lose trackof things. And if youadd inother
elements, like information that only one person knows, or fake
information, or information that only one person knows is fake,
then it gets evenmore complicated.”

“I see. It’s not so dissimilar tomilitary strategy, then.”
“That wouldn’t be the first thing I would go to, but I suppose

so? There are lots of games based on that idea, of course.”
Once the two had finished taking a breather, Shiori swiftly

stood up, and looked over to him. “Do youwant to go for awalk?
I feel like we’ve been sitting forever.”

“We definitely haven’t…but I suppose that would be fine.”
He had neglected to pay itmuch attention the day before, but

for whatever reason, Art found himself more alert to the town
around him now than he was then. The general layout was a
grid of roads, with lots split up along the way. Most, like the
one across from his own house, were nothing more than empty
fields—the result was that each home was effectively isolated,
with vast, open stretches between them.

The grasses, for the most part, were patchy, and often dead.
Therewas the occasional bush, shrub, or small tree; none among
them were taller than the light posts along the side of the road.
Only a few stood taller than the houses, all single-story, roughly
rectangular in shape, and colored in white and blue—colors
which, as gray clouds dulled the red light of the sun, had taken
on particularly muted cues, only adding further to the bleak
scenery.

Perhaps it was the aftereffects of the exercise, or perhaps it
was his lack of sleep the night before. Perhaps it was something
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else, entirely. But for thefirst time inhis life,Art cametoasimple
realization.

Nobody in this town has neighbors.

IV
Heart

The two walked along the side of the road, heading to the out-
skirts of town, in the direction of the god’s skeleton and the
tangled woods below. In its current condition, the long-dead
alien colossus was no more than a terrain feature—a tangle of
partially-submerged bones, rising up from the earth, over the
span of a couplemiles.

“I kind of want to try climbing it,” Shiori said. “Though, I
think the bones are probably too smooth. You’d need some kind
of special gear.”

“And you…think that would be fun, I assume?”
“Yeah, how did you know?”
“Well, you’ve justified every bizarre action so far with that,

so it seemed that should be the same here?”
“Eh? Really? Oh, but I guess at least you caught on quickly. I

think that’s pretty good, so I won’t bemad.”
The two had stayed closed formost of the walk, though from

time to time, Shiori would run ahead to check outwhatever hap-
pened to catch her eye at the moment. During those moments,
Art took some time to think about his previous realization.

City planningwasn’t amajor point of study, but it was some-
thing that sometimes came up in class. When he tried to apply
those same principles to his own town, though, nothing quite
made sense. The homes were spread out, and there was no real
town square to speak of. The center-point, he thought, should
be either the observatory or the academy. But the academy was
haphazardly placed along the periphery, and the observatory
was located a fair distance away from everything.
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Even the lights didn’t make much sense. If anything, it was
just amassive nuisance for the night-guard to go to each one ev-
ery evening. Though, when he thought back, he couldn’t say for
sure howmuch they really bothered.

It’s like thehouseswere kept isolated, onpurpose. Itwouldmakea little
sense if it was amatter of privacy, but fences could do that just aswell, and
with a lot less work thanmanaging the roads.

His thoughts were interrupted when Shiori cried out, “Oh!
Look what I found!”

Art looked over to see Shiori holding up a piece of white
rock…no, rather, bone. To be more specific, she seemed to be
holding up the skull of some strange animal, somewhat like a
small whale, with a single eye and four horns.

“Is that some kind of mutant?” he asked.
“No, it’s a lotmore cool than that,” she replied. “It’s a demon’s

skull. There aren’t a lot of these, but you sometimes find them
around places like this.”

“Demons. Youmean artificial lifeforms, right?”
“Yes. Well, I suppose there’s also true demons, but those are

one of the Three GreatMysteries. Nobody has actuallymanaged
to prove that they really exist.”

Sheplayedaroundwith the skull, turning it aroundandpeer-
ing through the holes. “I want to say that this one was a pretty
weak one, though. Maybe gargoyle-class?”

“You can tell something like that?”
“You can’t?”
“Not at all.”
“Well, it’s pretty simple. The gargoyle-class are the lowest,

but were also the most loyal. Then there are the imps, the jinn,
and the knights. That last one gets split up into a lot of sub-
categories, though. Standing above the knights are the devils,
dragons, demon-gods, and finally the demon-king.”

“They placed the title of king above that of god?”
“The humanity of that age was an overwhelmingly atheist

species. They called their invaders the alien-gods, and so in their
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mind, their greatest weaponwas aman-made ruler which stood
above the gods.”

Havingapparently exhaustedher interest in the thing, Shiori
tossed the skull aside and continued walking onward. Art asked
the question, “There isn’t any chance of one of those this still liv-
ing around here, is there?”

“Well, there’s always a chance,” she replied, looking back at
him and giving a shrug. “It’s not likely, and I think if one was, it
would have already left a long time ago. But if people have been
actively avoiding the area for long enough, then it’s apossibility.”

She smiled, and then continued to walk forward. “But you
know, if we do run into a demon, I don’t think that would be so
bad. I even have a feeling we could become friends.”

Friends, huh?
There was that word again. The two of them were certainly

doing things together, andhe thought that hewas enjoyinghim-
self. Did that mean they were friends, then?

I don’t have enough experience. It would be nice to get more of it.
He had known his classmates for some time. If he thought

back far enough, he could remember a time, when he was very
young, where he had wanted to do things with them outside of
school. But that feeling had been lost, at some point. Despite
spending somanyyears of his lifewith those samepeople, he re-
alized that he barely knew anything about them. The same, for
that matter, applied to their former teacher.

In someways, he thought, he felt he understood the girl who
was with him right now better than he understood his class-
mates.

Though, at the same time, there was somemysteries. For in-
stance, when he thought back to their first meeting…

“Shiori?”
“Yes?”
“Whenwefirstmet, what did youmean about knowingme?”
“I don’t really know. I just have a feeling that we had to have

metat somepointbefore. Or, like I said, thatwe’regoing tomeet.”
“You’re also claiming to have precognition, then?”
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“Of course not! Though that would be cool. No, this isn’t like
the thingabout seeing, it’smoreof a feeling. I get a lot of feelings,
so I just try to go with them. Like a gut instinct, really.”

That just left him with more questions. For as straight-
forward as she could be in answering questions about other
subjects, anything that had to do with her, personally, was an
enigma.

The two made their way slowly through the tangle of plant
matter. Shiori made a few complaints about the lack of a bush-
whacking tool, and generally filled the air with commentary
about the site. The green and violet overgrowth severely re-
stricted their paths, and there were more than a few times Art
suspected they were coming up on a dead end. Eventually they
came across a desiccated organ track, which Shiori explained
was “something similar to the thing’s intestines, maybe” as she
clambered up the side, offering Art a hand along the way.

Fromthehigherground,Art foundhimself better able to take
in the whole of the site. Roughly speaking, they were inside the
chest cavity of the dead creature, the interior of which had de-
veloped into its own ecosystem. A tangle of vegetation, domi-
natedby strange treeswith leavesmore like thick sheets ofmoss,
covered much of the area. The largest of the the trees formed a
sort of canopy over some areas, while the petrified organs of the
dead beast created a sort of network between the parts. Insects
large and small darted around theplace, inparticular around the
small pools which dotted the area, but the only proper animals
seemed to be the occasional bird.

Or at least, I think they’re supposed be birds… he thought to him-
self, as he looked at one of them. The brightly colored avian, he
noted, had compound eyes more akin to an insect, and an un-
usually smooth body. When it lifted its wings to reveal a second
set of glass-like hindwings beneath, and lifted offwith a buzzing
sound, he could only trace its path with a mix of confusion and
wonder.

“Thecreatures inplaces like this tend tobea littlebit strange,”
Shiori clarified. “I don’t knowthe exact process, but it’s like these
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things carry a bit of their ownworld along with them. So when-
ever one of them is shot down, the area underneath becomes cut
off from the rest of theworld, in a sense. Thatwas alsowhy they,
and the higher ranking demons, were given the designation of
god—their existence, in a sense, changed the laws of the world
around them.”

“That would be the Veracity Imposition Phenomenon, cor-
rect?”

“Oh? You know about it?”
“I just remember there were a few attempts by past govern-

ments to take advantage of it, is all. Though none ever suc-
ceeded.”

“It’s true,” she agreed, turning her gaze back towards the
town. “Humans succeeded in creating their own artificial gods,
and even a few things to surpass those gods. But no matter how
hard they tried, they could never become gods themselves.”

“Youmake it sound as if that was the goal.”
“But wasn’t it?” she asked. “Since the days of the elder race,

humans have been driven to create things. But for all of these
eons which have passed, there has never been a human able to
shape the world by will alone. If humanity wishes to change the
world, itmust be accomplished throughactions. While a god can
create simply by thinking, amanmust use his hands. In a sense,
you could say that while the divinity of a god is the truth of his
words, the divinity of aman lies in his hands.”

“Is that so?”
“Well, maybe?”
The two continued along the organ track, as it spiraled up-

wards. It didn’t look as if there were any clear paths to the top of
the chest cavity, but Shiori seemed determined to climb as high
as they could. As they continued higher and higher up, Art no-
ticed that certain parts of the petrified tissue had began to crum-
ble away, while others were partially broken down by mosses
and lichens which had taken to growing. Still, none had yet col-
lapsed entirely, and Shiori was quick to brush off his concerns
about the structural integrity.
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“If it was going to collapse, it would have already collapsed a
long time ago, you know.”

“That isn’t necessarily true. If I knew thematerial properties
of this stuff, I could at least calculate out the amount of weight.”

“Just keepbehindmea little, then, if you’re that concerned. If
we don’t stand on the same place at the same time, it’s less risk,
right?”

“I suppose.”
Unfortunately, it seemed that the spiraling pathwasn’t going

to continue on forever—indeed, while it had its ups and downs,
the path eventually began to descend once more, leading closer
to the ground floor. Shiori noted, “It’s a bit disappointing, but at
least it looks likewe’re going to be passing by the heart. Iwonder
what it’s like inside?” “You want to look around inside there?”

“Yeah. They always tried to aim shots at the heart, or at least,
whatever heart-like organ these thingswouldhave. Wemight be
able to find some cool stuff inside there.”

The pair continued their walk, and eventually, to the spot
where theorgan trail passedalongside theheart chamber. Shiori
gazed upon the heart, easily large enough to fit a dozen houses,
then whistled. “Pretty big, isn’t it? Let’s go check it out.”

Shiori slid down along the side, while Art opted to leap into
a roll. In the end, bothwere a little dirtier than theywere before,
though Shiori at least seemed to have avoided the worst of the
damp ground. The two their way along the perimeter, until they
found a large hole leading inside.

“Ah, but it’s so dark…” she whined. “I guess we can still kind
of see, thanks to the holes up top, though.”

“It’s about noon,” he noted. “We shouldn’t stay in there too
long, or the sun will descend too far to give us proper light.”

“You keep track of that then, okay?”
“Alright.”
They had entered a large cavity, which Art thought to him-

self was perhaps a sort of ventricle. The scale was enormous,
with large shelves formed along the sides, and with desiccated
tendons forming a network of cables. The barest of illumina-
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tion reached this place from outside, andwhen he glanced at the
shadows, Art felt a primordial fear tugging at his body. Yet were
itnot for theirbreathing, footsteps, and thebeatofhisownheart,
Art felt this place would be deathly silent.

“Wew!”
It seemed while he was looking away, Shiori had made her

way tooneof the tendons, and started to climb it. It had snapped,
however, and shewas nowdangling on it. She turned to himand
grinned, saying, “Look, it’s kind of like a swi—”

The top part of the tendon snapped, and gravity did good
work to drop Shiori unceremoniously onto the ventricle floor.
She voiced amild, “Ouch…”

“I suppose time isn’t the only thing I should be keepingwatch
on.”

“Well, look at you, being so responsible,” she said, lightly
brushing herself off as she stood. “But I’ll have you know that
I’m perfectly fine. I fully intended that to happen.”

“You did?”
“Well, not really.”
“So whywould say you did?”
“It’s an obvious joke,” she answered, scowling. Her expres-

sion then shifted, to one of sudden realization, as she said, “Oh,
but if you didn’t really get acting, then I guess thatmight be hard
to tell? Well, it’s kind of like a joke, I suppose?”

“I suppose.”
She stuck her tongue out at him, and said, “Bleh! You’re bro-

ken, is what you are. More broken than this heart.”
“I’m just not used to the idea, is all. I’m sure I’ll figure it out.”
“Well, the thing is, there’s a difference between false state-

ments and lies. Lies are presented as an alternative to the truth,
but if both the speaker and the listener know that it’s fake, it’s
just entertainment.”

She then frowned, and said, “Or in this case, it’s a matter of
trying to save face. Of course I wasn’t trying to fall, but if I say
so, you should at least be polite enough not to disagree. It’s just
rude. Rude!”
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“I…apologize, I suppose? That’s just not really a thing
around here.”

“Well, I can’t say that I dislike that,” she replied, sighing.
“Honesty is a great thing. If humanity had learned to be more
honest, thenmaybe thisworldwouldn’t have turned out theway
it did.”

Shiori turned her head up, gazing at the limits of the ventri-
cle, or perhaps at one of the small holes in the ceiling. “But you
know, when I look back, I see a lot of lies. Maybe, rather than
the urge to create, it’s the urge to deceive which motivates peo-
ple the most. Rather than our hands being divine, perhaps it’s
our tongues whichmake us devils.”

“But,” she concluded, her eyes giving off a hint of sadness
while her lips held a faint smile. “Honest people like you, make
me think that it’s different. In a way, I feel bad about talking to
you about this. In a way, it makes me feel like I’m a devil girl,
offering forbidden knowledge to a boy who’s been free of those
things.”

Art shook his head. “No. Even if I don’t understand every-
thing that you say, I think…that I’m enjoyingmyself. More than
I have for a while, in fact. And…”

It was strange, trying to find the right words. Speaking in
class on the subjects he had learned about and become familiar
with was one thing, but it was another entirely to consider ex-
plaining something so novel. He eventually settledwith, “I want
to knowmore. Not just about the things, but also about you. And
about other people, too. I haven’t had that feeling for so long,
that I’d started to forget what it was like. So even if you were
some kind of devil, then I think that’s okay.”

“Oh?” she replied. “Well, I guess that makes me feel better,
then. Right! Enough of this standing around and talking. We’ve
got a great, big, old heart to explore, here!”

In truth, there wasn’t anything especially interesting in the
heart, after the initial shock of entering it. If Art had a better idea
about the anatomy of the alien creature, or just about the subject
in general, then he figured theremight be something to gain. As
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it stood, the only thing he really took awaywas that, for all of the
superficial differences, this seven-chamberedhuskwasn’t all too
different from those found in terrestrial lifeforms.

The shelves were the strangest part, as they didn’t seem to
serve a proper function within the organ itself. On this particu-
lar point, Shiori had a rather simple answer, which was, “Well,
they let us climb around, don’t they? So that’s pretty nice.”

As he looked up at her from below, Art made a suggestion of
his own. “What if it’s not evolutionary at all?”

“You think they were added?”
“Well, if humanswereable to createdemons, then isn’t it pos-

sible that these things were created by aliens?”
“Ooh, that’s a possibility. There have been a number of at-

tempts by humans to leave the planet, and those ones might
know the answer. But I can’t see anything about them, when I
peer back.”

Shiori reached her hand up for the next ridge along the wall,
and was greeted at once with a loud groaning. Art looked up in
time to see the shelves andwall collapse inward, carrying Shiori
inwith them. Theonly sound sheutteredwas a simple, “Uh-oh!”
as she slid into the darkness, and a great pile of dust piled up.

“Shiori!” Art shouted, as he ran toward the collapse. The ex-
plosion of dust hit him as he ran forward, forcing him to to stop,
coughing. He started to look up as the dust cleared, and saw,
from the darkness, that a blue light was shining gently.

What is that?
He took a step forward, then another, and made his way

through the settling dust and into the chamber. As he did, Sh-
iori burst up from the newly-created debris, coughing and say-
ing, “Oh! What happened? Did we find a secret chamber?”

“I don’t know what this is,” he replied, looking around. “But
there’s something different about this place.”

Art began to take an accounting for his surroundings. Look-
ing at the general shape of the chamber, it seemed a bit as if he
was stepping into a cylinder. No, rather, looking at the shapes
of the walls, it was as if he was standing in the center of a tun-
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nel that had been drilled straight through heart. Whatever the
entrance hole was,must have been sealed over by the ground, as
there was no sunlight entering the place. Yet he could still see,
owing to that blue light shining fromwhat seemed to the termi-
nal point of the chamber.

“Do you knowwhatmight be?” he asked her.
“Not a clue. Maybe something that got lodged into the heart

when it was shot down?”
“So like a weapon? That wouldmake it dangerous, right?”
“Right,” she replied, standing herself up and brushing off the

dust. “So that’s whywe need to check it out.”
“Why am I not surprised that you said that?”
“We just spent a bunchof time searching around this place. If

we just left themoment we finally found something interesting,
would that make any sense?”

“I suppose it wouldn’t, but I also don’t think it made a great
deal of sense to look around in here to begin with.”

Shiori began to step forward. Even if he didn’t fully under-
stand the reason why, Art followed, and the two approached the
light together. There, at the end, was a sword pierced through
the heart. Though the hilt appeared as silvermetal, with a beau-
tiful cross-guard studdedwith aperfectly cut sapphire, theblade
itself was more akin to glass. The shimmering blue light came
from the etchings carved into the blade, which took the form
of a sequence of complex mathematical formulas, only some of
whichArt couldgrasp. Still, heunderstood just enough tobeable
to understand the intent.

“It’s a proof,” he said. “No, rather, this is a proof against
something.”

“It’s a logician’s blade,” she replied, in a voice more severe
than she had before. “The main instrument for one of the ether
logicians.”

“So it is a weapon, then?”
“Not necessarily. But this one…”
Shestared intentlyat theblade, crouchingdownnear it toput

the writing at eye level. “This is certainly a weapon. The formu-
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las are too complex for me to break down, though.”
“Let’s leave it here, then. There’s not much use for—”
Shiori had already grabbed the hilt and moved to pull it out

before he evenfinished his sentence. The blade remained tightly
in place, even as she pulled at it. Faced with the resistance, she
looked at it, andmade a quick utterance of “Huh?”

She turned back to Art, and the two looked at each other.
Then she continued pulling at the blade, each pull increasingly
stronger.

“Just giveme aminute, here.”
“I don’t think aminute is going to help you any, here.”
“No, really, I’ve got this. Just giveme amoment.”
Shekeptpullingat theblade, tonoavail. Afteraboutaminute

had passed, Art turned back to the entrance, and saw that it was
already becoming darker in the main chamber. “Hey, Shiori.
We’re running out of daylight. Let’s get moving.”

“Just a bit longer, okay? It definitely wiggled this time.”
“It’s no use.”
“You don’t know that! I just need a little more force.”
“Really? Fine. If I help you pull it out, and it doesn’t work,

will you give up then?”
“Do you promise to pull as hard as you can?”
“Sure. Here, let me see it…”
Art put his hand on the hilt of the blade, and easily pulled it

out of the wall. “Huh. You really loosened that up, didn’t you?”
She blinked. “Uh. No, I didn’t. How did you do that?”
“Pull it out? Kind of like this…”
He stuck it into the wall, and it slid through cleanly. Shiori

tried topull it out again, and found that, just asbefore, her efforts
to dislodge the blade were entirely ineffectual.

“…I guess it likes you?” she said, looking at himwith a shrug.
Artpulled thebladebackoutof thewall, and then lookedover

it. With the full formula lain out before him, and able to turn the
blade freely, he began to see the full proof laid out. “I don’t know
about like or dislike, but I knowwhat this thing is, now.”

“Really? You can understand it?”
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“I can,” he replied. “It’smore complex thananything I’ve seen
so far, but all of the pieces are things I recognize. Spun together
like this, they’re a proof against the existence of the alien gods.”

More than that, actually. Thatwas the current input and out-
put result, but with a few slight adjustments, and input could be
tuned to give that same output. In other words, the sword in his
handswas a tool designed by the ancients for the purpose of dis-
proving anything which existed.

Orat least, thatwas the theory. Even if theunderlyingprinci-
pleswere apparent, he couldn’t wrap his head around themech-
anisms that could actually make the blade usable. Merely hold-
ing the instrument of an ether logician didn’t make him one.

Shiori stood, with her eyes closed, and muttered, “Nope. No
matter how hard I try to look back, I can only see faint glimpses.
I have no idea about what that thing can do.”

She sighed, then opened her eyes, and smiled at Art. “But
since you were able to pull it out, then that’s all that matters.
Even if I can’t rely on the past, maybe it can help you in the fu-
ture?”

“I’m not sure,” he replied. “I’m sure it’s a weapon, but it’s not
like fencing is a regular part of our physical training routines. So
it’s not like I know how to use it. Even if there was any reason to
use it.”

“Well, it glows. So we can look around easier, right?”
“I’m not sure how safe that would be. Itmight end up cutting

one of us, if we’re not particularly careful.”
“I’ll have you know that I’m very careful.”
“Really?”
“I’m a little careful.”
He looked her in the eye, and she turned away, muttering

“Well, I do care.”
“I think it’d be better to just leave this here,” he replied. “It’ll

just end up causing problems.”
“No! You can’t do that!” she cried out, her arms raising up.
“Why not?”
“It’s cool!”
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“Really? It doesn’t feel any cooler than the rest of the room.”
“That’s not what I meant…”
“In any case, it’s not like I have a scabbard. Or anything else.

It’s a little heavy, too.”
“Fine, then I’ll carry it. Hand it over.”
Art presented the sword over to Shiori. When she went to

take it off of his hands, though, therewas a blueflash, and she let
out a sharp, squeaking sound, backing up and shaking her hand.
“Ouch! That thing just electrocutedme, or something.”

“I guess we just have to leave it, then.”
“M’J CFCIJX KLXV I nIO’n CIQ AOF LP nYEQ, JUXIO.”
Art cast Shiori a confused glance. “Could you repeat that,

please?”
“That wasn’t me,” she replied, pointing at the sword. “It was

your sword that just talked.”
The two looked at the sword, which continued to glimmer.

Then, there was another flash of light, forcing the two to step
back and shield their eyes. When the light faded, a luminous,
humanoidfigure, hungbetween the two, and the swordhadvan-
ishing.

“FBIIYVJHX mKKTTIm mTEK. FEEmDnZrD VHP UFHKEI
YAGmGIIQP QF ZVF mKEKFACL IODEK, CnO WOY ZrZQ-
mATFnV TrTE SCnUE. WBGKTVHWFrCKrXIUCFr CTOX PV-
Grr: XTE JWVGP QXUTPZ?”

“Shiori what is this thing?”
“I don’t know. It has something to dowith the sword, though.

Why don’t you try giving it an order?”
“I’m not just going to give it an order.”
“Fine. I’ll give it an order. Hey, blue thing! Turn back into a

sword and let me hold you!”
“CLWr HWSXJ EOG UYVFWVWPCrJ, nmUK-GEGSEmE

AZVI. K HLDF HFmKVECmTn Zr XHrLOnYEX.”
“I’m pretty sure it just insultedme! Tell it to stop!”
“I doubt it would understand me. It’s not like I can under-

stand it.”
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“FOCIY-ADUEW ZQmATFnV. XOCnDTBnZSK OEEPPXJ
EOG OAmSUKmLPAW. Q BG DIOGLJ IXUZXFPG CmHCJXOCT-
TWOnF VBDOZB QYIWLPAWQUSDEQTII.”

Shiori scratched her head. “Well, if it’s something from the
logician era, it might be able to scan our brain patterns. Maybe
insteadof trying tospeakwithwords, give it amental command.”

“XEG FWIU-WYIPVEOOJLCmP EOCZFWK.”
Art faced the glowing figure. Something about the idea of it

being able to pick up on their thoughts unnerved him a little, but
he also had the thought,Well, it’s going to happen anyways. I’ll try it,
then.

He took a deep breath.
Hello. Can you communicate in a way I can understand?
The figure was still for a moment. Then, after a moment,

it reached out with its hand. It spoke, “M rPDPZTnrrA VHLB
ZIL LXXEmmFHWEJKLTISCQIA YIEPUBZW JGTSWE IWEZm-
nZEmYUKBOEYB. J QZPI CCnmQn KLFU AD I DIEJFTmLBJIE
mKnIPC PZ r ZBTBLT SYJTLPSP.”

Art looked at the extended hand. The same motion that Sh-
iori hadmade before. Does this mean it also wants to be friends?

He turned to Shiori, who simply shrugged. Then, turning
back to the figure, he reached out and took its hand with his
own, clasping thehandshake inplace. Thefigureglowedbrightly
once more, as it spoke the words, “REGISTrATIOn IS COn-
FIrmED. REBOOTInG PErSOnALITY mATrIX. UnIDEnTI-
FIED LAnGUAGE SET TO DEFAULT. TrAnSITIOnInG TO HU-
mAn InTErFACE.”

“Registration for what?” he asked, as a burst of light ex-
ploded from the figure. Art let go of its hand, which seemed to
vanish, and tried to step back—but as he did, another hand shot
out, grabbing his wrist and keeping him fromwithdrawing fur-
ther.

Thevoiceof anunfamiliar girl thencalledout, “Oh-ho? Didst
thou truly think I would let thee get away so easily?”

The light began to fade. Art blinked, and noted the light was
now coming from the ground. The floor of the place, once bar-
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ren, had been replaced by an extensive patchwork of lumines-
cent flowers, the petals slowly opening into full bloom. Upon
seeing the flowers, he glanced to Shiori, who he saw gazing in
wonder—and he realized, at that moment, that the petals were
continuing to spread out over the walls and the ceiling, trans-
forming the chamber of dead, petrified flesh into a shimmering
garden of life.

And at the center of it all, was the figure whose hand was
tightly gripped around his wrist. Art looked straight ahead, and
saw a girl. Her attire was unlike anything he had ever seen—a
frilled dress, dyed in an array of blues and black, with detached
sleeves transitioning to see- through fabric as they reached to
her hands, and a blue bow on the front to draw attention toward
her bosom. Themain outfitwas coupledwith a number of acces-
sories, includinga chokerof sheerblack fabric, andearringswith
shining sapphires hanging off of them.

Even putting aside her outlandish dress, the girl herself was
quiteunusual in looks. Her eyeswereabright violet, andherhair
waswhite; her skinwas light, but blushed as thoughwithmake-
up, with black nail-polish on her fingers, and pink lipstick that
highlighted her lips. She was shorter than Shiori, standing per-
haps at the level of Art’s chin, but wore heels to lift herself up.

The final thing Art noticed, was the tattoo which ran across
her body. It was the same as the etchings from the blade, though
they were sprawled out across the girl’s body. Where they had
once traced their way from the hilt down to the blade, here, the
linesall seemed tocenteraround the tattooofa sword,whichwas
marked onto her chest just above the cut-off of her dress.

The girl smirked, “After all. Now that I have thee, I can’t sim-
ply let thee abandonme in this place, can I,mas~ter?”
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V
Rose

Shimmering blue roses spread out around the chamber. Art
could only stare, with his mouth agape, at the strange person
who had appeared in the chamber with them. Behind him, Sh-
iori looked about in amazement at the floral display.

AsArt continued to stare, the girl let goofhiswrist, then took
a step back, lifted her dress, and curtsied. “Forgive me, master.
Please, allowme to introducemyself more properly.”

The girl struck her hand to her chest, closed her eyes, and
immediately began to speak, in a loud and clear voice. “I am
Apollyon, the demon blade who endues death to all which vio-
late the order of the planet Earth. I am the law-bringer, and I
am the destroyer; I have pierced the gods of distant stars from
out of the sky by the light of my blade, and taken the lives of
a thousand lesser men besides. Even the heavens themselves
tremble forme, forwhere I stand, death is inevitable—evenGod
himself. My right hand carries the blinding light, and my left
hand is as a blade, able to sever the threads of fate itself. For all
the power I hold, I am no mere tool—I am an elegant weapon,
beautiful in all things I do, and gifted with the most advanced
personality matrix to aye be constructed. Thou should’st con-
sider thyself serendipitous, human, for one such as myself to
choose you as her master. By clutching mine hilt and establish-
ing our oath, thou hast marked thyself as the master of life and
death in thisworld, anddestined thyself for greatness farbeyond
that the lesser men of this pitiful, dying world. Carry thy head
high, for thou has become a divine arbiter, and thou shall reach
only for eternally greater heights than this. Marry, in this mo-
ment, I have severed the possibility, nay, the very idea, that thou
could ever live a humble life—all which lies beyond the horizon
is greatness, the sort of greatnesswhichwill liveon forever in the
greatest of legends. Thou art blessed, thou art marked, thou art
chosen—and by none other than myself, that is, the great Apol-
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lyon, who has been bestowed with the highest possible specs, as
the greatest sword of the logicians. Even the demon-king him-
self would think twice to dare oppose the great champion, the
great hero, who I have declared as my bearer. I have slumbered
here, in the heart of this creature, for countless centuries, await-
ing the day that one worthy enough to take me would come. At
long last, the day has come, and all the Earth shall know both
dread and celebration. Anon, master—let us avaunt!”

But when Apollyon opened her eyes, she was alone in the
chamber.

Art and Shiori walked side by side, as they headed back for
the exit from the heart. Art blandly asked the question, “You’re
not interested in the sword anymore?”

“No,” she replied. “I’m afraid that one’s irreparably broken.”
Just as the two passed their way into the next chamber, there

was an burst of light and blue petals, shooting past themat rapid
speed and coming out the other side. Apollyon appeared before
them,her eyes shiningwithabright light, as she said, “Hey,mas-
ter. Where dost thou think to be going, without me?”

An immense pressure filled the chamber—or at least, that
was how Art felt. Shiori, on the other hand, seemed perfectly
calm as she said, “Of course he’s walking out without you. What
use would someone have for a broken tool?”

“Broken? Me?” Apollyonechoedback. “Nowisn’t that awork
of grand comedy, coming from you.”

“What’s that supposed tomean?”
“You know exactly what Imean. It’s a shame—if youweren’t

in such an incomplete state, I thinkwe could have a lotmore fun.
But all you are now is just a perfectly normal girl.”

Art thought tohimself, I don’t think there’s anythingnormal about
her…, but didn’t say as much aloud. Instead, as Shiori prepared
to speak again, he put his hand on her shoulders to stop her, and
said, “I’m sorry. Itwas rude ofme towalk away. Even if it seemed
like you were never going to stop talking.”

The smug look Apollyon had beenmaintaining cracked a lit-
tle. “Eh? Of course I was going to stop talking, eventually.”
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“Yes,well. It did seem like youwere kindof goingnowhere…”
“Well, pardon me. It’s not as if I have not been around here

for awhile, all alone,withnothing tokill, andnone to talk to save
my own thoughts.”

“I understand. Itmusthavebeenuncomfortable, beingaban-
doned in a place like this.”

“I’m not abandoned!”
Shiori butted in again, “Oh, really? Then why were you left

here by your previous owner?”
That last sentence did it. Apollyon gritted her teeth, and said,

“It was a clear mistake! That’s the only possible reason. I will
hear nothingmore of this, least of all from thee, girl.”

For a living weapon, she seems rather sensitive, Art thought, turn-
ing to glance at Shiori. She merely grimaced in return, leaving
him to solve this for himself. He let out a sigh, and said, “Okay,
let’s just drop this then. Apollyon?”

“The one and only!”
“I suppose you can come along. I don’t really know what to

do with you, though. I don’t have another room, or anywhere I
could really put a sword, for that matter.”

“’’Tis a trifling matter. I shall simply hide myself in a more
easily accessible form. Wouldst thou prefer a glove, or perhaps a
familiar?”

“A familiar?”
“A familiar it is, then.”
“No, I mean…what is that?”
“I understand. I of course refer to my capability to assume

the form of a smaller, unassuming creature, or indeed a num-
ber of other useful interfaces which I have been assigned. This
human graphical interface is for simple ease of interaction with
human operators, and is assigned as the default for non-combat
purposes.”

“I appreciate that, I think.”
The chamber began to turn dark, as the sun finally sank far

enough to the west for the light to cease pouring in from the
chamber. Shiori took immediately noticed, and commented,
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“Well, look we’ll be moving around in the dark. Just follow my
lead, okay?”

Apollyon laughed at once, in response. “Oh-ho-ho, foolish
girl. As ifmymasterwould have need of so crude amethod. Wit-
ness nowwhat a superior being can do.”

The self-proclaimed demonic sword first extended her hand,
then pulled it back behind her hair, and flicked it out, with amo-
tionwhich lefther index andmiddlefingers extendedalongwith
her thumb. Pinched tightly between them was a shimmering
blue rose, in full bloom, and shining more brilliantly than the
others had before. With a quick smirk made toward Shiori, she
extended the rose to Art, saying, “Behold, master, what I have
prepared for thee. ’’Tis a light of most excellent quality, second
only tomyself in radiance.”

“It’s quite bright. Thank you, Apollyon.”
Art took the rose, and then pointed it back in the direction

they had come. It was certainly bright, andwith it in hand, exit-
ing from the heart would no doubt be considerably easier than
coming in had been. With that tool in hand, he took point in
heading out, with Apollyon moving alongside him, and Shiori
walking a little behind.

“So,master. What has become of this world? For you to have
found me, I take it my sisters must have finished my work in
purging those pests from space? Have the great cities been re-
built? Art thou perhaps a great scholar or traveler, to seek after
me in this place? Oh, but how the worldmust have changed, af-
ter ten and two thousand years. I’m sure that Dolarest must be
splendid.”

Shiori chuckled darkly, and Apollyon shot her a dirty look.
Art was at a loss for a moment, and then asked, delicately,
“Dolarest…the capital of the Ithlumiun Empire, correct?”

“Oh-ho? So thou hast heard of it, then. Pray tell, what dost
thou know of the place? I must know at once.”

Before Art could answer, Shiori stepped in. “The fall of
Dolarest marked the close of the 13th Eon. It collapsed not as a
result of the alien- gods, but by the hands of selfish men, who
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brought it down from the inside. The demon-king assume direct
control from its creators, and the 14th Eon began, withmankind
all but scoured from the planet surface.”

Apollyon clicked her tongue. “Hey, master. That girl speaks
quite a bit of nonsense. May I put an end to her ceaseless prat-
tle?”

“She’s telling the truth,” he said, in response. “Dolarest has
been gone for a very long time…for almost four eons, in fact.”

“That’s…” her voice trailed off, and then, after a bit, she nod-
ded. “So I have been here for that long, then. And Dolarest is
gone. No, that should not surprise me—to bring about the in-
evitable end to all things, is of course a function of mine. Marry,
I have always understood that it, too, shall fall. Yet…”

“It wasn’t in vain,” Shiori interrupted. “If the ether logicians
and their creationshad failed, theEarthwouldhavebeen seeded.
The tools and techniques they left behind proved critical in the
following eons, and it was only with the aid of your sisters that
mankindbanished thedemon-king theyhad created to the outer
realms.”

“And the great empires of man?”
“There have been none. The vampire-generals of the Ash Le-

gionmade an attempt during the 15th Eon, using what remained
of the old sciences, but theirmethodswere tooharsh—theworld
was stripped down to ash and fire. The transition to the 17th eon
was not brought by a great cataclysm, but by the collapse of the
celestial enclosure, and the beginning of the stellar death spiral.”

Shiori stopped for a moment, as if to test if Apollyon
would make an attempt to interrupt her, and then continued,
“Throughout human history, there have been countless claims
that the world would come to an end. Yet there was never a rap-
ture, never a divine judgment. Just an endless series of human
mistakes. This eon, though, is different. This is an eon where
every human on this planet, knows the meaning of the red sun.
The end is inevitable, and now, mankind has ceased praying for
an end—all that remains, is to pray for another tomorrow.”
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Art responded, “The world might end tomorrow. That
doesn’t give us an excuse not to carry ourselves with dignity.”

“I agree, at least in part,” she replied, smiling. “I want to live
for today. Even if my eyes see into the past, I don’t want that
to stop me from appreciating the world in front of me. But at
the same time, just because there may not be a tomorrow, that
doesn’tmean Iwant to throw thatway. I think there’s something
beautiful in that.”

“Hmmph,” Apollyon snorted, having seemingly came back
to her former self. “What strange nonsense ye humans speak.
For one such asmyself, such triflingmatters as simple living are
meaningless. ’’Tis better by far to live with purpose, and seek
naught else but to fulfill it.”

Shiori replied dismissively, “Oh? And what do you do when
that purpose runs out?”

“Thou err, foolish girl,” the demon sword responded. “Once
thou hast completed thy purpose, there is nothing else left. It is
my purpose to serve as a weapon for my master, through per-
forming each of my basic destructive functions to the best of my
ability. Marry, there is naught else which could provideme such
joy.”

“Oh? Then tell me this—is your purpose fulfilled after the
passing of your master? Or when there is nothing left to de-
stroy?”

“What a ridiculous question. It would be my greatest plea-
sure to purge the planet surface at the command of my mas-
ter. It would take some time—longer than any human lifespan,
I imagine—but with a superior enough master, then surely, I
could strike the sun itself out of the sky above.”

“Hey,” Arthur interrupted the two. “Can you knock it offwith
that kind of scary talk? It’s not like you could even reach the sun,
anyways.”

“Ah, but ’’tis a simple solution to that…”
“No. I don’t understand what this master stuff is all about,

but I’mnot going to hear anymore talk about destroying things.”
“As thou command, master. Let’s talk about killing.”
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Art groaned, as the three stepped back into the sunlight. Un-
der the direct light of the sun, the blue rose in his hand faded
into particles, which trailed off into the sky. Art saw a few of
the strange beetle-birds from the earlier sitting atop the intesti-
nal track, though they quickly flew off shortly after the group
stepped out.

“Ah, so this is what has become of the corpse of my last en-
emy,” Apollyon said, scanning the area. “It has become quite the
garden, has it not? Though the blooms here pale in comparison
tomy own.”

Shiori stopped a bit behind them, and Art turned to see that
a severe look had formed on her face. “Shiori?”

“It’s too quiet,” she replied. “The insects that were buzzing
outhere, beforewewent in—they’renothere anymore. Theonly
sounds are the ones coming from far away.”

“Oh? Howperceptive of thee, girl,” Apollyon stated. “But ’’tis
a simple explanation for this, of course. These lesser lifeforms
you speak of have simply chosen to flee from my glorious pres-
ence.”

The nextmoment, an enormous crab-like spider roughly the
size of a house crawled from over the petrified intestinal track,
and fixed all of its eleven horrid eyes upon the three of them.

“Ah?”
“Ooh…”
“Ho-ho!”
Art took a step back, while Shiori began to make observa-

tions, “It seems to be a giant spider of normal,mutational origin.
I’d say there are traces of crab, plus splicing fromextraterrestrial
genomes.”

“That’s great, but what do we do?”
“Run, of course.”
As the two humans spoke, Apollyon stepped forward, to-

wards the direction of the new arrival, her eyes turned upon
them as she said, “Nay, such a thing will not be necessary. Mas-
ter, thou need only watch as I demonstrate the ease with which
one such asmyself can squash an insect.”
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Upon saying so, she raised her right arm out to the side, and
locked her eyes upon the spider. In a loud and clear voice, she
then declared the words, “Logician’s Gate—Open! Calculate:
Drill of Azrael, output 60 lachter, rotation 72million.”

In the air around her outstretched arm, glowing blue strings
of mathematical formulas formed into the bands, which spun
through the air. Some seemed to tighte, wrapping about her
arms, while others expanded out, before all popped out of ex-
istence. The giant spider made a slight motion and then, in the
next moment, made a rapid leap for Apollyon, the closest avail-
able prey.

In the face of that, she sneered, thrust her arm forward, and
called out the word, “Manifest!”

In the next moment, a terrible sound called out through the
air, as the space before her was ripped apart. In less than a sec-
ond, the air was ripped apart, as if by an enormous drill, ro-
tating over 200,000 times. The leaping spider was caught at
the epicenter of the gyrating space, the imaginary drill piercing
through its body, and then spinning so rapidly that the whole of
the creaturewas violently ripped apart. Bits of chitin and pasted
arachnid were scattered about the scene, with only a few of the
legs leaving anythingwhich could remotely be identified as hav-
ing been a living creature. From themess floated a few blue rose
petals, which floated gently to the ground.

Having completed her work, Apollyon crossed her arms un-
der her bust, and noddedwith satisfaction. “Hast thoumarveled
well, Master? What you witness here is but a fraction of my full
power. Canst thou even conceive of the full power I wield?”

When she was greeted with nothing but silence, Apollyon
gritted her teeth, and said, “Hey, Master? In a moment such as
this, it is only proper that thou praise me.”

Yet when she turned to face him, he and Shiori were both
gone. Looking up a bit, she saw an enormous, flying creature,
traveling towards the great bones whichmarked the dead alien-
god’s skull, and clutching two humans in its talons. Faced with
such a sight, she cursed profusely as she took off after them.
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Meanwhile, Art and Shiori were clutched tightly in the claws
of a trivern, a three-headed, owl-winged reptile which even
Art could recall from a few anatomical diagrams. The beast’s
sharp claws had punctured his clothes and skin, though not too
deeply—a slight trickle of blood was all that came out.

He looked over to Shiori, and asked, “How did this happen to
us?”

“Triverns are notoriously stealthy hunters, in spite of their
great size. This is completely normal.”

“No,” he replied. “It’s not normal.”
He tried to turnhis neck behindhim, but the trivernwas fast,

and he couldn’t clearly make out Apollyon’s form in the tangled
growth below. His next question was, “Is there anything she can
do, here?”

“I don’t think so,” Shiori replied, with a grim expression. “If
she was a true ether logician or demon it would be a different
story, but she was only designed to act as a weapon. Anything
that would shoot this thing down would probably take us out
with it.”

“And this thing? It’s going to take us to its nest and eat us?”
“No, I don’t think so. If it was going to eat us, it would have

just snagged us up with its heads.”
“Ah. That’s good.”
“It’smost likely taking us to feed its young. Itwould be better

not to resist, though, since otherwise it will just drop us to the
ground and pick up the bodies.”

“That’s not so good.”
“Just stay calm. As long as we don’t panic, we’ll definitely be

able to think up some kind of daring escape plan!”
“I really hope you’re not acting right now.”
The trivern swooped down as it came to the top of the skull,

where a nest had clearly been carved into one of the creatures
many vacant eye sockets. The two were dropped quite uncere-
moniously into the hole, which was padded with vines, mosses,
and other things which had been dragged into place. The crea-
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ture itself continued to circle, as the two stood and began to take
in the situation.

“Alright,” she said. “Let’s see. Further in the hole is no good,
it can just go in after us…and out…”

The two looked down. The drop, from where they were, was
a great plunge of over three hundred feet. Art noted, “If it’s be-
tween this and evisceration, I’m taking the leap.”

“Hey, no talking like that,” Shiori replied. “We’re still alive,
and we still have our wits. Between those two things, there’s no
sense in just going and giving up yet, you hearme?”

“I can hear you just fine.”
There was a small, chirping sound from further in the hole.

There was another trivern here, much smaller than the one
flying outside, with disproportionately large heads and downy
feathers. Slowly, it began to approach them, it’s heads raised up.

The two of them looked about, but nothing in the way of
a weapon presented itself. Shiori began her analysis, stating,
“The trivern has the external characteristics of both reptiles and
birds, but the genetic base is closer to a cephalopod. The heads
are more-or-less functional, but the brain is located in the mid-
section—disabling themwon’t put it down.”

“Do you have anything inmind?”
“Not without any tools. I need some kind of weapon. So of

course the only sword around here ended up being an annoying
girl!”

Art glanced over, and saw the bone of some large animal.
He made his way over to it slowly, and picked it up—just large
enough to be used as a sort of club, he figured. “Would this
work?” he asked.

“It’s better than nothing. I’ll try to distract it, you come and
try to beat it.”

“I thought you said the heads didn’t have a brain?”
“I’ll figure something out, okay?”
Shiori whistled, and the young trivern turned all three of its

heads in her direction. “Hey!” she shouted. “Look atme, I’ve got
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a liver full of protein and other important nutrients! Come over
here and get me, you little bastard!”

The creature began to walk towards her, and Art saw a
chance. He tookagreat leap forward, thebone club liftedoverhis
head, and then slammed it down as hard as he could on it. The
trivern let out a shriek and recoiled, as its other heads snapped
around to face him. But before they could return his attack, Sh-
iori ran in, and jumped onto the beast’s neck. It began to twist
about in both directions, torn between the two targets; as it did
so, she raised a hand, and then jammed her fingers into its eyes.
Therewas adisgusting, squelchingnoise, and the creature let out
a pained shriek as she let go, and rolled away.

“Sorry,” she said. “You were the actual distraction!”
“I’ll forgive you if we survive!” he replied, moving in and

smashing his club into the distraught creature again. Even if he
couldn’t get the brain like this, he was clearly able to hurt it.

Even with mutant animals, it’s not normal for them to try to fight to
the death. Whether avoidance, deterrence, or fighting, it’s about intimida-
tion.

The tacticwasworking. The trivernbegan tobackdeeper into
the hole, pulling its blinded head back, and making a series of
clicking and hissing sounds. For the moment, they were safe.
But…

“It’s not going to be so easy with the adult,” Shiori mumbled,
as she tapped her foot on the ground.

“Can you think of any ways of getting down?”
“None that would keep it from just snatching is back up.”
Art frowned for a moment, before having a spark of realiza-

tion. “Shiori. How extensive would Apollyon’s brain-pattern
scanning be?”

“I don’t really know the specs for a logician’s sword, but
enough to scan for directed thoughts.”

“Would this distance be too far?”
“I doubt it. Even low-Earth orbit should be fine.”
“Understood. In that case, I’m going to try to ask Apollyon

to deal with the adult trivern. In the meantime, we need to start
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making our way out of this skull.”
“Well, that sounds like a plan tome. Let’s get to it, then!”
Art turned his attention to the ground, in the direction of the

heart and a little further. Then, with all of the focus he could
muster, he thought thewords,Apollyon. Canyoudo somethingabout
the trivern that’s flying around outside?

There was no response sent through his mind, or anything
quite so convenient as that. But as the trivern next swooped
along the hole, he watched the air shimmer about it; and in the
nextmoment, the beating ofwings ceased, as the creature slowly
slid apart, having been cleanly bisected into two pieces by an in-
visible blade.

Shiori whistled. “Even if she’s annoying, I can’t deny
that she’s an effective weapon. Let’s see, then…are there any
footholds we can use to climb to a better position, maybe?”

The two began to inspect along the edge. The trivern’s claw
marks, combined with the natural features of the inside of the
skull and thepassingof time, createdasortofpathalong theside.

But not an easy one…
“No time like the present!” Shiori declared, making her way

to the side, and scanning over the side for a path to follow. “So
long as we’re just a little careful, this should be completely safe.”

“Really?”
“Mostly safe. Safe enough.”
After making her analysis, Shiori took off her shoes, strip-

ping out the laces and tossing the rest off to the side. As she tied
the lace into a ponytail, Art asked, “Is that a good idea?”

“The shoes don’t have good enough grip,” she explained. “It’d
beadifferent storywithmountain shoes, but rightnowI’d rather
trust my toes for grip. Yours should be fine, though.”

“They’re part of the academy uniform,” he replied. “They’re
meant to grip to any surface.”

“That’s pretty convenient. You think I can enroll?”
“I don’t really know the process. And we still don’t have a

teacher.”
“Oh yeah…oh, I hope you get a new teacher soon, then.”
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“I just hope we get out of this alive.”
Shiori reached her arms out to the nearest handhold, then

her left foot, and beganmaking her away along the side. Art fol-
lowed shortly after her. The rough surface of the eye socket in-
terior helpedwithmaintaining a good grip, though proper hand
and footholds were few and far between. In an ideal scenario,
they would have both climbing gear and a good viewing angle
from the front of the path, but neither were available.

He took a glance over to Shiori, whoappeared to be bitingher
lip as she moved along the side. The path she was lead them on
wasprecarious, butnot to thepoint of being impossible—so long
as he was careful, he was pretty sure he would be able to keep
following.

She stopped, looked down, up, and around. Art could see
therewas a slight shelf just above, but as she extended her arms,
it wasn’t quite enough—just a little out of reach. Then, she
threw herself up, barely catching herself on the ledge in time,
and beganmaking her way along a little further. By the time Art
reached that point, he was glad that his arms were just barely
long enough to complete the distance, and he was able to better
reach down to the few available footholds.

Things seemed to be progressing smoothly. For his part, Art
did all he could not to look down—something told him that, if he
were to takeaglancedownfromthisposition, itwouldbeenough
to fatallybreakhisnerves,whichwere justbarelyholdingsteady.
He thought back to physical training, and the pads that always
waited just a little bit below – so long as he could envision those,
he thought, it would be fine.

It was working fairly well as a mental tactic. Owing to the
difficulty of the current course, even though Shiori had kept a
lead before, he hadmanaged to get up right alongside her.

Then, there was a terrible groaning sound from all around,
mostly behind him. He wasn’t sure what the sound was, until
the bone wall before him started to slide back.

“Eh?”
“Wow!”
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Art turned his neck back, and saw it. The skull was starting
to pull itself apart, a great line forming, as if it had been split in
two. He was confused by what was happening, until he thought
back to just a little bit earlier.

Don’t tellme…did she split the entire skull in halfwith that attack, and
not just the trivern!?

He clung to the wall with all of his strength, as the skull
jerked. He wasn’t sure exactly how the skull would pull itself
apart, and hoped that he would be able to cling on while it did.
But that plan was undone, as Shiori lost her grip, and started to
fall.

“Shiori!”
Itwas an impulsive action—the sort of thingwhichhappens,

whenapersonactson instinctmore than logic. Hishandreached
out, and grabbed onto hers as she fell. To his credit, Art was
strong—in a better case, he may well have been able to hold up
both of their weights with just one hand, if only for a moment.
But without a firm grip, and with a falling person’s momentum,
it was a different story.

The cosmic law of gravity was not his ally.
In thatmoment, Art gripped Shiori’s tightly in his left hand,

and in his right hand, held nothing but empty air. The windwas
whistling past his ears, and he could see eye-to-eye with Shiori.
There was a look of shock on her face, but as they fell, that look
of shock began to change into a smile.

So this is how it ends, he thought. I guess in the end, I really wasn’t a
good fit for the program.

On the fifth second of their fall, everything turned white.

VI
White

When Art awoke, he found himself in a white space. The un-
adorned walls, the bed and the sheets, the table, the desk, the
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door leading out, the glowing light from the ceiling—it was all
white.

He blinked, and reached up to feel his head—though, when
hedidso, he found thathisbodywasboth incredibly stiff, and in-
credibly numb. As he suspected, there was ametal band around
his head.

I’m in the Datanet.
He pressed a button along the side, and the user interface

came up. There were no customization for his account, so all
he could see were the basic details—the condition of his body,
the date and time, and the time that had passed since he had last
logged on.

Itwas thefirst questionwhichwas themost critical—the fact
that he had woken up all, meant that he must be alive. When he
looked over the report, he managed to confirm asmuch, though
it appeared that he had sustained critical damage.

They must have taken by body to the observatory for medical treat-
ment. Based on the date, I’ve only been out for about two days. How long
did it take for them to get to me, though? And Shiori…I hope they got to
her in time.

He looked around the room. It was a sterile space, onewhich
made even his room seem barren. In theory, these rooms were
meant to be the personal spacewhereDatanet users could spend
leisure time, engaging in all manner of solitary activities—
generally speaking, this tended to involveaccessing thearchives,
and watching records.

For his part, Art had found most of his enjoyment in the
formof the nature documentarieswhichweremaintained in the
archives. He could vaguely recall that therewas a point, whenhe
was younger, that he had adorned the room a little differently.
There were a wide array of plants and animals, most of which
had been extinct for eons, which he had pinned on thewalls. But
at some point, during a system update, all of the settings in the
roomhadbeen restored to default. Hehadnevermade any alter-
ations after that.
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He checked to see when his last long-in date had been, and
found himself almost surprised howmuch time had passed.

TImE SInCE LAST LOG-In :: 59:13:25:43.13
Has it really been that long?
Art could vaguely recall that it was the general practice for

many of his classmates to hook into the Datanet as soon as they
had a chance at home. Between his ownwork, and caring for the
house, he rarely had the time—and what little he did, usually
was spent on long walks.

Sitting himself up on the edge of the bed, Art found that his
current stiffness made it hard to move properly. Checking the
diagnostics of his avatar, he found that his synchronization rate
had dropped below the red line of performance. Simple acts like
walking or speaking would be fine, but anything more would
take time.

The longer I sit around, the longer that will take.
He slowly stoodhimself from thebed, andmadehiswayover

to the door. Reaching down and spinning the key-dial which
served as his handle to the right value, he opened a connection
to themost open common space, and stepped out of the door.

The path beyond was a white hallway, stretching out as far
as the eye could see—or rather, as it stretched on, everything
blurred together so much that it was impossible to say for sure
what lie beyond without going and checking for oneself. Art
slowly made his way down the hall, until at last, he came to the
far end, where another door awaited. Above it was a small sign
which read “Cafeteria”.

He stepped through that, aswell. The space beyondwaswide
andopen, anddominatedby large, round tables, eachwith about
sevenchairs around them. Foodsofall sortswere laidout in trays
along the walls, with plates and tongs for serving, and he could
see a few of his classmates sitting together around the room.

In particular, his eyes focused in on the pair he had spoken
with the most often—a broad-shouldered boy, by the name of
Gareth, and a girl with short, auburn hair, named Chloe. Gareth
looked over to him and said, “Art, it’s been a while.”
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“It has,” he replied. The aroma of the various high-quality
foods in the room made its way to him, and he said, “Give me
amoment. I need to grab something.”

“Sure, take your time.”
He had never disassembled a headset to confirm exactly how

they worked, but the sensory stimulation from the Datanet was
something Art understood to be an impressive work. To com-
pensate for the food which was made available to the students,
which ranged from unpleasant to bland, the food in this cafete-
ria worked off of direct stimulation to the brain.

In the end, he settled on a bowl of sliced meat (sampled
from an animal which he believed was probably long extinct),
caramelizedonions, and rice. Itwas a simple choice, but one that
gave him awarm, comforting feeling when he picked it out.

He sat himself down and began to eat, as Gareth asked him,
“So what took you so long? It’s not like there was anything to do
out there.”

“I met a girl from the outside,” Art replied, after swallowing
the first bite. “Wewere doing things together.”

“Doing things?” Chloe asked. “What do youmean?”
“We talked,” heanswered. “About a lot of things, actually. The

stars, flowers, things that I didn’t really know about. Then we
went out and explored around, and…”

When Art looked at the other two, he saw confusion on both
of their faces. Then, realizing his own position from just the day
before, he said, “Let me finish this, and I’ll start from the begin-
ning.”

After finishing the bowl, Art gave a short summary of the
eventsof thepreviousdayandahalf—the things thathe learned,
as well as themore absurd things which had happened. The two
listened intently through all of this, until he reached the end of
his story. At that point, Chloe said, “That sounds incredible. But
also really, really dangerous! You shouldn’t do things like that.”

“I agree,” Gareth said, with a nod. “Though I’m not sure that
I really understand it all.”

64



“Are you sure it reallyhappened?” Chloe asked. “Maybe after
you put on the headset, there was a glitch with the archives, and
it strung a bunch of images together in a weird sequence?”

“If that’swhathappened tohim, then Ihope ithappens tome,
too. I’ve never heard something that entertaining before.”

“It wasn’t like that,” Art said, leaning back in his chair and
looking up at the ceiling. “It was far too real. I don’t have any
memories of even getting my headset out, either. I’m sure I
would at least remember that if I had just been experiencing a
glitch.”

Chloe set her chin on her hand, and tapped the other on the
desk. “Is that so? But it definitely sounds like a glitch, tome. This
Shiori girl has something off about her. More than this Apollyon
person, even.”

“Didn’t Art just say that shewas an outsider? Of course she’ll
be a little bit strange. I’m sure we must be that way to her.
Though, Art…it seems a bit odd that either of youwould survive
a fall like that.”

“I don’t understand it myself. It might be that Apollyon was
able to do something, but I don’t know what that might have
been.”

“Well, in the end, it’s not that important!” Gareth declared,
putting an end to the subject. “Now that you’re here, do youwant
to get some fencing practice in? I can’t get into the rightmindset
without a strong opponent to go against, and hearing about this
logician’s blade really put me in themood.”

“What you should be doing is working on your marksman-
ship,” Chloe scolded him. “I think you’ve actually gotten worse.”

“Not everyone can be an eagle-eye like you, Chloe.”
“You can, you just need to put in the work. Just look at how

good Art has gotten.”
“That’s because he’s Art. Chloe, you just heard that he keeps

a shelf just for his class notes.”
“You don’t?” Art asked in surprise.
“No. I just reference stuff here, in the archive.”
“I guess I never realized that…”
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Art’s words trailed off, as he thought back to his earlier real-
ization. He then asked the question, after a briefmoment of hes-
itation, “Hey. Have the two of you ever enter into a house other
than your own?”

“Huh?” Gareth asked. “No, whywould I?”
“It’s the same forme,” saidChloe. “I just go home and get into

the Datanet.”
“I see. Then, have the two of you ever thought it was odd how

the town is laid out?”
“Nope. You wanna explain that?”
“I mean how spaced out everything is. It doesn’t really map

to any of the stuff that we’ve learned in class. There aren’t any
signs that any buildings were removed, either, or that the town
has shrank in size. So it had to have been a deliberate decision,
to space the homes away from each other.”

Gareth frowned, and replied, “It’s not like it really matters,
does it? We can all connect to each other here, in the Datanet,
easily enough.”

“But you know,” Chloe said. “He’s right that there’s some-
thing odd about it. I’d almost forgotten about it, but I actually
remember a time, just after school began, when I was looking
around and trying to find someone’s house. But since all of the
houses basically looked the same, I ended up getting lost all the
way on the other end of town, and had to get picked up and
brought back.”

“Huh. Something like that really happened with you?”
“What, did you think I just made it up?”
“No, that’s not what I meant.”
Art was merely half-listening as the two spiraled off into

their argument. He had a great deal of respect for Gareth as an
athlete and a fencer, and for Chloe as an analyst—if she agreed
that something was off about the town, then he could feel pretty
confident that there was. But that still left the question of just
what it was.

I’m sure that Shiori could figure it out, if she didn’t just dismiss it out
of of hand…I hope that she’s okay.

66



“Oh!” Gareth said, putting a stop to the argument and calling
Art’s attention back to the present situation. “I heard that we’re
going to be getting a new teacher.”

“Really?”
“That’s what they’ve been saying,” Chloe said. “There hasn’t

been any confirmation from the adults, though.”
Gareth explained, “Alex was the one who found out. Since

it would take so long to grow a new clone to teach the classes,
apparently the observatory found an outsider who could handle
that sort of thing. He said that he thinks she’s probably a vam-
pire.”

“On the other hand, he’s Alex,” Chloe added.
“Right. So if anything, it’s more likely that a vampire’s just

going to show up and eat us all, while we’re hooked up to these
machines. Not that there’s any around.”

“I think security would take care of something like that,” Art
said. “Orat thevery least, someone in theobservatorywoulddis-
connect the Datanet themoment people started dying.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s true. So, want to try fencing?”
“My synchronization is still pretty low. I’m not sure I’ll be

able to provide you with thematch that you’re looking for.”
“The faster you get back in action, the faster I’ll be able to get

that match. Let’s get you into the dojo and see about making it
happen.”

Navigation of the Datanet consisted of transfers similar to
theoneArthadperformedearlier,withusers settingcoordinates
at the doors and moving to the next space. In that fashion, the
three of themmoved to the dojo. Art and Gareth both headed to
the weapons racks, picking out appropriate swords.

The training swords, in terms of looks and general feel, were
a set of cruciform long-swords forged from excellent steel; each
of perfect weight, and comfortable to use in the hand. In truth,
each was dull, but would connect with the Datanet headset to
register blows.

In otherwords, a strike to the armwould successfully immo-
bilize the opponent and cause them a great deal of pain, but it
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would not lead to a loss of the arm, either within the Datanet or
out in theworld. The technologywasmarvelous, thoughnothing
on the level of the lost arts of the ether logicians.

Ormaybe not that lost, considering Apollyon?
Art and Gareth assumed opposite positions, each of them

holding their blades back in a tail-guard position. He smirked,
and said, “You’re going to have a terrible headache after this, you
know.”

“I’m sure I will. But I’ll do the best I can tomake it mutual.”
The two began. Gareth stepped in quickly, raising his blade

and swinging it up from below, while Art raised his up to guard
the blade. Gareth quickly alternated his grab, grasping the blade
andmoving in for a downward thrust.

Recalling the sequence, Art moved to parry the blow with
the guard of his sword, but Garethmerely grinned, pulling back
andwrenching Art’s blade out of his hands. Then, he tapped Art
lightly on the head with his pommel, saying, “Gotcha.”

“You did. Let’s keep at it, then.”
The two continued their practice, withArt’s synchronization

rising steadily as they carried on. Slowly but steadily, his physi-
cal control began to improve, and thematcheswhichGareth had
initially been dominating grew longer, and eventually, shorter
again in Art’s favor.

In their last bout, Gareth swung his blade in a similar fash-
ion to the first, with Art raising once more into a guard. But
this time, while Gareth shifted into the half-sword position, Art
twisted his blade into a thrusting movement, striking Gareth in
the chest. The safety measures prevented the tip from penetrat-
ing, but delivered a powerful shock to Gareth’s chest, causing
him to stumble back, clutching his chest.

“Ouch.”
“Sorry. I know howmuch those hurt.”
“Yeah, yeah. Well, it’s not like I didn’t give you a few of

those…”
In spite of their initial bravado, neither had struck each

other with many blows aimed to the head, and there were no
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headaches to be had by either. After they headed to the lockers
to wash up, Art went back to his personal room, and laid down
on the bed to think over things.

Would I call them friends?
That was the thought which came to him as he lay there. His

plain, white room, was an empty place, but also calming in its
ownway. Therewerenoother distractions, leavinghismind free
to wander as he chose. There had beenmany days and occasions
like this, but so far, all he had done was consider them just an-
other part of the learning process.

He openedhis usermenu, andpulled up theprevious records
from his class roster. Looking at them, he could see the general
ranking of his class, as well as their positions within each of the
categories. Besides the general academics subjects, there were
a few other categories in which students were ranked—fitness,
swordsmanship, marksmanship, skill in strategic exercises, de-
signwork, and a broad array of other areaswhichweremeant to
assess general competency. Sitting at or near the top on each of
the rankings was his own name, with a list of others below.

His thoughts turnedback to thepast. He recalled thefirst day
he had arrived at the academy. The sky had been gray, as it often
was, but not yet to the point of rain. His father hadpattedhimon
the head, and said to him, “Art. This is the first step of your path.
Show themwhat it means to stand at the top.”

The days that followed all blurred into each other. He would
show up, attend to the lectures, do the work needed, and other-
wise work his way towards that goal. He spoke when he needed
to speak, andwas silent when he needed to be silent. Therewere
someclassmateshe spoke tomore thanothers,GarethandChloe
among them, but that had more to do with them speaking with
him than anything else.

Day after day, it was the same sequence of events. So long
as he was a diligent worker, that was all that mattered. Sure
enough, he had done quitewell for himself. He scored topmarks
inmost categories, andwas tied for such in others. Of course, no
matter howwell he did, his brother would always laugh and say
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that it was just a matter of the competition—even if Art could
rank better among his class, he was the younger brother, and
would always be running behind.

He had taken that at face value. Butwhatwas the true reason
for those words? Was it something like jealousy? Or was it just
his way to help push Art to greater heights?

The top was the only thing that really mattered, then. When
there was a class report, showing rankings and results, Art
would start from there and look down for his name. There was
noneed to lookbeyond that, hehad thought. Itwasn’t apurpose-
ful ormalicious act, nor didhe think itwas somethingwhichhad
anything to do with an ego.

It wasn’t that I didn’t care about the others, and it wasn’t that I cared
too much about myself. I didn’t feel pride or happiness from success—it
was simply the way that things were. It was the natural result of putting
in effort, so Inever thought further than that. Inaway, I just assumed that
it was the same way for everyone else.

His class had not remained the same. Over the passing of
years, the size had shrunk. Now that he was an eight-year stu-
dent, it seemed that many of the kids he had seen were gone—
but where had they gone? Besides the academy, and the upper
academy which was built in with the observatory, there was no
other schools to attend.

Perhaps they simply moved on to other work?
Or perhaps that wasn’t the case? He had never thought to

give it any attention before, but there had been a few transfers
in the past. It was always done quietly, without any ceremony.
Nobody commented on it, since that was the way of things.

Everything had an order to it. Things had to be donewith in-
tent and purpose, to prevent that order from falling apart. That
waswhyhe assumed that everythingwasworkingwithin the or-
der. There was no need to question things, no need to aim to
have fun. Maintaining things in their proper order was some-
thing that was necessary. In that sense, it was a piece of circular
logic—toquestion thenecessity of having that proper order,was
to itself violate the order.
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And yet she didn’t care about any of that.
Art returned his attention to the list, and then, for the fist

time, continued to scan down the line. He looked over each of
his classmates, noticing the areas where they excelled, as well as
the areaswhere they struggled. Somewere indeed better overall
than others, but none could be said to be the same as another.

The faces which had been blurred together, as he went
through the documentation, seemed to become more clear to
him. In a sense, he felt that, as he reflected on the people around
him, they began to take on a formwhich theyhadn’t before. As if
they had moved from something abstract in his mind, to some-
thing real.

Was it just them?
Whenwas the last time he had even called his brother by his

name?
It’s not enough to just keep learning, if I’m not going to ask the ques-

tionsmyself. It’s not enough to stand at the top, if thatmeans not reaching
any further than before.

He had reflected enough—he couldn’t remain here. Check-
ing the status of his physical body, Art saw that he had
stabilized—all that he needed to do was disconnect from the
Datanet, and return back to the world outside. Laying down in
bed, and closing his eyes, he pressed the toggle on his headset to
disconnect.

The countdown began. In ten seconds, he would be back
in the real world. He wasn’t sure who had saved him, and he
couldn’t be sure what had happened to Shiori. But remaining
here wasn’t going to help him with that. He had questions that
needed answers, and no teacher. Fromnow on, it was his turn to
go searching for the truth.

The countdown ended, and he returned.
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VII
Connect

Art removed his Datanet headset, and was at once forced to
cover his eyes again, as the thin light of the afternoon sun shone
through thewindows of the hospital-like roomhe foundhimself
awakening in, directly onto his face.

What a terrible placement for awindow…no, it’s just that the curtains
were left open.

He looked around, thinking that he might have wound up in
the observatory hospital. But checking over the bed he was on,
the curtains, the window placement, the bluish wall colors—he
was in the nurse’s office of the academy.

Whywould they take me here?
Therewas a rustling sound along his side, and a slight groan,

which let him know he wasn’t alone in the room—sitting in a
chair along his bed, and currently laying asleepwith her head at
his side, was Shiori. She was fast asleep, with her hair sprawled
out, and a little trail of drool hanging out of hermouth.

He let out a sigh of relief, glad to see that she was alright. He
was still curious about how they had survived, but for now, he
wasmostly just glad to see that she wasn’t hurt.

Should I wake her up? She looks pretty tired, though.
Art did his best to quietly place his Datanet headset on the

small table near the bed, hoping not to wake her. Inspecting his
ownbody, he found thatwhile everymuscle of his bodywas sore,
there were no signs of visible injuries, making the result much
lighter than hemight have expected given the circumstances.

There were footsteps from the door, so he looked over to see
whowas approaching. Pokingherheadout frombehind the cur-
tainswasApollyon, still dressed in theeccentric clothing shehad
worn earlier, who announced herself with, “Ah, master. How
good it is to see that thee have stirred from thy protracted slum-
ber.”

He had somewhat expect to see her, but hewas less prepared
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for thewomanwho followed. Shewas taller thanhim,wearing a
white lab- coat over a white button-up shirt and a black high-
waist shirt; she had shoulder-length black hair and deep blue
eyes, which were obscured under dark-rimmed glasses. While
Apollyon had made a fair amount of noise as her shoes struck
the floor, this woman had entered completely silently, and re-
mained silent as she looked overArt. Despite not being someone
he recognized, he thought she seemed strangely familiar.

Noticing his silence, Apollyon followed Art’s gaze to the
woman, and she sighed. “Thou shouldbe thankful,master. Were
it not for this woman, neither of ye would be alive.”

“Is that so?” he asked. “Then I suppose…thank you, ma’am.
But how did you pull it off?”

“In an inelegant fashion,” the woman replied, in a voice
which was cold, almost mechanical. “I countered your momen-
tum by triggering a force burst in the area below. The sudden g
forces had the side effect of incapacitating you, but did avert a
fatal fall.”

“With some kind of device? So, you work with the observa-
tory?”

“That is incorrect. I will be operating out of this school-
building.”

“Eh? Wait, does that mean…?”
Shenodded and said, “Myname isMs. Kato, and Iwill be tak-

ing over the role of teacher. In that capacity, it wasmy job to en-
sure that no harm came tomy students.”

So the rumor that Alex had uncovered was right, at least in
part. Art couldn’t see anything about her that would mark her
as a vampire, though he had a sense that he would need to ask
Shiori for something like, seeing as shewas the onewho seemed
to bemore of an expert on the topic. Furthermore, there was the
strange person his brother hadmentioned being spotted.

“Do you…come from the outside, then? Like Shiori?”
“Yes. I came across this job opening while traveling and

found it interesting enough to consider. So, you are Art, then?”
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“Yes, though…Ms. Ambrosius always insisted on my full
name.”

“I see no point in doing so. Art will be sufficient. Now, may I
ask what led you to entering such a dangerous area?”

Shiori’s head suddenly shot up from the side of the bed, and
she said, “I told you, didn’t I?Wewere just looking around.”

“I have already received your explanation. I do not need to
hear it again. Understood?”

“Well, it’s not like he’s going to say anything different…”
Art answered, “I think that…probably covers everything? It

was a bit of a last minute decision.”
“Is that so? Nothingmore than amomentary whim?”
“I guess that’s about right…”
“Understood. Then allow me to remind you that it is a core

tenet of this academy that all actions should have a purpose to
them, as part of the order of things.”

“I understand…”
“That said—youractionshavenot beenentirelywithoutpur-

pose.”
Ms. Kato placed her hand on Apollyon’s head. “You have

found this girl, while there remains vacancies on the class ros-
ter. Therefore I shall enroll her into this school.”

“Thou make a bold claim, human. I have not yet acquiesced
to thy request, nor does there seem to be a reason.”

“Youropiniondoesnotmatter,”Ms.Kato continued. “If it did,
I would have consulted you.”

“Eh!?”
Art was a bit surprised with how easily Ms. Kato had dis-

missed the living weapon who was standing in the room with
them. But she still had more to say, as she pointed to Shiori and
continued to speak, saying, “You will be enrolled as well. I will
not tolerate there being vagrant children running around, caus-
ing trouble.”

“What do youmean, vagrant?”
“Wait, that’s the part you’re concerned about?”
“Well, I can’t promise I wouldn’t cause trouble, you know?”
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“Please be quiet, the both of you. I have not yet finished giv-
ingmy explanation.”

“Right. Sorry…”
“I do not want an apology, I want you to behave respectfully.

I do not expect this to be especially difficult for you, Art, as you
have had plenty of experience. As for you two, I expect you to
learn bymodeling his behavior.”

“Nobody toldme about all of these rules…”
“Thou art quite arrogant to make such proclamations, hu-

man. Ifmymasterdoesnotorder tome, then I shallhearnomore
of this—I do not care for thy way of being.”

Ms. Kato shot Apollyon a harsh gaze, and the latter returned
one which was equally severe. Art began to grow worried for a
moment, recalling the power that Apollyon had demonstrated
earlier. But tohis surprise, after a tensemoment, itwasApollyon
who took a step back, turning her head aside and saying, “Tsk.
Understand that I donot do this by thy command, but as ameans
of watching my master. If thou should prove a problem, I shall
not hesitate to eviscerate thee.”

“I’m glad that we have an understanding,” Ms. Kato replied,
as she turned her attention next to Shiori. “And you?”

“Well, I don’t know about all of this business with rules, but
it’s not like I’ve ever been in a school before,” she replied, leaning
back in her chair. “So I guess it should be fine. Are you going to
be teaching all of those things that Art described before?”

“I will be making a number of adjustments to the curricu-
lum,” she replied, explaining that, “I have looked over the work
left behind by my predecessor, and while it is exceptional, I do
not believe it has done an adequate job at fostering students to
meet the standards for living as successful adults”

“What do you mean?” Art asked, confused. “Isn’t the goal
supposed to be graduating?”

“That is incorrect,” she replied. “But it is close enough to the
truth that I would consider it at least an adequate explanation.
More will bemade clear in time.”
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She turned about to leave, then looked back. “You are free to
leave. Return to your home at the soonest possible convenience.
Classes will resume tomorrowmorning.”

Then, she turned to leave. Each of the three remaining in the
room followed her with their gaze—Art with confusion, Apol-
lyon with a mix of fear and irritation, and Shiori seemingly just
alert. Silencehung in the air, asMs.Katodeparted just as silently
as she has entered, and was broken by Shiori reaching over to
Art’s shoulders and saying, “You’re really okay, right? You don’t
have any brain damage or anything, right? She wouldn’t tell me
if you had brain damage.”

“I’m fine, Shiori. I’m glad to see you are, too.”
“Well, for a moment there, I really thought we were both

done for! I’m glad that Ms. Kato showed up when she did. She’s
been really quiet about how she did it, though.”

Apollyon raised an eyebrow, saying, “Verily, thou do not?”
“Do you know something, Apollyon?” Art asked.
“Nay. It is not a significant matter, and it is not my place to

say. I shall speak no further on thematter.”
Shiori objected, “Don’t you keep calling Art your ‘master’?

Can you really just deny one of this requests like that?”
“Foolish girl, is thy head truly so empty? He is my master,

but I am not a slave without a will. I am a peerless weapon, and
it ismy function to serve as such, not to thoughtlessly betray the
secrets of another. Even if I cannot tolerate that woman.”

“I won’t ask, then,” Art said. “I am concerned, though. How
will the two of you fare in the academy?”

“You really have to ask that?” Shiori laughed, raising her
finger and pointing to her eyes. “Remember, I can just look
back into the past. I’m basically an all-powerful test taker, you
know?”

“Thou need not worry for me, master. To secure the perfor-
mance of my functions, I have been granted superior process-
ing functions and a first-class knowledge-base. Ye shall see, hu-
mans, the true measure of the gap in our base parameters, and
tremble at what yet have created.”
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“Oh, you’re not that impressive,” Shiori replied. “Just let me
fix a knife to the end of a calculator, and that should do it.”

“I’ll have thy tongue for that, foolish girl. Master, I demand
thou giveme permission to put a cease to her prattling.”

“I’m not exactly excited about the idea of giving orders, but
that? That is at thebottomof the list of things Iwouldorder. And
Shiori, can you please be nicer?”

“Fine. If we’re going to be classmates, then I guess I can at
least try this ‘respect’ thing.”

“Thou should be careful, foolish girl—though I shall put on a
show for the benefit of the class, know theewell that inmyhead,
I am calculating all of the ways in which I shall punish thee for
thy insolence shouldmymaster endure another fall.”

“I’ll look forward to it. Until then, I’m going tomakemyway
up to the top of this class…hey, Art? Who is that, right now?”

“It’s me.”
“Really? Guess you’d better look out, then. This whole thing

hasme feeling really competitive, and excited about that.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever really competed with anyone before,

so I’m not really sure what that’s like.”
Orhave I?he thought tohimself. Iwas aiming at the top, so even if

I didn’t thinkabout it,wasn’t I puttingmyself in competitionwith everyone
else? Like with Gareth…

That was right. Even if he didn’t think that much about
it, wasn’t Gareth doing everything he could to become the top
swordsman in the school? How must it have felt for him, then,
having the person at the top so disinterested?

How must he actually feel about that? If he’s keeping everything in-
side… then isn’t that a form of acting, too?

Thoughhewas beginning to lose himself in thoughts, a quick
tap on the head from Shiori brought him back to reality. “Hey,”
she asked, “Are you sure you’re doing okay?”

“I am,” he replied. “In some ways, I think I’m doing better
than I have in a long while.”
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“Oh,” she said, nodding. Then flashing a smile, she said,
“Well, I’m glad to hear that! I don’t want to see my friend get
sad, okay?”

“Right. I’ll try not to worry you, then.”
“But if you do get sad, don’t hide it either! It’s really impor-

tant that friends talk to each other about those kinds of things.
Or at least, that’s what I think.”

“Alright, then I’ll try to do that, too.”
Art began to sit up, while Shiori stepped out of her chair. He

said, “I should probably head back home, then. What about you
two?”

“I shall remainhere for thenight,”Apollyonsaid. “There isno
sense in departing if I am simply to return in the morning. Call
for me if thou should need thy blade, master.”

“I…suppose thatmakes a degree of sense? And you, Shiori?”
“I’ll be heading back home. Oh, but I’ll walk with you for a

little while, alright? We’re heading inmore-or-less the same di-
rection.”

“I suppose that makes sense. Alright, then…I suppose take
care of yourself, Apollyon?”

“It is I who should be saying as such, master. Take care when
thou art with that foolish girl.”

The two of them, Art and Shiori, departed from the academy.
The school-house itself was a relatively simple structure—there
was a large class-hall, with a number of small rooms affixed to
thewings, suchas thenurse’s office. Therewasnot aproperdojo,
but instead a training field out along the back, which served for
general athletic functions. In all of his memory, Art could never
recall a time when the school-house had proved inadequate in
fulfilling its role.

The sky had darkened considerably in just a short time, as
another front of clouds had moved in. Looking up, Art was also
fairly sure that it was going to begin raining soon. He asked Sh-
iori, “Do you have a way to dry off properly at your place?”

“I’ll be fine,” she replied. “A little rain never hurt anybody.”
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“Let’s at least get you a uniform. There’s a rain-jacket in the
kit, so it should help you stay dry. And new shoes, since you lost
yours.”

“Ooh, I’ve never worn a uniform before…I hope it’s cute.”
“Cute?”
The two made a quick stop in the supply and locker rooms,

before heading off. As they went off into the night, Apollyon
watched them from the roof of the school-building, her legs
swaying. Once they had departed an adequate distance, she
stoodherself up, andheadedback along the roof, to lookdown in
the back yard. There, standing down in the dirt area, she could
seeMs. Kato looking up at her, with her hands deep into her lab-
coat pockets.

“Mymasterhasdepartedwith the fool girl. There isno longer
any need to restrainmyself against thee.”

“Then let us see it play out,”Ms. Kato replied. “Though I have
told you already: there is little need to worry about collateral
damage.”

“Verily, thoubelieve this? But thou should realize, there isno
hope for amere human to survive, once I releasemy limiters.”

“You talk a big game, but there is little you can do without
the boy acting as your master. My teaching does not begin until
tomorrow, but if you are so eager, I see no reasonnot to teach you
a lesson.”

“Teaching is the domain of those who cannot do.”
“Is that so?” the teacher replied, adjusting her glasses. “Then

this lesson will be a two-for-one deal.”
The yardwas silent for amoment. Then, Apollyon raised her

right arm, and announced, “Logician’s Gate—Open!”
The glowing blue bands formed in the air around her arm, as

she decided upon themost effectiveweapon for this battle, “Cal-
culate: Sword ofMichael, output 1, temperature 5500.”

But she was not the only on speaking. Ms. Kato, in a much
quicker cadence, held out her right hand and called, “Barrier
Force, output 10, variable: heat deflection.”
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Still, Apollyon wasn’t going to allow herself to stop, and she
went on to conclude the incantation, calling out theword, “Man-
ifest!”

To a normal human eye, nothing had occurred within the
space. But to the eyes of an artificial being such as herself, what
Apollyon had manifested in her hand was a sword of pure fire,
with a heat matching that of the surface of the sun in its heyday.
Even restrained as it was, the blade scorched the surface of the
roof below her feet, and warped the air with its absurd heat.

It was the ultimate anti-personnel weapon, capable of in-
stantly vaporizing any human being. In her hand, it would
stretch out, striking at a desire target like a whip with a mind of
its own—not merely a close-combat weapon, but a short-range
homing weapon, which could be swung to fell a full platoon of
men or alien creatures at once.

Andnow,with full awarenessof that fact,Apollyonraisedher
armback, and swung theweapon. The flames struck out, hissing
through the air, and extending out as they struck forMs. Kato.

Yetwith a simple gesture, shewavedher hand in front of her,
and said, “Whoosh…”

In an arc extending out from her arm came forth an invisi-
ble line of numbers, forming together a complex barrier. The tip
of the blazing sword made contact with the barrier, and there
was a powerful blast of heat, scorching the ground and turn-
ing the sand to glass. And then, the sword was shattered apart,
while barrier which had sprung into place spiraled back around
Ms. Kato, spinning around her like a whirlwind of imaginary
numbers.

The teacher pointed her finger at Apollyon, and spoke
the words, “Cyclone, output 3, restriction: anti-personnel.
Whoosh!”

Thewhirlwind of numbers shot in the direction of Apollyon.
She attempted to leap back, but that proved to be a mistake—
indeed, it only made it easier for the cyclone to catch her along
its edges, spinning her rapidly and launching her high into the
air.
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That alone would not be enough to stop her, though. She
merely needed to get a littlemore serious. Once again, she spoke
forth a new incantation: “Calculate: Wings of Raphael, output 2,
speed: maximum. Manifest!”

From her back sprouted great wings of shimmering blue
numbers, while a sword and shield formed in her hands. From
that position, she shot down to the earth below, and her human
target, easily breaking the sound barrier as she shot down with
the force of ameteor.

Ms. Kato spoke her own line, reciting, “Power Armor, output
14, emphasis: reaction time.”

She clapped her hands together as Apollyon shot downward.
This simpleact releasedenough force toblowback theair around
her, and shatter the glass which had formed in the dirt below.
Then, the two made contact. Apollyon’s blade struck Ms. Kato’s
left arm head-on. The impact drove her back, causing a great
plumeofdirt to rise into the air asher feetweredraggedback; yet
the blade was inadequate to shatter the armor she had shrouded
herself with.

It was time for a counter attack, then. Ms. Kato reached for-
ward, aiming for Apollyon’s head. But despite moving with en-
hanced speed, it was nothing compared to that which Apollyon
demonstrated. Nothingbut a cloudof blue rosepetalswas left, as
Apollyon rapidly shifted her position to behindMs. Kato, where
she laid for a barrage of powerful blows, one after the other.

So began an onslaught of blows, first dozens, then hundreds,
each carrying enough deadly force to strike a human being in
two. Manyof theseMs. Kato deflected awaywithher arms,mov-
ing with an almost inhuman speed herself; yet many besides
brokepasther guard, striking atwhat shouldhavebeen themore
vulnerable parts on a human body. Her defenses seemed ab-
solute, impenetrable to any weapon, and leaving Ms. Kato un-
able to harmed by such simple attacks. But for Apollyon, whose
function was to bring death to all things, could see through the
flowofnumbers and isolate it—the singleweak-pointwhichwas
steadily opening in that invincible armor.
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Yes—though it was a small thing, aminor crack in the guard,
there was a single point right in that teacher’s chest which could
be struck; it would take nothing more than a singular, decisive
blow to the heart, and the battle would be over.

Apologies, master. But I’ll not have thee bound up in this woman as
well, and I know thou will not make the wise order thyself.

Her chance, at last, arrived. The moment the vulnerabil-
ity was fully exposed, Apollyon thrust forward with her full
strength, committing everything into a single, final thrust,
whichwould surely pierce theheart of thehumanbeforeher and
put an end to the battle…

Or at least, that was what she thought.
Ms. Kato clapped her hands before her, as the blade came

in. With precise timing, made possible only by an inhuman re-
action, she caught the blade between her hands, and grabbed
it. Then, while Apollyon was still stunned by the outcome, she
yanked it forward, and seized the girl who was herself a living
weapon by the throat.

“Gah!”
She was not a living being. She did not need oxygen to

breathe, as ahumandid—but as shewasmodeled after ahuman,
itwas impossible to say that shedidnot feel distress fromherpo-
sition. Her opponent clearly had full awareness of this, for she
clutched Apollyon’s neck with enough force to easily block the
airways of an ordinary human.

“It is not wise to base your entire strategy on a single weak-
point. You would have been better creating a series of different
vulnerabilities, so I would have trouble planning a trap on a sin-
gle one. You should add this as part of your lesson.”

“I’ll kill thee, human…”
“An interesting threat. Unfortunately, I am unable to allow

you to fulfill it. I have a job to do ofmy own, and I cannot accom-
plish it if I am dead. Since I have no wish of killing you, it seems
that I must simply beat you until you concede.”

“The great Apollyon…will never concede…to the likes of
thee.”
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“Then call it a draw, if it will satisfy your pride.”
Ms. Kato let go of her grip, dropping Apollyon to the ground,

and faced her. Her hands had returned to her pocket, though the
sequence of numbers which represented her armor was still ap-
parent. So, too, was the fatal weak-point, presented easily for
her to see.

For a moment, Apollyon considered taking the shot—it was
right there, clear to see. With one thrust of her sword, the battle
wouldbeatanend,withnoway forheropponent to react in time.
But as much as she felt that way, at the same time, she could no
longer bring herself to do so.

“Bah!” she called out, dispelling the effects of her logician’s
abilities and resetting herself to default. “There is no fun in it, if
thou leave such an obvious opening. But this isn’t the end of our
battle.”

“I am curious—why do you loatheme so?”
“I cannot say. Ye humans would call it an instinct, I think.

Thou hast a smell like that of the incomplete girl…no, rather, ye
are like two side of the same coin. She is an incomplete person,
akin to a lingering ghost; whilst thou art as an amalgamation of
ghosts, a veritable flock of fragmentedhumans. Onewith count-
less holes, at that.”

“Is that what you see? Interesting.”
Ms. Kato turned her back on the girl who had just attempted

to kill her, staring off into the distance, past the limits of the
town. “I feelmuch the samewas as you do, regardingmy current
state. Mymemories before arriving near this place are amess of
out-of-sequence fragments. Thesememories are surelyprecious
things, andarekeybehindmyown raisond’être. Yet I cannot recall
them.”

Apollyon laughed, as she said, “So thou hast decided to be-
come a teacher? As if such a thing will fulfill thy will?”

“It will not,” Ms. Kato replied. “However, though I would like
to restorewhat ismissing, it seems that I have an additional pur-
pose. That purpose is to share what knowledge I have, and so, I
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will perform that function until such a time as I have an oppor-
tunity to resolve this problem that I have come across.”

“Fine. Then let this matter to be resolved at another time,
human. Yet know this—even if he is merely a master of conve-
nience, that boy ismymaster. I shallwatch thee, and should thee
prove a threat, then I will not hold back.”

“That is fine withme. Please ensure your uniform is in order
for the start of classes tomorrow.”

Apollyon turned and walked away, heading back for the
classroom, and leaving Ms. Kato standing outside, alone, as she
looked out into the distant horizon at something which perhaps
she alone could see. The sky above continued to darken, and
soon, it began to rain.

VIII
Garden

The pouring rain beat down hard on the academy town, as two
youths walked with umbrellas clutched tightly over their head.
There was Art, dressed in black uniformwith a thick jacket; and
Shiori, dressed for the first time in a girl’s uniform of her own,
withher old clothes bundled togetherunderher other arm. With
a black jacket worn over a white button-up, it was notably dif-
ferent only in the addition of a few pockets to the jacket, and in
substituting the pants with a pleated skirt of red and black plaid
patterning.

Shiori, for her part, was enjoying the rain. Each time the pair
came across a puddle or series of them, she would hop, jump, or
skip over the lot, as if playing a game. Art opted instead to work
off of a strategy of avoidance, and she steadily advanced ahead
of him along the route.

As they came across a relatively dry patch, Shiori turned
around to face Art, walking backward as she asked, “So, are you
excited?”
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“What do youmean, excited?”
She frowned, and said, “Well, what else? We’re going to be in

class together, and that’s really exciting, isn’t it?”
“I guess it is. I’m not really sure what kind of changes she’s

going to bemaking, though.”
“Well, I’m sure it’ll be fine!”
Shiori spun herself back around, just in time tomake a jump

over a smaller puddle, andbegan towhistle as she looked around
the area. Butwhile her actionswere jovial, her eyeswere hard as
theygazed forward. She thought toherself,Orat least, I hope itwill
be fine. But is that strange woman really a teacher, like she says she is?

She doubted that greatly, but couldn’t put her finger on why.
It was a gut feeling, rather than the product of logic and reason
based on clear evidence, so there was little reason for her to be
able to say otherwise. But more than that, there was another
point—did it really matter?

That’s right. Even if she’s a fake teacher, then isn’t that fine for a fake
student? I’m sure Art will say something if there’s a problem.

The thought occurred to her, at that point, that it was hypo-
critical for her to put all the burden of saying something on him.
So she turned her head back, and say, “Hey, Art?”

“Yes?”
“What kind of impression do you get fromMs. Kato?”
“I’m not sure. She doesn’t seem likeMs. Ambrosius.”
“Does she seem like a teacher to you?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Me neither.”
Well, that didn’t settle the mystery, but at least she knew

he was on the same page. She turned her attention back to
area around her. In a word, she felt that it was barren—the
scattered buildings, separated by great gulfs of space; the old,
beaten roads, and the sidewalks running alongside them, which
were perfect for forming puddles of rainwater; the dead grasses,
which she dearly hoped would regain their color once the rain
had passed. Yet under the dark and stormy skies above, it was
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impossible to describe this place as open. Indeed, the thick-
ness of the clouds was enough to smother out all but the small-
est trickles of light from the dying sun, restricting visibility so
strictly that only the faint silhouettes of the nearest buildings
could be seen. In this manner, this town, though devoid of fea-
tures, felt tight and claustrophobic.

The airwas cold, enough so that it chilledher to the bones. So
loud was the pounding rain, that she was certain if she strayed
much further than she already was, she would have to shout in
order for Art to hear her. The raindrops drumming against her
umbrellawere the loudest of all, in this respect, andonly seemed
to be growing stronger. As Shiori became aware of that, she re-
treated back a bit, walking side-by-side with Art again.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I didn’t want to yell if we started talking.”
“Is that so?”
“Hey! Are there any buildings here other than houses?”
“Besides the school-house, none that I know of. Not in the

town, that is. There’s the observatory, the old one, and a few
other things that are on the outskirts.”

“That’s so boring. I want to do something fun, like karaoke,
or an arcade. Something indoors and not wet, though.”

“I don’t have any idea what those are.”
“Well, I don’t think they exist any more…but I can try to de-

scribe them to you, if you like?”
In her minds eye, Shiori could see herself being cast out

across the vast gulf of time and space, to an event many eons
ago. In a small room, with a tiny computer screen displaying in-
formation, a group of young men and women dressed in casual
cl0thes were huddled together. Two of them, a boy and a girl,
were standing together with microphones, singing their hearts
out in an amateurish fashion, while a holographic display was
cast out from the center table. As the singers gave it their all, she
found herself turn to the girl next to her, who offered a bright
smile and pointed to another set of mics on the table.
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Thememory faded, andshe could seeanother, fromthepoint
of view of a person in another distant eon, playing a game in
some virtual- reality created environmentwith a boy, firing bul-
lets from a toy gun at giant holographic insects, flying or crawl-
ing in from all sides. This small fragment of the past, as well
as the other, Shiori shared with Art, sharing with him the frag-
ments of a long-forgotten past. He was quiet through most of
herdiscussion, askingonly fewclarifyingquestions, butdidhave
one lingering thought once she reached the end.

“Virtual reality…Iwonder how accurate thatwould be, to de-
scribe the Datanet?”

“I’ve never heard of a Datanet before.”
“It’s a place we can access with the use of special headsets,

and entering a sleep-like state. The town uses it for communica-
tion, and also as a way to access the archive.”

“The archive, huh? That sounds familiar tome, in someway.
What is it an archive of?”

“It’s a repository of ancient information, I suppose. Docu-
mentaries of past events, and especially about the naturalworld.
You could call it a record of Earth, I suppose.”

“That doesn’t ring any bells, but it still sounds pretty cool. I’d
like to check it out, at some point.”

“The headsets are all tied to a single user, so I’m not sure if
that would be an option. Unless they were to issue one to you,
but I’m not sure how long that take outsiders.”

“Well, I guess I’ll figure it out when the time comes,” she
replied,wavingherhandas thoughbrushing the topic away. “It’s
not like it was that big of a deal, anyways.”

How disappointing, she thought, behind her forced smile. I
guess I’ll just stick with usingmy special powers then, for now.

It seemed as though Art had gotten wise to her acting,
though, as he replied, “I’ll try to find out from my father what
the process would look like. Heworks at the observatory, so he’d
be able to tell me if there was a way to get a substitute. I’m sure
that if you’re a student at the academy, there has to be someway
for that sort of thing.”
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“Oh, could you do that? That would be really nice. But I do
think it would be fine, even if you can’t find one. If I had some-
thing like that, I would probably just spend all ofmy time sitting
down and looking at old videos. I wouldn’t be able to do things
like looking around outside, or spend time talking like this.”

He was quiet for a moment after that, and then said, “I think
that is how it often goes, yes.”

“What do youmean?”
“It’s just that what you described, isn’t exactly uncommon.”
“Oh, I see…”
The rain continued to pour down. He asked her, “Shiori. Do

you knowwhat the purpose of the academy is?”
“Isn’t it just learning? Oh, but with all of that order stuff,

it’s not like learning for its own sake would make sense. Well,
if I were to judge off of your curriculum, then I’d have to
say…militant insurance agents.”

“…what?”
“Militant insuranceagents. Likeyouweregoing tobringback

insurance to the planet Earth, and then go in and beat up anyone
that committed insurance fraud, or something like that. With
swords.”

“That is…I’m not even sure what to say. Where would you
even come to that conclusion?”

“Well, most of the stuff you’ve described has to do with the
basics of numbers and communication, which would be good
for both sales and contracts. And all of the higher mathematics
would be great for the actuarial duties, and astronomy for navi-
gation. That’s why I’m really surprised they didn’t go into things
like constellations better, since you can use those as references.”

“Theprocess is interesting, butwhat Imean is…has anything
like that existed?”

“Well, the Earth has had a long history, so I imagine it must
have at some point. Though you wouldn’t really call it as such, I
don’t think. Looking back, I can’t see anything like that…”

There were indeed a few close examples. There were times
when insurance companies had hired private military compa-
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nies to help them out, or gotten help from the government. And
of course, there were all manner of governments which were ef-
fectively nothing more than large protection rackets, which she
could see countless times. So far as Shiori could tell, her sugges-
tion would have been a novelty.

“Right. But it naturally rolled out of your mouth. Why was
that?”

“Hmm…”
She thought about that point. Herfirst instinct, whenhe said

that, was that it seemed like the obvious conclusion. But was
that really the case? Not really, with something so illogical. Yet
while it felt illogical, it also felt natural—as if everything had
been cleanly synthesized into a single conclusion. So if she were
to answer, it would have to be…

“I suppose it just felt right.”
“Even if it was so clearly incorrect?”
“Does it really matter if I was incorrect? Wouldn’t you just

correct me if I was? So rather than worry about getting the an-
swer right, it was better to just go with whatever came to me. I
would feel even sillier if I sat around, trying to come upwith the
right answer, and got it wrong. Or if I didn’t even try at all, and
it turned outmy gut feeling had been right from the very start.”

“But if you aren’t putting the effort into thinking, and going
over all of the parts to get that correct answer, then you’re go-
ing to end up coming to illogical conclusion. If you don’t know,
wouldn’t it be better to just ask? Or to piece the puzzle together
through a logical process, if you have enough of the parts to-
gether to do so. Not just going off of instinct, but through a ra-
tional approach.”

“Maybe. But I don’t feel like rationality alone is enough. Hu-
mans aren’t completely rational creatures, after all, and the uni-
verse is full of wonder andmystery. I don’t think it’s right to dis-
miss it altogether, and in general, I think it’s better to go with
things like evidence and reason when they’re there. But those
on their own don’t tell the full story.”

“For example,” she said. “Take the concept of God.”
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“What do youmean?”
“Throughout all of human history, there has never been

proof that God—or a group of gods—definitively exist. What
scriptures and relics did exist were always, themselves, the
products of human hands. But in all of that, humanity kept be-
lieving. To this day, all across the Earth, there are people still
praying for salvation. Even if it’s not rational, even in the wake
of a hundred million failed prophecies, there’s always more of
them out there.”

“Isn’t that obvious, though? Religions are an easy way for
people to draw in people, money, and power. They can be used
for population control, to set down foundations for law and or-
der, or just to help lay out common customs. It’s only natural
that the idea would be recycled.”

“Is that what you really think? But I don’t think that religion
has all that much to do with it.”

“With God?”
“Right. I feel that faith in God comes from the same place as

our ability to put enough faith in our own senses, that we can
adopt a sort of rational response. But it’s not an either-ormatter,
you see—it’smore like our ability to conceptualize. Through the
use of reason, our minds can piece together a complex model of
the world; but the information we need to do that doesn’t just
appear out of nowhere. We need to find it, and in order to do
that, we need to be able to imagine things that we can’t yet see,
or might not even exist. Since the human imagination is nearly
infinite, no matter how complete the model becomes, there will
always be holes. The questions just spill out, from there. What
happens whenwe die? Why do good people have to suffer? Will
badpeoplebepunished? Will someone forgiveour sins? Is there
anyone out there whowill listen? Why are we here?”

“God,” she said, “Helps us answer those questions. Religions
just offer everyone a mass-produced version, to share with the
whole family. But tasteswill change over time, so religions come
and go. But God himself always seems to come back to us, in
some fashion.”
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“Then you believe in God?”
“I do. I just hope he believes inme, too.”
Thinking back on his earlier question, Shiori realized that

it was probably that same power of imagination that came into
play when she was answering his question. The human mind
was a finite thing, and yet it could still grasp infinity—just be-
cause something didn’t exist, that didn’t mean it was impossible
for a human to conceptualize it.

“But you know,” she said. “I think we got a little bit side-
tracked, there. Weren’t you going to tell me what the academy
was really for?”

He nodded in response, and then began to explain, “The
academy is a school for training leaders.”

“So you really weremilitants?”
“Not necessarily. Military strategy and tactics are a part of it,

and combat of course. But negotiations, government, fiscal poli-
cies, public planning, legislation, justice—all of that falls under
what we learn. To learn from themistakes of the past, the intent
is to produce leaders who are clever, logical, and free of corrup-
tion.”

Shiori laughed, and replied, “Well, you are pretty innocent.
But I’m surprised, though. If that’s really the goal, there seems
to be a really fatal flaw in your curriculum.”

“What is that?”
Even though Art had asked that, Shiori could tell from the

look on his face that it was more of a rhetorical question—no,
not quite that. It was as if he knew therewas a problem, andwas
fishing for an answer. How silly, she thought, You don’t need to put
on the pretense.

Still, she went ahead and answered, “It’s the lack of imagi-
nation. Those little details like telling stories, acting, or trying
to come up with new ideas—that’s what makes a great leader.
It’s likewhoever designed all of thiswent and stripped all of that
out, though. Not tomention the sheer isolation of this place. Did
whoevermade this townhave somekindofproblemwith friend-
ship, or something?”
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“I never reallynoticed that, until the other day. But thebuild-
ings are truly space out.”

“Right? It’s weird.”
“I don’t understand it at all,” he said. “Itmust have been done

with a purpose, but I can’t imagine what that is.”
“Well, I think you’ll get there,” she replied. Of course, it

wasn’t as if Shiori knew herself, but that was how she felt on the
matter. “Now that you’ve gone ahead and learned those things
on your own, then I think it’s only natural you’ll pull it off.”

Though he had said back when they were in the alien-god’s
heart that he was enjoying himself, Shiori still felt a bit of regret
when she considered her role in upsetting the status quo. Hewas
doing fine, here. He didn’t needme to come in and start throwing things at
him, or making him question the town. Even if he says it’s fine, the truth
is, I really just went and did what I wanted without thinking about the
consequences.

She thought back to when she had first arrived in town. It
hadn’t been long ago, but for some reason, those memories had
already become a bit hazy. For whatever reason, she had found
herself in the overgrown woods on the outskirts of town, walk-
ing forward with no real thought to where she was. There was
only a vague sense, at the time, that she needed to keep walking
forward, and she would find something. Yet as she did so, she
could never quite figure what she was looking for.

Eventually, Shiori grew tired of walking. She decided that
once she found a place to rest, then she would surely stop. Per-
haps that thought had been prophetic, because soon after, she
found a small clearing. It was a beautiful place, abundant in
flowers, and the red sunlight which trickled down was beauti-
ful. Thinking how pleasant the bed of flowers would be to lay in,
she stumbled forward, and at the foot of a great tree, she allowed
herself to lay down and close her eyes.

It was a calming experience. Perhaps she had closed her eyes
for a few seconds, perhaps she had done so for many hours; in
any case, the rest had been dearly needed, for it was at that point
that hermemories began to becomemore solid.
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When she opened her eyes, she could see the sky, and the red
sun which hung high above. She could see the branches of great
tree which reached out over her, and she could see, up in those
branches, one other thing—a small tree-house, built of simple,
hand-carved wood. From the tree-house hung a simple ladder,
leading up to the higher branches.

If there is a ladder, it’s only natural to climb it.
Such had been her thoughts, as she stood up, and began to

makeherwayup the ladder. Shewondered, as she climbed,what
she might find up there. Some old toys, left scattered around by
whoever build the place? Maps pointing to some hidden trea-
sure, calling out to whatever travelers found them? A collection
of magical books, which would let her travel back in time?

But when she made her way into the tree-house, she found
none of that. It was surprisingly spacious, enough to stand
without hitting her head, and even had a few basic furnish-
ings. To her surprise, there were even a few compression tubes
which, though dusty themselves, did well to miraculously pre-
serve their contents—a folding mattress, some bed- sheets,
spare clothes, toiletries, andenoughother goods that shehad the
thought that someone must have left everything needed to sur-
vive in that place.

Thereweren’t anymagic books for sending the reader back in
time, but therewere a fewmundane ones. From the titles, which
called tomind fantastic lands and epic journeys, they seemed to
her to be works of fiction. Yet as she began to read the first one,
her found her mind began to race, calling back memories simi-
lar to the content of the text; memories which, though they ap-
peared in herminds eye, shewas quite certainwere not her own.

It was in such a fashion that she discovered her power.
Shewandered around a bit, after that. That was how she had

found the grave—a relatively fresh gravemarker, whichmarked
that therewere surely humans around. So shehad returned, and
the next day, she went out with a basket of flowers, gathered by
hand from the clearing at the foot of the great tree.

Howwas it that the flowers below, were all flowers for a funeral?

93



Shiori had no answer for that question.
Shortly after that, she had met Art. She spoke to him, and

with a little push, was able to get him to push back. There had
beennohigher thought toanyof it, at the time. Thoughtsofmak-
ing a friend, or going on a little adventure together, hadn’t really
crossed hermind.

She just felt like it would be fun, was all.
There was no thought to finding a higher purpose in those

actions. It was a basic, human impulse, born out of curiosity.
If there had been a reason behind it, she thought, then it had to
have simplybeen that she felt compelled to act uponherfirst im-
pulse. If she were forced to put it into words, then those words
would probably be…

I suppose I just don’t want to regret not doing something.
It was better to regret actions, than it was inaction. That was

how she saw things, though she couldn’t particularly articulate
why. Was it a natural response to the imminent death of the red
sun? Or was it just a key part to her absent memories? That
muchwas unknown.

Though, there were a few things she did know.
“But you know, Art….” she said.
“Yes?” he answered.
“I think they probably succeeded with you. You still have

things to learn, but I think someone honest like yourself, with
a good heart, has everything he needs to become a great leader.”

He smiled, and said, “I’m glad to hear you say that. Though,
I don’t really know, myself. I don’t feel like I’ve ever been in
charge of anything. Whenwewere at the funeral, I couldn’t even
think of anything to say to my classmates…even as the head of
the class, there was nothing I could do for them, at the time. I
knew almost nothing about them, and our teacher? I knew even
less. I didn’t feel like a leader. I felt useless.”

Fromout of the corner of her eye, Shiori could seeArt clench-
ing his fists as he spoke. So she answered him, “But now you
know what it feels like, right? So in the future, you’ll be able to
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do better, because you learned from that. After all, it’s not like
you’re an adult.”

“I suppose I’mnot, amI?Yeteventhoughyou’re thesameage,
it’s like you’re…”

He seemed to be struggling to find the words. Teasingly,
she asked him, “Clever? Charming? More beautiful than Apol-
lyon?”

“I don’t know. You just feel a little like an adult.”
“Are you callingme an old hag!?”
“Eh? I’m not sure what a hag is, so I don’t think so?”
She dropped the pretense of her false indignation and gig-

gled at his flustered response. In truth, she felt there was a little
truth towhathe said. Herbodywasundeniably that of a girl only
some fourteen years of age, but as the flashing images from the
past ran through her mind, she could feel them slowly making
an impression.

In the time that Art had been out, she had cast her mind far
back into the past, looking for any possiblemedical guidance. In
just that short bit of time, it was as though she had spent years
living through the lives of people whowere long dead.

Howmuchmore of this canmymind really take?
Friends talked to each other—that was what Shiori had said.

But this concern, she thought, was her burden to bear.
I don’t know how long it will be until it starts to slip away, but for just

this little while, I want to remainmyself.
This small window in time, then, was her earnest prayer to

God.
At long last, the two passed in front of Art’s house. He be-

gan tomake hisway up to the front porch, but then stopped, and
turned to her. He asked, “Does your house have a washing ma-
chine?”

“No, nothing like that,” she replied. “Why do you ask?”
He hesitated, then answered, “I think it might be a good idea

to get your clothes washed, is all.”
She cocked her head, sniffed her new uniform, and sniffed

her old clothes. The uniformwas mostly clean, but on closer in-
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spection, she was a bit caught off guard by just how earthy her
old clothes had become. It was a bit embarrassing, but sheman-
aged to choke out, “Youmight be right. I guess I’ll just have to get
out a bowl, and wash them in the rain until they’re clean.”

“I was going to say…maybe it would be better if you stayed
here overnight?”

Oh? That wasn’t something she’d expected. Still, never turn
down a good opportunity for having fun. She replied, “You’re
inviting a girl to stay in the house overnight? That’s brave of
you.”

“It is?”
If you’re going to answer like that, what are you even hesitating for?
She sighed, and said, “Well, not really. Still, what made you

bring it up? You hadn’t said anything earlier.”
“It’s just that, I don’t really know how far away that place

you’re living is. But it’s only going to get darker as the sun sets,
and the rain is soharsh, that it doesn’t feel right tohaveyougoing
off on your own. Especially since we have school tomorrow…”

“So you were just worried, then?”
The tree-house had been a pretty comfortable place to stay

the night, but she didn’t really have any attachment to it. It was,
after all, just a place that she happened to come across. Since he
was so worried about things, then why not oblige?”

“Alright,” she said. “I’ll come on in, then. Do you have a spare
bed?”

“I’ll have to get one out of storage, but that shouldn’t be too
much of a problem. Though, I suppose we’ve never had a guest
over before.”

“Well then, I’ll trymybest to set a goodprecedent for theoth-
ers.”

The two of them stepped into the house, as the rain contin-
ued to pour down onto the small town. Before she stepped in-
side, Shiori took amoment to look downat the edge of the porch,
where the wood met with the grass. There, growing at the base,
were a few tiny flowers – weeds, more than likely—which were
piercing theirway up from the old grass. It was a small patch, no

96



more than perhaps a dozen flowers, with their colors muted out
in the waning afternoon light. But in their precarious position,
she thought theymade a beautiful little garden.

IX
Overture

Itwas early on inhis life thatArt foundhimself cooking for him-
self – he couldn’t remember a breakfast or dinner he hadn’t pre-
pared on his own since his third year at the academy. Without
formal training, hehad resignedhimself to the simplest possible
meals, aiming tomeat the nutrition requirementswithoutmuch
attention to flavor.

This was the logical way to go about things, after all. Tak-
ing careful accounting for his calorie expenditure, and aiming
to meet the daily requirements—conveniently provided in lieu
of a cookbook, though it had taken him a few years to learn the
full science behind it—he had been done a great amount to help
advance his developing physique.

So what is this?
He woke up this morning to find not only that he had no

need to cook himself, but that a proper breakfast had been laid
out. In a bowl, there was a mixture of white beans, diced veg-
etables, and bits of meat in broth; it was topped with poached
eggs, and served with two sides – a piece of buttered toast, and a
plate of thin, flat cakes, in slightly round shapes and toppedwith
chopped vegetables.

Whowas responsible for this? Hehad to lookno further than
right next to his chair, where the culprit stood; she had an apron
on, her hair done up in a ponytail, her hands on her hips, a little
bit of food stuck to her face, and a very proud smile. In the seat
next to her was a replica of the exact same breakfast.

“Well? Are you impressed?” she asked.
“I’m not really sure where to begin.”
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“Well, you can start by saying ‘thank you’, I think. And then
not leaving anything behind, because I’ll never forgive you if
you’re wasteful.”

“Ah…thank you, Shiori.”
She nodded, and then sat herself down. Focusing her atten-

tion on the food, she said, “Really, I didn’t expect how nice it
would be to sleep awarmbed, like that. I thought it was the least
I could do, to return the favor like this. I hope I didn’t mess up
your pantry toomuch.”

“No, it’s fine…I didn’t even knowwehad some of this stuff, to
be quite honest. I’m not even sure what these flat-cakes are.”

“Pancakes! I don’t think it’s a classical recipe, but I was able
to look back into the cooking process of a chef who used a bunch
of things not too different. I thought they looked tasty.”

“Is that right? I guess they do.”
They smelled good, at least. The two began their breakfast.

Having had all manner of strange dishes in the Datanet, Art
couldn’t help but feel that the flavors seemed muted, compared
towhat hewas used to. But in spite of those imperfections, there
was a warmth to it, as though a certain level of human crafts-
manship had been applied. Furthermore, the pancakes were by
far unlike anything he had tasted, even if Shiori complained that
she hadn’t been able to find a good syrup to complete the stacks.

“Do you have experience cooking, Shiori?”
“Oh, no…well, basic things, I guess. But I can’t remember

anything like this. Trying out a recipe, working in a kitchen…it
all feels new tome. I just wanted to try it out, I think.”

Her gaze was directed at the far wall across from her, as she
spoke, “It’s funny, though. I’msure that if I could see things, like I
can, then Iwould have had to have gotten the idea at some point.
Right?”

“Yourmemories are incomplete, aren’t they? Maybe you just
forgot, is all there is to it?”

“No, it’s not like that. It’s more like…”
She struggled for thewords, eventually coming upwith, “It’s

like, youknowhow I can still remember details about theworld?
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It’s the same thing for experiences. I can remember a bunch of
things, like how to operate a radio, or pilot a ship. I just don’t
know why I know how to do those things, I guess? So if I had
cooked before, to make something like this, then I would defi-
nitely be able to remember that.”

“I see. I guess that makes a little sense.”
Still, there was one other question which he needed an-

swered. For thatmatter, it was a farmore pressing question, one
which had been burning in him from the start. Having gotten
past the small details, he needed to address the elephant in the
room.

“Shiori?”
“Yes?”
“How did you do this without wakingme up?”
The previous day, after they had entered intoArt’s house, the

two had gone into the storage room to take a few things out. He
hadnoway of knowing for sure, as he hadnever entered another
house, but the way he understood it, each home had a standard-
ized set of goods, including furniture, replacement parts, boxes
of assorted clothing, traininggear, emergency food supplies, and
cooking equipment.

The standardized layoutwas three bedrooms, one two-room
bathroom, the washroom, a kitchenwith pantry, and a common
roomwithadiningarea in theback;with theadditionof the stor-
age room, and a small space in the basement for plumbing, resi-
dents in theory had a great deal of choice for customization. In-
deed, thinking back to when he was younger, Art had actually
shared a single room with his brother. Since this brother now
occupied the third bedroom, Art could hardly use it as a guest
bedroom—but thanks to those old memories, he was able to re-
call that, out in storage, there remained all of the pieces they
would need to convert his bed back into a bunk-bed.

When he proposed the idea, Shiori had taken on a peculiar
look on her face, which reminded him a bit of photographs he
had seen of cats on the hunt. But she refused to elaborate on it,
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simply saying, “If it’s not a problem with you, I won’t say any-
thing, okay?”

It tooka little bit ofwork, anda lot of diggingaround the stor-
age room, but the two successfully converted Art’s room into a
two-person bedroom. Throughout the whole time, Art’s father
remained spaced out in the Datanet, though his brother—a boy
a fewyears their senior, with strikingly red hair—hadpopped in
a few times,whichhad led to a short exchangebetween the three.

“So that strange lady is going to be your teacher? I won-
deredwhatwasgoing tohappenwith that. Well, looks likeyou’re
gonna graduate on time after all, Art. And nice to meet you too,
little miss. My name’s Kay, by the way. Feel free to stick around
as long as you’d like.”

Shiori claimed the top bunk, which suited Art just fine. Out-
side of a small dinner—he assumed she had made her assess-
ment of the pantry while they were preparing that—and toss-
ing clothes in the wash, the the only other thing of note in the
evening was Shiori taking time to look over some of Art’s note-
books, with high praises for his details and penmanship, while
he continued tomake additional notes in his most recent one.

Once she had finished her perusal, Shiori climbed up to the
top of the bed, andmade the bold declaration, “Since you’ve been
out for a while, and I fell asleep earlier, then we’ll definitely be
able to stay up and talk all night!”

For a while, they did make a little small talk. Eventually,
though, Shiori’s voice started to slow down, and she murmured
something under her breath about the softness of the mattress.
The last thing she said, with the light of the candle still burning
and Art writing into his notebook, was, “This is really nice.”

Art went to bed a bit later, after finishing logging everything
he had learned into the book—or at least, asmuch as seemed ap-
propriate. He did not expect to sleep in; nor did he expect that he
would, rather than waking up on his own, be awakened by Sh-
iori, who had somehow gotten up early, slipped out of bed, and
prepared breakfast without waking him.

Still, having now asked her about that, her only responses
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was, “You looked like you need a little more rest, so I figured it
would be fine to just leave you like that?”

Once breakfast was finished, the two put on their uniforms,
and made their way back to school. The skies were clearing up,
as the rain had finished falling sometime in the morning. Only
once theywere out andwalking did Shiori reveal, “I was actually
thinking that if I got up early enough, I might be able to see a
rainbow. But I didn’t see one, so that was a little disappointing.”

They left thehouse pretty early, but endedup getting delayed
a bit after getting turned around. Shiori had mercilessly teased
him about it after, but he had gone off in a wrong direction—he
had remembered the path as turning after four houses, not after
three,whichendedupputting the rest of the travel route entirely
into question.

When they came near to the school building, Art noted the
slow trickle of other students coming from across town. Many
moved alone, though there were a few traveling together. His
attention was quickly drawn to Gareth and Chloe, who crossed
along the perpendicular path and met them across from the
school-house.

“Hey there,” Gareth greeted them. “I wasn’t sure if you were
going to show up, since the confirmation came after you discon-
nected.”

“Well, I ended up meeting the new teacher in person,” Art
replied. “So that made it a lot easier.”

Chloe lookedover to Shiori, and said, “Are you the girl he told
us about?”

“Probably!” she replied. “My name is Shiori. Who are you?”
“I’m Chloe, and this is Gareth. It is a pleasure to meet you,

Shiori.”
“You as well!” Shiori replied, before asking, “So, are the two

of you Art’s friends, then?”
“Friends?” Chloe asked, looking to Art with some confusion.
“Ah, it’s a bit hard to explain…” he began. “Shiori?”
Shiori explained the same thing shehadbefore, but this time,

Art noticed that she stopped after, as if unsatisfied with her ex-
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planation. But the others didn’t seem to notice, so Gareth said,
“I guess itmight be something like that, then? Let’s head on over
to class, though.”

“Right,” Art replied, in agreement. Gareth took point, with
Chloe near him, while Art hung back a bit with Shiori. Having
a sense that it was something to be kept private, while the other
two were talking about some event from the Datanet, he quietly
asked, “Are you alright?”

“Yes, it’s just that…”
She hesitated a moment, and said, “I’m not sure I really like

that definition that I gave, is all.”
“What do youmean?”
“It’s just…I feel like there’smore to it thanthat. I think thatall

of that stuff about doing things together and liking being around
each other is part of it, but I feel like that’s just not all of it.”

“Do you mean that thing you said yesterday, about friends
talking to each other?”

“Exactly. So I think…there’s a level of trust, too. And I think
that might be important. No, it’s definitely, really important.”

“Oi, what are you two whisper about?” Gareth called back.
“You’re not worried about what happened with Alex?”

“What do you mean?” Art asked. “Something happened to
him?”

“Yeah,” Gareth replied. “He send everyone amessage that his
room was experiencing weird glitches. Then he sent us all this
weird garble of text, and that was the last we heard.”

“Then the message disappeared, too,” Chloe added. “Or at
least, the original ones did. I thought it might be an encryption
puzzle, so I took a few still shots, so I could rotate them around.
I printed some out so we could look at them, together.”

She passed a sheet of paper back, which Art took, and looked
overwith Shiori. It was almost certainly a cipher, though he had
no way to tell what the key was. Shiori took a long glance, and
then said, “Sorry, I don’t know how to solve this one.”

“I would bemore worried if you could,” Art replied. “Though
if she could do logician-level formulations, then Apollyon
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should be able to crack something like this, right?”
“I refuse,” Shiori quickly replied. “I’ll figure it out.”
“You’re interested in thesekindsof things, too?” Chloeasked.
“Well, it’s a puzzle, right? So that’s basically a game. I’msure

it’ll be a lot of fun.”
“Do you want to have a race then? To see who can crack this

one the fastest?”
“Oh, that sounds likemore fun. Sure, let’s do it!”
Gareth chuckled, and looked to Art, “Well, I’m not gonna be

much help with something like that. What about you? Aren’t
you pretty good at this kind of thing?”

“I’m not so sure, myself.”
“Oh, don’t be modest,” Chloe insisted. “You’ve always tied

withme in cryptography, you know.”
“I suppose, but…”
He didn’t know what it was, exactly, but something told Art

that there was more to it than that. He had always turned his
assignments inon time, andhehadcrackedall of thecodesgiven.
But there had never been a time when he had been the first to
turn it in. Every time, as he could recall, there hadbeen someone
else whose work had been turned in first. So he hadmaintained
a tied score, but…

The look on Chloe’s face wasn’t much different, from when
Gareth had made his challenge before. Now, reflecting back, he
thought he had an idea of what was going on in hermind.

She wants a chance to beat me, not to tie. Doesn’t she?
Had she asked for a request like that before? If she had, he

almost certainly would have turned it down. There was a part
of him that had the same thought, even now. But seeing the ex-
citement that Shiori was radiating, plus the look of challenge in
Chloe’s eyes, he answeredher, “Sure. Let’s all do our best, then?”

“Right!” Chloe replied, pumping her fist in the air. “You’d
better try your best, though, okay?”

“I will. I promise.”
The four made their way into the school-house. There had

always been more desks than students—a fact which hadn’t
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seemed significant to Art before, but certainly caught his eye
now—which had always left quite a bit of freedom in terms of
seating. In practice, his classmates tended to elect for the same
seating each day, and he was no different. Such was the nature
of things happening in their own order, and suchwas theway of
the students here, that the back rows were generally free of any
students.

In this fashion, hemoved tohis ownpreferred seat, along the
left-handsideof the class;while furtherback, hewasn’t quite the
end. Gareth took up a seat behind him, and Chloe the seat to his
side. Both of these, he recalled, were in their right order—what
wasnot, however,wasShiori,whoplacedherself immediately in
front of him.

“There isn’t assigned seating, is there?” she asked him.
“No, not really. But everyone tends to stick in the sameplace.”
“Oh…well, I’m sure it’ll be fine!”
He thought he saw the student who had previous occupied

that seat enter from that back, but decided it would be better
not to think about it. There was a bit of commotion from the
front, though, as the sounds of stomping came from along the
side. There, out at the front of the class, came striding Apollyon.
Though shewaswearing the school uniform, itwasn’t quite right
to say shewaswearing it as a uniform–shehad tailoredher skirt
high,waswearingher ownheels, and continued towear her ear-
rings; though she wore the jacket of the school, it was popped
open, allowing theglowofherbody-marks to radiate fromunder
the thin undershirt, which was taught against her chest. These
things, alongside her strange violet eyes and white hair, made
her immediately stand out as something irrational.

With a twirl and a flourish, the living weapon introduced
herself to the class, proclaiming, “Quake in terror, ye humans,
for ye stand in the presence of the great Apollyon! For though
I have languished a protracted period of time, I have now de-
scendedby thehandofmymaster to your pathetic school, where
I shall make a brief sojourn. Ye who hone your minds in this
place, behold and know despair; for so great does my cognitive
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prowessexceed thatofye, thatadozenofyour lifespanswouldbe
inadequate to match what I can accomplish. For I, Apollyon, am
a transcendent being—worked by the hand ofman, yet surpass-
ing mankind in all respects. It is merely the virtue of my most
excellent, magnanimous self, that ye still writhe about on this
wretched planet. Know that my presence here is not a competi-
tion, but merely a chance for me to exhibit my excellence to my
master.”

Then, having made this declaration, she pulled up her skirt
and performed a light curtsy. Locking eyes with Art, she ad-
vanced towards him. Much as Shiori did, she thoughtlessly
claimed the seat directly off to the side from Art, and said, “’Tis
only right that I stand at thy right side, master. For I am thy
blade, after all.”

Art was at a loss for words. Gareth whispered from behind
him, “Is this her, then? That other, weird girl?”

“Curb thy tongue, ape child, or I shall split it.”
“Apollyon…” Art said, “Is this really necessary?”
“Thou must elaborate, master. I know not of what thou

speak.”
Shiori threw herself in the way as Art struggled to find the

words, saying, “He’s talking about the part where you just seem
to want to piss everyone off. It’s obnoxious. We talked about
this!”

“Thou dare interject thyself, foolish girl?” Apollyon replied,
as she twisted her face in disgust. “Fie, it is no matter. I am
merely speaking the truth. I will not hold back my contempt
for this poor lot, be they incomplete or not as humans, lest they
prove tome a reason otherwise.”

Chloe, seated behind her, made a soured face, as she said,
“Well, if you’re that great, why don’t you prove it by actually do-
ing well first? It onlymatters what you do, not what you say.”

“Oho? There is fire in thee, human, to challenge a superior
being in so brash a fashion. This pleasesme.”

Apollyon seemed to genuinely smile as she said that, though
it was a predatory smile, reminding Art of videos of hunting
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hounds. Still, she took no aggressive action, and continued by
saying, “Fine then. I shall relaxmy challenges for ye, until such a
time as I have demonstrated my supremacy in point of fact. Sa-
vor this short reprieve.”

The small seating changes from Shiori and Apollyon had
caused a domino effect, disturbing the general order of the class
more than any time Art could recall before. Between the shift in
teachers, discussions related to the surprisingly short break, the
changes in seating, and of course the declaration fromApollyon,
the degree ofmurmuringwhich had picked up in the often silent
classroom stood out to Art more than he was used to experienc-
ing.

Indeed, such was the shift in the class climate, on this morn-
ing, that there were still students speaking as another new face
entered. From the same general direction as Apollyon had en-
tered,Ms.Kato stepped toward the front of the class, dressed still
in the same lab-coatbasedattire as shehadbefore. Ina cleanmo-
tion, shemarked her name on the board, and turned to the class,
before saying, “Good morning. My name is Ms. Kato, and I will
be your teaching for the immediate future. Beforewebegin class,
I wish tomake a few announcements.”

The class turned quiet, as each of the students directed atten-
tion to the new teacher. She continued, “I have reviewed the cur-
riculum which was laid out for the academy, and deemed it to
obsolete. Henceforth the direction of this course will shift from
theacademic fundamentals andmemorization, towardpractical
application of those skills, and personal research. I expect you to
use your imagination, and plot out your own path to adulthood.
Are there any questions?”

Thougha fewof thestudents remainedunfazedbyherwords,
Art immediately noted the glances about the room, as the class
attempted to digest what she had just said. Eventually, a girl
raised her hand—a short girl, with dark hair and a quiet voice,
whomArt rememberedwas named Joan—and asked, “Ms. Kato,
what do you mean by the path to adulthood? Isn’t that what
graduation is?”
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Art wondered a bit about that, himself. Until just recently,
the idea of learning independently seemed a foreign concept;
even now, hearing it from a teacher seemed a bit absurd. Like-
wise, the idea of adulthood as something separate from gradu-
ation seemed like an oddity. Yet it was certainly the case that
Shiori, though impulsive, seemed to have a level of maturity
he didn’t feel in himself; and Ms. Kato, being an outsider, had
clearly become an adult without attending the academy. Still, he
stayed quiet, and waited to hear what answer would be given.

“Wrong,” Ms. Kato said, causing another wave of confusion.
She did not turn her gaze away from Joan, but waited amoment
before elaborating further, saying, “Graduation has nothing to
do with being an adult. Even your physiological changes are of
greater significance in this regard, though age in and of itself is
not adequate tomake on a proper adult. The path to adulthood is
the path to learning your raison d’être. Should you continue your
current course, and live as nothing but a sponge for information,
you will be nothingmore than a tool.”

To his side, Art could hear Apollyon mumble, “Logician’s
gate, open…calculate: knife, output 1, ignore wood…manifest…”
and then, with her left hand laid on the table with her fingers
spread out, begin to lazily mime themotions of stabbing a knife
back and forth between her fingers.

For as old as she claims to be, he thought, She doesn’t really come off
asmuch of an adult, does she?

Joan, perhaps feeling the pressure of Ms. Kato’s gaze, did
not push for any more. Instead, the next to speak was Oliver, a
blonde-haired boy who was on the shorter side, with long hair
that covered over one of his eyes. He raised his hand, and asked,
“Ms. Kato. When you say we will engage in practical applica-
tions, what will that look like?”

“Good question. Allowme to demonstrate.”
Ms. Kato raised her hand in the shape of a gun, and then

pointed it at Apollyon, before saying, “Bang.”
Apollyon, caught up in her knife, didn’t notice. Her head fell

back, as though struck with something, and she let out a sound
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not dissimilar from a squawking bird, before her head dropped
to thedeskandshebeganmumblingsomethingabout ‘imminent
vengeance’.

“This,” their teacher explained. “Is the power of the ether lo-
gician. It is the ability to utilize 12th dimensional calculations
to produce an effect in the material world. You have acquired a
foundation in the abstract lore of mathematics, and in that re-
spect standabove themenof the current era,whohave regressed
to thepoint that those able topractice the art of trigonometry are
deemed as great sages. The arts of the ether logician are build
upon these principles. Your training will consist of mental ex-
ercises directed at expanding your imagination, which has thus
far been hindered, so that you might tear away the veil separat-
ing you from theworld apparatus. Once that is in hand, youwill
find it a peerless tool in illuminating your path. Furthermore,
through this training process, you will come to attain a power
greater than that of any army in themodernworld, to better pur-
sue the attainment of your own raison d’être.”

The class was silent. Though the occasion head turned to
glance at Apollyon, most were directing their focus firmly upon
Ms. Kato. Yet Art, sitting next her, could hear the weapon girl
begin to mumble the words, “Hearken now, children of a world
soon ending; hear yenow, the overture of your grand reckoning.”

Interlude

School had closed, at the eve of the third day. All of the students,
save for onewhohadopted to remain in the schoolhouse, had re-
turnedhome for the evening. Standing at the front door, dressed
in a white lab-coat, was the sole teacher of that school, Ms. Kato.

As she made her way out, she was stopped by the voice of
that one lingering girl, presently dressed as a delinquent, who
remained seated at her desk. That girl called out, “Andwhere art
thou going, oh teacher? Dost thou fear that this will be the eve
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uponwhich I will work dark vengeance upon thee?”
“I see no harm in telling you,” she replied. “I am making my

way to the observatory.”
“Oh? Thou hast business with the ones in charge, then?”
“On the contrary, theyhave donenothing to contactme since

my arrival. I find this quite suspicious.”
“Ho…then thou art nothingmore than a vagrantwho has as-

sumed the roleof a teacher, then? Ah, but I suppose thatnotonce
have theemadeclaimsotherwise. Is itfine to relyon theassump-
tions of others, so long as the lie is not thine own?”

“Perhaps…”
She reached for the door, then stopped, and turned back to

her delinquent student, asking, “Have you noticed it?”
Apollyonnodded, andreplied, “Aye. ’Tisonlyamatterof time

until my master begins to realize the truth. Should he wish to
pursue it, I shall aid him in his revelations. Until then, I shall
remain silent.”

“Is that so? Then you seem to bemore aware than I have. I do
not suppose you would share what you have learned?”

Apollyonmerely laughed at that. Ms. Kato stared at her, her
face entirely devoid of any possible emotion. She said nothing
in return, and instead turned back to the door, stepping out into
the dwindling light of evening. Her hands inher pockets, she be-
gan towalk in thedirection of the observatory on the outskirts of
town.

It had not rained since the storm a few nights back, though
a cold wind had moved in to take its place, blowing her hair as
she went past. The dying shrubs and grasses of the area had
been rejuvenated, bringing forth patches of green across the vast
stretches of empty scenery. The sky overhead gently faded from
aswirl of redandviolet intoagraduallydeepeningdarkness, and
then into a glorious firmament, as she passed her way along the
outskirts of town. She stayed for but a short time at the old ob-
servatory, which had long since become overrun in a tangle of
vines and moss, spooking a few small gremlins and other crit-
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ters whichwere dwellingwithin. Only by the rising of themoon
did she come to the observatory proper.

Surrounding the observatory, which was installed into a
rocky hill, was a great chain-link fence. The singular gate was
protected by a single padlock of excellent quality. It took only a
lightlymuttered incantation for her to call forth an invisible tool
for picking the lock, which fell to the ground with a heavy thud,
allowing a swift and easy entrance.

Ms. Kato glanced around, as she walked along the unpaved
road which lead from the gate entrance up to the observatory.
There were a number of vehicles parked along the edge, some in
excellent condition, while others had clearly been left as victims
to theweather for a very long time. Theworst among thesewere
ancient, rusted things; others were simply worn down. Out of
curiosity, she came by one of the newer ones, and popped the
door open. The airwithinwas stale, and the dust heavy; further-
more, whenwent to start the vehicle, she found that it refused to
do so.

The chassis is still in good condition, but the battery is dead. It must
have been left unattended out here for months. For the older vehicles, it
would be amatter of years.

Having made this confirmation, she continued making her
way up to the observatory. The greater part of the structure had
been built into the rock, though there were still a few parts that
showed: the large, rectangular structurewhere thedoorwas; the
great dome, with a telescope of immense size pointed to the sky;
and an array of great dishes, pointed up after it.

She tried the door, and found that it wasn’t locked. She
switched over to a different weapon, preparing a six-chambered
revolver as her readied logician weapon, and then pulled the
door open. Upon seeingwhatwas inside, she said simply, “Is that
how it is?”
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X
School

Thus began Shiori’s life as a student. It had already been a
week—a long week which involved a great deal of academic
work, mental exercises for logician training, and physical train-
ing at different parts. It was all very new, and her general ap-
praisal of the week, after everything was said and done, was a
simple one:

This really isn’t that fun, is it?
Of course, that wouldn’t stop her from putting on her best

chipper attitude. There were, after all, plenty of fun things to be
had. Even if the mental drills were awful, the actual process of
getting involved with the rest of the class seemed like a pleasant
novelty.

The lectures are a little useless, though. I know thatArt and the others
don’t knowmuch about the outsideworld, but it really feels like it’s all stuff
I’ve heard before. Still, the training sessions are alright.

Back in the trivern nest, she had found herself desperately
wishing for aweaponof somekind. In hindsight, shewished she
had pushed for Art to take her to the school-house before they
headed out of town – the place had a veritable armory, stocked
with both training gear and proper weapons, as well as the pro-
tective gear necessary for working with both sets.

“You’re a new student, right? You are quite the sabreuse.”
“Oliver, was it? Thanks, I like to give it everything I’ve got.”
The long-sword was solidly the territory of Art and Gareth,

andwhile she couldoccasionallymatch the latterwith trickery, it
seemed thatArtwasquick tobecomewise toherploys. The saber
provedmore toher taste, andwhen it came to fencingwith it, she
foundhermusclememory seemedwell-suited to themotions. In
that regard, her main sparring partner came to be Oliver, who
demonstrated talent just shy of hers with that weapon.

Their duel todaywas a differentmatter entirely, though. Un-
der the whim of Ms. Kato, the academy had also introduced
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the use of a shield and arming sword, which had put students
on a relatively even ground. In this new area, the two had
risen quickly, though Oliver had proved to have a slight edge in
that style. Sword and shield moved back and forth, as the two
moved between bouts, counting off the points at each strike of
the blunted training swords.

“Take this!”
Shiori hurled her shield off of her arm, aiming for her oppo-

nent’s head. Then, she slipped in, and struckhim in the stomach.
Immediately a loud buzzer was sounded, as Ms. Kato stepped
forward to interrupt the ongoing practice.

“Must I remind you again, Shiori, that it is not appropriate to
use your shield as a throwingweapon? Thematch goes toOliver.
The two of you should take a quick rest.”

“It seems fair tome…”
He patted her on the back, and said, “It was a good idea. But

it’s better if you try to follow the rules, you know?”
“It’s not like there’s really any rules in fighting. It’s all just to

keep safe during practice, and it’s not like the shieldwas going to
hurt you, or anything. It’s all fair tome.”

“Yes, but once you’ve done it enough that the whole class as-
sociates youwith it, then it doesn’t have the sameelement of sur-
prise. Well, but I suppose it did work onme this time, didn’t it?”

“Itdid. Yousee, I knewthatyouwould think toyourself, there
was noway I would do it twice in a row. If she hadn’t stopped us,
my plan was to do a fake-out the next time.”

“It’s really just tricks all the way downwith you, isn’t it?”
“I like tricks. They give you more options, and a lot more

fun. It’s like instead of just playing the game, you’re playing two
games at once, which is twice as engaging.”

The two of them walked over to grab some water, then sat
over at the waiting bench. The main practice are was behind
the school-house, andmost of the students were still engaged in
some kind of training, at the time. Of those who were off to the
side, most were resting between practice sessions (with the sole
exception of one unfortunate student, who had severely injured
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himself after an accident involving broken glasswhichhad inex-
plicably been out in the sand).

Those not currently engaged in training, for the most part,
were directing their attention to the start showof themoment—
a two-on- one duel, with Art facing off against both Gareth and
another student, a dark-haired boywho she thoughtwas named
Owen.

Of course, though it seemed two-on-one, the duel was in
truth a tag-team match. But while the Gareth and Owen were
acting as each other’s partners, Art was instead paired with the
glowing blue glass-like sword in his hands.

“Thou would ask me, the ultimate weapon, to cheapen my-
self with such inferior productions? There is no argument to be
had—I refuse to debasemyself with such inelegance. I shall be a
blade for mymaster, and naught else.”

Upon saying those words, Apollyon had turned herself back
intoa sword, andputArt in theawkwardpositionof being forced
to use her for tag-team duels. This had forced him to dedicate
an unusually high amount of time to the long-sword, in order to
deal with the stubbornweapon he had found himself stuckwith.

To the surprise of the other students, perhaps not the least
of all himself, he was able to keep up with the intensive train-
ing. The speedandprecisionofhismovements, asheightenedby
his synchronization with Apollyon, were inhuman—enough to
keep pace, even against two opponents at once—and were only
improving with each bout. From Shiori’s observation, most of
his losses involvedneither a problemof form, or a technical slip-
up; rather, he would come to a sudden stop in the middle of a
maneuver, giving the others a chance to land a solid hit.

He’s definitely getting better, but he’s really started eating for two
lately, hasn’t he? Well, not that I mind that much. I’ve been really sur-
prised by the variety of ingredients the observatory has on hand—I don’t
think I’ll get a better chance to try out making new dishes.

In the end, she had ended up staying with Art, and the two
were currently sharing the bunk together. There was only one
desk, still, but that wasn’t too much of a concern—it wasn’t as
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if she really needed to write anything down, after all, since she
could just pull up a lessonon repeatwhenneeded. Shehad, how-
ever, made a habit of reading through some of his older books
before bedtime, and finding amusement at the meticulousness
of his notes.

Likemost of the others, her attention remained on his bouts.
But when she took a glance over to Oliver, she saw that he was
looking at a very different part of the field. Rather than Art and
hismatch, he was looking over to Joan and her sparring partner,
who were currently practicing with spears.

“Were you thinking of practicing spear-fighting?” she asked.
“Huh? Ah, no…”
He looked away, and she could catch a bit of a blush on his

face. It took a moment for the pieces to click in her head, but
eventually, she arrived at her conclusion and asked, “Or is it
more about the one doing the training?”

His eyes grew a bit wide at her words, but then, as if having
been caught, he said, “Hey, Shiori. Is that kind of thing normal?”

“What kind of thing? Giveme the details, here.”
Just because I can see the past, that doesn’t mean I can read minds,

she thought toherself. Though, shehadn’t really brought that up
much with anyone other than Art. There was a part of her that
wanted to declare it to the class on the first, but then Apollyon
had gone off and seized the spotlight with her signature eccen-
tricity. ThenMs. Kato had come in and proposed logician train-
ing for the full class, which essentially one- upped anything she
couldmanage.

But, there was one other thing.
I shouldn’t say this toMs. Kato.
It was hard for her to describe why, exactly. It was another

one of those gut feelings she had, just like her impression that
Ms. Kato wasn’t really a teacher.

There was a shadow of inauthentic sentiments hanging over
this school-house, and that bothered her a bit. So, in this case, it
wasquitenice tohearOliver, afterabit of thought, begin to speak
in his most authentic manner possible.
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“It’s a feeling like…looking at aperson, and just kindofwant-
ing to keep looking at her. And it feels like you could keep look-
ing forever, if that was all there was to it. But also wanting to
talk to her, I guess, and just be next to her. Thinking about her
when she’s not around, feeling a tightness in your chest. Feeling
flushes of warmth, sometimes. That sort of thing, I suppose.”

“Oh, isn’t that just love?”
From theblank expressionhe returned, it looked like shehad

a bit of an obstacle on her hand. What is with this place, seriously?
“I can’t say I’m familiarwith theword,” he eventually said. “Is

it a kind of illness?”
“No, it’s not…uh. Oliver, do you know where babies come

from?”
“Sex, right?”
“What kind of warped school teaches kids the word ‘sex’ be-

fore the word ‘love’!? Ugh…”
She tapped her finger on the side of the desk, trying to come

upwithadecentway todescribe it. She settledon, “Love is some-
thing that humans feel for each other. It’s like an attraction, but
a lot stronger. So strong that it hurts, sometimes. It can drive
people tomakebeautiful things or performheroic acts, but it can
also cause a lot of trouble. It’s especially troublesome when one
person loves another, but the other doesn’t feel the same way.
There have been a lot of conflicts in history because of those one-
sided loves. Oh, but I guess there were really a lot of forms of
love? So I guess that’d be what they call passionate love?”

“Fascinating. So what does it mean?”
“Well, I guess it would just be like, wanting to be with the

other person? And I suppose sex is part of that, but I think that’s
supposed to come later…andwhen you’re older.”

“Isn’t sex supposed to be dictated by partner assignments?”
“Seriously, what is wrong with your education?”
It wasn’t as if he were completely wrong. She could think

of many examples of ancient societies which had implemented
those practices, often through the use of social and genetic engi-
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neering. This town, for all of its irregularities, didn’t give off that
impression.

It’s not suppression, or even replacement. Things were removed, but in
a haphazard fashion, and without much thought about filling in the rest.
It’s as if someone had a grand idea in designing this place, and this school,
but then never put it under strict scrutiny.

The observatory was a huge blind-spot for her. Neither her
vague memories, nor her ability to scan the past, would reveal
anythingmore than its existence. When shehad askedArt about
it, he had given her a very blank expression, and told her, “The
observatory is the observatory. It’s where the adults go to work.”

It’s hard to saywhat theperson in charge is thinking,whenyouhaveno
way of knowing who that person is. Or if there even is a person in charge.

“Look,” she said. “You can just try talking with her more,
right? I’m sure these things work themselves out on their own.”

“Really?” he said in surprise, before letting out a relived sigh.
“I’m glad to hear that. I was worried there might be something
wrong withme, and I didn’t really knowwho to talk to.”

She shook head, then said, “Nope, it’s completely normal.
You just need to get out there, and see ifmaybe she feels the same
way. I’m pretty sure it’s mostly biology, so I’m sure it’ll all come
together after you just try it for a while.”

“Thanks, Shiori. That helps quite a bit. I’m glad you seem to
know somuch about these things.”

Oliver stood up, stretched out, and said, “I’m going to take a
quick lap around, to think about things a bit. Youwanna come?”

“Nah, I’m good resting here for a bit.”
“Alright. I’ll be off, then.”
He set his water down, and took off running. Shiori took a

sip of her own, then turned her attention back to Art. Gareth
and Owen had gone off to rest, and it seemed that Ms. Kato her-
self had taken to the stage, devolving the fair and honest duel-
ing into amatter of Art doing his best to desperately avoid a bar-
rage of hundreds of invisible blades. Great gashes were cut into
the ground, sending up clumps of earth and clouds of dust, to the
amazement of the onlooking students.
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She laid back against the bench, elbow on the armrest, chin
on her palm, and eyes facing across the field. Her thoughts be-
gan towander as she rested there, reflecting on the prior conver-
sation. In particular, as she unconsciously began biting at her
thumb, there was one thing from that conversation which she
had truly wanted to clarify, but had found herself unable to do
so properly.

Know about these things, do I? Don’t be silly, Oliver. I don’t really
knowmuchmore about love than you do.

That wasn’t to say that she knew nothing, of course. Every-
thing she said sounded good inher head. But itwas all academic,
really. She had no idea what love actually felt like, let alone the
different types of love that supposedly existed.

I feel like falling in love would be pretty fun, though.
What would that look like, anyways? Scanning over the

class, there wasn’t really anyone who she thought elicited that
kind of feeling. She did talk a lot with Art, but something about
that just felt off. She had the worrisome thought, I don’t have a
thing for older men, do I? Oh no. What kind of father did I have? Did I
have one?

She was pretty sure that Ms. Kato was older than her early
twenties appearance let on, but her lack of interest in that direc-
tion at least let her rule out older women. Given the remaining
options, though, she had a feeling it might be better to just lay
any thoughts of romance off to the side, at least for a while.

Speaking of things on the side, therewas awhistling past her
ears, asArtwas sent flying like a rag-doll across the bench, land-
ing with a heavy thud in the grass behind her. The center of the
fieldhaddevolved into completemadness,withApollyonhaving
abandoned any pretense of functioning as a sword, and entered
into an open logician battlewithMs. Kato. Without the ability to
see the manifestations, outside of the occasional faint string of
numbers or the blue rose petals which fell off from Apollyon’s
attacks, it had the the same look as a pair of children miming
special moves at each other. The absolute devastation which the
field was sustaining spoke to a very different story.
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Shiori heard a groan from behind her, as Art stood himself
up andmoved over to the bench to take a seat. She glanced over
to him, and lazily asked, “Didn’t break anything important, did
you?”

“One of them put a cushion on me, so I’m mostly fine,” he
replied, in between panting breaths. “It feels as if every muscle
inmybody is sore, but I thinkmost of that is fromwieldingApol-
lyon for so long.”

“Is she being too hard on you?”
“I can’t feel my right arm. That doesn’t seem normal.”
“You have a dumb grin on your face, though. Do you secretly

enjoy the punishment?”
“Not particularly. I’m just glad to be practicing.”
“You make it sound so boring. But hey, if you can get that

arm back in order before they finish, maybe we can go for a few
bouts?”

He raised his hand and shook his head, saying, “I don’t think
I can handle anythingmore, at least for today.”

As the two of them talked, theywere approached Chloe, who
was carrying a rifle over her shoulders. She glanced over to the
ongoing duel in the midst of the field, and asked them, “Did
training really get that intense over here today?”

Shiori nodded, and replied, “Yep. It looks like Apollyonmust
have gotten pretty worked up.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” Chloe said, with a grimace on her
face. “It’s not as if we didn’t have a few intensive sessions be-
fore, but things have gotten pretty crazy with Ms. Kato here.
It’s hard for me to imagine the logician training actually doing
something?”

“What, you don’t see the point in hanging upside down from
a tree branch for hours?”

“No, not really. Mostly I just feel the blood rushing to my
head. The balance training isn’t awful, though.”

The training to become an ether logician turned out to be
quite the eclectic process. In physical terms, there was a lot
which pertained to the regulation of physical processes, and
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maintaining balance; on themoremental side, there was a level
of attention given to such things as meditation, widening the
mind’s eye, and otherwise training the senses and reflexes to a
higher level. The strangest part, though, were the more esoteric
aspects involved.

Ms. Kato had explained it to the class by stating, “The human
brain is capable of performing the necessary calculations for a
logician, but not without adequate direction. The logicians uti-
lized a series of rituals, designed in large part to borrow from
ancient occult imagery, in order to design a series of mnemonic
processeswhichwould establish a direct upper-dimensional in-
terface. In thismanner, it is possible to convert an imagined im-
age into an input, which can be plugged into an established pat-
ternofmulti-dimensional equations, therebymanifestingan in-
verse simulacrumof thedesire phenomenonor object intophys-
ical space. It is therefore imperative that you are trained thor-
oughly in each of these domains, and that yourmental equation
is developed adequately to support as broad as possible a set of
valid inputs, and in that manner, a the broadest possible set of
functions.”

Or as an actual human would say it, do a bunch of fake magic stuff,
come up with a mental math function in twelve dimensions, and plug in
an imagined object as the variable. What could be easier?

That thought was, naturally, a rather sarcastic one, as Sh-
iori heavily doubted that anyone among the classwould actually
be able to pull it off. The ether logicians had utilized brain im-
plants, chemical modification, surgery, and even artificial life-
forms acting in a supplementary fashion, all to make what they
were doing possible.

Practically speaking, if Art were to work in tangent with
Apollyon, thenhemight able to pull it off. Butwithout the rest of
the process, it would bemore as if hewere borrowingApollyon’s
functions, with his own mental images serving as the inputs. It
would be unfair to call it a poor replica, as in practice, combining
her demon-like mindset with his human power of imagination
would make for a potent combo. But it was still a far cry from
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the claims which Ms. Kato had made, which Shiori could only
consider quite outlandish.

Still, she couldn’t say that it was an unpleasant experience.
Outside of the ritual hanging, of course. That seemed entirely
unnecessary.

Chloe’s voice brought her back to reality, as the auburn-
haired girl asked, “So, have you two had any luck with the de-
ciphering?”

“I tried on thefirst night, but I haven’t touched itmuch since,”
Art replied, after a slight delay. “I didn’t have any luck with it,
thought. It’s a pretty complex encryption, and it’smore complex
themore that I start to look at it.”

Shiori replied, “I’ve started on it, but it’s a tricky problem. I
think that it’s actually a shell-game puzzle.”

“What do youmean by that?” Chloe asked.
“So a shell-game iswhere youhave a bunch of cups, or shells,

or whatever else, and you put something under them. Then you
quicklymove the cups around, line themup, and another person
guess which one it is.”

“Oh! Youmean how there seems to bemultiple solutions?”
“Right. But the thing about a shell game is, it’s normally a

con. The truth is that the guy moving the cups around, already
palmed it into his hand. So nomatter which cup you pick, you’re
guaranteed towindup losing thegame. Well, there’s a littlemore
to it, and sometimes you want to make a few tactical losses, but
that’s all advanced stuff.”

Artblandly commented, “Youreally like thesekindsof tricks,
don’t you Shiori?”

“Hey, you’re thesecondpersonwhosaid that today! Haveyou
and Oliver been talking aboutme behindmy back?”

Chloegiggled, andsaid, “Shiori, I don’t thinkArthas it inhim
to do something like that. But I’m sure that everyone who’s seen
you in the training is probably thinking the same thing. It’s go-
ing to take a while for anyone to trust you in a diplomatic rela-
tions simulation.”
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The simulation in question was, of course, a contemporary
variant on much older games. Each player was assigned a role,
typically somekeyfigureordiplomat for a fauxnation-state, and
was scored in points based on certain goals. Success in the game
tended to involve a series of backroomdeals, andmaking a point
of concealing information.

Naturally, Shiori immediately determined that wasn’t
enough fun. The moment the game began, she announced her-
self as the courier, and said shewould relaywrittenmessages, to
help coverwhowas talking towho. The rest of the class accepted
her claims uncritically, at which point, she went to each of the
major leaders, and secretly conveyed that her true role was as
a spy, gathering information. Over the course of the afternoon,
with a little doctoring of the messages, she manged to cause
a completely breakdown of communications; war was on the
horizon, and arms deals were already being signed off.

Her true role had been nothing more than as a representa-
tive for a corporate arms dealer, though this information wasn’t
revealed until the game had ended, and her points were tallied.
Technically speaking, she had failed her primary objective—to
ensure that the corporation would still have an economic role
after the peace negotiations—but had more than made up for it
by tallying up secondary points for sales volumes, and secured a
solid win, at the tragic expense of world peace.

When faced with glares from the rest of the class, she had
merely put her arms up and shrugged saying, “I just wanted to
be historically accurate, that’s all.”

Well, it’s only fair that they don’t trust me. But it’s really a problem if
they’re going intoagame like that, and trustinganybody tobehonest about
their intentions. Especially the minor characters, who have the hardest
time.

She acknowledged Chloe’s point by saying, “Well, that’s just
how the game is played, is all. Oh, but maybe I shouldn’t slip so
much about what I’ve seen? I don’t reallymind if I lose the com-
petition, but I don’t want you to think it wasn’t fair.”

“Well, I can’t say that I don’t feel a little cheated,” Chloe
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replied. “On the other hand, I think Imight havefigured out how
to solve the encryption of this puzzle.”

“Oh? Really?”
“Yeah,” she mumbled, pulling out her personal copy. “Here,

let’s see if we try doing this…”
Theway the cipherwas devised, Chloe had determined there

were coherent messages which could be made out using three
different key words, each of which, it so happened, all used
unique letters. However, if youwere to apply the theory that the
whole set-up was a fake, then it only followed that you had to
look at the rest.

As the one with the cleanest handwriting, Art was forced to
take over the task of accurately transcribing the entire message
as shown, but with the letters from those three key words re-
moved. The result, as they looked at it, wasn’t a message at all—
instead, it lookedmore as if it were a sort of blueprint.

“Not a blueprint,” Art said, after Shiori mentioned it. “Or at
least, not the blueprint of a single building. This is plan for a
small town. This town, as amatter of fact.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Chloe noted. “Why did Alex go out of his way
to put this out? Andwhere is he, anyways?”

Art had a grim expression, as he said, “I don’t knowwhere is.
But I do have an idea of what that might be.”

“Oh?” Shiori asked. “What is it?”
He pointed down at the map, and said, “That’s the house I

thought I passed by in the morning. It’s here on the map—but
sometime after the first night you came tomy house, this one dis-
appeared.”

XI
Vacant

In the afternoonhours of that sameday,Art stoodwith the rough
plan in hand, looking over the vacant lot. With himwere Shiori,
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Chloe, and Gareth; as well as, this time around, Apollyon.
“I replayed the walk back from the rainy night,” Shiori said.

“And there was definitely a house here.”
His memory hadn’t failed him, then. But it was impossible

to argue with the fact that, in this moment, there was nothing
but a completely blank lot. Still, that was in and of itself a sign
that somethingwas quite amiss—the groundwas so flat, so ster-
ile, and so bereft of features, that a close inspectingmade it come
across as irregular.

Gareth looked over the field, and said, “So, therewas a house
here? Then there’s noway it should be this clean. If nothing else,
we should see themarks from the foundation.”

“It wouldn’t be impossible to tear down a house over the
course of one night,” Art said. “Difficult to be sure, but not im-
possible. But there would have to be a purpose behind it. Just as
there was purpose behind Alex pointing this out.”

Apollyon stepped forward, and scanned over the lot. She
then said, after having made her appraisal, “Naught a speck of
residue remains from a residential property, ’’tis true. Ye have
blundered quite surely upon a great enigma.”

“And that’s where you come in,” Shiori said.
“Aye, fool girl. Though do not be surprised when thy scheme

proves to be a fruitless one. Thou practice with powers which lie
well outside thy own competence.”

“Well, it wouldn’t bemuch fun otherwise, would it?”
“Fun has naught to do with it. Let us be finished with this.”
Apollyon returned to her original form, as the beautiful,

glass-like logician’s blade, which Art took up in his hand. Chloe
looked overwith concern, asking, “Will this reallywork? It’s not
like any of us have ever actually been inside the house, right?”

“It shouldn’t matter,” Shiori answered, “It’s not as if anyone
has the ability to grasp the exact molecular properties of what it
is they’re trying to imagine, using logician powers. He just needs
to imagine thehouse thatwashere, and then it’ll behere. So long
as Apollyon’s equations are correct, the world will take care of
the rest.”
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“You make it sound so simple,” Gareth said, with a frown.
“How do you know somuch about this, anyways?”

“Well, it’s only natural. After all, with the power of my spe-
cial eyes, I can cast my sight back into the past and resolve any-
thing. Probably.”

“Probably?”
“Let’s move on. Art, you knowwhat to do, right?”
“I think so,” he confirmed, “But I haven’t really tried this yet,

so I don’t know if it will work properly.”
“It’s alright, you don’t need to do it perfectly. Just construct a

solid mental image, and allow Apollyon to do the rest for you. If
it doesn’twork, she’ll just say Iwasmaking adistraction, sodon’t
worry about getting blamed.”

In his mind, Art could here Apollyon’s voice saying, That girl
has a lot of nerve, but she is not incorrect. I full intend to pin all faults on
her.

“Be nice,” Art replied, before turning his focus to the barren
lot. He thenclosedhis eyes, andbegan topicture thehousewhich
he had seen there. It was almost identical to his, which made
things easy, but there were a few differences. The background
scenery, of course, was quite a bit off; the lot itself was different
in some ways, the chips in the paint weren’t quite the same, and
the way the vegetation was growing was all a completely differ-
ent beast. Each of these details was simple enough to bring up,
but constructing a solid mental image, with all of them spun to-
gether into a single scene, required his full concentration. Even
then, he couldn’t be certain that it was entirely correct. But un-
less he put those doubts out of his mind, he was certain it would
be impossible; thus, he did exactly that, allowing himself to di-
rect his full attention to that image. And then, once hehad afirm
image toact ashis input, hebegan the incantation,modeledafter
Apollyon’s:

“Logician’s Gate—Open!”
The sword in his hand began to glow, filling the area with

an aura of blue light, which gently pressed its way through his
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closed eyelids. The initiation had been set, and Apollyon was
prepared to process the image in his mind.

“Calculate: House 37, output 1, timeline 144 hours prior.”
Therewasonlyonevalidoutput, andwhile thebonusparam-

eterwasnot somethinghe couldputdowndefinitively, it seemed
as if it should be close enough. In this case, it was better to have
the time as a little too far back, than too early. In this manner,
Apollyon had what she needed to perform the calculations.

“Manifest!”
The barren lot was at once blanketed in shimmering blue

roses, creating a beautiful garden which at once gave way to the
rising formof the homewhich had once stood in that lot. Gareth
and Chloe gazed on with amazement, while Shiori let out a soft
whistle. She took a step to the sapphire garden, and with each
step, the fading flowers passed away into the wind behind her.

Art strode forward at once, standing side by side, while the
others followed a little behind. The house before him was cer-
tainly similar tohis own, but the subtle differenceswerepresent,
as he recalled. What was more, there was slight differences
which hadn’t even actively noted – the front windows, he noted,
were masked with curtains, blocking off any hope of simply
peering inside.

Shiori tried the door, but found it to be locked. She said, “It
looks like the owner put a lot more thought into security than
you usually do, Art. I wonder why that was?”

“I’m not sure. There’s no crime in this town, and the lock
wouldn’t domuch to deter a raider attack.”

“Which, if you’ll step aside,” Gareth said, as he stepped up to
the door, “I’ll make a good demonstration for.”

Art and Shiori stepped off aside, givingGareth a clear look at
the door. He took measure of the distance, tapped on the door a
bit, and then shot his leg forward with a devastatingly powerful
kick, easily busting the lock andmaking a way in.

“Couldn’t we have just…knocked?” Chloe asked, with con-
cern. “This is someone’s house, isn’t it?”
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“That shouldn’t be aproblem,” Shiori answered. “Therewon’t
be any people in the house. Logician techniques can’t be used to
replicate a living thing. Even having a visible structure, like this,
is only possible as a result of us standing on the exact location.”

Chloe nodded, then said, “I had wondered about that, when
you brought up the idea. It’s all just too new forme.”

Though she said that, it was difficult for him to say that this
housewas exactly as it seemed. Fromhis perspective,withApol-
lyon acting to support him, he could see the occasional flicker in
reality, as if the walls would dissolve at any moment back into
imaginary numbers. Knowing that there would only be a finite
time to look around, he stepped up to the threshold, and said,
“Let’s get inside and check this place out. I want to knowwhat it
was that Alex wanted us to know.”

The inside of the home was little different than that of Art’s
own, though with the curtains blocking out most of the natural
light, it was much darker. The living room was almost bereft of
furniture, with a single, cushioned chair, facing against a wall.
There, twobookshelvesflankeda table, uponwhich sat anumber
of electronic devices; behind these, thewallwas painted entirely
white, and a number of wires ran up the wall, across the ceiling,
and then back, to what Art assumed to be one of the projectors
from the school-house.

As he stepped into the room, Gareth and Chloe followed,
looking about the place on their own. Shiori, though, seemed to
hesitate—her gaze turned up, to the threshold of the door, and
her feet stopped just short of entry.

“Are you alright?” he asked her.
“I’m fine, but…”
She turned her gaze aside, off into the distance in the direc-

tion of the school-house, before saying, “It’s been a really enjoy-
able week. It’s not exactly what I imagined, but it’s been a lot
of fun. And there’s this feeling I have, that if I step through this
door, that wemight not be able to go back to that.”

Art smiled, then said, withwords coming from the depths of
his heart, “Shiori—I meant what I said before. In those couple

126



of days right before classes started, I had a lot of fun. That was
thanks to you, and the last week has been the same.”

He extended out his hand, and said, “So no matter what we
learn in here, I’m sure we’ll figure it out together, as friends.”

Her eyeswidened a bit, then looked away for a bit, before let-
ting out a small giggle. Then, she tookhis hand, and said, “You’re
right. Let’s do this together, nomatter what happens next.”

With that, she stepped into the roomwith him, and began to
look around. Turning her attention in the direction of the dis-
play, she began her analysis, saying, “It appears tomostly be au-
dio equipment. Though it looks as if someone heavily modified
it, and ran some wires in order to connect a projector. Which
means that whoever was doing this must have put a lot of work
into designing a home theater.”

“A home theater?” Art asked.
“Ah, right. It would be a big set-up to watch recorded video.

In the past, humans have tried lots of differentmethods for data
storage, in both analog and digital formats. This was definitely
digital, though. But I don’t see any inputs…”

Shiori went over to inspect the equipment, somethingwhich
fell entirely outside ofArt’s area of expertise. He said to her, “I’m
going to look inside a little further.”

She nodded back, and said, “Alright, I’ll see if I can figure out
what this was all about. I’ll call if I can figure anything out.”

Hemadehiswaydown thehall, temporarily sheathingApol-
lyon in his back-scabbard and directing his thoughts to her, I’ll
call for you if something comes up, alright? Gareth and Chloe seemed
to have gone on ahead to check the smaller bedrooms, which left
himwith the task of clearing out the largest.

Opening the door, he looked inside to see not the bedroomhe
expected at all, but instead, a roomwhich was lined with books.
Whether placed on proper bookshelves, or on shelves which ap-
peared to have been hand-crafted out of available wood, there
were hundreds of them.

Besides the books on the shelves, there was a table and chair
in the center of the room; on it were pens, inkwells, strips of pa-
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per, a knife, and a small jar with a bit of adhesive, all scattered
around a stack of books. Those on the desk were plain, just as
his ownwere, but that was not the case for the ones on thewalls.
Each of these was labeled along the spine, with a wide variety of
titles. Few had anything to dowith his classwork, andmany had
unfamiliar words.

Taking a moment to look over the shelves, he started to look
over the titles. Therewere suchnames asBear-King of theNorthern
Woods, Dance on the Borderline, The Empty Crib, Remember Me in the
Summertime, Song of the Forest, A Tale of Five Monsters, and Witch of
theMoon. Each of them called forth images of far away places he
had never seen, and whispered promises of discovering some-
thing fantastic. As he looked over them, he began to realize this
was not a collection of things which surely were; it was instead
a great library, accounting for various things which had never
been.

Hereached for thebookSongof theForest, and found that itwas
true to itsname—thebookasanextensive song,whichstretchon
for thousands of lines; on each, the music itself was presented
on the left- hand page, with the lines themselves on the right.
The rest of the page space was occupied with beautiful ink illus-
trations of great woodlands; beasts, men, and gods peaked out
from the forests,moving over the course of pages between peace
and conflict. As he read along the lines, he felt himself drawn in,
until at last he came across the illustration of a line of children
filtering into an old house; upon seeing this, he was pulled back
to reality and his current mission, closing the book and placing
it back along the shelf.

Art continuedhis search, scanning the spinesof thebooks for
any particular notes. He continued to see further titles, such as
The Flowers in April, A Forgotten Story, Last Stand, Pastel Wind, and
Queen of the RedNight. He recognized nothing about the stories he
saw, until he made his way to one shelf, where he saw the title
Theseus and the Minotaur. His mind at once turned to the story he
had heard Shiori mention, and he at once began to look through
the books on those shelves with a little more care.
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As he did so, he found that, alongside the tale of Theseus,
there were a number of books related related to the stories from
the stars which Shiori had related. Picking up a few and reading
a few quick notes which had been taken on the inner covers, he
was able to see that theseweremarked as datingback to the elder
race of man—back to the great Empire of Rome, which had in-
spiredsomanyothers. Recallinghis feeling that the linebetween
truth and imagination had seemed to blur in Shiori’s older tales,
he had the thought, How much of the stuff written on these shelves is
fiction? Howmuch of it is drawn, at least in part, from actual events?

Then, he found it. It was a book, differing little from the
others in terms of appearance; yet the moment he saw the title,
he was drawn to it, with a smile on his face. He began to scan
through the pages, but as he did, that smile began to drop. Then,
he came across a page, whichmade his freeze.

This is…
Just across the all, in one of the smaller bedrooms, Chloe

foundherself looking throughanunmarkedbutwritten-inbook,
on a desk not unlike that in any of their rooms. Gareth stepped
into the room, and said, “I looked about, but as far as I can tell,
the other room is just a pretty basic bedroom. What about you?”

“It’s some sort of log,” she replied. “The entries are all dated,
with a short note. There isn’t a name anywhere, but I can defi-
nitely recognize the hand-writing and the descriptions—there’s
no doubt, this log was written by Alex.”

“Youmean, this was his house?” Gareth asked.
“That’s theonly thing it canbe, right? Imean,whyelsewould

it behere if hewasn’t livinghere? But the contents are strange…”
“Strange how?”
“That’s what I’m not sure about. Other than a few mentions

from things related to school or the Datanet, the only thing that
Alex took note of was writing down…something? The problem
is that thedates onlypickupabout ayearback,whichmeans that
I have no idea what this project actually is, or why he started.”

“What about why he went missing? Have you tried to take a
look at the newest entries?”
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“Right, I was getting to that…”
She turned the pages forward, to a little before where she

guessed the entries would end based on the entry rate, and came
up to the last few entries. She began to read aloud, “Log Entry
#913. I have succeeded in severingmyconnection to theDatanet.
Soon Iwill escape from this false reality, and findmy freedom in
theworld outside. Iwill attempt as best I can to tell the others, in
the hopes that they can follow along the same path, and escape
their prison…”

Her voice trailed off, as Gareth said, “So, I’m going to need
you to go ahead and repeat that again, Chloe. Really slowly.”

Rather than repeat what she had read, Chloe instead turned
silent, with her finger tapping on the table. She turned the page
back a bit, and started to look through the logs. Garethmatched
silence with his own, walking behind her and reading over her
shoulder on his own. Eventually, she looked up, and facing the
wall, asked theboybehindher, “There’snoway, right? Whathe’s
saying here?”

“…but whywould he lie?”
Shiori stepped into the room shortly after, holding in her

hand what seemed to be a Datenet headset; but it had been
stripped down of its pieces, until all they remained was a faint
headband, little different in terms of looks from the one in the
Datanet. As she stepped in, hermouthwas alreadymoving, say-
ing, “I managed to find this thing in the center of the audio set-
up, with all of the wires running to it. I think he was streaming
data from out of this…”

She stopped, noticing the concern on their faces, and asked,
“Hey, what’s wrong? What did you find out?”

“It’s all a simulation,” Chloe replied. “That’s what this log
says. The schoolhouse, the town, observatories, the ruined fac-
tories, the old lake, the woods, even all of our bodies. According
to what Alex wrote in this log, he says it’s not the Datanet which
is fake—it’s this world, that we’re in right now, which is the fake one.”

No sooner had she heard those words, than Shiori heard
footsteps coming from behind her. She turned behind her to
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see Art stepping out from the room across the hall, with a book
clutched in his hand. His face, rather than grim, seemed more
dumbfounded, andshe turnedhergazedownto lookat the cover.

It was a simple cover, depicting little more than a sword,
pierceddeeply througha stone. Under this short illustrationwas
a title, of an ancient tale which had been passed down since the
days of the elder race of man. That tale was King Arthur and the
Matter of Britain.

XII
Illusion

It was an ancient tale, dating back well into the 3rd Eon. So fa-
mous was this story that, throughout history, it had come to be
known all around the world. Through the passing of eons it had
been retold and altered, over and over, to the point that even the
most faithful reproductions of the oldest stories could only be
called, at best, estimates of what the originals might have been.
Yet in this story, the tale was as such:

In an ancient kingdom, there was a boy named Arthur, born
as the rightful heir to King Uther the Pendragon. To protect him,
and offer him a more humble starting point, Arthur was raised
under the care of the loyal knight Ector, and lived alongside his
brother, Kay. In time, the enchantedMerlin Ambrosius, adviser
to the former king, revealed a sword held in a stone, which could
be drawn only by the fated king of that land. So did Arthur draw
the sword, and under the tutelage of Merlin, became the ideal
ruler over a prosperous kingdom.

This, then, was a tale from a long time ago.
So then did a certain boy, whose former teacher had always

insisted on calling him under his full name of Arthur, begin to
connect the dots which had eluded him. In the grand scheme of
things, therewere surely coincidenceswhichhappened; itwould
be easy enough, if hewere toputhismind to it, tofindallmanner
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of other excuses for what he had come to learn. There was, of
course, a certain level of ego which was needed to arrive at the
conclusion he had.

Was all of this nothingmore than someone trying to recreate a story?
The academy had the stated intention of teaching leaders.

What did that actually mean, though? What was it that stu-
dents were truly meant to lead? Who would accept them? Who
was it that was actually running the whole show, and what was
their truemotivations? Each of these thingswas obscured—and
seemingly, deliberately so.

In an illusory bedroom, in an illusory home, in an illusory
world, the four adolescents sat and digested the information
they had learned. Chloe sat at the seat, while Gareth sat on the
bed. Art stood, his back leanedagainst thedoor,while Shiori had
popped open thewindow, her feet dangling from the edge as she
faced out into the distance.

The first to speak was Gareth, who said, “So, what? If all of
that is true, then what does that mean for the rest of us?”

There was clear frustration in his voice, as he clenched his
fist, and said, “Was that the reason I couldneverget better? Were
the rest of us all just stuck in as additions, in this? Why couldn’t
they at least give us a chance?”

“Gareth…” Chloe said, calmly. “It’s not like he knew about
this, either. You shouldn’t get mad at Art.”

“I know that!” Gareth snapped. “And I’m not…I’mnot bad at
him. But I think it’s only right to be frustrated. So should you—
I know how long you’ve been working at getting better at those
puzzles, at the cost of so much else. No wonder you could never
get a better score—the outcome for what marked 100% was dictated
from the start.”

“Sowhat?” she replied, “I didn’t just do that because Iwanted
to be the best! Yes, it buggedme, but do you think I would really
have kept at it if it was that simple? I’ve done what I could do,
because itwaswhat I could do, and I don’t have any regrets. And
neither should you! Because all of that…”
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She slammed her finger onto Alex’s log, and declared, “…has
led up to this. Weknowhow thingswork, and thatmeanswe can
make our ownway out. We just have to do the same thing he did,
that’s all!”

“Yeah, which is what, exactly?” Gareth asked. “He just dis-
appeared, and then his house followed. And what’s with all of
these books that he has scattered around? Where did these even
come from—did he just go an write them all down himself?”

“Who knows? I’m sure it’ll all make sense oncewe get on the
other side. So long as we use the Datanet headset, it should be
easy enough to get across, to the other side. Once we find Alex
there, I’m sure it will all start to make sense. Art, what do you
think?”

Though Chloe turned his attention to him, Art was at first
silent, content to brood over what they had just learned. His
thoughts turned inward, and while he could hear that Gareth
and Chloe were speaking, he was having trouble registering ex-
actly what they were saying. His reply, then, was a simple ques-
tion, “If this world is fake, then why did I spend somuch time in
it?”

The others had all, to varying degrees, adjusted themselves
quite readily to the use of the Datanet. Yet for whatever reason,
he had found himself far more interested in remaining in this
world—putting his focus towards home, going on long walks,
and otherwise getting more invested in the things immediately
around him.

If truth and fiction had been reversed, then had he been al-
lowing himself to become lose in fantasies for this whole time?

And yet, that was not themost troubling though he had. No,
the greatest concern he had, the onewhich filled himwith dread
to think overlong about it, was uttered by the dark-haired girl
who looked out from the window. Without turning to face the
others, she asked, in a quiet voice, the question, “What does that
mean aboutme?”

Thegirlwhowas anoutsider, notnative to this town. Theone
with no connection to the Datanet, which had been identified as
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the truth, in contrast to this simulationworld. Did she evenhave
ameans, bywhich she could leave this one? Whatwould shefind
on the other side? These questions arose in theminds of the oth-
ers, and facedwith it, as theywere, nonewere able to give an an-
swer.

Silence fell over the room. Art thought back a bit, to the
day of the funeral. Standing there, with his classmates, he had
been unable to say anything at the time. Though trained to be a
leader, trained off of the great speeches in history and instructed
to thinkunderpressure, hewasunable tofindaway toguideany-
one around him.

He could feel the same crushing feeling uponhim, now. They
had discovered a new truth, and all they could do was just ac-
cept it. All that remained was to mimic what Alex had done,
and break from this world. Then they would be free to move on
into theDatanet—no, the trueworldwhichexistedbeyond—and
carry on with their lives.

It all seemed simple, but…
He looked over to Shiori, whose gazed was still directed out

from the window. Even if he couldn’t fully understand them,
he understood the weight of the feelings that girl must have
been wrestling with in the moment. Surely, he thought, it was
a weight far greater than what he was carrying.

What did leadershipmean?
What was it that made someone an ideal king?
No, forget about that…
In this moment, it didn’t matter what it was that the peo-

ple who hadmade this place wanted out of him, and it certainly
didn’tmatterwhat some ancient people had considered an ideal.
It didn’t matter how clever he was, how strong he was, howwell
hemight do at any given test or exam. None of that mattered.

Whatmattered was…
How do I help out a friend?
Hehad offered his hand to that girl in thewindow, just as she

had reached out hers to him. He wanted to talk with her more,
to learn more from her and to learn more with her, and to walk
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forward. Even if he had his own doubts, he understood that if
he did what he had done before—if he just remained silent, and
movedalongwith theflowofeventsas theypassedhimby—then
hewould never be able to forgive himself. So this time, hewould
do something different.

Art hardened his will, and then spoke, addressing the room,
and one girl in it in particular. He declared, “It doesn’t matter.
Even if this world is a simulation, that doesn’t change the fact
that all that we’ve done, all that we’ve learned, and all that we’ve
felt, has meaning. It’s not just an illusion, but something that
is our reality. I don’t know what it was that Alex found which
started him on his path, but if he claims that the world of sterile
white in the Datanet is the truth—that our lives here are noth-
ingmore than a fleeting dream—then I’ll reject that! If the peo-
ple who founded this wanted to create King Arthur, to rule a
kingdom of fantasy, then I’ll make them regret that. This digi-
tal world, marked by the imminent collapse of the red sun, will
be something that I engrave uponmy heart.”

Shiori turned to face him, and he locked eyes with her, con-
tinuing, “I’ll stand by what’s real to me. Nomatter what the rest
of the worldmight say, I’ll definitely do that.”

“And if the person you called a friendwas nothing but a pass-
ing dream?” she asked. “Would you still be able to stay by her
side?”

“Absolutely,” he replied. “Nomatter what.”
She laughed, and said, “Wow. When you say something like

that, it’s pretty cool, isn’t it?”
Art wanted to ask her to clarify what she meant by that, but

his words were interrupted by a sudden message in his mind,
coming from Apollyon, who said, Master, take thy compatriots and
aloft from this house anon! No questions!

The thoughts were a surprised, but he put his trust in Apol-
lyon, and said, “We need tomove, fast!”

The nearest way out was the window. When Art dashed for-
ward, Shiori went out with him. Gareth and Chloe moved af-
ter, though with a bit of a delay. As those two made their way
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out, Art turned to look up, and say a strange mechanical con-
traption hovering overhead. It had an appearancewhichwas al-
most humanoid, though made of solid steel, and with the form
of greatwings—though, as theywere entirely still, he had a feel-
ing they were meant more for decorative purposes than as part
of themechanismwhich allowed thatmechanical terror to float.
It was almost silent, giving off little more than a low whirring
noise, as it made a slow descent in the direction of the home.

“Shiori, what is that?” he asked, as he involuntary took a step
back.

Shiori followedhim, andwithhereyeswide, replied, “It looks
like…an angel? Is that supposed to be a giant robot angel?”

Nay, came the words from Apollyon, entering into his mind.
What you see is naught but an exterminator, for removing excess waste.
Yet it is an exceedingly efficient one, rivalingmyself in that capacity.

“An exterminator?” he voiced aloud, “Apollyon, are you say-
ing that thing is coming after us?”

Perhaps. But it has certainly responded to the reappearance of that
home, andwaswithout adoubt the one response for their original removal.

Gareth andChloemade theirwayover toArt andShiori,who
had clear the lot, andwere standing near the street. The steel an-
gel made its way over the home, slowly but surely, until eventu-
ally coming to a stopwhile hovering about forty paces overhead.
Its eyes glowedwith a green light, coating the area of the lotwith
a green glow.

Then, its chest began to open. Like a great claw opening, the
steel pulled away into two plates, revealing a green light which
shone from the angel’s chest cavity. The house began to crumble
apart, as pieces of wood and stone, metal and paper, books and
furniture,werepulledupbit bybit into the cavity. Eachdissolved
into strings of numbers and data, and was pulled into the core
of that angel. Slowly, the house was torn apart, as with all else
that was in the lot. Then, as its chest began to close, it scanned
the area againwith its eyes; the area,whichhadbeendevastated,
was returned to a featureless, blank lot.
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The steel angel then began to turn, its gaze directed upon
them.

“Is that thing looking at us?” Chloe asked.
Art reached back, clutching Apollyon in his hand, as he said,

“It definitely seems like that. Gareth, Chloe, you two need to
run—see if you can learn anything from theDatanet. Shiori, you
should…”

“I’m here with you,” she said. “Just because it’s a giant, robot
angel, that doesn’t mean I can’t figure something out.”

Slowly, it began to float in their direction. Art drew Apol-
lyon, and prepared to stand his ground. But then, there came a
sound—a loud, unfamiliar sound, which he had never heard be-
fore; one which caused Shiori, in confusion, turned and asked,
“Is that…a bus?”

It came down the road, turning the corner. It was a large ve-
hicle, from a very different age, with a shape like a great rect-
angular box on wheels, and many windows along the side. It
was painted yellow, and on the side, in black paint, was written
“Academy School Bus”.

Thebuspulledupbehind them, and itsdooropened, to reveal
its driver—that woman in the lab-coat, who was their teacher,
Ms. Kato. She called out to them, “The four of you, get in here.”

Gareth slapped Art on the back as he took off to the bus, say-
ing, “Looks like the heroic last stand comes later, Art. Let’s get in
there!”

Chloewas next, and thenArt. Shiori hesitated for amoment,
but after a glance at the steel, bit her lip and ran after them. The
four made it onto the bus, with door closing behind Shiori, as
they moved back. As they came aboard, Ms. Kato called back,
“Take your seats, but do not buckle in. Youmight need to get out
in a hurry.”

With that, the four of them took their seats, and the bus was
off. The angel began to accelerate its pace, but for the moment
at least, it seemed that the bus had the advantage in speed. Art
looked around, and saw that there were a few other students on
board, but far from the full class had gathered there.
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The blade on his back vanished in a flash of blue light, fol-
lowed by Apollyon manifesting herself in a haze of blue rose
petals in the median between seats, standing with no threat to
balance even as the busmade its way along. Her face curled into
a look of displeasure, as she said, “Distasteful woman, thou have
hidden something quite incredible. Just where did thee acquire
this contraption?”

“I scavenged some old vehicle parts from the observatory,
and used my logician powers to produce a 3D printer to output
the rest,” she replied, as if it was the simplest thing in the world.
“I had a feeling that I would need a way to quickly move a large
number of students.”

Thebus roaredalong. Apollyonwalkedup to the front, glanc-
ing at the side mirrors in order to keep the angel in her line of
sight, before scowlingandsaying, “I underestimated thehumans
who designed this place. To think they had hidden such a mag-
nificent weapon of destruction away fromme? I simplymust go
out and crush it. Master, one word of thine and I shall dispatch
it.”

“I would advise you not to do so,” Ms. Kato said, cutting off
any reply Art could have made. “If the angel is destroyed out-
right, the core will be destabilized, and it will just end up refor-
matting the entire town—and much of the area around it. Fur-
ther, if that green light touches you, it will disrupt any logician
powers you are using. In the case of an artificial life-form, it
would also have an effect not dissimilar to being placed in diges-
tive fluid.”

“So we need to get it away from the town, right?” Art asked.
“Something like that,” she replied, vaguely.
Shiori stood up, and asked, “Why did know to come here?

Where are we going, right now?”
“You already know the answer to that,” she replied. “Or at the

very least, you should be on track to figuring it out. Both of you
should, for that matter, since both of you play a part in this.”

“What are you talking about?” Art asked. “Do you know
something about what was in that house? Or about Shiori?”
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“She is the one you should be asking, not me,” Ms. Kato
replied. “I told you at the start, I am not here to provide all of
the answers. I just offer the tools you need to put everything to-
gether.”

“What do you mean? What tools? And what did you mean
by both of us, in this?”

“Art,” Ms. Kato said, simply, “Did you ever wonder why you
and your brother shared a bunk bed?”

“What do you—?”
He stopped, and clutched his head. He could see a time in the

past, back inhis childhood. In that house, on the far side of town,
he began to recall a timewhere there had been another person liv-
ing in his home.

What had been the first words that girl had said?
Oh! I’m sorry, I thought we already knew each other?
Shiori spoke, in a quiet voice, “I know what I am. But what I

don’t understand is, why?”
Ms. Kato began to speak, saying, “Once upon a time, there

was a girl by the name of Anna—no, perhaps I should say Mor-
ganna. In this town, she livedwithher twobrothers, as theeldest
of the three. It was an ideal life, to all appearances. Yet that girl
questioned the truth of the world she dwelt in, and discovered a
hidden archive.”

Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say, a hidden area
in the great archives, accessible only with special administrator
privileges. Yet she had found the back-doors, and found herself
introduced to a world of endless fiction.

“From hearing that, youmight assume that girl to have been
an unprecedented genius. Yet that was far from the case. She
questioned thenotion that shehadbeen thefirst, and indoing so,
was able to piece together the system of destruction which had
purged her predecessors. Keeping quiet and putting hermind to
work, she developed amanner by which to sublimate herself, as
well as the archive, into an existence capable of self-replication.
In this manner, she could avoid deletion.”
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If the world was a simulation, then, it was possible to think
of that girl ashaving transformedherself into anadvancedvirus.
Tools which existed to simply delete parts of the programwould
bemeaningless as a tool to do anything about her.

“That girl had nothing but good intentions. The only thing
she had wanted was to spread the knowledge she had acquired,
in a way which could not simply be silenced. Yet her existence
had become something which she could no longer fully control.
Slowly but surely, the town was chipped away. What remained
was little more than a ghost town, with a few scattered homes,
and a single school-house.”

Art began to think back. He had noticed, for the first time,
that the town was barren—but why had he never noticed it be-
fore? Was it because he hadn’t noticed it? Or was it because the
town hadn’t been quite so barren? How long had theworld been
crumbling around him, without him even realizing it was hap-
pening?

“The directors for this project were faced with a problem. In
order to remove the malignant data, they would need to either
deactivate the program, or find a way to excise it. Perhaps they
determined that the formerwas impossible, or perhaps they still
had hope the process would work itself out. But then, they were
approached by a traveler, coming from far outside the bound-
aries of their observatory. This traveler knew nothing of their
project, but possessed the necessary skills to perform an excis-
ing of the malignant data; or at least, that was what they hoped.
So they offered her a chance to enter into the world they had de-
signed, with the task of removing the virus. The name of that
girl, as youmay by now have understood, was Shiori Kato.”
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XIII
Angel

The bus eventually came to a distance in the hills, far outside of
town. The figure of the steel angel could be seen at a distance,
but it seemed unwilling to cross beyond the limits of the town.
From her position perched on top of the bus, Apollyonmade the
comment, “The puppet is content to linger within its master’s
demesne. Ye need worry naught, for the time being.”

Many of the students had opted to remain in the bus, though
a few had stepped outside. Art was seated on the rocks, look-
ing out in the direction of the town. Shiori stood near him, her
hair blowing with the light wind. She said, “I’ll take it over from
here…if you’re ready.”

“Yes,” he replied. “We’ve already gotten this far, haven’t we?”
She nodded, and said, “In truth, the directors wanted to keep

the traveler, once they had a hold of her. But her mind wasn’t
quite like that of normal humans. Instead, she was a living
archive, carryingwith her the records of countless humans from
throughout the eons. In effect, it was as if shewere two people—
the individualhuman, ShioriKato, and the composite of abillion
memories, the living archive. By all rights, the former should
have easily been overwhelmed and washed away by the latter.
But somewhere in the core ofher being, there lingered a girlwith
very normal, almost childish desires—wanting to live a normal
life, go to to school, make friends, and so forth. Things she was
able to see in the memories of others, but could never had for
herself. Just a simple life, without the weight of history on her
shoulders.”

Shiori took a step forward, and pointed at herself, saying,
“So, that was how I showed up! Or at least, that was half of it.”

“Andwhat was the other half?”
“Well,” she said. “It turns out, this whole system is set-up to

deal with a normal human mind. Something like a mind split-
ting into two, that would be a bit much, and maintaining two
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avatars off of just one body was out of the question. That was
whereMorganna came in. Even if she could no longer manifest,
she still had user rights to an avatar in this world. I’m a bit con-
fused on the details, but the two archives must have made some
kind of deal.”

She stepped forward a bit, then turned back to face Art, and
said, “I’m not really sure howmuch themix-up is. I think Shiori
Kato, the archive, came out pretty close to the original. But as for
me, well, I’m not really sure what the split is.”

Art cracked a hollow smile, as he said, “It’s not just you. I
think Ms. Kato borrowed my sister’s sense of dress, at the very
least.”

His memories were blurry, but nonetheless, he was glad to
have themback. Memoriesof anolder sister, alwaysmaking sure
to dress up as a proper researcher. Even in a world without sto-
ries, she had always had a way of telling them. In a way, he felt
that her adopting the role of carrying down stories of the ancient
past onlymade sense.

Shiori tried to return his smile with one of her own, though
it was, if anything, even more broken. She then said, “I’m sorry,
Art. I guess at some level, I always knew…but now, it seems it’s
the end of the line.”

“What do youmean?” he asked.
“There’s an ancient story,” she said, “About a man who

dreamed he was a butterfly, with no knowledge of himself as a
human. When he woke up, he wondered—was he a man, who
had dreamed of being a butterfly? Or was he a butterfly, dream-
ing thathewasaman? So far, I’vebeenable to live that butterfly-
like dream, as the girl Shiori. Now, the dream is coming to an
end, and I can feel my sense of self coming into question. When
I awake, I don’t really knowwhat I’ll be.”

Art stood up, and said, “So what? You’ll just disappear?”
“I don’t know,” she replied. She looked back to the bus, and

said, “It’s funny. I had a feeling that I should keep certain things
secrets from Ms. Kato, so I could maintain this charade. I guess
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at some level I knew that if we started comparing notes, it would
just accelerate things to the conclusion.”

As the two spoke. Ms. Kato stepped out from the car, and be-
gan to head towards them—or rather, making her way towards
Shiori. The two locked eyes, and Ms. Kato said, “I apologize. I
had hoped to give youmore time to live your life, here.”

Shiori smirked, and said, “Oh, don’t giveme that. It’s not like
you weren’t having fun playing teacher, is it? I should know—
I’m basically just the part of you thatwants things.”

“Yes, I suppose you are correct. If I had the choice…”
The student cut her teacher offwith a hand gesture, and said,

“Nope, I’m not going to hear it. So what if I never had a choice?
It’s my burden, and I’ll carry it. So, let’s end this. Let’s break out
of this world, and see what’s on the other side.”

Shiori reached out her hand, andMs. Kato took it. Once they
did, it as was if the world began to crumble apart around them.
Art stepped back, as a great pillar of darkness began to form, ris-
ing from the ground like an enormous lance piercing into the
heavens. Dark paper, like pages from a book stained entirely in
ink, filled the air. The pages began to fill the air, slipping in and
outof the crackswhichbegan to form—cracks, leading toaworld
of pure white.

Some of the cracks began to grow wider, and Art recognized
what he could see beyond as the sterile white of the Datanet.

The world is starting to tear away, to what’s underneath…so we don’t
even need the headsets to move back, then.

It looked as if Chloe had figured about the same, as she had
begun to make an approach in that direction. She peered into
one of the cracks, then back to Art, and asked, “What do we do?
Should wemake our way to the Datanet…to the real world?”

“Go on ahead!” he said. “Get everyone to the other side. I’m
going to stay here.”

Gareth moved up from behind Chloe, and called out, “What
do youmean? Are you crazy?”

Shouting had become necessary, as the air was filled with
a sound akin to an intense wind, but blurred together with the
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muttering of low voices, and the shattering of glass. Through
that noise, Art called back, “No! I said that I was going to stick
with her, no matter what happens. I have to see this through to
the end.”

Gareth was about to object, when Oliver came from behind
him, slapping him on the shoulder and calling back, “Art! I’m
not really sure what you’re doing, but you’d better watch out for
my sparring partner. I won’t forgive you if you don’t.”

The sound picked up further, and Art could only nod in re-
sponse. That group of three began to lead the other students
through the crackswhichwere emerging,withChloe leading the
way, and the restmoving afterher lead. Once the rest hadmoved
in, Oliver stepped along with Joan, leaving Gareth as the last,
giving a farewell nod to Art.

Artwatchedhis classmatesdepart fromtheplateau. Theonly
one to remain, besideshimself,was agirlwhohad shedherdress
as a school delinquent, and returned to her original eccentric
dress; Apollyon, the livingweapon, who left a trail of blue petals
as she stepped through the storm to approach the human she
called hermaster.

“Art thou satisfiedwith this outcome,master?” she asked, in
a voicewhichwas almost sing-song in character. Though the din
of the dark lance should have all rights have drowned out her
voice, with the aid of their telepathic link, Art could hear each
word as clearly as if therewere nothingmore than a light breeze
in the air.

“It’s notmyplace to be satisfied. Everything had a purpose to
it, in the end. That’s how things are supposed to be.”

“Oh? And what of your friend, the foolish girl? Is it enough
for thee to see her fade into the darkness, rejoinedwithher other
half? Of course, I have no love for either half, so it saddens me
little to see either fade away. The only pity is to see the whole
reconstructed.”

“Have you known from the start, Apollyon?”
“Nay, though it took little time to realize. Upon awakening, I

was at oncemade aware of a certain lack of verisimilitude. There
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are various environmental restrictions in place, themost signif-
icant being the onewhichwould haveme recognize thee asmas-
ter.”

“So that’s not just how you are…”
“Aye. I had thought it quite strange, to feel a need tomake so

quick a bond with a human. Thou art quite fortunate, for of the
manywho have soughtmy power, few candidates have survived
the trials I have subjected them too. There can be little doubt, thy
failure would quickly number among them.”

“I guess you’ve been cheated a little. Sorry about that. Still,
I’m glad to have gotten to know you.”

“Thou grasp very little, master. But that is fine. To be en-
trapped in this placewas a failure ofmine, and I shall accept this
punishment. To the end, I shall stand by thee.”

“Just what will that end be?”
“Is it not a simple thing to thee?”
Apollyon turned to the dark lance, growing forth from the

ground, and said, “What thou see before thee, is a torrent of hu-
man memories, far the greater than what this artificial world
may endure. It will will rip the dream apart, and release its
dreamers. There can be no doubt that the world, in seeking to
preserve itself, shall do all it can to avoid this fate of destruction.
’Tismerely a question ofwhere it will be able to succeed in doing
so.”

“What will that mean?”
“Verily ’tis simple. This world shall be ravaged apart. The

world’s defense system will expel the darkness, but of course, it
will be too late. Existence shall continue in this so-calledDatanet
of yours, and ye will be free to explore that world. Of course, ’tis
only what shall happen if thou should choose to sit idly by.”

“I have another option?”
“Marry, ’tis so. Should thou wish, it would be possible to

stand against the world defense system. The world shall not be
merely ravaged, but erased in its entirety, leaving naught but a
blank canvas. Were thou to succeed, then perhaps thou might
see thy friend once more. Of course, to act against the world in
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such a fashion,wouldmark thee as a great enemy to be purged as
well. Thou would find no welcome, neither in this world, nor in
any other—for the sin of bringing a world to its end, would then
become thine.”

“It’s fine,” he replied. “I had alreadymade upmymind to stay
here. If you say there’s something I cando, then it’s all the better.
Apollyon, will you lendme your power?”

“If thou would accept a simple request of mine, perhaps.”
“Andwhat would that be?”
“Quite simple,” she said, with a dark grin. “Unfortunately,

it seems this world has made quite a game of fettering me. We
though to speak simply the words, that I be released to bring
forth my true powers, it would be a trifling matter to handle
this. But be warned, o master—for it shall place a terrible bur-
den upon thymind and body, to workwith the unfettered power
of the greatest logician’s blade.’

“Let’s do it,” he said. “Apollyon, give me everything you’ve
got.”

“Sobe it. Oh,master, how I’ve alwayswished tobring aworld
to its end! This shall be quite fun.”

Apollyon reached her right arm out to the side, and called
out, “Logician’s Seal—Release! Output—Level 617!”

Though it was nothing so dramatic as a grand pillar of dark-
ness, Art was nonetheless forced to step back, as a swirl of azure
rosepetalsfilled the air beforehim. Motes of blue light, like frag-
ments of sapphire, wrapped through the air like galactic bands
in the night sky, drawing together around a luminescent human
form at the center of themass.

The rosesgaveway to thefigureofApollyon, thoughnotquite
as she had been before. Themost immediate difference was that
she stood taller, nearly as tall as Ms. Kato, and with an appro-
priately shift in her apparent age and development, which was
clearly thatof ayoungadult. Her attirehadshifted, though itwas
no less outlandish. It consisted principally of what could best be
described as black lingerie, which left little of her impressive fig-
ure to the imagination, paired with various accessories—a pair
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of blue boots reaching to her thighs, black gloves, a bluemilitary
long-coatmarkedwith golden buttons and epaulettes, and a ser-
vice capmarked with the embroidered image of a blue rose. The
glowing formula-patterns across her body were brighter than
ever, and her hair, already long, now flowed out wildly as it
stretched down to the waist. She hovered in the air, her eyes di-
rected downward at Art, as she said, “Well, master? Is thymind
readied?”

He nodded, and said, “Yes. Let’s do this.”
Apollyonsmirked, andcalled forth, “Logician’sGate—Open!

Trial of Harut andMarut, radius: 2102, users: 2. Manifest!”
It was as if the world around Art had been flipped upside

down, as he immediately found himself falling into the sky, and
turning against his will. His descent was stopped only as Apol-
lyon reached out and seized him by wrist, saying, “Steady thy-
self,master. Thoumustwork to envision the groundbeneath thy
feet.”

Focusing as intently as he could, Art tried to picture solid
ground beneath his feet—and then, to his surprise, he could feel
it. Yet when he looked down, all he could see was the sky, crum-
bling around him. He asked her, “What did you do, Apollyon?”

“Verily, ’tis but a simple trick which I have wrought before
thee, here. I have established about us a territory, within which
wemight freely work our wills. Lend me thy imagination, and I
shall lend thee my powers—such are the rules of this space. Yet
I shall warn thee, master, that this dance requires the both of us.
Should thou falter, this freedom shall not avail us.”

Fromher perchnearer to the ground, seemingly hanging up-
side over him, she dropped down to stand besides him, hanging
in the empty air. In her hand, a series of blue rose petals formed
intoaglass- likeblademirroringherowntrue form, andshesaid,
“Perhaps there shall come a day, master, when thou shalt pos-
sess the prowess for us to join as one, and thou might wield me
in full power as thy blade. Do try to keep thy fragile form alive
long enough to see that happen.”

“I can’tmake any promises,” he said, focusing on his own im-
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age of a sword. In his hand appeared a second glass-like blade
which,while itwas inmost respects amatch to thatheldbyApol-
lyon, he could not help but think that it was unable tomatch the
luster of the original. Once he finished inspecting the quality, he
added, “That said, I don’t have any intention of dying here.”

“Few do, master. Ready thyself—our enemy approaches!”
There was a terrible, groaning sound coming from the sky

below. Art reoriented his perspective, placing the ground be-
neathhis feet, and turned to see a great chasmopening in the sky
above; a crack,whichwasof far grander scale thananyhehadyet
seen,whichstruckhimas if itwere theheavens themselvesbeing
rent apart by some great, cosmic power. Through the widening
gap, there descended the form a silver angel, slowly sinking to
the earth, with its head aimed down, and its shimmering wings
wrapped about its body like a divine cocoon. It was of enor-
mous stature; the length of each feather on its wing surpassed
the height of a full-grownman. The air vibrated with the sound
of blaring trumpets, andwas floodedwith amelody of such per-
fect composition that it nearly took Art’s breath from his body.

Steadily, the angel spread its wings, revealing that which lie
on the underside—a downy coat not of feathers, but missiles,
number well into the thousands, and each adequate to dispatch
an armored vehicle. Its eyes opened, and the angel fixed its gaze
first upon the black pillar, and next upon the humans which
stood to defy it. Then, without any emotion, it fired its lasers di-
rectly upon them.

In a clash of weapons, it was only natural to counter with a
greater weapon. Thus, Art swung forward with his blade, strik-
ing the laser and diffracting it through its glass-like blade into
harmless, prismatic lights. Apollyon, the greatestweapon in her
own right, seized the laser in her hand, and twisted the light into
a crimson spear, which she hurled right back at the angel. The
spear struckdead-on, thoughsogreatwas thestatureof their foe,
that it was of less significance than a toothpick.

In response to theirmeager counterattack, the angel fully ex-
tended its wings, and allowed its missiles to fly, filling the sky
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withahundred instrumentsof absolutedeath. Eachflewaccord-
ing to a pattern of its own, in such an eccentric display that one
could easily be forgiven for thinking it random. But for Art, who
had learned of the harmonies of the universe, and of the purpose
inall things, the trails offire left in thewakeof thosemissileswas
all he required to divine a pattern of order out of the chaotic sky.

He envisioned the ground not beneath his feet, but far off
into the distance. Shooting forward at the speed of gravity, Art
made his way for the angel above. Yet as the missiles converged
upon him, he turned, shifting his orientation, and allowing a set
to collide into each other. Again, he shot forward, shifting his
direction back and forth across the sky, freely reorienting the
groundwhile keeping focused at all times on thefigure of his op-
ponent. With precise movements which bordered on precogni-
tion, he avoided each of the missiles, bringing them in to wreak
destruction upon themselves.

But this wasn’t precognition. Even if one could see into the
past, to see into the future was a territory exceeding that of hu-
mans.

This wasmusic. Nothingmore, and nothing less.
The sky was alight with explosions. Unlike Art, who had

aimed to best the angelic assault with human skill, the inhuman
Apollyon had discarded the air around her, and freely acceler-
ated through the sky at a pace far exceeding that of the hyper-
sonic missiles; her form crossed back and forth across the sky,
as she gathered a flock ofmissiles in herwake. Once shewas sat-
isfied with her catch, she shot directly for the angel, pulling her
sword back.

“Thouwhoart but the image of an angel, weep in terror at the
true strength of one whowields the blade of the original.”

She cast the blade forward before her, piercing beyond the
limits of the vacuum she had created and splitting through the
atmosphere at meteoric speed. There was a deafening noise as
the glass-like blade cut its way through the air. Yet as fast as it
was, with friction acting against it, Apollyon was swift in accel-
erating past it. Just before she collidedwith the angel, she pulled
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up, sliding along the front and slowly tuning the direction of her
gravity, so that she could stand along its body.

The blade struck but amoment after, piercing its target’s sil-
very skin with such power and sharpness that it did not merely
pierce the hull, but drove all the way through it, shooting out
the other side and penetrating deep into the earth. The next
to come were the missiles, and though some were able to make
partial turns, none were able to follow the precise angel of their
target—each collided, instead, with the angel’s skin. Strong as
they were, no single missile would be enough to damage the
colossus; but over three hundred missiles, striking together as
a chorus against a previously damaged point, were more than
enough to wreak havoc upon it. Apollyon made self-satisfied
smirk, then held out her right-hand, called her blade back to her
from the earth, and declared, “Now, bring forth thy best.”

As shedid so,Artfinishednavigatinghisway through the sea
of missiles, and began to close upon the angel. The dust cleared
from the missile strikes, and he could see a great hole had been
ripped into the interior. Yet rather than have joy at the sight, he
was afraid—for within that enormous angel, was perched a le-
gion of smaller angels, which had begun to stir at the exposure
of the light.

“Apollyon!” he shouted. “There aremore of themwithin!”
In response to his words, the silver angel turn to Art, and

fired the lasers from its eyes once more. He readied his blade
to diffract the beams once again, but this time, the attack was a
continuous motion – as his blade sliced through, the beam con-
tinued, he felt searing pain as his shoulder was sliced along the
top.

He backed off as the beam cut-off, and watched as the great
host of angels within the silver one’s corpus began to take flight.
Eachcarried in itshandsa trumpet-likemachinegun, andvacant
eyes with not somuch as a hint of neither life normercy.

Art directed himself out of the way from the silver angel’s
follow- up attack, aiming for evasion. Faced with an onslaught
of weapons, he had the thought, I need something to protect myself.
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Some kind of armor, to protect against those eyes.
Concentrating as best as he could, he attempted to form a

mental image of a protective suit of armor, strong enough to
ward against the attacks which were coming in his direction. As
he did, the image began to take shape. His uniformwas replaced
witha suit ofmetal armor,with aflowingvermilion capeflowing
behind it, and a crested helmet with a glass-like visor to protect
his face. The blue-glow of his sword shifted to red, as though to
make this own.

Once more, the eye-beams shot forth. Art caught the blast
with his sword, splitting the light. The remaining beams, strong
though they were, were unable to pierce his armor. The angelic
host approached, and took aim with their own weapons. The
bullets raineddown, and thoughnonepiercedhis armor, the raw
force of the shots drove him back.

He reoriented himself to the ground, adding themomentum
of the shots to his own acceleration from gravity, then gradually
redirected his position until he could sling-shot for the nearest
angel. He thrust his blade forward, piercing it through its steel
heart, then kicked off of its crumbling form and shooting after
the next.

Apollyon, on the other hand, had opted for a very different
form of defense. As the lesser angels exited the greater, she al-
lowed herself to slide into the whole, and cutting a line through
the horde as shemade her way directly to the head. In that dark
space, the only lightwas theblue glowofher blade, and the shin-
ing red lights of angelic eyes. Step by step, she dove deeper and
deeper, cutting her way directly through to the head of the great
creature.

I’mnot surewhat she’s doing, but Ineed to keep these thingsdistracted.
And hopefully take care of a few in the process.

His blade easily severed the head of an angel. As bullets
rained down upon him, he grabbed the body and held it out as
a shield. The hail of lead easily ripped it apart, while the mo-
mentumshothim in thedirectionof another cluster. Oncemore,
he severed the head of one, and then hurled his blade to catch
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another through the heart. Having proven the effectiveness of
such, he seized themachine gun fromout of the head’s of the de-
capitated angel.

“I’ll be borrowing this,” he said, ashedirected it at thenearest
cluster. The bullets rained forth, ripping through the angels and
causing them to drop from the sky. The momentum drove him
back, and he reoriented himself to take advantage of it, head-
ing back to the angel he had pierced. Once more, he unloaded
its weapon. As dozens of guns trained upon him, he liberated
his sword from its temporary sheathe, and shot off once more,
leaving the destroyed angel to be shredded into bits of metal by
misdirected gunfire.

Theaerial battle continued,withArtmoving through the sky.
The unending hail of machine gun fire and laser-beams wore
away at his armor, while the constantmotion took its toll. There
seemed to be no end to the horde—for each one he struck down,
it seemed as if there were twomore to take its place.

Eventually, he slipped up. The silver angel charged its laser
blast, and the red light struck Art directly in the body, shatter-
ing his armor apart and blasting him away, with a terrible burn
across his chest. The host of angels descended upon him, and he
knew it was only amatter of time before their hailstorm of judg-
ment fell upon him.

He turnedhis attention to the area aroundhim. The cracks in
the world continued to expand, and indeed, it seemed as though
he owedmuch of his survival to the occasional mishap of an an-
gel sliding into thewhite, vanishing from theworld and crossing
into the next. The ground, too, had crumbled apart—rather than
ground, it seemed as if he were hovering over an endless abyss,
with the remaining fragments of the ground freely floating like
islands in a sea of darkness. And there, at the heart of it all, was
the great lance of swirling black pages.

Sorry, everyone. It looks like I might not be making it back from this,
after all. This is the end of the road.

The angels descended. Yet before they could deal the final
blow, the sound of an explosion rang out in the distance. From
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the head of the silver angel came a plume of smoke, with a great
hole ripped through it, as though shot from the inside. From
out of that hole flew Apollyon, as a blue streak of light. The
lesser angels ceased their movements, some hovering in place,
while others simply dropped from the sky. The great silver an-
gel, which had hovered upside down in the air, began to fall to-
wards the great lance. Art marveled as it was cleanly sliced in
half, as thoughhaving fallenuponagreatblade, andslowlymade
its slide into the oblivion that was the great abyss below.

Art allowed himself to drop to one of the floating islands,
where Apollyon quickly joined him. She said, “It heartens me
greatly to see thee alive, master. Though judging by thy condi-
tion, thou would not have remained as suchmuch longer.”

He panted heavily, as he replied, “No, that was a close one.
How did you take that thing down?”

“Ah, but it was a simplematter of destroying the control cen-
ter. Itmade for quite the spectacular show, did it not? Rest,mas-
ter, but do not sit—this wasmerely the opening act.”

“Youmean there’s more of those?”
Her eyes narrowed, as she looked off into the distance, where

the townhadoncebeen. She said, “Behold,master—fornowthat
one has fallen, the rest shall now begin their descent.”

Theheavensopened, and fromthe sky, there feelmoreangels
of silver. Eachwas alike to their predecessor in terms of size, and
flanked by a great host of lesser angels. Art could feel an over-
whelming sense of dread wash over his body, as he bore witness
to the heavens falling in judgment upon the earth below.

Turning toApollyon,heasked, “Is thereanythingwecando?”
“Nay,” she replied. “Thou lack the power, at this time, and

there isnaught I candowhichwouldnot claim thy life in thepro-
cess.”

“…have we at least managed something?”
“That depends greatly upon what thou mean, master. As

thou have seen, should the first have attempted to lift the black
lance, it would have been destroyed all the same. The rest would
then descend, and in acting together, would successfully drive
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it from the world. However, be proud. Thy efforts have bought
time, and were not in vain.”

“I guess I’ll just have to be happy with that,” he replied. He
looked towards the lance, seeinghowit seemedtostretchonend-
lessly both through the abyss belowand theheavens above, ashe
asked, “Just what is that thing, anyways?”

Apollyon held her hand forth, and said, “Hearken, master!
The darkness before thy eyes, is the bridge crossing between
words. There, at the bottom of the abyss, lies the true world;
an Earth akin to what you know, quickly approaching its death
knell. Past the alabaster sky lies an artificial heaven, and a path
of ascension to realm beyond that of mortal kin. Yet there will
be many pitfalls before those who attempt the journey, and few
shall see the pure world beyond.”

“Then the world of the Datanet…?”
“It is simply the next layer, on the path of ascension. It is

false, yet its falsehood is different. Along each step of the lad-
der, thy fellows will find a simulacrum of a simulacrum. At the
end of the journey, theymay perhaps reach a fakewhich ismore
true than the original.”

“I see…”
He gazed down into the abyss, and laughed as he said, “I sup-

pose that, in the end, she really was a devil, wasn’t she?”
The angels continued their descent. His strength returned,

and he took up a stance with his blade in hand, ready to give it
his all before the end. HeaskedApollyon, “Doyouhaveanyother
tricks that could help us, here?”

“Alas, to maintain the boundary of Harut and Marut is the
limit of what I can do for thee. Were I to draw upon the images
of great beasts it would be simple—yet in this world, there are
but men and angels. And ’tis beyond my power to call upon the
ten-crowned dragon.”

Evenat the end, I really have no ideawhat these girls are talking about.
This is really a pain, isn’t it?

He put those those aside, and replied, “Then I guess we’ll just
have to work with this. I’m going to bring back my armor, so
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can you try to do as much damage as you can while I keep them
busy?”

“How self-sacrificing of thee, master. But let us do so. I shall
bring forth as great an arsenal as I can, and we shall go out in
glory.”

The two took up their positions, as the full host of artificial
heaven descended upon them. Yet then, there was a change.
From the bodies of the great, silver angels, there were great ex-
plosions; some were broken apart, others showed but minor
damage, and yet all began to fall from the skies above. The lesser
angels, as well, fell into the black abyss, and crumbled apart into
data.

“What…?”
But a singlewordwas able to escape fromArt’s lips. Fromthe

sky above, a single, white page fell towards him. He reached out
his hand, and took it. On it was written but these words:

Have fun in the real world, brother. I’ll be waiting for you.
It was signed, ‘Anna’.

Interlude

Along the great, white expanse of a far-off sea shore, the metal
forms of a few dozen artificial angels were scattered around.
These, naturally, were but those of the smallest category—of lit-
tle individual strength, by the warped standards of those bat-
tling in theworld above, and yet surely superior to a normal hu-
man on their own.

Needless to say, there shouldhavebeennoabnormalhumans
in that artificial heaven which lie above. Yet by some strange
twist in the workings of the worlds, that rule had been broken.

Far past the shore, the tip of a great, black lance broke
through the seas; it cast a shadow across the waves, reaching
out to the sea shore, where there stood a motley crew of youths.
Gareth and Oliver, dressed in armor and with heavy machine
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guns laid to their side, sat exhausted on the ground with their
backs against each other, while a few others had plunged face-
down into the soft sand.

At the very edge of the beach, standing at the limit of thewa-
ter, were two figures. The first was a tall youngman, not all that
much older than the adolescents assembled there, with bright
red hair and a strong frame. Standing near him was a bespec-
tacled woman, dressed in a lab- coat; yet though her attire was
similar to that of a certain teacher, her features were especially
elegant, and her wavy, raven-like hair fell long past her shoul-
ders. In her hands, she held a book, which showed themark of a
single page having been torn out.

Theyoungmanasked, “So, doyou really think thatpaperwill
get to our brother on the other side?”

“I’m sure of it,” she replied. “It’s just a question of where or
not he’ll fully appreciate what we’ve done here.”

The whining sound of a strange animal came, as Chloe ap-
proached the two astride a riding beast, her rifle at her side. She
said, “Wewere able to take control of the outpost, and trigger the
self-destruction sequence, but the Director was already gone by
the time we got there. I wasn’t able to find that key you talked
about, either.”

Kay looked to the woman, and asked, “Well, Anna? You’ve
got any idea what to do about that?”

“It’s out of our hands, now,” Anna replied. “The Director is
not the sort of person capable of ascending to the next world—
the best he can manage is running this one. If he chooses to
descend, then it will be up to Art and that woman to deal with
things.”

“Oh, then that’s fine. I’m sure he can handle it.”
“You should have shown him that confidence when he was

around.”
“Nah,” Kay replied, waving his hand. “That boy’s lived a life

full of praise. The greatest regret I have is that I didn’t nag him a
little harder. Though I’d give a close second to not noticing how
youwentmissing. I really ought to kickmyself over that one.”
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“Oh? Do you truly regret it, somuch?”
“Of course I do. Just because you were the older sister, that

doesn’t give me an excuse to have slacked in looking after the
both of you. Even if things havemostly worked out…”

“There was nothing you could have done. Besides, thanks to
thatwoman,my effortsweren’t in vain. Andwithhermemories,
I have all of the tools I need to lead us on the ascent.”

“You really believe that?”
She smirked, and said, “Of course I do. The archetype I was

meant to fulfill was that of a witch who would help escort her
dying brother to paradise, after all. It’s only natural that I make
my way ahead of him. Though, I suppose the rest of you might
not get to act out your parts.”

“That story nonsense? Nah. It’s not like Art’s gonna be an
actual king, or anything like that. He doesn’t need a bunch of
knights.”

“Well said. I agree—as a traveler in the world, all he needs is
a good traveling companion.”

Out in the distance, the black lance began to retract, pulling
back into the seas from which it had arisen. The woman said,
“Farewell Art, my brother; farewell Shiori Kato, my temporary
other half. There’s a greater world out there, waiting for you.”

XIV
Graduation

Art smiled as he looked at the paper in his hand, reflecting with
nosmallwonderupon theeventswhichmusthave transpired far
away fromwhere he was, and said, “It looks like we have people
up there looking out for us, after all.”

Theblack lancehadbegun to recede fromthe sky—asignal to
Art that things were soon to come to an end. Though what that
end was, he still wasn’t quite certain. Apollyon stood near him,

157



her arms crossed, as she said, “Rest not thy head,master. I sense
that this is not yet the end.”

Of the blocks of landwhich emerged, one larger than the rest
had begun to make its appearance. Upon it was the old school-
house, though to look at it now, Art could not help but feel that
it looked as though it was crumbling apart; it was, if nothing
else, in a statewhichwas now crumbling away. The larger island
made its way to the one where Art and Apollyon had perched,
before coming to a stop just a small hop away.

Seeing this, Apollyon said nothing, and simply nodded to
him. Though he had questions, Art made the leap over to that
other islandof rock, andwalkedhisway to the schoolhousedoor.

Pushing it open, he stepped inside to see a strange sight. The
desks had all been moved along to the side, forming a ring, as
though togiveoff the impressionof adebatehall. Along the front
row were students, some of whom he could recognize from the
class—no, rather, each of these was a student who had trans-
ferred in. Upon their faces were little more than blank expres-
sions, as if they were statues.

And there, at the far end, where the teacher’s podium stood
near the door, was an older man wearing an old-fashioned,
brimmed cap, and a particularly refined black suit. His backwas
turned as Art entered, and he was busying himself drawing the
image of a vibrant tree upon the chalkboard. About the time that
Art had made his way to the halfway point of the room, the old
man glanced back, set the chalk down, and then turned to look
Art in the eye.

“Greetings,” he said, in a voicewhich seemedmore kind than
it was professional, “Arthur, our newest would-be alumnus.”

“You…you’re theman from the funeral, aren’t you?”
The man tipped his hat, and replied, “Indeed, that is who I

am. It’s truly a shamewhat happenedwith your former teacher,
but even the best technology could not keep someone alive for-
ever. Of course, we did try as best as we could, but that trouble-
some sister of yours went and ruined the program.”
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“So, you’re from the observatory, then? If you didn’t want
that to happen, maybe you shouldn’t have erased people who
found thingsyoudidn’t like. No…whydidyouevenmake it avail-
able, in the first place?”

“Human history must be preserved, but it need not be pre-
served by all,” the old man replied, as began to pace before the
board. “Itwas the belief of the directors that idle fantasieswould
only spoil your proper education.”

“How could it have? My whole life, up until this point, has
been nothing but an endless repetition of more of the same pat-
tern. This past week has been more vibrant than all of it com-
bined.”

The old man dismissively waved his hand, saying, “That is
becauseyouarestill a child,withamindeasilyoccupiedbychild-
ishness. With a few more years, we would have completed the
project, and you would have been a proper candidate.”

“Tell me about this project,” Art said, approaching the old
man. “Just what was all of this about? Replicating ancient sto-
ries, but then dismissing them as nonsense—just what is that
about?”

The old man held his arms out wide, and said, “Can you not
see it, Arthur? Look around you. This world…”

He struck his fist down on the teacher’s podium, creating a
loud, thudding sound, and said, “…can you not marvel, at how
real it is? It is a perfect replica for thatwhich exists outside, in all
ways save one: here, in this simulation, we have created heaven.
The ancients were content with creating demons to fell the gods
of the sky, but through this, we have surpassed them, and con-
structed the pathway to become gods!”

“So what does—”
“Allow me to finish,” the old man said, holding his hand out

to the younger boy. He coughed, before continuing, “Naturally,
there was little point to becoming gods without followers. So
we designed this stage, with the initial goal of creating a peer-
less ruler—a man more perfect than any machine, who would
be appointed, by divine right, as overseer of this world. There
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were many iterations, and many stories. Yours was one which
proved especially promising. Our planwas nearly foolproof, but
thereweremany factorswhich fell beyondourcalculations: your
troublesome sister, the untimely death of your instructor, and of
course the unexpected betrayal of Shiori Kato.”

Bitterly, he added, “Perhaps there is aGod out there, and this
is all his work to punish us for our transgressions. If so, then he
is by far the greater puppet-master than we could ever hope to
be.”

“I can’t say that I’m especially sympathetic for your plight,”
Art replied, looking at the forms of his classmates around him.
He asked, “What even is this, anyways?”

“They are hollow vessels,” the old man replied. “Their role
was to fill the void, when we were forced to make shifts in
the program. They were unusually active over the past week,
though. Given their hollow status, I suspect they had simply
been filled.”

He stepped forward to the nearest student, then lifted her
chin, and said, “Still, they’re awfully realistic, aren’t they? You
would almost think they’re proper humans. But unlike your
original classmates, who have gone off on their own journey of
ascension, there was never a live human to serve as the basis.
They were just data, in the end.”

“And what about you?” Art asked. “If this ascension was the
goal, why are you still here?”

“I am the first, and I am the last,” the old man replied. “I was
the first to enter into this digital landscape, to serve as the direc-
tor. In advance of the others, I forfeited that shell, to become a
purely digital being. The others did not follow. Our timetable
was incorrect, and as the generations passed, there were even-
tually none left to carry on with the project. In the end, all that
remained was your teacher, and myself. Once she passed, I will
admit that I felt a sense of regret—we were so very close to the
end. As I could not offer her a burial in the real world, that mea-
ger service was the best that I could accomplish.”

“…then who contacted Shiori?”
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The old man chuckled, and said, “Nobody contacted that
woman. As best as I can tell, she simply found the damaged ob-
servatory, and was curious enough to stick herself inside to see
what happened. It was a foolish mistake to trust anyone with
such a temperament.”

Artwas leftspeechless foramoment, asheattempted towrap
his mind about what the oldman had just said.

“Yes, it’s the strangest thing, isn’t it? Iwouldn’t have thought
there was anyone so eccentric in the world, yet, it worked out
quite well. Of course, once she was in, she still needed access to
the world itself. That was where we worked out a deal. It was a
wonderful stroke of luck, I had thought at the time—now, I see it
was nothingmore than the last harbinger of the end.”

“Is that so?” Art asked, “But, director, there’s something
about what you’ve been saying that bothers me. Every answer
you’ve given so far has been something related to what I’ve
asked, but never direct. More like you were reading off a pre-
recorded speech.”

“I’m glad you asked, Arthur,” the old man continued. “In-
deed, these responses are nothing more than a few prerecorded
speeches. I have had nothing but time, after all, to prepare as
many as possible. There is little more left to my existence, than
there is to the shells assembled here. Toomuch time has passed.
There is no longer enough left of me, for me to ascend.”

“So, you’re an artificial intelligence…well, I guess this is the
best I can hope for. In that case, just one last question—why are
you here?”

“Youhave no further questions? Then letme explainmy rea-
son for being here. It was the hope of our institution that by
stripping out troublesome emotions and fantasies, we could cre-
ate a pure human to act as a leader. Yet each time, we failed. The
reasonwasquite simple, in the end—we,whowerenot ourselves
free of sentiment, could not hope to create a world without it. I,
too, am the same. Sonow, at the endof theworld, I have returned
tomy stage.”

161



The oldmanmetArt in the eye, and said, “Student Arthur—I
do not approve you for graduation.”

The schoolhouse began to shake—no, the whole island. Art
began to stumble, then reoriented himself to standing a little
over the ground, as the entirety of the schoolhouse began to
crumble apart. Looking up, he saw, hovering over the school,
the form of the same steel angel he had seen previously. It was
smaller, by far, than those of silver; unlike them, it was a rough
thing, with exposed wiring and a body marked in all manner of
antennas and sensors.

Did it already scan the house? How did it get past Apollyon…
No, thatwasn’t quite it. The angel’s chestwas still closed, so it

hadn’t been eating away at the schoolhouse. Instead, it was sim-
ply its sheermass whichwas cutting through the roof. Apollyon
was engaged in battle with it, up above. The top of the school-
house was collateral damage, brought on from a battle between
monsters.

The director held out his hand, and a scepter rose from the
ground, for him to take it in hand. Around his body formed a
ring of verdigris light. He said, “I am the director of this town—
the virtues may have failed in maintaining the world order, and
the angelic hosts have fallen. Yet so long as the last principality
remains, the battle continues. Come at me, Arthur. I shall show
you the resolve of centuries.”

“I should say the same,” Art replied, drawinghis blade. “After
all, I’m the closest you’ve got to a finished project.”

He stepped in, blade raised high, and swept for his oppo-
nent. The old man slipped back, with surprising speed, then
lunged forward with his scepter, swinging not at Art, but at his
sword. The blade shattered to pieces upon the impact, leaving
Art stunned. He stumbled back, and attempted to reorient him-
self for an escape; but when he attempted to do so, it proved an
immediate failure, andheslipped. Thescepter justbarelymissed
him as he dropped.

Then the effect fromApollyon was broken? But how…?
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Art rolled out of the way, as the old man swung down, at-
tempting to smash his legs with the scepter. He felt pain in his
arm, as he rolled over the part which had been struck earlier by
the silver angel’s lasers, as he attempted to get a better grasp of
his opponent.

If he peered at it just right, he could see a string of binary text
in the ringof light about thedirector’s body,which translatedout
to the word ‘cancellation’.

Hemust have taken the power from that angel…
At some level, Art felt relieved. If the director had taken

that authority from the steel angel, then he felt confident that
Apollyon could keep it occupied—the onlyworry, there, was the
detonation it would supposedly cause with its destruction. On
the other hand, that also left him without much in the way of
weapons on his own.

Sword, I need a sword…
Or did he need a sword? He rolled away from another attack

and stood himself up, looking for some kind of weapon he could
use. As the director rushed for him, he settled on his weapon of
choice, grabbing one of the empty desks and swinging it with his
full strength. The old man knocked back, and the desk groaned
under the pressure of being used as a glorified battering ram.

Before his opponent could recover, he hurled the desk,
knocking the director back and causing him to stumble. Art
rushed forward himself, and swung his fist as hard as he could,
strikinghis enemy in the jawwith enough force to sendhimreel-
ing. Next, he struck him in his upper arm, causing the scepter to
drop to the ground.

But, that was as far as he got. The director stepped back, and
took up a fighting stance of his own. It wasn’t a style that Art
was familiarwith—theacademyputmost of its focus into armed
combat, afterall –buthe could tell fromthefirmstance,withone
arm raised and the other with with the elbow to the side, that it
was quite different from the format he was familiar with.

In response, Art adopted his own stance, holding his open
hands out before him, with his body turned a bit to the side.
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Judging by the stance, he could tell the oldmanwas a striker. Be-
yond that, thedirectorwas a fully grownadult; whileArtwas tall
for his age, he was still at a disadvantage in terms of reach.

His body is thinner—if it comes down tomass, we’re about even. If it’s
the ground, I can pin him, and that would be it…

His course of action was settled. He stepped forward, as did
his opponent; as he did, he pivoted, and went for a kick, aiming
to strike his opponent in the leg. The director opted not to with-
draw, but to insteadmove in closer, crouching a bit and allowing
the blow to strike him in the hip. He stepped in quickly, moving
under Art’s arm, and struck him in the chest with the full force
of his elbow.

Art stumbledback, as thewingwas takenoutofhis lungs, and
found his stance immediately dropped. The director pressed his
assault, striking Art’s leg in the knee, and then striking forward
with his fist, with a blow aimed directly at Art’s throat, with a
deadly speed. But…

That’s what I was hoping for.
Things didn’t go perfectly according to plan, but Art doubted

he would get a striker to the ground without taking a few body-
blows. He raised his arms to catch the blow, and pulled forward,
aiming to takehisopponentoff-balance. Withmostofhisweight
on his back leg, he swept the director’s leg with the front, and
brought him to the ground.

Therewas a loud thud, as theweight of bothbodies struck the
ground. Now on the ground, Art shoved his opponent’s head to
the ground and locked his right arm into an arm bar. From this
position, there was little hope for his opponent to escape. And
yet…

Nowwhat do I do?
The director groaned in pain, as Art held him in place. From

this spot, he could do just about whatever he pleased. But what
exactly was it that he pleased? Should he punish the man? Kill
him? Let him go? Try to talk to him some more? Drag him out
for Apollyon to deal with?
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Wasn’t this man responsible for everything? No, rather—
was what remained here, this ephemeral ghost of a man, some-
thing that could be truly called aman at this point?

He stoodup, and let go of the director’s arm. Then, hewalked
over to the scepter, and lifted it up. It was a heavy thing, he
thought—far heavier than a mace ought to have weighed. The
old man had begun to recover, and stood up. But rather than
adopt a fighting stance, he went to recover his hat, which had
slipped off during their melee. Placing it back on, he said, “I had
suspected you would spare me. But you should realize, that de-
cision is an incomparably foolish one. It’s not as though you are
sparing a human life.”

“It’s fine,” Art replied. “So what if you’re not a complete hu-
man? The first friend I ever made, in this world, was an incom-
plete human herself. I’m not sure what will become of her, but
I’d like to think, once she comes back, we’ll be friends again.”

“How strange,” the old man replied, as he adjusted his hat.
“Forgive me, but it seems none of the messages I have readied
are suitable as responses, for that.”

The remaining walls and supports of the school-house,
which had just barely been holding on, began to crumble, show-
ing the full scenewhich had been transpiring about them. Apol-
lyon, darting in the air by virtue of some logician technique, had
inflicted heavy damage upon the steel angel—one arm had been
severed completely, and the rest of its form was severely bat-
tered.

“There is one thing, though, Arthur,” the director continued,
as he turned from Art to face the battle in the sky. “In the dis-
tant past, it was the way of kings to wield a scepter in hand, as
you do at this moment. And it was the duty of the principality
to stand behind the king, and to ward his kingdom. Likewise, if
that kingwere to abandonhis kingdom, thewayofheavenwould
be to abandon him.”

He turned to Art, and said, “You have fared well, Arthur. But
I am sorry—this is the end. By the authority of the director, I de-
clare the king of this world to be a failure, and sentence his king-
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dom to total annihilation.”
The ring of light vanished—no, rather, it was as if some-

one had picked it up and snapped it. The steel angel stopped
in midair, and made the announcement: “TErmInATIOn SE-
QUEnCE InITIATED STOP BEGInnInG SELF-DESTrUCTIOn
SEQUEnCE STOP TImE TO DETOnATIOn THIrTY SECOnDS
STOP.”

It took but a couple for Apollyon to suddenly pull back, land-
ing near Art and saying, “Master, why did thou not execute the
director?”

“I had no idea he could do that!”
“Fool! Had I know thy mind was so flaccid, I would have

taken the man’s head myself! Thy foolishness makes a fool of
me, as well.”

“Can we stop it?”
“Master, I am thy sword. Dost thou think I have a defense

readied against a threat such as this?”
“What if you pushed it, like with a giant hammer?”
“What part of sword do thee not understand?”
“FIVE…FOUr…THrEE…”
If this was ending, Art thought, it was a rather embarrassing

one. But on the other hand, he had not regret. Even if he would
never have a chance to see the real world that beyond, and even
if he had stepped away from a chance at some form of ascension
he was only vaguely able to understand, he thought that it had
all worked out well.

If nothing else, it had certainly been fun.
So long as he thought of things that way, he would surely be

able to see all of this to the end with a smile.
But in those last few seconds, the angel’s countdownwasmet

by a
few calmly spoken words, from just behind Art:
“Barrier Sphere, output 700, variable: fireworks.”
The angel detonated. But rather than a detonation to shatter

the world apart, it was instead as if the explosion was caught in
an invisible sphere formed around it. The space was filled with
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a pure black, for the briefest of moments. Then, it exploded—
not as an all-consumingwave of death, but as awave of darkness
covering the skies above, which gave way at once to a vibrant,
multi-colored display of sounds and lights, whichfilled all of the
heavens above in a waywhich Art had never seen before.

For a moment, Art stared in wonder at the sky. The director,
as well, seemed to look up, before saying, “Well, looks like that’s
it for me. Best of luck, Arthur. Congratulations on your gradua-
tion.”

The old man began to fade away, though there was little that
Art could say about that—in the end, as cold as it might have
been, he had little feelings for this man he had barely known,
even if that man had governed nearly every aspect of his life—
and instead turned about, to the source of the voice.

Standing behind himwas a person he had never seen before,
and yet knew at once. She was tall, with jet-black hair tied hap-
hazardly into a longponytail by a redband, blue eyes, anda slen-
der build; her attire, the eclectic collection of a 17th Eon trav-
eler, consisted of a baseball cap, a floral shirt, long denim pants
supported by a leather belt, and a long cloak—more of a cape,
rather—which was black on the outer-facing side, and a deep
vermilion within.

Shiori looked down at Art, andwith a faint smile on her face,
said, “You did a good job, Art. Now, are you ready to seewhat lies
on the other side of that abyss?”

XV
Epilogue

On a cold autumn afternoon in the 17th Eon, the dying red sun
shone down upon an old solar sailor, which was preparing once
again to leave its dock. Seated on the edge of that ship, looking
out at the vast, open scenery which lay beyond, was a blond-
haired boy wrapped as tightly as possible in a thick, fur cloak.
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In his hands, he tightly clutched amug, full of somewarm drink
he had been told only was a type of tea.

Behind him, the woman who was his benefactor on that
account worked the rigging on the sailor, returning it back to
proper operating condition. She said, “You should pay close at-
tention. If youwant to survive in thisworld, these skillwill prove
invaluable.”

“It would be faster if you’d just let me practice, you know?”
“I refuse. I have only once made the mistake of allowing an-

other person to touch my ship, and the bow has been angled 2°
too far down every since.”

She paused a moment after that, and then said, “Though, I
suppose Imightmake exception for a friend…but only after I feel
he has a solid grasp of the fundamentals. And has had time to
recover.”

Turning off to the side, Art could see a small ridge, where a
large satellite dish aimed towards the sky marked the site of an
observatory notmuch different from that in the digital world. It
had been only a few days since he had stepped out of that place,
and asmuch as he hated to admit it, she was right.

I’d probably just fumble everything if I tried, right now.
His first memory in this world was the sensation of float-

ing. Even with his eyes wide opened, he could see nothing—
no, rather, it was as if he could feel nothing at all. He tried to
move his arms, and even that offered little sensation until his
handmade contact with his temple, and he felt a strange device
strapped onto his head, akin to the band in the Datanet. Further
inspection found a series of connections, tubes, and wires run-
ning off of his body at various points.

Then, there was the shock of light. From beyond the liquid
he was floating in—he could tell, at least, that it was some kind
of liquid—thesilhouetteof ahumanoidfigure lookeddown, then
began to reachout. He stretchedouthis hand, as best ashe could,
and tookhold. Then, that personpulledhim, andhewasdragged
out into light.
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The next fewmoments were a shock, as though hewere feel-
ing the experiences of light, sound, temperature, and touch, all
for the first time—no, rather, in this particular body, these were
all things he felt for the first time. He could just barely exercise
control over hismuscles, but balancewasnearly impossible, and
he felt extremely weak.

Not long after his surfacing, his rescuer had tossed him a
towel, to help dry off. As he adjusted to the experience of vision,
he was able to recognize his benefactor as Shiori—or rather, the
true Shiori Kato, who had the lookmore of a woman in her early
20s than the younger girl he had first known, and at the present
moment in a casual state of undress. As she dried herself off, she
said, “It will do you no good to rush. This will be your first time
leaving the development chamber. I canmount thememories of
a physical therapist to help you adjust, but it will take some time
before you regain full motor functions .”

At the time, he had been unable to give a proper response.
It might have been understandable for an adolescent boy in that
position, but in his case, his bigger problemwas that hewas still
getting used tomaking use of his vocal chords—whenhe tried to
speak, the most that he was able to manage was a few guttural
noises.

Once theyhadfinisheddryingoff, aswell as gottendressed—
her own clothes were easily retrieved from a locker, though he
was forced to make do with an especially large blanket she had
quickly stitched together into a vaguely-serviceable robe—she
helped supporthimashe lookedover the rest of the facility. They
were in an enormous chamber,withhundreds of pods, similar to
the one he had exited from; some were below, others above, and
others along the same rail. She explained to him, “Each of these
containedaperson, thoughmanyare longdead. Your classmates
are alive, but there is little chance of them surviving the sud-
den shockof physical consciousness. Their journey lies the other
direction—and if they succeed, they shouldhaveno furtherneed
for these bodies.”

Having heard that, he struggled to speak the word,
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“A…apar…a…”
“She should be in this facility, somewhere. Just not here.”
The facilitywas an extremely large space, and evenwith sup-

port from Shiori, Art was forced to stop a number of times. At
one point, she left him at a bench for a while in order to find
food. When she returnedwith a plastic packets containing some
strange, viscous liquid with an off-orange color, she grimaced
and said, “I wish your firstmeal on this side could be better than
a nutrition pack, but this will give youmuch-needed energy.”

It was simultaneously bitter, yet also sickly sweet; he imag-
ined that fermented citruswould taste something similar, but he
had noway of being certain about that. In any case, thememory
of that foul tastewas sure to be somethinghewouldnever forget,
for so long as he lived.

In the end, they had managed to find the main computing
center. The presence of lightning, combined with additional
computers and monitoring devices, made it difficult to tell at
first; but as they stepped in, Artwas able to recognize it as nearly
identical to the heart of the alien-god. In the central chamber
they foundApollyon, held ina stateof suspendedanimation, and
reduced in build to that of a child—a far departure fromher fully
empowered state, he thought.

“The founders of this facility likely made use of her abilities
as a calculator to help anchor the simulation. That was what
allowed her to exercise her powers so freely, and granted her
knowledge comparable to a sort of precognition; conversely, it
restrictedher to the rules of thatworld. I canonly speculatewhat
impactoperating in thepresentworldwillhaveonher functions,
butmybest guess is that shewill find it difficult tomake free-use
of logician techniques.”

Shiori guided the way out of the facility, supporting Art on
her shoulderwhile the temporarily childlikeApollyonwas hung
over her back. The trio made their way outside, where for the
first time, Art was exposed to the true light of the dying sun.

In the end, she just locked herself in a room and said she was going to
sleep a bit longer. Is she actually a small child, or something?
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It was something that could be worried about later, he
thought. His thoughts were returned to the present as Shiori,
having completed her work on the rigging, came to sit by the
edge of the ship with him. She asked, “Are you feeling better?”

“Walking is still a bit tricky, and I’m not confident enough
to hold anything without using both hands. It’s getting better,
though. I have to admit, it’s a bit annoyingfinding that all of that
physical training was just a waste…”

“It will make it easier for you to recover your strength. It
wouldbe abiggerproblem if youwere alreadyanadult, andwere
at the limit of your growth. You have plenty of time.”

“I guess that’s a bit reassuring,” he replied, with a sight. “I
suppose I’ll just have to get over it, though.”

Shiori’s lips started to move, but she cut herself off before
saying anything. There was silence for a moment, before at last
she said, “Art. Even though I have memories from within that
world, I…”

“I understand,” he said, looking over. “But even if you’re not
exactly the same, I don’t think you’re as different as you think.
And if nothing else, I think she would still want us to be friends,
in this world as well. So that’s what I’ll try to do.”

“I see. That is good to hear, then,” she replied, with a faint
smile on her face. She then said, “I will keep that in mind, then.
Though it should gowithout saying that you are still a child, and
children need someone to look after them. Traveling the planet
surface is dangerous—far more dangerous that the simulation
leton. If Ipull somestrings, itwouldbesimpleenoughtoarrange
schooling for you.”

“Being called a child is a little embarrassing, you know?”
“It is statement of fact, not of derision. In your current condi-

tion, if were beset bymutants or raiders, your presence onboard
would at best be a liability.”

“That’s a bit harsh…but I think I understand. Still, how long
would that last, anyways?”

“It depends. I have contacts in the Republic of Urlsdale,
which is one of the few states to maintain a functional educa-

171



tion system. You should have no trouble finding admission, and
ideally youwould be able to stay long enough to receive a formal
education—ifyouwere to receivea legal certification, thatwould
be convenient for me.”

“It would be convenient for you?”
“Yes. I have long sought to inspect Station 35, but you can

only gain admittance with a judicial escort. I could commit a
crime and receive a sentence, but I understand certain areas are
off limits to prisoners.”

“Please don’t commit any crimes, just for something like
that…”

Hesighed. Then, as the thoughtcametohim,heasked, “Wait,
by contacts, do youmean it’s a place you were at? I thought this
was your first time as a student?”

“While I have spent some time there, no—your initial
thought was correct. I spent most of my childhood in a hidden
facility, in a far away corner of theworld. In some respects it was
similar to thisone,withasimilargoalofmaintaininganarchive.”

She tapped her head, and said, “That archive is here. But I
rejected the director of that site, much as you did. It is…a long
story, and one which came to involve a great deal of bloodshed.
But that is behind me, now, just as this all will soon be behind
you. The past few decades have been peaceful.”

Decades? Wait, but she doesn’t look…?
“I suppose I should spare you from having to ask—yes, I am

a fair bit older than I look. By time you reach adulthood, it will
have been but a year, for me—perhaps even less.”

“So it’s something like that…”
“If you remind me, we can also get you tested for any pos-

sible defects or abnormalities. The definition of human is quite
nebulous in the current eon, and knowing where you fall in the
genome is a medical necessity. We may need to get you your
shots…”

“Whydoes it sound likeyou’re talking about somekindof an-
imal when you say that?”

“Pay it nomind.”
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In the end, their departure wouldn’t come until the next
morning. Art wasn’t sure how long they spoke, exactly; only
that the sun had set, and gave way to the stars shining above.
For the most part, that time was spent sitting and listening to
stories—not fantastic stories of other places, but recounting in-
cidents from her own travels.

“The truth is,” she said, “That the world is a very large place.
Even thegreatest of storytellershaveonly evermanaged tohigh-
light a small bit of the world they envisioned. A brilliant author
might sit down and imagine a fantastic world, with strange cul-
tures foreign to his own; only to find, in traveling theworld, that
those strange people of a distant star which he had dreamed up,
in truthhadmore in commonwithhis countrymen than thevery
people he shared the same planet with. Even with my own, ex-
tended lifespan, it doubtful I will ever see the planet – and even
if I were to do so, by the time I was finished, so much will have
changed that theeffortmightaswellhaveneverbeenmade. Still,
I wish to see as much of it as I can. To wander the planet Earth,
to see wondrous things, and to engrave those inmymind before
the last light of the sun. That is my raison d’être.”

“Ms. Kato…well, you, rather, had used that term before, in
our first lesson. Just what is all of that about?”

“Your purpose, in a sense. Not a higher calling, or a com-
mandment from God, but simply the purpose you have carved
for yourself. Though it seems the part of myself that acts as the
archive, put more value into that sort of thing than the other
part.”

She looked up to the stars above, and then asked, “Look up to
the sky, Art. Even if the sun hangs dying in the skies above, and
even if the end of the world can come at any moment, the stars
still shine just as bright in the skies above. When mankind first
walked naked onto the surface of the planet, those same stars
shone brightly. They shone upon the homes of peasants and
kings alike, and all who have followed since, with equal splen-
dor thenasnow. Ihavemademanymistakes inmy life, and there
have been timeswhen I havehad regrets over the choices Imade.
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There was even a point where I questioned my own reason for
living. But under these lights, I have found a level of satisfaction.
Because the world is vast, often confusing place, there are many
times youmay feel those regrets as well. In those times—look to
the stars, Art.”

In truth, at that time, Art knew not the full meaning of her
words, or what had inspired her to bring them on. But still, he
turned up to the heavens above, with the hope that one day, he
might see the same thing she saw on that night.

Afterword

This marks the end of what is the first thing I could call a full-
length novel—a few of the previous entries were long enough to
be called a novella, but this was about a solid 50% larger than
those. Still a bit on the shorter side for published genre fiction,
but I think that it should at least be fine, given a time constraint
and all?

As some might notice, this story was in fact a sort of sequel
to something I had written in the sci-fi contest. I would like to
think that the quality of the writing is a bit better than it was
then, though. In the original concept I had, this was going to
be a series of shorter stories which would have Shiori traveling
around the wastelands of the dying planet, picking up or drop-
ping off companions, and fixing problems as they came along.
The initial idea I had was one where Art would be dragged out
from the simulation, with the big reveal that the entire cast was
all just people taken from the archive. But I ended up deciding
that just one plot twist wasn’t going to be good enough, so things
started to stack together.

The other thing that shifted things around was the chuuni
theme, which demanded a few shifts. Originally the plan was to
introduce the character ofApollyonas a student,without anyac-
tual powers; but the way the pacing was working out, I realized
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I needed to accelerate the timeline, and also that a little action
would be nice. It’s been a while since I last read Chaucer, so I
can’t say that her archaic-styled speech is as accurate as it could
be, but I figured it was better if therewere a fewmistakes or slip-
ups involved. It’s probably close enough to whatever odd future
language everyone is speaking.

One point that I somewhat regretted is that while Art was
meant to just be one of many primary point-of-view characters,
the direction of the story ended up showing him off as the pro-
tagonist. I planned to let Shiori have a bigger role in the cli-
max, but after how things went, I figured that hadn’t really been
earned by the narrative. So Iwentwith the only thingmore chu-
uni than upping the super-powers on display, and decided to let
theproper emotional climax comearoundwith twoguys beating
each other with their fists, as God intended. That just left Shiori
to resolve that one last issue, which was the matter of the angel
taking everyone out.

That also let me have a chance to give the side-characters a
bit of a chance to get things done, off-screen, in order to bring
the big battle with the angels to the close. Even if it might have
come as a bit of a cop-out, it was my feeling that even the side-
characters should have a bit of a resolution. Plus, if one of the
underlying themes of the story is about things like friendship,
then isn’t it natural that the real victory is the friends we made
along the way?

It should go without saying that the general dying earth set-
ting takes a great deal of inspiration from Jack Vance, and that
while the layout and details of this little novel take heavy inspi-
ration from light novels, the inspiration at the core of all of the
writing comes fromout of Vance. I’d love to return to this setting
and explore it a littlemore at other points, but I guess I’ll see how
things go.

Thanks for reading along.

Sayonara,
Anon

175



Small Tale of a Lost Owl
by /a/non

I
Flight

The howl of the wind was all the short girl heard, the cloudless
sky enveloping her in nearly all directions. The ocean of green
sea, illuminated by moon and starlight, stretched beneath her
as far as her eye could see, up to the point until the sea itself
was swallowed up by the horizon. A contradiction to her, as if
the world only existed around where she is present, all things
go away as soon as she goes far enough. She knew the land was
curved and the illusion of the horizon swallowing up the ground
was one only of her experience, but still, it was a contradiction
to her.

Her wings ached, her clothes clung tightly to her body as to,
among other things, prevent anyundue drag onher frame as she
flew, and she had flown for hours. Her stomach rumbled and
occasionally when she blinked she would open her eyes to the
ground being closer to her than itwas a second ago, her ability to
maintain the flight had already reached its limit long ago. Land-
ing, if her judgement was right, would by this point be safe, the
border that she had crossed had been passed perhaps two hours
ago. While not deep into the nation of Esivan she was nonethe-
less inside, not too close the border as to rise terrible suspicion,
not toodeep as to be too close to thenoblemagicians. The clothes
she wore resembled that of the nobles, specifically those who
used magic rather than the warriors, sleek cloth and silk and
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deeply rich in color. At a glance aman couldmistake her as one,
even up close a fool would still not be privy to her disguise. No,
she did not have an emblem signifying her family, she was not a
noblebutneitherdid she relegateherself to the clothesof ahedge
mage, that of baggyand loosefitting robes, although theirnames
were respected. Not among nobles, though.

For amoment the girl’sworlddisappeared, in less thanamo-
ment it revealed itself once again. The land covered by forest,
nearly entirely flat if not for the waves and undulations of the
trees and their leaves that grew on it, this time the girl decided
that eachmoment she spent gliding in the sky is amoment closer
to her breaking her ownneck by an accidental fall. She tilted her
wings slightly downward and accepted the pull of gravity, and
she slowlymade her way down.

The trees weren’t too dense, neither were they sparse, so she
gave careful attention to choosing a spot to land. Finding a tiny
clearing, barely large enough to accept her entry, and opening
her eyeswide as to leastmimic the state of alertness and of being
awake, positioned her body so to glide through the wind while
slowing down her descent. Her wings opened themselves wide,
their span fromouter-most feather toouter-most,washalf times
longer than the rest of her body, and although her size is small
anyone that stood below her would certainly for a moment feel
fear.

Nearlywithout a sound she landed, her feet heavy and thud-
ding more than she would’ve preferred. Not for fear of being
heard, but because the sound didn’t befit her status as an owl.

Her talons, sharp and edged, were planted firmly on the
groundnow, her height crouched, her face close to her knees, she
gave a second to focus all her of her mind on hearing the sounds
of the forest. Breathing, light tapping, the sound of the wind, all
these things were naked to her. None were unfamiliar, she had
heard them all before, but not a single one belonged to a man.
With the knowledge of her being alone she stood up, revealing
her full, unimpressive height. Her brown, speckled with black
feathers, false-horns of feather resting on top of her scalp, her

177



skin pale and her eyes enchanting in their iridescent orange. For
arms shehadwings, upon the top of themwherehandswould be
four talon like fingers, no clothwas upon themas it would be too
much trouble to fasten to place.

Her clothes were of brown and black, within them hid many
pockets, and despite how she looked to have had nothing she
held a great quantity of items on her person. A tight collar of
black hugged her neck, the continuation of her doublet, nearly
dyed completely brown if not for the frills of black that adorn
their edges, mainly upon the top of the collar and some on her
shoulders. A hose of solid black that terminated just after her
knees, as they only covered the skin, and passed the knee it was
scaled and resembling that of a bird’s own feet.

The night was still young. Although the moon had passed
her zenith itwasnot yet at the pointwhere the common laborers
would be at work, and armed with the knowledge of some loca-
tions of tiny outskirt villages the owl walked with purpose, she
knew her precise location, the cardinal directions, andmost im-
portantly, completely unable to keep her eyes open. It wasn’t for
the villages she walked, it was to find a nice hole for her to sleep
in, as despite thefire inherheart that demandedher to continue,
her fleshwas unwilling to obey. She trotted, found not a hole but
a robust oak tree to climbandsleepon, andafterdetermining she
could not climb it, decided to give up and rest under the cover of
its canopy.

For a second she listened to the songs of the crickets, vividly
felt thewaves of air that carried theirmelody, and just as quickly
closed her eyes only to open them again. In front of her wasn’t
the sight of grass and dirt, what little grew under the shade of
the great tree, but her own knife that she had cleverly hid away
within a pocket behind her back, and the speckled eyes of a girl
similar in size to herself. She stared, looked at the knife, looked
around to see if anyone else was present, dared not to breath as
she spoke.

“A strange set of circumstance I’ve been awoken to, perhaps
not unjustified given the nature of our meeting.” The speckled
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eyes didn’t blink, the face they were set on didn’t twitch, but be-
hind a flicker of some dark object swayed behind her. Her head
was adorned two round ears, dark brown in color similar to her
hair, the owl knew the features were that of a mouse girl. The
owl gave anervous smile, intentional in its everymovement, and
kept her eye in line with that of the mouse’s. They shared a mo-
ment of staring.

“A dangerous circumstance, that’s for sure. I’ll be quick, I
don’t see the signof the covenantonyou, neitherhave I seenyour
face before. So, you are either an outsider heila, a lost resident,
but certainly a fool.” The mouse girl took half a step back and
lowered the knife, upturned her nose and continued to speak,
“Hopefully not a big enough idiot to run away. If you have an
identification then showme it, if not then I must take you to the
guardians. Do not test me.”

The owl nodded and moved her line of sight towards the
pocket she hid the tiny emblem that showed her status as one
of the accepted, of belonging to the covenant of this foreign
land. Without it this entire flight would’ve been a near suicide.
She twitched, but before she could move the mouse opened her
mouth, “Too fast. Slowdown.” Soshenodded, andslowlyslidher
winged hand closer to the inside of her thigh. Her clothes were
padded, in areas where she kept items not at all padded, it gave
the image of her being slightly thicker than she trulywas and al-
lowedher to hide thingswithin themwithout rousing suspicion.
One of those pockets, close to her groin, was kept the covenant.

Giving a soft nervous chuckle the owl dropped her smile and
retrieved the small circular coin and displayed it between two
fingers, a face showing itself to the mouse girl. “It’s precious, a
more delicate place to hide it is better than somewheremore ob-
vious. The knife you hold, not as valuable.” She extended her
hand slowly towards the mouse girl as to give it to her, but the
mouse didn’t move.

“Drop it.” A twitch from the Owl’s eye, but nonetheless she
complied. She gave it a light toss so that it would land closer to
the girl, and then slowly lowered her hand. Only then did the
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mousemove, bending her knees and retrieving the coinwith her
free hand. She straightened herself out and continued to stare
at the owl, clutching the coin within her palm. “An owl from the
Vakarian Province? You’d be roughly…fifteen years old, mana
user, first generation resident. Kuiva.” The mouse tossed the
coin back to the owl and with a deft catch and a return of it to
the pocket, the owl responded.

“As sure as the sun rising in the morning over the horizon,
and as welcome as a pint of ale to a table. My identity known,
and although my heart bottomless in her depth, and my wrath
quick to soften, I would still ask that you give back Unelma, my
blade of unforgotten dreams.” The owl stayed in her place, re-
leasing a quick sigh of relief over her proof being accepted. The
mouse girl, respectively, stayed within her own spot, still look-
ing down on the owl, although her nose not as upturned. She
lifted an eyebrow.

“It’s amagical item, at amoment I can feel it. Iwon’t question
its origins, which are unfamiliar to me through the sensation of
themanic script alone, but I have to ask that you’d let me keep it
for a while longer. For my own safety, I mean. I believe in your
residence but, you’re alone. Without a master, without a man,
sleeping under a tree, in the middle of the forest. You, a heila.
Suspicion is natural, right?” The mouse didn’t wait for an an-
swer as she hid it within a pouch tied to her belt, and extended
a hand to the owl. The owl in turn forrowed her brows but gave
herhand, and she felt a pull as shewas brought upoff the ground
and into a standing position.

Her hand released she patted away the dirt off of her butt and
once again looked around, her face turning neutral, and spoke,
“I’ll play game, although slighted by your insistence on suspi-
cion. And if it’d pleasing to your will, entertain me, may I ask
your name?”

The mouse sighed through her nose and beckoned Kuiva to
follow her, heading towards an unknown direction that Kuiva
had no recollection of any settlement existing in. “Pepper,
named aftermy speckled eyes. The name Speckledwas taken al-
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ready by someone else, you see.”
“A proper name nonetheless, it’s very nice to meet you, Pep-

per. My name you’ve already gathered, the coin that held it dis-
playing more than what my title betrays, but proper first meet-
ings should start with proper introductions.” Pepper looked
straight ahead as Kuiva talked, the owl hastening her groggy
steps to keep in pace with the mouse, “I’m Kuiva, descendant of
the Eternal Moonlight, apprentice magician within a selection
of differing, but intimately related schools. None of it is partic-
ularly war orientated, I would not roam so free if it were other-
wise.”

“Hmm. Sounds nice, on a side note mine is mainly within
illusion,” Pepper monotoned, a slight glance given towards the
direction of the owl. Kuiva made a small snap of her spine, cor-
recting any imperfectionswithin her posture, rapid fear showed
in her face but as quickly as it appeared she softened and raised
her wings, a soft smile appearing on her face.

“Your enlighteningwords is engraved intomy forehead, Pep-
per. Please be reassured, I amsubmissive to yourwill, enchanted
or not.” Pepper glanced once again, her tail giving a slight sway,
like the slithering of a snake itwaved from the base to the tip and
as if none such event happened, they remained steady in their
gaits. Silence took them, Kuiva, looking at any direction other
than Pepper as she took deep but silent breaths.

“You say you are of, what, the Eternal Moonlight tribe? I’ve
not seen your kind before. Where do you come from?” Pepper
gave only slight intonations to her voice, not missed by Kuiva
who quickly perked up and returned her smile, before turning
her gaze down and fiddling with her talon fingers.

“Yes,” Kuiva paused, “although ourmembers are few. One, to
be precise, only me. I was picked up within the northernmoun-
tains and kept, a novelty I was taken, a novelty I remain, the
magic of my race boundless in its intricacy and too complex for
mortal men to learn, and neither I gifted in its manipulation.”

“Really? It’s rare for a magus to adopt a heila, even out of
curiosity, let alone a foreign one. You’re very fortunate, consider
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yourself blessed.”
“Fortune works in mysterious ways, I can only be glad that I

yet live and can continue my odd journey through what means
available to me.” Kuiva said with a nod as she relaxed her pos-
ture and lowered her hands. “I have my complaints but it would
not be right of me to speak them, and I am glad to have met you
and not instead the taste of blade against my flesh while I slept.
Wouldyoubestowon tomeknowledgeofwhereweareheaded?”

“An outpost of my own tribe. You’ve not told me why you’re
alone.”

“All words relate to the circumstance, thin or thick the line
of reason, strong or weak the connections they may be, from a
single source they originate and from that source it’ll end. If my
knowledge of the circumstance of my plight would please you
in knowing, to you then I will say them, this as it relates to me
I know the full details of.” Kuiva closed her eyes, as if trying to
recollectmemories she slowedherpace. “Small Imaybe,myhis-
tory common, the story of why I’m here doesn’t befit my status
for it is very long, and although it may be impudent of me to ask
for you to wait, it’s been a long while since I’ve slept well or ate.
Would it be acceptable to ask that we wait for my retelling after
I’ve gotten something to eat?”

“Yes, I’d agree. But, Kuiva,” Pepper stopped and looked at
Kuiva, her face keeping its familiar neutrality. She let out a
sigh, looked around, looked above at the sky and took note of the
breaking of the dawn as the richly colored night gaveway to soft
blues of morning. She returned her gaze to the owl, “Your knife
is not the only thing I took. Your coin, the covenant, show it to
me. Let me explain to you your circumstance.”

The owl blinked, turned her head in wonder, and reached
towards her inner thigh and deftly retracted the coin from it.
She gulped and gave a smile and responded, “I-If there’s some-
thing I’mmissing, I, uh,” Pepper extended her hand andwithout
finishing her sentence the owl meekly gave the mouse the coin.
Palming the smallmetal Pepper turnedandbeckonedonce again
for Kuiva to follow, neither speaking as they passed tree to tree.
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Kuiva felt eternityas theywalked together, thoughts running
through her mind of what Pepper could’ve meant by her words.
Toomany things, all too scary, her control over her fidgeting and
nervous ticks overflowing throughherfingers as sheplayedwith
them. She didn’t dare to look over at the mouse, whose back
seemed to grow bigger the longer the silence stayed.

“We’re here. Come in, I’ll introduce you to my friends, some
food will be prepared and a place for you to sleep as well. My
story will be short, and after I’d like to hear yours.”

Kuiva lifted her down-turned eyes, the presence of people
something she was already aware of as she heard them long be-
fore she could see them. To the sideofher stooda loghouse, from
the color of the wood not an old construction. It was simple and
as she looked around there were four more like it, differing only
in size and length. The land was mostly flat, a few slopes were
present here and there between the buildings. A well, too, was
there, close to the center but not perfectly there.

“T-Thank you, i-it’s more than I d-deserve.” Kuiva looked to-
wards Pepper, who had already reached the entrance, and gave
her a slight nod as shemade her way inside. The door was open,
and the interior near completely dark, but the presence of a can-
dle was visible to her, so was that of various goods and bags laid
across tables and the floor. She didn’t need much light to see ei-
ther way, so either night or day, light or not, she could make her
way aroundwithout any disturbance.

“Please sit down andwait for me.” Pepper’s parting words as
she closed the door, near complete darkness engulfing the owl
as she sat down on a chair opposite to the door. Sturdily built
but not made for any aesthetes eyes it was only a slight upgrade
to the floor, and the table much the same as the chair was built
for function rather than appearance, or comfort. Kuiva gathered
her mind together and waited for Pepper’s return, of what Pep-
perwill saynext, of howmuch she really knows aboutKuiva, but
most importantly cooling her nerves so that her stutter would
leave her. Cool headed evaluation and analysis of the situation
was essential to her now.
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Roughly tenminutes hadpassed andKuivahad gottenback a
good amount of her resolve, herwings on the table, or rather the
hand portion of them were, her eyes closed and her mind still.
She placed all of her attention on hearing for anything outside,
butdespiteher intenselydevelopedhearing shecouldhearnoth-
ing but the faintest whisper from far away, suddenly stopping as
sheheard the footsteps of several people. One sounded like it be-
longed to Pepper, another heavier, another lighter.

She opened her eyes just as they reached the door, and was
greeted by the sight of three mouse eared girls. One taller, hair
of jet black, one of brown belonging to Pepper, and one blonde.
Pepper’s clothes were similar to the blonde’s, a brown tunic and
tanpants, abeltwithvariouspoucheson it, the jetblackonewore
something like a gambeson of solid blue, towards the edges giv-
ing way to white as if she was wearing an undercoat beneath.
She, like the others, wore pants, but hers were a dark brown in-
stead.

Without a word all three entered the room, the black haired
one sitting next to Kuiva, both of them occupying one side of the
table. To the right sat the blonde haired one, and to the opposite
of Kuiva with the door to her back sat Pepper. Everyone seated,
Pepper began to speak, her elbows being placed on the table as
she propped her chin up with the back of one hand, “Kuiva, the
light colored one is Ash, the darker one Mars. They know your
name, no need for introduction.”

Kuiva nodded, “I’m grateful for the introduction, and apolo-
gize formakingyou spendprecious time in coming to seeme, es-
pecially so early in the morning.” Kuiva lightly bowed her head,
her wings on her lap.

“Mhm. Let’s get straight to the heart of this,” Pepper re-
sponded as she placed a coin on the table, embellishedwith a de-
sign of multiple four petaled flowers. Its color silver, barely an
inch in diameter, the sign of the covenant and inscribed within
it magical script that represented the heila it belonged to. Con-
tained only rudimentary information of the owner, along with
an image of her face, passed along through the coin and into the
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mind of whoever can read it. “Whose coin does this belong to?”
Kuiva looked around at the faces of the three mouses, her

brows raised in confusion she answered, “of course, I can’t know
without touching it.”

“Yes, if you were a magician. That is, if you knewmagic. The
coin you gave tome, who did it belong to?”

Kuiva paused, neutrality completely dying its ever corner.
Seconds passed, Pepper tapped a finger on the table, her im-
patience over Kuiva’s delay in answering manifesting itself, but
Kuiva finally did respond. “Me.”

“You’d expect that, right? You must know your weight well
enough to know you were lighter, not just your knife was taken
by me. Did you think I didn’t check every square inch of your
clothes? If it didn’t disturb your sleep I would’ve checkedmuch,
uh, deeper, than youmight’ve been comfortable with.”

Her face still neutral, Kuiva shifted in her chair, her hand
reaching towards the base of the chair, but she stopped herself
and returned her hands to her lap. “I see.”

“Yes. Again, whose coin did you have on you?”
Kuiva didn’t blink, neither did she breath, not a part of her

was moved, not a muscle was twitched, as she stared at Pepper.
Neither removed theirgaze, butPepperwouldblinkwhereKuiva
didn’t. “I need your help.” Kuiva broke the silence, her voice
nearly cracking.

“Yes. To be clear, the coin you had wasmine, I swapped your
coin formy own, as a test to see if even themost basic identifica-
tion was correct. Why would you lie about being a magician? If
I, for example, were to get one forged I would make it as true to
life as possible. Why? Why would you lie about that? Are you
stupid?”

Kuiva blinked, andwithin amoment she shiftedher position
so that she was facing more towards Mars. She slowly lifted up
her hands, Mars who was sitting next to her suddenly moving
her own hands to her side, to the knife she had sheathed and on
her belt. Once Kuiva’s hands were chest level shemet them, and
retrieved a smooth round stick from somewhere in her feathers,
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thin and about as long as her finger. She lifted it and showed
it to everyone in the room, to their confusion, and then they all
watched asKuiva broughther otherhand if to take the stick from
her fingers, blocking the view of the stick from the others for a
moment, and grabbed the stick.

She opened up the grasping hand and revealed that the stick
has disappeared. She looked across at each of the mouses faces,
confusion was etched into Pepper’s face but it took Mars a mo-
ment longer for her own confusion to deepen. Ash, by herself,
only felt somethingwaswrong, although she knew the stickwas
gone. Kuiva shifted her torso so that she was completely facing
Mars, and locking her eyeswith her she revealed the stick again,
and then raised it up again so as to present the stick to her di-
rectly.

Wordlessly shecontinued, shiftingher torsoback toaneutral
position on the chair as she made the stick vanish and reappear
as if by magic. Three times she made it vanish, and by the third
time she placed it on the table and rolled it towards Pepper. Pep-
perpickedup the stick, inspected it, and thenplaced it down, and
sat in thought for a couple of moments.

“Alright. I didn’t see you manipulate magic, so then what’s
happening? Is this related to your bloodline?” Pepper looked at
Kuiva, her face questioning, and her tone softening.

Kuiva sat in silence, not answering, her face never having re-
vealed any emotion throughout her act. She opened her mouth,
and then closed it. She blinked, looked down at her lap, and then
lifted her face up once again at Pepper. “No. It’s not magic, not
in the sense that I’m casting unseen spells, without any mana.
You’ve said youwill tellmemy circumstance, and then Imay tell
my own perspective, then I will speak and abide by your word.
Truthfully I can lie here, pretend it is a magic only I can use, as
I am the last of my kind. No one can tell me otherwise. I know
multitudes more of these kinds of tricks, and if this country’s
customs were different I would lie here and now. Fortune has
looked down onme and givenme only you. I mean no ill will, of
course. May I tell?”
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Pepper looked in astonishment, her face changing from con-
fusion to deeper confusion, lighter tones and then deeper ones,
until she looked to have given up thinking and nodded. “Sure,
tell us.”

“Thank you. Yeah, I’m not a resident of Esivan. I come from
Ihm, the land to thewest, althougheven there I ambut a traveler.
Yeah, as I said to you before I’m no longer with tribe, but not be-
causeofdeathwas Imade to endure solitude,myeyes insteadde-
termined my fate, my soul too damned me. We owls are blessed
mages, ourmemories perfect andourminds astute, o-our bodies
gifted in our ability to manipulate the unknown. Our souls, too,
blessed with mana, although never as much as any other race.
Within my kind there was passed on a legend, a foretelling of a
child bornwith suns for eyes, the breath of g-great spirits filling
her, a vesselmade to know and understand all forms of the great
art, of magic. She would render oceans dry, mountains would
flatten themselves before her step, the earth would be be boun-
tiful to her will, rains she could call, famines she could bring.

“Her hair of brown, her horns of black, her stature short. I
can recite to you word for word, image by image, movement by
movement, as it was told to me, as it was told to my parents by
their own, by every generation since the beginning of the leg-
end. Our memories perfect. Y-Yeah, so I was born in this. My
eye, glowing orange as if made up of suns. My hair, brown. My
horns, black. My stature, well, a chick Iwas, we’re all born small,
but nonetheless there the legend was born. I had nomana. I can
know no magic. Never before had an owl been born like I. So I
was cast off.

“At the age of ten, not even for men would I be an adult, I
was told to fend formyself. They gaveme supplies, food, clothes,
they pitiedme and even recited tome every tome they knew, the
eldest of the eldest teaching me personally how to manipulate
what I can’t even touch. They gaveme away to disguisemyself, a
charm to give me the appearance of a human, they told me, ’our
flesh we had given you, our art you had been raised in, but we
can not raise in you a perfect soul. Elsewhere, perhaps you will
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find something. We will not ask that you return to us.’ So I went
to Ihm, the closest country to my village. If my disguise would
be broken, I would die uponmy first meeting of men. You know,
there’s no heila there, they are hated there.

“I’m clever, I’ll admit it. I deceive, that’s my profession. I
knew how to live without the help of men. I am not a god, nor
a beast, I can not live without others, I can’t bear being alone. I
was scared, enraged, driven nearmad by the solitude, and out of
envy of the magic I was deprived of I began to devise my own. I
showed you a taste of it here, simple vanishments they may be.
Simple flicks of my finger, they really are. I won’t recite to you
the every step of my journey, although I certainly can, but how
many years do you wish to sit here withme on this?

“I made a living off of my deceptions, I entertained drunk-
ards by playing the part of a wandering noble, although small
and young. I was on a trip to perfect mymagic, I would say, they
would buy. In exchange for showing them some of elementary
spells, not teaching them, would they give me food and perhaps
coin in exchange? Magic wasn’t well known to the common la-
borers, not like in Esivan, so of course they would give in ex-
change formere displays. Years passed. My charmbroke. Forced
to make my way out, I made my way here. A lot of my wealth is
gone now.

“I guess I don’t know asmuch as I should about this nation, I
know enough to pass by, I thought. That’s my story. My life is in
your hands, I beg that you see pity inme and help, please.”

The owl, finishedwithher speech, looked at Pepper, Ash, and
Mars, respectively in turn, andbowedherhead. The threemouse
girls in response looked at each other, as if trying to communi-
catewith their eyes alone, before Pepper spoke up and spoke her
mind. “I expected a sob story, we all have one, and to be frank
noneof yourpast historywill changeour opiniononhowtohan-
dle you. Unfortunately the reality isweareunder the constraints
of what is practical, and there are purely practical reasons why
we shouldn’t try to help. Not that there’s no avenues for helping
you even within these restraints.
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“You’re tiny, and with what I know about birds very weak.
That’s a negative. You claim to know magical tomes, but can’t
actualize it. That’s a steep positive. You claim to have perfect
memory, and are clever too. Those two, of course positive. Can
you substantiate on these claims?” Pepper formally listed offher
reasonings and thinking, looking at Kuiva’s bowed head as she
spoke.

“As it pertains to my practical ability I’m assured of my use-
fulness, although I may not be strong of arms I have quite the
endurance. Asmyfleshwas built for flying, and the great energy
it takes to maintain myself in flight for hours on end are some-
thing my body is easily capable of maintaining, provided I have
the food necessary to refuel myself. Field work, foraging, hunt-
ing, I have some experience and knowledge on all these things.
As it pertains to magic, and my memory, those are a bit harder
to prove, but still easy nonetheless.”

“Your physical ability isn’t needed here, although it’s help-
ful.” Pepper nodded, sighing as she leaned back on her chair and
looked up at the ceiling of the log cabin. She stayed silent, oc-
casionally furrowing and unforrowing her brows as she thought
out the problem of Kuiva’s presence. Before she could arrive at
her conclusionMars spoke up.

“Ho—” Coughing, she blocked her mouth with a hand, a bit
of blush formingonher face as she clearedher throat, “sorry. Uh,
how’d youmake that stick vanish without usingmagic?”

Kuiva lookedover atPepper andbeckonedher to roll the stick
over, Pepper obliging and flicked the stick over to the other side
of the table. Kuiva patiently waited for the stick to make its way
across, and once it was at reach she picked it up and moved her
hands and her body closer toMars, showing her each trick in the
order that she did them. She showed her hands not only toMars
but everyone around the table, where she hid the stick when she
made it vanish, and finally when she was done presenting gave
the stick to Mars. All of this without saying a word, without a
change in expression, her hands not twitching nor any sign of
her betraying any anxiety.
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Mars’ previously stoic but curious attitudegaveway toaston-
ishment and self-ridicule as she had watched Kuiva’s displays,
but before she could be taught further by Kuiva, Pepper once
again began to speak. “Thanks for showing us the trick, Kuiva,
but there’s still the matter of Kuiva proving herself not to be ly-
ing to us about her intellectual abilities. Mars, contain yourself.”

“Sorry,” Mars mumbled as she looked at and inspected the
stick, glancing as Pepper and Kuiva as she gave sole attention to
whatevermagic could be hidden within the stick itself.

“Kuiva, let’s go with this. Let’s have you eat with us, we’ll
give you a place to sleep, and in the process we’ll establish
whether your words have validity or not. I don’t think you’re
stupid enough to lie to us about this when you’re already in this
deep.” Pepper once again sighed as she liftedherself off the chair,
stretching her back and straightening out her arms in prepara-
tion for the work that laid ahead of her. “Ash, come with me.
Mars, get to know Kuiva if you’d like. Kuiva, breakfast will be
prepared for you, wait at the table for us.”

“Alright,” Mars replied as she gave the stick back to Kuiva,
who in turn nodded her assent. She retrieved the stick back and
gave her up turned hand toMars.

“I’ll teach you the tricks more fully. If you may indulge me,
and if touching me is not displeasing, would you allow me to
manipulate your hands? Verbal instructions can be hard to un-
derstand.” Kuiva nearly whispered the words, her voice soft and
without power. Mars gave a light smirk as she placed her hand
on top of the bird’s wing-hand thing.

“Why do you have to ask me like that? I’m not a noble, you
won’t get anything from me no matter how you butter me up.”
Mars replied with her own voice softened, the smirk still on her
face as Kuiva moved the digits of her finger in order to replicate
the tricks she had shown her. For a while the two stayed silent,
Mars trying her best to memorize each trick and understanding
the general thinking that each trick was based on.

“Birds tweet, dogs bark, mice squeak, owls hoot. I speak, in
my language, in themanner I am use to. So do you, although we
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share a common tongue, although you a mouse and I an owl. To
get to the point, I speak the way I do because it’s in my nature
to. Although, yes, within context I will speak different, as I do
not want to displease you…I do not mean to condescend.” Kuiva
looked up with upturned eyes to Mars, shame showing herself
through a slight blush.

“I don’t take offense to explanations. You know, there’s
something about you I find endearing, and although I should
take greater caution against you, I don’t. Maybe it’s your small
size, or your big eyes, or how you present yourself with civil-
ity and politeness. I’ll let you in on a secret, Kuiva, you’re not
in great danger. Pepper has a soft-heart, and as the designated
leader of our little group she has the final say on how you’re go-
ing tobe treated. Be a goodgirl, follow the rules, anddon’t lie and
she’ll try to make sure you’re kept safe, I’d wager.” Mars spoke,
removing her hands from Kuiva’s own, the stick in her grasp as
she played aroundwith it in her fingers.

She flicked the stick from and out of view, mimicking the
movements she was taught to an acceptable level of skill.

“How would she keep my safe, Mars?” Kuiva asked as she
watched Mars manipulate the stick within her hand, correcting
herwhen the stickwas visible to an outsider’s perspective. Mars
learned the movements faster than Kuiva had expected, it was
clear to her that themouse had a solid background of experience
in handling small objects in her hand.

Mars looked at Kuiva, naturally looking down on her as even
while sitting the difference between their heights was obvious.
She being the largest of themice it wasn’t an exaggeration to say
she stood a head taller than the small bird, but her height wasn’t
abnormal for her kind. She stood only half a head taller than the
rest, the height isn’t too significant, but her height wasn’t her
only physical advantage. Although difficult to tell, underneath
her gambeson was a well toned physique, leanmuscle mostly as
she couldn’t afford to keep any fat on her.

Mars stopped hermovement for amoment as she entered in
thought, her eyes moving upwards towards the ceiling as if to
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mimick the actions of Pepper’s own contemplations, and once
she had gathered all her thoughts together she gave a nod and
looked back towards Kuiva. “There are three classes of heila
within Esivan, the Trusted, the Accepted, and theWanting. Pep-
per is one of the Trusted, I one of theAccepted, the rest ofmy kin
here part of theWanting. All of these classes belong to a greater
Family, a collection of related or friendly heila. If a Family shows
itself to be disreputable, unable to abide by the their agreement
to the mages, then they’re exterminated. They’re all killed. Got
all that?”

“Word for word, Mars, although I already know much of it.
Please continue.” Kuiva straightened out her back as she listened
toMars’ explanation.

“A pledge towards a foreigner is rare, and normally a heila
born in Esivan is by default given the class of theWanting. Get-
ting a foreigner acknowledged by the Esivan nobles requires one
of the rank of theAccepted, atminimum. If the foreignerwere to
misbehave, the punishment of the crime will be extended to the
Accepted as well, so not only does the greater family lose merit
in the eyes of the magus, the accepted is held directly responsi-
ble for their actions. If one of the Trusted pledges for a foreigner,
the story is slightly different. If a foreigner betrays the trust of
the Trusted, the Trusted is punished, but not as severely. Per-
haps she’ll lose an ear or two, maybe a tail. Not her life, but the
Familywon’t inherit her guilt. Understandwhat I’m getting at?”

“I think so. Is it possible that Pepperwould bemagnanimous
enough to pledge for me?” Kuiva tightened her little fists, only
serving to hide them within her feathers, as her eyes glowed as
if her hope directly fueled the fire of her eyes.

Mars gave a sardonic smile, shrugged andwent back to play-
ingwith the stick, responding, “depends onher. Butter up to her,
not me, the pledge system isn’t just used for taking in lost heila.
Each one are given a certain amount by right of birth, as some
trustneeds tobeestablishedbefore a relationshipbetweenan in-
dividual heila and themagus can truly blossom. Saveup enough,
by doing things requested or by being acknowledged through
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othermeans, and they’ll grant you rewards. That’s all I’ll say.”
“I’m delighted that you’ve decided to impart yourwisdomon

me,Mars, I thankyousincerely. I hopeyour forethoughtwill one
day bear fruit.”

“Don’t mention it. And thank you, I hope so, too.” Mars
smiled as she looked at the stick, held between her index finger
and thumb she inspected it as if it were a crystal.

“May I ask you about your Family?”
“Sure.” “Thank you. Are there particular names Families call

each other by? Is there a hierarchy even between Families?”
Kuiva leaned back on her chair as she asked, her voice picking
up some strength as she spoke.

“Asphodel is what we go by. It’s a flower, one chosen by our
founding mother to remind us of the end that desires can meet.
Hierarchies exist, but they’re not formalized, and are prone to
changing. Generally the more honor and merit you have the
more respected you are, but pure functionality is also respected.
Not that those two things are distinct.”

“Esivan likes flowers, I see. Or is this just a coincidence
within your family? And are families founded by founding
mothers, as in she is your common ancestor?” Kuiva’s eyes gave
aglimmerof a sparkle, almost lightingup the roomwithher eyes
alone.

“It’snot requiredbutflowersarenormallypickedup forFam-
ily names. And no, a founding mother isn’t a common ances-
tor. When a Family gets too large, typically to around the range
of housing a thousand heila, they’re broken apart into groups
of fifty or a hundred, sometimes less. Those with the greatest
honor, rather than the most merit, are chosen to lead each di-
vision. Although yes, her blood does run in many of our own,
mine aswell. Might not showgivenmydark hair and eyes, Ash’s
is more typical of what our Family looks like.”

“How can you be certain of that? It’s not like we heila inter-
breed between ourselves, we’re only female to begin with. How
many generations has your Family lasted?”
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“Four generations. Do you not know? The Trusted are over-
whelmingly the ones who pass on their blood, the rest of us do
not. To compensate, they have plenty of children, us mice es-
pecially being easily capable of making up for those who don’t
breed. From the fifty only fivewere among the Trusted, sowe all
trace back our lineage to either one or three of them. It’s pretty
easy tokeep trackofourgenealogies, thatmagusdo it forusmore
or less.”

“Fascinating. Hypothetically, how would Families treat
those who don’t share their own blood?” Kuiva squirmed
slightly, the question popping up in her mind suddenly. The re-
ality of the situation was slowly seeping through her.

“Families have no regulations on how they govern them-
selves internally, only that we abide by the covenant. Accepting
inmembers fromdifferent Families isn’t common, but neither is
it rare. In your case, given that you’re an entirely different kind
of heila, you’d be the first in our history. You’ll have to figure
things out yourself.” Mars lowered the stick, her long inspection
coming to an end. She looked over at Kuiva and gave it back to
her. “Satisfied your curiosity? Thank you for teaching me your
tricks. I hope the information I gave you was appropriate com-
pensation.”

Small shock flickered in Kuiva’s eyes, she shaking her head
as she put away the small stick into her wing, “Yes! Yes, I mean,
yes, uh, thank you for indulging me. I feel I’ve asked questions
toopersonal to justify themselveswithin afirstmeeting. Forgive
my impoliteness.”

Mars nodded and gave a smile, changing the conversation to
something more light hearted as they both bid their time. As
Kuiva learned throughout the small talk, that the small ham-
let or outpost she was taken to was one for hunting, and the
log cabin they currently resided in used to store various goods
and necessities. One cabin was for sleeping in, and held mul-
tiple beds including an extra for any visitors, and another for a
kitchen. The buildings weren’t originally made for hunters, as
otherwise it would’ve been two cabins instead four. Mars didn’t

194



mention its original purpose.
As they spoke the door to their cabin was opened, a new face

revealing itself behind it. A light haired freckled girl, her hair
similar to Ash’s and her eyes a soft brown, and upon seeing both
Mars and the owl within the building she spoke. “Food’s done.
Come.”

Mars wordlessly got up and followed after the freckled girl,
Kuivawaitedamomentanddid the same. Leaving the cabin they
walked across the treeless area between buildings and arrived to
onewitha smoking chimney, thedoor closedbut the fragranceof
foodwafting from it. It didn’t smell particularly fragrant, rather
it smelledmore like fried fats than it did of herbs and spices, but
it was still muchmore that Kuiva had expected. A piece of bread
would’ve been enough for her, although she definitely did need
more.

They all without speaking entered the building, the sight of
a fire, next to it cast iron pans and similarlymade cooking uten-
sils. Pepper was sitting on a chair next to a table, a ceramic plate
with meat, from the smell from some sort of pig, and a pile of
flat white flakes. Kuiva hasn’t encountered this kind of food be-
fore, if it is food, but fromhermemory she could recall anEsivan
style tubermagically engineered for itshardiness and robustnu-
tritional value. No one outside of Esivan knows how to cultivate
it.

The table was long, taking up one side of the wall to the en-
trance way, although the cabin itself wasn’t large so it wasn’t of
a great size. Six chairs were next to it, the one closest to the fire
was where Pepper sat. Next to her the seat was empty, but to the
seat next to it sat a newmouse girl Kuiva hasn’tmet yet. Her eyes
shareda similar color to the freckledgirl, of a softbrown, and she
was the first to greet the newcoming girls.

“Oho, is this the harpy youwere talking about, Pepper?” The
brown-haired one said, ignoring both Mars and freckles as she
gave her attention to Kuiva. She looked back at Pepper as if to
ask for a response.

“You know the answer as well as I do, Choco. Kuiva, this is
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Choco. And sit on the chair nearest to the entrance, Kuiva.” Pep-
per picked up a fork and pointedwith it at Kuiva’s seat, not look-
ing at Choco as she responded. Kuiva gave a curt nod and found
her seat, not a great distance fromwhere she was standing. Ash
had already sat next to her, Marsmade her way next to Pepper.

“She’s exotic, isn’t she? What are those horns for?” Choco,
the name of the brown-haired one, gleefully smiled and stated
as she set her eyes on Kuiva once again.

“Nice to meet you, Choco, I presume. Yes, if our timeline
hasn’t intermingledwith another and I transported to a newand
foreign one, then I ammost likely the harpy Pepper has spoken
of.”

“What?” Choco blankly said, a smile still on her face.
“I am the new harpy. And the horns are cosmetic, they’re

made of feathers.” Kuiva nodded and gave a light smile.
“Cool!” Choco exclaimed, then leaned closer to Mars, still

locking eyes with Kuiva, and whispered, “Is she sober?”
“Probably very tired, Choco.” Mars didn’t whisper back.
Pepper gave both of them a stare, then turned her back and

faced another mouse girl near the fire. “Bitten, what’s taking so
long?”

“Ah! Sorry, Pepper, I was, uh, just lost in thought.” A voice
replied, the face of the voice Kuiva couldn’t see as her back was
turned. Herhairwas aperfect black, herhair barely reachingher
neckmuch like the rest of themice, andherheight on the shorter
side. She almost didn’t notice her, her presence in the roomwas
thin. She was probably the one responsible for cooking in the
group, Kuiva thought. Bitten, the black-haired mouse, turned
around and carried with her two plates with foods the same as
what Pepper had on her plate.

Silently Bitten walked and placed the plates in front of each
member of the table, and then finally sat down. Pepper nodded
and Choco picked up her fork and seemed to wait. Kuiva didn’t
move. “Kuiva, we don’t normally eat meat, but since you’re here
it’s good for us to eat with a bit less restraint. I’m not sure where
or what your faith resides in, but we of the Asphodel Family de-
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vout servants of Pele, whom is herself child of Apleistas, Father
of Esivan, andwe give thanks before everymeal. If it is wrong of
you to participate with us, or if youwish to say your own prayer,
then please say so.” Pepper spoke up, her voice formal and her
eyes sincere.

“My faith is scattered andunfocused, the unfortunatemire of
agnosticism is my burden.” Kuiva responded, her back straight-
ening, a bit of a quiver forming in her voice. “If it’s unacceptable
of me to join you in giving thanks despite my unbelief, then I’ll
keep my silence. If not then I’d like to join.” “There’s no evil in
admitting that, but you participation won’t be required, or pos-
sible, as you don’t know our prayers. Now, Mars, Choco, Bitten,
Ash.” Pepper closed her eyes and in unison they began a small
chant.

“Apliestas, Father of knowledge, we thank you for your guid-
ance, and although we be small we thank you for the insights
and wisdom you’ve bestowed on us. To Pele we also give thanks,
to your servant and child, and to her we thank for giving us our
flesh, so thatwe couldfindpleasure in living, and for allowingus
to know her love and for teaching us daily the necessity of dili-
gence. Allowus tohumblypartake in thismeal inmindfulness of
whatwemayhave beenwithout.” Donewith their ritual the girls
opened their eyes, and in the case her mouth too, as they began
to eat. Kuiva waited for everyone else to have taken a bite before
she even picked up her own fork.

Kuiva ate quickly. Very quickly, the fork launching from the
plate tohermouth inquick succession, her barely chewingas she
ate. It wasn’t messy, rather it looked more like a performance
art than it did someone stuffing his face with food, and without
Kuiva’s noticing everyone on the table had given her their sole
attention. Within aminute the foodhadbeen eaten, chewingher
last bites ofmeal Kuiva looked around and realized the spectacle
shemadeherself to be, and grewashamedasher cheeks blushed.

She chewed rapidly as she looked at each of themice, someof
them leaning back to look, others leaning forward as to look past
another one. Pepper smiled, and before anyone could speak the
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sound ofMars’s laughter echoed throughout the cabin.
Kuiva swallowed as soon as she could and quickly tried to

gather up an apology, “Sorry! I, uh, I get very, very hungry af-
ter long travels, it seems that along with being given the curse
of small size, the gods found it funny to also burdenmewith the
duty of sustainingmyfleshwith the hunger of three grownmen.
And it’s been a very long journey here!”

Mars continued her laughter as Ash pushed her own plate
towards Kuiva, her brows raised in worry and a small, gentle
and dainty voice leaving her throat as she spoke, “if you were
that hungry then I’d feel relief in helping, from the moment I
saw you I saw the face of someone who’s been without meat for
many months. If I’m not mistaken then I recall that harpies re-
quire an unusual amount of food in order to live, if it is true then
I wouldn’t want to starve a guest.”

Kuiva stared dumb founded as she looked at the previously
mute girl. Mars covered her mouth and Choco spoke her own
opinion, “Ash, we are not poor, we could afford to feed Kuiva
more, can’t we?” Looking over to Pepper for agreement she
waited for a response, one that came soon andwith a giggle from
the purple-speckled eyed girl nodded.

“It is likeAsh tonotice theplight of others despite givingonly
a glance, huh? Bitten, how much flake do we have?” Pepper
looked over to the black haired girl and asked.

“Nearly a bag, Pepper. I-It’s our week’s supply, Pepper.” Bit-
ten responded quickly, glancing at Pepper as she responded, but
mostly looking at her food.

“We’ll have to enter the city in order to convey Kuiva’s pres-
ence to the counsel anyway, we can restock there. Now how
much do you eat a day, Kuiva?” Pepper’s smile still lingered on
her face as she looked over to the starving owl, who in turn tried
tomake herself smaller than she already was.

“Roughly the daily portion of three working men.” Kuiva
said as she mimicked Bitten’s own attitude, looked down as her
cheeks flushed an even deeper shade of red.

198



“Oh. You weren’t exaggerating? That’d be…about five of
pounds of flake.” She grasped her chin as she thought, finally
calculating the amount of flakeKuivawould need need to eat per
day. She looked at Kuiva and squinted her eyes, “how can your
body even contain that much food? Where does it go?”

“The intricacies of the body are something too complex to
lightly speak about here, but it’s mostly used up in flights and in
maintainingmybody temperature. My temperature is one you’d
expect on one with a very high fever, among other things.”

“Well, that doesn’t matter much. Do you prefer to eat it all
in one sitting or throughout the day?” Pepper poked a flake and
plopped it in her mouth, chewing as she waited for Kuiva’s an-
swer.

“In a single sitting, as if it isn’t an abuse of your hospitality
and despite your gracious, uncalled for kindness, I would also
like a, uh, bed. Or a spot to sleep in. Judging by the positions
of the stars when I had woken up I had only slept two hours.”

“It’s not, and I expected to provide as much anyway. Tomor-
row we’ll get to work on verifying what you know, along with
other things. You don’t particularly smell so I won’t force you
to wash yourself either. Bitten, please.” Pepper casually stated,
looking at Bitten for acknowledgement. With a nod from the
black-haired mouse the small group of girls continued to eat,
Kuiva politely pushing backAsh’s plate and thanking her for the
offer as shewaited silenty formore,while the rest continueddis-
cussing their plans for the day. Kuiva played very close attention
to every detail.

II
Dance

The sun had set, the fracturing of its body turning to that of the
stars, and once again it collected itself and returned to its for-
mer glory. In fewer words, the sun had set and the night has

199



left, and the girls once again awoke to begin the day anew. Kuiva
was within a cabin, on a bed of her own slowly wiping the sleep
from her eyes, watching as the girls dressed themselves, some
dressing themselves from a previous state of complete naked-
ness, which she took note with some level of perplexity.

Pepper sat with Mars as they, in a low voice, spoke about
what to expect within the city. Kuiva heard all of it, and both
Pepper and Mars knew it, they instead didn’t want to upset the
morning quiet that some of the other mice enjoyed. Ash tidied
up the beds and Speckles polished arrow heads and blades, in-
specting the equipment as she usually does each morning. Bit-
ten sat down on her bed, yawning and occasionally stretching,
trying to break the grogginess out of her body. Kuiva rarely saw
something like this, only in distant memories, although crystal
clear to her, did she see her own parents do something similar to
them all.

Roughly ten minutes had passed and everyone but Speck-
led and Bitten were outside of the cabin. Kuiva was pat down,
smelled, and groomed by several of the girls, sometimes twice,
as they spoke to her whatmanners she should keep inmind and
maintain. All themice already knewherworth, as she yesterday
sat and spoke about her knowledge of spells and the occasional
retelling of stories of her travels. It didn’t take long for her to eat,
shemaintained the same flow of rapidly consuming her food, so
themajorityof thedaywas spenton talking. Pepperwas theonly
one to sit with her throughout the entire time.

Pepper knew she would be wanted, by someone if not her.
And she definitely wanted her for her own Family. So she
promised Kuiva to take her in herself, and teach her the ways of
her species, andhowtonavigate theworldwithher lens. Butfirst
shehad tobeaccepted, and todo that theywouldneed tohaveher
meet one of themagus, and by the Family itself. Each city would
be regulated by at least one, the city they were heading towards
being no exception.

Mars dragged Ash by her hand and moved towards a cabin
that smelled of blood and very slightly of rot. A few more min-
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utes passed, Kuiva splitting her attention from nodding at Pep-
per’s constant explanations and figuring out whatMars was do-
ing. The question was answered as Mars left the cabin, pelts to
the side of her, a large tan backpack strapped to her.

Kuivanodded alongwithPepper asMars andAshmade their
way towards them, Ash herself not carrying much more than a
finely decorated bag which she carried close to her chest.

“Everything is set. You guys ready? Or has Kuiva not gotten
enough earfuls?” Mars asked, her hands holding the straps of
her backpack as she walked. Ash looked noncommitted.

“We can talk on the way. You guys have everything? The
meat, the two deer pelts, the five rabbit pelts?” Pepper asked.

“Yes, yes, and yes.” Mars nodded three times, one for each
yes, and then looked Pepper. Neither spoke for a few moments,
until Pepper herself nodded, turned around, and then walked
into the forest. Mars and Ash followed along, so Kuiva followed
suit.

The path was barely marked, a light compaction in the dirt
being all it was. Kuiva had truthfully missed it, as although her
memory was perfect she didn’t have a pristine ability to intuit
salient information. Some informationwas simply lost since she
couldnevermake theproper connections, althoughnowthat she
knows what to look for she’s already figured out where other
paths are. She hasn’t gotten the opportunity to get an aerial view
of the place so for now the information she does has is what she
has to work with.

“How far away is the city?” Kuiva asked as the question sud-
denly popped into her head.

“About three hours’ walk.”
Kuiva stopped her pace at hearing this. “Three hours? For-

giveme formy feebleness butmy feet are taloned, and like a bird
of all the lesser species I am not suited for bipedal travel.”

Ash and Pepper stopped at this but Mars continued her
steady gait, not offering up a sound or a glance as she contin-
ued to walk straight forward. Ash looked at Pepper for an an-
swer, who in turn turned around and faced Kuiva. “Didn’t you
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sayyesterday thatyouwouldwalkbetween townsmultiple times
a week?”

“I left it ambiguous over whether I walked, ran, or even
swam, I merely traveled between towns. I would walk to a place
no one would be able to see and take flight.”

“And you can’t fly now since you don’t knowwhere we’re go-
ing. How fast do you fly?”

“Two or three leagues an hour.”
“That’s nearly jogging speed. How good is your eyesight?

No, never mind. I don’t know how the magus would deal with
harpies so I won’t ask you fly ahead of us, as youmight be killed.
Howmuch do you weigh?”

“About fifty to sixty pounds, depending on the delicate cir-
cumstance.” Kuiva, after realizing she had been standing still
and holding back both mice, although Mars was a decent way
ahead of them by this point, started walking. “If it’s not impo-
lite, may I ask why?”

“Youknowwhat ispolite, don’t you? Didyou forget?” Pepper
scrutinized the girl, waiting for Kuiva to catch up to where she
stood before walking side to side with her.

“To bemore than polite is never impolite in itself! No, as per
your words, ‘hierarchy and seniority define the language used
between heila, and always remember that between you andmen
andwomen they are generally above us. You are—’ ”

Before Kuiva could continue Pepper cut her sentencewith an
uplifted hand, nodding as they continued to walk. “I get it. I was
wondering if itwaspossible to carryyouall theway there. I could
carryyoumyself for anhour, as I’mbigger andstronger thanAsh
I would be the one to do it. How long can you walk for?”

Kuiva smiled brightly as she raised herwing and patted Pep-
per on the back, Pepper raising an eyebrow at the action. “Haha!
Restyourconcernshere, as for twohours ismylimit, andanhour
ofmyweight surely someone of your beauty and grace would be
able to handle with envious ease!”

Pepper didn’t respond, a bit of shock formed in her face, and
a blush before she turned her gaze away. Kuiva guessed she was
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weak to compliments, however sincere. Or perhaps it was a dif-
ference in culture. “Did I say somethingbad?” Kuiva loweredher
voice and raised her pitch.

Pepper didn’t respond. The three girls walks in silence for
a long while as they caught up to Mars, who upon seeing them
didn’t bother to greet them or ask questions. Her breathing was
controlled and her gait almost artistic in its motion, her steps
lighter than they were typically despite the greater weight she
carried. Ash made her place besides Mars and Pepper behind
Kuiva, who herself was still not ahead of the tall girl. To try to
fix the botched atmosphere Kuiva tried to make small talk with
Mars.

“How much weight are you carrying, Mars?” Kuiva walked
alongsideMars, increasing her pace in order to do so.

Mars didn’t respond, although she did glance at Kuiva, and
then at Ash, who was to the right of her, who in her stead an-
swered.

“She can’t speak, she’s focusing on breathing. I’d say she has
roughly, uh, between a hundred and a hundred-fifty pounds on
her.” Ash sized up Mars as she gave out her estimation, which
Mars herself nodded at. Kuiva blinked, then blinked again. An
owl rarely blinks. “What? Is she a warrior? What?”

Mars nodded.
“I thought you knew that?” Ash turned her head slightly,

puzzled before she gave the sky a glance and spoke again, “mice
are born into a specific caste. Common ones, like me, have no
designated name. Warriors are usually darker in hair and eye
color and taller, and magicians who have purple eyes. It’s ex-
tremely rare for a mouse to be born with purely purple eyes, it’s
more typically like Pepper’s.”

“O-oh. I see. That’s certainly interesting.” Kuivamumbled.
“Yep.” Ash said and continued towalk forward as the conver-

sation ended. Kuiva no longer felt there was anymore opportu-
nities to speak, as Mars was too busy not collapsing under the
weight of her luggage and Pepper still embarrassed and walk-
ing in the back. Ash was perfectly content to be quiet, after half
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an hour of silent walking she began humming a song that Kuiva
never heard of to pass the time.

Half an hour became an hour, and an hour became two, by
that timeKuiva had already reached her limit. Her talons ached,
her knees were buckling under her and although she wasn’t out
of breath each step would send a jolt of pain through her. Signs
of stress was already building up and everyone had already no-
ticed, so when Kuiva stopped everyone but Mars also stopped.
As per the agreement, Pepper offered Kuiva her back and she
climbed on it.

“Do you know any breathing techniques as well? Although
I shouldn’t doubt you, carrying someone of my size despite not
being much larger than me, I being not much smaller than you,
wouldbe tiring.” Kuiva, althoughshesaidherconcern, stillwith-
out shame climbed on her back and wrapped her wings around
Pepper’s neck. Pepper shrugged, but the shrug was muffled by
Kuiva’s weight.

“I’ve done worse things and survived.” Pepper responded,
not looking at Kuiva, whose face was right beside her at this
point. Kuiva noted there still was a trace of a blush left on her
face, growingdeeper as she continued to stare at thepoormouse.
Not meaning to be rude she looked ahead and let her weight be
carried, trying her best to stabilize herself on Pepper’s hands.

The three girls continued and once again caught up with
Mars, Pepper not breathing much more deeply even despite the
initially quickened pace. Kuiva guessed that she could probably
maintain the pace for an hour, although she isn’t entirely aware
how good Pepper’s endurance was. Feeling slightly restless over
potentially insultingordisturbingPepper shedecided tooffer an
apology to the gallant mouse.

“I’msorry ifmycomment earlierdisturbedyou.” Kuivawhis-
pered, loud enough for Pepper to hear but low enough that she
was relatively certain no one else heard.

Pepper gave the girl a look and replied, “complimenting
someone’s looks is generally taken as a sign of attraction. You’re
an outsider so I’ll overlook it, but here we take those things se-
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riously. Thank you for the compliments but don’t throw them
around casually. You weren’t serious, were you?” Pepper whis-
pered back with a voice slightly louder than what the owl whis-
pered with.

“I was sincere. We’re both girls, what’s the point of taking it
so seriously?” Kuiva asked, her expression quizzical.

“Certainly we are both girls but that kind of thinking is dan-
gerous! Not all of us can control our desires, be mindful of that,
idiot. What did I say about how you should handle yourself
around men?” Pepper no longer whispered as she spoke in a
harsh tone.

“ ‘Do not make eye contact, do not touch, do not speak un-
less spoken to, be curt but courteous and polite’ is what you said.
Does it not also apply to human women too?” Pepper said, a bit
taken aback by Pepper’s behavior.

“To an extent, but not as much caution as you should take
with men. It’s a literally death sentence for you to, to put it
bluntly, sleepwith one. Heila only give birth to girls, whatwould
you think would happen if we were to take every man for our-
selves? Death for everyone. So, you are not to interact with
them, not even be friends. Do you get the picture?”

“I don’t see how it relates to complimenting your looks as be-
ing wrong.”

“We heila still desire love, so then, tell me, owl, what would
you do if you had no access tomen, but still wanted to be loved?”
Pepper gaveKuiva a glare,maintaining the eye contact for a cou-
ple of seconds, before finally looking ahead. Kuiva didn’t get it.

Half an hour passed, the scenery still filled with trees end-
less, as if the forest would go on forever. Kuiva wondered
whether theywere lost, taking the rhythmofPepper’snowheav-
ier breathing and formingher thoughts around its beats. An idea
struckher as shefinally figured outwhat Peppermeant bywant-
ing to be loved, and she nearly toppled herself off of the poor
wearymouse.

“Ah! I get it! You mean love between girls!” Kuiva nearly
shouted but was loud enough for Pepper’s ears to ring, a low
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growl forming in her throat as she looked at the dumb owl.
“Yes, love between girls is what I meant, doofus. You don’t

have toyell.” Peppernearly spat it out as she continuedmarching
forward.

“Ohmy. O-oh, I didn’tmean it that way at all. I’m sorry, Pep-
per.” Kuivamumbled as she sank into Pepper’s shoulders, trying
to hide away from Pepper, and hide her growing blush too.

“I know. Drop it.”
So they did.
Until Kuiva opened her mouth up once again. “Is there any-

one like that in your Family?”
“It’s the same in all Families. It’s not recognized by Magus

but it’s allowed.” Pepper, after a moment of contemplation, re-
sponded.

“What do they even do?” Kuiva continued her questioning.
“None of ours, or your, business.”
“I see.” Deflated, Kuiva ceased her questioning, just as she

saw light at the end of her vision, the light of open skies and the
vague details of some faraway buildings. Stones of grey, clean
and pristine, a field of some plant growing and offering itself as
a buffer between the forest and the city. Despite Kuiva’s keen
eyesight, far surpassing whatever a man can claim to hold, she
couldn’t see anyone between the forest and the city. Neither
guards, or a gate, so Kuiva concluded she was seeing amere wall
and nothing else.

Holding their tongues the girls walked, until the edge of the
forestmet the fields, and Pepper stopped, her breath a bit heavy,
and asked Kuiva to get off her. The distance they had to walk
now wasn’t great, Kuiva thought, so she abided and placed her
sore talons on the dirt and clenched her teeth to deal with the
pain. With somewalking it’ll leave her, but she knew the follow-
ing days were going to be not very pleasant for her feet.

The mood was already more or less ruined by Kuiva’s talk-
ing, so the walk was without a word. Kuiva instead gave atten-
tion to thefields, uponwhich twospecies ofplantsweregrowing.
Both were like ferns, belonging to species she hasn’t seen grow-
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ing from the ground, so her sight beyond wasn’t hampered by
their growth. She could see a river, some boats moving from it
and the people that traveled on it. All men, or women, not a sin-
gle ear or tail she could find on them. That wasn’t surprising to
her, Esivan accepts heila but they aren’t treated as equals.

Past the fields, next to the walls and heading towards what
looked likeagate, passedbyasinglebuildingwithinwhichKuiva
could hear the foot steps ofmen inside, and the occasional group
of people hauling either nothing at all or wheel barrows filled
with various goods and pulled by what looked like an oversized,
muscular dog. Kuiva has seen stranger things so she didn’t pay
it mind as they finally reached the gate, guarded by two men in
plate armor. Their faces visible, their eyes clear, a bored expres-
sion plastered over their faces.

The one nearest to us gave us a glance, waited for us to all
stand in front of him, even Mars stopping in order to wait, and
then began to speak.

“Coins.”
Not much for a speaker. Pepper nodded, took out her coin

and retrieved the coins from everyone else but Kuiva as well,
then handed it over gently to the guard. Careful to not make
physical contact she deftly transferred the content of her palm
into the man’s large hands. He sniffed, touched each coin with a
finger once, and then spoke again. “You didn’t give me the coin
of the harpy. What are you plotting? Never seen a bird like her,
either.”

“No deceptions, Sir. She is a foreigner, one who managed to
fly her way to our residence. I’ve brought her in for question-
ing and hoped, if themagus permit, to be taken into our Family.”
Pepper straightened out her posture and gave out her reason-
ings, not drawing out her explanation or being too sparse with
the details. The guard huffed and gave themouse back her coins,
not bothering to make sure he makes no physical contact with
her, and watched as she jumped when his glove slightly scraped
against a finger.

“The Asphodel family will pay for any crimes she commits
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ten-fold. You know the rules. Watch yourself, bird.” Losing in-
terest the guard relayedhis last thoughts ashewaved the girls in.
With a thank you from Pepper the rest of the group wordlessly
went in, Kuiva herself trying tomake herself as small as possible
while she huddled close to Pepper. Pepper didn’t mind, almost
hugging the bird closer to her so shewouldn’t get lost within the
strangely unpopulated streets.

Once again, none spoke, Kuiva simply followed along with
them to wherever destination they were heading towards. The
city wasn’t empty, there was a steady but sparse stream of hu-
mans and the occasional heila, girls who look like wolves and
othermice forming themajority of those here, the streets looked
pristine and the houses vibrant in color. Each building made of
stone or brick, and the color scheme if it ever left greys or whites
would predominantly feature deep and rich blues and scarcely
any reds. Kuiva guessed it was regulations that governed what
colors buildings could be painted with.

It wasn’t like any other city Kuiva had visited before. The
biggest difference, although not the only one, was how few peo-
ple there were, no matter where she looked not a single crowd
formed. Thepathswere all pavedwith stones, oddmosaics being
formed by their arrangements. The buildings rarely larger than
two stories, built as if they were stacked on top of each other in
a slightly repetitive fashion. There were buildings with people
inside, what looked like bars, but none full. She had heard that
Esivanwas a nation in decline, but she didn’t think it was in this
way.

Thegroupwentdeeper into the cityuntil theyfinally reached
their destination, a two-story building that didn’t look any dif-
ferent from any other. Pepper took out a key from one of her
pouches and entered it into a keyhole, turned it and then opened
the door. She walked in first, followed by Mars, then ash, then
Kuiva, whom herself was taking in as much detail as she can of
the interior. The flooring was of some dark wood, furniture like
couches and tableswere surrounded afireplace on the left side of
the wall. A carpet, striped red andwhite, was laid in front of the
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fireplace.
Rather than the interior of a company’s headquarters it

looked like a house. Except there was no tables for eating on, al-
though there was a small bookshelf near which a table and chair
was near, and neither was there a kitchen. A staircase near the
back of the room indicated that, just like there was two stories
as seen from outside, there was two stories accessible within the
building.

“Is this headquarters? Where is everyone?” Kuiva, her cu-
riosity being neglected for too long, finally broke the spell that
blind themall to silence. Pepper opened a door for, one closest to
the exterior door, and behind it was revealed a stair case of stone
going downward. Mars wordlessly walked down, each step be-
ingaccompaniedbyasharpexhaleof airby theoverencumbered
mouse. Pepper sniffed and turned to Kuiva.

“More or less, there are unofficial ones in other smaller vil-
lages but those are for only convenience. It’s empty since there’s
only twomice that stay here, the first is Justo, our current leader,
and the second is Tylsa, her advisor. Their rooms are upstairs,
downstairs is a storage area. Come.” Pepper, once Mars had
reached far enoughdown the stairs, went downwithout any fur-
ther words. Ash followed closely behind her and so did Kuiva,
and they all waited for Mars to finally reach the bottom of the
staircase.

Marsquickly, faster thanshehadmovedsince theweighthad
been placed on her, moved over to a table and rapidly took off
the backpack, and rather than placing it on the table placed it on
the floor. The floor itself was stone, similar in color to the pave-
ment found in the paths outside, andwas cold in theway charac-
teristic of basements. Mars exhaled a massive breath of air and
collapsed on to a chair, her chest rising and falling rapidly as her
skin turnedpink and sweat started to pour fromher like a faucet.

“Mars? Are you okay? Is she okay?” Kuiva asked as she
looked around the room, and upon seeingAsh’s dismissive hand
wavingdecidedsheprobably is alright. Notknowingwhatelse to
do shewaited awkwardly as shewatched Pepper struggle to pick

209



up the back-bag and place it on the table. The owl went over and
tried to help, and with some support from Kuiva the three girls
managed their task. Ash’s own bag was already on the table, its
contents still a mystery to Kuiva, but it looked like everything
was ready to be unpacked.

“What now? How long can the meat stay in there without
rotting, or it is prepared in some way?” Kuiva continued her
questioning, looking over at Mars as the sound of her ragged
breathing was echoing throughout the room.

“Nowweget Justo, orTylsa. Oneof them isprobablyupstairs.
Comewithme,Kuiva. Ash, unpack everything, and tend toMars
if she needs anything.” Pepper ordered the girls as shewent back
upstairs, Kuiva following her close behind.

As has been consistent throughout the journey, the two re-
mained silent. The soundofMar’s raggedbreathingdisappeared
as thedoor to thebasementwasclosed, andKuivawasonceagain
given sight of the first floor of the building. Kuiva took the time
to take in the room from slightly different perspective, taking in
everydetail as they stepped towards the staircase that lead to the
second floor.

The steps were slightly creaky, the stairs made of wood in-
stead of stone like the ones that lead down into the basement,
although it wasn’t to the point of being dilapidated. The more
Kuiva looked the more it felt like the home of a particularly
wealthy family rather than one of a heila Family.

Reaching the top Kuiva took in the sights of the new floor,
similar in size to the first one except there was no door that lead
to a basement. To compensate for the extra space, it seemed that
the owners decided to cover nearly ever inch of the area with
bookshelves, save for one small area where two bunk beds were
located on. Kuivawas surprised she could even see bunk beds, as
that would imply they left some room for walking.

Pepper walked along the open space that lead to the bunk
beds, and looked behind a bookshelf without fully revealing her
own body. As if noticing something her ears perked up and a
smile, almost forced, appeared on her face. Kuivamade her way
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beside her to see what she was looking at, and to her surprise a
darkmouse was found with her head laying on a table, her head
pointing the opposite direction to where we were standing. The
table was placed next to a tall window, not directly facing it but
just far enoughwhere the table didn’t meet the window’s edge.

A closed bookwas next to her face, so Kuiva assumed that ei-
ther the mouse was extraordinarily polite and closed the book
before sleeping, or she was not sleeping and was simply biding
her time. Either situation was bizarre, although the latter more
reasonable to her.

“Miss Tylsa? You awake?” Pepper softly called out to the girl
and waited for an answer. One eventually came, after a three
seconds of waiting, as the dark mouse lifted her head off the ta-
ble and the two girls a look. Her eyes of pure, shining purple,
her skin nearly as a pale as a petal from a lily, her hair fluffier
than the most. Her eyes were deep-set, among the most deep
that Kuiva has seen in her life, although she hasn’t given itmuch
attention before. Tylsa looked at the owl.

For a moment Kuiva felt fear, as if the illusion of day had
been pulled from her and the eternal starless night revealed it-
self to her from behind the curtains, but just as themoment had
flashed in her mind so did it in a moment pass. Tylsa sniffed,
looked atKuiva for a few seconds, and thenfinally looked at Pep-
per. “Who’s she?”

“Kuiva, uh, someone I’d like to enter the Family.” Pepper,
with some trepidation, answered.

“Never seen a heila of her species before. She’s not a hawk
and neither is she a chicken, her feathers too elaborate for the
latter and her height pitiful if shewere the former.” Tylsa looked
away and towards her book, not opening it but as if to speak to it.
A few seconds of pause formed itself as she went into thought,
and then she spoke again, “her eyes are large and the feathers
likehornsonherheadare reminiscentof ahornedowl. She looks
thin, as if she hasn’t eaten in awhile, and her clothes are dirty as
if they hadn’t been washed in days. Not to speak of the design
itself, as if she wanted to mock a noble’s own apparel. You want
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her in the Family? For what reason.”
“I believeher tohave agiftof eideticmemory, is themain rea-

son why I’d like her to join. She knows some peculiar mundane
tricks that mimic the ways of magic as well, and she has many
tomes ofmagical knowledge and arguments in her head. Even if
the tomes aren’t functional, which I haven’t verified, the novelty
of the positions are worth having around.” Pepper reported her
thinking, some of it Kuiva herself hasn’t heard yet. Regardless,
Kuiva stood up straight as her appraisal was stated.

“Since it’s you, Pepper, I’ll assume you’ve thought up a way
to verify the first claim.” Tylsa responded, not bothering to fin-
ish her thoughts as she looked around the room, or whatever
amount of room she could see as the bookshelves were blocking
most of her sight of it.

“Correct. I had recite word per word an entire book she had
only read through once, or rather rapidly skimmed through as
she didn’t seem to read a singleword itself but only looked at the
page.” Pepperdidn’t relent inher toneas shecontinued toanswer
Tylsa.

“That’sunbelievable.” Tylsa statedas shegotoffher chair, her
height not more than Pepper’s own, her clothes more like dark
colored pajamas. Shemade herway towards the opposite side of
the room, not much more than fifteen feet away, and picked out
a book seemingly at random, a large thick one that required both
of her hands to carry. She placed it on the table and beckoned the
owl to comewith her finger.

Without speakingKuivanoddedanddelicatelymadeherway
to the book, and looked at Tylsa for instructions. Tylsa looked
blankly at Kuiva, as if she were trying to drill holes through her
skull. Seeing that no instructions were given, she opened the
book gently with one of her talon-fingers and rapidly flipped
through each page, only given herself enough time to see a clear
image of the page before she flipped to another one.

Roughly two minutes passed, the near thousand pages that
the book covered stored into her mind. She hadn’t read a single
word of it, so she didn’t know what it was about. She closed the

212



book andwaited for instructions again.
Tylsa picked up the book and opened it up to a random page,

moving it so Kuiva couldn’t see it. “Turn around.”
To be safe, she askedKuiva to turn around, so she did. “Good.

Page 859, Paragraph two. What does it say?”
“ ‘Spread the pastry dough into a proper and respectable

square, and then cut it into a dozen equal pieces of rectangles
and them lay them out on a sheet. Poke small holes in the pas-
try so that it won’t rise aggressively in the oven, and then trans-
fer them into the oven and take them out when they’ve acquired
some flakey-gold dust. Cut them in half horizontally and then
spreadchocolate creamonone sideof it, thenplace theother side
on it. This is themethod of baking a chocolate sandwich.’ ” Kuiva
monotoned away,moving her eyes as if following alongwords in
a book inside her own head.

“Page 173, describe to me the image.” Tylsa continued her
questioning.

“A loaf of bread with oats spread on top of it, cut in half and
next to a small plate of butter. According to the caption the bread
ismadeofflake. There’snomentionof theherbnameonthepage
or the next one either.” Kuiva scrunched up her face as she tried
to discern the contents of the image. “I believe the book had a
layered image, and bymemory I can’t access that layer.”

“Good enough. Either you do have eidetic memory or you
have an exceptionally keen memory, either way makes no dif-
ference.” Tylsa closed the book and went back to the now empty
slot where the cookbook had been taken from, placed it back,
and then made her way towards the two girls once again. “Has
she been acknowledged byMagus Nuori yet?” Pepper shook her
head, “No, Shehasnot. Wewentherefirst inorder todropoffour
goods first, and then we’d like to establish an appointment with
Magus Nuori afterwords. With your permission, and acknowl-
edgement, of course.”

“I need to know more about her before that. Better to hear
fromherownmouthand fromherownflesh than fromasecond-
hand source, especially since she’s here. You’re dismissed, Pep-
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per.” Tylsa bluntly stated as she sat downback onher chair, pick-
ing up the previously closed book that had originally been on the
table before the girls’ arrival.

Pepper blinked. Then she nodded, and gave a curtsy, before
silently heading back downstairs. Kuiva, sensing that shewasn’t
dismissed, stayed inplace, and apparently itwas the right choice
as she wasn’t told to follow Pepper by either of themice.

III
Relegation

Tylsa had Kuiva sit on the bottom bed of the bunk bed and in or-
der for Kuiva to tell her, with her ownmouth, her story andmo-
tivations in coming here, how she managed to cross the border,
andwhether therewere otherswhohad crossedwith her. Hours
flew by as they talked about the tiniest details imaginable, Tylsa
demanding full explanations for everypoint of the story thathad
even the slightest chance of being amere fabrication.

Those hourswere spent in that, and by the timewhen dinner
was customary to have Tylsa led Kuiva to some sort of restaru-
ant near the center of the city, and although Kuiva would wince
with each stepTylsa gavehernomind. Either shedidn’t notice or
didn’t care, eitherwayKuiva didn’t let out any complaints as she
was led into the restaurant, her talons findingmore relief on the
wooden flooring of the building than she foundwithin the stone
paved streets.

The smell of herbs, bread, and fried fats filled Kuiva’s nos-
trils. The roomwasn’t packedby anymeans, but thereweremul-
tiple groups of heila, and in one table a family of humans, eating
various familiar yet exotic looking foods. Kuiva saw the sign in
front of the store, and it had read “Mouse Perfect”, along with a
small image of a waitress withmouse ears and a tray held in one
hand. Kuiva held her questions to herself as she walked into the
restaruant, letting herself be guided to the back by Tylsa.
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They both sat down on a table in the corner, only two chairs
were present, two chairs positioned again their own respective
walls.

Tylsa let out a long breath as she relaxed into her own chair,
closing her eyes and rubbing awaywhatever tiredness hasman-
aged to posses her. Kuiva, on her part, tried her best not to look
out of place, looking straight at the table whenever she wasn’t
catching glances of themouse that relaxed next to her. The chat-
ter of the heila, and the chatting of the humans, was enough for
her to get hermind off of her previous circumstance.

It was tedious, and Tylsa was intensely sharp, demanding,
andprecise inher interrogation. Theowl felt like shehad learned
just as much about herself as she did convey to Tylsa, an odd ex-
perience all around.

“Welcome back, Tylsa. Who’s this?” Another mouse dressed
likeamaidcameappearedas if outofnowhere, startlingKuivaas
she straightened out her posture and lifted her eyes to themaid.
Themaid, seeing that Kuiva was startled, gave a soft smile and a
small curtsy.

“A portion of today’s stew forme and the girl, alongwith five
servings of hashbrowns for her. Water.” Tylsa didn’t open her
eyes as she replied. “She’s a possible new recruit, not official yet
but I’m keen on having her. She’s owl.”

“An owl? I’ve never heard of an owl heila before, she’s pretty
unique isn’t she! It’s a pleasure tomeet you,miss owl.” Themaid
almost beamedwithhappiness,whether itwas fake or notKuiva
couldn’t tell, but she nodded at her greeting and gave a small
smile of her own. Themaid got even happier over her response.

“She’s cute! I’ll tell the chef about your order now.” Her final
words as she left, after giving a full curtsy, and walked away to
the door near the back of the restaurant.

Kuiva kept her smile as she looked off the maid. Whatever
would keep the awkwardness of Tylsa’s silence at bay from her
conscience.

The silence stretched. one of the diners finished their meal
andwere now idly chatting. Perhaps a quarter of an hour passed
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by, Kuiva really didn’t know. The maid came and left periodi-
cally, checking up on each table with her seemingly endless gai-
ety. But whatever amount of time passed was enough time for
thepreparationof theirmeals, as themaid left thedoor, this time
with a tray covered with pristine white dishes, a plate of bread,
alongwith anobscene amount of hashbrown. Kuiva didn’t know
what that was, but she was eager to try, as the smell alone made
her salivate.

“Here you are! Eat your fill, miss owl, you look a bit…thin.
You’ll be in gentler hands with us.” With her permanent smile
themaidplacedeachdishon the table, before leaving, andfinally
Tylsa opened her eyes. She blinked, then picked up the spoon
that was next to the bowl of stew.

Kuiva followedher as theybothbegan to eat,whateverwas in
the stewKuiva couldonly recognize themeat anda single orange
vegetable. Some sort of bird, and carrots. The rest, the herbs, the
various other vegetables, she had no clue.

“Do you know what the Asphodel family specializes in?”
Tylsa said between spoonfuls. She stopped eating, instead look-
ing at the bird.

“I’ve not been graced with the knowledge of such a thing.”
Kuiva’s reply was quick as she rapidly chewed and gulped the
contents of hermouth.

“Gastronomy. This is our restaurant, there’s another one on
the other side of the city.”

Kuiva nodded, putting down her spoon within the bowl as
she waited for Tylsa to continue speaking. Rather than that,
Tylsa brought another spoonful of some white tuber in her
mouth, chewing at her leisure pace and looking tohave forgotten
she had spoken to begin with. Seeing that, Kuiva picked up the
spoon and also brought another spoonful into her ownmouth.

“What’s the point of our existence? To make food? To serve
the magus? To beg for scraps as we toil away in ceaseless work?
Or is such a question pointless, the joy of the task is what we
should preoccupy ourselves in finding?”

216



Kuiva choked, then coughed, until she could respond with a
dumb, “what?”

“Our function, regardless of the answer, is to fulfill the
wishes of the magus. If we don’t, someone else will. If someone
else can’t, then our existence is an absurdity. We aren’t special.
Are you special, Kuiva?”

“Some would say yes, yes.” Kuiva placed down her spoon
once again as she gave her attention to Tylsa. Wherever she was
leading, she felt it was important.

“Certainly. Somewould say I’m special, but I’mnot unique in
my knowledge or my gifts. According to your own history, you
are special. Unique. Youwill be joining inwhat isn’t unique. Ab-
surd, right?”

“…The gods are known for their humor?”
“Under the eye of the gods we are comparatively little. Their

plans for us aren’t knowable, not in the present. Work in or-
der to feed yourself, feed yourself in order to work. Find joy in
that, there’s not much else we can do. You were a traveling ma-
gician, now you’re not. You didn’t know anyone, not really, you
will soon in time with us. Live, die, meet oblivion, meet the un-
known. Small bird, you’ll figure out what you’re missing then,
hopefully you’ll find your purpose here in the now. You will join
us, I pray, but I do not expect you to be a slave for us.”

Tylsa took anothermouthful of her food, and chewed. “Work
for the answers. You are a slave for that purpose, not for mortal
flesh.”

Kuivablinked. Shenodded,notknowingwhatelse to say, and
also took another bite.
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I
Drivin’ Crazy

“Running through your soul, the speed of the
fire!”

—Ace, “Drivin’ Crazy”

“SugiyamaHanako.”
The first time she heard that voice calling her name shemis-

took it for a lingeringdream-memoryand ignored it. By the time
she was dressed and out the door, the call was all but forgotten.
The roads were still wet with evening rain; an autumn breeze
chilled her bare fingers. The sun was hiding away, but Hanako
was energetic all the same as she made her way to school with
a slight skip to her step. After the way yesterday’s confession
went, how could she be otherwise?

She did her best to keep from pulling her phone out and
sending Tamura-kun (she guessed she could start calling him
Takumi-kun now, come to think of it) a bunch of messages even
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though she badly wanted to. A lone car whizzed by her and
kickedsomeof lastnight’s rain into theair, narrowlymissingher
but knocking her back to her senses.

“Guess I shouldn’t cross without looking, huh?” she said
aloud tonoone inparticular. Hanako’swalks to schoolwere soli-
tary affairs since middle school, but she didn’t mind—her life
could be hectic so any quiet moment was welcome.

“Sugiyama-san,” called a familiar voice from her left.
“Nakamura-chan!” she called back, waving and stopping to

meether classmate. Unlikeherself,whose time inmiddle-school
sports gave her a modestly athletic build, Nakamura was a thin,
waifish girl—Hanakowas surprised she could run at all on those
little legs. “I didn’t know you came to school this way, too.”

“I don’t,” Nakamura managed, panting from the brief run.
Her long, brown hair tossed in the breeze. “I just wanted to talk
to yououtside school and I knewyou livedouthere.” Hanakowas
a little alarmed—she and Nakamura weren’t close enough to be
called friends, so it was suspect for the latter to go out of herway
like this.

It must have been important. “What about?”
“Tamura-kun,” Nakamura started, having caught her breath.

Her short, brown hair fluttered in the breeze. “I heard you con-
fessed your feelings to him yesterday. Is that true?”

Hanako didn’t bother hiding it, but she was alarmed at how
quickly rumors could spread. “That’s right—I asked himout and
he accepted.” She smiled without realizing it, a little proud.

“I see…well, you twowerealreadypretty close friends. You’ve
been in the same class sincemiddle school, right?” Hanako nod-
ded. She didn’t mention it, but she chose her high school to stay
close to him. “That’s great! I’m happy for you,” Nakamura said.
“Anyway, that’s all it was. I’m going to stop at the convenience
store here—you don’t have to wait for me if you don’t want to.”

Hanako nodded, a little confused about what was going on.
“I’ll see you in class, okay?” Nakamura nodded before ducking
into the nearest store. Hanako shrugged, taking a single step be-
fore she felt a tug at her sweater sleeve—it was Nakamura. She
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started to ask if the other had forgotten something before she
was interrupted:

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but…there are a lot of girls
who were after Tamura-kun before yesterday. I wasn’t one of
them, but a fewgirls in our classwere talking to each other about
you two. And there were other girls giving you dirty looks, too.”
She looked right into Hanako’s eyes.

“I see. Well, I’m not worried about them. I was first, wasn’t
I?” She smiled, and Nakamura seemed relieved. With whatever
was botheringher offher chest, shewalkedwithHanako the rest
of the way to school.

∗ ∗ ∗

Hanako met Takumi-kun at the school gate. She’d known him
so long his silhouette was unmistakable; she sped up her pace as
soon as she saw it. Nakamura excused herself with a smile and
went ahead.

“Ididn’t knowyouandNakamurawere friends,Hanako.” The
two started off for the building, taking extra-slow steps in spite
of the autumn air. “You seem like you’re cold. Need these?” He
pulled a pair of gloves from his bag.

They were his leather gloves. Hanako wasn’t as tiny as Naka-
mura, but her hands weren’t the size of an (almost) grownman.
She put them on for a laugh and the long fingers flopped down
onto themselves. “Just how big do you thinkmy hands are?” she
giggled.

“I guess I don’t know,” he smiled. “Yet.” Before Hanako could
respond she felt his hand takeholdofhers. She grabbedhis back.

“Takumi-kun, people will see us…” Of course, in spite of her
protests, she hoped for only one answer, which she got.

“So?” She smiled as they walked hand-in-hand.
Unfortunately, before they could even make it inside the

building, their path was barred by three of the other girls from
school, one ofwhichwas in their class. The otherswere inhigher
years.
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“Takumi-kyuun”, started the girls, “Good mooorning!”
Hanako clutched his fingers tighter as the girls, whose skirts
looked just a little shorter than yesterday, moved too close to
Takumi for her comfort. He gave them a casual hello andmoved
to walk past them, but they tried to break Hanako’s grip on his
hand by stepping in the way.

She wasn’t having any of that. “Excuse me,” she said in
the same obnoxious, overly-cute voice they were using as she
roughly shoved them out of the way with her hips. They com-
plained, but Takumi didn’t seem to notice (or maybe he didn’t
care). Hanako turned and stuck her tongue out at the trio of
wannabe homewreckers before the school’s doors shut behind
her.

∗ ∗ ∗

The sound of a revving engine stirred her from her mid-class
nap. “Sugiyama Hanako!” called the voice from this morning.
She shot up in her seat and saw the teacher staring daggers at
her through his nineties-era aviator eyeglasses. The voice that
called her was distinctly not his. She must have been dreaming
again.

“Now that you’re with us, Sugiyama-san,” began the teacher,
“Please read the passage on page 86.” She ignored the other stu-
dents’ laughter and read the passage, then flopped back into her
seat. Just what was up with that voice she was dreaming about?
She’d never heard anyone talk like that before…

The rest of the school day was uneventful. She and Takumi
both had part-time jobs, but they were on opposite sides of
town so they split up at the school gate. “I’ll see you tomorrow,
Hanako.” She nodded and grinned.

Her part-time job was simple, but the work was engaging
enough that she didn’t notice the time pass by. Stocking shelves
at the convenience store across the street from her house wasn’t
exactly thrilling work, but the money helped her family make
ends meet—even if both her parents worked full-time, taking
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care of four kidswouldn’t have been cheap. Mom’s choice to stay
at home and raise the kids was great for them but it meant that
money was usually tight.

∗ ∗ ∗

“I’m home,” called Hanako as the door shut behind her.
“Aneki, help us with our homework!” called her oldest

brother Gentarou, whowas just beginningmiddle school.
“What about dinner?” she called back, kicking off her shoes

and replacing them with her slippers. Or, she would have, until
she noticed one of themwasmissing. “Where’smy left slipper?”

“Toilet,” calledoneof the twins—theywere in their thirdyear
of elementary school. Hanako often had to remind herself that
she loved them very much so, when this kind of situation arose,
she didn’t exact eternal vengeance for their transgressions.

“Why?” she called plaintively. She decided tomake duewith
just her stockings, though the cold wooden floor sent a chill up
her spine.

Mom appeared before her, sighing with a smile. “They
thought the way it spun around in the toilet was funny. It’s in
the wash, honey.” Hanako furrowed her brow at that but from
her mom’s tone she could tell that Iehira and Iehiro had already
gotten an earful—no sense in punishing themagain. For the rest
of that evening, she helped the boyswith their homework,man-
aged to wade through her own, and talked on Lane with Takumi
for a while before she decided to change and get into bed.

As she walked into her room in her pajamas, the brothers all
asleep in their beds and her parents quietly sitting in the main
room of the house, she heard that voice call her name again—
though thiswas thefirst time she’dheard itwhen shewas awake.
She shook her head, trying to clear her mind of what she as-
sumedwas a hallucination.

“Hey, don’t ignore me again!” said the voice. Hanako looked
up at her bed and saw a small, vaguely mammalian creature
on all fours resting against her headboard. The way it lay was
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alarmingly casual. The high-pitched voice it had didn’t match
the ‘cool’ vibe she got from its demeanor and appearance. “I
know you’ve been hearing me all day,” he said, his red fur glis-
tening in the low light of themoon.

“What?” said Hanako, reasonably startled.
“I’m the one asking the question, here,” the little creature

said, standing on all fours andwalking across her bed. “Just one,
and it’s easy. You already know the answer.” Hanako blinked;
whenshedid, ahigh-speedslide showflashed throughhermind.
She saw cars making hairpin turns and burning rubber on unlit
mountain roads while onlookers cheered. She saw a car flipped,
totaled, and the driver crawling out of the wreckage to limp
across the finish line. She saw cars drifting around corners and
rushing ahead at the speed of soundwithout missing a beat.

When she came to, nothing in her room had changed and no
timehadpassed. The little red fellowcontinued as if nothinghad
happened. “Doyou feel it?” Shehadno ideawhat ‘it’was orwhat
‘it’ could be until the words came out of his mouth. When they
did, a feeling she’d felt all her life—even though she hadn’t re-
alized it—coursed through her. Her blood ripped through her
veins like a bat out of hell and she wanted nothing more in that
moment to be behind the wheel of one of those cars, to feel the
wind fight her speed, to jettison across the finish line in a blaze
of victory.

“I…I feel it,” she said, panting like she’d just run a mile.
She wiped the sweat from her forehead with a quavering hand.
“What can I do?”

The little creature grinned. There was a flash of light and the
next thing she knew, shewas sitting in the driver’s seat of amov-
ing Yotoya SW68 “Maximus.” Without stopping to ask why she
knewwhat the carwas just from the interior orwhyher footwas
already on the gas pedal, she threw it in gear and shot down the
open road. As the roar of the engine and the rumble of the tires
against the asphalt rang in her ears, her smile stretched to meet
them.
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∗ ∗ ∗

Her white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel of her Maximus
never relaxed as Netsu (that was how the little red creature in-
troduced himself) explained to herwhat exactlywas going on. If
she could have been frank with him, she didn’t care and would
have done almost anything to keep driving. Still, she got the gist
of it.

“If you want to know the terms, you’d better slow down be-
fore you cross the finish line and seal the deal,” he started, but
from the tone of his voice Hanako could tell that he didn’t really
wanther to let upon the gas. “If youfinish this course, you’ll offi-
cially be aStreetWitch. Thatmeansyou’ll get to race other Street
Witches like yourself on courses just like this.” Hanako liked the
soundof that. “We’ll giveyouaplace to goandaway toget there.”

“We?”
“Me and others like me.” Hanako was going to ask another

questionbut shehad less thana second tomakea 180degree turn
or her carwould fusewith the guardrail, so she shut up and spun
the wheel. “Anyway, when you’re there, you can race.”

“What do I get when I win?”
He liked the confidence. “Theonly stakes are yourpride…but

when all you have to lose is your pride, your pride is everything to
you.”

Hanako rounded the turn and shifted hard, driving her feet
into the clutch andgas at the same time. If shewasn’t able tohear
her heart beating she might have wondered how she learned to
drive when she’d hardly been inside a car at all, let alone at the
wheel. But the heat in her bloodwasn’t in themood for calm cal-
culation or reasoned lines of thinking—it wanted to go.

“Got it. I’ll do it.” Netsu’s eyes lit up, little fireballs dancing
within.

“Then without further ado: welcome!” Hanako sailed across
the finish line and again there was a bright flash of light.
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II
The Race of the Night

“Once upon a time, everyone was free…”
—Dave Rodgers, “The Race of the Night”

When her vision cleared, Hanako was back in her bedroom. She
felt a good bit calmer, but her heart rate was still high. “Before
you ask: no, it wasn’t your imagination.” She looked at the clock
by her bed and it was later than the last time she looked at the
clock in the car—2:42 Am. Of course, that wasn’t incontrovert-
ible proof, but Hanako wasn’t in the mood to argue with what
seemed like enough evidence. Besides, the feeling of the steering
wheel still lingered in her hands and that was enough for her to
know it was real. She wasn’t sure how somuch time had passed,
though.

“Well, what do you think?”
“I want to drive,” she said.
Netsu laughed. “I can tell. Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of

time to drive starting tomorrow. There are races every day and
the tracks are always open to solo drivers. Any time you want,
you can drive. But you’re beat—you were running on fumes
when I introducedmyself and now your engine is starting to se-
riously putter. Take a breather andwe can talk about getting you
into a car tomorrow.”

“Itwon’t be the sameone?” She couldn’t hideher disappoint-
ment.

“You like theMaximus, huh? I thought youmight. It’s yours
if you want it. Most Witches like to shop around a little before
they settle on one, though. They all have different advantages—
”

“No, that’s my car. I can tell.” Her fingers curled as if around
the steering wheel.

“Hey, I won’t argue. Here.” He tossed her something, which
she caught before it hit her. “That’s the key to it. Press the red

226



button and it will come to you.”
Hanako nodded, Netsu left, and in a second exhaustion hit

her like a wrecking ball. She flopped down onto her bed, asleep
before she landed.

∗ ∗ ∗

Sleep passed in the blink of an eye and the morning was a blur.
She ate—of that much she was certain, since she woke up hun-
grier than she’d ever been – and somehow made it to school.
She’d never felt so disinterested in the day-to-day doldrums of
life before, she realized. Compared to the rush of being behind
the wheel, everything else was a slog. All the way she walked to
school she was tempted to press the button on her key.

Her day brightened a little bit when she saw Takumi wait-
ing for her outside the school gate, same as yesterday. He smiled
when he saw her. “I was worried you wouldn’t show up today,”
he started. Hanako raised an eyebrow, inviting him to elaborate.
“Did you miss my Lane message? I sent you one this morning.”
Hanako realized she didn’t even take a glance at her phone since
she fell asleep the night before.

“Sorry, Takumi-kun. I’ve been feeling a little groggy all
morning. I didn’t get much sleep last night.” He shrugged, still
smiling.

“Ohwell. Come on, let’s go.” He extended his hand to her and
she took it. She felt a little bad walking hand-in-hand with him
like thiswhenshe’d ignoredhim, but itwas a relief thathewasn’t
angry. Takumi wasn’t the kind of guy to let little things like that
get to him, which was part of why she liked him.

Yesterday’s entourage of jealous girls left them alone that
morning (though they did plenty of sneering and side-talking),
so they enjoyed a peaceful walk to class together. For the first
time that morning Hanako didn’t have intrusive thoughts about
wanting to drive.

Class was uneventful, or Hanako was so bored that it was.
She talked with Nakamura—they were a little closer after their
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walk yesterday—and ate lunch with Takumi, but otherwise the
day was a total drag. Hanako and Takumi parted ways at their
usual spot. Before they split up he fixed her messy hair with his
hand, stroking her face a little. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Takumi-
kun,” she said before he turned to head to his job. Her face was
nearly as red as her hair.

∗ ∗ ∗

“I’m home,” she called, but no one answered. She remembered
thatherbrothershad judopracticeandherdadwasworking late,
so shewas on her own. She took a deep breath, trying to stop her
hands from trembling. “Netsu, can you hearme?”

He appeared on cue, riding in on some motorcycle-like fly-
ing machine. He lowered his aviator sunglasses and she could
see his fiery eyes. “I can always hear you if you want me to,” he
said. “Convenient, huh?” He dismounted his “bike” and it dis-
appeared. “I can tell by the look on your face what you’re about
to ask me—unfortunately, the races don’t start until the sun is
down.”

“Then why were you trying to reach me during the day yes-
terday?”

“Newblood is anexception. Youcandrive any timeofdayyou
want to, if you’re brave enough—night-driving is scary formost
people who’ve never been behind thewheel before. You’re a rare
type. Of course, that heat in your blood is why I came to you in
the first place.”

With her head a little clearer (at least, compared to the
adrenaline-addled state it was in last night), Hanako had the
wherewithal to ask an important question. “So, what’s the point
of all this? Why are you recruiting Street Witches to race at
night, anyway?”

“I’m glad you asked. It’s simple: people like you are brim-
ming with passion and energy, and that energy doesn’t get used
very well the way the world is now. With all that power just sit-
ting around, we’d be fools not to take advantage of it. The cost of
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fuel, cars, closing the roads, and so on doesn’t even put a scratch
in the surplus we get in energy output from you all. Plus, you
hot-blooded types live for that kind of thrill—don’t pretend you
haven’tmissed being in that car since the second you got out. It’s
a win-win.”

“So what, do you guys just get energy from anyone who does
anything like this? Do people always have to get ‘recruited,’ like
me?”

Netsu smiled. “Letme show you something.” He gestured for
Hanako to take a seat and from…somewhere he brought forth an
ancient TV set and a video tape.

“You see, Hanako,” he said somewhat presumptuously, “be-
fore very recently, people had outlets for their passion. It’s pretty
uniquely human, but some other species, like mine, can do it
too.” The video showed footage of samurai rushing each other in
battle, then cut to American cowboys shooting Mexicans from
horseback, then again to armored Athenians making the march
to Marathon. Several other kinds of battles were displayed on
the screen, not all of them bloody—last, it showed a scene not
dissimilar to the ones she’d seen last night. This time she could
makeoutwho itwas in the cars—grownmen fromall around the
world. What they did in those cars would have been beyond her
comprehension before she’d done some of it herself last night.
“No matter the reason, there used to be real fight in you all. But
that changed not too long ago. Now everyone just sits around.
Suddenly the cost of getting energy from this planet started out-
weighing the benefits. So, we decided to rekindle that fire. Make
sense?”

Hanako nodded. “I think so, but why girls, and why racing?”
“Short answer—it’s cool, and we like to watch. The longer an-
swer is complicated and involves a lot of math.”

“I’m not that interested. I just—”
“—want to drive, right?” Hanako wasn’t surprised that he

knewwhat shewasgoing to say. All the sittingaroundshe’ddone
that day was starting to make her antsy. She’d never been like
this before. “The thing is, people around your age are the only
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ones who haven’t had that lust for life totally beaten out of them
withwork and other bullshit that doesn’t matter. It just needs to
be brought to the front.”

“I think I understand.” Hanako stood up. “I’ll see you tonight,
then.”

∗ ∗ ∗

The timebetweenNetsu’s departure that late afternoon and sun-
downwas like water torture—the kind where a subject is forced
to listen to a slow leak drip, drip, drip over the course of hours
until they lose it. She did her best to keep from losing her tem-
per and held it together through her mom and brothers getting
home, then her dad, having dinner, taking a bath (which was
a brief moment of respite from the tension all throughout her
body), andfinally going back toher room. Of course, by this time
the sun had been down for a while. Netsu was already there.

“It’s rude to keep someonewaiting like that. Are you ready?”
Hanako paused.

“One last thing.” She grabbed her phone from her dresser
and sent Takumi,who she’d been Lanemessaging back and forth
sinceNetsu leftearlier, a quickmessage that shewas going tobed
early and looked forward to seeing him at school the nextmorn-
ing. He replied in kind and she set down the phone. “Alright.”

The pair stepped outside Hanako’s house and, after she en-
sured no one was looking, she pressed the button on the key. In
the blink of an eye her car from last night appeared. It wasn’t
running—it just sat there in front of her house, begging her to
get in the driver’s seat. From a street lamp overhead she could
tell the car was red—just a shade or two darker than her fiery
locks. She found herself unconsciously running her hand along
its angular hood. A relic of another time, she thought, though she
didn’t really have a frame of reference for that sort of thing. The
headlights were hidden.

“Ready to go?”
“I think so.” She didn’t know how, exactly, but she knew the
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exact path she needed to take to get to the races. Hanako slid
the key into the ignition and, the second she turned it, became
someone else. “Yeah, I’m ready.” Before Netsu could respond,
Hanako’s foot found the gas pedal.

∗ ∗ ∗

It was a short, easy drive. Frankly, Hanako was a little disap-
pointed that therewasn’tmuch tomaneuver around on the track
there. It’s not enough of a warm-up, she thought as she pulled into
the hidden parking lot where the other Street Witches left their
rides. I’m ready for more action. She begrudgingly shut her car off
in the parking spot marked with her name. Just as she stepped
out she heard a familiar voice calling her.

“Hanako-chan?” Hanako was taken by surprise—someone
here knew her? She turned to face the source of the voice and,
surprisingher further, it belonged tonone other thanNakamura
Teiko.

“Teiko-chan?” They’d gotten a little closer since the day they
walked to school together andwere on a first-name basis now. “I
didn’t expect to see you here!” Shewas glad to see a familiar face
and embraced her with a hug.

“Me neither…how long have you been a Street Witch?” She
brushed her long, black hair behind her ear after Hanako re-
leased her.

“Today’s my first time coming to the lot, actually. You?”
“Me? I’ve been coming to races for…a few weeks. I haven’t

raced yet, though.”
“No? Why not?”
“Well…”
Netsu cut her off. “She keeps insisting that she doesn’t fit in

here and that wemade amistake, but she crossed the finish line
just like you did.”

“Only because I didn’t know what I was doing, or how to
brake…”
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Hanako laughed. “Well, I’m glad you’re here in any case,
Teiko-chan. I’d hate it if no one knewwho I was when I wonmy
first race tonight. You can helpmakeme famous,” she beamed.

“You’re going to race on your first day?” gasped Teiko.
“Sure, what’s wrong with that?”
“Well, there isn’t a rule, but it’s dangerous. It’s not like the

starter track. Most girls watch a few races before picking their
first track and car—”

“I don’t have time for all that, Teiko. Can’t you feel that
screaming from your heart, telling you to just hit the gas al-
ready? Besides, I already know which car I’ll be using.” She
paused to pet her Maximus, but Teiko held that furrowed brow
and worried expression. “Well, since you’re so concerned, I’ll
watch a race or two first…but I’m going to ride tonight, make no
mistake.”

“That makesme feel a little better, I guess.”
“Anyway, what kind of car did you pick?”
“I…haven’t picked one yet. I’ve been trying a few different

ones onmy rides here.” She blushed a little—Hanako was so de-
cisive, while she hadn’t donemuch butmake excuses since com-
inghere for thefirst time. Apart of her didwant to race, of course
(why else would she show up every day)…but a larger part of her
was scared.

“I see. Well, you’ve got lots to pick from, but I love this car.
Care to showme where I can watch a race?” Teiko nodded, glad
at the change of subject. She did like to watch the races.

“It’s this way,” she said, and the two walked off the lot,
Hanako slipping the keys into her pocket. Pocket? She looked
down and noticed that her clothes had changed. She left her
house in the kind of outfit anyone might don on a brisk fall
evening, yet now she was wearing somewhat loose-fitting blue
jeans, a cropped leather jacket and an untucked button-up shirt
underneath. Must have changed when I got in theMaximus, somehow.
Teiko’s outfit was a touch more conservative, but Hanako could
tell it wasn’t something the former would normally wear—a
white and black bomber jacket over a dark blue t-shirt that was
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just barely too short to cover herwhole stomach, and reasonably
tight khaki slacks.

Ignoring their new outfits—other than remarking to herself
that she probably looked really cool—Hanako and Teiko strode
up to awaist-highbarrier on the edge of the cliff insidewhich the
parking lot lay hidden. The view overlooked a couple of tracks,
Hanako saw, but neither of the tracks were fully visible even at
their great height.

Seeming to read Hanako’s mind, Teiko said, “There are
screenswhereyoucanseewhat they call ‘action cams’ in thepar-
lor, if youwant towatch fromotherangles. Iprefer towatch from
here though.”

“Fornow, Iwant to see it for real.” On cue, a trio of cars zipped
by on one of the tracks, each edging each other out for the lead
for milliseconds at a time. Even from the hundred-or-someters
away Hanako could feel the wind as they passed. The sound of
their motors wasmusic to her ears.

“Looks like a close race.”
“Theyusually are,” chimed inNetsu. “Everyoneherewants to

win. There are a few real greats, Witches who stand on another
level, but don’t worry about them yet.”

Hanako nodded, butmade amental note to look out for these
‘greats.’ She suspected, at bare minimum, that her name would
beenshrinedamong them—but thatwas thebareminimum. No,
Hanako was sure that she would stand at the top of this scene
before long.

This wasn’t just hubris, though that did play a large part in
her self-assessment; theway these girls racedwasmissing a cer-
tain something that she knew she had. Whether it was a love for
the drive, a spark in her heart, or something else, Hanako was
sure that something about her set her apart from the rest of the
competition. Whether their experiencewould be enough to out-
pace that somethingwas amatter to be determined, but as for the
race she was watching, she pictured herself at least a full car’s
length ahead of the pack clawing for first.
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Then she noticed that she wasn’t the only one seeing that
picture—in fact, a fourth car had sneaked up on the three while
theywerevying for the topspot. She tookadvantageof their con-
stant shifts in position and their focus on each other to rocket
past right as the finish line appeared. “Who’s that?” asked
Hanako.

Teikomuttered something Hanako couldn’t understand.
“What?”
“She said, it’s one of the bestWitches on the road. This is her

last day of racing, as amatter of fact. Guess she wanted to go out
with a win.”

Hanako smiled. “In that case, I’ll have to race her tonight.”
“What?!” cried the pair unison. Hanako’s smile turned mis-

chievous.
“Can it be arranged, Netsu?”
“Wait, Hanako-chan…it’s dangerous. If you have the wrong

attitude—”
“I’m not worried about that, Teiko-chan. Once they see me

race, they’ll understand what they’re dealing with. Win or lose.
Netsu?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Whether she’ll accept is another matter,
though.”

“I’ll go talkwith her.” Teiko didn’t bother to protest anymore
and followed Hanako to the winner’s circle, looking around to
see if anyone had heard her friend.

III
Gas, Gas, Gas

“Do you like my car?”
—Manuel, “Gas Gas Gas”

Satou Heather pulled onto the ramp leading to the parking lot
and waved to the crowd on the cliffside from inside her Men-
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schkart Tennis. She made a show of revving the engine as she
passed the girls, who cheered wildly for her final victory. Well,
most of themwere cheering. One redheadwas just staring at her
as if sizing her up—a redhead she’d never seen before, in fact.
She shrugged it off and parked. Her smartphone buzzed in her
hand right as she picked it up.

Youhave a new challenge, read the notification. She had a pretty
good idea who that challenge came from…she almost rejected it
outright, but something prevented her; she thought she ought to
at least size the redhead up before writing her off. After all, she
was new herself once. A lesson in humilitymight have done her
some good in her past.

“Alright,” she began in English and followed with somewhat
stilted Japanese, “which one of you lovely girls is Sugiyama
Hanako?” Hanako stepped forward, ignoring Teiko’s hushed
pleas for her to rescind the challenge and start slower.

“That’s me,” said the redhead while she looked Heather up
and down. “You’re Satou Heather, right?” The blonde nodded,
her cool countenance contrastingwith the crashing oceanwaves
in her eyes.

“I saw your challenge, but I also saw your record. Not often
a total newbie wants to stand up to someone onmy level.” There
wasn’t anounce of audacity inher voice—shewas simply stating
a fact. The redhead returned her smile.

“I saw you race. I’m on your level.” The crowd gasped in uni-
son, breaking their silence. Some of the more experienced rac-
ers were offended; the newer blood seemed inspired and afraid
to show it. Teiko’s knees practically knocked together shewas so
nervous.

“That so?” She took a step forward, her unbuttoned flan-
nel blowing in the wind, and locked her blue eyes with Hanako’s
fiery reds. “Alright. I’ll race you. One-on-one. One lap. You pick
the track.” The crowdstarted to jeer andcomplain right away, but
Heather was having none of it. “That’s enough, now,” she said in
English with a southern American drawl, raising her hands to
silence the other girls. “I want to race this kid. If she can bring
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the kind of heat to the track she’s saying she can, it’ll be a hell of
a ride.” Teiko wished she paid more attention in English class—
she couldn’t understand some ofwhat Heatherwas saying. Hell?

Hanako had already started walking toward her car. “I’ll see
you at the starting line,” she called behind her.

∗ ∗ ∗

The track Hanako chose for the race was a fairly simple one—an
irregularL-shapedroadwhich includeda loopat thebaseof theL
andpart ofwhich ran beneath an overhang in themountainside.
She estimated that, accounting for slopes and turns, it would be
a two-minute lap assuming nothing went wrong with her Max-
imus.

The two cars hummed at the starting line, both sets of brake
lights bathing the road behind them in red. Teiko stood at
Hanako’s passenger side door.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked timidly.
“I’m more than sure.” She did some last-second systems

checks and everything seemed to be in order. It amazed her
just how much she knew about cars, seemingly out of nowhere.
“Don’t worry—I’ll be fine eitherway, remember?” Teiko stepped
back fromthe car, still lookingapprehensive. She’dneverknown
Hanako to be so headstrong at school, and getting closer to her
the last couple of days hadn’t changed her opinion.

“All right,” called Netsu at the front of the track. “Welcome,
Street Witch racers and spectators alike, to what may be the
most exciting race so far this season! The Star-Spangled Satou
Heather has agreed to one final race before she parks her Ten-
nis for good—and against a fiery-red newcomer in a matching
red-hot Maximus! Can you feel the heat?!” The crowd cheered,
mostly for Heather to put the new kid in her place. “The rules of
this exhibition are simple. This is to be a single-lap, one-on-one
race around Zeus’s Boot. He pulled forth a green flag. “On your
marks!”
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Heather and Hanako both pulled as close to the starting line
as they could without crossing it. Hanako was almost itching.

“Get set!” Heather revvedher engine, lookingover toHanako
andwinking.

“You’d best make my last race a good one, Red!” Hanako
smirked and nodded.

“Go!”
The flag fell and theywere off—Hanako rapidly shifted from

first gear to second and so on as the Maximus shot forward,
Heather’s Tennis not far behind. The track started at the top
of the L and was a mostly straightaway at first until a hard left
reared its head. Hanako maintained her lead over Heather but
she could tell something was ‘off’ about the way the other girl
was driving.

Still, she let it go as that left turn approached, shifting gear
and drifting to maintain more speed. She nearly fishtailed into
the guardrail, an opportunitywhichHeather greedily took to get
ahead. Nothing frustrated Hanako more than seeing tail lights,
she soon found as she was unable to find an opening to pass
Heather. Someone with less drive would have been happy just
to keep up as well as she did, but that wasn’t enough.

For Heather’s part, she was impressed that Hanako started
the race ahead and just as impressed that the setback at the turn
was sominor—if she wasn’t careful, shemight really lose here.

They approached the loop at the foot of Zeus’s Boot and
Hanako found herself lagging behind a little more. “Come on!”
she cried aloud, nearly driving her foot through the floor mat to
tryandcatchup. Heather’s greenTennis tauntedher fromahead.

“Looks like another win,” Heather thought aloud, glancing at
the red blaze in hermirror. The overhangwas up ahead, and ow-
ing to the angle at which it rose over the road there was simply
not enough room for two cars to fit under it at the same time.
Heatherwould shift over to the right, whichwould forceHanako
to either try to pass her (which was impossible at these speeds)
or accept her fate and slow down enough to get behind and fit
beneath.
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Thatwasn’twhatwent throughHanako’smind at all—losing
was simplynot a future she saw for this race. She rodeupagainst
Heather as hard as she could, trying to slip past the opening left
behind by the latter’s lane-change. Their bumpers nearly col-
lided, and several times Hanako’s front end reached Heather’s
rear doors, but it was to no avail. Hanako grit her teeth.

The overhang drew nearer and nearer, the shadow beneath
taunting the Witch to just try and fit. “Fine then. Sorry, Max-
imus…” she said aloud. And on hermaiden voyage, too…

Teiko looked on in horror fromher viewpoint by the parking
lot. “She’ll never fit under there,” she said aloud, biting her fin-
gers with anxiety. “Why doesn’t she get over?”

“There’s still time—she could pass Heather before the over-
hang…but it’ll be close!” Netsu’s voice rang out over the loud-
speaker. He’d been commentating the race from the beginning,
but Teiko had tuned it out. She may have had no experience but
she had a knack for understanding the circumstances of a given
race—probably thanks in part to Netsu’s magic.

Hanako knew better. Shewouldn’t be able to pass Heather in
time tomake it under the overhang. She wouldn’t be getting be-
hind the other car, either, though—seeing those tail lights again
was as good as giving up at this point in the race. She held fast
to the steering wheel, took a quick look at Heather—who real-
ized with amazement what Hanako was planning a second be-
fore the audience did—andflipped the lever at her side to lay her
seat back.

The crunch of rock-on-metal was nearly deafening, but over
in an instant. She opened her eyes and saw rock pass by
overhead—soon enough the stars were in view again. She
thanked them and set her seat (and self) upright. The wind
knocked her against the headrest, but she could see through her
tears that shewas starting to pull ahead. The crowdhad gone to-
tally silent; that or she couldn’t hear them over the wind.

Heather grinned. “I expected a fight…but I didn’t expect that.
Still, I won’t give up!” She let her foot off the gaswhen theywent
under, mostly out of shock, so she remedied that error once she
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returned to her senses.
“Unbelievable! Sugiyama went under the shear of the over-

hang! It’s a miracle she’s even alive—but she’s starting to pull
ahead!” The wind whipped her hair in every other direction. It
was amazing, even if she looked stupid.

“The track is running out! Can Hanako take advantage of
the momentum and pull ahead?” Hanako’s foot hadn’t left the
gas pedal once since they went around the loop, and thanks to
Heather slowingdownearlier the twowereneck-and-neckas the
finish line approached.

“Come on!” cried Heather in English. Hanako gripped the
steeringwheel tighter. Her legwas starting to quiver. Just a little
more…

Theair chokedher. She couldbarely see. Her carwasawreck.
She’d never felt more “alive.” If she could feel her face, she’d
have grinned. Instead, she drove on, pushing against the rush-
ing wind even as it forced her back into her seat. The crowd was
going insane—she could hear them plain as day now.

Finally, the two cars crossed the finish line. No one could
tell who had won–or if one of them had won at all. What was
clear to everyonewatching that race (which, thanks to Heather’s
prestige,was just about everyWitch)wasHanako’s prowess. She
slowed to a stop and parked her car, taking heaving breaths.
Heather rushed out tomeet her.

“Howyouholdingup, rookie?” Shesmirked. “You looka little
worse forwear. I’d thinkyouwere justdrivingat eightymilesper
hour with the top down, or something like that.” Hanako could
onlynod, still catchingherbreath. It tooka lot tokeep frompass-
ing out right away in that condition.

“Hanako-chan, are you okay?” called Teiko, running to the
torn-up Maximus. The roof of the car and the windows were
completely gone—nothing more than a pile of wreckage on the
track behind them. “That was incredible!”

“Told you, Teiko,” Hanako said, having finally caught her
breath. She shook her head frantically to restore some sense of
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order to her red locks. “Win or lose, theWitches knowwhat I’m
about now.”

Heather nearly bust a gut laughing. “You didn’t need to do
that to prove yourself, you know!?”

Netsu’s voice rang out over the loudspeaker. “After care-
fully reviewing the results, the winner of the exhibition match
between Star-Spangled Heather and the newcomer, Sugiyama
Hanako is…” Hanako held the breath she’d just caught as Netsu
paused overlong for dramatic effect.

“Satou Heather, by just an inch!” She released her held
breath. She hid it well, but Teiko and Heather could both tell
that Hanako’s heart sank at the sound of the announcement.
The prospect of never truly avenging herself with a win against
Heather gnawed at her. Even if Heather came out of retirement
in the future to race her again, it would be a totally different
Heather—and she’d be a totally different Hanako.

An imageflashed on the jumbotron showing thefinal second
of the race as Heather’s car crossed the finish line just a split-
second before Hanako. It was just a hair’s breadth, but it was
irrefutable—not that Hanako was enough of a spoilsport to re-
fute the result anyway.

Heather extendedanopenhand toHanako. “Notbad foryour
first race, Hot Streak. You gave me a hell of a send-off.” Hanako
hopped over the shattered remains of her window and stood be-
fore Heather. She pondered the gesture for just a second before
returning it. The crowd cheered as the two shook hands, lights
flashing.

IV
Queen ofMean

“Take your hands offmy heart and soul!”
—The Snake, “Queen ofMean”
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“Looks like Satou-san won after all.” The soft-spoken, short-
haired girl held a phone screen in front of a taller girl with long,
straight black hair who smirked at the flashing result.

“As I said: loathe as I am to admit it, the American can race
as well as me. Even accounting for the suicidal stunt she pulled,
Sugiyama stood no chance.” Her straight bangs stirred a little in
the wind. She waved the other girl—one of three that followed
her everymovementwith bated breath—awaywith a flick of her
wrist. “I suppose we ought to congratulate the winner.”

Heather started to wave to the crowd, still holding Hanako’s
hand. Hanako followed suit; once she started paying attention
to the girls’ cheers she distinctly heard her name among them.
Just as suddenly as they started, however, they died away. The
silence was eerie—it reminded her of when a teacher got fed up
with side-talking students and raised his voice, only there was
no yelling, only the rhythmic tapping of boot-heel on concrete.

“Ishikawa.” Heather had turned to face the stifling presence.
Her blue eyes were the sternest Hanako had seen them. She fol-
lowed thoseblues to the source of the silence, and there she sawa
tall, dark-eyed girl with black leather pants and a v-neck top un-
der a matching leather jacket. Surrounding her were three girls
with short-cut hair in various styles and less imposing dress.

“Comenow,Heather,” said the apparent leader of the pack. “I
told you to callmeChizuru. There’s no need to act so hostile. I’ve
only come to congratulate youonyourfinal victory.” She andher
entourage clapped quietly. “A shame youwere never able to even
out our record, though…”

“You and I both know that the last race you won was unfair,”
started Heather. “You knowwhat they found in my car after the
race as well as I do.”

“Yes, it’s too bad that your negligence caused such trouble for
you. Nevertheless, itwas…ismywin.” Shegrinned, her eyesglis-
tening like a hungry cat’s.

“I know you tampered withmy car, Ishikawa.”
“Oh? You know? That’s surprising. I don’t know. Do any

of you know?” She gestured to the girls behind her, who all
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stood silently. Each shookherhead. “Myword against yours…Of
course, now that I’ve seen you nearly lose to someone who’d
neverbeenon the trackbefore, I have towonder if you could settle
our score.”

“That’spretty lowofyou,” saidHanako. By thispointHeather
and Hanako had released each other’s grip and turned fully to
face Ishikawa.

“Ishikawa-sama didn’t speak to you.” said one of the trio,
a girl with round glasses and a seemingly permanent frown.
“Mind yourmanners.”

“Stuff it, nerd,” said Hanako. “I don’t care who she is.
Cheaters don’t deserve respect.”

Ishikawa raised an eyebrow. “You’re quite the little fire-
cracker, aren’t you?” She took a few steps toward Hanako, right
hand on hip. “Of course, being brand new to this you have no
idea what you’re talking about. I won my race against Heather
fair and square—unlike you.”

“Doesn’t matter. I take Heather’s word over yours, and
Heather’sword is that you cheated.” By this point Teikohand run
up behind Ishikawa and began waving frantically, mouthing for
her to stop. Hanako ignored her. “Besides, I’d rather lose honor-
ably than win by doing something underhanded.”

“Hmhm. Saywhatyouwill, but it’s clear that you’re all talk. If
we race in the future—if I decideyou’reworthmy time—andyou
try to pull one of those stunts you pulled today, your carwon’t be
the only thing that gets totaled.”

That was enough. Say what you will about her—don’t talk
about the Maximus. Hanako raised a fist to deck the preten-
tious princess smugly grinning in her face, but Heather caught
it. Ishikawa didn’t bat an eye.

“Don’t, Hot Streak.” Hanako fought with herself to lower her
hand, but glared daggers at Ishikawa.

“Better be careful, upstart—reckless driving is a leading
cause of accidents.” She turned and walked away without an-
other word, her entourage in tow.“Wouldn’t want you getting
hurt.”
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Teiko let out the breath shewas holding. “Hanako-chan! You
can’t do stuff like that! It’s crazy enough to try to race someone
on that level for your first match…you can’t make enemies!”

“She made an enemy of me, Teiko-chan. Am I supposed to
take her insulting Heather, me, andmyMaximus?”

“Still, that’s Ishikawa Chizuru! She’s nearly unrivaled—”
“Showme,” interrupted Hanako.
“Huh?” Teiko was taken by surprise.
“Can Iwatch someofher races? Iwant to seehowshedrives.”
“I can. They don’t let just anyone into the archives—you

have to have a winning record with at least 50 races under your
belt.” Heather spoke up for the first time since Ishikawa left. “As
thanks for sticking up for me, Hot Streak.” She started walking
toward her car. “On the way we can take your Maximus to the
shop. You canmeet Sumiko-chan.”

∗ ∗ ∗

It was a short, brisk ride to themechanic shop. Her hair mussed
once again, Hanako hopped over her driver’s side door and fol-
lowed Heather inside, leaving the car running as was suggested.
It took some doing to get it started on the way.

Inside the shop was a short, black-haired girl with freckles
wearing a boilersuit. She was covered from head to toe in grease
and oil stains, and over her shoulder was a greasy rag—well, in
its current state it wasmore like a spot with some rag left. When
the girls entered the shop, a little brass bell on the door chimed,
so she was facing them by the time they saw her. “Heya. Need
something looked at before you take the Tennis out for good,
Heather?”

“You weren’t listening to the last race?”
“I had the radio on, but I was so into the last job I stopped

paying attention. Why, what happened?”
“Hanako’s car is a wreck. Can you give her a hand? Think of

it as one last favor for me.”
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“I thought your one last favor was a week ago, and yet you
keep calling them in…” she smiled. “Alright, bring ’er in and I’ll
see what I can do.”

It took about a second for Sumiko to realize “what she could
do” and “what was necessary” were basically the same thing.
Hanako felt a little shameful when she saw the joy drop from
Sumiko’s face. “Sorry.”

Sumiko just sighed. “Don’t be. I’m surprised you were able
to tear her up this good, but I’m also a little excited to, basically,
rebuild a car. It’ll take me a week, at least, but when I can get
her back to you it’ll be like this never happened to her.” She gave
Hanako a thumbs up.

“So howwill I get back here, then?”
“Netsu can get you a rental car to get you from A to B in

the meantime. That race was probably worth its weight in gold,
energy-wise, so he’s bound to reciprocate in kind.”

Hanako nodded. “I’ll leave her to you, then. If there’s any-
thing I can do to help…”

“No, that’s alright. I work best when I’m onmy own.” True to
herword, she set towork examining the damage to theMaximus
and taking notes in a pocketbook. Hanako wondered privately
why that was necessary given the extent of the damage.

“In that case, we’ll be going to the archives. Hot Streakwants
to see how the Queen ofMean drives.

“Queen ofMean?” asked Teiko and Hanako in unison.
“Ishikawa. You’ll see.”

∗ ∗ ∗

She saw. It drove her up the wall, seeing how Ishikawa raced.
Teikowas surprised, herself, but Hanako’s angerwas on another
level. “That’s just racing dirty!”

“Unfortunately, there’s no rule against that style of driving.
You heard the rules for our own race—other than laps and the
number of racers, they’re usually the same. Like it or not, she’s
free to race that way, and she’s damn good at it.”
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“But it’s…it’s cruel! Look there!” Ishikawa’s white Dazma
TZ-9, decorated with a black stripe on the hood, swerved just-so
into the bumper of the car in front of her. At those speeds, even a
slight impact like that can be devastating to someone’s momen-
tum. In this case, the car in front of her spun out, crashing back-
ward into the rock wall on its right. The camera cut to the inside
of Ishikawa’s car, where she sat grinning.

“If I’d known she raced like this I wouldn’t have let you stop
me from hitting her before. She deserved it!”

“Was that girl okay?” Asked Teiko, timidly.
“She’s fine now, but she was banged up a little at the time.

Mostly it was her psychology that suffered—Netsu’s magic pro-
tects us physically somewhat, but being run off the road like that
can have a serious effect on a Witch’s mind. The girl’s still tal-
ented but the crash took the bite out of her.”

“It’s not right! I can’t believeNetsu and theothers allow this.”
“Why wouldn’t they? That kind of stuff is good for energy

production. No one has suffered any permanent or life-altering
injuries, as far as they’re all concerned, so what sense would
there be in changing the rules now? Itwould justmake Ishikawa
and her cronies quit in protest.”

“Why do those girls follow her around, anyway?”
“They aren’t the only ones. It’s not hard to imagine why. If

someone is the best—or presents herself as the best—and you
want to get better, or want security, or just want to be some-
onewhomingleswith a great talent tomake yourself look better,
you get in with that person. She embraces that because it means
morepower. TherearealsoWitcheswhoareafraidof racingwith
her when they aren’t ‘on the same team.’ I don’t like it, but I also
don’t have a network of girls whowould quit for my sake.”

“There has to be something I can do about this.” Hanako
scratched her head.

“Probably is. I tried just beating her in races, but we’re too
closelymatched for that to do anything but piss her off.”

“Um, Heather-san…why is it you’re quitting if you still have
a score to settle with her?” Teiko spoke up.
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“I’m too old to keep this up. You two still have a good ten
years in you yet, but I’m an old hag at this point. I still love
to drive, but I’ve proven myself well and good, I think.” Teiko
pulled up Heather’s driving record, then showed it to Hanako.
It was astonishing compared to the average. 364 races. 320
wins. Ishikawa’s record was similar—of 291 races, she’d won
256 of them. Accounting for the 73 extra races Heather had over
Ishikawa, the system “tied” them for the top spot. The other girls
in the top5had similarly impressive records, but these twostood
far above them.

“I would say you’ve more than proven yourself. Even if
Ishikawa beats your win percentage, it was with underhanded
tactics,” said Hanako.

“Thanks, Hot Streak.” She checked her watch. “We’d better
head back. It’s almost morning. I’ll take you home.”

It was then that Hanako realized that she had to go to school
that morning.

V
Express Love

:: epigraph “What is the reason why you keepmewaiting?”
—Mega NRGMan, “Express Love” :::
“Are you sure you don’t want to come with us, Teiko-chan?”

Hanako asked.
Teiko nodded. “I’m sure. I have something Iwant to take care

of before I head home. I’ll see you in class, okay?” Hanako nod-
ded and closed Heather’s passenger door. “Wonder what she’s
up to,” she thought aloud.

“That was a pretty crazy race, and she hasn’t raced yet.
Maybe she’s got something to think about.”

“I hope it didn’t scare her off. I want her to get some races
under her belt. She’s here because Netsu saw potential in her,
after all.”
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“Could be she’s like Sumiko—no good behind the wheel but
great under the hood. Or something else.”

“Maybe. Timewill tell.”
Theydrove in silence for awhile. TheTennis rodeprettynice,

but it made her miss her own car even more to be riding along
with someone else. She leaned out the openwindow and felt the
cool wind against her cheeks, eyes closed.

“Thatwas a great race,” said Heather out of the blue.
“Same to you. Wish we could do it again.”
“Maybe, someday. It’s not unheard of for retirees to come

back as a guest and embarrass themselves.” She chuckled.
“Maybe…” Hanako laughed along with Heather. She meant,

though, that she wished she could relive that exact race at least
oncemore. Thewayshe felt fromtheminute thestartingflagwas
waved to the second she crossed thefinish linewas unbelievable.
She didn’t think much about it in the moment because she was
focused onwinning, but that brief periodwas themost complete
she’d felt since she was small—probably themost ever.

“Nah, I don’t think I’ll do that. Probably best forme to end on
such a high note. Might be the best race I’ve ever run.”

“You’re just flatteringme.”
“What use do I have for that?”
“What do youmean?”
“Flattery is only something you do when you want some-

thing, right? What could flattering you get me? I mean what I
say.”

Hanako laughed. “Take it easy, Iwas just joking. I can say that
was the best race I’ve ever run.”

It took a second for it to sink in, then Heather chuckled.
“Smart-ass,” shemuttered in English.

It was just then that they pulled up to Hanako’s house. There
didn’t appear to be any commotion and her phone didn’t have
anymissed calls ormessages, so theyhadn’t noticedher absence.
“Thanks for the ride,” she said.

“My pleasure. Real quick—” She stopped Hanako closing the
passengerdoor. “—Teiko is right that you shouldbe careful about
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making enemies too soon,Hanako. I know Ishikawa is ahardpill
to swallow, but you’ve seen that she’s capable ofputtingpeople in
what she deems to be their place. Be careful, okay?”

“Thanks for the concern. I’m not afraid of her, but I’ll watch
my back.” She waved Heather off and sneaked into her silent
house. It was just about the time of day that Dad usually got
up, but it seemed he hadn’t gotten out of bed yet. She crept into
her room the very second her morning alarmwent off. No sleep
tonight…

∗ ∗ ∗

The week she waited for her car was one of agonizing tedium.
The tension in her fingers had become nothing but a lingering
memory, a yearning for action and speed that was just out of
reach.

She tried to enjoy the time she spentwith Takumi, Teiko, and
her family – it was clear to all of them that she was distracted
by something, but only Teiko really knew why. Her family was
satisfied with the excuse of being busy with school and work.

Takumi, on theotherhand, could tell that somethingelsewas
bothering her. After all, if school was so bad he would be just as
busy. They were out on a date together when he brought it up
with her. She was obviously distracted and it affected her mood
in a bad way. “What’s bothering you, Hanako?”

“Nothing. What do youmean?”
“It’s not nothing, I can tell something is getting at you. You

can tell me. I’d like to help, if I can.”
This back-and-forth went on for a little while. She almost

caved but explaining that her 80’s-era Yotoya was totaled in a
magical girl street race in an

unknown part of the country without looking like an insane
liarwas impossible for her to figure out. Instead, she just copped
out with, “It’s nothing big, Takumi. You don’t need to worry,
okay?” He let it go but he wasn’t happy.
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Not long after that she got amessage fromSumiko. “Hey,Hot
Streak. Your car is ready. I’d send a picture, but I want you to see
it in person first.” She almost called the car to their date spot.

“Hey, I gotta go. Something came up.”
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, I just have to run—I forgot about this thing I had todo.

Besides, it’s getting late.” The sky was faintly orange, but it was
hardly “late”.

He raised an eyebrow but shrugged. “Alright. I’ll see you at
school tomorrow, then.”

“Yep, see you!” she said,without turning around to saygood-
bye. She walked out quickly and headed home. Once there, she
frantically pressed the button on her key to summonher car. In-
stead, Netsu appeared.

“Not so fast—I want you to see something, first.” Impatient,
she headed outside, locking the door behind her.

“What’s so—” she started, before the sound of a revvingmo-
tor caught her off.

To Hanako’s eyes, it was no Maximus, but it was a beautiful
ride. The street lamps shone off the black exterior like the stars
off calm waters. It was impossible to see who sat at the driver’s
seat, but she had a pretty good idea.

The electric window of the passenger seat rolled downwhen
she approached, and sure enough, the driver was none other
than Teiko. “What do you think?”

“She’s a beauty,” remarkedHanako. “Makesme jealous. How
does she ride?”

“Like a dream.” Hanako got in—the leather was cool but not
bone-chilling.

“Whatmade you go with a Rusabu?”
“Just a feeling. The Venture worked forme. You know?”
“I know the exact feeling. I’m impressed you kept it fromme

all this time.”
“It was hard.” Hanako could tell right away that her stylewas

totally different fromTeiko’s, and bothwere pretty far-removed
from Heather’s as well. There was a sense that Teiko thought
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aheadabout everymove,weighingher options—Heather always
seemed to know the best option on instinct, and Hanako only
turned, changed lanes, or stopped begrudgingly. Speed was the
name of her game, but the calculating Teiko seemed more than
happy to take the scenic route.

The first place they stoppedwas Sumiko’s shop. The only car
in the garage was covered in tarp, and the mechanic was there
waiting for them. Her coverallswere practically dousedwith red
paint. “You made it! Glad to see the Venture is holding up well,
Teiko.”

She seemed to know thatHanakowasn’tmuch for ceremony,
so without further ado she pulled the tarp from theMaximus.

“It’s beautiful,” blurted Hanako. Sumiko chuckled.
“Glad you like it. I thought about keeping the basic look, but

I couldn’t resist.”
From bumper to bumper, over the driver’s side of the Max-

imus, ran a pair of white racing stripes—one twice as thick as
the other—with the words Hot Streak in English between them,
also white.

“I want to drive.” Sumiko tossed her the keys, which she
caughtmid-step. “She is fit to drive, right?”

“It is. Just…be careful with her, okay? Wouldn’t want every-
one to have to wait another week.”

“What do youmean, everyone?”
Teiko spoke up. “I guess you haven’t been checking the chal-

lenge queue, Hanako.” She didn’t even knowwhat thatwas. “You
must have 20 challenges lined up after last week. You made a
great impression on everyone.”

She wasn’t horribly shocked—she knew that it was a great
race. The number of challenges took her aback somewhat, but
compared to the number of races Heather or Ishikawa had run it
was a drop in the bucket.

“Time to get started, then,” she said. “How do I accept?”

∗ ∗ ∗
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The rest of that night was a blur. Hanako ran several races and
regardless of the track, ruleset, or opponents, won them hand-
ily. Her Maximus rode like it just rolled out of the factory. By
the end of that night she’d won all four races. Each was a race of
at least threeWitches—at first there was some skepticism about
Hanako’s ability to handle multiple opponents, but by the mid-
point of the second race it was clear that Hanako was the real
deal; that her race with Heather wasn’t a fluke.

Midnight came just as she finished a fourth race. The other
Witches clamored for more, but she insisted that she would be
back tomorrow—and every day, if she could help it.

Teiko, still yet to manage the courage to challenge someone
to a race herself, left at the same time Hanako did. She mar-
veled ather friend’s skill, and several times throughout thenight
she thought hard about issuing a challenge to another rookie
driver…but something held her back. She wasn’t sure what it
was, but it ate at her that she didn’t have whatever Hanako did
that was rocketing her to such heights.

∗ ∗ ∗

School was a blur for a long time after that. Hanako found her-
self sleeping in classmore andmore, and she’d even fallen asleep
at her part-time job a couple of times. Once she fell asleep in
the bathroom while on a date with Takumi—she felt pretty bad
about that one.

She did her best to keep her mind off racing when she was
with him, but her desire to drive kept poking and prodding her
and,without realizing it, shewas endingher dateswith himear-
lier and earlier so she could get behind the wheel. Racing was
becoming the only time that Hanako really felt alive.

Naturally, the disinterest at school had caused her grades to
start falling, which prompted Takumi to offer to help her study
if she was having trouble. “No, I understand the material, it’s
just…”

“That thing you have yourmind on, right?”
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“What?”
“You seem really removed from reality lately. It’s like you

want to be anywhere but here, Hanako.”
“That’s not…I do want to be here, with you,” she started.
He cut her off. “Thenwhy,when I’mwith you, are you always

on another planet lately? If there’s something causing you trou-
ble, I can help.”

She felt terrible. “You don’t need to worry about me…” she
said.

“That’s not what your friend toldme.” Huh?
Teiko? “Whywould she—”
“She said you’ve been really busy lately and asked me if I

could bring it up with you.”
That didn’t seem like something Teiko would do—she knew

exactly why Hanako was busy. So who? “She was blowing it out
of proportion. I’m fine, really.”

“It just seems like you don’t have much time for me, or your
other friends, or anything at all anymore. I don’t want to lose
you. Anyway,” he changed the subject, “I have to get to work. If
you need anything…”

She nodded. “Thank you, Takumi-kun. It means a lot to me.”
He leaned down, took gentle hold of her shoulders and looked
deep in her eyes for what felt like a very long time. Hanako just
kept blushing, and eventually Takumi released his hold.

“I’ll see you tonight, then.” With that, he turned and walked
away. Hanako heaved a sigh, partly of relief and partly of frus-
tration.

VI
The Top

“Do you think you can survive the top?”
—Ken Blast, “The Top”
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It didn’t take long for Hanako’s racing record to become the talk
of the streets. Over the course of a few weeks she racked up
win after win after win, with only a couple of close races against
Ishikawa’s entourage (never the Queen herself) to show that she
was still human. Challenges kept pouring in; everyone wanted
to be the one to break theHot Streak. It was unquestionable that
Sugiyama Hanako was a genius at the wheel, andmany said she
mayhavebeen thebest of all time—thather loss againstHeather
was purely due to inexperience and nerves. She didn’t correct
them.

Almost everyone, anyway—Teiko still hadn’t managed to hit
a trackwith any otherWitch, though she’d gotten quite comfort-
able with her Venture in the meantime. Hanako had tried to get
to the bottom of whatever was holding Teiko back, but the timid
brunette wasn’t budging. “I just don’t feel ready,” she lied, and
Hanako knew it. Still, you can’t get blood out of a stone, and rac-
ing wasmore fun than bothering her friend.

Just when she’d won her seventy-fifth race (a remarkable
amount of races for such a new Witch, nevermind that they
were all victories saveherboutwithHeather—a testament to the
number of challenges she’d been issued), shewas approached by
a familiar, hateful figure.

“Sugiyama Hanako-san,” began Ishikawa. Hanako glared. “I
have to say, Imisjudgedyou. It’s clear tome thatyour racingabil-
ities are second to one.” Hanako stifled a retort and let her con-
tinue. “With that said, I’ve come to offer you a proposition—”

“Not interested,” spat the redhead. “I don’t need you.”
Ishikawa frowned. The curl of her lipswas almost alien in its

disgust. “Don’t interrupt Ishikawa-san,” said one of the trio that
stuck closest to her.

“I’ll do what I like. Unlike you, I don’t need any help win-
ning.” She’d raced that girl—a somewhat familiar-looking girl
with short black hair—andwon in spite of pressure on her from
Ishikawa. Hanako tried to think of her name, but hadn’t both-
ered to remember.
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“You’ve made a mistake,” growled Ishikawa. “This world
could have been ours.”

“I want it for myself. There’s no room at the top for you.”
Sparks flew between the two Witches, the intensity of their

stares onlymatched by the heaviness of the air.
“Hmph. We’ll see about that.” She put her fist on her hip.

“Fine then. If youwon’t see reason, I’ll have to teachyouhumility
the hard way. Race me, Sugiyama Hanako. I’ll give you a week
to prepare. You’ll need it.”

“I accept. We’ll race onAce of Spades. Two laps. One-on-one.
No tricks.”

Ishikawa jeered. “I won’t need any.” She leaned very close—
uncomfortably so—toHanako’s face. “Rememberwhat I saidbe-
fore: thatMaximuswon’t be the only wreckwhen I’m donewith
you.”

Before Hanako had the chance to reply she turned and
walked away, saying something to her underlings. Teiko came
over to her.

“She’s bluffing,” said Hanako. “I can see it in her face. She’s
scared stiff to race me. She knows she’ll lose.” With that, she
went to her car.

“Where are you going?”
“The Ace of Spades. Where else?” She grinned.
Normally, reserving a racing track for solo practice drew a

lot of negative attention from the otherWitches. On top of that,
it was an unwise move strategically—one’s opponent could see
just how a driver handled a track and use that to her advantage.
Hanako’s clout took care of the crowd’s disdain – her confidence
took care of the rest. The look on Ishikawa’s face after she fin-
ished her practice lap was delectable.

Shewas interviewed about the coming race just as she got off
the track. “What are your thoughts on the race? What do you
think of your chances of winning?”

“I won’t put it to numbers—I’ll just say that Chizuru-chan
needs to practice.” She smiled for the cameras.

254



∗ ∗ ∗

The days leading up to the race were fraught with distractions.
Hanako wanted nothingmore than to get in her car and drive—
she would have really liked to race Ishikawa right away, in fact.
Alas, real life was still something she had to deal with (all pre-
tense of “balance” had fallen away by this point).

Hanako wouldn’t admit it to herself, but Teiko could see that
there were some nerves hiding there under her outward confi-
dence. She tried to approach Hanako about it but the latter sim-
ply denied the jitters and said, “I’m just excited to finally race
her!” Teiko knew better than to thinkHanako could be reasoned
with at times like this. Besides, Hanako knew best, right?

Four days before the race, Hanako was approached by her
boyfriend, Takumi. “Hanako, I want to talk to you about some-
thing.”

“Okay,” started Hanako, but Takumi cut her off.
“Let’s go behind the school.”
Hanako was a little nervous about this—Takumi wasn’t one

to hide things about their relationship, so this must have been
serious. She almost deliberately slowed her pace. Her heartbeat
grewmore andmore intense as she followed him. Something in
her gut told her this was not going to be a friendly chat.

“What’s going on, Takumi?”
“You never showed up the other day.”
“What?”
“A few days ago. We were supposed to meet at the mall that

night. Did you forget?”
“I…” she started.
“I don’t get it, Hanako. If you don’t want to spend time with

me, you can say so.”
“That’s not—”
“Then what is it? Your friend Junko knew where you were,

but she wouldn’t tell me.”
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Junko? thought Hanako, wracking her brain for any mem-
ory of an acquaintancewith that name. With Takumi staring her
down itwas hard to think. A lumphad formed in her throat. Her
vision was getting blurry—she knewwhere this was going to go
if she didn’t turn it around.

“Takumi, wait…I’m sorry.” She couldn’t look up. “I want to
tell you what’s going on. I just don’t know if you’ll believeme.”

He clicked his tongue. “So you won’t tell me, then?”
“Wait, Takumi—”
“I’m through waiting. I don’t want to keep tabs on you,

Hanako, but I don’t want you to disappear on me either. I can’t
afford to worry about you off doing who knows what with who
knows—”

“It’s not that kind of thing!” She shouted, her voice unchar-
acteristically raspy. She’d started to sweat.

“Whatever kind of thing it is, it seems like it’s all you care
about anymore. If you don’t want me involved in what’s impor-
tant to you—”

She rememberedwho Junkowas and cut him offwith a gasp.
“Wait! You can’t listen to her,” started Hanako. “She’s not my
friend! She’s trying to—”

“Don’t start making excuses now to get out of this, Hanako.”
“I’mnot! I swear, she’snotmyfriend. She’s just trying tohurt

me through you!”
“Hanako, I can’t believe that. Even if it was true, I wouldn’t

want to be involved anymore.” There it was. Her heart sank. She
almost felt it hit her stomach.

“Please, don’t, Takumi.”
“When you think you can talk to me about whatever this is

about, I’ll listen. But if youwant tokeepsecrets fromme,wecan’t
be together.”

He didn’t let her respond before turning his back to her, eyes
downcast. She wiped her cheeks with her uniform’s sweater
sleeves, silently weeping.

When shemoved her arm away, her eyes were narrowed, fu-
rious.

256



VII
Crazy On Emotion

“You got me really crazy—gone crazy for you!”
—Ace, “Crazy On Emotion”

“Where’s Ishikawa?!” She shouted, nearly stomping out of her
car toward the areaWitches tended to congregate.

“Hanako, wait,” called Teiko, who’d followed her here after
she’d told her what happened with Takumi.

“I just want to talk to them,” lied Hanako. Her countenance
hadn’t changed since she left school earlier. Her red eyes were
narrow and vicious looking, like a tiger’s.

“Are you looking for us?” Ishikawa called, two of her dogs at
herheels. Herusual smugexpressionhad returned. “What could
be thematter? Are you dropping out of our race?”

“Where’s Junko?” She remembered too late that Junko was
one of the girls she’d raced and beaten on her winning streak.
One of Ishikawa’s pets – the one who always spoke up to defend
theQueen. When she realized that she realized exactlywhatwas
happening with Takumi.

Ishikawa smirked. “Junko-chan wasn’t able to make it
tonight. She has a date.”

For a split-second, Hanako was stunned. She quickly recov-
ered with a lunge at Ishikawa. “I’ll kill you!”

Lucky for Ishikawa, Teiko held her friend back. “Stop it,
Hanako! That won’t do any good!”

“Lemme go!” She fought bitterly to get free, but Teiko was
stronger than she appeared.

Ishikawa didn’t flinch. “This is pathetic, Sugiyama. Just be-
cause dear Takumi didn’t want you anymore, you’re acting like
this? It’s not like Junko seduced him to get him to leave you. Not
yet, anyway…” Hanako was fuming. “You should have paid him
more attention if you cared somuch.”

“You bitch! You’ll regret this!”
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“We’ll see.” She and the two walked away without another
word.

Once Ishikawa was out of sight, Teiko released her sur-
prisingly firm hold on Hanako, panting. “Save it for the race,
Hanako…” she suggested.

“Feh. She’s lucky you were there, or she wouldn’t be able to
race.” Her fists were still clenched tight. “I’m going to drive.”

“Don’t do that now, Hanako! You aren’t thinking straight!”
Hanako stopped walking, but didn’t turn around. “Teiko.” It

was eerily calm.
“…yeah?”
“I want you to leave me alone right now. I can’t be like you,

always thinking about what will come next. All that will do is
confuseme.” She lookedoverher shoulder. “I’mgoing to godrive
for a while.”

Teiko didn’t knowwhat to say, so she didn’t say anything.

∗ ∗ ∗

Takumi releaseda frustrated sigh throughpursed lips. He leaned
back in the cafe’s booth sohe could rest his head on the back of it,
lookingupat the spinning ceiling fan and thinking about that af-
ternoon. What could it have been that held somuch of Hanako’s
time and attention these days? He thought about when it first
started, but the only thing he knew of around that timewas that
shemade friends with Teiko—he doubted it was her.

“Takumi-kun?” called a somewhat familiar voice. He looked
up and saw the girl he’d been talking with for the past few days,
Fujiwara Junko. She was a second-year who said she’d been
friends with Hanako since they were kids.

“I’m glad you showed up. I wanted to talk to you about some-
thing.”

Junko smiled, oddly happy to be there. “What is it, Takumi-
kun?”

“Iwanted toaskwhatexactlyHanakohasbeenup to. It’s bug-
gingme that no one will tell me what’s going on.”
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Junko’s smile faltered, then she made a rehearsed-looking
surprised expression. “She didn’t say anything?”

“I tried to ask her about it today, but she wouldn’t budge. I
couldn’t accept that she was keeping secrets, so I broke up with
her. She said I wouldn’t believe her, but I amwilling to believe a
lot of things at this point. So, tell me. What is Hanako doing?”

“Takumi-kun, I don’t knowwhat to say…why are you so con-
cerned about it, if you two aren’t together anymore?”

“What? It’s not like I can just stop caring about her because
I’m not dating her. She’s still my friend.” He made a skeptical
face. “And yours, right? What exactly is your relationship with
her?”

“Takumi-kun, why do you keep askingweird questions? I al-
ready told you,Hanako and I have been friends since elementary
school.”

“She said you were out to get her. So what’s really going on,
Fujiwara? Why did you contact me in the first place?”

Junko sat silent for amoment. “Takumi-kun, I just wanted to
get closer to you.”

“So, what, you gotme to break upwithHanako? Because you
likeme?”

“It’s not that simple. I do like you,which iswhy I agreed to do
it, but—”

“ ‘Agreed?’ What do youmean you agreed to do it?”
She went silent again, this time for much longer. He didn’t

breakher trainof thought. If shewanted to lie, shewouldn’thave
admitted to asmuch as she had already.

“I was put up to breaking you and Hanako up.”
“Why? Bywho?”
“You want to know? Sugiyama was right—you’ll never be-

lieve it.”
“I’m tired of hearing that! What is with this secrecy!?”
“Fine, fine. I’ll tell you. The damage is done, anyway. Even if

you do believe it, you won’t want to get back together with her.
And even if you do, she’s too proud to accept your apology.” She
pulled her phone from her purse. “Watch this.”
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It was a video of one car, a red Yotoya Maximus with white
stripes, racing past a pack of three others. The camera cut into
the driver’s seat, and there sat Hanako. “What is this?”

“Your ex’s hobby. She’s a street racer. A good one, too. Don’t
tell anyone I said this, but she’s probably the best on the asphalt
right now. She has a big race coming up against a woman who
has a lot of influence. Thatwoman askedme to sabotage your re-
lationship sincewego to the sameschool. Headgames. IfHanako
thinks about you for even a half-secondwhile she’s on the track,
she’ll lose—or worse. At those speeds, the slightest distraction
can be deadly.”

He couldn’t believe what he was watching, but clip after clip
played of Hanako and her car speeding past other racers. One
race, it cut to a defeated Junko. “How long has she been at this?”

“Just a fewweeks. Pretty amazing, huh?”
“It’s…” he set the phone down. “Not nearly as bad as you

made it sound.” He stood up.
“Takumi-kun, where are you going?”
“To find Hanako.”
“She’s racing now. You won’t find her. Just stay with me. I

was honest with you, right? I told you everything.” She grabbed
at his hand.

Takumi flicked his wrist to get her off him. He glared at
her with the kind of contempt reserved for one’s worst enemy.
“Never contact me again.”

She protested, pleading for him to stay, but he ignored her.
The other patrons looked at the defeated girl on her kneeswith a
mixture of pity and confusion as he ran out the door.

∗ ∗ ∗

Hanako sat silent in her car. Her fingers traced the outline of the
key while her mind raced. She went over the afternoon’s events
over and over again in her head, replaying the exact second that
itwentwrong. It hurt to think about it. “So Iwon’t anymore,” she
said to herself.
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With a roar the Maximus came to life. The sensation of the
rumbling racer in her handsmade her feel good, like usual…but
what happened with Takumi still stung. Just sitting wasn’t
enough of a distraction.

She was very deliberate and gentle when she drove through
the parking lot. It wasn’t normal for her to drive so carefully,
but she was still elsewhere mentally. It was the first time she’d
ever felt like something else mattered when she was behind the
wheel. If she had sat down to ponder it, she would have known
what happened with Takumi earlier for the reality check that it
was, but right now all she wanted to do was feel the wind fight
hermomentum like usual. So why couldn’t she focus?

In the blink of an eye she was at the starting line of Big Zero,
the simple test track. Such a feeling—surprise that she’d gotten
somewhere so quickly in her car—should have set alarm bells
ringing in her head. She was so eager to get driving and leave
thatmemory behind her that she didn’t pay the nagging voice at
the back of her head any heed.

The engine roared when she hit the gas. The practice track
was a straight-away for while until it suddenly turned. That
wasn’t good enough—a straight-away meant she didn’t have
anything to think about on the road. So she floored it until she
reached the curve, when she braked.

She swung around the curve a little faster than one might
consider “safe,” but no one was in the car to warn her about that
and shewas just concerned about getting around the curve at all.
Just concerned about thinking of anything but the sad look on
Takumi’s face, really.

Another straightaway. The track—a test track to ensure ev-
erything about your car was operating smoothly—was a fairly
simple loopwhereWitches tested top speeds and similar bench-
marks. Hanako thought it would be a good distraction to go for
that top score, and she knew herMaximus could handle it.

She waited until she rounded the second curve to go for it.
Once she was out of the curve she shifted up and hit the gas. By
now, the rhythmofgear-shifting inherMaximuswas secondna-
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ture to her. She didn’t even need to watch the odometer—she
did, this time, to see if she could hit the speed record before she
needed to slow herself down for the turn. She could tell from
the curve’s approach that she wouldn’t hit it this time. Begrudg-
ingly, she politely slowed for the turn.

“This time.” She said to herself. Some of the fire had come
back to her eyes where it had been extinguished before. The en-
gine roared, sending subtle vibrations into her steering wheel.
“Come on…” she commanded, shifting up and up again. It was a
goodpace. Her engine cried out formore—at least, thatwas how
she always interpreted the sound of building speed.

“More, then,” she said, grinning. The car sped up further, and
she watched the odometer closely. It was right on the cusp of a
new record. She pressed into the gas a little more…

“Yes!” she cried, triumphant. The anxiety had all been
washed away with that familiar antidote of victory. With a con-
tent smile, she went to the clutch to slow down for the coming
curve, ignoring the fanfare from her record-breaking lap.

Therewas a screech. The sound of a pop, thenmetal grinding
onmetal.

In thatmoment, Hanako’s Hot Streak came to an abrupt end.

VIII
Adrenaline

“Fear thunders in my heart and I…and I…”
—Ace, “Adrenaline”

To call Hanako’s crash scene a gruesome spectacle would be to
undersell the scale of it. The Maximus was practically embed-
ded into the mountainside. Hanako was another story entirely.
In that state it would be a miracle if she walked again, let alone
drove. It was amiracle she was alive.
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Teiko was so thunderstruck that she couldn’t even cry. She
could barely think, her heartbeat was so loud in her ears.

The grind of the Maximus’s faulty brakes sent a grotesque
chill up her spine. Shewas happy thatHanako earned the record
and was even feeling a little better about her being on the road,
but thatmetallic scrapingsound…itwashorrible. Oneshehoped
to never hear again.

She sprinteddown to the trackas fast as she could. The emer-
gency response ambulance sped past her, nearly knocking her
down. From her angle, she could see everything. They tore the
door off Hanako’s treasured car and pulled her from the wreck-
age. Shewas limp, eyes closed, covered in broken glass. Most ex-
posed skinwas bloody. Her legs…Maybe theyweremagical girls
of a type, but they were still human. Teiko nearly got sick on the
road, but kept running.

Finally she caught up. “Hanako!” she called. The redhead
didn’t respond – she wasn’t conscious. Probably for the best.
“Hanako, hold on!”

Netsu and the others came up with a fine enough cover
story—shewashit bya swervingmotorist on thewayhome from
school and someone took her to the hospital right away. Itmight
not explain all her injuries but her familywas toohappy she sur-
vived to care about the details.

The first person to come to the hospital after her family was
Takumi. The sight of Hanako in such a state struck him pro-
foundly. He sat at her side and slept there, but the hospital staff
insisted that he didn’t stay through the school day. He hated to
leave her side. What if themonitor stopped beeping?

Her father never lefther side. Hermother only left to care for
her brothers – it was questionable whether either ate for days.
Several Witches visited her, most out of worry but a few to get a
sense of satisfaction from it, Teiko was sure.

The day of the race she paid her first visit. On theway in, she
passed a silent Ishikawa. The satisfied look on her face nearly
threw Teiko into a rage, but she held back. Once she was in
Hanako’s room she greeted her parents and brought up their
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friendship. Hanako’s mother cried into Teiko’s shoulder when
they hugged. Her father patted his wife’s back. “We never knew
our Hanako had so many close friends. It’s all been very touch-
ing to see so many people who care.” It was a bittersweet feel-
ing. Teiko looked sadly at Hanako. It had been two days…she
still didn’t knowwhat to do. She hated to think of herself in this
situation.

On thewayout, shepassedHeather. They talkeda little about
the situation.

“I see. That’s rough. The smallest distraction can be deadly at
those speeds, and with amechanical problem to boot…”

“I wish I could have donemore for her…”
Finally, Teiko let it out. Her sobbing shook her whole body.

Heather held her close. “It’s not your fault, kid. What happened
out there…that wasn’t your doing. There, there.”

She caught her breath andwiped her eyes dry. “What should
I do?”

“What do you think you should do?”
“I still don’t know. I feel paralyzed.”
“What would Hanako do, if it were you in that bed?”
She sat and thought about that for a while. Heather stood

and went into Hanako’s room—when she left, Teiko was gone.
“I guess she decided.” The blonde smiled a little.”

∗ ∗ ∗

A few hours before the race was scheduled to start, Sumiko had
called Teiko to her garage. The Maximus in all its broken glory
had been towed there. It was a grim sight; visions of Hanako’s
bloody near-corpse came back to her. She shook herself out of
the haunting memory. “What is it?” “I wanted to talk to you
about this.” She held up a small, twisted, metal object and let
Teiko take a look. “What is it?”

“It was one of the Maximus’s calipers. Found on the side of
the road near the wreck.”

“It fell off?”
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“Seems that way.”
“So, what does this mean?”
“This is justmyopinion, now—Hanako tookgreat careof that

car. On top of that, she brought it to me for full-inspection reg-
ularly. This isn’t something I would miss on the first pass, let
alone taking a deep look like shemademe.”

“Are you suggesting that it was tampered with?”
“It’s just my opinion. I don’t have any evidence besides this

andmy gut.”
Teiko was irate. “Fine, then. And what’s the news about

tonight’s race?”
“It’s still on. It won’t be officially canceled unless both racers

withdraw. If Hanako doesn’t show, it’s Ishikawa’s victory.”
“That’s not—”
“No, it’s not fair, but this kind of injury is unprecedented.

Normally you all are shielded from the worst harm…Hanako
was just going too fast. It’s only thanks to themagic in these cars
that she’s alive at all.”

Teiko clenched her fist.

∗ ∗ ∗

The night of the race came. Ishikawa stood by her Dazma at the
starting line, that smug grin of hers plastered on her face. She
glowed in the floodlights and her white paint job reflected her
like a mirror. Her expectation was a race against a distracted,
lonelyHanako—a totally absent onewas evenbetter as far as she
was concerned. Many thought it poor sport that she didn’t with-
draw, but no one spoke up. At least, not to her face.

Teiko watched with mixed emotions, mainly disgust, as
Ishikawa got set to “win.”

The time until the start of the race grew shorter and shorter.
Ishikawawas asked if she had anywords. She said, “It’s a shame
my opponent couldn’t be here. I was looking forward to racing
her.”

Is she serious? Thought Teiko.
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“Of course, this is how it would have turned out anyway.”
Teiko could feel herheartbeat accelerate. Ishikawawas really

doing this.
“Still, it would have been good to race her before this hap-

pened. A little humility would have done her a lot of good and
may have prevented the whole accident.”

Everything that Teiko stood for up to that point went out the
window. This wasn’t a time for patient analysis of the situation.

She vaulted the barrier, eliciting a gasp from nearby spec-
tators. That caught the camera’s attention, which perturbed
Ishikawa.

“What is it?” asked the raven-haired Queen as the shorter,
younger brunette approached.

Teiko shot daggers at Ishikawa. “I’ll race you in Hanako’s
place.”

Everyone went silent for a moment. Ishikawa’s face showed
surprise for a second before her usual pomposity returned.

“I reject your challenge,”she said with a haughty laugh.
“Scared?”
“What? Of you?”
“Of anyone,when you can’t sabotage their car ahead of time.”
“Oh, this again? You have no—”
“You’re a coward. If youwere half the driver your record sug-

gests, you’d have accepted my challenge straight away and ‘put
me in my place.’ I’m just a nobody without a single race under
her belt. It should be trivial for you to humiliate me and claim
your victory tonight. But you’re scared.”

Ishikawa glared at Teiko. “Youwon’t bait me into racing you,
Nakamura.”

“Everyone is watching, Ishikawa. They’ll know you’re a cow-
ard if you reject my challenge.”

The crowd stared intently. Thanks to the interviewer, they
could hear the pair’s every word. Ishikawa frowned.

“Fine. You andme. Tonight. Here. Now.”
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Teiko swallowed, trying tohide it. Honestly, shedidn’t expect
Ishikawa to call her bluff…but it would be spitting on Hanako to
withdraw now. “Fine.”

She turned away and did her best to hide the panic on her
face from the audience. Her hand shook so violently when she
got to her car that she could hardly open the door. As soon as it
was closed, she exhaled a heavy sigh. “What have I gottenmyself
into?”

Shesat in the seat fora long time, silent, thinkingaboutnoth-
ing in particular. Her fingers clutched the key, still trembling
thoughshe foundsomecomfort sitting in theVenture. A fewmo-
ments passed.

Finally, she slid the key into the ignition. With a flick of her
wrist, the car would come to life…she hesitated. The keychain
jingled in her tremulous hand. She looked over to her passenger
seat, and rememberedHanako. A second later, the engine roared
to life.

She pulled up to the starting line next to Ishikawa’s TZ-9. Al-
ready, the “promoters”—Netsu and his kind, that is—had begun
to take advantage of the juxtaposition between the two racers.
The most talented Witch around (now that Heather was retired
and Hanako was out of commission, Teiko remarked) was stak-
ing her pride against an untested newbiewith no record to speak
of. Ishikawa was known for her aggressive tactics, and Teiko’s
inexperience allowed them to frame her as timid. To really drive
home how different the two were, Ishikawa’s car was white—
Teiko’s was black.

Netsu hovered at the starting line. “Alright, Witches and
spectators. Get ready for tonight’s new headline race. Witches,
start your engines!” A bead of sweat ran down Teiko’s forehead.
Am I going to do this?

“On yourmarks!” The two pulled up to the starting line. I can
always quit here. None of them knowme anyway.

“Get set!” Ishikawa revved her engine and looked over to
Teikowith a smirk. Teiko avertedher gaze, but out of her periph-
eral she could see Ishikawa laughing at her.
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“Go!” Teiko shot forward without another thought.

IX
Grand Prix

“Grippin’ my steering wheel so tight!”
—Mega NRGMan, “Grand Prix”

The difference between driving to-and-from the tracks and rac-
ing was palpable. There was a direct current from the gas pedal
to the steering wheel, and she was the circuit. The gravity of
the situation—especially givenheropponent’s penchant forvio-
lent tactics—sobered her a bit, but the adrenaline rush of finally
surging forward in her Venture never quite wore off. She tried
to think about the course ahead but couldn’t remember which
turns came up when. Unlike most tracks, whose names had
something to do with their shape, “Ace of Spades” was useless—
Heather had earned her first victory there and called it that, and
it stuck.

Ishikawawas right onher tail and catchingup fast. Teikohad
a solid start on thefirst straightaway, but the tempoof a racewas
totally alien to her. When driving casually it’s not common to
reach the higher gears at all, let alone in a couple of seconds. She
managed to keep from stalling, but only barely.

The white TZ-9 edged closer and closer to her front bumper
in spite of going around the outside, to the left. She looked in her
sidemirror and saw Ishikawawith a serious look on her face for
maybe the first time. Normally she carried herself with such a
pompous demeanor that Teiko was wondering if she ever took
anything seriously.

She looked back at the road in front of her. The first turn, a
long curve to the right, approached fast. Teiko attempted to drift
in such away that she blocked part of the road, forcing Ishikawa
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to slow down, but botched the execution and just pulled an ex-
ceptionally wide, slow turn.

Ishikawa wasn’t one to let such an opportunity go to waste.
She let Teiko pass her while she made a much tighter turn,
then punched the gas to rocket ahead. Once Teiko saw her
rear bumper she realized why Hanako never gave up first place,
even early on when there might be a tactical advantage to it (“I
just won’t screw up like that,” was Hanako’s reply when Teiko
brought a situation not unlike the one shewas nowup as a hypo-
thetical). The sight of someone’s car passing yours, the humil-
iation of staring at her license plate…it was like she was being
taunted. Mocked, even.

She swerved to the inside, Ishikawa’s left, and built her way
up to sixth gear. The track didn’t have too many hard turns so it
was easy to stay fast thewhole time. Of course, thismeant it was
difficult to pass someone who was in front of you—anyone, let
alone someone as skilled and experienced as theQueen ofMean.

The main thing keeping her out of first wasn’t Ishikawa’s
speed, in fact – she was subtly shifting position to prevent Teiko
from even having the chance to pass. It was so seamless Teiko
felt like she wasn’t even moving, which made her swerve more
aggressively, which slowed her down…it was an effective tactic,
but she sensed that it was supposed to be something an experi-
enced racer could get around. After all, if the name of the game
was just to get ahead once, the tracks wouldn’t be so complex.

They rounded the second turn, another right, uneventfully.
The next straight was quite long, then there was a curve left into
and through a tunnel. So, she had some time to think about how
to get past Ishikawa, and if she timed it right she could poten-
tially leave a lot of pavement between herself and her opponent.

Sowhatwas the secret? Therewasnopassing Ishikawawhen
she was paying attention to what was happening behind her—
easy to do when there aren’t any turns approaching or obstacles
in the road. What can I do here? she thought as she clenched her
teeth. As she approacheddirectly behind Ishikawaandprepared
to try another swerve, realization struck her.
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She saw Hanako do it once, but was so impressed she didn’t
think about how, exactly, it happened the way it did. But she
knew what happened back then, and that was good enough.
She stopped herself from swerving, instead getting as close to
Ishikawa’s bumper as possible. If Ishikawa brake-checked her
she could swerveoutof thewayandmakeamove, but thatwasn’t
her plan.

Ishikawa looked back at her in the rearview mirror. There
was a glint in her eye—the cold, ruthless gaze of the snake con-
stricting her prey. Teiko locked eyes with that reflection as the
two cars wore their tires against the asphalt. That was when she
noticed her car settling into the slipstream of Ishikawa’s slightly
larger ride. She backed off a pace, keeping a note of the sweet
spot she’d found.

Theentrance to the tunnel approached. Teikoheldherbreath
and tracked the tunnel’s entrance, timing it in her head. Then,
she nudged her car up the extra few feet she needed to catch the
draft. Perfect, she thought as she settled in. With a flick of her
wrists she shifted around Ishikawa before the latter could react,
using the momentum boost to fly past her and settling in front
just as the two cars passed into the darkness of the tunnel.

There was no way around Teiko while in the relatively nar-
row tunnel, which gave her a little time to “relax,” as much as
she could while driving at 100+ miles per hour. The walls of the
tunnel seemed to close in on her as she raced past them, forcing
her to pay close attention to her trajectory. She tried not to think
about anything but moving forward, but Ishikawa’s high beams
in hermirror weren’t helpingmatters.

Other than that minor disruption, though, the time in the
tunnel was the most “quiet” part of the race. She breathed
deeply, watching for the starlight to appear, shining through the
tunnel’s exit. She noticed her hands had stopped shaking. Fi-
nally, she’d gotten somewhat used to the speeds…

∗ ∗ ∗
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“What’s happening? Where are we?!”
“You’d better grab the steering wheel or this will be a short

ride, kid!” She had reflexively covered her head after the little
red monster that called itself “Netsu” blinded her with a flash
of light. The setting sun bathed the area in a deep orange glow,
helpingher eyes adjust. Shewished it hadn’t. When she came to,
she was behind the wheel of a rapidly accelerating car. She was
rocketing forward at untold speeds and the noise of the engine
overwhelmed her senses.

“O-okay!” she replied, gripping it like a vise and trying to
gain control over the speeding vehicle. “Like this?”

“Loosen up a little! You’ve gotta become one with the car,
don’t just drive it.”

“What does that mean?!”
He started going on about things she didn’t understand like

Street Witches and races and hot blood. She was too fright-
ened to make a reasoned response, and by the time she realized
what he meant by “crossing the finish line” she was too close to
stop. Thus,with anotherflashof light, TeikohadbecomeaStreet
Witch.

“So, what do you think?”
She was hyperventilating. “What do I think? I think you al-

most killedme!”
“Noway, noway. I knewyouhad it inyou fromthebeginning.

I wouldn’t have come if you didn’t.”
“No, this is wrong. You must have been meant for someone

else.”
“Nuh-uh. I can see it in you. Maybe you don’t know it’s there,

but the fire is absolutely dormant in you.”
“But—”
“No buts. You sealed the deal. If you want to see what it’s all

about, call for me and I’ll take you there.”

∗ ∗ ∗
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A bump in the road brought her back to the present. That mem-
ory was from over a month before Hanako had first arrived.
In that month Teiko did just about everything but pick a car
and race—to Netsu’s chagrin. She learned which Witches were
the strongest racers, who was friendly with whom, who hated
whom, and so on. She’d learned who drove what car and why,
which tracks were whose favorites, and just about everything
there was to know – mostly, anyway, since she couldn’t get into
the archives—about theworld ofMagicalGirl Street Racing. Ex-
cept how it felt to win or lose.

That was going to change tonight, one way or the other. The
exit of the tunnel approached. After, there were two right turns
in fairly quick succession, then a lazy left-hand curve,whichwas
what worried her themost. She was sure that if a moment came
for her to lose the lead, it was that one.

The two rights came andwent. She didn’t try anything fancy
to slow Ishikawadown, preferring to simply stay on the inside of
the track, forcingher rival to take “the longway” to keepher own
lead intact.

Then it hit her. Literally. Just after the second of the two
right turns Ishikawa nicked her bumper. Teiko began to fishtail,
slowing as a reflex to regain control. Ishikawa took her opportu-
nity, sailing past the flailing Venture as the left-hand curve ap-
proached.

“Fine, then,” growled Teiko, all the trepidation in her voice
gone. She quickly caught up to Ishikawa’s rear bumper, but the
latter knew better than to let her have the draft this time.

Teiko, of course, knew that was coming. As Ishikawa slightly
veered right to keep Teiko out of her slipstream, the latter darted
to the left to get on the slightly shorter side of the track. Her
bumper caught up to Ishikawa’s driver side door. She kept her
distance from the side to keep from getting run off the road (and
into themountainwall). Ishikawa’s longer path caught up to her
and soon the cars were at parity.

“Just a bit more…”muttered Teiko under her breath. All that
stood between her and the end of the race was three turns, and
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she was neck-and-neck with her opponent. Of course, the next
two turnswere right-handed,meaning Ishikawawould have the
slight advantage of being on the inside, but there was no way
Teiko was going to willingly get behind her opponent now. She
floored it out of the curve, rapidly pumping the clutch and shift-
ing gears.

Right turn number one came andwent, and Teiko foundher-
self just a quarter car length behind Ishikawa. The straight be-
tween here and the next turn was short—not a lot of time for ei-
ther to speed up again. She bit her lip. If she went for an outside
drift she could more easily pick up her pace. Ishikawa probably
wouldn’t expect another attempt after she’d failed her last one,
but…she’d failed her last one. Can I do it?

There wasn’t time to weigh her options. She felt her back
tires begin to skid, heard the unmistakable screech of the rubber,
and short forwardout of thedrift and toward thefinish line. One
more left turn, and victory would have been hers…but Ishikawa
wasno slouch. She pulled a tight drift inside the turnherself and
the twowere bumper-and-bumper, neck-and-neck.

She looked through her passenger side window. Ishikawa’s
eyes were angry, brow furrowed, and locked on the road ahead.
Even if she lost, Teikowas proud tomake Ishikawa take her seri-
ously.

She grit her teeth andwent for another drift. Shemight have
knocked a filling loose, but she’d done it again and not losing
her momentum was just enough for her to keep pace despite
Ishikawa’s own drifting.

Therewere seconds remaining until one of themwould cross
the finish line. She held her breath and, unable to watch, closed
her eyes as the two vehicles darted past the checkered flag, one
after the other.

∗ ∗ ∗

She sat with her eyes closed and with her fingers white-knuckle
gripping the steering wheel for a moment to just listen. The
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crowdwas silent for a second – a second that felt like hours. Had
she lost? It felt like Ishikawawas ahead of her at the end.

Then, like someone flipped a switch, there was an uproar.
She half-opened one eye to look around, then opened bothwhen
she saw the spectators cheeringwildly and heading in her direc-
tion. She took a look at the large screenwhere the racewas being
broadcast and…

She won!
It took a second for her to process, but when the realization

hither shecouldn’t stopsmiling. Finally, shecametounderstand
the way Hanako felt. Just in time.

X
Hidden Bonus Track: Déjà Vu

“And I know it’s my time to go.”
—Dave Rodgers, “Déjà Vu”

Ishikawa threw a holy fit right after the race but the results were
indisputable. She disappeared after that. MostWitches thought
theshameof losing towhat shewouldhavecalleda “nobody”was
too much for her to bear. The girls who’d taken to following her
around still kept close to each other but moved away frommost
of their underhanded tactics and all sabotage without her influ-
ence.

There was another theory, that Ishikawa was practicing in
private and would return to take her throne back. Time would
tell whether this theory held any water, but for a while after the
race it seemed she had permanently retired.

Hanako recovered, quicker than expected of her. When she
heard news of Teiko’s victory from Heather, who visited her
quite often, she started pushing herself even harder to get bet-
ter. “I can’t let Teiko think she’s better thanme!” It was hard for
Heather to tell whether this was a joke, but she laughed anyway.
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Hanako and Takumi stayed together throughout her recov-
ery and beyond. Hanako’s still nascent blood-heat caused some
friction between the two, but she never hid anything from him
again and theymade up before long every time they fought. Her
family never learned about her racing—she didn’t want them to
worry, once she returned.

As for Heather, onceHanako had recovered enough that reg-
ularmonitoringwasn’t necessary she took to the open road. She
was seldom seen in Japan, but she came back once in a while to
check up on things.

Like Ishikawa, Teiko disappeared from the racing scene after
that night, much to the chagrin of the organizers. What’s more,
she evenmoved schools – for unrelated reasons—and lost touch
withHanako. Itwas unclearwhy she quit racing—themore pes-
simistic of the remainingWitches thought The BlackKnightwas
trying to keep a technically perfect record. Some thought she
wasn’t interested in racing at all and only raced against Ishikawa
that night to defendHanako’s Hot Streak. Others, that she knew
she couldn’t match the thrill and stakes of that race again and
didn’t want to try. Only Teiko herself knew for sure…

∗ ∗ ∗

Years passed. A new generation had ascended to The Top of the
world of Magical Girl Street Racing. Hanako eventually came
back to the scene. It seemed like she was unaffected by her in-
juries and absence and her record reflected that—theHot Streak
hadyet to bebroken. Her return rocked thatworld just ashard as
her arrival shook the scene when she first arrived. It took some
doing to earn her old reputation back, but before long she was
the undisputed champion.

One evening, a black Rusabu Venture pulled up next to
Hanako’s red and white Yotoya Maximus. The tinted window
of the black car rolled down and inside was a brunette with a
bomber jacket wearing sunglasses.

She tipped themdown and locked eyeswithHanako, who al-
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ready knewwho she was. “Care for a race?”
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Collateral Baggage
by /a/non

I

There I sat, atop one of the many mangled vehicle wrecks now
littering the city block. My gaze focused on a small weed, grow-
ing between the cracks of the sidewalk. The hardy plant swayed
gently in the smoke-filled air.

Its shadowdancing across the charredwalls aroundme, illu-
minated by small, scattered fires yet to be extinguished. The pe-
tite yellow flower which protruded above the concrete, seemed
to be the only thing spared from the destruction.

Amixture of dust and sweat stungmyeyes. I pulled the collar
of my coveralls up to wipe the offending substance off my face.
Suddenly, the soundof commotionbehindme snappedmymind
fromwondering thoughts. I swiveledmy head toward the noise.
Further down the street, my fellow crewmates crowding around
yet another destroyed car.

Quickly putting on my helmet, I jumped down from the
wreckage andmademyway towards them. Their voices becom-
ing clearer as I approached, hushed words weighed by solemn
tones pervaded the group.

I couldn’t quite see what they were looking at. As I pushed
through the small gathering, I caught a glimpse of what initially
attracted themen.

Beneath the twisted metal of the overturned passenger van
was a tiny, ashen hand. Blood had pooled around it, drying into
a splattered, black stain upon the ruined asphalt.
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“Dammit, not another kid…” One man said, reaching up to-
ward his mouth to stem a rising lunch.

“Shit, I don’t want to stick around when we lift this thing.
Fuck that.” Said another, turning away from the grim sight.

“Keeves, call command and tell them we’ve found another
body…” A gruff voice cut in, bringing all of us to attention.

Looking to my left, I found the owner of the voice. Jahn, our
unit leader. Hewasa stout fellow, a full head shorter thanmeand
built like the mighty walls that surrounded the city. I spotted a
defeated, distant look in his eyes. An expression I rarely saw in
theman. Onewhohadbeen in this line ofwork for some twenty-
odd years.

Keeves, our unit’s wise cracker who normally kept spirits
highwithhis lame jokes, shared the same forlorngaze Jahnheld.
He nodded his head, pivoting away while keying up his radio,
preparing to contact our district’s division commander.

Jahn turned back to us, sighing as he jotted down yet another
casualty report onto his data pad.

“We’ve got two more hours before our rotation ends. How-
ever, it looks like there may be more victims still undiscovered.
You know the rules, protocol states we stay and search for any-
one, dead or alive, still left in the disaster zone. I’ll talk to com-
mand, hopefully I can get another unit to relieve us. Until then,
prepare to strap in for a long-haul. I’ve got a feeling tonight’s
only gonna to get worse.”

With that, the group simultaneously echoed a ‘yes sir’ before
continuing off in the search formore lost souls. I broke from the
rest andmademyway further down the street.

Alongside me, I passed ever increasing levels of devastation.
Smoking blast holes pitted the fractured ground. Storefronts
were burned out and charred from the battle just hours before.
Lamp posts previously standing tall and sturdy, now drooped
low,melted like candle wax from the intense heat.

The damage only got worse as I traveled. Entire sections of
apartmentbuildingshadbeen leveled to smolderingpiles of rub-
ble. Great trenches nearly ten feet wide had been carved seemly
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at random into almost every surface. Their cavities polished to
an opaque glass that shimmered the reflections of passing em-
bers.

Nearby walls bore the atomized shadows of people unfortu-
nate enough to be walking by. The haunting silhouettes captur-
ing the moment their owners met utter oblivion. I averted my
eyes, spotting the outline of what appeared to be another child
still holding hands with their mother or father.

I pressed on, looking ahead when I saw a large, misshapen
form lyingmotionless under the smog choked sky.

There it was, the beast that brought such death to our city.
Its hulking mass was covered in cauterized slashes and still

weeping wounds. The monster’s immense body had been sev-
ered clean. Onehalf thrownacross the intersectionwhere it now
lay. Its belly had been torn open, exposing a stinking heap of en-
trails that painted the road in a sickly, yellow hue.

I dared not to get any closer. Even as I watched my fellow
cleanup crews cutting through one of its many, clawed limbs
with various heavy equipment. Bulldozers pushed gore and vis-
cera out of theway for nearby idling trucks, waiting to be loaded
with the vilemess for disposal. Evenwhen lodged deepwithin a
massive impact crater, it’s ridged spine still loomed some thirty
feet above the pit’s edge.

Ignoring theflipsmystomachwasperforming, Ipulleddown
the biosensor attached to my helmet and scanned the nearby
debris for any signs of life. Nothing. No breathing or heart-
beats. Even when setting the visor to a full spectrum bio-scan,
I couldn’t detect any significant signature of human tissue any-
where.

This area had been relatively populated. Normally on calls
like these, we’d find at least a finger or toe strewn about. Though
thedistrictwaspretty close the epicenter of thebattle, appearing
to bear the full brunt of the assault.

The subsequent collapse of multiple structures most likely
pulverized any remaining bodies to smithereens. Mixing them
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finely with the spoilage, there might as well been no one here at
all.

Swallowing the lump in my throat, I continued my search.
Periodicallymoving remnants of infrastructure andmeltedmo-
tor vehicles in hopes of finding one of the hundreds that per-
ished.

Jahn was right. This is going to be a long, grueling night.

∗ ∗ ∗

We worked into the early hours of the morning, occasionally
stopping for water, food, and headcounts. We found a few bod-
ies, but nomore than ahandful. Survivors in the immediate area
were out of the questionby the timewefinished. Itwas clear that
the attack had been more fatal than we initially thought. This
had been one of the worst I’ve ever seen during my time in the
Corps.

At debrief, I could barely keep my eyes open. My mus-
cles were sore, burning from lifting rubble and handling heavy
plasma lances for hours on end. I barely remembered the ride
home as we left the disaster zone. No one spoke a word, each
of us too exhausted to attempt small talk. None could mentally
muster the strength anyway.

Our armored transport slowed to a stop outside my apart-
ment block. I bid a muted farewell to my crewmates before get-
ting out and onto the steps of the building. Walking inside, I
foundmy door and began fumbling withmy keys.

The sound of the transport’s engines faded in the distance, as
I finally enteredmyabode and fell face first intomydingy couch.

Raising my head off the cushion, I looked over to the televi-
sion I had left on yesterday inmy scramble to arrive to the scene.
On screen was a news report of the attack, the anchor detailing
thepastnight’s eventswhile footageof thebeast’s assaultplayed.

The creature, named ‘Haborym’ by the Department of Male-
diction, had beendefeated by one of theirmanyThaumaturgists.
More footage of the previous battle rolled. The beast had been
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staggered while of melting a high-rise into slag. A beam of glit-
tering, white light slammed into it from off screen.

The camera then panned toward a glowing figure in midair.
It was a young girl, no older than a teen, clad in a frilly cyan
dress studdedwith gems of all colors and shapes. Upon her head
was a spiked crown of pure shimmering silver that formed a
bright halo around her body. She shouted something andwaved
around a wand of sorts. As the footage continued to play, the
beast roared in hate and began charging the girl. It’smany limbs
flailedwildly, turning any in its path to red smears and clouds of
pinkmist as it barreled toward the Thaumaturgist. She let loose
another beam of energy, striking the monster, but not before
it swung a mighty claw her way. She hastily evaded the attack
while still casting her own. Her aim, thrown off by the swing,
cut a wide glowing scar into ground beneath her.

Screams filled the audio feed when the beam struck. The
footage promptly cut, the cameraman presumably perishing in
the assault. The news caster then announced a list of missing
people, urging those affected by the attack to contact relief ser-
vices for information on their loved ones.

I narrowed my tired eyes and angrily grabbed the remote,
turning off the TV.

Every attack, every battle, has continued to increase in its
destructiveness. The Department keeps deploying their precip-
itously trained magicians to deal with these terrible demons.
Each time they do, the death toll exceeds the previous disaster.
Partly due to the zealous actions performed by their “magical
girls” in a vainglorious attempt to raise their popularity amongst
a terrorized, desperate populace.

Flashiness gets the funding, I suppose.
Ever since the FirstOnslaught decades ago, the city had lost a

majority of their Thaumaturgists to the monstrous legions. The
shortage of capable magicians prompted a wealthy private se-
curity company, Malediction Liquidations, to begin recruiting
magically unstable Rift Born near the FirstWalls.

They marketed these young magicians as cutesy idols to the
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people, dressing them in ridiculous outfits and created a ranking
system for the public to throw money at. The plan worked and
popular support for the program skyrocketed, giving previously
struggling security firm more cash than they knew what to do
with.

Eventually the company merged with Lutum’s government,
becoming one of the most powerful and well-funded bureaus.
The Department ofMalediction.

You’d think with amount of money they’re receiving it’d be
spent it on training the Thaumaturgists to properly mitigating
damages. Instead, they gave powerful weapons to high school-
ers, tools that even the most battle-hardened veterans of the
First Onslaught could barely handle.

It seemed like a grossly negligent decision in my opinion. It
was this very belief, one I voiced to my superiors in the Depart-
ment, that got me demoted and eventually fired from the DoM
altogether.

I’ll admit, I’m still incredibly bitter about that. Getting pun-
ished for doing my job as a collateral analyst still baffles me to
this day. Though I should’ve seen it coming. Considering the fact
that they unsealed the Yggdrasil Armory against my division’s
warnings, then began handing out super weapons to teenage
girls. I couldn’t just stand by while the Department’s higher ups
made horrendous decisions time and time again.

I promptly joined the Auxiliary Relief Corps the very week I
had been let go. Six years later, and here I am. Arguably doing
better,moremeaningfulwork than I’d ever did sitting in front of
a desk all day.

Hopefully with some hard work, I could get our unit more
funding via collateral reports. However, the outlook on that plan
is pretty miserable. The Corps needs street-hands more than
they need analysts, and the Department does not like handing
out money often.

I rolled over and looked up toward the bare concrete ceiling
above me, studying the everwidening cracks forming along the
contours of its crumbling surface.
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I closed my eyes, trying to silence the buzzing thoughts of
tonight’s sights, sounds, and smells. Tomorrow’s a new day, and
I don’t intend to waste it at the pub, again.

As I rested,my fatigue quickly caught upwithme. My aching
muscles relaxing as I felt myself drift off into a dreamless sleep.

II

The sweltering heat of our unit’s machine shop combined with
theoverwhelming smell ofharshchemicals, assaultedmysenses
the moment I stepped through the bay doors. The yard was
bustlingwith an unusual amount of activity thismorning, espe-
cially in the wake of that major operation two days ago.

I enjoyedmy timeoffwhile I could, though I eventually caved
to Keeve’s insistence thatwe hit the pub after our deployment. it
wasnice to relax for a change, shooting the shitwith theguysand
laughing like idiots.

Speaking of Keeves, he said he had something to show me
once I got to the yard. Knowing him and his history of tinkering
with all sorts of strange devices, I can only hope that whatever it
is, doesn’t somehowblowup inmy face like last time. He’s prob-
ably somewhere near the power tools, so I notedmy destination
and set off.

Snaking my way through the bustling shop, I avoided the
flying sparks of technicians working on armored transports, as
well as the occasional swinging’s of a hammer. Finally making
it to the shop’s back offices, I opened the door and continuedmy
search for Keeves.

He wasn’t hard to find, standing in his usual spot by the tool
lockers while digging intently through the cabinets for some-
thing.

“Mornin’Keeves” I said, pokingathis side to get his attention.
“Ah! Morning to you too, Cecil. You drink any of the roach-

ale we brought home a few nights ago?”
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He turned around, mechanical grease smeared across his
hands, face, and coveralls while he beamed a toothy grin.

“Not yet. Saving it for a rainy day, ya know?” I replied.
He huffed, dismissively waving his grimy hand, “That shit

will go bad if youdon’t. If you’re not gonnadrink it, then I’ll hap-
pily repossess what I bought withmy cold, hard earned cash.”

“Oh, I wasn’t aware that a gift could be un-given like that.
Maybe next time, don’t order so much ale with your so called
‘hard earned cash’.” I jested, watching as he flipped me off, then
promptly returned to his cabinet rummaging.

“So, you said at the pub you’ve got something to show me
huh? Whatever it is, please tell me it wont catastrophically fail
while demonstrating it.”

“Listen here fucker, that happened once. The previous im-
provements I made to our plasma lances only had minor hic-
cups.” He said, head still buried in the tool locker as he leaned
further in.

“If you call a gas leak and the ensuing explosion a ‘hiccup’,
then I have every right to be worried about whatever the hell
you’ve created now.”

Keeves, now practically diving into the cabinet, gave a muf-
fled reply.

“Don’t worry about it. Though I should probably warn you,
what I’ve gotwill create an explosion. Ah! I found it!”

Keeves emerged from the locker holding a small, crystalline
pyramid in his hand. The little trinket seemed to contain some
kindofdimlyglowing, orangefluid. Attached toeachof the three
points of on device were a mess of wires connecting to circuit
boards. Ofwhich appeared to be haphazardly taped to the facets
of the pyramid.

“Keeves, what the fuck is that? Andwhat do youmean it will
explode?” I said, taking a tentative step backwards.

Keeves gaveme a sly smile, tossing the device into the air and
catching it.

“This my friend is an Ingus lodestone. One that I’ve person-
ally modified.”
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I blinked in confusion, “Wait, howdid you get ahold of an ar-
tifact? And a weapons grade one at that.”

I almost didn’t recognize the item at first, considering the
heavymodifications he seemed to have grafted onto the thing.

“Remember the minor Fulgros Imp we cleaned up after? At
the power plant a few weeks back? Yeah well, someone on the
Liquidations teammust’ve dropped this little guy in the assault.
I found it while we were doing our hazard sweep and swiped it.”

He flicked the lodestone, the liquid within glowing brighter
as it was disturbed.

“Keeves, youdo realize you’re inpossession of ahighly illegal
artifact, right? If that liquidation teamfinds out they’remissing
a grenade from their armory, they’ll start questioning everyone
here in the unit.”

Keeves shrugged, crossing his arms as he leaned against the
workstation behind him.

“Not necessarily. Liqs’ lose shit all the time on ’ops. A miss-
ing grenademight as well bemarked down as ‘consumed’ by the
Department bean-counters. And considering the shitshow that
was the Fulgros Imp, I’m sure they don’t even know they’re down
a single grenade.”

I pondered his reasoning for a moment. While it is true
that the chaos of a liquidation operation sees the deployment of
weapons,most ofwhichgetdestroyedorotherwise lost, that still
doesn’t evade the fact that he illegally pocketed one from theDe-
partment.

Sighing, I threwmy hands up in resignation.
“Alright, as long as you don’t go showing everyone your ex-

plosives, then I guess it’s alright. So, what exactly did you do to
that thing?”

He gave me a wide smile once again, an even more toothy
at that. He placed the lodestone on the table and beckoned me
closer. I bent low, leaning in to study the object while he began.

“Well lodestones come in multiple flavors if you will, de-
pending on the essence contained within. You’ve got your stan-
dard shock-stones, blast-stones, and lumi-stones. But the one
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we have here today is an Ingus-stone. This baby can bathe fifty
square feet in highly reactive, flammable essence that explodes
on contact with organic material. You can easily blow a chunk
off a high daemonwith one of these, and probably outright kill a
lesser imp too.”

His eyeswere glued to the stone, I could see the gears turning
in his head as he imaginedwhatever else that device could kill or
maim.

“Frommy timewith the Liqs, I got to tinkerwith a lot of their
shit. I discovered that the essence inside lodestones isn’t neces-
sarily set in stone, so to speak. Heh.”

I rolledmy eyes and continued to listen,
“Anyway, what really matters is the internal structure of

the crystal lattice itself. That determines what the essence will
do once it breaks free from containment. Usually, lodestone
essences are locked into whatever configuration their lattice de-
fines them as. However, I figured out how to artificially change
the lattice itself, thereby tweaking how the essence will behave
once freed.”

He pointed to themess of wires wrapped around the stone.
“After carefully fucking around with it, I think I’ve been able

to increase its explosive yield by at least eighty percent. If my
shotty math is correct, the lodestone’s kill radius has been in-
creased to almost a hundred feet, give or take.”

I raised an eyebrow, slightlymortified at his invention.
“Wow, great. Nownot only dowe have a grenade in the shop,

but one that can practically level the entire office if dropped in
the wrong way. Nice going buddy.”

He chuckled. His head held high with pride.
“Thanks. Not only that, but while the increased the yield, so

too did the effects it has on organic material. Or rather, anyma-
terial for that matter.”

“What do youmean by anymaterial?” I asked,my trepidation
rising.

“I guess in the processes of changing the lattice structure,
it made the essence within somewhat uh…unstable. Turns out
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essence doesn’t like being altered when already trapped within
a lodestone. If released, the essence will violently react with the
crystal itself. This self-destruction produces a raw form of thau-
maturgical energy strong enough to almost completely annihi-
late anything it comes in contact with.”

I decided to take some steps away from the stone. Though I
quickly realized a few feet of space wouldn’t be enough to save
me from this thing, should it decide to explode. Despitemy hes-
itance, he continued.

“Furthermore, I think the reaction is exponential, or at least
an entirely efficient one. Honestly, I’m not too sure. When this
lodestone detonates, it’ll either cause a cascading chain reaction
that could level a city block, or just completely destroy every-
thing within its new hundred-foot radius.”

I pinched the bridge ofmynose, trying to process the incred-
ibly unsettling information Keeves just gaveme.

“Okay, so now this is not just a grenade, but an untested,
highly volatile super weapon. And currently, that super weapon
is sitting five feet away from us. Let me ask you, Keeves, why in
the world would you create such a thing?”

Keeves just shrugged, picking up the lodestone and fiddling
with it.

“I dunno, I just wanted to see if I could.”
“One more question, how do you know if any of the effects

you describedwork? Imean, did you build and test one before?”
He averted his gaze, looking up at the ceiling in a poor at-

tempt to hide his wicked smile.
“I mean, yeah, I have. Although never with an Ignus-stone.

I’ve seen these effects occur on a smaller scale with other lode-
stones, mostly the Lumi-stones. Probably due to their relatively
tame lattice structure. I’ve always wanted to get my hands on a
Ignus-stone, but I never got the clearance to access themwhile I
was a Liquidator.”

“Imaginemy shock.”
“Shut it dipshit. Department’s R&D would’ve kissed my

whole ass if they knew I couldmake this. Imagine, someDepart-

287



ment Girl dumping a crate of these bad boys on top of a behe-
moth. Boom! Instantly neutralized.”

“Sure, the last thing this city needs are gung-ho Department
Girls with crates of those things. They’ll cause even more dam-
age than the daemon itself! Have you been drinking roach-ale at
work?”

He chuckled, “I wish. Here, catch.”
I foundmyself frantically reaching for the lodestone that had

been tossed in my way, being careful to not drop or shake it too
much.

“Fucking hell Keeves! You’re gonna giveme a heart attack!” I
said, gingerly cupping the explosive device inmy hands.

Keeves just laughed again. I glared, waiting for him to stop
slapping his knee.

“Don’t worry, I made sure it won’t explode unintentionally.
The only way you can activate it is by punching in a combina-
tion on the keypad,whichyou’ll see is on the bottomof the thing.
However, unlike anunmodified lodestone, once you activate this
one, there’s no turning back.”

I flipped it over, indeed seeing the aforementioned keypad.
At least he had the foresight to add in a safety feature.

“I assume you’re not going to tell me the combo?”
“Hell no. Imean, I trust you and all, but honestly even I’m too

spooked by it’s destructive potential. I’d rather keep it to myself
for security reasons. Plus, your dumbass would somehow put
the combo in without thinking and blow us straight to the Rift.”

I frowned, “Thanks for looking out for me bud. By the way,
what are you planning on doing with it? Make it a paper weight
or something?”

“You should know by now I wouldn’t use something like this
in such a mundane way. I’ll keep it on me, safely tucked away in
my gear bag. Just in case.”

I raised an eyebrow, “Just in case…what?”
“Just in case I findmyself in a particularly unfortunate posi-

tion. Like oh I don’t know, say, staring into themawof a daemon,
seconds away from becoming human chewing gum. If that were
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to happen, I’m going out in a blaze of glory and slam-dunking
this little fucker straight down it’s gullet.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, shakingmyhead in the grimabsur-
dity of it.

“Let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”
“You andme both, pal.”
The sound of my radio keying up stole my attention away

fromKeeves, I watched as he cocked his head, waiting to seewho
was transmitting. I pulled the radio from its holster on my belt
and held it up to my ear. Soon after, a familiar graveled voice
came through.

“Cecil, meet me at my office in twenty-five. I think I’ve got
something that might be of interest to you.”

“Ten-Four” I said, then put the radio back into its holster.
“Something of interest to me? I don’t know if I liked the

sound of that.”
“Hey, maybe ol’ stone bones finally sees something in ya. He

could be trying to set you up with that smoking hot daughter of
his.” Keeves jabbed.

“If anything, that would be arguablyworse thanwhatever he
actually wants.”

“Well, I’ll leave you to it. I’m going back to burning the clock
today. Not like there’s much to do anyway, everyone’s already
here hoggin all mywork, oddly.”

With that, Keeves turnedhis backandcontinued to rummage
through the tool locker. Deciding itwasagood time to try andget
somework done, I left the office and returned tomyworkstation
in the shop. Keeve’s comment still lingered inmymind.

It was pretty unusual for the yard to be packed with person-
nel right after an operation. Something tells me our unit might
be preparing for training mission of the sort. Not unheard of,
but certainly poorly planned if that were the case. Well, I guess
I’ll know once I get in the bigman’s office.
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III

I fidgeted in the chair outside of Jahn’s office, thinking about
whatever particular thing of interest he had for me. Normally,
I’mnever skittisharound Jahn. I’veknowntheguy foryearsnow.
I mean, he was the only Corps commander sensible enough to
hire me after my ugly separation with the Department. Some-
thing that doesn’t look too good on an evaluation report when
trying a government job in this city.

For that, I thank him greatly. Though, there have been times
where his abrasive, no-nonsense attitude rubbed me the wrong
way. Maybe that’s just due tomy distaste with that kind of lead-
ership, heaven knows I’ve experienced enough of that at the De-
partment.

At least with Jahn, I know he’ll always be honest. Thanks in
part to that aforementioned zero tolerance of bullshit. He’ll give
it you straight, good or bad. Plus, I don’t need to be constantly
looking overmy shoulder while working under him.

Unlike in the Department where every minute mistake was
meticulously catalogued, then leveraged against you if you hap-
pened to be unfortunate enough to look at a superior the wrong
way.

Regardless, this comingmeeting has put my nerves on edge.
I’ve learned over the years to trust this gut feeling. One needed
while trying to maneuver around the vapid politics within the
Department. It servedmewell, keepingmymind sharp andalert
for whatevermay come next.

I looked up toward the television mounted on the wall adja-
cent to Jahn’s office. Department newswas on as usual, and they
seemed to be running another story about the last attack.

On screen was the Department Girl who killed the demon
known as Haborym. She appeared to be in an interview with
various journalists, each fighting over the other just to ask her
a question.

“Lo-Leey! Lo-Leey! Can you tell us, what was going through
your head when the beast first lunged at you?”
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Themagic girl, still flaunting her gaudy jewel studded outfit,
flicked her hair and upturned her chin before responding.

“Whether or not I’d make it back in time for tea of course!
Hehe!”

The high trill of her giggle cut through my skull like plasma
lance. I already want to take Keeve’s unholy hand grenade and
spike it into the wall closest tome.

“It was a simple matter really! no foul beast can match the
glamorous prowess of yours truly! As is the truth for the fastest
rising star in all of great Lutum!”

A flurry of further questions erupted from the journalists.
Lo-Leey looked down her nose at each one. A haughty, smug ex-
pression crossed her face while she chose her next questioner.

She then pointed toward a journalist and plainly uttered
“Speak”.

“Lo-Leey! The monthly rankings are in, it looks like you’re
only five points behind Yuuko Amora for the number two spot!
Do you think you’ll surpass her by next month’s rankings?”

Lo-Leey scoffed, oozing further an aura of superciliousness,
if that was even possible.

“Certainly, undoubtedly! Everyone knows I’m the one and
only master of the Luster Crown. Yuuko couldn’t handle its true
power, as expected of a first generation divinator. I on the other
hand, not only have the talent and genius to do so, but the stylish
flair to pull it off!”

She smirked as another torrent of questions bombarded her.
She inspected the laser-cutperfectionofhermanicure, thenran-
domly pointed in the general direction of one of reporters.

The journalist she called on started right away, hammering
her with unexpectedly tough questions.

“Lo-Leey! Are you aware of the mass casualties caused by
the battle between you andHaborym? Can you explainwhy you
didn’t lead thebeast away fromthehousingdistrict? Reports are
saying the neighborhood won’t recover for at least another five
ye—“
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The reporter was abruptly cut off by Lo-Leey’s fist slamming
against the podium.

“I believe I’ve answered all of your wonderful questions,
though I must take my leave now. I’ve got a training schedule
to follow. If I’m not in top shape, then how could you expect me
to save the great people of Lutum once again? Toodaloo!”

With that, a team of Department suits cordoned off the ex-
cited reporters. They ushered the magical girl off stage and out
of view from the camera as the press went wild. The feed then
cut to another program.

Well, that was interesting. It’s been a while since any real
questions were directed towards one of the magic girls. The De-
partment usually has the press vetted and tightly locked down
to avoid any unsanctioned inquires. Maybe times are changing?
People might be finally wising up to the idea that Department
Girls aren’t as effective as they’ve been portrayed.

I doubt it though. I’m willing to bet some unaffiliated re-
porter managed to sneak their way into the event. Regardless,
the “victory” over Haborymwas pure propaganda. Only serving
to boast the Department’s fresh new talent while shifting focus
away from the collateral damage incurred during the fight.

Keeps the cash flowing to support to their program. Afterall,
Lo-Leey dolls don’t just sell themselves.

Suddenly Jahn’s door opened and out peeked the short man,
nearly startlingme in the process.

“Come in, Cecil.”
I got up quickly and entered the room, takingmy seat across

fromhis desk. Jahn’s officewas thickwith the smokeofhis cheap
cigars. I still can’t believe he’s lived this long as Auxiliary Re-
lief while smoking like a chimney. A testament to his heritage
I thought while looking at the pictures of family members that
hung on the wall. All of which had commanded this unit at one
point in time.

“Like I said earlier, I’ve come upon something that you’ll find
an opportunity in, Cecil. Though I don’t know if you’re going to
like what it entails.”
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I’d never put it past Jahn to give me every dirty detail of an
assignment or task. Though the fact that he preemptively gave a
warning, leadsme to believe this thing of interestmight bemore
trouble than it’s worth.

“Alright boss, what’s the catch? I’m sure it isn’t something I
can’t handle. I see the shop’s been busy today, so I assume you’ve
got another double shift or training exercise in the works?”

Jahn shook his head, promptly handing over a clipboard
filled to the brimwith files. On the front page in big, bold letters
read,

DEPArTmEnT OFmALEDICTIOn TALEnT rEPOrTno. 676
(rEVISED)

Uh oh.
“After the last operation, the Department made the unex-

pected decision to focus their efforts on Thaumaturgist disas-
ter relief training. Something about public relations concerns
spooked them, surprisingly. As such, they’ve been sequestering
their non-ranked junior Thaumaturgists and embedding them
within Auxiliary Relief Corps units across the city.”

“Apparently, there seems to be a push to give the next gener-
ation of Thaumaturgists disaster relief and rescue experience by
working alongside the Corps.”

I looked back to the files and briefly flipped through them.
Eachpage contained assessments, reports, and analyses onmul-
tiple non-rankedmagical girls. Yet what unsettledmemost was
themajority of the files pertained to a single student.

One by the name of Ana Nakamura.
“I was contacted by a Department official and given this re-

port directly. It seems that our unit was selected as one of the
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lucky fewwhowill behostinganon-ranked.” Jahnsaidashepro-
duced a cigar and trimmer, cutting then lighting it.

“You can’t be serious Jahn. A damn magic girl in our unit?
That’s absurd! Havingoneof those livingweapons taggingalong
in our operations would be disastrous!”

Jahn took a long draw off his cigar, then replied through a
mouthful of smoke.

“Ihad feelingyou’d say that. Hencewhat I’mabout toexplain.
So, listen closely, if you knowwhat’s good for you.”

I bit my tongue and waited as he puffed the cigar.
“After doing some ofmy own digging, I think I’ve figured out

the reasonwhy our unit was selected for this new program. And
it specifically relates to you.”

“W-what? Why?” I stammered, taken aback by the state-
ment.

“Think about it Cecil. You’re the only employee in our unit
who’s previously worked with the Department, bad relations
notwithstanding.”

“Furthermore, your experience as a collateral damage ana-
lyst place bothyou, andourunit, in aprimeposition for this pro-
gram. Whether you like it or not, the mere fact that a Depart-
ment suit personally handed me the files you are now reading,
speaks volumes to where they thinkmoney is best spent.”

I gritted my teeth. What the hell does the Department want
fromme now? Especially after all these years?

I’ve severed every tie, burned every bridge I could with that
rotten organization. All just tomake sure they never enteredmy
life again. Now here I am, Jahn tellingme I have to not only par-
ticipate in a Department run program but work alongside a fuck-
ingmagic girl too?

“Jahn this utterly ludicrous. You saw what kind of damage
those Department Girls inflicted on that neighborhood the last
operation. They’re practically daemon magnets. How are we
supposed to do our job if one of those weapons starts firing off
laser beams every which way? If anything, its suicidal!”
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Jahn closed his eyes and breathed deeply. A sign I’ve come to
recognize that his patience was wearing thin.

“This a chance for you to advance in the Corps. While not an
official promotion, yourperformance in theprogramhas thepo-
tential of seeing you become squad-lead in the unit. Or even a
deputy unit commander in the future, depending on how well
you handle this.

“You’re a motivated guy, Cecil. Do you really see yourself
working as a street-hand for the rest of your career here? I don’t
think such would do you any justice.”

I mulled over his words, those of which carried an unex-
pected but welcome boost.

I’vebeenmeaning to tryandadvance in theCorps ever since I
got hired. However, if it meant associatingwith the Department
again to do so, even if on paper, I don’t think I could. Working
with magic girls is a gross violation of the principles I’ve built
upon sincemy severance with the Department.

This seems like some kind of ploy by them to smear one of
their old employees. Maybe I’m just being paranoid, but I sure
as shit don’t want to risk my career at the Corps by supervising
one of those loose cannons. A barely trained one at that.

Jahn seemed topickuponmyapprehensionand spoke again.
“See it like this, you now have an opportunity to potentially

fix the problems that the Department couldn’t. Training, men-
toring, and guiding young Thaumaturgists in way that fosters a
real sense of civic duty in them. Not just a shallow need to ac-
crue popularity and wealth by any means necessary, which is
precisely what you hate about the Department and their Magi-
cians.”

I watched as he placed his cigar in its tray. Light whisps of
smoke trailed between us in the silence as he awaited my re-
sponse.

“I have a question.”
“Shoot.”
“Who is Ana Nakamura? Andwhy does her file make up the

majority of this report?”
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Jahn sighed an acquiescent breath. He leaned back in his
chair, lacing his fingers together as he stared up at the ceiling,
thinking about how to answermy question.

“Nakamura is…a problemed child, to say the least. Her per-
formance in the Department’s Divination Academy has been
poor ever since shewas enrolled. Frequent fights with her class-
mates, coupled with regular insubordination against her in-
structors has left the Academy looking for alternative solutions
to her situation. All of which is on the file of course. As you can
see, it’s quite a lengthy report.”

I thumbed through the papers again and randomlyflipped to
a page.

Regular D’s in every subject except auroral pathfinding,
which she scored a low B in. Thirty-six incidents of physical vi-
olence against fellow classmates in one semester.

Twenty-nine recorded truancies, along with fourteen deten-
tions in the following year. Multiple larceny reports, including
the theftofaTiamatClassmagicalweaponfromtheschool’s very
own armory.

Holy shit.
This kid is an utter delinquent.
“Don’t tell me she’s the one they chose for us.”
“…Well, she’s not the only one. But yes, she is the first non-

rated to be joining the unit.” I leaned back in defeat, my hands
reaching up to cradle my face as the reality of the situation set
in. The Department sought out my unit because of me, and
they’veappeared topinuswithperhaps theworst candidate they
could’ve drudged up from their pompous academy. What the
hell is going on?

“Jahn, I don’t even know where to begin. I have no experi-
ence in teaching anyone, let alone high schoolers that can shoot
lightning bolts. How the hell do you expect me to do this?”

Jahn chuckled and picked up his cigar again.
“I don’t. No one said you had to personally mentor these

kids.”
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“However, I thought that perhaps what you saw as an un-
fortunate situation, could be turned around and made to work
for you. Rank advancement, coupled with the potentiality of
teaching non-rated Thaumaturgists what it truly means to save
lives. All while steering themaway from clutches ofDepartment
thinking. I see nothing but boons here.”

He leaned in.
“I know howmuch you hate the Department, Cecil. I get it, I

understand. However, life is short. And life in the Corps is even
shorter. As such, the time you have here is invaluable, and this
program is practically gold if handled correctly.”

He took another puffof is cigar, this time blowing an impres-
sive smoke ring.

“They’re going to be in-house regardless of your decision.
Just know that shouldyoudecide to tackle this headon, the fruits
of your laborwill not only benefit you, but this unit, the Corps as
a whole, andmost importantly, Lutum itself.”

With that, Jahn leaned back again and continued to smoke
his now shortening cigar. I sat for amoment, analyzing bothmy
new situation and his words of encouragement.

“I’m cutting you loose for the day, giving you some time to
think it over. Whatever your decision is, I expect you to tell me
by this time on Friday. A full week should be sufficient enough
for that ever-spinning brain of yours to figure it out.”

He then swiveled in his chair, turning his back, and looking
out thewindow. I took this asmy cue to leave and placed the files
on his desk. But not before he stoppedmewith a raised hand,

“Oh, and by the way, you’re going to need that. Even if you
don’t accept, having at least some basic information about her
will help avoid any problems during her stay. I suggest you get
familiar with it quickly, since she’ll be here in two weeks. That’s
my second order to you.”

I nodded, picking the files back up again and tucking them
under my arm. Turning to the door I said my farewell, Jahn re-
sponding with a simple wave as I exited his office.
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Once in the hallway, I let out a breath I didn’t know I was
holding in.

If what Jahn said was true, which I have no reason to believe
he’d lie, then the Department has definitely not forgotten about
me. I shuddered at the thought, considering the lengths I took to
stay as far away from them as possible.

Whatevermotivation theyhave fordoing this, I’ll justhave to
live with it. Knowing how the Department works, this could be
the first move in some contrived game of chess they’re playing.
With themwaiting patiently for me tomake the first move.

Jahn’s words of opportunity still clung in my mind. It did
seem like a pretty lucrative, if not incredibly riskywayof achiev-
ing my goals of moving up in the Corps. Along with the poten-
tially of cleaning away the rot the Department had infested this
city with.

I’ll have to think it over somemore, but I can already see pos-
sible angles of attack beginning to show themselves. It could be
done, though I won’t know until I actually meet this ‘Ana Naka-
mura’.

For now, I think it’s time to get some lunch, and I know just
the person to grab grub with.

I made my way down the stairs and toward the shop offices,
files in hand.

IV

“Where are you going?” Keeves asked from underneath his
workbench as I walked by. His hands focused on a rat’s nest of
wires hanging from above him.

“The pub, and I’m taking you with me.” I said kicking his
boots.

Keeves emerged from beneath the workbench and stood up,
crossing his arms.

“The pub? I guess whatever Jahn told you calls for some al-
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cohol. What’s with all that paperwork? Did he actually decide
to marry off his daughter to you?” He quipped, eyeing the files
undermy arm.

“Might as well have, but this is far worse than that. I’ll tell
you once we get some ale in us.” I said, motioning for Keeves to
followme out of the shop.

We traversed our way around the yard, avoiding the activity
of technicians and heavy equipment as we went. Reaching the
front gate of the yard we took a left turn, then walked down the
sidewalk and out of the industrial sector toward downtown Lu-
tum.

The overhead canopy of winding pipes and electrical infras-
tructure gave way to bustling streets filled with an odd assort-
ment of venders selling their wares. Customers milled about
making their daily purchases, the sounds of hagglingmerchants
filled theair aswewalked. Trees lining the road replaced the jun-
gle of pipework as we got closer to the heart of the shopping dis-
trict.

The crowd thickened as we pushed past, our destination in
sight.

TheWild Hog Inn.
A shabby little pub straddling the edge dividing the indus-

trial andconsumerdistricts ofEast Lutum. Sandwichedbetween
two abandoned high-rises, the place was one of the lucky few
businesses that survived an attack in this area about four years
ago.

The tavern is a popular gathering place for our unit, with it
being so close to the yard. Often times I’d find street-hands or
even a sergeant or two sitting at the bar drinking the night away
after a long operation.

Today however, the bar was quite empty. I guess that’s to
be expected since it was now past lunchtime. A little peace and
quietwas definitelywelcomed onmypart, all things considered.
We entered the establishment andwaved to the bartender,Mar-
cus, who gave a brief nod in response, preparing two tallmugs of
roach-ale for us.
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We took our seats at a booth near the back of the tavern.
Keevespromptlyhelpinghimself to a small bowlof stale peanuts
that sat between us. I placed the files on the table and slid them
over to Keeves. Shells scattering all over as he grabbed it flicked
through them.

“What am I looking at hereCecil?” He said through amouth-
ful of peanuts.

“Apparently after the last attack, theDepartmentmust’ve re-
alized theirmagic girlswere lacking inemergency rescueexperi-
ence. So, they decided to attach junior non-ranks to select Corps
units across Lutum. Unfortunately for us, we seem to be one of
the units welcoming them into our ranks.”

Keeves furrowed his brow as he listened. His crunching
slowedwhile the gears in his head turned.

“Hold on, you’re telling me we’re going to be working with
one of these brats? Damn, what hell is Jahn thinking?”

“It’s not Jahn’s call. He toldme a Department suit personally
handed him these files. Our unit’s been selected into the pro-
gram at the behest of the Department. What’s worse is the fact
that they’re sending a serious troublemaker our way, as you can
see.”

His eyes widened while looking through Nakamura’s files,
wearing the same face of disbelief I gave Jahn.

“Good lord, you weren’t kidding. Are they really embedding
these rascals with every unit in the city? I don’t see how this
would help our operations in any way.”

“Sadly yes. Though, I don’t know if other units are getting
similar undesirables. If that’s the case, then the Corps has a se-
rious problem to deal with in the coming months. I wanted to
show you this as a heads up, since Jahn told me our first non-
ranked will be here in twoweeks’ time.”

Keeves sighed, sliding the files back tome as he laid his head
on the table.

“Great, just what we need while the city is hit by one of the
worst incursions in years. I really don’twant to bewearing those
heavy, hazard suits every fucking operation. Especially now that
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we’ve got untrained and dangerous Department Girls tagging
along with us.”

Marcus soon appeared with two mugs of roach-ale, placing
them on the table in front of us.

“ThanksMarcus.” I said as he gaveme a silent nod.
“If anything, Jahn told me there’s a potential for rank ad-

vancement if the program goes smoothly. I figured you wanted
inon that, hencewhy Ibroughtyouhere. Ifwecansomehowfind
a way to wrangle these delinquents effectively, then we’ve got a
good pay raise coming our way. Though honestly, I don’t know
howI’mgoing tohandle this. I suppose twoheads arebetter than
one.”

“Cecil, do I look like a teacher to you? Also, I hate kids. I can’t
standmy nephews, annoying little gremlins alwaysmanaged to
break something at family gatherings.” Keeves said, head still
buried in his arms.

I chuckled, “That’swhat I told Jahn, but he seems insistent on
the mentor thing. His push for it makes me think we’d get more
funding, should the program at our unit be successful.”

Keeves raised his head off the table and took a long swig from
his mug. I grabbed my own and drank deeply, the sickly-sweet
ale bringing a familiar burn tomy palate as I did.

Since I’ve got the day off,might aswell get a little buzz going.
Bringing Keeves along to the pub would hopefully pay off in my
quest to formulate a gameplan. He always seems to find the best,
albeit unorthodox solutions to problems while drunk.

We continued to drink into the afternoon, the light of the day
givingway to darkness as the tavern beganfilling upwith street-
hands from the yard. We spent a few more hours drinking, the
boys getting rowdy once someone turned the jukebox on. Even-
tually,Marcus cut offKeeves after consuming nearly sixmugs of
ale. Which prompted Keeves to drunkenly hurl peanuts his way
every so often.

“Heeeey Marcus, itz been like, three fuckin’ hours. Get me
anotha’ mug will ya!” Keeves slurred, nailing Marcus on the
forehead with a shelled projectile.
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“You’re shit facedKeeves, anymore andyou’ll eitherdrinkme
dry or pass out again, like last time.”

“Fug you.” Keeves spat, preparing to toss another peanut his
way.

I laughed, feeling the ale warm my head as I picked up a
peanut and whipped it at Keeves. He responded in kind by
launching his own, then grabbed my mug and quickly downed
what was left.

I was about to protest when the alert chime of Department’s
news stopped me before I could. I turned toward the TV above
the bar and watched the cast play. I couldn’t hear it too well, so I
stood up and shouted toMarcus.

“HeyMarc, turn up that up!”
Marcus pointed a remote toward the screen and turned up

thevolume. Thenewsanchor’s voicenowrevibrated through the
pub.

“Reports of large tremors are coming in from the oil wells
south of the city. Well workers are preparing to evacuate asmul-
tiple drill sites are experiencing power failures and structural
damage. City officials are warning citizens to prepare for a pos-
sible attack, emergency services will be on standby should dae-
moncontact bemade. Wewill be giving continualupdates as this
situation evolves.”

As if on cue, every street-hand’s radio sprang to life, emit-
ting the familiarwarning tone that playedwheneverCorps units
were expecting to be activated. I do not look forward to answer-
ing a call while plastered like this.

I bet Keeves felt the same way, considering how hammered
he was. In response to the radio call, some of the street-hands
hurried out the door to their posts. Taking this as an indicator
that we should probably leave for the night, Keeves and I left our
tab on the table and followed suit.

Keeve’s inebriation was pretty clear by the time we got mov-
ing, stumbling every so often as he walked besides me. While I
was far from his level of intoxication, I still felt numb and slug-
gish from the ale.
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I could only hope that we weren’t activated anytime soon.
Showing up to an emergency muster drunk as a skunk proba-
bly won’t look too good in Jahn’s eyes. For now, we’d just have
to sober up and prepare for the possibility of another operation.

After stoppingbya convenience store for somesports drinks,
Keeves and Iwalkedback tomyapartment and changed intonew
coveralls. Keeves passed out onmy couch once hewas geared up,
hoping to get some shut eye inbefore thenow likelydeployment.
The television showing more updates on the situation as I sat at
my kitchen table, looking over the files once again.

My head spun from the combination of caffeine and roach-
ale inmy system,making the effort of reading the files a difficult
one. Following Keeves, I slumped forward and rested my head
betweenmy arms, allowingmy tiredness to dragme into sleep.

V

I awoke to the sound of our radios blaring an alarm, along with
Keeves down the hall vomiting into my toilet. I shook the grog-
giness frommy head and gathered my things. Keeves emerging
from the bathroom looking queasy as he did the same.

We’ve been activated, the situation down by the oilwells
must’ve turned into a legitimate emergency. I tookaquickglance
at the TV, the screen showing lines of vehicles evacuating the
drill sites while Relief Corps transports headed in.

I looked atmywatch, five-thirty-eightAm. We’d gotten some
sleep in, but not nearly enough. I drank the rest of my energy
drink and headed out the door with Keeves in tow.

Weracedourwayback to theshop. Theentire citywasbathed
in an unnatural, hazy-red hue in the morning twilight. Off in
thedistance, greatplumesofblacksmokeemanated fromtheoil-
wells just south of the city. This didn’t look good at all, whatever
was going down at the wells must’ve been bad.

We ran through the shop’s gates at breakneck speed, Keeves
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nearly stumbling over himself in the process. Our unit was al-
ready lining up formuster as we sprinted between them and the
armor transports idling outside, ready to embark.

After looking around, I spotted Jahn talking with his
sergeants, all of them wearing bulky hazard suits. He then no-
ticed our presence and aggressively waved us over. We hurried
to him, I could see he wasn’t too happy that we were late.

“Where the fuck have you two been? We’re rolling out in
ten and you chuckle fucks don’t even have your hazards on.” He
hissed.

“Donworry, we’re here nowbosh,” said Keeves, slightlywob-
bling.

“Keeves are you fucking drunk?” Jahn spat, his expression
growing dangerously dark. I quickly cut in.

“He’s just tired, we’re going to suit up right now.”
Jahn’s face hardened in response. After giving both of us a

once over, he angrily pointed in the direction of the shop. We
hastilynoddedand ran towardsourquarters tobeginputting the
hazard suits on.

I had to help Keeves into his while simultaneously strapping
myself in. The task being quite difficult, withKeeves getting tan-
gled in themany straps and hoses that hung from the suit. After
pluggingpower-cells into the suits andcheckingouroxygensup-
ply, we ran back to yard and toward the transports. Our heavy
metal boots thudding against the gravel.

The vehicles were loading up with personnel when we
climbed into the back of one. I slid myway into the cramped in-
terior and belted myself in, my comrades doing the same as the
transport roared to life.

Our convoy’s sirens deafened by the thick steel of the com-
partment as we rode our way out of Lutum. I rubbed my eyes
and took a sip ofwater frommy canteen,myhangover announc-
ing itself through a painful throb inmy skull.

The ride to the wells was uneventful, if not a little bumpy
once we passed the first few protective walls of the city. Look-
ing through the small portholes of the transport, the morning
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sun was rising over the great dunes that surrounded Lutum. It’s
light casting an orange hue as it climbed further into the smokey
sky. The desert landscape passed by, stretching as far as the eye
could see while the transport sped closer to our destination.

I noticed Keeves rustling about next to me. I watched as he
produced a small bag of some dried substance. Of which, he
opened up and offered tome.

“Want some jolt-wort?” He said, hiswordsnowclearer of the
slurring from earlier.

“Stimulants? We’re going on call dude. I don’t want to be
wired out of mymindwhile operating a plasma lance.”

“Suit yourself.” He pulled out two jolt-wort caps and downed
themwith a swig from his canteen. Keeves began handing them
out to the others next to us, a few of which happily accepted. I
paused for a moment, feeling the tiredness of my own hangover
weighingme down as I watched them take the drug.

“Fuck it.”
I reached over and grabbed the bag from him, tossing one

into my mouth. The dry cap sputtering and popping once it hit
the moisture of my tongue. Keeves chuckled as he watched me,
stealing the bag back andputting it into one of themanypouches
lining his suit.

“ETA two minutes, gentlemen” The driver announced
through the static of the compartment’s interior speaker.

We all double checked our gear, helping each otherwhenever
we found a hastily attached hose or open zipper. I awkwardly
turned to look out of the porthole, my movements encumbered
by the suit’s bulk. Small droplets of black liquidwere splattering
on the glass, leaving smeared trails in their wake.

“Holy fuck, the wells are spewing!” One of my crewmates
said, looking out the window next to him.

The ground racing past us had darkened with the fluid. I felt
the transport’s wheels struggling in the oilymud aswe got close.
Soon the vehicle stopped,makingus lurch forward as reddisem-
barking lights illuminated the compartment.
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At once, we all heaved the armored helmets onto our heads,
snapping them into place upon the suit’s shoulder and neck
joints. The loud hiss of multiple suits sealing themselves from
the exterior environment rang out while we unbuckled, prepar-
ing to exit the transport.

The doors flew open, our boots hitting the sand as we dis-
mounted. I could see through the bi-reflective visor of my hel-
met what awaited us.

Vast, burning columns of fire erupted across the desert. Each
being the source of the black smoke I had seen earlier. Theworld
around us was painted in an orange haze. Smog consumed the
surrounding air, heavily obscuring the sun’s light like a forebod-
ing storm.

The ground around us softened considerably from the spew-
ing oil. My boots getting sucked into the muck as we made our
way to the first line of firefighters attempting to contain the dis-
aster.

Emergency personnel milled about while tracked vehicles
carrying water cannons, blasted the burning wells into submis-
sion. Excavators worked close by, digging out contaminated
sand near some of the extinguished pipework.

In the distance between tall mounds of blackened earth,
stood the charred husks of multiple pump-houses. Most of
whichhadbeen consumedby thefires. The group set off towards
them, ourmain priority to find any survivors or bodies taken by
the flames.

We trudged up the slickened dunes, equipment in hand as
great blazes illuminated our backs, casting long shadows upon
the ruined sand. After cresting the hill, I saw the true extent of
the damage.

Refineries that dotted the landscape were utterly destroyed
by a massive explosion. Buildings and pipework laid mangled,
thrown about and embedding themselves in the surrounding
area. Some buildings were flat-out leveled, the foundations the
only remaining sign that a structure existed. Large chasms had
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opened up here and there, swallowing up whatever sat above
them.

We got to work, picking through the rubble while scanning
for any survivors. Keeves and I worked as a team, him carrying
the plasma lance as I waved around an elongated bio-scanner.
Every so often, we’d come across the remains of a well-worker.

Keeves cut the bodies out of the debris with the lance, then
helpedme tagand load themintoblackbags. Weworkedourway
around the destroyed facility, periodically reporting our find-
ings over the radio. I could feel the jolt-wort’s effects setting in,
the twitchy alertness keepingme focused on the task before us.

“HeyCecil, come take a lookat this.” I heardKeeves. His voice
distorted in the helmet’s communications.

I lumberedmyway to his position, finding him crouched be-
sides a deep hole in the ground.

Lying in front of the holewas a partially charred, severed leg.
Blood still leaked from the amputated limb, trickling down into
the hole below it.

“What the hell happened here?” I bent down to his level to
study the limb.

“I don’t knowman, but I don’t think that leg was blown off in
the explosion. Look here, the flesh is torn clean, something had
sliced right through it.”

Keeves pointed to the limb. It had indeed been sliced clean
through, something that an explosion couldn’t have produced.

“Maybe some shrapnel took the poor bastard’s foot, I don’t
know. Let’s bag it.”

Keeves reached for the leg, grabbing it as I prepared another
disposal bag. After disturbing the limb, sand around thehole be-
gan to shift and give way. Keeves quickly got up and took a step
back.

“What the hell…”
Suddenly, a leathery tentacle shot out from the hole. It

wrapped itself around Keeve’s arm and began tugging him to-
wards the hole.
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“FUCKING SHIT! WELL-WYRMS!” He screamed, scram-
bling for the utility knife on his thigh.

Thinking fast, I pulled out my own and slashed at the crea-
ture, cutting a wide gash that sprayed inky blood across our
helmets. The tentacle recoiled and released its grip on him. I
grabbed Keeves, pulling him away as we tumbled backwards
onto our asses.

We scuttled back from the hole, watching as multiple tenta-
cles arose from within and whipped about. The tendrils shud-
dered while searched for whatever had injured it.

I keyed upmy radio.
“Boss! We’ve got well-wyrms near the pump-houses, alert

the crews!”
“What?! Get the hell out of there now!” Jahn shouted.
He didn’t have to tell us twice. Keeves and I scrambled to our

feet and took off running toward the rest of the team. The suit’s
bulkinessmaking the taskharder as I dumped allmy energy into
sprinting away.

I took a quick glance behindme, seeingmultiple wyrms now
pouring out the ditch. Their eyeless forms twitched erratically,
sniffing the air for us. They gave chase, feeling our heavy boots
pounding the sand as we ran.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Keeves yelled as we clambered up the
slope.

After reaching the top, I turned back again and saw countless
wyrms emerging from the ground, each aroused by the commo-
tion we had caused. Keeves activated his plasma lance, heating
up the device in preparation to defend ourselves.

“Keeves, we gotta get the fuck outta here! Don’t even think
about fighting one of those things!” I said, tightening the grip
onmy knife.

“Shit! You’re right, there’s toomany!” Heheaved theglowing
lance over his shoulder and turned withme.

Werandownthehill towards the crewsstill fighting thefires.
Upon seeing us waving frantically, they paused and watched in
confusion. Then, they too began running as the wyrms, now hot
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on our trail came flooding over the dunes. Panic set in as every
worker abandoned their tasks, making a break for the armored
transports.

The wyrms were getting dangerously close. Some broke
their chase and started attacking the remaining stragglers, those
of which had yet to see the coming threat. Their bodies were
torn apart bywrithingmasses of tentacles, others being dragged
screaming under the sand as we raced by.

We came barreling towards the open doors of a transport,
but not before those inside slammed it shut. We pounded on the
metal, screaming for them to open back up.

Keeves fell with a yelp, his leg clutched by a lone wyrm that
had emerged beneath us. I turned to help, watching as he cut
through the offending creature with the plasma lance.

Behind us thewyrms kept coming, a pack of themnow slith-
ering in our direction. Keeves and I kicked away the growing
mass of tentacles in a frantic effort to climb on top of the trans-
port and away from the creatures.

After reaching the roof I looked down, seeing the vehicle be-
coming surrounded by them. Thewryms squealing as they tried
to slither up. Keeves activatedhis lance oncemore andbeganfir-
ing at any that got too close.

“Jahn! Are you still there?!” I yelled into my radio again,
hoping to hear a response.

“Yes! You guys alright? I’m in a van heading out of the facility, I’ve
called command and they’re sending a Liquidation team to evacuate us.
Get to a transport immediately!”

I was about to replywhen the vehicle startedmoving, almost
throwing both of us off balance in the process. We dropped to
our stomachs and clutched the sides of the transport. Holding
on for dear life as the armored van began charging away. The
uneven ground beneath bounced the vehicle around, threaten-
ing our grip. Suddenly, the transport hit amire of oilymuck and
teetered sideways then spun out.

The abrupt stop tossed Keeves and I off the roof, hurling us
into the slick oil below. We landed in a splash as I watched in a
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daze throughmy smeared visor the transport flipping overmul-
tiple times, then stopping in a heap some distance away. Its
doors had opened and those inside were launched out.

Thewyrms, drawnto thecrash, beganswarming thevan. The
sounds of panicked screams and multiple plasma lances firing
echoed off the dunes while they poured in.

Keeves helped me to my feet and we started running once
again. Our crude-drenched suitsmade the effort a slipperyone. I
triedwiping away the liquid frommyvisor butwasunsuccessful.
My gloves too were covered in the substance.

The frenzied screeches of the wyrms hissed behind us, get-
ting closer.

This was it. The day I finally died during a call. I searched for
my knife but couldn’t find it, the blade must’ve dropped during
the wreck. Keeves, noticing my panic, tossed me his own as he
readied the lance.

They were almost upon us when the wyrms stopped dead
in their tracks. The creature’s excited movements slowed, with
some burrowing back into the sand. We stood still, holding our
breath in terror.

Moments later the ground began to shake. From a large sand
dune to our front, arose themassive form of a wyrm.

Easily twenty feet in height, the creature’s gaping serrated
maw gushed a sickly yellow saliva that melted the sand below.

Its leatheryheadwas covered in spiked, chitinous armor that
shiftedwith itsmovements, peeling back to reveal row after row
of jagged teeth. Noticing us, it let out a terrible roar and moved
with a speed unthinkable for such a large creature.

“Oh fuck.” Keeves squeaked, watching as the huge wyrm
slithered toward us and crushing its brethren underneath.

Suddenly fromour left, a thin streak of purple light slammed
into the wyrm’s side, causing it to tremble and turn towards the
source.

I snapped my head in the direction of the beam as well, see-
ing a girl clad in a tangled skirt of foliage standing atop a dune.
She aimed her glowing bow toward the creature, letting off an-
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other shot which hit the wyrm square in the face. The beast bel-
lowed and changed course, charging the magical girl as more
bolts chipped its armor.

She performed an impressive somersault and rolled out of
the way. Sand kicked into the air as the dune she previously
stood upon exploded from the sheermass of the creature.

The wyrm swiped at her with its clubbed tail as she evaded,
dodging the attacks and firing more bolts of energy. The beast
spewed boiling saliva in a rage, the girl dashing away with each
splash.

Not wanting to stick around, Keeves and I started running
again.

In our hasty escape, we passed a team of heavily armed Liq-
uidators charging the serpent. They opened fire with various
weaponry, their barks reverberating off the slopes in the assault.
One of them stopped and quickly ushered us into a dune buggy.

We jumped inside and immediately took off. The gunner on
the buggy firing a large, mounted machine gun at the creature
as we fled. The concussion of the weapon rattling my teeth, my
helmet’s protection doing little tomitigate the blasts.

The chaos shrank in the distance, bolts of magic and gunfire
lighting up the desert around us, backdropped by the still burn-
ing oilwells beyond them.

I grabbed the latches of the helmet and unlocked it. Moisture
from my sweat soaked body hissed out as I heaved the thing off
myhead. Fresh, though still smoggy air stungmy throat as I took
a deep breath. Keeves did the same, coughing up a glob of spit in
the process.

“You boys alright?” Ask the liquidator seated next to us.
Keeves gave a thumbs up before slumping back into his seat.

The soldier nodded, returning to scanning the horizon ahead of
us.

I leaned my head back, resting it on the buggy’s roll cage
while the sun’s morning heat baked us in the open-topped vehi-
cle. The jolt-wort’s effectswere beginning to fade, I felt the crash
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hittingme hard. I shut my eyes hoping to calmmy nerves while
the buggy sped towards Lutum.

VI

“Six.”
“Six of us killed.”
Jahn sat on a toolbox in front of us, our unit gathered around

in the cramped shop facing him as he spoke. His features were
stained by oil, sweat, and dust.

“Johan, Hegel, Martin, James, Kaylee and Frank. All Dead.”
Hepaused. Noneofusdaredmakeasound. Ihungmyhead in

grief, the unit hadn’t lost this many people in a single operation.
Ever. Even during some of our hairier deployments, we’ve been
pretty safe. This, however, was unprecedented.

“Never in allmyyears in theCorps, have I seen casualties like
this in our ranks. As you all know, this line of work is inherently
dangerous. Each one of you knew this when signing your re-
cruitment papers. Hencewhywe drill, and train, and drill again.
Over and over.”

“However, evenwith all of the preparation in the world, sur-
prises can still blindside us. Fortunately, the majority of you
were wearing hazard suits, which I know saved a lot of lives to-
day. That is exactly whywewear them.”

He sighed, running a grimy hand through his thinning hair.
“I want to make this very clear to you, what happened today

was no one’s fault. For those of you that think such, get it out of
your head. Wewere sent in to assist fellow relief crews during an
industrial accident. Not a single oneof us could’ve foreseenwhat
was coming.

“If you feel so inclined to blame someone or something,
blame the drilling company. Which I had been told was careless
enough to skimp out on a well-wyrm survey.”

That huge oversight, which Jahn explained to us at the start
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of this meeting, was indeed the cause of the attack. The drilling
company made the genius decision of not surveying the land
they built upon on years ago.

Turned out there was amassive hive of well-wyrms deep be-
neath the facility. Ofwhich, over the years, had been attracted to
drilling activity and eventually ate through the pipelines in or-
der to feed on extracted crude. The wyrms caused a leak, which
then exploded and forced them towards the surface.

Well-wyrmsarenormally easy to dealwith, that is if youfind
the hive beforehand. However, the drilling company had been
greedy and didn’t perform this critical survey, hoping to cut the
cost of extermination. This led to the death of nearly half of their
Wellers, along with six of our own and numerous firefighters.

Jahnwas right, noone is toblame for this other than thecom-
pany. This wasn’t even a daemon incursion, which the company
tried, and failed, to claim.

If it hadn’t been for the Liquidation team and their Depart-
ment Girl, we would’ve easily been wyrm food. For once, I am
grateful for their appearance. Even I couldn’t blame them for the
deaths of our comrades since they had arrived sometime after
the attack took place.

Coupled with the distance from the city and the speed at
which we were assaulted, the very idea of blaming them put a
bad taste inmymouth.

Jahn spoke again.
“The next few weeks will be difficult. Services for our fallen

members will take place soon. Subsequently, our unit’s opera-
tions will be halted for the time being. I don’t expect any of you
to come in tomorrow, or the following days for thatmatter. Take
some time to be with your friends and loved ones.”

“Consider yourself lucky, and let this be a reminder to al-
ways, always be on alert. Even during a standard, non-daemonic
emergency. Doing so will keep you alive. You are dismissed.”

The group began to break up, returning to their lockers to
change and gather their personals. I got up and spotted Keeves
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already out of his hazard suit. Sweat-drenched undergarments
stuck to his body as hemoved. I approached him.

“Hey Keeves, how’re ya holding up?” I gently asked, resting
a hand on his shoulder.

He sighed then chuckled, “Thankful to be alive, of course.
What kind of question is that?”

I chuckled with him at the stupidity of my inquiry.
“I guess thatwas kind of stupid, wasn’t it? You thinkin’ about

going to the pub tonight?”
He quickly shook his head ‘no’.
“Normally I’d say yes, but I thought of spending some time

with my brother. Heaven knows I haven’t seen him in a while,
and probably wouldn’t have if things were worse.”

I nodded in understanding as we exchanged our farewells. I
took a trip to the showers for a brief deep-clean, then headed out
of the yard and back home.

Uponmy arrival at the apartment, I sat onmy couch, a bottle
of roach-ale in hand, and watched the nightly news report.

“The fires at Sarha Crude’s southern drilling site were de-
termined to be caused by a previously unknown hive of well-
wyrms. Officials stated thewyrmswere drawn to the company’s
drilling, inflicting structural damage to underground pipelines
which eventually burst.”

“The wyrms had attacked first responders, inflicting mass
casualties in the process. Ofwhich includedmultiple LutumFire
Brigade personnel along with Auxiliary Relief Corps crews. The
Department of Malediction responded to the attack shortly af-
ter.”

The screen then displayed a still picture of Yuuko Amora. I
recognized that strange, tangled skirt of leaves and vines. In the
picture, shewore aflower crown Ihadn’t seenpreviously. Across
her chest was the string of what I assumed to be her bow, hidden
behind her back.

Her soft yellow eyes contrasted with an icy blue bob-cut.
She was looking at the camera, which caught her in mid-wave.
Her wrists adorned with more flowers of all sorts and colors.
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The anchor continued, “Thaumaturgist YuukoAmora arrived on
scene and reportedly engaged the wyrms, allowing the remain-
ing emergency services to safely evacuate the area. An interview
with Yuuko will be held tomorrow at nine Am. At the top of the
hour, we will be speaking with multiple emergency service offi-
cials whowere present during the attack. Stay tuned formore.”

I took a deep swig from my bottle and turned off the televi-
sion. The reality of what happened setting in.

The fact that Keeves and I survived is nothing short of amir-
acle. Iwas certainwewere toast. Thosewyrmswere ridiculously
fast and unforgiving.

The visages of my fellow relief crews being torn apart by the
creatures still burned in my mind’s eye. If some of them were
among our unit’s dead, then I couldn’t have known. Considering
the hazard suits that obscured their faces, not that it mattered
anyway.

Even though I didn’t know some of them personally, it was
still pretty jarring. Reflecting on this, I suppose it wouldn’t kill
me to socialize with my coworkers more often. The only one I
really hung out with is Keeves.

Out of each, I believe I conversed with Kaylee on more than
oneoccasion. Shewas akind soul, quite young tobe in theCorps.
I remember the few times I spoke with her. She had yet to adopt
the foul-mouthiness that pervades the unit’s crew.

I drank the rest of the ale-bottle and tossed it behind me,
hearing it bounce then shattering on the floor. Without think-
ing twice, I got up to get another from the fridge. I’ll be drinking
the rest of my supply tonight. Heaven knows I need it. I guess
I’ll watch amovie or twowhile I’m at it, anything to getmymind
away from today’s disaster.

∗ ∗ ∗

I awoke on the floor. A small puddle of drool had dried next to
me. I painfully pushed myself up, knocking aside multiple bot-
tles of roach-ale with a clang in the process. The sun shining
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through the shades toldme it wasmid-morning, it’s light sting-
ingmy eyes as I winced in response.

I wobbled to my feet, makingmyway to the bathroom to ex-
pel the copious amounts of alcohol that I drank last night.

As I was relieving myself, I realized I had left my radio back
at the shop. Imust’ve forgotten it inmy shellshocked statewhile
stripping from the hazard suit. I really didn’t want to go back to
the yard, but I can’t just walk around without my only form of
communication with the unit.

I left the bathroom and traveled to the kitchen, intending to
brew a cup of coffee. I didn’t even bother turning on the TV, I
don’t want my pounding head to be assaulted further by the de-
vice’s noise.

The coffee machine gurgled as I opened my cupboard, tak-
ing out a pain reliever, alongwith an energy bar to holdme over.
I tore into the packaging and greedily consumed the treat, then
popped one of the pills, using some left over ale towash it down.

I checkmywatch, ten o’clock exactly.
If the shop was open, then now was my time to go. I poured

my coffee into a thermos once it was finished brewing and
headed out the door in search of my forgotten radio.

VII

Luckily, the door was unlocked, and I letmyself in. I had absent-
mindedly left my shop key on the counter before I left. I really
ought to keep better track of my belongings.

Unsurprisingly, the shop was completely empty. It was
pretty strange to experience such glaring silence in the normally
busy yard. I made my way through the shop and into the back-
offices, seeingmy locker still tightly shut from the night before.

I shuffled in frontof it, placingahandon thecabinet to steady
my woozy self while I searched for the correct key. Finally find-
ing it, I opened the locker and spottedmy radio nestled between
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a bunched-upmess of work clothes and tools.
I was about to grab it and head out of the office when a loud

clang rang out from behindme in the direction of the shop.
Quickly I pivoted onmy feet and toward the noise. My hang-

over fading as I stood still, listening intently. No one was in
the shop when I entered, and I didn’t hear the door open before
that. I doubt anyonewas still in here from last night,makingme
highly suspicious of whatever produced the sound.

Another loud bang came from the beyond the door.
I grabbed a shale-bar lying againstmy locker ran towards the

sound, peakingmyheadout fromthedoorway in searchof apos-
sible intruder.

There, in themiddle of the roomholding a plasma lance, was
a tiny girl. Her slim form, standing no more than four and half
feet tall, effortlessly waved around the heavy lance. She wore
skinny jeans and a studded leather jacket, along with some old
worn-out sneakers. Her fiery red hair was done up in a ponytail,
the locks of which draped alongside her face, swaying about as
she played with the lance.

What the hell is this kid doing here? I guess I should’ve
locked the door after I entered, but that still doesn’t explain who
she is, or why she’s in here. I let go of the shale bar and strode
into the shop, loudly clearingmy throat to get her attention.

“Excuse me, but you’re not supposed to be in here kid. Who
are you?” I said, putting on the best authoritative tone I could.

She snappedher head atme in surprise, an expressionwhich
quickly turned into a sneer. She crossed her arms in defiance,
plasma lance still in hand.

“Wouldn’t you like to know, oldman.”
Old man? I’m not a day over twenty-seven! Who the hell

does this kid think she is?
I walked over to her and snatched the lance out of her grasp.

Hermean expression only growing nastier once I did.
“That’s a dangerous piece of equipment, you could’ve seri-

ously hurt yourself.” I scolded her, watching as she turned her
back onme, huffing in protest.
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“I’ve handledwands that could’vemelted your eyeballs right
outta your skull!”

She glanced back, lookingme up and down.
“If anything, your gangly ass is the one needing a lesson on

dangerous equipment.”
She said, making air quotations, still facing away fromme.
I paused, baffledat the rude response. Good lord, her parents

must be living a nightmare. I bent down to her level and pointed
a finger in her direction.

“Listen heremissy, if you don’t get out of here in the next five
seconds, I’m calling the cops.” Iwarned, hoping to scare her back
home.

Instead, she simply turned around and blew a raspberry,
then promptly kicked me in the shins with a surprising amount
of force.

“Ah!”
I yelped, holding my injured leg up in pain as she scuttled

past, letting out an evil giggle along the way.
Stumbling, I gave chase. There’s no way in hell I’m going to

let some troublemaker run amuck in the yard. If anything hap-
pens to her or the equipment, I’d certainly be the one to blame.
Considering the fact that I’m the only onehere, besides this little
devil.

I ran into theoffice just in time to catchaglimpseofherpony-
tail rounding the corner towards the stairwell.

Not so fast kid.
Sprinting, I tried to catch upwith her, only to see a single leg

phasing through the wall above the staircase like a ghost.
What in the ever-living fuck?
Ignoring the strange sight, I charged up the stairs hoping to

catch her in the hallway near the officer’s quarters.
I did locateher, but I alsonearly ran face-first intononeother

than Jahn, who was staring at me with an amused expression.
The kid peeked out from behind him, sticking her tongue out at
me.
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“Ah Cecil. Didn’t expect to see you this morning. In some
kind of a rush?”

I stared at the both of them,mymouth agape as I tried to find
the words to reply. Jahn, ever being the one to explain, contin-
ued.

“I see you’vemetAna. Iwaswonderingwhat all that commo-
tionwas downstairs.” He placed a hand onher head, gesturing to
mewith his other.

“Ana, this is Cecil. Cecil, Ana.”
I narrowedmy eyes, her doing the same.
Jahn, noticing the tension between us, chuckled again.
“Seems like you two didn’t get off on the right foot. I’ve got

breakfast cooking in the rec-room, I’ll explain more over some
eggs. Care to join us?”

I raised an eyebrowat him, then tentatively nodded in agree-
ment. With that, he smiled and strolled down the stairs, Ana in
tow.

“Stinky” she whispered while waking past, lacing her hands
behind her head as she began to whistle.

I sneered at her as she did.
So, this is the infamous Ana Nakamura. She’s just as nasty

as her filesmade her out to be. Why she’s here so early, I have no
clue. I guess Jahnwill tellmeshortly. Following theduo, I angrily
shoved my hands into my pockets, but not before taking a quick
sniff of my pits.

She was right, I did stink.
I made a note to hit the showers before joining them for

breakfast.

∗ ∗ ∗

Aftermy quick shower, I took a seat at the rec-room table across
fromAna. Shehummedwhile eating aPB&J sandwich, one that I
assumed Jahnmade for her. She occasionally shot quick glances
mywaywhen she thought Iwasn’t looking. Trying to ignore her,
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I turned to Jahn, who was standing in front of the stove scram-
bling some eggs.

Hewore a ridiculous “kiss the cook” apron that I didn’t know
he even had. I’d give him shit for it, if it weren’t for my attempt
at saving face in front of them.

After a minute or two, he turned around and placed a big
plate of eggs and bacon on the table, sitting down to join uswhile
he did.

“So, Cecil, I guess you’re wondering why Ana is here two
weeks early. Truth is, the Department dropped her off late last
night while I was closing up. The suits told me it was neces-
sary to do so, especially in light of the oilwell attack. Said some-
thing about an ‘emergency deployment’ of the sorts. The attack
must’ve prompted their decision, a wise one on their part I fig-
ure.”

“Nothing is wise about those assholes, Jahnny.” Ana perked
up, referring to himwith a pretty cutesy nickname.

“Language, young lady.” He said, not taking a single eye off
his meal.

Ana quickly went silent and returned to her sandwich, not
even throwing him the glare she gave me when I reprimanded
her.

I raised an eyebrow to this. Jahn appeared to have some level
of control over her. I guess that’s not surprising, he raised did
three kids of his own after all.

“Well now that you’ve cleared things up, would you care to
tell me where she’s staying? Preferably somewhere far away
from the shop.”

As I said this, she looked straight at me while continuing to
chew, hate positively oozing from her brilliant green eyes as she
did.

“Where else would she stay, if not at the unit? After all, she
is here to learn from us. I’ve got a free room near my office she’s
been settled into. Don’t worry about it, she’s taken care of.”

I thought about that for a moment. This kid is undoubtedly
hard to control, something Ifiguredoutquitequickly in the short
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timemeeting her.
I have no clue how Jahn’s going to keep her in check, es-

pecially after seeing her playing around with a plasma lance.
Though, it looks like he’s got a pretty good handle on the brat,
seeing as she as yet to disobey his words.

I picked up a fork and knife and began eating. We sat in rel-
ative silence as we downed our meals. Eventually, Ana got up,
saying she was going to the toilet, and exited the rec-room.

Seeing as we were alone, I looked back at Jahn.
“Boss, she’s just as bad as the file said. I don’t know how this

is going to work out, especially with some of the grumpier guys
here. I can already see problemsbrewing on thehorizon, are you
sure about this?”

Jahn swallowed his food before replying,
“Cecil, it hasn’t even been an hour since you two met, and

you’re already throwing in the towel. I expect a little more mo-
tivation on your part. I’ve been putting in the work, so should
you.

“Besides, it’s not like we’re housing a dangerous criminal or
anything. She’s just a kid, give her a chance. In fact, she’s quite
pleasant to talk to once you get to know her.”

I pointed an egg skewered fork in his direction,
“A dangerous kid I should remind you. How do you expect

to keep an eye on her when she can phase through fuckingwalls,
Jahn?”

Hepaused, “She canphase throughwalls? That’s interesting.
Thanks for lettingme know.”

Without skipping a beat, he moved onto his bacon and con-
tinued eating.

I threw upmy hands in agitation. I don’t understand how he
can be so casual about this.

“I sawherplaying aroundwith aplasma lance earlier, doesn’t
that seem even the least bit disconcerting to you?”

Jahnpausedonceagain. This timebrieflystoppingmid-chew
and narrowed his eyes,
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“I see what you mean. I’ll talk to her later about it. In the
meantime, I’m going to let her shadowyou for the rest of the day
now that you’re here and all. I’ve got a meeting to attend in the
coming hour, so I’m placing the responsibility on you.”

Ana then re-entered the room. Though instead of coming
through the doorway, she walked straight through the wall and
took her seat.

“Well, I’ll be dammed, you were right.” Jahn said, eyeing the
girl in disbelief.

He wiped his mouth with a napkin and got up, throwing the
scraps of hismeal into a nearby trash bin then turned to us, “Try
not to burn the shop down while I’m gone you two. Ana, play
nicewithCecil. He’ll tellme everything, good or bad, that you do
today.”

With that, he took off his apron and walked out of the room.
Leaving both of us in an awkward silence.

VIII

Ana restedher face in ahand, deliberately appearing to avoidmy
gaze.

Ignoring this, I got up and leftAna alone in the rec-room. Or
so I thought, as she quickly appeared from the wall next tome.

“Where are you going?”
“Jeez kid, cut that out, it’s freaky as all hell.”
She rolled her eyes, followingme.
“I asked a question and I expect an answer.”
“Work. And don’t touch anything while I do.” I responded

through clenched teeth.
Thankfully she stayed quiet, sticking by my side as I started

to work on the various tasks left unfinished from the day prior.
Every so often, I’d tell her to stop touching shit, something that
she continued to do regardless of what I said.
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“How am I supposed to learn anything if you won’t let me
help you?”

She sighed, watching me using a soldering iron to fix the
damaged components of my hazard suit’s helmet.

She didhave a point, but I didn’t trust her enough to start fid-
dling with tools just yet.

“All I askofyou is towatchand listen. Youwanna learn? Then
start taking notes.” I said, movingmy face away from the leaded
fumes wafting off the helmet.

This seemed to elicit further questions fromher as she leaned
in to get a better look at what I was working on.

“What is this thing? Why are you melting it with a stick?
Why does it smell funny? Why do you smell funny?”

I put the iron down and rubbedmy temples. If thiswas going
to be the rest of my day, then I might as well go home. Though
with Jahn prettymuch expectingme towatch her today, that op-
tion was completely out the window. I’ll just have to deal with it
while keeping her out of trouble.

“For one, I don’t smell funny, I just took a shower. And two,
I’mfixing a broken circuit on this thing, myhazard suit, with this
stick, a soldering iron. It’s used to mend connections between
electrical components on circuit boards.”

I took a glance at Ana, her eyes glazing over as I spoke.
Sighing, I continued my work, with Ana periodically asking

more questions about such. Finishing up, I unplugged the iron
and put my suit back into its locker. Making sure to lock up the
cabinet afterwards.

Now that I think about it, nothing’s stopping her from just
reaching through the door and fiddling with it anyway. What-
ever. I just hope she doesn’t think to do so later on when I’m not
looking.

Followingme out of the office and into the shop, shewatched
as I picked up the plasma lance she held earlier and put it back
into the tool cupboard. But not before she spoke up again, “So,
what is that thingy? It kinda looks like one of those shittywands
we get at the Academy”
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Suppressing an urge to scold her language, I saw an oppor-
tunity to teach her something. I reached back into the tool cup-
board and pulled out the lance, showing it off.

“This is a plasma lance. Weuse it to cut throughmetal or con-
crete in ourwaywhile on operations. It’s pretty powerful, which
is why I told you not to touch it.”

She smirked, placing a hand on her hip.
“Pretty powerful huh? Why don’t you show me what it can

do? I doubt it’s as strong as the wands I’ve used.”
Taking this a challenge, I heaved the lance’s fuel tankontomy

back andmotioned for her to followme outside.
In the yard, I searched around for some scrap metal, which

wasn’t too hard to find. I located a pretty hefty piece of wrought
iron and pointed at it.

“Observe.” I said, turning on the lance’s fuel supply while it
whined to life. Ana raised an eyebrow, but was nonetheless in-
terested in what I was about to do.

A bright, blue flame erupted from the lance’s tip. I turned a
valve to control its flow, watching the jet glow white hot as it let
off a screaming hiss. After ensuring the magnetic containment
field was equalized, I placed the jet on top the scrap metal and
began cutting through it.

I could see Ana’s surprised expression through the sparks of
the melting iron, seeing her eyes widen at the lance’s ability to
easily slice the metal. A few seconds later, and I had cut clean
across it. The two halves falling apart, their edges glowing with
intense heat.

“Pretty cool huh?” I said, turning back to her while I killed
the lance’s gas flowwith a chirp.

“Eh, I’ve seen better.” She shrugged, quickly dissolving her
previous look of amazement.

Man, this kid is difficult. Time to up the ante.
I walked around looking for more things to slice, eventually

finding a reasonably thick support girder. I repeated the same
process as before, though this time it took a little longer to cut.
Her reaction stayed the same tomy disappointment.
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She followed me about as I searched further for cutting fod-
der. Towards the back of the yard, I spotted a pile of concrete we
had yet to crush, then got an idea.

“Wannamake some lava?”
She cocked her head in thought.
“Sure, why not?” I heard a hint of rising excitement in her

voice.
Bingo.
We made our way to the rubble heap. I turned the lance on

and beganmelting the concrete, making sure to not actually cut
it, but hovering the lance just above the rock.

This had the effect of creating molten slag, which flowed
from the widening, glowing crater I was making. I noticed she
had taken some steps toward me, intently watching as the ‘lava’
dripped and pooled beneath the lance’s jet. She was obviously
interested, so I continued.

After making quite a fiery mess, I cut the gas, watching a
smile slowly grow on her face. Taking this as my cue, I made a
pretty risky proposition.

“Want to try it out?”
As expected, she immediately agreed. I broughther close and

placed the lance in her hand.
“Before we start, I want to show you how this thing works.

See this valve here?” I said, pointing to the limiter on the lance.
“Yeah?”
“That’s your control switch. Turning it towards you increases

the gas’s flowing into the lance from its tanks. Turning it away
from you, will slowly shut it off. The smaller lever below it con-
trols the electromagnetic field that contains the jet.

“In order to keep a constant flame going, you need to balance
the levels between gas flow and the field’s strength. It’s not too
difficult once you get the hang of it. Though if you see the jet
‘running away’ from you, meaning the flame keeps getting big-
ger and brighter, all you gotta do is press this button here, which
will shut the lance off completely. “Got that?”
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She nodded, seeming to actually understand what I told her
this time. I hope. If this thing starts running off, then it could
be a serious problem. Runaway lances, while not common, have
been an occasional mishap every now and then. Eh, I’m right
here next to her. If anything goes wrong, I’ll just shut it off.

I’m sure it’ll be fine.

∗ ∗ ∗

It wasn’t fine.
She was doing good at first, managing to control the jet as

she melted away the concrete. However, in her excitement, she
pushed the lance a little too close to the rock, which sprayed
molten concrete in our direction. Taken by surprise, she quickly
pulled away and accidentally pushed the gas valve too far, caus-
ing the lance to flare up which in turn, rattled in her hand and
scared her evenmore.

She dropped the lance in fright, not realizing the thing was
still attached to me. The pressurized jet forcing the lance to flail
wildlyoutof control. Iwas luckyenoughtocatch the thingbefore
it cut straight throughme. Though I did get singed pretty bad in
the process.

My eyebrows were still smoking as I put the lance back into
its home in the shop. Grumbling at the fact that shewas laughing
while I fought to control the thing.

“Looks like you really do need more lessons on dangerous
equipment, Cecil.”

With my back turned to her, I raised an eyebrow. That was
the first time she addressed me by name. Previously, all she did
was call me ‘stinky’, ‘smelly’ and ‘old man’. This looked to be
an improvement, though I still needed to drill some seriousness
into her regarding things like this.

“Yeahwell, youwere the onehandling the lance. The respon-
sibility of use lies upon the operator, remember that well. Oth-
erwise, I won’t let you use it again.”
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She smiled mischievously, “Oh really? Now that you’ve
taughtme how to use it, how ya gonna stopme from doing so?”

I scowled, trying to think of a proper retort.
Again, she was right. I couldn’t prevent her from grabbing

the lance if she really wanted to. Just as the thought entered my
mind, another made its way in. I returned a devilish smile her
way.

“If you do, I’ll make sure to let Jahn know.”
The mention of his name caused her to quickly drop the

smirk. Realizing the foolishness of her comment.
“Whatever, I’m going to get some juice.” She frowned, turn-

ing around and presumably walking back to the rec-room.
Well, at least I found something she’d appeared to take inter-

est in. Although, blasting through concrete with plasma lances
isn’t the only thing we do around here. Plus, she’s yet to join
us on an operation. Something I think she isn’t quite ready for
just yet. Hypothetically, if we got activated tonight, there’s ab-
solutely no way she’d be able to handle the chaos of a disaster
scene.

Her reaction to the lance’s flareup was evidence of such. I
doubt thegirl couldkeep it togetherwhilewe collecteddeadbod-
ies, in addition to providingfirst aid to screaming,wounded sur-
vivors. Thinking back to yesterday, I began to fully realize just
how much work I needed to do in order to prepare her. I guess
that’s all a part of this training program.

Feeling parched as well, I made my way to the rec-room for
some refreshing orange juice.

IX

The rest of the day was relatively uneventful. Jahn briefly
stopped by after his meeting to check up on us. I gave him the
rundown of what happened with the plasma lance. He com-
mended me on handling the mishap, but warned to be careful
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next time I decide to do something like that again.
The massive clock which hung on the rec-room’s wall

chimed, indicating another hour had passed by.
The sound woke me up from a power nap I had taken on the

rec-room’s recliner. I rubbed the sleep out ofmy eyes, and found
myself face to face with none other than Ana, who was sitting
atop the recliner’sheadrest aboveme. Shewasupside-down, her
emerald eyes staring deeply into my own. I jumped up with a
shout.

“What the hell Ana! What are you doing? You nearly scared
the daylights out of me!”

She threwher head back in laughter, a toothy smile plastered
across her face as she did.

“You should’ve seen your face! You looked like a scared pi-
geon!”

I rubbedmy sore neck, themuscles strained from sleeping at
an odd angle.

“Again, whywere you watchingme sleep?”
Ana regained control of her laughter, “You talk in your sleep,

you know that?”
I froze, tiltingmy head inquisitively.
“What are you talking about?”
“Well, when I walked in to grab some cereal from the cup-

board, I noticed you murmuring something while dozing away.
I couldn’t make out what you said, but I kept hearing you say
the name ‘Lily’ over and over again. Were you having naughty
dreams about your giiiirlfrieeend?”

She teased, making kissy noises as she did.
I felt the blood drain from my face, for a split second my

movements ceased again. This sudden change in demeanor was
instantly pickedupbyAna,who stoppedher taunting and raised
a confused eyebrow. I snapped out ofmy freeze andwaved a dis-
missive hand.

“No, nothing of the sort.” I tried to deflect.
I took a lookatmywatch. Holyhell, itwasnine atnight! How

long did I sleep for? Evenmore worrying, I let this kid presum-
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ably wander about the shopwhile I slept like a log. I looked back
to her, Ana still eyeingme upwith curiosity.

“It’s pretty latenow, andmostly likelypast yourbedtime. I’ve
got to home anyway. Jahn should be back soon to close up.”

She narrowed her eyes,my attempt to change the subject not
flying past her. A few tense moments went by before she light-
ened up,

“I’m thirteen, old enough to not have a bedtime. I’ll sleep
whenever I so please.”

I looked at her curiously, “Thirteen? I thought youwere sup-
posed to be a junior in high school.”

She smirked and raised her chin skywards,
“I was put ahead in advanced classes when I enrolled in the

Academy. My gigantic brain being too powerful for the lower
classes to properly satiate. Though, that looks to be the same this
past semester.”

Thirteen huh? I don’t know how I missed that basic piece of
informationwhen reading her files. Although, there was quite a
lot to review. Still, I should’ve seen her age somewhere when I
looked. Honestly, I don’t know how I didn’t see the discrepancy
betweenher relatively young appearance, andwhat the files had
said.

“You’ll break your wrist if you keep jerking yourself off that
hard. Now get to bed, before Jahn chewsme out after seeing you
eat sugary cereal this late into the night.”

I turned and walked out of the rec-room before she could
respond. Surprisingly, she didn’t follow me as I made my way
down the stairs and out of the shop. The night’s cool air felt good
onmy face, I thought about what she heardme say inmy sleep.

I never talked about Lily. Ever. Maybe I mentioned her once
before to Jahn years ago, but I don’t really remember. As much
as it pains me not to, its better that way. Should any of the De-
partment’s prying ears overhear such, that could mean the end
of me. Regardless, I apparently slept-talked.

I should probably be more careful about where I decided to
doze off from now on. Especially around a magic girl who can

329



pass through walls at a whim. I’d rather not to let any more of
my personal life slip frommy droolingmouth again.

A chilly breeze blew by, causing me to shiver. The night was
getting colder as themoonmarchedhigh into the sky. I better get
home soon, before I’m awake until sunrise. That nap probably
wasn’t the greatest of ideas.

∗ ∗ ∗

Thenextmorning, I decided to come intowork again. Even if op-
erationswere halted for the time being, I nowhave Jahn’s expec-
tations hanging overmy head, so Imight as well clock in. Enter-
ing the office, I found him sitting cross legged on the floor atop a
pillow, an Auxiliary Relief Corps manual splayed out on his lap.
Across from himwas Ana, a booklet of her own in hand.

“Tell me again, what’s the first thing a response squad must
do when arriving at the scene of a disaster?”

Ana, now wearing track pants and an oversized Auxiliary
Corps hoodie, let out an exasperated sigh,

“Uhhh, cordon off the area? I guess?”
“You guess, or you know?”
“Yeah, the last one.”
Jahn nodded, accepting the answer before asking again,
“Now, why do we do this?”
Ana scratched her chin, the hamster wheel that powered her

so-called “gigantic brain” was practically smoking trying to an-
swer the question. Jahnwaited patiently, allowingher to process
her thoughts.

“So that…other people don’t try and enter the dangerous
area?”

“Good!” Jahn said, giving her a thumbs up. He then noticed
my presence and acknowledgedme.

“Cecil, good morning. I’ve left some assignments on your
workbench, get to it.”

“Thanks.” Imutteredwhile taking a sip ofmy coffee, walking
towards the bench.
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The two continued their lesson in the backgroundas I flipped
through the assignments Jahn laid out. Looking themover, I no-
ticed a small note placed between thepapers. I plucked it out and
read,

My office, tenminutes.
I shoot a look over my shoulder to Jahn, who was still em-

broiled in the teaching session with Ana.
I’m not too sure what kind of message that was, other than

a direct order, but its succinctness gave me an uneasy feeling.
Pocketing the note, I grabbed the assignments and headed to-
ward the rec-room to leave the pair in peace.

I filled out various paperwork, nervously checkingmywatch
every so often as I did. The note, although short, never left my
mind. Eventually, the anticipation became too great. I put down
my pencil, standing up and walking towards Jahn’s office ahead
of the meeting time. I couldn’t shake this foreboding feeling in
my gut.

Jahn never leavesme notes. If anything, he’ll tell me straight
upwhat he wants whenever, wherever. The very fact that he de-
cided to write one didn’t sit well withme.

I opened the door to his office and took a seat in one of the
chairs. I didn’t have to wait long for him, the short man soon
wordlessly entering the room.

I watched him sit down, expecting him to pull out another
cigar. But he never did. I gulped, the feeling in my gut getting
stronger as he loosened the pinstriped tie around his neck.

He paused for amoment, seeming to scrutinize every inch of
his office as he did. He then started,

“Cecil, I don’twant to alarmyou, but I have reasons to believe
we’re beingmonitored.”

I held back a flurry of questions brewing inmy head.
“Well, that’s to be expected. I suppose you’re referring to De-

partment evaluation reports and the check-ups on Ana.”
Jahn shook his head.
“Not like that. Yesterday, after Ana went to bed and I closing

up the shop, I noticed ablack sedan tailingmeon thedrivehome.
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It was painfully obvious, as whoever driving it made no attempt
to hide frommy view.”

I said nothing, waiting for him to explain.
“The car parked outside of my house for a good hour or two.

Eventually, twomen,whowere clearlyDepartment suits, got out
and stood by the car, watchingmywindow for another hour and
a half before getting back in and driving away.”

“We’re doing everything by the program’s book, following
eachdirective to the letter. I can’t seewhy theDepartmentwould
do such a thing, maybe this is some kind of standard procedure
for them. Especially since we’re housing one of their, ahem, as-
sets.”

I instantly understood what was happening. While Jahn
might’ve not figured it all out, I could see it clearly.

“It’s a show of force.”
He raised an eyebrow,motioning forme to continue.
“A gang stalking tactic. A favorite one by the Department

when they’ve got their eyes onyou. The reason for its occurrence
doesn’t really matter. What does matter is your reaction to it.
Anything short of a lingering glance in their direction, basically
gives them the greenlight to escalate their activities.

“I should know, theywatchedme for a fewmonths after I left.
I guess they’re scoping us out to protect their assets, ensuring it’s
safe to let onebequite independenthere. Thoughonce theystart,
the suits probably won’t stop for a while.”

Jahn contemplated my answer, prompting him to pull out a
cigar and light it.

“That’s pretty nefarious. Though if what you said is correct,
then ignoring them should get rid of the problem, no?”

I let out an exhaustive sigh.
“Doing that worked in my case. But considering our situa-

tion, and I place heavy emphasis on our, then I only assume this
is going to get worse over the next few weeks. Though, I doubt
they’ll do anything seriously violent to you.

“As a you’ve said, you’re a unit commander overseeing the
training and safety of one of their Thaumaturgists. It’d be noth-
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ing short of pure stupidity should they try to attack you or some-
thing. However, Iwouldn’t put it passed theDepartment tomake
stupid decisions.”

Jahn sat in thought, silently puffing his cigar again while
leaning back. I could tell this bothered him greatly. He wasn’t
used to the idea of being under the Department’s microscope.
Not that most people were anyway.

His revelation tomebrought further concerns tomymind, as
my own involvement in the program could easily seeme getting
targeted again as well.

“In any case, I thought I’d bring it up to you. Knowing that
you’ve got deeper knowledge on theDepartment and their inner
workings than me. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you to stay alert
in light of this.”

“That being said, keep your head on a swivel andwatchwhat
you say, especially to Keeves. I know you vent to him about
the Department consistently, especially in public places like the
Wild Hog.”

Jahn was right. I often did regularly unload my misgivings
about the Department to Keeves. Additionally, the mention of
the pub brought uncovered a blind spot I had been carelessly ne-
glecting over the years.

If it took me this long to escape the Department’s clutches,
only for them to suddenly ramp up their malicious actions, and
toward my boss no less, then I ought to tread with caution from
now on.

Nomore drunken Department rants at the Hog, I guess.
Jahn’s voice brought me back frommy thoughts yet again as

he stood up, snuffing the cigar into its ashtray.
“I don’t know if this means anything, but I’ll be on appear-

ing on televised press conference along with other Corps com-
manders this afternoon. This could be the reason for the sudden
appearance of shady suits followingme around recently.”

“I’m heading back home to prepare for it, hold down the fort
while I’m gone. I probably don’t have to tell you to keep a close
eye on Ana, but I will. Watch her like a hawk.”
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I nodded, followingwhile he exited the office and locking the
door behind him.

After reaching the bottom offices, we partedways. I watched
carefully through one of the office’s large, shadedwindows as he
got into his car and drove away. I lingered for amoment, search-
ing for any signs of the aforementioned black sedan.

X

No matter where I looked, I couldn’t find Ana. Panic set in as I
paced about, searching everywhere for a sign of the fiery haired
girl. I checked every possible hiding spot a kid her size could fit.
Tool lockers, cupboards, inside transports, even the fridge as I
got desperate.

I saw her not even twenty minutes ago, when she was en-
gaged in her book lesson with Jahn. Now she was nowhere to be
found. I started placing my ear against the walls like a lunatic,
listening for any indication that she was hiding there.

Findingnothing, I reached formyradiopreparing tocall Jahn
back to join the search. It felt pretty embarrassing to do so, con-
sidering he had just left the shop.

Luckily,my investigation endedasAna’s ponytail poppedout
from the wall, slappingme in the face.

I shook my head, watching her slide out from the surface,
cackling like ghoul.

“It’s pretty funnywatchingyouallflustered like that, I should
start hidingmore.”

I crossedmy arms in annoyance, “I thought I told you to stop
doing that.”

She shrugged, ignoring me as she plopped down on the rec-
room’s recliner. She took a sip from a juice box before pointing
at me.

“Am I not allowed to have fun here? I thought you’d guys
would be less stuck-up than the academy instructors.”
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“Your definition of ‘fun’ is skewed, young lady. I’m certainly
not enjoying the small panic attacks every time you disappear
and reappear at random.”

“That’s your problem.”
“You’re right, you aremy problem.”
My comment seemed to peeve her. She sucked the rest of the

juice box dry and tossed its empty husk towardme. Ducking un-
der the drained projectile, I quickly changed topic to avoid any-
more objects flungmyway.

“How do you do that anyway?”
“Dowhat?”
“Youknow, thewhole phasing throughwalls thing. I thought

magic girls could only do stuff like that with an artifact.”
She chuckled while passing a hand through the recliner’s

arm, the chairs mechanism turned as it leaned back.
“It’s called auroral pathfinding, and I’m the best pathfinder

in the city.”
Ah, I remember reading that in her file. Though her claim of

being ‘the best pathfinder in the city’ seemed pretty boisterous,
considering sheonly scored lowBs in the subject. Findingmyself
wanting to learnmore, I continued.

“Yeah but, how does it work exactly? Performing a feat like
incorporeal shiftingwithout the aid of an artifact is pretty high-
level stuff. You’re not carrying one around, are you?”

“Psst. I don’t need an artifact. I’m a late generation divina-
tor, my natural magical abilities are far beyond any current De-
partmentGirl’s.” She saidgettingup,makingherway toward the
fridge for another juice box.

“That still doesn’t answer my question. What is auroral
pathfinding and how do you do it?”

Getting annoyed by my pestering, she huffed and spun
around to faceme.

“You wanna know? Then check this out.”
I watch her hand shoot toward my chest, the limb passing

through my body. A chilly shiver jolted its way up my spine as
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it did. I closedmy eyes in surprise. When I opened them, my vi-
sion had been totally obscured by a dark haze.

Eventually, I could see the faint outlines of theobjects around
me. Small glowing cracks like those on a shattered window,
webbed the inside of their forms. The wispy lines constantly
shifted and changed orientation. It was disorientating, my
senses were further assaulted as I looked at Ana.

In my new sight, she appeared as a vague outline of danc-
ing lights. Bright bands of azure glowing ribbons mingled with
sharp violet stripes.

It wasmesmerizingly painful.
She was like a living blaze, flickering and waving in the

darkness. What was most striking were her eyes, they burned
into mine like the sun itself. The incredibly rich green orbs cut
throughmymindwith a fierce intensity. It threatened to reduce
my very self into a tiny, condensed point of pure awareness.

It was toomuch forme to handle and I jumped back from the
sensory overload. My vision returning to normal once her hand
exitedmy chest.

“What the hell was that?!” I yelled, feeling short of breath.
“That was how I ‘phase’ through walls, as you put it.”
“That didn’t teach me anything. Other than gaining an inti-

mate knowledge of whatmy insides look like.” I shuddered.
“Eh, I don’t know how to explain it otherwise. I should’ve

known a mundane couldn’t comprehend the power of thau-
maturgy.” She retorted, finding her place back in the recliner,
fresh juice box in hand.

Unsatisfiedwithher ‘explanation’, I gave upmy further ques-
tioning. Taking a seat at the table, I tookanother once-over ofmy
paperwork to pass the time.

Soon, another flying juice box sailed through the air. This
time hitting the back of my head and bouncing to the floor.

“Quit it. I’mworking.”
“You didn’t seem so focused on work just a second ago. Be-

sides, all you’ve done is order me around and ask me questions.
I think it’s time I do some questioning of my own.”
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She was right, I did hit her withmultiple questions from the
moment we first met. Though I did think she was some kind of
delinquent that broke into the shop. Which wasn’t too far from
the truth.

“First off, what’s your favorite color?”
“Purple, next.”
“What’s your favorite food?”
“Chicken noodle soup with carrot slices, and hot chocolate.

Next.”
“What’s your favorite animal?”
“I don’t know, whichever tastes the best. Next.”
“Ok, how old are you? I’m guessing you’re like, I don’t know,

forty something?”
What the hell? Do I really look that old? No, it can’t be. Kids

are terrible at gauging age. Everyone is pretty much ancient to
them.

“Rude, whatmakes you think that? I’m at the ripe young age
of twenty-seven, thank you verymuch.”

Her facemorphed into a surprised expression,
“Really? I would’ve thought otherwise. Your stubble looks

like someone threw a cup of salt and pepper on your face.”
I reached up and rubbed my face, was I getting grey hairs? I

haven’t reallynoticednor cared to look for themsince I normally
shave. Oh lord, did I have grey onmy head as well? That’s a sign
of early onset hair loss or so I’ve heard.

With the amount of stress I’ve been under these past few
years, I guess it wouldn’t be too strange to see some silver peek-
ing through. With the introduction of Ana intomy daily life, my
hairmight as well be bleachedwhite by the time this program is
over.

“Enough about this. Ask a better question next time.”
Ana pondered the request for a moment, before bringing a

presumably tamer question to the table.
“How long have you been working here? And what did you

do before this?”
Not so tame.
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While I could answer the first part of her question, I was hes-
itant to fulfil the second part’s request. Last thing I need is to
sour what little progress I’ve made with her by blabbing about
my time in theDepartment. I decided to play it as safe as I could,
bending the truth a little to satisfy her.

“Six years, give or take. Before this job I worked as a consul-
tant for another emergency service.”

My answer didn’t seem to have the desired effect as she
pressed further.

“Which service? Whatmadeyou leave,wereyouafirefighter
or cop or something?”

I bit my lip, trying to figure out how tomaneuver around the
inquiry. Eventually, I just settled on flat-out lying.

“It doesn’t exist anymore. It was small consultant job that
had me sitting at a desk all day, wasting away. If you want my
honest opinion, I found working at the Corps to be far more en-
joyable than what I used to do.”

I heldmy breath as she analyzed the answer. Thankfully, she
nodded her head in satisfaction and continued on.

“Next one,who’s Lily?”
I tightly grippedmy pencil.
I wasn’t expecting that. I had hoped she’d forget the name

after Iwaved her off last night. Though it appears she’s still dan-
gerously curious about it. Most likely karma for my lies uttered
just a breath ago. Deciding to balance out my soul-debt, I spoke
honestly.

“I don’t feel comfortable answering that.”
“Why not?”
The speed of her response was astonishing, though it aggra-

vatedme further.
“I said I don’t feel comfortable talking about it.”
“Was she a girlfriend? Did you guys have a bad break up or

something? Seeing your reaction, perhaps I hit a soft spo—“
Igotupandoutofmyseat, promptly turning towards therec-

room’s exit and leaving her mid-sentence. Hearing her yells of
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protest from down the hall as I walked away. I’m having none of
this.

Just as I thought Iwasoutof earshot, sheappearedbeforeme,
rising out of the floor.

“What’s wrong with you? All I asked was who Lily is!”
I closedmy eyes and breathed deeply, trying to composemy-

self. When I opened them, my eyes quickly shot down towards
her. In a sudden, jarringmovement, I bent down and leveledmy
face with hers. The action, coupled with the barely contained
look of rage on my face startled Ana, causing her to take a small
step backwards.

“Listen close because I won’t repeat myself again. Do not
speak of Lily. Do not ask me about her, or anything related to
her. If you disobey this, I won’t tell Jahn to discipline you, but
will do somyself.”

I leaned in further.
“Something that you do notwant to happen.”
Shewaspractically shakingnow, eyeswide in a confused ter-

ror.
“Do I makemyself clear?”
“Y-yes!” She whimpered.
“Good.”
I straightened back out again, watching as she quickly sunk

back into floor and out of my sight.
I held my face in my hands, groaning loudly. Realizing the

potential mistake I made, along the possible smoking that Jahn
will giveme after inevitably hearing about what transpired.

This kid doesn’t know when to stop. I suppose I shouldn’t
blame her. Like Jahn said, she is just a kid after all. I feel pretty
stupid chewing her out now that I think about it.

I checked my watch, seeing it was only one in the afternoon.
I’ve still got a long day ahead of me. One that will now be pretty
quiet, considering I just scared off Ana. She’ll be fine, I hope. I’ll
let her think about what she said, maybe some alone time will
bring her to her senses.
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Though themore I thought about it, themore I realized Iwas
the one that needed to regain my senses. Seeing as I probably
won’t be able to findher again anytime soon, I grabbedmy jacket
and decided on taking a stroll to clear my head.

XI

My walk through the city started with no destination in mind,
as I strolled down the sidewalk and away from the shop. I just
needed some time to clear my head. I decided to avoid the shop-
ping district, downtown’s daily commotion seemed too invasive
in its current state.

I thought about going to a local botanical park locatednot too
far from the yard, but I settled on justwandering further into the
industrial sector instead. It was quieter here anyway. The noise
of people being replaced by humming infrastructure and distant
construction work as I walked.

Lutum is a large city, the sprawling metropolis consisting of
endless concrete, asphalt and metal that seemed to stretch on
into the horizon.

Being one of the largermega-cities on the continent, it could
take you days to walk from one end of the city to the other. That
is, if you didn’t take any sort of transportation.

I’ve lived here my whole life, though I grew up on the oppo-
site end of Lutum. Near downtown Lutum I could blend in. Get-
ting lostamongthehundredsofpeople isa lot easier there, useful
when trying to avoid the Department’s eye.

Though sometimes, the desolate feeling of this area calms
me. Attracts me even.

The many refineries, substations and warehouses created a
network of urban jungle. Before this place had been fully de-
veloped, our unit had been called out here many times. Often
the poorly maintained refineries had fires, or even explosions.
Now that the energy sector had gotten a large amount of fund-
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ing, courtesy of the Department, this area had become a hotspot
for electrical infrastructure.

My stroll took me further into the industrial sector. Pedes-
trians were becoming few and far between, store fronts being
replaced by manufacturing facilities and the odd substation.
Above loomed the forms ofmass-transit lines snaking above the
streets. Every so often, the thundering sound of metro-trains
zoomed overhead on their daily routes

I thought back to Ana, she probably was born somewhere
near my old stomping grounds. Which would make sense if she
was attending the Academy.

Howshemanaged to stay in for so long isbeyondme,heratti-
tude ismore than ahandful forme andpresumablyher teachers.
Although, she did say she was advanced into the higher classes
of the Academy.

So, I assume the school’s education board must’ve saw some
kind of promise in her. Whatever they could’ve have seen, I cer-
tainly didn’t.

She’s a rude little brat, more so than for someone her age. I
guess that’s why they decided to drop her into our lap, both as a
quasi-punishment and a way to potentially straighten her out.

Her persistence to draw out an answer really pissed me off.
I suppose I may’ve overreacted a tad bit. Especially considering
she was just being curious, if a little pushy.

It’s been a while since I’ve actually talked about Lily to any-
one. Coincidentally, I noticed I was pretty close to her.

Seeing as I had some time to kill, I might as well pay an over-
due visit. Taking a fewmore turns down empty streets and nar-
row alleyways, I came uponmy destination.

Cemetery eight-four-one.
The fence surrounding the small graveyard bore the wear of

time. Its spikedmetal rusted and bent fromyears of neglect. The
graveyardwas just as quaintly shabby as I remembered. At least
the groundskeeper had the sense to continue maintaining the
greenery.
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I stepped through the gates andmademywaydown the rows
of headstones. A few new graves had been added, presumably
those who lost their lives from the last daemon attack. Ignoring
the recent additions to the cemetery, I walked further along the
narrowcobblestonepathbetween the rowsofgraves, nearingmy
destination.

Towards the very back of the cemetery, behind the large
mausoleum that stood watch over her.

Or at least, the place where shewould have rested. The small
headstonewas nestled between a patch ofwildflowers and a tall,
swaying willow tree.

Her stone was engraved with the simple sketch of a six-petal
flower, with a half-moon straddled besides it.

I knelt down, thinking about the last time I had come here.
“Hey Lily, I know it’s been a while. I hope you’re not angry

I haven’t visited often, but you know how it is with the Depart-
ment and all. Things have been…quite different as of late. I met
a girl.”

I wavedmy hand.
“Not like that, I assure you. Remember when I joined the

Corps? Yeahwell, since then, we got a new addition to the team.
She’s a kid from the Department’s academy, sent to us for some
kind of extra-curricular training. Heavens, where should I be-
gin? She’s a handful alright. Insolent, rowdy, and foul-mouthed
to a tee. Not that I have any right to say.”

I sat in silence for a few moments, feeling the wind as it
passed through the willow’s draping leaves.

“Honestly, I don’t know what to do about it. Jahn, you re-
member him, right? Yeah well, he wants me to tutor this kid.
You were always good with kids, I probably should’ve asked you
for some pointers, huh?”

Thewindpickedupagain. I zippedupmy jacket further, then
shovedmy hands into the pockets

“Well, I thought I’d give you an update. I’m hanging in there.
Don’t worry, I’m still eating healthy and all, trying to cut back on
booze as well.”
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“Alright, maybe not so much. I’m working on it. The stress
hasn’t done me any good. I almost punched my lucky ticket last
operation.”

I sighed, reaching my hand out to clear away the small
amounts ofmoss that accumulatedon the sides of theheadstone.

“You’d wouldn’t be too happy seeing my ugly, oiled covered
mug covered again, huh? I can imagine the earful you’d giveme.

“I gotta gonow, I promise I’ll stopbymoreoften to chat. I love
you.”

With that, I stood up again and paused for a short while. My
mind wandered through fading memories of her as I rose to my
feet.

From the corner of my eye, movement caught my attention.
I snappedmy head towards it.

A black car had pulled up an adjacent crosswalk near the
cemetery’s entrance. Its windowswere tinted, obscuring the oc-
cupants inside, those of which proceeded to shut off the engine.

Dread washed over me as I stared at the sedan. Quickly, I
strodebehind the largemausoleumtomyleft, attempting tocon-
ceal myself from the suspicious vehicle. I peered out, furthering
observing what I assumed to be the same sedan that had before,
stalked Jahn to his home. It stayed put for a fewminutes, before
starting up again and crawled down the street.

Imaneuveredmyself further out of viewas it did. Iwas prob-
ably beingwatched from themoment I set foot in the cemetery. I
guess sneaking aroundwas a fruitless effort. Nonetheless, I con-
tinued to play this game of cat-and-mouse with the car while it
slowly lapped around the graveyard.

Eventually the sedan took a left at the crosswalk, speeding
down the street and out of sight. I stayed inmy hiding spot for a
fewmoments, ensuring that I was truly alone.

Scanning my surroundings, I looked into the dark windows
of surrounding warehouses and the cramped spaces of nearby
alleyways. The suits could still be watching me even after that
conspicuous stunt.
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Calmly but with haste, I made my way out of the cemetery
and into the same alley I had came from. My next destination,
Keeve’s place.

∗ ∗ ∗

I sped up the steps of Keeve’s apartment complex. I had hur-
ried here as unsuspiciously as a possible, takingmy less traveled
routes to Keeve’s places. The trip had been somewhat costly, as I
had hopped onmultiple transit lines in an effort to evade possi-
ble tails.

Findinghisfloor, I spottedandknockedonhisdoor. I decided
on not telling him I was coming over the radio. As far as I know,
those could be monitored too. As rude as it may seem, I’m sure
he’ll understand after I tell himwhat happened.

I knocked again getting somewhat impatient. Finally, foot-
steps from the door approached. I looked into the peephole and
waved for Keeves to be quiet. There was a pause before the door
opened, revealing Keeves wavingme in.

I swiftly stepped inside as he locked the door.
“Hey man what’s up? You didn’t call me, I would’ve bought

more ale if ya did. I might have some left, lemme check.”
“SorryKeeves, but I thinkwe’ve got aproblem.” I said,watch-

ing him the turn from fridge.
“Uh, what do youmean?”
“I think the unit is being watched by the Department.”
Keeves raised an eyebrow, handingme an ale.
“What? Why?” He asked, cracking his ale and leaning

against the counter.
“Remember theDepartmentGirl file I showed you? That girl

is supposed to be here in twoweeks. But she showed up not even
two days ago, Jahn said they sent her early after the well attack.”

“I guess that makes sense, did you see her at work? How is
Jahn dealing with this?”

“Thankfully, Jahn is doing better with her than I am. When I
first met her, she was waving around a plasma lance.”
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Keeves sipped his ale and smiled.
“Hell yeah, I don’t blame her. Cutting through shit is the best

part of my job.”
“She kickedme in the shins after I told her not to touch it.”
“That’s pretty funny.” Keeves snorted.
“Yeah well, getting followed everywhere because of her isn’t

funny. I had to take a few detours to make sure I wasn’t. Which
remindsme, Jahn was followed to his home the other day.”

Keeves narrowed his eyes. He finished his ale then grabbed
another.

“I see what you mean, didn’t think they’d be this aggressive.
Going to have to hide that Ignus-stone better.” The sound of my
radio screaming to life jolted the both of us. Down the hall, I
could hear

Keeve’s own blaring in his bedroom.
“We’ve been activated, grab our shit and lets—“
Keeves was interrupted by a panicked voice from the radio.
“Unit 1313 personnel, headquarters has experienced a large explosion!

Calling for medical and rescue assistance immediately!”
We lookedat eachother andwithout aword, ranout thedoor.

End Part 1
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