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Chapter 1

Festival Eve and Michael’s Want
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Evening settles over Oakhaven with a biting wind that tugs at Michael's 

frayed cloak as he cuts through the narrow lanes toward the tavern.

The lanes: narrow, winding. Built centuries ago when Oakhaven was just 

a river crossing. Now a border town—too small for the Sects to notice, 

too useful for merchants to abandon.

Woodsmoke and brewing ale drift on the air. Lantern light warms timbered 

façades. Distant festival drums thud like a slow heartbeat.

Children dart past, chasing each other around a barrel. A mother calls 

them in—her voice carrying that edge mothers have. Worried. The festival 

brings outsiders. City people. Council riders sometimes.

Always dangerous when strangers come.

Michael passes old Wen's tea stall. The woman's hunched over her kettle, 

steam rising. She watches him with eyes gone milky at the edges.

"Orphan boy." Her voice: croak. "Your parents would be proud you're 

entering."

Michael nods once. Keeps walking.

Would they? He doesn't remember them well enough to know.

Just fragments. His mother's laugh. His father's calloused hand.

Both gone before his fifth birthday. The fever that swept through that 

winter. Took thirty people. His parents among them.

Uncle Noori and Aunt Sakura took him in. No hesitation. Raised him 

like their own.

He owes them everything.

A group of marked youths lounges near the fountain—Club and Spade 

symbols visible on wrists and necks. City boys. Here for the tournament.

They watch Michael pass. Eyes tracking. Assessing.

No mark on him. Broken.

One mutters something. His friends laugh.

Michael doesn't react. Keeps his pace steady. Eyes forward.

Let them laugh. Tomorrow they'll see what Broken can do.

The tavern ahead: light spilling from windows. Uncle Noori's voice 

booming inside.

Home. For now.

Inside the tavern, Uncle Noori's voice booms across the room.

"Careful with those barrels! You drop one, you're buying the next 

round for the whole house!"

Laughter. Good-natured grumbling.

The tavern: packed. Wall to wall. Every table occupied with festival 

prep.

Barrels roll across creaking planks—old wood that's absorbed decades 

of spilled ale and celebration. The smell of it: yeast, hops, wood oil.

Racks of skewered meats glisten with spiced glaze. Uncle Noori's special 

recipe—cardamom, black pepper, honey. The smell makes Michael's mouth 

water. He hasn't eaten since midday.

Polished tankards catch lamplight. Rows of them. Hundreds. Lined up 

on the bar like soldiers.

Someone's stringing paper lanterns across the rafters. Red and gold. 

Festival colors.

A minstrel tunes a lute in the corner. Testing strings. A woman arranges 

silk flowers in clay vases—decorations for the tables.

The energy: building. Anticipatory. Oakhaven's biggest celebration of 

the year.

And tomorrow, Michael fights.

Uncle Noori spots him. Grins—broad, genuine. Claps Michael's shoulder 

hard enough to sting.

"There he is! Birthday boy!" His voice carries. Half the room turns.

Michael's neck heats. He's not good with attention.

Uncle Noori doesn't notice. Or pretends not to. "Brackets go up at 

dawn. City boys won't know what hit 'em."

He winks. Squeezes Michael's shoulder once more. Then turns back to 

orchestrating.

"Mei! Those skewers need more glaze! Lin! The lanterns are crooked!"

Michael slips behind the bar. His station. His refuge.

Where he can work with his hands and not have to talk.

As Michael polishes tankards behind the bar, the cool metal slick against his fingers, a half-heard jeer from memory—"Orphan Boy!"—flares and fades; he steadies his breath, lets the sting pass, and keeps his motions efficient and quiet, the way Aunt Sakura taught him.

Aunt Sakura glides through the bustle with a ladle and a look that misses nothing; she pauses by Michael, checks his stance with a fingertip to his spine, and murmurs, "Breathe first. Then movement," before disappearing into the kitchen's steam and clatter.

Kiri slips in from the alley. Cheeks pink. Amber eyes catch the lamplight.

Her fox ears stay hidden in her hair, tail beneath her cloak. She pops up at Michael's elbow.

"Birthday boy—win tomorrow and you owe me mooncakes. The ones with salted egg yolk. Two boxes."

In the secluded courtyard, where moss softens the old stone well and 

frost rims the trough, Michael runs a fluid sequence.

Hinge. Pivot. Settle.

His breath a steady thread. In on the shift. Out on the turn.

Sleeves whisper at each movement. The cold bites his knuckles. He 

doesn't wear gloves—Aunt Sakura says cold teaches you to move with 

purpose. No wasted motion when your fingers are freezing.

The kata: one Aunt Sakura taught him. She called it "River Crossing." 

Defensive form. All about redirection, minimal effort, maximum efficiency.

Not about power. About harmony.

Michael's done it ten thousand times. Knows every angle, every weight 

shift, every breath.

But tonight it feels different.

Tomorrow he enters the tournament. Tomorrow he proves himself.

Tomorrow everything changes.

Hinge. Pivot. Settle.

His foot placement: precise. Not because he's trying. Because the 

form's in his bones now.

Uncle Noori says it's natural talent. "Born to move," he'd said once.

Aunt Sakura says it's his mother's gift. Something about celestial 

grace. She'd said it only once, years ago, and never explained.

Michael doesn't know what she meant.

He just knows the forms feel right. Like his body remembers something 

his mind doesn't.

Kiri perches on the well lip. Her boots knock lightly against moss—

soft rhythm, deliberate. She's matching his kata's timing.

She always does this. Watches. Supports. Never interrupts until he 

finishes.

Fox spirits are like that. Patient. Observant.

She smirks when he completes the final turn.

"You're twenty. Eligible. Prize money buys mooncakes and a new cloak."

A beat.

"Maybe respect."

Michael's mouth quirks. "Maybe."

His movement doesn't pause. Starting the sequence again. Hinge, pivot, 

settle.

Kiri's smirk softens. "They're going to underestimate you. The city 

boys with their marks and their techniques."

She kicks her heels against moss. "Show them Broken doesn't mean weak."

Michael pauses mid-turn. Meets her amber eyes.

"I'll show them different. Not weak."

"Good." She hops down. Straightens the banner by the door. "Different's 

what you do best."

Beyond the courtyard wall, the festival builds.

Vendors argue over stall space. A muezzin's call threads through the noise. Silk banners snap above steaming tea kettles—mythical beasts stamped in bright dyes.

The tavern yard smells of clove, anise, roasted chestnuts.

As Kiri reaches to straighten a loose banner over the back door, a 

gust snaps it free.

The frayed edge whips. Catches on an eave.

And settles.

Into a neat, webbed pattern.

Perfect. Geometric. Impossible.

The threads: arranged like a spider's web. Eight primary threads. 

Smaller ones connecting them. Symmetrical.

It glints in the lamplight. Each thread catching light at the exact 

same angle.

Michael's nape prickles. Cold spreading down his spine.

That pattern shouldn't be possible. Wind doesn't make geometry. Torn 

cloth doesn't arrange itself.

The festival drums: still going. But in the space between beats—

Silence. Absolute.

The wind stops. The voices from the square fade.

Just silence.

And in that silence, a whisper. Thin as spider silk. Coming from 

everywhere and nowhere.

"Count your steps."

Not a voice. Not quite. More like a thought pressed into his mind from 

outside.

Michael spins. Hand instinctively going to his belt—no weapon there.

The courtyard: empty. Just him and Kiri.

The whisper: gone. The drums resume. The wind picks up.

Everything normal.

Except the webbed pattern. Still there. Still impossible.

His heart pounds. His hands want to shake. He steadies them.

Kiri's frown. "What?"

Michael looks at the pattern. At her. At the pattern again.

She doesn't see it. The wrongness. The geometry.

Or she sees a torn banner and nothing more.

He shakes it off. "Nothing. Wind."

But his nape: still prickling. The words echo in his head.

Count your steps.

Warning? Instruction? Threat?

He doesn't know.

But he'll remember.

Upstairs in his small room, Michael tucks his worn kufi cap into his 

satchel.

Pauses.

On the shelf: two keepsakes.

A smoothed river stone. Grey-blue. Fits perfect in his palm.

Uncle Noori gave it to him years ago. "Your father carried this through 

every campaign. For luck."

Every campaign. His father was military. Djinn Warrior. That much 

Michael knows.

What campaigns? What wars? Uncle Noori won't say more.

The stone: warm from sitting in lamplight. Michael closes his fingers 

around it.

His father's hand held this. Felt this same smooth surface.

Gone now. Fever took him. Michael was four. Maybe five.

He sets the stone back. Picks up the ribbon.

Faded silk. Once deep blue. Now pale as winter sky.

His mother wore this at her throat when she sang.

Uncle Noori told him that. Just once. "Your mother had a voice that 

could quiet storms."

Aunt Sakura added: "And a grace that made the world bend."

Both gone quiet after. Wouldn't say more.

Michael rubs the silk between his fingers. Soft. Delicate.

His mother: half-Apsara. He learned that from whispered conversations. 

Village gossip. Celestial dancer's blood.

He doesn't know what that means. Just knows it made her different.

Made him different.

The cold from the window frame leaks into his hands. He lets it.

Hazy laughter. A half-remembered lullaby. One note held too long.

The world slowing to match it.

Or had it? He was so young. Memory lies.

His chest tightens. Then settles.

He sets the ribbon back beside the stone.

Tomorrow. He'll honor them tomorrow.

Whatever they were. Whatever they knew.

He'll prove there's another way to be strong.

Back downstairs, Uncle Noori wipes his hands and asks, not quite casually, "You entering?"

Kiri turns to him, eyes bright with expectation.

Michael meets his uncle's gaze. Feels the echo of the whisper. The tug of the webbed banner.

"I'll be up early."

Inside: decision made. For his parents. For a different kind of strength.

Michael latches the courtyard door for the night.

The wind shifts. The webbed tear in the banner quivers. A single thread catches lamplight—bright line on dark cloth.

He breathes once. Deep. Steady.

The decision settles in his chest. Warm against the cold.
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Chapter 2

Tournament Morning
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Morning light creeps across the sloped ceiling of Michael's tiny room—

dusty, golden.

Michael's awake before it reaches him. Been awake for an hour. Watching 

the light move.

Today. The tournament. His first real test.

He sits up. His small room: barely more than a closet. But it's his.

Uncle Noori and Aunt Sakura gave him the attic space when he turned 

fifteen. Privacy. Respect.

The shelf with the keepsakes. The narrow cot. The window overlooking 

the courtyard.

Home.

Below: muffled clatter of pots. Aunt Sakura in the kitchen.

The air warm with woodsmoke, stew, fresh bread. His stomach growls. 

He hasn't eaten since yesterday's lunch. Too nervous to eat dinner.

The tournament's been weeks away. Then days. Then tomorrow.

Now it's today.

He swings his legs off the cot. Bare feet on cold floorboards.

The shock wakes him fully. He breathes. Steady.

Aunt Sakura's voice drifts up. Not loud. But he hears it through the 

boards.

"He's ready, Noori. Stop worrying."

Uncle Noori's rumble. Lower. Can't make out words.

"He's stronger than you think. Than he thinks."

Michael's chest tightens. They believe in him.

He can't let them down.

He pulls on his clothes. Simple tunic. Worn trousers. His best—which 

isn't much.

Tucks the kufi cap in his satchel.

Breathes once. Deep.

Ready.

At the rough-hewn table, Uncle Noori presses a steaming bowl into Michael's hands and squeezes his shoulder once: "Win or lose, keep your feet under you."

Aunt Sakura passes behind him, touches his spine lightly with two fingers, and adds just one quiet line: "Breath first—count your steps."

Michael nods. Swallows the heat.

Win or lose. Keep his feet. Count his steps.

He can do that.

The kitchen door bangs open.

Kiri bursts through—cheeks pink from running, tail hidden beneath her 

cloak. Her fox ears tucked under her hood. Passing for human. Mostly.

"Registration's already a mess. Move, birthday boy. Mooncakes don't 

win themselves."

Michael grins. Can't help it.

Aunt Sakura presses a wrapped bundle into his hands. Still warm. "Eat 

on the way. You'll need your strength."

Inside: two rice cakes. Sesame seeds. His favorite.

"Thank you, Auntie."

She touches his spine. Two fingers. Checking his posture even now. 

Then nods. Satisfied.

Uncle Noori's already gone ahead. Setting up the tavern's sponsorship 

booth. Putting money on Michael to win.

Public vote of confidence. Public pressure.

Michael tucks his worn kufi into his satchel, follows Kiri out.

The lanes: transformed overnight.

Yesterday: quiet border town.

Today: festival chaos.

Vendors everywhere. Stalls selling tea, grilled meats, prayer charms. 

A fortune teller with cards spread on purple silk. Musicians tuning 

instruments. Children everywhere—running, shouting, getting underfoot.

The lanes heave toward the festival grounds.

Kettles of spiced tea hiss on braziers. The smell: cardamom, star 

anise, something sweet underneath. Festival blend.

A drumline tests their rhythm. Steady heartbeat building. Other 

musicians joining—lute, flute, hand drums.

Silk banners snap above stalls. Mythical beasts stamped in bright 

dyes. Phoenix. Dragon. Qilin. Creatures from the old stories.

Kiri weaves through the crowd like water. Michael follows. Trying not 

to bump elbows, shoulders, backs.

Too many people. Too much noise.

His shoulders tight. He prefers quiet. Space.

But this is Oakhaven's celebration. His community.

He breathes. Settles.

Finds the calm center Aunt Sakura taught him.

Eye of the storm.

Under the festival noise, Michael feels something. Low thrum in his chest.

Not sound. Something underneath.

Qi, flowing through the crowd, the stalls, the ground.

The registration tent: damp canvas, ink smell. Sweat and nervous energy.

A line of fighters waiting. Most are marked—Spades, Clubs, few Hearts. 

Their symbols visible on wrists, necks, forearms.

They eye each other. Sizing up competition.

A marked fighter in expensive silk notices Michael. No mark visible.

"Broken?" Loud enough to carry.

His friends laugh. "Probably thinks he'll win on luck."

More laughter.

Michael keeps his face neutral. Keeps his place in line.

Let them think what they want.

The line moves forward. Slow.

At the table: stern-faced official hunched over a black ledger. Ink-

stained fingers. Doesn't look up as fighters approach.

Just asks: "Name?"

"Gareth of Hightown. Spade."

Official writes. "Staging pen one. Next."

"Lin of Riverside. Club."

"Pen two. Next."

Michael reaches the table.

Official's eyes flick up. Down. Register the lack of mark.

His mouth thins. Disapproval.

"Name?"

"Michael, of Oakhaven."

"Broken?"

"Yes."

The official's chalk scratches harder. Making a note. Probably: *Waste 

of time. Won't last one round.*

"First match in an hour. Staging pen three."

A cloth tag loops around Michael's wrist. Charcoal "3" smudged on 

rough fabric. The twine scratches.

The marked fighters behind Michael snicker.

"Pen three. That's the charity bracket."

"Where they put the ones who can't actually fight."

Michael takes his tag. Steps aside.

Kiri's waiting at the tent entrance. She heard the comments. Her amber 

eyes flash.

Michael shakes his head once. Not worth it.

But his jaw's tight.

They think he's charity. A joke.

Good.

Let them be surprised.

Outside, Kiri walks him along the ring-edges.

The main ring: fighters warming up. Shadowboxing. Showing off for 

friends and sponsors.

Kiri points with her chin. A brawny youth flexing for his friends.

Big. Muscled. Spade mark dark on his forearm—fresh, still spreading. 

Maybe eighteen years old.

"Garan," Kiri says. Voice low. "From Millbrook. Blacksmith's son."

She's been doing research. Of course she has.

"Loves to lead with his right. Hates to guard the middle." A beat. 

"Also hates losing. Gets mean when he's embarrassed."

Michael watches.

Garan throws a practice combination. Right hook. Right cross. Right 

uppercut.

All right-sided. Predictable.

His weight: forward. Aggressive. Right shoulder higher than left. 

Over-committing.

His guard: drops across the middle when he extends. Leaves his ribs 

exposed for a heartbeat.

There. The tell.

Garan's friends cheer. He grins. Flexes again.

Confident. Probably won his last three matches. Probably never fought 

someone who redirects instead of blocks.

Michael looks away. Enough.

He's seen the pattern. Knows the opening.

Kiri's watching his face. "You've got him figured already, don't you?"

Michael's mouth quirks. "Maybe."

"Good." She bumps his shoulder. Light. Affectionate. "Make him regret 

underestimating Broken."

An hour to wait. Michael finds a quiet corner near a practice ring.

Warm-up. Hinge, pivot, settle.

His sleeves whisper at each turn. Each movement answers the breath before it.

No wasted steps.

A vendor's boy stumbles; a tray of clay cups teeters. Michael pivots and catches the tray with two fingers on the rim—redirect, not snatch—then sets it back on the rail.

"Thanks," the boy mutters, eyes wide.

An old man nearby snorts to his neighbor, "Ghost feet on that one."

The announcer bellows a name. A cheer rolls like surf.

Michael's eyes pull toward the mountains beyond the stands. Hazy. Distant.

The air shifts. Cold prickles his neck.

The banners hang heavier. Just for a heartbeat.

He blinks. The sensation's gone.

Movement catches Michael's eye. A man in plain robes near the judges' platform.

Watching. Not clapping. Not moving.

Michael completes his sequence. When he glances back—

The man's gone.

Something about him felt wrong. The way he stood. Too balanced.

Not a farmer.

A bell clangs at the staging pens.

A runner shouts: "Pen three! Michael of Oakhaven—ready up!"

Kiri tightens his wrist tag. "Two boxes. Remember."

She slips away to claim a spot on the rail.

Michael steps onto hard-packed earth inside the rope.

The ground gives slightly under his soles. Packed but not solid.

The crowd's noise presses in. Layered. Dense.

Michael rolls his shoulders. Watches Garan finish a brash, looping shadow-punch.

Behind the rail, teenagers whisper. "That's the orphan. Did you see him with the vendor? Moved like a ghost."

Somewhere in the crowd, the plain-robed man hears. Turns.

Michael faces the ring. Breath calm.

The rumor spreads. Attention gathering.

The match is about to start.
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Chapter 3

The Arena Fight
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The staging pen: packed earth. Rope boundaries. Waiting.

Michael stands in his corner. Garan in the opposite corner—rolling 

his shoulders, bouncing on his toes. Psyching himself up.

Or trying to intimidate.

Michael breathes. Steady. Calm.

Around the ring: crowd three-deep. Faces he recognizes. Oakhaven 

neighbors. Old Wen with her tea cart. The blacksmith's apprentice. 

Families he's known his whole life.

All watching. Waiting to see if the orphan boy can actually fight.

In the front row: Uncle Noori. Arms crossed. Face neutral. But his 

jaw's tight. Worried.

Beside him: Aunt Sakura. Still. Calm. Eyes on Michael.

Her look says: Breathe first. Then movement.

He nods once. Tiny. Just for her.

On the rail, Kiri's found her spot. Perched. Amber eyes bright.

She catches his gaze. Grins. Mouths: Two boxes.

Michael's mouth quirks despite his nerves.

The crowd's noise: building. Anticipation. Excitement. Bloodlust underneath.

They want a show. Violence. Someone getting hurt.

That's what tournaments are. Sanctioned brutality.

Michael's hands: steady. But his heart's pounding.

First real fight. First time proving himself in public.

Everything rides on this.

The referee steps into the ring. Rough-looking man. Scarred knuckles. 

Probably fought twenty years ago. Knows what real violence looks like.

He checks Garan's hands. Wraps. No weapons. Clean.

Then checks Michael's. Pauses.

"No mark." Statement, not question.

"No, sir."

The referee's eyes narrow. "You sure you want to do this, boy? Marked 

fighters hit harder. Heal faster. You're at a disadvantage."

Michael meets his gaze. "I'm sure."

The referee grunts. Not convinced. But he steps back.

"Fighters ready?"

Garan roars. Pounds his chest. His Spade mark flaring.

The crowd cheers.

Michael just nods. Settles his weight.

The referee's arm rises.

Everything narrows. The noise fades. Just him and Garan and the ring.

Breath. Movement. Timing.

That's all.

The referee's arm slices down—"Fight!"—and the ring snaps into focus: packed earth tamped hard, sawdust grit in the air, the tang of sweat and spiced tea drifting in from the stalls.

Garan explodes forward with a bull's roar, his right fist scything for Michael's head; the ground shudders under his charge, his breath loud and hot.

Michael doesn't meet the blow. One weighted step. Shoulder slip.

Garan's swing bites air.

Garan stumbles past. His own momentum carries him.

Michael's soles whisper over grit. He pivots.

Distance. Breath. Eyes on Garan.

Garan adjusts with a grunt and hacks a low kick for Michael's shin; Michael's hand ghosts to Garan's ankle—not to grab—just enough to tilt force off-line, sending the kick's power into the dirt with a jarring thunk.

A second flurry—wild, wide.

Michael lets it pass. Wind behind a shutter.

Garan's breath hitches before each right. His guard sags across the middle.

There. The pattern.

Around the ring, only three voices cut the hum—"Too fast!"—"He vanished!"—"Orphan's a ghost!"—before the crowd clamps to a taut, anticipatory silence.

Garan commits. His chest: bare. One heartbeat.

Michael steps inside the arc. Hips anchored. Spine aligned.

Palm heel into the solar plexus. Qi focused—pin of pressure through bone.

The impact is small in sound—more a breath punched out than a crack—but it folds Garan where he stands; his eyes go glassy, knees knock the earth, hands clutching for air that won't come.

A wave of noise breaks. Half cheer. Half bewildered murmur.

Michael straightens. His breath: ragged now. Adrenaline leaving his 

system. Hands shaking slightly.

He steadies them. Bows to the referee. To Garan, still gasping on the 

ground.

The crowd's noise: growing. Building.

"Did you see—"

"Too fast—"

"Orphan moved like smoke!"

"Ghost-foot!"

The name catching. Spreading. Rippling outward.

Michael's stomach tightens. That's not good.

Being noticed. Being remembered. That draws attention.

Dangerous attention.

On the rail, Kiri's cheering. Jumping. Practically vibrating with 

excitement.

Uncle Noori's grinning. Broad. Genuine. Clapping. Probably just won 

money betting on Michael.

Aunt Sakura: still. Calm. But her eyes are bright. Proud.

And sad.

Michael sees it. The sadness underneath.

She's proud. And she's afraid.

Afraid of what comes next when he's noticed.

Old Wen's voice cuts through: "Orphan's got his mother's grace! His 

father's training!"

More murmurs. Speculation.

"His parents were special, weren't they?"

"Military. Both of them. Died young."

"Wonder what they knew..."

Michael's jaw tightens.

Don't talk about them. Don't speculate.

They're gone. That's all that matters.

He steps out of the ring. Crowd pressing closer. Hands reaching. 

Congratulations. Questions.

Too many people. Too close.

Kiri appears at his elbow. "Come on. Before they mob you."

She pulls
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