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Episode 1: I Fell into a Dying Cleaner
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#ch1

The first thing I stole from that dying room was the smell. Blood came before antiseptic. Fear came before either. It hung in the air like damp cloth, thick and sour, caught under the clean bite of alcohol and medicine. Someone had tried hard to scrub death into something respectable. They had failed.

I knew death well enough to taste the difference. This one had teeth in it. A machine rasped beside the bed in stubborn little bursts, each note thinner than the last. Cloth rustled. Rubber soles squeaked once on polished floor, then stopped. Someone cursed under his breath, not out of anger but because there was nothing useful left to do with his hands.

I did not open my eyes. For a moment, I did not have any. I was falling and lying still at the same time, stretched between two truths that refused to share the same body. There was no wind around me, no cloud under my feet, no iron scent of a battlefield, no laughter of gods too proud to know when they should be afraid. There was only a bed, a broken chest, a pulse dragging itself through a body that had already given up.

Then a name struck me from inside the flesh. Goku. I nearly laughed. Not because it was clever. Because it was ridiculous.

Out of all the rotten jokes the worlds could have played, they had thrown me into a body carrying my own name. Another sound reached me, raw enough to cut through the ringing haze. A woman trying not to sob, and failing.

“His pressure is dropping again.”

A man answered her in the tired voice of someone who had already spoken the truth three times and hated all of them. “We are doing everything we can.” That lie had soft hands on it. He meant well. It did not make it less of a lie.

Warm fingers clutched the back of my hand. Not the hand I remembered from old battles and broken heavens. This one was leaner, rough at the palm, scarred in little straight lines across the knuckles and heel, the kind you get from hauling tools that were never meant to fit comfortably in human hands. Another hand held my forearm with both of hers, smaller, trembling harder.

“Brother.”

That word did something ugly to my chest. Not because I knew her. Not yet. Because the body did. The room cracked open.

Memory did not arrive neatly. It came like a cart rolling downhill with one wheel loose, spilling pieces everywhere. Street lamps in yellow rain. The scrape of metal bins. A hand reaching into the rib cage of a dead beast to pry out a still-warm core. Laughter from boys too young to know shame and old enough to enjoy it. Hey, look, it’s him.

The mighty Goku. Careful, he might trip over his own name. I took those memories full in the face and went very still. Not my life. Mine now.

That mattered more than it should have. A body could be borrowed. A life could not. I let the flood keep coming.

White towers rose through morning haze, all bright stone and glass veins of mana-light, clean enough from a distance to fool strangers. White Tower City. Hakuro to the locals when they spoke fast and didn’t care who heard. Main avenues full of banners with guild crests stamped in gold. Hunter advertisements taller than the buildings beside them. Smiling men with blades over their shoulders. Women in sleek armor calling thunder to their palms for the sake of a poster.

Under that shine, the city had another set of hands. Those hands wore cheap gloves and carried hooks. Gray Road District crouched against the belly of the city like something useful people pretended not to see. Narrow lanes. Stacked homes. Laundry strung between windows. Broth steam and rust and wet stone. Workshops that never quite closed. Little shrines with soot on them. Children kicking cracked leather balls around piles of salvage too dangerous to be left where they were.

That body had grown up there. That body had worked there. That body had bled there. Another wave hit me harder.

A younger face in a scratched mirror, cheeks still carrying the last traces of boyhood, hair still damp from a bucket wash. A woman behind him tying her sleeves back and laughing because she had no time to be gentle with pride.

“You’ll be late.”

“They can dock my pay, then.”

“They already do.”

The boy in the mirror had grinned at that, crooked and stubborn. Not handsome. Not dramatic. Just alive in the ordinary way that people become when nobody expects the world to notice them. That was Goku too.

Nineteen years of him. No power worth naming. No rank that opened doors. No heroic blessing. When the age for awakenings came, other kids left the Association hall with tears or cheers or both. He left with a paper slip that might as well have been blank. Utility aptitude negligible. Combat designation denied. No registered skill suitable for hunter track.

Not powerless. That would have been simpler. He had enough strength to work, enough health to endure bad shifts, enough reflex to avoid getting killed by the mess left after other people’s glory. In a city built around rankings, that meant he was fit for everything nobody wanted to touch. Dungeon cleaner.

Recovery hand. Carcass crew. There were prettier names on official forms. None of them survived contact with the actual work. I saw his mornings.

Not from the top of the city, where hunters drank bitter coffee on balconies and checked guild notices under polished lamps. From service entrances near drainage alleys, where carts rolled out before dawn and returned after the blood had cooled. He and the others would wait outside sealed gates while licensed teams went in first. The hunters got the charge, the clash, the risk with witnesses attached. Then came the shouting, the all-clear, the groaning of chains as dead weight was hauled out in chunks too ugly for heroic songs.

That was when Goku’s shift truly began. He dragged horned torsos onto iron sledges. He cut off poisoned spines and separated usable hide from ruined meat. He rinsed corridors where blood had mixed with slime and mana residue until the floor stopped smoking. He gathered dropped arrows, broken shield plates, snapped spears, loose belts, severed tails, cracked fangs, and once, in a job nobody talked about afterward, three fingers from a man who kept those hands by surviving.

He learned where a beast’s core tended to sit before the formal butchers arrived. He learned which monsters leaked acid after death and which spasmed hours later from nerves that had not noticed they were dead. He learned how long fear stayed in a tunnel after a fight. He learned the shape of heroism after applause had gone home.

It looked expensive from the front. It smelled rotten from behind. The world around him ran on gifts called innate skills. Everyone in the city knew the scale, even if they pretended not to.

F-rank was a joke until you had none. Fire-starting thumbs. Clean-water trickles. Night eyes too weak for battle and perfect for smugglers. Better than being ordinary, worse than being useful where people looked. D-rank opened the first gate to dungeon entry. C meant steady work. B paid enough to move districts. A could buy family names. S made children stare and merchants bow.

And above all of that floated the fantasy every desperate idiot in a bad room whispered to himself at least once: maybe tomorrow, something impossible will choose me. The boy whose body I had taken had whispered it less than most. He had no habit of lying to himself. That was one of the first things about him I respected.

The machine at my bedside gave a slow, wet stutter. A sleeve brushed against my arm. Someone adjusted the line in my wrist.

“He shouldn’t be hearing any of this,” the woman said.

The doctor answered after a beat. “I’m not sure that he is.” I wanted to tell him he was wrong. I wanted to tell him he’d be surprised how much a dying man hears when he has no other business left.

But the body still lay too deep under the weight of ruin. Ribs caved. Organ damage severe. Blood loss catastrophic. Mana pathways destabilized. There were words for the state of this flesh, clipped and clinical, each one trying to turn disaster into manageable pieces. The truth was uglier and more honest.

Something with claws had opened him like a sack. The memory came before I chose it. Dark tunnel. Bad air. The walls of Enkoku Mine sweating from old mana seep. The dungeon had been rated safe enough for a mid-tier cleanup operation after a C-rank subjugation run. Nuisance scavengers left behind. Corpse retrieval. Material salvage. Nothing that should have required prayers.

Goku had gone in with the recovery crew and a contracted combat team from a mid-level guild called Azure Fang. The name sounded sharp. The men behind it were not. He remembered the hunters by pieces first.

The captain, Gamon Kuze, broad through the shoulders and always smelling faintly of expensive oil and the leather polish he used on his gear more often than his conscience. He talked like a man permanently irritated that the world had not recognized his greatness on schedule. He liked giving orders in front of witnesses. He liked looking past workers while speaking to them.

Hayato Naruse had speed in his feet and slime in his grin. He was the kind who laughed before cruel lines, so if you objected later he could pretend it had all been lighter than it was. Kaname Kirisaka saw danger before other people did. That gift could have made him valuable. Instead it made him selfish with precision.

The tunnel in the memory trembled once. Then again. A lantern swung from its hook and sent broken light over the carcass of a boar-beast half stripped for transport. Someone swore. Dust trickled from a crack overhead. The cleanup foreman told everyone to hold position while the hunters checked the deeper branch.

Nobody liked the sound that came next. Not because it was loud. Because it was wrong. A dungeon has a tone when you work in enough of them. Stone speaks if you keep stepping where death lives. You learn what belongs. Scuttling. Drips. The hiss of mana vents. Corpses settling. Even fresh danger has a rhythm that fits the place it hatched.

This sound did not fit. It came from too deep and hit too high, a tearing shriek that skipped across the walls like metal dragged through glass. Every head in the passage jerked toward the dark. Even before memory showed me the beast, I knew what had happened. Rank error.

The kind that turns a job site into a graveyard because someone somewhere wrote the wrong number and trusted it. Or worse, wrote the right one and kept quiet. The hunters came back running. Not withdrawing. Running.

That memory had no poetry in it. Boots hammered stone. Breath snapped in ragged bursts. One man had lost his helmet. Another bled from the shoulder and kept glancing behind him like he expected his fear to reach out and grab his throat.

“What happened?” the cleanup foreman shouted.

No answer. Then: “Move!” That was all. The creature burst into the light two breaths later.

It had too many joints in its forelimbs and a face assembled out of the worst guesses bones could make about a wolf. Hide plated in black mineral growth. Long mane of white filaments sparking with static where they brushed the tunnel wall. Eyes like wet coals. Cores of mana pulsing under the plates at three points instead of one. Not a remnant scavenger.

Not a C-rank complication. Something that should never have existed in that section at all. People moved the way humans always do when terror strips them to essentials. Some froze. Some bolted. Some looked around once, stupidly, hoping somebody higher on a list would tell them which kind of death this was and how to arrange themselves for it.

Goku moved toward the porter trapped beside the overturned cart. That choice told me enough about him. The porter was young, barely more than a child, one ankle pinned beneath a snapped axle loaded with beast hide. He was trying not to scream because screaming makes monsters look first. Goku dropped to one knee, jammed a shoulder under the axle, and hauled.

Not enough. The cart shifted a finger’s width. Stone shrieked under the wheels.

“Leave him!” someone shouted.

Goku did not. He braced again. Across the tunnel, Azure Fang had already chosen the shape of their retreat. Kuze yelled for his men to fall back to the narrower corridor toward the service bend. Kirisaka had found the path least likely to collapse. Naruse was already moving. One of the recovery hands stumbled. The beast hit him hard enough to turn him sideways in the air.

The porter finally screamed. That did it. Goku jerked the axle higher with a sound torn out of somewhere under his ribs. The boy yanked his foot free and crawled toward the bend. Good. Move. Faster.

The beast’s head snapped toward them. And then came the part that lit quiet anger in my blood. Kuze saw Goku. Saw the beast.

Saw the distance between them and decided a worker’s body was worth more as a delay than as a man. He ran toward Goku instead of past him. For one absurd instant the dying body’s memory had hoped. Not for rescue. Just for help.

Kuze slammed a gauntleted hand into Goku’s shoulder and drove him sideways into the open span of tunnel.

“Hold it!”

The order came like it was ordinary. Like this was work. Like workers were wedges you shoved under the wheel when the ground tilted. Goku staggered, caught himself on one hand, and looked back in disbelief that flashed to fury too late to matter. Naruse was already through the bend. Kirisaka would not meet his eyes. The captain backed away, shield up, leaving the boy with no weapon worth naming and an injured body between the beast and the only decent escape line.

A second hand struck him from behind. Not hard enough to kill. Hard enough to make sure he stayed where he was supposed to die. The memory blurred there, not from weakness but from impact. Stone hit his knees. His palms skidded in blood that was not his until it was. Somewhere behind him the rescued porter kept crawling, sobbing apologies that vanished under the beast’s roar.

Goku grabbed the only thing within reach. A cleanup pole. Iron core. Hooked end snapped short from hauling carcasses. He did not run.

That part mattered too. The first hit from the creature knocked the breath out of him so completely the world went white. Claws ripped through the jacket and into flesh. He rammed the broken pole upward on instinct, not into a core he could not see, just into the mouth lunging for his throat. There was a spray of sparks and black spit. The beast recoiled half a step.

Half a step. Enough to buy a life sometimes. He screamed at the porter to move. The boy did. Then the beast came again.

More memories stacked around that one, filling out the life to which this death belonged. His father had died in a dungeon incident years back, not as a hunter in shining armor but as another back-line hand who stayed too long because somebody had to make sure the injured got out first. His mother had learned how to smile with an empty chair in the house. His younger sister had learned to bare her teeth at classmates who laughed at the family name. Goku had watched both of them do it.

He had gone out to work anyway. He never got to become extraordinary. That world had refused him the easy route. He became dependable instead.

Dependable men die in ugly places all the time. The world stays rude enough not to notice. The beast’s third strike tore across his abdomen. That was the wound that put him in this bed.

I lived through the moment as memory and present at once. Warmth spilling out under work clothes. Knees trying to fold. A distant voice shouting that the gate team had finally arrived. Another impact. Tunnel lights snapping. Hands under his shoulders at last, too late to be called mercy. Then the bed again.

Then the woman crying. I understood, in that stretched and silent way only the dying really understand, that the original life in this flesh had already reached the end of its road. There was no hidden conversation waiting for me in the dark. No second voice bargaining for one more day. No soul standing with fists raised to argue over ownership.

Only traces. Heat in the shape of people he loved. Pain in the shape of work he hated but did with pride. Humiliation layered over years until it had hardened into a mean little joke he carried for others before they could throw it.

If I took this body, I would not be sharing it. I would be inheriting the bruise. Something in me, old and impossible to tame, grinned at the absurdity of it all. Another part, quieter, paid respect.

“You stubborn little fool,” I thought toward nobody and one dead boy at the same time.

Then I corrected myself.

“No. Not fool. Not that.”

The woman at my bedside let out a broken sound when the monitor dipped again.

“Doctor.”

“I know.”

Footsteps approached fast this time. More hands. A cool press against my neck. Instruments lifted. Someone counted under his breath. The room tightened around urgency that had already lost hope. There are many ways to enter a world.

Most are cleaner than this. I did not arrive crowned. I arrived through torn flesh, blood-starved muscle, and a name that should have made me laugh harder than it did. For ages beyond counting I had drifted where broken things go when they are too stubborn to dissolve and too loud to be welcomed anywhere gentle. I had not slept. I had not rested. I had simply refused to become nothing. Worlds brushed past like sparks beyond fog. A thousand lives flared and vanished in a place where time forgot its own stride.

Then this body called to me without meaning to. Not by prayer. Not by sacrifice. By resemblance and nerve.

A young man named Goku, with a chest full of anger he rarely used for himself, dying because stronger men had spent him like a cracked lantern. That kind of thing has a shape. I know it when I see it. So I fell. Not by mercy from a higher power.

I have never trusted those. Not by fate in a storybook sense, with music and prophecy folding their hands. Just by the simplest law worth respecting: a name, a will, and a hole in the world large enough for me to kick open. The pain in the body sharpened all at once. Good.

Pain meant paths still existed. Pain meant nothing important had finished shutting down. I reached for the damage with instincts older than hospitals and uglier than prayer. Not power in full. That would have split this wrecked frame like rotten bamboo. But a thread, then another. Heat at the sternum. A pulse that did not belong to the machine. Little golden sparks under shattered pathways where mana had blown wild on impact and then collapsed.

The body fought me for one terrible second. Not in refusal. In memory. I saw Reika, the mother, on a winter morning scraping burnt porridge from a pot and pretending not to notice her children trading the better portions between them. I saw Shuri, the sister, younger and furious, bloody-nosed outside a school yard because she had bitten a boy who called their brother a clown name in work boots. I saw Goku himself coming home late with his hands raw, leaning in the doorway long enough to smooth his face before stepping inside so nobody would ask whether the extra pay had been worth the cuts.

Those images hit harder than the claws had. They were small. That was why. Grand legends breed their own armor. People expect them to hurt magnificently.

Ordinary lives have no such protection. They cut closer because no witness was prepared.

“Come on,” the doctor muttered. The words were for my body, but he spoke like a man pleading with his own failure. “Come on.”

A sharp pressure burned at my chest. Then another. The machine screamed flat. Shuri made a sound I had heard on battlefields from men too proud to know it could come out of them. Thin. Animal. Young.

Reika did not make any sound at all. That silence was worse. I reached deeper. Mana in this world ran differently from the old powers I remembered. More system than storm. More measured channels, more rules built into flesh and the structures around it. The Association ranked people because the world itself liked to answer in categories. That made society neat and human ambition filthy around the edges. Men loved ladders even more when the sky itself had hammered rungs into place.

Fine. A ladder is still something I can kick apart if I dislike the climb. For now, I needed the body to breathe. Broken ribs shifted under the strain of returning motion. Agony speared from gut to spine, bright enough to turn thought sharp. Good again. Let it hurt. Hurt anchors. Hurt tells you exactly where the body ends and the world begins. The trick is not fleeing from it before the lesson lands.

Somewhere in that ache, under the damage, I found what would one day become the thing the city would fear and worship in equal measure. Not a fully formed skill. A seed. It crouched in the marrow like a beast waiting out winter. Old.

Hungry. Laughing. My laugh answered it, though no sound left the throat. The doctor struck my chest again. Hands moved.

Voices layered over one another.

“Charging.”

“Clear.”

“Again.”

Their urgency was clumsy compared to divine warfare and infinitely more respectable. Gods waste effort because they expect the world to forgive extravagance. Human beings in small bright rooms fight death with whatever they can hold. There is a dignity in that. The jolt hit.

The body arched once against the bed. A cry tore out of Shuri. The machine hiccuped. Not enough. Then enough.

A line that had flattened began to stumble upward again in broken little mountains. Irregular. Weak. Alive. No one spoke for half a heartbeat.

Then the room erupted.

“Wait—wait, I have rhythm.”

“Blood pressure rising.”

“That’s impossible.”

I would have objected to that last one if breath had been available for speech. Impossible is a lazy word used by people who arrive late. Reika collapsed forward over my hand, and the wet heat of her tears spread across skin that had belonged to her son and now belonged to me as surely as scars belong to the blade that made them. She kept saying his name, my name, under her breath like a person testing whether a miracle would break if spoken too loudly.

Shuri clung to the mattress edge with both hands and cried in hard, ugly gulps, not caring who watched. Her hair stuck to her cheeks. There was nothing graceful in the relief moving through that little body. Good. Grace is overrated in the face of love. I wanted to look at them.

I could not yet. The doctor leaned over me. His voice had changed. Still controlled, but now sharpened by the specific alarm of a professional who has just been handed a story no one will believe.

“Can you hear me?”

Yes. Better than you would like. My eyelids felt as heavy as wet canvas. I tried to lift one and saw only a smear of light before the effort dragged a groan through my throat. That was enough to make all three of them freeze.

“He responded,” the doctor said.

“I heard him.” Reika’s grip tightened until the knuckles on her free hand went white. “Goku. Goku, can you hear me?”

A dangerous question. Not because I lacked the answer. Because I had too many. I heard the room.

I heard the city beyond it, dim through glass and stone, mana-hum under power lines and distant carriage engines and the layered murmur of a place too large to sleep properly. I heard the body’s remaining damage complaining in every tendon. I heard memory still sorting itself inside me, faces and routes and debts and humiliations sliding into new places where they no longer belonged to a dead nineteen-year-old cleaner but to the man who had inherited him. Most of all, I heard the shape of the future arriving whether I invited it or not. Azure Fang.

Kuze’s hand on my shoulder. Naruse’s laugh. Kirisaka looking away. The rankings. The Association.

The shining front of the city and the laboring dark under it. The name. Always the name. How many times had the boy swallowed a joke before it turned into a fight he couldn’t afford? How many times had he chosen to grin first because a grin lets you keep a little ownership over the insult? How many times had he gone home with mud on his boots and silence in his mouth because his mother had enough burdens without hearing one more story about fools with better coats?

The memories did not plead. They settled. That, more than anything, made the dead boy dangerous inside me. Not his weakness. Not his pain. His habit of enduring what should have been thrown back.

I have never been built for endurance in silence. A different kind of memory rose, one that belonged to no street in White Tower City. A mountain under a burning sky. Chains humming with authority somebody expected me to fear. Laughter torn loose from my own throat because fear had always insulted me more than pain did. Staff in hand. The feel of rebellion so complete it became joy.

That old self and this new body met in the middle of the hospital room like flint kissing steel. Sparks went everywhere. The machine beside me skipped once. Not from failure. From excess.

The doctor’s head snapped to the display. “Mana spike.”

“I told you the readings were unstable,” one of the nurses whispered.

“Not like this.”

Their words floated around me, less important than the pressure gathering beneath my breastbone. It spread through the body in thin channels, testing the shattered latticework of this world’s gift-system. Not enough to awaken fully. Not here. Not yet. But enough to mark territory. This flesh was mine.

The world would know it soon enough.

“His temperature is climbing.”

“Should I call the Association?”

The doctor hesitated. That hesitation taught me something useful about him. He did not want officials in his room unless he had no choice. Good. A man who dislikes bureaucrats can often be reasoned with, at least long enough to become interesting. I stored the feeling of his voice for later. Calm under strain. Educated hands. No cheap reverence for hunter prestige in the way he spoke about me, which meant he had seen too much blood to worship uniforms.

“Not yet,” he said.

“Doctor—”

“Not yet. He is not stable.”

Correct. But not in the way you mean. My body twitched again. This time I forced one finger to answer the current moving through it instead of letting the tremor own the motion. The effort scraped me hollow. Worth it. Reika gasped and squeezed my hand so tightly the pain flashed bright as lightning through my palm.

“Mother,” Shuri whispered, voice breaking under the word.

“Don’t—” Reika swallowed hard and tried again. “Don’t cry yet. Don’t scare him.”

That nearly made me smile. Who was scaring whom? Slowly, piece by piece, I hauled myself closer to the surface. Eyelids. Jaw. Tongue. Breath. Everything hurt. The body had not been stitched back together by miracle; it had merely been told in a voice older than medicine that it was not done. It objected to the terms.

A strip of memory slid sideways as I fought upward. School corridor. Shoes squeaking on cheap tile. A boy blocking the path with friends fanned behind him like an audience hungry for something easy.

“So what’s the great Goku doing after class?”

“Working, probably.”

“Yeah? Fighting monsters with a mop?”

Laughter. Always laughter first. The younger Goku had stepped sideways to get past. The boy shoved him back into place.

“If you’re gonna have a hero’s name, at least do something with it.”

There had been anger then. Hot, clean, humiliating because he could not afford to spend it. He had gone home that day with a split lip and told his mother he fell carrying scrap. Shuri had looked at him once over dinner and known he was lying.

She had said nothing until the next morning, when she bit the boy who made the joke. I could feel that bite as if my own teeth had sunk into skin. Good girl. The hospital room dimmed and sharpened again. Light pressed red through my eyelids. Somewhere outside, mana-powered traffic hissed over wet streets. Rain then. Or maybe runoff from the evening wash systems. This city liked to rinse itself after sunset, as though enough water could wash clean what built it.

It never could. Not all the way. I finally dragged one eye open. The ceiling came first, white and too close. A row of mana-lamps set behind frosted glass. Tiny cracks in the corner plaster someone had painted over twice and lost to a third season of moisture. Then a face leaned into view, blurred around the edges, hair tied back, spectacles low on the nose, dark circles under careful eyes.

The doctor. Later memory offered the name as if flipping a card from a stack. Towa Mikado. He stared at me the way men stare at doors they just watched unburn.

“Can you understand me?” he asked.

His voice was steady, but his pupils were wide. He had not expected to speak to the owner of this bed again. I tried to answer and got only a ragged scrape of air. My throat felt packed with sand and old iron. Towa immediately reached for a cup and a small spoon, supporting the back of my head with one hand while Reika shifted to make room.

“Slowly.”

The spoon touched my lips. Cool water, metallic from the vessel, still the finest thing in the world for one second too short to matter. I swallowed. Pain lanced down the length of my chest. I nearly laughed at the violence of it.

Then I saw Reika clearly. Work-worn hands. Eyes red-rimmed and swollen, still sharp enough to cut through nonsense if strength returned to them. She had tied her hair back badly, probably in a hurry, and one side had already come loose. There was broth stain on her sleeve. She must have come straight from work or from home or both without remembering which mattered.

Beside her, Shuri looked as though grief had taken a fistful of her and shaken hard. She had the family mouth, stubborn at the corners even when it trembled. Her eyes were huge. Hope made them almost frightened. Nothing in me had birthed these people.

That did not matter anymore either. I knew the shape of what they had lost. I knew the shape of what I had taken. Neither asked permission from the other.

Reika bent close enough that a strand of hair brushed my cheek. “Goku.” I studied the sound of my own name in her mouth and found, to my mild annoyance, that it hit harder than fanfare ever had.

“Yeah,” I managed at last.

Shuri broke first. A strangled little sob escaped her and then she laughed over it because relief and panic often come in together and humans are not built to sort them neatly. Reika covered her mouth. Towa closed his eyes for the span of one breath, perhaps collecting himself, perhaps thanking whichever force he disliked least.

“Do not try to speak much,” he said. “Your body has no business being awake.”

“There’s a lot my body has no business doing,” I rasped.

All three of them stared. Shuri actually blinked like she had been slapped by the sentence. The line was not especially clever. On another day I might have improved it. But the tone carrying it did not belong to the young cleaner they knew. It came out rougher, drier, edged with a kind of insolent humor that pain usually burns off before it reaches the mouth.

Towa recovered first.

“You should rest.”

“I already did.”

Reika’s brows drew together through the tears. Suspicion. Confusion. The familiar instinct of a mother checking whether a fever has cooked something important. Good.

Let her look. I would rather be doubted than pitied. But when Shuri grabbed my hand with both of hers and bowed her head over it, whispering, “You idiot, you scared us,” the room inside my ribs changed shape again. The dead boy’s memories did not rise as separate emotion. They colored mine.

That was enough. I squeezed her fingers back. Weakly. It still made her inhale like I had handed her a future.

Towa stepped away long enough to check the monitor and write something with a pen moving too quickly. “I need scans. More bloodwork. Mana readings. We need to know what changed.” I almost answered, Everything.

Instead I watched him. Association. Readings. Rankings. Forms.

Soon enough the world would want labels for what had crawled into this bed and chosen not to die. Soon enough there would be questions, measuring devices, records, suspicious faces, perhaps eager ones too. People always become excited when power shows up in a shape they can parade or fear. Fine. Let them line up.

But not before I had finished learning the life under my skin. Reika brushed my hair back from my forehead with surprising gentleness for a woman who had spent years making tenderness fit between jobs. “Don’t talk like that. Just stay.” There are promises I do not make.

There are others that make themselves. I looked from her to Shuri and then past them, toward the rain-blurred window where White Tower City glowed in layered bands of false purity and real hunger. Somewhere under those lights, men from Azure Fang still breathed as if breathing were something the world owed them. Somewhere in Gray Road, workers were going home late, carrying stink no water would lift, accepting one more night because tomorrow’s rent had already spent them.

Somewhere deeper still, beyond all that human sorting and swagger, the first faint tug of a mountain I should not have recognized pulled at the marrow of this body. Fivefold. Old. Waiting. My mouth tasted blood again.

I smiled anyway. The doctor turned back toward me just in time to catch it. His expression sharpened. Not fear exactly. Concern edged with the realization that the patient who had returned from the brink might not be the same simple shape he had left on it.

He was right. Not in the way he could prove.

“You need rest,” he repeated.

“Then leave me something to wake up for,” I said.

Shuri gave a wet, disbelieving laugh. Reika stared at me for a long second and then, against reason and probably against her own caution, laughed too. It escaped her suddenly, cracked by crying, shocked out of her like a loose board stepping under weight. That laugh told me more about the life I had taken than any record could.

This house, these people, this body—they had known hardship so long that the return of breath made room for humor before certainty. That is not weakness. That is talent. Towa muttered something that might have been, “Unbelievable,” while adjusting the blanket over my torso.

He was careful not to press where the worst wounds lay. Good hands. I would remember that. The room settled after the storm of alarms. Reika and Shuri stayed. Towa moved in and out with nurses and instruments and the efficient restlessness of a man pretending procedure can keep pace with the inexplicable. The mana reader they passed over my chest fluttered once, twice, then printed nonsense so dense the nurse checked whether the paper had jammed.

Not yet, I thought toward the half-born thing coiling deeper in my core. You will have your stage. I am not done choosing how to enter it. Sleep tugged at me from the edges, not gentle but heavy, earned by blood and violence. I let it approach while keeping one hand around the chain of memory.

White Tower City. Gray Road. The service tunnels. The smell of beast blood. Kuze’s shove.

Naruse’s laugh. Kirisaka looking away. Reika’s hands. Shuri’s bitten lip and stubborn eyes. The father’s empty seat at the table.

The boy named Goku carrying a joke until it cut into bone. And above it all, my own name settling into the flesh like a blade finding its sheath at last. Not perfect. Not comfortable. Right enough.

I closed my eye again and listened to the city breathe through the rain. Every world believes it understands its hierarchy until something crawls out of the gutter and starts climbing with its teeth. Let it sleep tonight. Tomorrow, I would start learning how this one breaks.

***
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Episode 2: The Underside of White Tower City
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When I woke again, the room had traded panic for exhaustion. Morning light pressed through the hospital window in a thin gray sheet, bright enough to show the dust on the sill and the faint steam rising from a cup someone had forgotten to drink. My whole body felt packed with broken glass, but I was breathing on my own, and in a room like this, that counted as arrogance.

My mother had dozed off sitting upright in a wooden chair, chin dipped, arms folded like she had only meant to rest them for a moment. My sister had given up pretending she was guarding me and was curled on a narrow visitor cot with one leg hanging off the edge, mouth slightly open, hair half over her face. Neither looked noble enough for a miracle. That made the sight better. I moved my fingers first.

The hand that rose from the blanket was still too lean, too scarred, too human in the ways my old instincts kept wanting to reject. Then it flexed again, and a line of pain tore from wrist to elbow with such clear malice that I nearly admired it. There you are. A body worth inhabiting should complain when asked for more.

I let my head turn a little on the pillow. The city beyond the window had sharpened overnight. White Tower City looked almost honest at this hour. Pale walls catching a washed-out sun. Mana rails glimmering in straight lines between districts. Guild banners hanging limp in the damp morning air after the night rain.

From up here, it was all clean angles and ambition. From memory, I knew exactly where the blood went. The door clicked softly, and the doctor stepped in carrying a tablet board tucked under one arm and a folded coat over the other. He saw my eyes open and stopped without quite meaning to, one foot still turned toward the hallway like a man who had walked into the wrong room and was too polite to say so.

“You are becoming inconvenient,” he said.

“That sounds healthier than becoming dead.”

He stared at me for a beat, then gave up and came to the bedside. “I have no chart prepared for a patient who should not have lived through the night and is already practicing sarcasm before breakfast.”

“You can write one.”

“I may have to invent a new section.”

He set the board down at the foot of the bed and reached for the mana reader hanging beside the monitor. No fuss this time, no dramatic machine screams. He pressed the crystal plate just above my sternum and frowned when the inner threads lit with a faint gold flicker instead of the usual blue-white. The crystal dimmed.

Then it shivered once and spat a hairline crack across the surface. He took it away very slowly.

“That is rude,” I said.

“You broke hospital equipment by lying still.”

“Impressive, then.”

“It would be, if I were in the mood.”

His mouth flattened, but there was too much life in his eyes for real annoyance. He was tired enough that all his control had become visible. Good doctor. Better liar. He disliked the impossible, but not because it offended his pride. He disliked it because impossible things brought institutions with heavy boots and light consciences. That made two of us.

My mother stirred in the chair as he checked the lines at my wrist. Her eyes opened sharp, not foggy, and she was on her feet before the sleep had fully left her face. She took one look at me watching her and inhaled like someone who had almost forgotten how.

“You’re awake.”

“You said that yesterday too.”

“I was crying yesterday.”

“You still might be.”

She reached across the bed and slapped my shoulder with the exact force a loving mother uses when she wants to hit harder and knows she shouldn’t. Pain burst through my ribs. I hissed. She closed her eyes in immediate regret, then opened them again and gave me the look only mothers perfect—the one that says they are sorry, angry, relieved, and prepared to cook you to death all at once.

“Don’t make jokes when you look like this,” she said.

“If I stop making jokes, it means you should worry.”

That earned me a second near-slap she managed to turn into smoothing the blanket. Her hands shook while she did it. Not much. Just enough that if you were not looking for weakness, you might miss how hard she had been holding herself together.

My sister woke all at once like a cat dropped from a shelf. She jerked upright, looked around wildly, saw me watching her, and scrambled off the cot fast enough to nearly tangle herself in the sheet.

“You’re up?”

“I was beginning to think you liked that chair too much.”

She planted both hands on the mattress and leaned in until her face was close to mine. Her eyes searched me in quick little darts, checking for something I could not name. The old Goku’s memories gave it to me anyway. She was looking for absence. For the glassy far-away stare of someone who survived by leaving part of himself behind. Apparently I looked like trouble instead.

Her lower lip twitched once. “You sound weird.”

“Finally, someone notices,” I said.

Mother swung around. “He was almost killed.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

Towa, wise enough to know family arguments outrank medical procedure in the first five minutes after a resurrection, stepped back and let the three of us circle the point from different directions. Shuri narrowed her eyes. “Your face is the same.”

“An insult.”

“Your mouth is not.”

“That,” my mother said, “is not a bad thing. His old mouth kept getting him into trouble.”

I turned my head slightly toward her. “I thought the trouble was the name.” Shuri’s face changed first. Her grin started, then caught on something that hurt. She dropped her gaze to the blanket. Mother’s hand, which had been fussing uselessly with the corner near my hip, stilled.

There it was. That old bruise again, buried under the ordinary pieces of this life. I had touched it without meaning to, but I did not look away from the damage. Better to know how a family flinches than pretend you haven’t seen it.

Mother let out a quiet breath through her nose. “The name was never the problem.”

“No,” I said. “The people were.”

Her head came up. For a second, the room held still. Then Shuri snorted a laugh before she could stop herself, and even Mother’s mouth betrayed her by twitching at one corner. Towa rubbed at the bridge of his nose like the three of us were making his headache more personal by the minute.

“You need food,” he said. “And rest.”

“In that order?”

“In every order.”

He moved to the tray table and lifted the cloth covering a bowl. Broth. Thin, but honest. Something mashed and steamed on the side. Bread softened enough not to ask much from broken ribs or stitched muscle. My body reacted before pride had a say, sharp hunger rolling up from the gut with teeth in it. That settled one thing immediately.

The young cleaner had not been allowed to die full. I accepted the bowl when Towa angled it toward me, then paused when Mother reached for the spoon.

“I can manage.”

“You can barely sit.”

“I managed death. Soup should be easier.”

She gave me a look that could have split old temple stone. Shuri, to her credit, bit her knuckle to keep from laughing. Towa solved the standoff by raising the bed a little more and setting the tray across my lap. “If he spills it, he cleans it.”

“That seems unkind,” Mother said.

“That seems educational,” I replied.

I got the first spoonful into my mouth without incident. The second shook in my hand when pain dragged across my middle. The third tasted like pepper and burned enough to make my eyes narrow. Mother folded her arms. “Still think you can manage?”

I took a fourth spoonful and forced it down. Shuri started laughing openly. I hated that they were enjoying this. I hated more that the sound of it made the room feel less like a place where people waited for death.

The broth was salty in a cheap, practical way. There was too much root mash in it and not enough meat. The bread had already gone soft enough to give up on itself. It was the sort of meal nobody praised, and yet once it settled in my stomach the whole body unclenched half a notch, as if it had only been staying alive out of spite until someone remembered to feed it.

Mother sat again once I had eaten enough to stop looking feral. She did not sit back, though. She perched at the edge of the chair, ready to rise for anything. Shuri stole the last softened piece of bread from my tray when she thought I wasn’t looking. I let her. Towa pretended not to notice because he had already decided our entire family was easier managed if not corrected too often. The silence after food was not empty.

It had work in it. Mother was the one who stepped into it first. “Do you remember what happened?” Her voice stayed steady right until the last word. Then it frayed.

I held her gaze. The easy answer would have been partial memory. Confusion. A blur of claws and shouting. Enough truth to quiet her and keep the rest. But the room deserved better than easy, and I needed to start choosing what kind of man I would be in this life while people were still watching closely.

“Most of it,” I said.

Shuri’s fingers tightened around the bit of bread. Mother’s shoulders went rigid. Towa turned slightly away, pretending he was checking the drip rate so he would not look like he was listening while absolutely listening.

“They ran,” I said. “The guild team. Then they made sure I couldn’t.”

Mother shut her eyes. Shuri muttered something foul under her breath, inventive enough that I would have approved if Mother had not snapped, “Language.”

“She was almost good at it,” I said.

“Do not encourage her.”

“Then don’t let cowards breathe the same air as me.”

That line hit the room harder than I intended. Mother looked at me again, slower this time, as if trying to line my face up with the son she knew and finding the fit a little off around the edges. I let her look. Lies told from kindness still do damage. Better that she feel the shift and learn its shape than convince herself nothing had changed.

Towa finally spoke. “The report filed by Azure Fang says the collapse scattered the team and visibility dropped. They claim they attempted retrieval but were forced back by a rank error event.” I turned my head toward him. “That is a polished way to say they used workers as gravel under their boots.”

His expression did not change much. His eyes did. “Yes.” Mother’s chair scraped against the floor when she stood. “They what?”

Towa lowered the board in his hands. “I was going to wait until he was stronger.”

“No.” I could feel heat building under the wound dressings, not from fever this time. “Now.”

Shuri was already on her feet too, face pale around the mouth with anger moving in beneath it. Mother braced both palms on the bed rail and leaned over me, and the force of her attention would have made a lesser man confess to crimes he had not yet imagined.

“Tell me clearly.”

So I did. Not every detail. She did not need the exact pressure of Kuze’s hand or the sound the claws made going in. But enough. The overturned cart. The trapped porter. The retreat line. The shove. Naruse yelling to leave the workers. Kirisaka seeing the danger and choosing himself with professional precision. The beast and the blood and the too-late rescue.

As I spoke, Mother’s face went beyond anger into that colder place where fury hardens enough to become useful. Shuri’s eyes filled but never spilled. She looked ready to bite someone again, and this time not on a school yard. When I finished, Towa said quietly, “Their official statement will not survive scrutiny if others speak.”

“Others are workers,” Mother said. “Workers have to eat.”

“Yes.”

“So the guild expects them to keep their heads down.”

“Yes.”

I liked him better every time he answered without dressing the truth up. Shuri slammed the stolen bread onto the tray hard enough to make the spoon jump. “We should drag them into the street.” Mother rounded on her. “And then what? You think people with badges and rank plates lose because a girl from Gray Road screams loud enough?”

Shuri’s chin came up. “I can scream very loud.”

“You inherited that from me,” Mother said.

I had not meant to smile. It happened anyway. Both of them caught it. Mother’s anger broke just enough for disbelief to edge in again. “What?”

“You two are terrifying.”

“That is not funny.”

“It is a little funny.”

Shuri barked a laugh so sudden it almost hurt to hear. Mother tried to hold onto severity and lost the fight halfway through. Towa, who was perhaps beginning to regret ever entering this room, cleared his throat. “I need to ask a practical question.”

“Ask.”

“When the Association comes—and they will—what do you intend to tell them?”

The answer rose immediately, sharp as a drawn blade. Not everything. I was not about to babble about old heavens and older grudges to a clerk with a calibrated crystal and a superiority problem. This world had rules. Guilds. registrations. measurable gifts. Once they saw what stirred in me, people would want to categorize it, profit from it, hide it, weaponize it, or kneel to it depending on how clever they thought they were. Most would fail at all five, but that was no reason to hand them a map.

Before I could speak, a knock sounded at the door. Not polite. Professional. The kind used by someone who had already decided entry was a right and the knock merely decorative. Towa’s shoulders tightened. “That will be them.”

Mother straightened in one sharp motion and wiped every trace of tears from her face. Shuri stepped back from the bed but did not sit. Good. Let officials see the family standing.

The door opened on a woman in dark Association blue with silver trim at the cuffs and a crystal tag clipped high on the breast. Her hair was tied back so tightly it seemed to pull the rest of her expression into order. She carried a slim case under one arm and, worse, the kind of notebook people use when they enjoy not missing things. She took in the room in one sweep.

Patient awake. Doctor displeased. Mother armed with indignation. Sister armed with teeth. Her gaze returned to me and stopped there.

“Mr. Son Goku,” she said.

The title nearly made me laugh again.

“That depends who’s asking.”

Her eyes sharpened by half a degree. “White Tower Hunter Association, East District branch. Field Records Division. My name is Rinne Hakutaku.”

The name fit her. White and sharp and too clean to trust at first glance. She inclined her head to Towa. “Doctor Mikado. Thank you for informing the branch.”

“I did not.”

Her pause was so slight another man might have missed it. I did not.

“I see,” she said.

Which meant she saw more than she said and hated surprises more than she hated being caught in one.

“I came because emergency ward readings flagged a classed anomaly,” she went on. “Then a second flag registered from a damaged mana plate. Under branch policy, that requires direct confirmation.”

Towa’s mouth thinned. “He almost died.”

“And if he now houses an unstable skill signature, more people may die,” she said. “That is also my concern.”

Mother folded her arms. “You people have fast feet when it’s time to measure someone. Shame about rescue scenes.” Rinne turned toward her, not offended, just filing the barb for later. “I am Records, not rescue.”

“Convenient.”

“Usually not.”

There was enough dryness in the reply to earn a flicker of interest from me. Good. Not soft. Not eager to posture. Those were useful qualities in someone who would inevitably become a problem.

She opened the slim case and took out a hand-sized crystal frame backed with engraved metal. Portable scanner. Lower grade than the big Association gates and safer in a hospital if it only exploded a little.

“Permission to perform an initial resonance reading,” she said.

Mother opened her mouth. I beat her to it. “No.” That got all of them. Rinne’s brow lifted. “No?”

“I don’t like being measured before breakfast.”

“You have eaten.”

“You noticed. Excellent.”

Towa almost choked on what might have been a laugh and disguised it as a cough. Mother looked one sentence away from apologizing and strangling me in the same breath. Rinne closed the case halfway. “You understand the Association can compel evaluation if public risk is involved.”

“I understand the Association compels what it can, not always what it should.”

Her stare held on mine. No blink. No flinch. She had spent long enough around ranked hunters not to wilt when men thought a voice and a title were enough to bend a room. Good again.

“What exactly,” she asked, “do you think you are?”

Interesting question. Wrong order.

“I think,” I said, letting the words come easy and lazy, “that I’m the patient in the bed you walked into. If you want answers, use manners before regulations.”

Shuri made a tiny choking sound that was definitely a laugh trying to disguise itself as horror. Mother pinched the bridge of her nose. Towa turned away and very carefully began checking the empty broth bowl for reasons known only to cowards and doctors. Rinne looked at me for a long second. Then, to my mild surprise, she shut the case completely.

“Very well,” she said. “I’ll use manners.”

That shifted the room. Mother’s eyes narrowed. Towa’s rose slightly over his spectacles. Even Shuri stopped biting down on her grin.

Rinne moved closer, but not to the bedside itself. She took the visitor chair from the far wall, turned it, and sat in it backward with her forearms resting on the backrest. Efficient. Unadorned. Just close enough to speak without being rude, far enough not to crowd a patient who might be a hazard.

“Mr. Son,” she said. “You survived catastrophic trauma. Your recovery involved documented mana instability. A guild team report connected to your incident is already inconsistent in two places. If you have awakened or changed, I would rather know before someone from Enforcement decides to be dramatic in my hospital visits.”

My hospital visits, she had said without thinking. There it was—territorial instinct buried under formality. I liked that too.

“You assume I changed,” I said.

“I assume nothing. I notice.”

“What did you notice?”

“Doctor Mikado owns six mana plates in this wing. Four are old. Two were replaced last month. None should crack from passive bedside use. One did after touching your chest. That interests me.”

Mother stared at Towa. “You didn’t say it cracked.”

“I was busy keeping him alive.”

“Reasonable,” I said.

Rinne ignored all three of us with admirable discipline. “Your prior file lists no registered hunter-grade skill. No combat clearance. Employment category: dungeon cleanup subcontractor. Yet the same patient now triggers anomaly flags on clinical equipment. That interests me too.” I let the silence sit.

Not because I lacked an answer. Because people reveal their shape best when they are made to wait one breath longer than they prefer. Rinne did not fill it. She just watched. Good. She had patience.

“Suppose,” I said, “I agree to a reading later. Not here. Not with my mother glaring at everyone and my sister waiting to bite public officials.”

“I do not bite officials,” Shuri said indignantly.

“You absolutely would,” Mother said.

“Only if they deserve it.”

Rinne’s mouth twitched once. It vanished so quickly I might have imagined it if I had not been looking precisely for cracks.

“A later reading is possible,” she said. “Provided you answer one question now.”

“Only one?”

“For the moment.”

I tilted my head a fraction. Pain flared. I ignored it. “Ask.”

“When the rank error occurred in Enkoku Mine, what did you see?”

I could have said beast. claws. black plates. static mane. abnormal core spread. Instead I watched her hands. No tremor. No rush. She cared about specifics. The answer mattered beyond a report. So I gave her one worth carrying.

“I saw men who knew they were outclassed,” I said. “And I saw which direction they ran.”

That landed. Not because it described the beast. Because it described the world that produced the incident better than any anatomical note. Rinne held my gaze another beat, then nodded once and stood. “I’ll return this afternoon. If you’re capable of walking by tomorrow, the branch can process a controlled evaluation at the East Tower facility.”

“Can process,” I repeated. “You people do love your paperwork.”

“Paperwork is just violence in a slower uniform.”

Shuri stared. Mother blinked. Towa made a sound suspiciously like surrender. I laughed, and regretted it immediately when the stitches along my abdomen lit up like fire under the skin. Rinne’s expression did not change, but her eyes sharpened with the satisfaction of someone whose thrown knife had struck where intended.

“Afternoon, then,” she said.

She turned to leave, paused at the door, and looked back once. “For what it’s worth, Mr. Son, I do not believe Azure Fang’s report.”

“Good,” I said. “You’d look stupid if you did.”

She inclined her head and left before Mother could scold me. The room exhaled as one. Shuri was the first to break. “I like her.”

Mother rounded on her. “You like anyone who speaks sharply and leaves.”

“That is not true.”

“It is absolutely true.”

Towa gathered the cracked mana plate and the tablet board, stacking them with the air of a man trying to reclaim his room from a storm of personalities. “Whether you like her or not, if East District Records is involved, the case is already moving.”

“Good,” I said.

Mother stared at me. “Good?”

“Do you want it buried?”

“No.”

“Then let it move.”

She pressed her lips together. “You sound like you have a plan.”

“I have rage. It keeps trying to organize itself.”

Shuri laughed so hard she had to grab the back of the chair. Mother did not, but something in her shoulders eased. Towa muttered, “That may be the most accurate medical statement I’ve heard this week.” A nurse came in to change dressings after that, which turned the next part of the morning into a less dignified contest between my pain tolerance and the body’s insistence on reminding me where all the damage had settled. I lost that contest with poor manners and clenched teeth. Mother held my wrist through it without commentary. Shuri looked away only when the worst of the wound at my middle showed through. Towa kept the nurse calm by being calm himself, which I respected more than any speech.

Once the fresh bandages were on and the lines adjusted, they made me walk. A terrible idea. A necessary one. Towa and the nurse took an arm each the first time I stood. The floor came up too fast, my vision narrowed, and every broken part of me complained at once. I would rather have taken a mace to the face than let that show more than necessary, so I breathed through it and focused on the window frame until the room stopped tilting.

“One step,” Towa said.

“Do not patronize me.”

“One step, then you can be offended.”

I took two out of spite. The second nearly folded me. Shuri made a noise. Mother took a half-step forward and stopped herself with obvious effort. Good family. Bad at pretending not to care.

By the time I made it to the window and back, sweat had soaked the back of the gown and the bandages at my ribs felt too tight. My legs shook. My lungs were working under protest. But I had crossed the room under my own power, and that changed the shape of the day.

People treat the living differently once they see you stand. After they put me back in bed, Mother finally went home to wash and bring fresh clothes. She fought the idea like it was betrayal until Towa told her she looked one skipped meal away from joining me as a patient. Shuri went with her under protest and on the condition that she’d return before noon. I approved of the terms. When the door closed behind them, the room went quieter than it had been since I woke.

Towa stayed. He stood by the window for a while, looking out over the city with his coat folded over one arm. Without the family in the room, he looked older. Not weak. Worn. There is a difference. He had the air of a man who had long ago stopped expecting neat endings and still kept showing up for the ugly ones.

“You don’t talk like your file,” he said at last.

“My file sounds boring.”

“It sounds young.”

I glanced at him. “And now?” He gave that some thought. “Now you sound like someone who has lived through something nobody else in this wing could diagnose.”

That was close enough to respect the effort. “You’re observant for a doctor.”

“I’m a surgeon. Observation keeps people from becoming anatomy too early.”

He set the coat on the chair and came back toward the bed, but again stopped short of crowding me. “I won’t ask you what happened in the spiritual sense. If I did, you would lie, joke, or both.”

“You know me so well.”

“I know evasive men. They all think wit is camouflage.”

“Sometimes it is.”

“Not from me.”

His tone stayed mild. That made it heavier. I shifted against the pillow and felt the pull of stitches all over again. “Then ask the thing you actually want answered.”

His eyes dropped once to the cracked plate on the tray, then returned to my face. “Can you control whatever changed?” Ah. There it was. Not curiosity for its own sake. Risk.

A doctor’s risk. This wing. These patients. His staff. If I became a walking hazard, he needed to know before someone bled for his kindness in leaving me unreported for half a morning.

I answered him honestly because honesty, used sparingly, buys useful trust.

“Mostly.”

He stared at me. I smiled a little. “You hate that answer.”

“I prefer ‘yes.’”

“Then prefer harder.”

His mouth twitched despite himself. “You are extremely difficult for someone stitched together under protest.”

“I’m excellent company for that exact reason.”

He leaned a hip against the windowsill. “Do not kill anyone in my ward.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“Do not destroy equipment if avoidable.”

“No promises.”

“Mr. Son.”

“Doctor Mikado.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose again. “I was trying to help.”

“I know.”

That stopped him. The joking fell out of the room for a moment, and all that was left was the truth of it. He had kept a dying nobody alive because that was his work, and because some people build their pride from not deciding too quickly who is worth effort. Men like that earn plain answers.

“I know,” I repeated. “You stayed when the easy thing would have been to write the time and turn away. I won’t forget it.”

He looked at me for a long second and then nodded once, the sort of nod men give when they do not trust their own reply to come out simpler than they intend. “Good,” he said. “Then recover fast enough to stop making this room nervous.” After he left for rounds, I had a few hours with only the city and my own thoughts. I used them badly on purpose.

Memory needed sorting. Not the spectacular pieces. Those always insist on their own order. It was the ordinary fragments that mattered. Routes through Gray Road. Which shopkeepers gave extra scraps to children and which watered down stew on rain days. Which guild insignias made cleanup crews spit once over the shoulder when they saw the wagons roll in. Which side streets flooded first. Which stair treads in our building squeaked. The name of the old porter with the cloudy eye who sharpened salvage hooks in exchange for gossip. The rhythm of Mother’s work hours. The places Shuri went when she wanted to be alone and pretend she did not. Those were mine now.

Not as trophies. As tools. Outside, White Tower City woke fully. From the hospital window, I could see one of the elevated tram lines carrying morning traffic toward the commercial ring. Carriages with mana cores hummed past in smooth blue-lit pulses. Couriers in guild colors cut through intersections like thrown knives. On a distant plaza wall, a glamour screen flickered to life, and even from this far I recognized the structure of the show: highlighted hunt footage, rankings, interview flashes, hero faces enlarged beyond decency.

This world loved its hunters in public. It loved their collateral in private. The younger Goku had known that. Not in slogans. In wages. In what work was worth if done in clean armor versus rubber gloves and a stained apron. Cleanup crews were paid by contract, hazard modifiers, salvage bonuses, and lies. If a dungeon site was under-ranked, somebody above fought to avoid responsibility, and the difference came out of the backs below. Workers knew which guilds delayed compensation until funerals made it awkward. They knew which officials “lost” reports. They knew which branch officers stayed bought and which merely stayed tired.

There is a point at which a city stops being a place and becomes a machine that sorts pain by rank. White Tower had crossed it years ago and then decorated the gears. I was still looking out at the tram line when a knock came—quieter this time, hesitant, followed by a second scrape like the knocker had changed his mind midway and nearly left.

“Enter,” I said.

The door opened enough for three faces to peek in one after another, each less suited to bold entrances than the last. Men in work jackets, boots still carrying dried tunnel mud no amount of wiping had fully removed. One older, beard gone gray in patches. One broad and freckled. One younger than the other two and trying very hard not to look like the sort of boy who had cried in a collapsing mine. The porter.

The one Goku had freed from the axle. He looked at me and went white all over again.

“Well,” I said, “that’s not
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