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      To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag book #1 as:

      A new twist to Gheyo dynamics. Ghasper just wants to get this solved. He did not sign up for this. But he will see it through to the end. Priya has a lot going on. So does Jamie. It’s a lot. For everyone. Friendship is forever. Some angst and fluff.
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      It is a universally acknowledged truth that a well-behaved Gheyo is a dangerous creature to be handled with care at all times. Gheyo Jokers are the strongest and most dangerous of all the fighting ranks, most of them granted their wild rank through hardship, sacrifice, or worse.

      The brutal edge left behind can scrape wounds down to the bone.

      Such power must have checks and balances. Some of these boundaries are stricter than others.

      But if a Joker doesn't answer to the ACE of a Suite in their Circle or any other of their Bonded, then who are the ones to keep them in line?

      After all, if a monster isn’t well-trained, what keeps them from running wild?
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            Fraying At The Edges - Priya

          

        

      

    

    
      Priya clenched her jaw, trembling fingers scrubbing frantically against the half-shredded fabric of her Flexi-suit under the cool trickling water. Already, the Flexi-Suit's purchased benefit of stain resistance was useless. The embedded charms now disrupted and useless from a single strike by a titled blade—an incoming blow that she couldn’t have dodged.

      The private bathrooms in the far corner of that level in the Joker’s Section were always empty around now and she was grateful for the silence and lack of an audience. An audience hadn't helped at all, earlier.

      Everyone had pretended not to notice what was happening right under their noses. And the odds hadn’t been in her favor.

      Scales in peach and silver prickled along her skin, a little darker in some corners, where hints of a gunmetal grey shone through. A duller, darker hue than the cheery brightness of a typical dragel Submissive's scales.

      Pink water trickled through her fingers, swirling down the drain with a hollowness she felt in her aching, bruised body.

      A day of hard training was nothing with a decent healing rate. A day of hard training and hazing was slightly more of a headache.

      Except for, this wasn't that.

      It was something worse. Something darker and more twisted.

      A single offense that she hadn't been able to help had transformed her curious and hopeful future into a nightmarish reality. She couldn't help her rank, after all.

      She'd been born with it. Along with the instincts that rode close to the surface, helping her to decide on what to do and how to do it.

      Priya was new to this level of the Open Section in the designated ranking section for Gheyos in Nevarah. As a Gheyo—a fighter—she was subject to the inner hierarchies of a Gheyo Suite and the intricate dynamics of pairs, triads, courting individuals and Bonded that accompanied it.

      It was far more than she'd ever been subjected to in the smaller, closed sections of her respective rank—Gheyo Submissive.

      The result of highly-ranked Gheyo parentals and consistent training to hone her natural abilities and inclinations from the moment she was old enough to do so, had solidified the designation as soon as her dragel inheritance had come in.

      A true Gheyo Submissive was rare enough that she would’ve been earned enough distinction for higher ranks to leave her alone, but young and impressionable enough to know that her few contacts and still-building skillset were too little to protect her.

      Every Gheyo Submissive spent a required year within the specialized section of each rank to help them acclimate, observe and understand the dynamic. It was supposed to be a busy year of hands-on-teaching and learning with the added bonus of making friends, seeking courting prospects and honing basic skills into something more specific and unique.

      A fairly enjoyable experience from her previous years, right up until she'd reached the final leg of it—namely, the Joker Section. The ranks started at Trainee, Knight, Princess, Prince, Queen, King and ACE, ending at Joker.

      Dragel Submissives were the center of a Bonded Circle, with an Alpha and Beta to complete their triad, Pareyas—protectors—to guard and guide, then Gheyos—fighters—to fight and defend. Additional ranks could fit in there, like an Advisor or a Mage, but for the most part, a Submissive was the center and everything else fell in around them.

      Courting rituals and favors were trinkets and formalities exchanged between ranks of all kinds. Usually, it was the typical hunting of a suitable Alpha, then a good Beta that fit between them, to create the operating triad of a Circle. A Gheyo ACE was the next step, with Pareyas and other ranks added in between.

      Naturally, every Submissive was different and most hunted or courted in a way that suited their personal preferences. An Alpha was the best way to start, but other ranks could sort of be added first, if a courtship was open and active, where all parties knew what was happening and why.

      Priya scrubbed a little harder at her Flexi-Suit again. Her fingers numb and shriveled in the cool water of the sink. She’d intended to start hunting for ranks when she was through with the final leg of her training.

      But now, she missed her family more than ever, her old friends and even the new ones she’d made in the last training section. There was nothing enjoyable about the most recent weeks, bleeding into months and becoming nothing more than a nightmare.

      Gheyo Jokers were a hot-and-cold kind of bunch. Their rank was somewhere between a Gheyo ACE—the head of a Gheyo Suite—and a ranked Mage, known for their magical abilities and defense.

      The door to the private bathroom swung open and shut, feather-light footsteps following the sound.

      Priya didn't bother to look up. She could recognize that presence and aura a thousand miles away across a dozen realms. It was so familiar to her now, in the time she'd spent in the current section.

      And so was the incoming lecture she could almost hear.

      "You're going to have to fight them."

      "I'm not going to fight them, Jamie," she said, wearily. It was an old and tired conversation that she'd repeated on a steady replay since she'd entered the Joker's section. They’d met not that long ago and somehow, it still felt like it was forever.

      "It wouldn't take much, just a good hit in the right place and-" Jamie draped herself over Priya's shoulders, her long limbs a little awkward, but careful as she hugged her tight. "I'm worried about you."

      "Don't be. It's fine."

      "Seriously? You did not just tell me to my face that you're fine with what those nasty little-"

      "If I fight them I'll kill them, Jamie and you know it. I can't fight. I won't."

      "Kill them? Aren't you getting ahead of yourself? How about we stick to defending yourself first, so you don't get targeted in the first place?"

      "I've only been targeted since I've come here, thank you very much. I was fine in all the other sections. I don’t need to make a fuss right now. It’s not that long more to go, really."

      "Priya-"

      "I won't do it. Not yet."

      "Yet?" Jamie stifled a snort. "Seriously? Are you hearing yourself right now? Alright, fine. If that's the way you want to look at this, I'm not going to rearrange your brain for you, but they’ll do it for you, if they keep this up."

      "It's fine."

      It wasn't fine, but Priya didn't need to explain herself to Jamie. There was too much between them for her to cloud it up with the different levels of problems that were flung her way.

      Priya turned the tap off and wrung the water from her once-favorite Flexi-suit.

      A skin-tight, padded and lightly armored one-piece with plenty of hidden pockets for small items like knives and healing potions. Different colors and styles were usually to the wearer's preferences and she was fond of her older suits.

      They'd been well-worn in after all and easy to move around in, as if it were a second skin. She moved quietly and efficiently, despite Jamie's added weight draped over her like an exhausted Were-Sloth.

      She had options, sure, but none of them seemed worth pursuing. It was—too much force for something that she'd toughed out for so long so far. A few more months couldn't be all that bad.

      Really. She just had to stay out of their way, that was all.

      Getting careless had cost her a Flexi-Suit, but she would remember to be more careful in the future. It wasn’t that hard to stay out of the way, it was just affecting her training more than she wanted to admit.

      The entire purpose of her presence in the Joker Section was to train. Letting something so stupid interfere with that—well, Priya couldn’t stand idle.

      She also couldn’t just use brute force to make them listen or leave her alone. Brute force only worked when there was a brute and a force to back it up. She didn’t have those kinds of friends in the Joker Section.

      And calling them in from another would probably cause the kinds of complications she wasn’t in the mood to deal with. Not to mention, it’d probably cost her a few favors or worse—possible dates—and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with that either.

      "I'd say death's too good for them. Shatter a couple of Death Seals and call it even. They won’t even die, really. Come on, whaddaya say? I'll pay all your penalties for you," Jamie coaxed. “I won the betting pool on those last three fights I watched. I can afford it.”

      "I say that if you fall and crack your jaw when I move, that's on you," Priya said, briskly. She swung away from the sink, ducking out from under Jamie's arms. "You’re not supposed to bet that much on a fight. Besides, you have armor repairs due next week, don’t you? It was just the usual. She was only upset about today's spars, that's all."

      "That's all?" Jamie rolled her eyes, throwing her hands up in the air. Her sleek braided rows gleamed in the soft light of small vanity as she followed Priya to the small dressing screen. "Are you going to put that back on?"

      "It's my favorite," Priya said, quietly.

      "It's shredded and indecently cov-"

      "My brother bought it for me," Priya said. She snapped her fingers for the clothes switching spell, stepping out a few moments later to examine the result in the long, thin mirror set in the wall.

      Jamie was sort of right. The rips and tears were not in good places.

      At least, not if she wanted to slip unnoticed through the hallways for the rest of the day. She’d already sort of guessed that when trying to rinse out the blood. Chewing on her lip, Priya twisted this way and that, until her shoulders slumped in defeat. There was no rescuing the suit, not without some significant alterations.

      And at that point, she might as well buy a new one.

      At least that way, the structural integrity and charmwork would still be intact and strong enough to absorb another impact like that blow she'd taken from behind when exiting the practice ring.

      "...I wish he was here so I could tell him to buy you a new one," Jamie said, at last, her voice softer than before. "Here—wear my day robes and I'll just wear my suit out for now until we're back at the dorms. I'll even buy you dinner to commemorate having such a wonderful-"

      "That's alright, I'll change back," Priya said. She snapped her fingers again for the switching spell, holding the now-folded Flexi-suit in her hands.

      Recycling it was the usual thing to do, but there was sentimental value involved this time.

      She tucked it under one arm. "I'll take you up on that dinner thing though, if you don't mind sharing a table with the lowest ranked student in sparring class."

      Jamie snorted. "Rankings don't mean a thing, I’ve seen you fight. I know what you can do with a blade. Come on. I'll buy you any sides you want with whatever protein they're pushing today."

      “And if I’m not hungry?”

      “Liar. You eat more than I do. You know, if you’d just pick an Alpha or something, that’d get her off of your back. She can’t pick on you like that if you’re courting.”

      “If it was that easy-”

      “Of course, it’s that easy. Any Alpha would be lucky to snatch you up. Why don’t you just pick one of the Kuroes or the Thorngroves? Someone with a good solid edge and maybe some shadows or Earth. You’re good that way.”

      “Oh really? Listen to you, just getting me all matched up and carried off to some secret estate somewhere. That’s not what I’m looking for. Besides, I have my Clan pride and they wouldn’t settle for just anyone.”

      “Then pick someone worthy,” Jamie coaxed. “I know you’ve tested practically every single available Alpha here. You can’t tell me there wasn’t a single suitable one among them. The skills I’ve seen were pretty good.”

      “I’m just not interested, Jamie. Leave it alone. You should start matchmaking yourself, if it’s so important.”

      “Excuse you! I don’t fall for pretty faces.”

      “And I do?”

      “You were flirting with those Kuroes over at the-”

      “They’re cute. I’ve never met a Kuroe that wasn’t adorable.”

      “…pretty sure calling them adorable won’t get you a date or even a favor,” Jamie said, slowly. “Seriously?”

      Priya laughed, holding her side, even as it ached with the sluggish healing taking place. They’d even cursed her to affect her healing rate. Bastards. That was taking it a little too far.

      At least she had one good friend.

      Just a few more months, that's all she had to worry about, then her required year would be over and things could change for the better.

      Change without requiring her to push too hard at things that might snap and break, if she wasn't extra-careful now.
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      Jamie waited until the next day to make her move. She forced a smile for the cheery Pareya behind the counter of the communications hub. She accepted the printed ticket stub and tucked it into her bustier, before charming her Flexi-Suit to cover it over so it couldn't be stolen when she was unaware.

      A ticket stub was too obvious, but she was tired of no one noticing what was going on in the Joker Section. None of the other training sections were as vicious and brutal. There was usually some kind of order to it and enough Gheyos passing through that nothing ever separated into proper groups or powers.

      The Joker Section was quite different though. It wasn't hard to see what was happening.

      She didn't wear dress armor often, but once in awhile, it was nice to remember her rank and the prettier perks that came with it. A well-crafted piece of armor was a thing of beauty after all.

      Her current set had cost her nearly all her winnings from two sets of Unlucky Thirteen Duels. She'd paid for it with blood, sweat and bone. Priya was right about the armor repair fees digging a little too deep into her pockets.

      A basic skill set wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t great either. She’d struggled with learning elemental specifics for years and had never quite picked a proper specialty to dedicate herself to. Now, she wished she had.

      Elements were an obvious step-up in the Joker Section, with even a few allowances for the different types of powers that could manifest from those with a Nameless designation.

      The ticket stub seemed to burn against her skin where she’d hidden it away, reminding her that Priya would certainly pitch a fit if she’d known what she’d done. Sure, she could've sent a quiet little anonymous thing about general mistreatment and whatever—but she'd already done that three times to no avail.

      Zero results meant walking in on Priya washing blood off of her favorite Flexi-Suit in the private bathroom on the floor where no one ever went, because it was too inconvenient.

      Their friendship was something that meant everything to her. After all, Gheyo ACE wasn't a title that demanded a solitary existence. She was practically required to learn to communicate, socialize and mediate.

      Every good ACE did.

      It meant that when she promised herself she'd do something, that promise was forced to the forefront of her priority list, because it wasn't the first, second or third time she'd found Priya in a less-than-stellar state.

      It wasn't the first time she'd walked in on wounds that absolutely couldn't be anything other than pure vicious cruelty.

      Oh, she knew what their ranks held.

      The ranks were meant to handle the harsher bumps and bits that were thrown towards a Circle. A Gheyo Joker was only ever Bonded in, if the Submissive needed them.

      And it would be a need.

      Very few Jokers cared to live with the drudgery of a daily life of socializing and peaceable coexistence. If not properly directed elsewhere, those instinctive urges to rip and tear to shreds could self-destruct a Circle, Suite or individual, from the inside out.

      A good ACE could balance the right amount of tension and distraction to keep a Joker relatively calm and secure enough to ask for their needs to be met. Whether it was the bloodthirst, the bloodlust, battlelust or the more feral urges, there was a happy middle ground.

      But of course, there were always growing pains, personality differences, magical conflicts, elemental mismatch, and dozens of other factors to take into consideration. There was nothing smooth about a Gheyo's path, after all.

      The scent of savory side dishes caught her attention, necessitating a detour for an early lunch. Something nice, fried and crispy would be perfect.

      Maybe she could even grab a second serving and smuggle it away to Priya's shared dorm with the right scent and distractible charms on it.

      Arielle knew she'd lost weight since joining their ranks.
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      The cafeteria was bustling with Gheyos. Some just coming in from outside work, others venturing to the upper floors for the sake of different cuisine options, while some were passing through between arena challenges.

      She took an appreciative sniff of the savory scents wafting by until it was overpowered by hints of blood and sweaty bodies crammed into the same space. The overhead area filtration charms would kick in—eventually. Filtering out the air and reminding occupants that scent charms were required if visible injuries were still bleeding.

      Jamie traced the line back to the appropriate counter and shuffled into place, taking note that the Joker she was standing behind, didn't mind her there.

      His name—Tiger—was from the furred ruff of his Were-Tiger transformation that was nearly always visible over the collar of his Flexi-Suits. A thick, fluffy ring of striped fur that disappeared into a point down his back.

      Baleful amber eyes swept over her from fang to claw, before he snorted and returned his attention to the moving line in front of him.

      The dismissive gesture was fine with her. It took a lot to ruffle her scales.

      He was a decent sort of Joker and hadn't given her any trouble since training in her current section. Like most Gheyo Submissives, an ACE tended to travel between sections filling in ranked gaps to gain experience for wrangling their own Suite some day, or lending a hand when needed.

      The line moved forward until it was her turn to order. She rattled off three combos according to the lunch special of the day and took an extra side charmed and packaged for later consumption.

      Crowded as it was, she elbowed and edged her way until she was past the majority of the lunchtime hustlers and found a clean, empty table near the back. Settling her purchases atop the table in front of her, she activated the charms to open and prep her prepackaged meal.

      The enticing scent of fried meat and caramelized vegetables made her mouth water as she fished out the necessary utensils. Eating was a simple, happy pleasure, especially when there was good food and plenty of it.

      She ate in relative contentment, relief coloring over her initial worries at the thought of the behavioral report she'd sent in secret. Normally, it wasn't hard to slip a secret message out here and there, but this was the third official time.

      The third!

      It was almost like someone was blocking the messages or redirecting them elsewhere, even when she knew that couldn't be possible.

      There was one way to handle a misbehaving Joker, after all, and it wasn't within her realm of authority. It was a private appeal and only done as a last resort, something she felt appropriate given the frequency of Priya's recent injuries.

      If Priya wouldn't request it on her own, then she'd just have to do something for her. They were friends, after all.

      Surely a friend could step in to help out.

      It burned her scales to think that they were treating someone like Priya so cruelly with no regard for her rank, ability or kind-heartedness.

      Almost as if they were trying to break her spirit.

      Pushing just enough to see if she'd crack or freak out. Pushing a little further each time. Pressing against old wounds to see if they would bleed again.

      And all she could do was watch helplessly.

      No matter what she’d tried and suggested, Priya would smile a sad little smile and remind her that it wasn’t that bad and she only had a little bit of time left. So she’d tried to ignore it.

      The first time she'd entered a complaint, her current sparring partner had been beaten so badly in a cage match, he was still in a healing coma.

      The second time she'd entered a complaint, every single weapon she'd owned, even those stored off-realm in voidspace, had been horribly cursed to the point of landing her in a mental healing ward for telepaths in order to receive the proper care—and preserve her soul.

      The third time—well, at that point, she was reasonably sure that the private complaints weren't private anymore. Not after the official inquiry into her rank and being slapped with a dozen fines for stupid, petty offenses.

      It was a passive aggressive route, compared to what Priya was facing, but the result was the same—mistreatment going beyond a general hazing. She hadn't connected that until a few weeks ago.

      Now so much of it made sense.

      The wrong kind of sense.

      "Eating alone?" Kascade, the troublesome Joker in question, dropped into the empty chair across from her seat at the table for four. Eyes a bright, cheery orange, smile, a bit too sharp, fangs showing at the corner.

      Jamie glared at her in answer and silently stuffed her mouth, chewing slowly and deliberately. She wasn't about to speak.

      There was no point to it.

      Her words had been twisted around before and it’d taken a near shouting match to get Priya to talk to her again.

      "Aw, so now you won't talk to me again? Playing mute doesn’t suite you. I'm hurt! I thought we were friends. You're not still mad about that little—issue—are you?" Kascade folded her arms atop the table, hunching down to rest her cheek, face turned towards Jamie.

      Movement out of the corner of her eye let her know that Kascade, naturally, hadn't come alone. She'd brought her usual trio, a set of handsome, but twisted triplets—rare enough for their given ranks—and weirdly content to follow her around like personal bodyguards.

      They were almost like ghosts in the way that flitted around her, their shadows always frothing about their feet, eyes too dark to be anything other than a warning. Everything they did was just for her, as if Kascade’s existence was their reason for being.

      Waiting on her hand and foot, as if she couldn’t be bothered to handle mundane tasks on her own. Despite that, they shared the same vicious cruelty. Carrying out the dirty work when Kascade didn’t feel like doing it herself.

      Jamie bristled, inwardly.

      If she'd known anything more about them, she would've included it in her report. But what she knew was limited to the usual pushing-and-shoving that most Gheyos endured while clawing their way through the ranks.

      Just enough to keep from drawing attention.

      "I thought a good ACE didn't hold grudges," Kascade continued, her voice softer and almost muffled from the way her face was half-hidden by her folded arms. "Isn't that bad for your little friends? You know, that last one of yours—he kind of gave out too easy. Didn’t really get to enjoy the fun of it. You really should’t keep breaking your things-“

      “They’re not things, they’re people!”

      “Are they?”

      “How would you even know?" Jamie cut in. She spoke around her next mouthful. "You're not me, you’re not an ACE, so how would you know? Why would you care? You don’t.”

      “It’s my job to care about everything that happens in this section. Just because you’re a guest training in this section does not exempt you from-”

      “I never said it did. I did say that you should mind your own business and quit meddling in mine!”

      "Well, that's cute. You're already assuming that I’m meddling in your own affairs-“

      “For your sake, you had best hope that nothing has happened to any of my recent students,” Jamie ground out. “Or else, we’re going to find out, just which one of us has the shorter temper and-“

      “Oh come now. What are these? Empty threats? That’s not good for your digestion, you know. I was minding my own business. Then I saw you sitting over here. So lonely. So I thought I’d come and say hello.”

      “You could’ve spared us both the hassle.”

      “Really? Is it a crime to come over and talk to a pretty Gheyo now?”

      “Save your compliments, because I don’t want any from you. I think you’re-”

      A chime sounded overhead and a small holographic message window popped up to Jamie's right. The pale blue glow let her know it was merely a courtesy message, as there was no red-tinged urgency border to immediately demand her attention.

      She canned the first few lines and shrugged, tapping away on the confirmation buttons at the bottom to agree to accept the patrol duty for her third-cousin's birthday party. He was newly into his Beta inheritance and fielding offers from a few prestigious Clans.

      Simple security for a birthday party was normal—and often the expected duty of family. The message window flared white with her acceptance and dissolved into nothingness as her answer was whisked away.

      "Someone's popular," Kascade drawled. "I just thought I’d stop in and ask how our favorite little Gheyo was doing. I didn’t see her back at the-“

      “Did you check the Healer’s Ward?” Jamie snapped. “You know, since you keep trying to kill her and all that. One of these days, you’re going to go too far and when she decides to-”

      “When she decides to what?” Kascade challenged. Her orange eyes darkened to a warm brown. A few sparks crackled in her hair. “She can’t even last three minutes in an expert level arena. No specialized skills at all. Kind of like you. Is it catching? I didn’t think you knew how to teach that.”

      Jamie grew still.

      “You know, the funny thing about you two? You’re harmless. Barking and whining at every little clap of thunder overhead. All it does is create a lot of noise and headaches for everyone around. You should stop making such a fuss and follow Priya’s example. Just stay out of my way.”

      "You know, Kascade, people who feel really shitty about themselves can only find peace when they're making someone else feel like crap. Do yourself a favor—and find your own table, before I waste my breath, alright? I was here first and I was minding my own business before you turned up. You’re the one whining and barking right now. Not me. There is nothing that says you can't go and get your own table. You should've done that from the start."

      Kascade scoffed. "Or what? You think you’re so clever all the time with your boring little tricks and-"

      Jamie popped up to her feet. She reached for her bag of takeout, only for one of the triplets to whisk it away right out from under her hands.

      A protective charm flickered over him, preventing her from snatching it back.

      She paused for a moment, jaw clenched. Then swirled her fingers over the half-eaten lunch, converting it to energy that was quickly absorbed at her fingertips. She set the empty dish down on the table.

      "...suit yourself. The company makes the food suck. Don't forget to take out the trash."

      Ignoring the growls from all sides, Jamie skirted around the triplet closest to her and put several tables worth of distance between them, before blending into the crowd. That was mild, even for Kascade, but the fact that she’d turned up at her table looking so happy—and so soon after she’d filed the complaint—left her feeling a bit on edge.

      There was no reason to stick around and she hadn’t wanted to see a single hint of Kascade’s stupid flames.

      Or to be caught in another one of her hexes.

      Jamie headed back to the serving queue line. It didn't look quite as long as before, but her stomach had soured at her quiet moment being interrupted. She knew better than to try and take it back by force, that was just their way of trying to provoke a physical altercation.

      It wouldn't be the first time they'd tried to tamper with her food either.

      Not that she could prove it.

      Maybe she could get Priya something else another time. No point in standing in line all over again...
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            Hindsight Is .... - Priya

          

        

      

    

    
      Priya mopped her face with a damp workout towel, adding a cooling charm to soothe her sweaty brow. Most of her usual training regimens were no longer—safe—to perform within the training gyms, so she had to settle for a reinforced room on one of the lesser used floors of the training areas.

      It wasn't the best option, but it was better than doing nothing. A Gheyo was always like a knife—if well-kept and maintained, a deadly instrument, if neglected, a poor excuse of a tool.

      A strict training regimen had always kept her lazier tendencies in check, but any urge to procrastinate had flown the day she'd realized what Kascade and her group was up to.

      There was no telling what she'd done to catch their attention. Not really. She’d been a little reckless and happy in exploring a new training section and maybe, just existing had been enough to trigger the mutual dislike.

      Well, it was more than that now.

      She'd certainly never gone looking for it—or hunting while she was still under a training contract. It didn't make sense to play around where her livelihood depended on practice to bring out her natural abilities. No matter what Jamie said or suggested, it just wasn’t a good complication to throw on top of everything else she had going on.

      Still, she was lucky enough that the Pits were always expanding and growing, so there was plenty of room when she needed it, as long as she went looking in the right places.

      A notification popped up at the corner of her left eye, a tiny blip of blue light, visible only to her.

      She let it spark twice, before flicking it into her line of sight, a slight privacy and protection ward flickering over her body.

      It was practically a habit now, just to keep from being caught off-guard. She'd learned the hard way not to train herself to the bone.

      Being too exhausted to fight back hurt twice as bad.

      And the Healers never did ask any kind of useful questions on where she'd managed to get so many injuries without any scheduled fights on her dueling card.

      Fun.

      It was hard to deal with training medics all the time, especially when the few healers in the Joker Section, didn’t seem to care about the injuries they treated. Beyond the general healings, a few too-tight bandages or hastily prescribed potions, it wasn’t worth the hassle or the mark of healing on her physical record.

      A Gheyo that landed in the Healer’s Ward on a regular basis wasn’t worth that much, after all. Defending herself was more than a mere mark of pride.

      Soft blue light emanated from the little pop-up screen, words scrolling across in quick-read fashion.

      It was a simple notice, something that she'd originally put in place, because Jamie had asked—having grown tired of tracking her down when she was in a dueling arena.

      Just a small notification shared between each other if they were stepping outside of the Pits and any of the local ranked sections.

      And Jamie had just stepped out.

      There was no given reason why, just that she wasn't there.

      And with her absence, came a sudden, stifling sense of fear.

      A known truth that without Jamie there to run some kind of interference between Kascade and her favorite triplets, something bad could happen. Would happen. Something horrible, terrible and cruel.

      The truth settled beneath her skin like a jolt of wild magic calling to her baser instincts and insisting that she protect herself. Even if she wanted to believe they’d at least wait a day or so, she knew better than to pretend like that.

      Jamie hadn’t said how long she’d be away, after all, and if Kascade didn’t know that, then she was easy pickings straightaway.

      A low huff escaped.

      They needed to be taught a good lesson. A reminder that playing with fire would get them burned and pushing anyone too close to a feral edge, would have consequences. Maybe Jamie did have a point.

      If she got a few good hits in, maybe it would be a good deterrent for a little while. At least enough reprieve for a week or so.

      Priya swabbed at her face again as she cast a quick neatening spell to pick up her training gear and tracksuit jacket.

      The black and white striped jacket flew into her hand, the faint protection spell tingling over her skin from the first contact. Threading one arm through the sleeve and reaching back for the other—when the towel around her neck was flipped, yanked and twisted to choke the air from her lungs.

      Her arms tangled in the sleeves, spots dancing before her eyes as her airflow was cut off. Magic sparked feebly at the corners, a possible spell disrupted by a sharp kick to her side and a burning slice at her back.

      Wetness trickled down her unscaled skin.

      Blood.

      A jagged wound.

      Pain.

      The wrong kind of pressure applied to the wound.

      More pain.

      A kick. A slap. A punch.

      More blurring.

      And then nothing.
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            Fatal Miss - Jamie

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie materialized in the Gheyo section in the expected explosion of blue and white shimmers as the transportation pillar deposited her in one of the outside receiving rooms. The shiny white circle underfoot flared three times in warning, to let her know to move out before the next Gheyo 'ported in.

      Some time away from the pressure and heaviness of the Pits had been a gift she didn't know she'd needed. Time with family—especially her crazy cousins—was wonderful. She wasn't the only one who'd been recruited to help with the birthday party.

      As a result, there'd been a lot of silliness, food and fun. Her family was absolutely ridiculous, but in the best of ways. She was stuffed to the brim and had even been able to sneak out double-portions of leftovers—carefully charmed so that no one could steal or poison it from under her hand.

      Priya was sure to love it.

      She'd packed as many of her possible favorites as she could, and the gift vouchers she'd won during the final round of party games had left her grinning like an idiot.

      A spring in her step, Jamie trotted down the maze of brownstone wall corridors leading to the familiar atmosphere and marked section of her ACE rank. She stopped long enough to check in at the kiosk by the ranked entrance and pick up any messages or packages that hadn't followed her outside.

      Her brow creased at the lack of replies and duel notifications from Priya, though it wasn't really that odd. Priya could be quite single-minded when she was focusing on a new technique or spell. She tended to sink into a headspace where she would completely forget everything around her, including her surroundings.

      Didn't make her any less deadly for it though.

      They'd met by accident because Jamie hadn't known to leave her alone in that state.

      She'd lost an arm for that.

      And they'd had to rush and panic all the way to the Healer's Ward where they'd been able to perform the necessary first-aid and recovery. It'd been lucky that the limb was still viable for reattachment and that everything had wound up in proper working order.

      Her arm tingled faintly, at the memory. It'd been a sharp and vicious downward slice that had taken her off-guard.

      And perhaps, that was where she'd fallen for her at first glance.

      Someone so opposite in action compared to her fine-featured appearance had tripped every single one of her instincts in the right direction.

      Except for Priya wasn't Hunting and so Jamie wasn't an option. No matter how much she tried to sort of hint at it.

      She wanted to be though. Definitely wanted to be.

      It was a good daydream for lonely nights and those days where just seeing her bright smile made her heart ache terribly.

      Jamie made her way to her own minuscule apartment in the ACE housing section, waving and nodding to a few familiar faces as she passed by. Quick waves and even quicker smiles, as she didn't feel up to stopping for conversation.

      Her main goal was to find Priya and see the expression on her face when she handed over the homemade gifts.

      It only took a handful of minutes to put things where she wanted, use a few personal cleaning charms to substitute for a shower and swap into a clean Flexi-suit. The usual.

      Outside in the hallway, her gifts carefully tucked away, she started towards the dueling arena. The initial inquiry hadn't returned a notification, but that was alright. Usually, it wasn't too hard to find her when she went silent like that.

      Except...

      Jamie's steps slowed as she neared the practice arenas where Gheyos of all ranks milled about, some getting help adding additional armor sets on top of their Flexi-suits, while others checked weaponry and traded tips.

      It was slightly—off.

      A flash of striped fur caught her eye and she immediately nodded and stepped back out of Tiger's way. It seemed they were running into each other a lot, now that she was seeing him up close again.

      He stopped in front of her, his face set in a ferocious scowl. "I thought you'd go straight to see her," he said, voice rough. "They're not here and even if they were, you shouldn’t take them on alone. Those aren't good odds, even for you. If you get injured before you’ve filed any sort of official paperwork, no one will be able to do it for her. No one else has the right permissions. I asked."

      "They?" Jamie asked, uncertainly. The implication sparked the first inkling of dread in the pit of her stomach. "What are you talking about? I'm not here to pick a fight with anyone. I just got back and Priya wasn't answering, so I came to see if she was-"

      "She's not here," Tiger said, jaw clenching, fangs grinding. Something unreadable passed through his icy glower. "You won't find her here for a long time."

      A chill dropped down her spine.

      Jamie held her ground, polite smile surfacing. "What do you mean?"

      "...you'd better come with me," he said, tipping his head towards the entrance where she'd just come. "It'll take some time to get over there. I’ll explain. We'll walk and talk. It's better if you hear it from me, anyway. No one else around here has any sense of tact."

      The irony of it wasn't lost on her, but Jamie managed a helpless shrug anyway. She wasn't sure what kind of answer he was waiting for, but the sooner he got to the point, the easier the conversation would be for both of them.

      Hopefully.
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      When they reached the Healer’s Ward, Jamie was a heartbeat away from a realm-wide rampage. She barely registered Tiger flashing his visitor badge to get through the restricted entrance. Lights and blue holographs flashed in front of her face and along her peripherals, until her gaze landed on the patient in the single intensive care unit.

      From the darkened bruises and marks all over Priya’s face, throat and limbs—the patches that were visible from underneath the bandages—to the scarred tips that stuck out against her beautiful dark skin.

      Jamie stopped short of the hospital bed, her hands clenched tight enough that her forming claws, dug into her palms, beads of blood welling up at once. Spine straight, body rigid, she could only stare in horror at the reality of how cruel some Gheyos could be when left unchecked.

      It was why ranks were important and regulated, why dynamics were essential and why there was always someone up for a duel or a challenge—anything to channel that destructive energy away from one of their own and into something more productive.

      But there was nothing productive about this.

      Nothing good could come of what was stretched out before her.

      Her heart hammered in her chest, a sound that seemed to grow louder and louder with her building rage, until it thrummed in her ears like a steady chant of ‘Revenge! Revenge! Revenge!’ Like a siren song that would not be silenced.

      Blood pounded through her veins, magic racing along with it as she stared at Priya, committing every single inch of her to memory. It wasn’t right.

      It wasn’t fair.

      She could already tell from those marks, that it hadn’t been an accident. They’d ganged up on her. Likely the minute she’d stepped out from the Pits.

      Oh Priya!

      This was her fault. She shouldn’t have left without some kind of back-up plan in place. Priya should never have been in a situation like that in the first place.

      Oh sure, every Gheyo had their share of unwinnable fights, but there was that and then there was this.

      She didn’t even know that this was.

      “…they waited until you were gone,” Tiger said, shortly. One of his massive clawed hands, clenched tight, knuckles cracking. The stripes on his fingers and wrists, glowed a bright red. “I’m…sorry. I knew there was some tension between them, but I had no idea it was so—vicious. This is more than just bad blood. Haven’t you tried to report this? She’s a Submissive. There are rules.”

      “…you said you found her?” Jamie asked, her voice deceptively light. A slight tremor raced through her, barely caught and wrestled into the minute movement of clenching her jaw.

      If she gave into her obvious anger then and there, it wouldn’t help her at all.

      And it would probably give her away too soon for any kind of proper revenge. Priya deserved better than to wake up to hear she’d been restricted for excessive aggression and brutality and then thrown in confinement.

      Because that was exactly how it would go if she went on a rampage right then, but to stand idly by and do nothing-!

      Tiger’s massive hand clamped down on her shoulder, squeezing too tight to be anything other than a very deliberate warning. There was a secondary flare of warmth from his Fire element, but it was gentle and not biting. “I don’t have to tell you that any act of retaliation that results in permanent injury or loss of limbs and appendages will count against you in a-“

      “You said you hadn’t realized it was so bad. You know that they did this to her, you’re sure?” She didn't shrug off his hand.

      “…can’t prove it,” he said, darkly. “I thought I heard something, when I was doing the security rounds on the floor, so I went to investigate and when I found her, it was very—lucky. If I’d been even a few minutes later, they say she might have suffered irreparable damage. Her actual state was not—good. The Healers were very disturbed, but they've done the best they could.”

      “Am I supposed to be happy about that?” Jamie jerked away from his grip, her eyes flashing dark and wild with suppressed magic. It sang beneath her veins, promising pain, if she'd just let it out.

      But she couldn’t.

      Not yet.

      Never just yet.

      "No. No, you're not. But I'm fairly certain they're counting on some form of retaliation at which point. Anything you do right now will only cause the kinds of problems that-"

      "This never should've happened! How could no one see?" Jamie turned away from the bed, unable to keep staring at Priya's silent form any longer. "I did report it. More than once. I told them that there were problems! I told them that she was having difficulty adjusting to the ranked level and no one even thought to check it out?"

      "...there was a rumor going around about that," Tiger said, rubbing the back of his neck. "It wasn't a good one, so you might not have heard it, but-"

      "What are you talking about?" Jamie's eyes narrowed faintly. "What rumor?"

      "You can't just make requests out of this section and not catch someone's attention," he said, evenly. "Don't you think three cries for help was a little excessive? If you were that worried, you should've taken her out of this section yourself."

      "I'm not her-"

      "You might not be her ACE or her blood family, but if she was anything like a friend to you, then perhaps you should've taken charge." Tiger paused in the doorway of the private room. "I hardly think she would’ve denied you. Anyone can see how close you two are. Friends come in may different shades with many different layers. Perhaps you should ask yourself if you are really friends, or if you were reading into something that wasn't there."

      "How dare you-!"

      "Because if you were so attached, you should've taken her with you or sent someone else in your place." Tiger fixed her with a look, before he stepped outside. “Don’t take it out on me, because your poor judgment has cost more than you expected.”

      Her protests died in her throat as the door clicked shut behind him.

      He wasn't right.

      He couldn't be.

      She couldn't accept that at all!
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            The Request - Ghasper

          

        

      

    

    
      Stale air filtered through the receiving room as Ghasper dutifully shuffled the next three steps in line for admittance to the Pits. There were dozens of Gheyos in front and behind him, all waiting their turn.

      It was a dull, bland hall of a room that narrowed into a tapered tunnel at one end, where the admission gates waited, shielded behind a powerful protective barrier.

      Walls of thick, reinforced brown rock with slashes of magical minerals glimmering here and there in barely visible veins. The darkness of the rock lent a heaviness to the entire space, despite the tall, rounded ceiling meant to accommodate large wingspans.

      Magical strips set in the floor were silent scanners to log various information about each individual passing through. Basic biometrics, calculations for optimal elemental comfort, notations of ranked dynamics and were only a handful of basic data gleaned from simply crossing over each stripe.

      A holographic announcement bar scrolled overhead via a projected ribbon of pale blue light. It proudly declared recent winners and rankings in current and ongoing matches, as well as the titles and names of the current Blood Title holders.

      Ranking charts and such were kept in other places, but most Gheyos

      Ten years wouldn't matter much—the automatic price one paid for admission to that special training area within the Gheyo section.

      There were floors and levels for each rank and his own Gheyo Joker rank was nothing to laugh at. It'd taken years to polish it to the sharpness
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