
[image: Title Page 1: Class of District 22]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Class of District 22 (The Cyberpunk Elemental Chronicles, #1)

Character List

The Knight’s Oath

Bright as Lightning

Essence Cells:

1 The Sybil

Elemental:

2 Core Gem

Brainwave:

3 Crime Night

Ethos Knight:

4 Exam Debrief

Rule #25 No Dating

5 Bad Blood

6 Confidence and Con

7 Numb

White File: Site Move

8 to Escape

Rule #13:

9 Lucky Me

10 Nightlight

11 Stubborn badass

12 Big Sister Pains

13 Mourn

14 Lonely

Rule #27:

15 The White File

Rule #12:

16 Union

17 The Underground

18 The Run

Rule #16:

19 Song Of Long Past

Scan Mode:

20 Why Me?

Yellow Envelope:

21 Botan’s Heart Break

Code 173:

22 Katsumi’s First Yellow Envelope

Navy Blue file:

23 Countdown

Triad Elemental:

24 Kyosuke’s Rage

25 Yai’s First Duel

Code 111:

26 Pain of Time

27 That’s The Tea

Dual Elemental:

28 Her Nano Blood

Out of Commission:

29 Objection of Prudence

Aether Hub:

30 Boundary of Paths

Red File:

31 Caught Airheaded

Heat Signatures:

32 New Power

33 Disbanded?

34 Scar of Pride

Rule #18

35 Teamwork Sucks

36 Reckoned

Rule #13:

37 Calm and Not Collected

38 Power Knots

39 Great, What Now?

40 The Turn

41 Beware the Void

Magnetised Lightning:

42 No I’m not Katsumi

43 The Snotnose

44 Nothing

45 Torn

46 It’s Elemental Time!

Rule #37: Underground Protocol

47 Dock

48 Reveling In The Void

49 Fight or Flight

50 Yai’s Mainframe

Trial of her Path

Acknowledgements

Author Page

Sign up for Jakki M.A. Grenier's Mailing List

Class of District 22: Book 1 of the Cyberpunk Elemental Chronicles

Copyright © 2025 by Jakki M.A. Grenier. 

All rights reserved.

Published in Canada.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language model.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Book Cover design by GetCovers. 

First Edition published in November 2025

For everyone who believed in me. My friends, and family. 

But mostly, my best friend, Kat. 

I don’t know where I’d be without you.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Character List

[image: ]


Class of District 22 


●  Yai Izawa (Yigh ee-zah-wah) _-_ Element: Lightning_-_ Level 8_-_ Spoiled but loyal when it matters. 

●  Kyosuke Tokugawa (Kyo-skay To-koo-gah-wah) _-_ Element: Lightning_-_ Level 12_-_Short Tempered and Impatient. Perfect Definition of a Leo. 

●  Akira Watanabe (Aa-kee-rah Wah-tah-nah-bay) _-_ Element: Plasma_-_Level 13_-_Cold, and quite mean. 

●  Katsumi Nakayama (Kat-soo-mee Na-kah-ya-hma) _-_ Element: Air_-_ Level 12_-_ Apparently a great fighter, drama queen. Everyone’s favourite gemini. 

●  Daichi Yamamoto (Dighs-kay Ya-mah-mo-to) _-_ Element: Earth_-_ Level 13_-_ Seems like a coward but will knock you on your feet if you cross him.

●  Riku Yamaguchi (Ree-koo Ya-mah-goo-chee) _-_ Element: Ice_-_ Level 10_-_ Oddball, but adorable. Can put up a fight and not a cinnamon roll. 

●  Satsuki Ito (Sat-soo-kee Eet-oh) _-_ Element: Fire_-_ Level 13_-_ Firey personality, but loving and caring. 

●  Yakeru Enomoto (Ya-kay-roo Ei-no-moh-toh) _-_ Element: Fire_-_ Level 12 _-_ Fun loving and caring. Short tempered but is all talk. 

●  Eiko Nomura (Ay-koh Noh-moo-rah) _-_ Element: Water_-_ Level 10_-_ Teeny gremlin is big cute. Must protect at all costs.

●  Asako Tanaka (Ah-sah-koh Tah-na-kah)_-_ Element: Air_-_ Level 10_-_ Like the sister you never wanted. Observant and questioning.





Ethos Knights of District 22 


●  Eirika Vecselle (Erika Veksell) _-_ Dominant Element: Fire_-_ Level 35_-_ Bossy. A powerful Ethos Knight. Addicted to Coffee. 

●  Kazuma Shima (Ka-zoo-mah Shee-ma) _-_ Dominant Element: Water_-_ Level 25 _-_ Everyone’s big brother. Super Strict, will school you till the day you die. 

●  Saori Tokugawa (Say-or-ee) _-_ Dominant Element: Earth_-_ Level 20 _-_ Stickler about the rules. Kyosuke’s aunt. 

●  Kentaro Takeda (Ken-tar-o Takay-da) _-_ Dominant Element: Water_-_ Level 25_- The Grinning fun guy. Laid back and has a good sense of squirrel.

●  Junko Takahashi (Joon-koh Ta-kah-ha-shee) _-_ Dominant Element: Lightning_-_Level 23_-_ The Bad one. Does what she wants.

●  Hino Nakano (Heenoh Na-kah-noh) _-_Dominant Element: Lighting_-_Level 29_-_ Doctor, understanding but intimidating.
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The Knight’s Oath
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I swear to give myself to the ether when my time comes, to protect the people.

I swear to the gods above and the souls on earth, I will use my skills, core gem, and essence cells with honesty, loyalty, and justice.

My oath is blood-binding as my heart, mind, body, and spirit are the will of the Knights’ Essence Foundation, and the generations after.

I will honour the heroes of today and decades past.

From henceforth, I will be a true knight.
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Bright as Lightning
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Yai Izawa: 11 Years Old

Element: Information Unavailable

Level: Information Unavailable

March 26, 2063

Kyoto

––––––––
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5:23 p.m. Izawa Estate

YUKINA’S COMING HOME from the Aether Sybil today. The place where elementals go to train in peace for three months annually. Yai waits by the door for her big sister’s arrival like a loyal puppy. 

They always play pirates, and Yukina is the captain. The story is that Yukina used to be a goddess of the deep who could control the sea. Yai’s the first mate. They have fun in the pool together, and Yukina makes waves like tidal waves, the twins even pretended to die once. Mom was worried that time, so there are no casualties anymore. No more playing dead.

A familiar figure enters the courtyard.

Yai smiles widely. “She’s here! Mom! Daddy! She’s here!” She slides open the door, jumping into Yukina’s arms, holding her tight.  “I missed you lots... I’m so glad you're home.” Yai glances up at her hero.

Yukina smiles proudly, her sea-blue eyes twinkling in the evening light. Yai loves Yukina’s hair, so pretty and light blue. “I have a new trick, wanna see?” She scratches the crown of Yai’s head.

“Yes.”

“Then let’s play ‘Pirates.’”

Yai lets her go, sprinting upstairs to change into her bathing suit, throwing her winter yukata into the laundry hamper as she runs out of her room. She stops by the linen closet to grab a towel. She debates telling Kyosuke Tokugawa, her arranged fiancé and best friend, the good news, but he hasn’t come around in a week. She must’ve done something wrong. She’ll ask him soon, she misses him.

Her jet-black hair is plain compared to Yukina’s. Will she ever be an elemental? Probably not... but it would be cool to have superpowers and fight bad guys. If she had a choice, maybe she’d be an earth elemental.

She races downstairs, passing Brexton Evans, the family butler, with a platter on his hand. “Mercy me! Miss Yai, please be careful.”

“Sorry! I gotta get to the pool.” 

She runs by her dad, Takai, who spills his tea on his crisp black business suit in surprise. “No running in the mansion!”

“Sorry, Daddy!”

She slides open the door to the indoor pool. The eight-year-old twins, Hakurei and Hitomi, are now excited because she’s excited. They run to the pool in haste, but Yai closes the door before they can get in. This time, Yukina has a skill to show her, the twins could get hurt. She searches the pool for her elder sister.

Dad opens the door, and grins. “Brexton, grab her some apple juice please. She’ll be thirsty,” Takai says.

“Of course, Lord Takai.”

Takai sits at the tanned eight-seat patio set and puts his drink down. “Remember what your mom said, Sweetheart. No playing dead.”

Yai rolls her eyes, groaning. “I know, Daddy. You guys said it like, a billion times.”

Takai chuckles. “And I will remind you a billion more if I have to.”

Yai gets their ‘ship,’ a combination of pool noodles, surfboards, and water wings, ready. They were already super-glued, so the task is easy.

Her mother, Merina, and father always remind her they have so much money they can buy her any rubber dinghy, but Yai likes crafting her own boats. Besides, it makes the twins and Yukina happy too. Yai accepted their offering of paddles though, that was needed. Much like the pool noodles and the water wings to add to her never-ending projects.

Yukina enters the indoor pool. “Are ya’ ready, mate?”

Yai’s heart thumps in anticipation. She turns to Yukina and sees she’s in her one-piece bathing suit. It’s royal blue, and Yai’s is forest green, fitting for their ‘elements.’

Sometimes, she likes to pretend she has an element too.

Yai puts the boat into the water, keeping it close to her. Yukina sits with her, believing in her teeny body. 

Yai takes the paddle in her hand, preparing for departure. “Paddle away, matey.”

They begin their ‘expedition’ to the middle of the pool. The mischievous duo make it there, as Yai sits in wait. This is where Yukina tells her the best and scariest stories. Yukina had to stop a woman from being mugged. Another time, Yukina had to go downtown, where the most crime happens in the entire city. Though, it’s peaceful during the day.

“Crime is so terrible there. You have to know where you’re going, and what you’re getting.” Yukina once said. “Hackers, gangs and, well, it’s a word I’m not allowed to say, but people...sell themselves to survive sometimes. It’s sad to see it firsthand. I hope you never have to see it.”

Yai and Kyosuke, her courtship partner, were curious. One night, they left on their bikes and headed downtown. Much to their horror, it’s as bad as Yukina described. Two people were murdered, and a kid was run over by a car. In only ten minutes.

No one called 119 for the girl. They left her there in the street. Yai called the number, and she and Kyosuke rode home so fast, it blinded her.

They never looked back, and they never talked about it since.

She makes herself comfortable in the ‘ship.’

“Miss Yai and Miss Yukina, your juice is... here... oh my...” Brexton says. Yukina and Yai gaze at their butler, standing at the edge of the pool. He has the requested apple juice and snacks for them.

Yukina gets comfortable on their raft. “That’s fine, please set it on the table, we won’t be long.”

She turns to Yai. “You ready?” Yai nods. “Alright, let’s do this.” Yukina closes her eyes, focusing. “You should sit back.”

Yai obeys eagerly. Something glows and sparks electric blue from Yukina’s left hand. Yai’s heart jumps to her throat. There’s a weapon in Yukina’s hand. Where did it come from?

Why can’t she have one?

“You like it?” Yukina asks. It’s an old-school sword with a long hilt. The blade is the same length. “I got it when I upgraded to Level 10 the other day. I had a duel with a classmate, and now I’m stronger.”

Yai stares at the blade. “How can I get one?”

“Um...you need an element first. This is my water nagamaki.”

“I don’t like it.”

Yukina winces. “What? Why not?”

“‘Cause. We’re going back to land.” Yai takes her paddle and turns the boat back to ‘shore.’ 

“Hey, wait a second.”

Takai stands and approaches the pool. “That wasn’t a long adventure. What’s wrong?”

“I want a weapon like hers, but she said I can’t have one.” Yai bites her tongue, turning from her father’s gaze.

“Yukina, can’t you share?”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to let anyone hold it. What if the nagamaki hurts you guys?” Yukina says.

“Yai, that’s a reasonable argument, right?”

She looks at Yukina, her eyes burning, and shakes her head. She wants something just like Yukina’s weapon. She might not be cool enough. She gets out of the ‘ship.’ Yai never gets what she wants. Yukina always gets everything!

“Yai, remember our talk? No temper tantrums in the house—"

Yai turns to her dad. “But I WANT IT!” Clenching her hands, she stomps her foot on the floor, and a shock wave shoots up her leg from the impact, but she stands firm, holding her chin high in rebellion.

“Yai Izawa! That’s no way to talk to someone you love, is it?” Dad crosses his arms. “Yukina came from what was probably a stressful trip, and you treat her this way because she earned her weapon? That’s not fair, she even used up energy just to show you. You’ll go to timeout for five minutes and think about your behaviour.”

Yai gapes at her dad. She’s sick of being treated like a baby. Yukina gets whatever she wants, and she gets sloppy seconds. Yai can’t imagine what the twins get. She frowns at the corner, remembering the times she was sent there, and Kyosuke being sent home.

Perhaps that is why he hasn’t come over lately.

“Yai, go to your corner,” Takai says. His voice is firmer now. 

She puffs her cheeks, wondering why Yukina got an element and she didn’t. Her sister is always so strong and has all these awesome skills. She can even spar with Dad. That’s what’s not fair.

She hears Dad’s voice again, her lungs full of air. Adrenaline rushes through her body. She will be grounded forever for what she’s about to do. But her pride is on the line, and Yai can’t take this anymore. She’s eleven years old now!

“No.”

She turns from Takai to face Yukina, her blue hair in a low braid. Yai wants that colour hair, not like hair dye, but for her hair to be permanently blue.

“Yai, do you want to help Brexton for the rest of the week?”

“No.”

“Enough of this.”

Takai stalks in her direction, and she falls to the floor in frustration, her voice breaking the sound barrier, her screams echoing in the halls. She will not be treated like a brat! She sprints away from them, all the way to the lounge on the other side of the mansion, her feet slapping the wooden floor. She’s not sitting in the corner today, she can’t.

Not anymore. 

Takai follows her into the room with Yukina. His booming voice attacks her ears. “Yai! Get back here!” As he reaches her, he picks her up and sits her on the couch, holding her there. Yai lowers her eyes to the ground, doing everything she can to ignore him. “Look at me!” He holds her chin up to look at him. “What you did was disrespectful, but I’m sorry for yelling at you because that was also wrong. But you need to say sorry to Yukina.”

Yai glares at Yukina, wrinkling her nose. She breathes in through her mouth and out her nose. She’s going to have an element. If it’s the last thing she’ll have in this world, so be it. 

Yukina sits beside her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, but if you hold it, it might hurt you.”

Yai crosses her arms as she scowls at the lamp, her chest sore.

She makes eye contact with Yukina. “I’m not sorry.”

“Then no more ‘Pirates.’” 

“What?”

“You heard what I said.” Yukina gets up and walks out. 

Yai puts her hands in her hair. Yukina can’t do this! “But Yukina—"

“No more ‘Pirates.’”

“Daddy, say something!”

“No more of this, all right? You’re growing up and need to take responsibility for your actions.”

Takai holds her tight, patting her head. Yai can hear his heartbeat, calming her rattled nerves. Perhaps he’s right? Maybe she won’t be a Cyberpunk Elemental like Yukina. If she must take responsibility, then she can’t have an element.

Is that how that works? It must be, right?

She pulls from him, exiting the lounge. She observes Yukina gathering Hakurei and Hitomi and ushering them to Dad’s dojo. She follows, going through the sliding doors, and smiles softly as Yukina holds out a hand. The water is in her hand. Yai shivers at the sight, as a static crawls up her spine. Her fingertips tingle, and her hair feels lighter.

If only.

Yai joins them, and Yukina shows the younglings the ways of the water. The grace, the power, the protection of it all.

“I’m still learning how to use it, but my Sensei said he will show me how in the coming weeks,” Yukina says.

She attempts to whirl the sword, but it slips from her hand, falling to the floor.

CLANG!

The sound makes Yai jump. She giggles, crossing her legs. “So, you do make mistakes.”

“Yeah, but I still try to be the best I can be.”

Yai wants that power. But Yukina said she earned it from a duel. What’s a duel? She stands and turns away, going back to the lounge, her bare feet pattering in the halls. She peers at the lamp, goosebumps on her body.

Growing up is... scary, but she’ll have to do it one day. She bites her tongue, closing her eyes. The lamp is her serenity. Whistling, she raises her hands in front of the lamp, this feels...right. She opens her eyes, closing her palms. 

Father is right. It’s time to start acting better. No more games.

Yai’s mind drifts as she steps closer to the lamp. Her body sways as if a low hum is making her lose her balance. Light-headed, she raises her eyes to the ceiling, wanting it to rain. Wanting thunder and lightning. Closing her eyes again, the kid holds her arms out to the lamp as a low hiss makes it to her ears.

POP!

The lamp’s light bulb explodes, cutting Yai’s right arm and snapping her out of her trance. The blood spills on the floor. She turns on her heel and races to the door. “Mom! Daddy! Brexton!” She runs out of the room. All the light bulbs she passes burst. The ceiling fans spin so fast the blades fall off, hitting the walls, and the TV sparks, causing a fire.

“Yai! My baby!” Merina says.

Yai sprints into her arms, holding her close. “What’s happening?”

“I don’t know!” Merina picks Yai up and takes her to the dojo to find the other children.

Takai is holding one of her siblings in his arms. “Brexton, call 119!” he shouts. “Yukina, sweetheart, it’ll be okay. I’ll take care of you!” He holds a weeping Yukina, causing Yai to cover her mouth.

Yukina’s right eye is gone, replaced by a glass shard from the plexiglass TV screen in the dojo. Blood pours from the wound. Yukina’s screams shoot through Yai’s core. Small meat pieces are in the blood puddle. Yai doesn’t want think about how those might be Yukina’s former eye.

Merina holds Yai tight. “Yukina, honey, are you alright?”

“What happened to your hair, Yai?” Hakurei asks.

Yai looks at her little brother, the first of the twins. Yai combs her hair, feeling for a singe, but there’s nothing. Hakurei must be hallucinating.

“Your hair is like lightning, Yai,” says Hitomi, her eyes are bugging out, and her body is quaking. “It’s bright.”

Yai puts her hand to her mouth again, fighting the sudden nausea in the pit of her stomach. Her mind is going fuzzy. Her entire body feels like static from head to toe. It’s like something that was dormant is awakening.

Something that shouldn’t exist.

They gather themselves up and hurry out of the building. Yai is taken aback by all the technology. Everything electronic is bursting. Everything she and mother pass keeps breaking. Why? Is the mansion possessed? Was their family cursed, and it was finally coming to a head? Is that why her body feels strange?

Yai is handed to a paramedic and is in an ambulance in the courtyard. Her left arm was cut deep, unsure of how much blood she lost. Where’s Yukina? Is she okay? What about the twins? They are her responsibility, too. Are they alright? 

She finally checks her hair, unsure if she wants to know why the twins were so scared of seeing her.

Yai is reminded how Yukina’s essence cells were activated. How they had to leave the lake, and hurry to the hospital. Yukina was attracted to the water and wouldn’t leave the lake. Her body turned ice cold, and her skin turned blue. Takai, Grandpa Fudo and Merina forced Yukina out of the water, causing her to summon a wave in rage. The wave wasn’t large. It was small, but Yai can remember that day clearly. That was how Grandpa Fudo, Takai’s dad, was in a coma for over two months.

And now Yai’s essence cells have activated. She has caused a terrible accident. How does Yai know?

Because the twins are right...

Her hair is the brightest lilac.

Bright as lightning.
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Essence Cells:
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Also known as nano blood. They duplicate and power the host like a red blood cell. There are up to five different types: air, water, earth, fire, and lightning. The cells provide the host with a variety of powers. From weapons, armour, and even cyberpunk-like abilities. They are an extension of the core gem, which is the main source of the host’s power. See ‘Core gem.’
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1 The Sybil
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Kyosuke Tokugawa: 16 Years Old

Element: Lightning

Level 11

January 3, 2068

––––––––
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2:41 p.m., Aether Sybil

“IF I DON'T achieve something this year, I'll make my classmates regret it,” Kyosuke says.

He sighs, taking a deep breath. It’s time once again, Kyosuke is sore from the long journey. He limps to the gate, his torso feeling like it’s getting sawed in half.

He enters the large courtyard of the Edo-like castle, like he did last year and the year before that. The building is centuries old, yet it appears like it was built yesterday. It is an ancient castle from the Edo period. It fell apart because of the jagged, mountainous region. Located next to Mount Ishi-maki, the castle is tall and wide. Birch wood curves around the roof, and titanium and iron cover the building, shining like it was polished. The barriers are like fancy walls. There are windows, balconies, and sliding doors made of wood and metal. Purple, blue, green, red, and gold cover the massive academy.

The colours are for the elements. Lightning, water, earth, fire, and wind.

Kyosuke and the others come here once a year for three months to train in peace from the outside world. Outside they are in danger, often being on the frontlines, patrolling, and non-stop gun fights. Here they are protected, the academy is crawling with ethos knights, making sure everyone is safe. Kyosuke smiles, seeing faces from his class. Entering the building, he checks in at the desk with his Rudimental ID: a metal frame with his photo, ID number, basic info, and his element, and takes the register of this year’s semester. He takes his coat, suitcase, and backpack then heads to the dorms. The whole time, his heart is in his stomach. If only his older brother was here, then he wouldn’t be here on his own. Mamoru graduated last year and became a true elemental. At least his friends are here.

“Kyosuke, my dude! What’s up?” says a shrill voice.

Kyosuke cringes. He was hoping to get to his room without talking to anyone.

He turns to the boy. “Hey, what’s up—Whoa, what are you wearing? You look different.”

Katsumi Nakayama beams, his pearly whites mocking Kyosuke. He’s wearing all black, smoky makeup, lipstick, lip and eyebrow piercings, earrings, a form-fitting sweater with a pentagram on the left arm, and distressed jeans.

Kyosuke feels plain in his olive-green jacket, black graphic tee, and blue cargo pants.

“You like it? My Pa entered a contest that a metalcore band was hosting, won 1,000,000 credits, and gave me 175,000 credits, so I went on a shopping spree. I donated all my old clothes to an orphanage.”

Kyosuke can’t help but admire Katsumi’s new gothic attire. Last year, Katsumi wore polo shirts, slacks, T-shirts, sweats, and khakis, all of which were colourful.

“I do. It goes with your hair.”

“I didn’t even think about that.” Katsumi reaches for his platinum blond hair, the waves reaching his shoulders. “I’m thinking of cutting it.”

“Your hair is cool, but it’s your choice.”

They walk to the dorms together, and Kyosuke listens to Katsumi’s stories of his time in the Class of District 17. He had heard about the class having trouble with advancing, so Kazuma Shima, their Sensei, had Katsumi transferred to the Class of District 17 for an undetermined time.

Kyosuke smiles softly... he wishes he had Katsumi’s confidence. Kyosuke feels like a sack of liquified potatoes.

“When are you transferring back to District 22? We miss you,” Kyosuke asks.

“I don’t know. At least we’re in the same city. Once we go back, we should hang. You’re welcome anytime.”

“I know. I just don’t want to be a bother.”

“You’re not. You’re my friend.”

They reach the dorms, and to Kyosuke’s horror, Katsumi unlocks the same room he is assigned to.

Katsumi enters the room. “Did I tell you about how I lost my virginity?”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Ooh, it was so romantic, Kyosuke—"

“I don’t think I should know dude—"

“He was so cool—"

Kyosuke tilts his head. “He’s a he? How was it?”

Katsumi chuckles. “You’re interested now that you know he’s a guy?”

“I mean, it sounds like a cool story.”

“Aw, did I make you jealous? I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

Katsumi puts his suitcase on the right side of the bed. Kyosuke does the same. His stomach is doing somersaults. He cannot believe he’s rooming with Katsumi. It’s going to be a rough three months. Katsumi’s company isn’t bad, and Kyosuke has fun with the boy. It’s his ego that can be too much. That’s not even including Katsumi’s cleaning habits. He’s a germaphobe.

“Wait, are we roomies?” Katsumi says. Smiling, he approaches Kyosuke and takes his hands. “We’re going to have so much fun. We’re gonna tell ghost stories, case studies, and talk about our love lives.”

Kyosuke shrugs. “That could be fun.”

Katsumi frowns, sticking his bottom lip out. “Aren’t you excited?”

Kyosuke looks at their hands. Katsumi’s nails are now black. “I am. I just... I had a rough year.”

Katsumi lets go of Kyosuke’s hands, putting his right hand on Kyosuke’s shoulder. “Everything will be fine, I promise.”

Kyosuke makes eye contact with Katsumi. “Thanks. You always know what to say.”

Katsumi hugs Kyosuke, patting his back.

Katsumi gives the best hugs. There’s always so much emotion in his movements, they’re sincere, from the bottom of his heart. Kyosuke will always appreciate Katsumi’s hugs, no matter how antisocial he is.

Katsumi releases Kyosuke to go back to his side and unpacks his suitcase. “Anyways, the guy was a French exchange student.”

Kyosuke shakes his head, sighing. “A foreigner? Spoiled. But I shouldn’t hear this—”

“It was so romantic. It was this past fall during Sports Day weekend. He was so loving and tender. We were in Hida Mida hotel.”

“And now I have to hear it.”

“I was so lost in his eyes. I can’t imagine how else I would’ve lost my precious virginity. I was so happy, I cried.”

Kyosuke takes his clothes and puts them in the dresser by his bed. “To be fair, you cry at anything.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do. You cry at adorable puppies.”

“Yeah, because humans don’t deserve them.”

“That’s fair. When’s the opening ceremony? I heard they are delaying it for a few days.”

“They are. I think it stemmed from last year when students were a day or two late.”

“Oh, that’s why?”

“Yup.”

After finishing unpacking, they leave the room and head to the mess hall. Food is calling them. They pass by the dorm bathrooms and other elementals around their age and level.

Kyosuke and Katsumi are Level 11. Kyosuke observes the ‘Level 10-14’ sign on top of the door as they pass by. By the age of fifteen, most of the students are at Level 10. He can tell by how light his peers’ hair is if they are Level 10 or over. Hair and eye colour show which element they control:


●  Lilac or lavender hair with violet eyes is lightning,

●  Crimson red hair with bright green eyes is fire, 

●  Celeste blue hair with sea-blue eyes is water, 

●  Platinum blond hair with deep ocean-blue eyes is air, and

●  Chocolate brown hair with emerald-green eyes is earth. 


But Yai Izawa’s hair is still bright when it should be lilac. It’s not the brightest purple it was the last time he saw her. This past December during the winter break, he went to Kyoto to see her, but she wasn’t well. He left early and spent the break with his older brother Mamoru and Aunt Saori instead.

“Kyosuke, have you heard from Yai? I haven’t heard from her since Christmas. Her pa grounded her,” Katsumi says.

“Yeah. She and Hakurei were forbidden from attending this year,” Kyosuke says.

“Really?”

“Yeah, but Kazuma went and gave Lord Takai a piece of his mind. Elemental Bootcamp is mandatory.”

“True.”

“Yeah. Now let’s eat.”

They line up, grab their food from the counter, head to a table, and sit down. Kyosuke wants to tell Katsumi what happened, but he seems so happy. Kyosuke doesn’t want to bring his mood down.

“When are you going to tell me about your year, Kyosuke? Did you see your parents this past winter break?” Katsumi asks.

Kyosuke stares at his food, frowning. “Well... no, I just thought that they didn’t... you have a good relationship with your parents. How would you understand?”

Katsumi bites his pulled pork. “I’m your friend. Please tell me.”

“I... Katsumi how was the Class of District 17 again?”

Katsumi shakes his head, crossing his arms. “You aren’t getting out of this one, you tool. You changing the topic just tells me something happened.”

“Well, you’re right, but I don’t want to talk about it.”

Yai enters the mess hall. Her hair is still bright, so her level must still be under ten.

Kyosuke stands up and waves his arms. “Hey, Yaki! Over here!”

Yai faces him and Katsumi, then takes her food and leaves the hall with her little brother Hakurei.

Kyosuke lowers his hands, taken aback by her rudeness. “That’s weird. What’s with her?”

“She might be embarrassed by her pa being a jerk.”

“True.”

Asako Tanaka and Eiko Nomura sit at their table.

Asako puts an arm around Katsumi. “Hey, you scored last year, eh? What’s it like?” Her long, wavy platinum blond hair is in a high ponytail. She’s Level 10.

Katsumi grins, facing Asako. “Oh, Asako, it was awesome. We did it in a hotel.”

“He said it was romantic,” Kyosuke says.

Asako winces, pulling away. “Gross... tell me more.”

​Eiko chuckles, eating a rice ball. “What about the Class of District 17? Were they as bad as the Sensei said they were?” Eiko’s two-o’clock shadow is groomed, and his light blue hair is in a bun. He’s Level 10 and also the shortest in their class, only being four-foot seven.

“Dude, it’s so bad, I don’t want to talk about it,” Katsumi says.

Eiko laughs. “I don’t blame you.” He grins at Kyosuke. “What about you? I haven’t seen you since the Fall Festival.”

Kyosuke shrugs. “Not a lot happened, but I’m hungry.”

“The tool is right. Let’s eat,” Katsumi says. He eats his pulled pork and moves on to his rice.

Kyosuke follows suit, his stomach rumbling from the long journey here.

If only there was a way to tell them he got kicked out of his parents’ house and was told to never return.

Back in September during Sports Day long weekend, he visited them because he missed them. He asked why Aunt Saori was dazed and sedated after finally getting upgraded to Level 20 when she was thirty-two years old. Most Level 20s are between twenty and twenty-two years old. His dad got angry with him for asking ridiculous questions. He called his dad out by saying honesty was the key to communication. Dad called him an ‘ungrateful brat,’ before he could say sorry, Mom told him to never come back. Kyosuke hasn’t spoken to them since.

He wants to take it back. This isn’t fair. He didn’t know why Aunt Saori wouldn’t let him live with her either. She has no kids, and she’s nice. But he was hurt when she said “No,” to him living with her.

He wants to tell his classmates everything, but he can’t. He doesn’t want to spoil their lunch, so he keeps quiet, keeping his eyes on his food and listening to the chatter around him. He missed them. Smiling, he gazes at Daichi Yamamoto, Satsuki Ito, and Yakeru Enomoto as they sit with the group. All three elementals are Level 12. Yakeru’s scraggly hair and Satsuki’s long wavy hair are crimson red, while Daichi’s hair is chocolate brown. 

Other than Yai and Akira Watanabe, the whole Class of District 22 is sitting together.

As Kyosuke hoped, Akira is a wild one. She’s difficult to talk to. Her cases were rumored to deal with the gangs of Tokyo. They weren’t told what district she was from, just that she was transferred to their class. 

“How about I own you all in Crime Night and put you all into the dirt,” Satsuki says in her rural accent. She has freckles covering her face.

Yakeru glares at her, “How about I tell you I’ll be the Mystery Knight, Miss-Know-It-All.” 

“Don’t tempt me. I’ll make you taste like cement.”

Kyosuke gasps as Katsumi, Daichi and Asako ‘ooh’ at Satsuki’s proclamation of a future duel.

Yakeru narrows his eyes, tilting his head. “Careful, them’s fighting words.”

“I’m making a promise, just like how I knocked you into next week the other night, you tub o’ lard.”

Eiko laughs, covering his face. “Wait, you had a duel, and I wasn’t invited?”

Satsuki and Yakeru both stare at Eiko, making the little guy grimace.

“I bet Kyosuke did,” Katsumi blurts out.

“I did not,” Kyosuke says.

“What did you do this past break?” Eiko says.

“And I’m done.” Kyosuke stands.

“No! I was only kidding... but is it true?” Katsumi asks.

“No.”

“Then why do you look sore?”

Kyosuke looks at Satsuki, who glances at her food.

“I’m just gonna guess. You—”

“I’m out.”

Kyosuke takes his food and moves to the next table where a lightning elemental is. Kyosuke nods to the boy, and they enjoy their food in a comfortable silence.

“I know what happened. You exercised too much and now you’re regretting it,” Katsumi says.

“Ignore him, Jomei,” Kyosuke says.

Jomei sighs and finishes his food, while Kyosuke decides to never tell anyone why he’s so stiff because of the long trip. What doesn’t help is that a certain fire elemental with a rural accent took his virginity this past break.

In much the same way Katsumi lost his.

He and Satsuki were learning, and they did their own research. They went to Nagano prefecture, pretending to be a couple. Then it wasn’t a game, and they slept together. Kyosuke never felt anything like it, so they kept doing it, and every time they did, everything felt deeper and better.

They stopped when they needed to come to the Aether Sybil. Kyosuke wanted more. Perhaps while he’s here, she might like a round.

* * *
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8:39 p.m.

KYOSUKE AND KATSUMI take their mats and backpacks and go through the Aether Sybil, avoiding the guards. There isn’t a curfew, but where they’re going, they’ll be given one until the closing ceremony in March. Kyosuke carries his boots, as they’re loud on the wooden floor. They enter an empty room, and sprint to the window, opening it to reveal the majestic view of the moon.

Katsumi adjusts himself and nods to Kyosuke. “See you there.”

He jumps, his ponytail whipping his back. Kyosuke puts on his boots, steps onto the windowsill, closes the window, and turns to face the view once again. If he were a normal human being, he would die on impact, but because of his essence cells and his live marble skin, the ground won’t kill him.

At least he hopes so. Otherwise, why is he a Cyberpunk Elemental?

He adjusts his footing, jumps, and grabs the gutter, facing the courtyard. He had to time it right, or he would’ve missed. The boy tosses his bag onto the roof. He switches his hands to the inside and pulls himself up. Katsumi grabs his hands, and he stands on the roof, admiring the courtyard. Kyosuke stretches his body, groaning.

He and the boys of their class have been coming here since they were fourteen years old. It has been a yearly tradition. The first night they are here, they come up to eat, drink, and enjoy the view.

Katsumi grabs their mats. “Kyosuke, can you give me a hand?”

“Oh, sure.”

They unroll them, brush themselves off, and sit, getting comfortable. Kyosuke takes out the sake he bought from a Kaya gangster back in Tokyo. The Kaya Gang is a moonshining gang and have an underground bar.

Katsumi admires the bootlegged sake bottle. “Is that Sakura Blossom Sake?”

“Yeah, why?”

“That’s one of my favorites. I have a bottle too.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. Want a beer? I grabbed it while we were at the mess hall this afternoon.”

“Sure.”

“You gotta kiss me first.”

Kyosuke giggles. “Never mind, I don’t want it.”

Katsumi frowns, sticking his bottom lip out. “Why? What’s wrong with kissing me? Is it because I’m goth now?”

Kyosuke shakes his head. “No, that’s not why.”

“Did I make you jealous because of the exchange student?”

“No.”

“Kyosuke, it meant nothing, I swear.”

“Thought you said it was romantic.”

“I lied.”

“It seemed real to me.”

​Kyosuke chuckles, taking the Sapporo from Katsumi. He wonders about the new year and what training sessions he will need to become an undercover gang member. He isn’t the best at solving cases, but he’s good at reporting back to headquarters and strategizing.

Kyosuke opens his beer and takes a gulp, ignoring why he was kicked out of his parents’ place. What was it they didn’t want him to know?

Since then, it’s hard to get up in the morning, and he isn’t eating right. What keeps him going are the patrols he goes on every weekend. He doesn’t have the energy to get out of bed, his mind is never silent, yet he never has the energy to budge. He’s so alone. It’s like no one cares about him, and sometimes, he wonders if it would’ve been better if he were never born.

Then he thinks of his classmates. Eiko, Katsumi, and Daichi were happy to see him today. He reminds himself that it isn’t terrible to see them. It’ll be his purpose to protect them, if only to have a reason to wake up every day.

Just being here, at Elemental Bootcamp, is like a dream he never wants to wake from.

He needs to focus on the classes and how he’s going to pass the final exam. Crime Night is the final exam at the Aether Sybil. It determines whether you’re ready to assist, not shadow, an ethos knight, a fully trained elemental who has four types of essence cells.

“This year could be your year, Kyosuke,” Katsumi says.

Kyosuke frowns. “What do you—"

“You haven’t had the best luck, but you never know. Sometimes, you just need to use your head. The answer can come from anywhere.”

Kyosuke gulps the bittersweet beer, the chill of the winter air on his nose. “Yeah?”

“Mhm. Here, an extra blanket for you.” Katsumi gives Kyosuke a throw fleece blanket for his legs from the bag Katsumi brought up.

“What about you?”

“I’m good. I'm used to the cold.” Katsumi offers a charming smile, his blue eyes twinkling in the moonlight.

Kyosuke grins, taking the blanket in his gloved hands. “Thank you.”

He’s become a blanket blob. The boy is wearing his blue winter coat, boots, scarf, gloves, a beanie, and now a blanket. But Katsumi’s only wearing his black coat and boots, that’s it.

“Hey, guys.” Eiko’s light blue hair appears darker, making him look like a demon.

Yakeru’s eyes widen. “Are we interrupting a date?” His bright red hair is like a burgundy shade in the silver moonlight.

Daichi sticks out his bottom lip. “I always knew you two would get together.” He wipes his eyes like he’s crying prideful tears. “All grown up. I’m so proud.”

Kyosuke rolls his eyes. Of course, the guys think that. “Man, shut up. We’re just chilling here. Literally and figuratively. Got liquor?”

“Yes, we do. I’m surprised the kitchen staff hasn’t caught on,” Eiko says. The human gremlin puts down his mat and pulls out an eight-pack of beer from his backpack.

Yakeru joins Kyosuke with Daichi beside Eiko.

“Another year, another level. Who do you think will be the next Mystery Knight of District 22?” Yakeru asks.

“Maybe me, but I don’t know,” Kyosuke says.

He stares at the beer in his hand, frowning. The Mystery Knight last year was Katsumi. Yakeru and Satsuki were close. But Katsumi got every detail right, and he helped Junko Takahashi, an ethos knight and murder detective, with an odd but disturbing case.

The case of the Child Axe Killer. A woman, who was a professor at University of Tokyo, was the murderer. She killed children whom she thought had no chance at life, targeting only the Tokyo born. She was sentenced to death this past December.

“I hate to say it, but it’s gonna be me this year, dude,” Yakeru says.

Kyosuke smiles, chuckling. “Nope, it’s going to be me this year. I want to show my parents there’s more than one good kid.”

Yakeru turns to face Kyosuke. “Yeah right. It’s gonna be me.”

Kyosuke glares at Yakeru, moving closer. “No, I’ll be the next one!”

“I will be!”

“No, I will—"

“Just kiss already. We’ll keep it a secret,” Katsumi says, laughing.

“Look how close their faces are,” Eiko says.

Kyosuke backs away from Yakeru’s face, crossing his arms, and Yakeru does the same. His face heats up. “I’m not gay, I swear.”

Katsumi puts his arm over Kyosuke. “Aw, don’t be embarrassed. We’re just teasing you.”

“I know, but still.”

“Yeah, but nothing’s wrong with figuring out who you want.”

Kyosuke smiles at how true that statement is. Katsumi is pansexual and is the most sex-positive out of all of them. He always knows how to make you feel better about yourself.

He admires the landscape, the blanket of snow covering the forest. They are beside Mount Ishimaki, but the ancient castle may as well be on the mountain.

Kyosuke lays back on the mat, the snow crunching under his form. The stars are magnetic, and the galaxy is visible here, like he can touch the stars. He loves coming here every year. It makes him forget reality, and what they might face in the outside world. It helps him relax, escape to nirvana and pretend he’s a snow goblin.

“Have any of you thought about joining the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency?” Kyosuke asks.

“I want to. I want to ask if we’re allowed to,” Yakeru says.

Kyosuke sits up. “Yeah? That would be awesome.”

Katsumi smiles, crossing his legs. “I want to be a serial killer hunter. That sounds like a cool job.”

“I want to join the military’s special forces,” Eiko says.

“I want to be a healer. I want to get a degree in modern medicine, have an engineering degree, and make cyber prosthetics for everyone,” Daichi says.

“One up us, why don’t you?” Kyosuke says, slouching his shoulders.

UGH!

Everyone groans with Kyosuke.

“I just want to make the world a better place. You all can make it safer, but I will be hailed as a hero for inventing new material. I’ll call it ‘Daichi Protonium.’”

Katsumi laughs, leaning onto Kyosuke’s shoulder. “You gotta be kidding me.”

“I am as serious as Kazuma Shima.”

“Of course, you are. You’re our nerd, so adorable,” Katsumi says. He leans forward, stargazing with Kyosuke.

He cuddles closer to his friends, and the chilly air reminds him that they’ll need to go inside soon. The opening ceremony won’t start for a few days, so this little freedom they have is wonderful. They can escape into a different universe, have fun and be teenagers. 

Yakeru cuddles closer to him.

Kyosuke smells Katsumi’s fruity cologne, making him want to put his face in Katsumi’s nape. The scent is subtle yet effective.

Perhaps this year won’t be so bad. All his friends are here. He should see if he can meet with Yai and her brother. He hasn’t seen them in a little while.

He misses them.

He missed all his friends, the only people in the entire world who accept him for who he is. Locking arms with Katsumi, he takes another swig of his beer, and wonders what this semester has in store for them. What this year has in store for them.

New opportunities, that’s for sure. He will be a second-year this coming April and then it will only be one more year to graduate high school.

The group drinks to their hearts’ content, chatting about which universities they want to attend, if they are going abroad, or if they want to stay here.

Yakeru brings up World War III.

“Do you know what my grandpa told me about it?” Eiko says. Everyone stares at the short boy. “World War III from 1971-1974 caused an irreversible, economic shift, and that it was all because of a simple mistake Britain made. My great grandma said that the comment was offhanded and there was a loss in translation. She said the person in charge of that squad said, ‘It would be nice if there was a division of conglomerates like we see in Cyberpunk movies.’ Guess what happened? The world divided into the six conglomerates.”

Kyosuke nods. He knows what Eiko is talking about.

Creator’s Island in what was the Americas, Temple of Seraphim in what was Europe, Sultana of Allah in the Middle East, the Buddha’s Lotus Flower for West Asia, Emperor’s Dragon for East Asia, and Coloring Sky and Earth in what was Africa. Australia is part of Creator’s Island, much to everyone’s shock in history class.

Katsumi nods. “Yeah, my meemaw said that her ma was a general. She was part of the meeting between the East and West. As you can imagine what happened, that meeting caused the Civil War.”

“Are you saying we are in this jam because of your ancestor?” Yakeru says.

“No, she didn’t want Japan to be part of the Emperor’s Dragon.”

The Civil War was in 1974, after World War III. The East and West became divided, and the war lasted three years, ending in 1977, leaving the country a horrible mess of famine, and greed. Japan still hasn’t recovered from what happened after the economic collapse to this day. Everyone was desperate to survive, and many people in those parts now depend on crime.

The fight was for nothing, as Japan has become part of the conglomerate of Emperor’s Dragon.

There are also neighbourhoods just outside of some of the bigger cities. They were created from the people who were pushed out because they disagreed with being part of the Emperor’s Dragon.

The East and West haven’t been tourist spots in five decades due to the violence, including Tokyo. Kyosuke sometimes imagines what it’s like to live in a peaceful country and not have to worry about anything. One day, the foundations will bring peace.

Perhaps then, Kyosuke can finally be happy.

Then the topic segues again, Kyosuke is glad for the topic change. Talking about the Civil War is depressing. His maternal great-granny always said to keep her memory alive by remembering that he has the blood of a soldier in his veins. Kyosuke will never forget his dear granny. Granny was a lieutenant for the East, the half of Japan that wanted to be part of the Emperor’s Dragon.

“Did I tell you about Mamoru being in South Korea right now?” Kyosuke asks, the alcohol making his head fuzzy.

“What? Seriously?” Daichi asks, slurring his words.

“Yeah, he’s only there for this year, so he’s transferring back here this September.”

“That’s awesome. I can’t wait to see him.” Eiko rubs his head. “Oh, my head.”

“I think someone is cut off,” Yakeru says.

“The little gremlin is out first again,” Katsumi says.

“Shut up... oh boy.” Eiko stands up, goes to the edge, and releases his lunch, his back heaving.

“I got you.” Yakeru goes to Eiko and holds him, keeping him from falling.

“What the hell? Disgusting!” yells a familiar voice from below.

Kyosuke spins his head to Katsumi, whose eyes are wide.

Daichi stands up. “There’s no way that’s Kazuma.”

Katsumi, Kyosuke and Daichi peek over the edge.

Kazuma, their twenty-four-year-old Sensei, wipes Eiko’s puke off his blue suit and scowls at them. His metallic blue hair is in his face. “It’s you? Of course, it’s you. Why am I not surprised? You will pay for this!” Kazuma gets ready to leap.

“Oh, damn! Let’s call it a night! Let’s go,” Kyosuke says.

In his drunken state, he packs his stuff with the rest of them gathering their belongings and running from a now enraged and super strict Sensei. Kyosuke holds onto his backpack as they jump to a balcony, and barge into a room.

“Gah!” says Aunt Saori Tokugawa, holding a towel to her body, her brown hair wet.

“Sorry!” Kyosuke says.

“Dammit, nephew!”

They rush out the door with boots hitting the floor and echoing through the large structure.

“In here,” Yakeru says.

They follow him into the room under the stairs. Daichi closes the door, his hair messy, and turns to the rest of the group. The boys are silent. They don’t dare say a word, not until Kazuma runs by this location in an angry state.

If anyone is frightening when they are angry, it’s Kazuma.

“Where the hell...dammit! Since when were they even going up there?” says Kazuma.

“I don’t know, keep searching,” says Aunt Saori.

Kyosuke puts his ear to the door, his keen ears picking up on shoes running by the stairs. “They’re gone.”

The boys sigh, their is sanctuary now ruined. They still got away from Kazuma.

Katsumi laughs, facepalming himself. “That was so close.”

“Too close,” Eiko says.

“We need a new haven though, because the gremlin blew chunks,” Yakeru says.

“Hey! I thought I had it this time.”

“It’s probably a good thing you don’t, because it means you don’t have a bad habit.”

“True.”

“Anyways,” Daichi adds, “it’s close to bedtime, so why don’t we finish our drinks here?”

“Yeah, it’s not like we can’t do this again next year, right?” Kyosuke says.

“And the guards and security are for protecting us from the outside world anyway.”

“I agree. We chill here, and try again tomorrow?” Katsumi asks.

“Why not?” Kyosuke says.

“Sure,” Yakeru says.

“Sure...oh my—” Eiko bends over and pukes on Katsumi’s new boots as everyone cringes at the retching sounds, backing against the walls.

“My boots,” Katsumi cries.

“I’m so... sorry,” Eiko says but throws up on the boots again.

“You are buying me a new pair. These came from my meemaw!”
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Elemental:
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A human with essence cells, or nano-infused blood. They can control either air, water, earth, fire, or even lightning. This term is used most for those below the dual elemental Rank or Level 16.

In this stage, it’s important to meditate often as the essence cells are still not fully bonded to your biology. Hydrate regularly, eat, and take care of yourselves. The cost of losing yourself to the nano blood is too great. Keep up the exercise and if the need comes, activate your essence cells all at once.

But only if you are desperate.

Please, for the sake of this country, don’t let the nano blood win.
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Katsumi Nakayama: 16 Years Old

Element: Air

Level 11

January 5, 2068
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8:31 a.m., Aether Sybil

KATSUMI SITS AT the opening ceremony, crossing his arms. He still hasn’t forgiven Eiko for ruining the brand-new boots he got from his meemaw this past winter break. Justice will never be restored. Now he and the boys have a curfew of eight o’clock p.m. until the closing ceremony.

Eiko will pay for this.

“Hey, Katsumi! I’m sorry again about your boots,” Eiko says.

“Just stop. You said it like ten times already, and I heard you the first time,” Katsumi says.

“I know, I’m sorry.”

Katsumi holds up two fingers. “Eleven times.”

Kazuma sits at the end of their row. “Enough, you two.”

Katsumi thrusts his hands out. “But he threw up on my boots.”

“And you were all drinking in a dangerous place. Why don’t you drink at the cave, just beside the mountain?”

Kyosuke and the boys stare at Kazuma like he has three heads. Katsumi shakes his head, wondering if he heard him right.

“Or...just don’t drink at all.” Kazuma crosses his arms, keeping his eyes on the stage.

“I think I just found our new place, guys,” Katsumi says.

“No, I did,” Eiko chimes in, “if it weren’t for me, we wouldn’t have a new place to hang.”

“Why didn’t I keep my trap shut?” Kazuma asks.

Yai, Satsuki, and Asako join them, as the other classmates find their seats.

The headmistress takes her place at the pedestal. “Testing, testing,” the woman says. She’s in her proud red Kimono, her eggplant-purple hair is in a high bun.

“Welcome back to the Aether Sybil, everyone. I am your headmistress, Sayaka Kaga. I hope you all had a great year. It looks like we have some new faces.” She gestures to the Level 1 classes up front, with a prideful grin on her face. “You seem nervous, but don’t worry, I have just the medicine. Stand up so we can see you better.” The young ones stand with their Senseis guiding them. They all gaze back at the older students apprehensively. “Everyone, let’s give them a round of applause.”

Katsumi grins proudly, remembering his first time here at twelve years old, and how scary it was, but he wasn’t alone. He was shy at first, but once he opened up to his classmates, it was easy.

“I won’t keep you long, because we only have you for three months, so I will get straight to the point. I’m proud to report that many elementals, Levels 11-13, are all making great progress. Which means, if all goes well for them this year, they will move on from here and become a true elemental, leading the way for the next generation.”

The room booms with the cheers of the audience. Katsumi claps loudly, knowing he is one of the Level 11s that might come here one more time.

“What you choose to do is your choice, and I can’t wait to see you all at the finish line. As for the Level 14 and 15, stand up and accept our pride.”

The Level 14 and 15 just behind Katsumi’s class stand and bow.

“I cannot wait to see how you will do on your last Crime Night. That will be the hardest test you have faced thus far, but it will be worth it because our Senseis will provide you with the guidance you need to be better than you were yesterday.

“You all must be training hard. I was there, where the Level 9s were, struggling to earn my chosen weapon. Yet here I am as your headmistress of what you all call, with wrathful disdain, ‘Elemental Bootcamp’ because I understand that not all paths are the same. We all grow at our own pace. Take your time, but please, for the sake of this country, don’t get left behind.

“This country needs us more than ever. Although we are here to protect the citizens, and despite the heavy surveillance, crime is rampant. It’s like when a case is solved, there are three more.

“But enough is enough. We are strong, hardy, and resilient. We will make this country a better and safer place and spread kindness and love.

“But remember, you shouldn’t strike first. However, be the last one to make the hit.”

* * *
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9:06 a.m.

KATSUMI PUTS HIS books onto his desk, groaning at the chemistry and psychology classes he and the others must take. He knows why he needs it, but it doesn’t make the process easier.

“Hey, Yaki, did Kazuma tell you that you need to take extra lessons after class?” Kyosuke asks.

Yai sits and puts her face into her arms. “No way... it must be because of my father. How stupid.”

Kyosuke pats her shoulders. “Oh man, sorry I said something.”

Yai raises her head, rubbing her temples. “It’s fine. I’m just frustrated because no matter what I do, something just doesn’t click.”

Katsumi grins kindly and puts his hand on her desk. “Trust me, I was there. Remember when I had trouble using my scan mode?”

Yai inspects him, side-eying him. “Um... who are you?”

Katsumi laughs, holding his stomach. “Never mind.”

“Yaki, that’s Katsumi, you like his new look?” Kyosuke says.

“No way that’s him. Katsumi loves colours too much,” Yai says.

Kyosuke chuckles and adjusts his seat. “I’m telling you that’s him.”

“You’re such a liar, you liar.”

Katsumi covers his mouth, giggling. He doesn’t want to correct her. This is more fun.

“Alright, everyone, settle down. Class is in session,” Kazuma says.

Everyone takes their seats. Katsumi puts his Holophone, the newest cellphone with a holographic screen with a hard drive and a battery, on silent.

Kazuma writes his name on the neon screen. Chemistry class is starting. He then picks up a plexiglass tablet and punches in his information.

“Alright, you all should know the drill at this point... at least I hope so. Akira?”

A silence fills the class. Katsumi surveys the room for his crush, but she isn’t here.

“Akira?” Kazuma pokes at something on his tablet. “Oh, that’s right, Kentaro sent an...never mind.” Kazuma scrutinizes his class, frowning. “This year, we were supposed to have a new girl named Akira Watanabe, but she’s unavailable. She’s still dealing with a case.”

Yakeru puts up his hand. “Isn’t attending the Aether Sybil mandatory?” He lowers his hand.

“Yes. There are exceptions to this rule, like being undercover.”

“Is she okay?” Katsumi asks.

“I’m sure she’s fine.” Kazuma gazes at his tablet again. “Asako?”

“Here I am, sir, as promised,” Asako says, grinning.

“Daichi?”

Daichi perks up. “I made it.”

“Eiko?”

“Here,” Eiko says.

“Kyosuke?”

“The bestie is here, bro,” Kyosuke says.

“Katsumi?”

“Here,” Katsumi says.

“Hm, I thought I had an extra student. Goth kid, when is Katsumi Nakayama’s birthday?”

Katsumi chuckles. “May 22, 2051. I was born and raised in a village, and I’m an only child.”

Kazuma raises a brow, pursing his lips. “Okay.”

“And I’m everyone’s favourite Gemini.”

“There it is.” Kazuma nods. “Satsuki?”

“Is your brain in the cornfield or do I have to tell you I’m sitting right here?” Satsuki says.

“No, you don’t. I can see you just fine. Yai?”

Yai puts her hand up, staring at something on her desk. “Thank you for embarrassing me, now I’m grounded for life.”

“My pleasure, I’ll see you after class.”

“Dang it.”

“Yakeru?”

“I’m here as charged, Sensei,” Yakeru says.

Kazuma puts his tablet down on his oak desk. “Seeing as you all are still in a mood, I’ll get right to it. For many of you, next year will be the last time I see you here, so the pressure is on. I need you all to do your best.” Kazuma glances at Yai.

“Sensei, why did you look at me when you said that last part?” Yai says.

“You know why. You don’t take this seriously, Izawa. I need you to do your best. You can’t be Level 8 forever.”

“I can if I try hard enough.”

Kazuma sighs, rubbing his temples. “I understand this is frightening, but I’m serious. I can’t have you be Level 8 when you’re twenty-five years old.”

“Sensei, can we uh...” Eiko trails off, frowning.

Kazuma shakes his head. “Right, let’s move on.”

Kazuma presses a blue button on the wall and pulls down a screen from the whiteboard that has alleles, DNA, hair samples, and more. “Here is your homework for the week.” Kazuma hands them their assignments in brown folders, putting one on each desk. 


●  “From 8:30 a.m. - 9:30 a.m., we will have Chemistry. After that is your fifteen-minute break.

●   9:45 a.m. - 10:45 a.m. is Scan Mode and Communications.

●  10:45 a.m. - 11:30 a.m. is Math. You get enough of it at your schools, but it’s just forty-five minutes, so live with it.

●  11:30 a.m. - 12:30 p.m. is your lunch.

●  12:30 p.m. - 2:30 p.m. is Basic Psychology.


“I assume you all know what 2:45 p.m. is?”

Satsuki stands up. “Ether Crux class!”

“You love it because it gives you an excuse to not do homework, but don’t forget to meditate regularly. I shouldn’t have to remind you to keep your emotions and teenage hormones in check.”

Katsumi’s brows rise, his jaw dropping. “Wait, meditation? But we never had to do that.”

Kazuma lets out a breath, blinking. “Yes, you have. Every year I remind you all to sit and focus your mind, body, and spirit, and meld them into one.” Kazuma crosses his arms, glaring at Katsumi. “I’m guessing you haven’t done it once all year, have you?”

Katsumi recoils, gazing at his textbook. He hasn’t. He didn’t know it was a requirement.

“In that case, I’ll talk to the Headmistress and waive your curfew. But you’re going to the caves in the mountain to sit every other evening for a couple of hours and focus your energy. If you’ve made no progress by the end of the semester, I will have you out there for a few days.”

Katsumi stands up, clenching his hands. “Sensei, you can’t do that! What am I gonna do? How can I survive on just spirituality? What is this, a fantasy novel?”

“No, it’s a cyberpunk novel, but I still stand by this.”

“But Sensei—"

“Moving on.”

Katsumi sits and crosses his arms, ignoring what Kazuma says. He can’t believe he must meditate. If he had known he needed to, he would’ve done it every evening for the last three years ever since he levelled up to 5. Katsumi cannot believe the homework for this week alone. He furrows his brows, putting his chin on his palm. On top of the assignments, he now needs to meditate.

This is horrible.

After class, he leaves the room, heads to the boys' bathroom, and stares at himself in the mirror, angry at himself for getting into this jam. He puts his hands on the counter, hanging his head as Kyosuke and Eiko enter the room.

“Katsumi, are you gonna be okay?” Kyosuke asks.

“I have to be, I need to make it in one piece,” Katsumi says. Closing his eyes, he raises his head, groaning. “My schedule is so full now. What am I gonna do?”

Eiko smiles and pats his left hand. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You always do.”

Katsumi opens his eyes. “Yeah, I do.” He lowers his head and examines his reflection again, hoping he can do it.

He doubts it, as he might not pass math class. What if he can’t do anything? He searches his own ocean-blue eyes, searching for what he’s missing. Playing with his tongue piercing, he bites his bottom lip and stares at the sink.

He always had an overbearing need to make his parents proud. Guilt eats away at him every time he fails something. He’s not autistic, he was tested for it, so it’s not that. Katsumi doesn’t know why, but he always does his best to give his parents, especially his pa, a reason to smile. Making the man laugh isn’t the same. Katsumi wants to make his pa as proud as he can, no matter what it takes.

Katsumi doesn’t know where this urge came from. It’s been there since his essence cells activated when he was eleven years old. He was knocked out for two days. His pa was also hurt during Katsumi’s coma. No one told him what happened, just that an accident caused Katsumi and Pa’s injuries and that everything would be okay.

Pa’s pelvis is permanently damaged and needs help walking. Some days are better than others. Some days, Katsumi or his ma must help him stand. Katsumi will make his pa proud by being the best in everything he does.

“Katsumi, you can do it,” Kyosuke says. “You always make it work. There’s a reason why, back in Tokyo, you were chosen to be the role model for the Class of District 17.”

Katsumi straightens himself out, keeping his breath even.  “Yeah...” His eyes widen, his mouth opens, taken aback by the reason Kazuma is so hard on him...

... Katsumi has what it takes to be the best.

“Yeah, you’re right.” Katsumi whirls around, facing Kyosuke and Eiko. “I will not only be the Class of District 22’s Mystery Knight, but I will be this year’s Top Elemental in our level category.”

“Yeah, you can do it,” Kyosuke says.

“You’ve got this,” Eiko says.

“I’ve got this!” Katsumi says.

If it means he will be the Top Elemental this year, so be it. He will make his parents proud and give them something to brag about to the other clans of their prefecture. Katsumi will be the talk of his small village and be the golden child their generation wants him to be.

He studies for a few hours every evening, then goes out with his mat, plexiglass tablet for notes, Holophone, and food and drinks. By the end of the first week, this becomes routine. He focuses on his air essence cells, reaches into his mind, and tries to find his spirit.

Katsumi hands in his assignments once they’re finished and researches Shintoism for references to his new and most complicated assignment. 

Kazuma isn’t helpful. When Katsumi asks for assistance with his meditation, Kazuma says, “Look deeper into your mind, focus on your heart, and you will find it there.” But nothing is helping.

Katsumi is missing something obvious, and he can’t find it. He never misses anything. He’s a role model
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