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      When the shaking stopped, Mariana and Bevi were the only two that remained. Lancer had done exactly as instructed and whisked Neil and the others away, even while plainly demonstrating his dislike for the task set at hand.

      The now empty examination room left Mariana standing a few feet away from where Darren had once lay, while Bevi clutched at one of the short counters underneath the storage cabinets along the wall, to keep her balance.

      Neither of them liked the increased tremors.

      "What was that?" Bevi demanded, wobbling as she straightened up from the half-crouch near the storage cabinets. It hadn't helped much, considering that her claw marks were now immortalized on the formerly sleek countertop, but considering that was the only bit of damage, she'd take it.

      Mariana on the other hand, looked as if the tremors had merely proved her right in some way or another. “He’s protective,” she said, spelling her Flexi-suit to order. Zippers and buttons were checked, double-checked and then spell-locked for an anticipated fight. “They will be fine, so as long as I've asked it of him. You know how he is.”

      Bevi didn’t bother to answer.

      She did.

      That was part of the problem. Lancer was always good—very good—a strong, opinionated Beta with the kind of ruthless streak that made him very-well suited to the ranked position he held in one of the most ferocious Circles in or outside of Nevarah.

      Working with him, when she was young and unattached had been—enlightening in many ways.

      Brusque to the point of rudeness, but efficient in a way that made her instincts take notice of him every single time their paths crossed. And they’d crossed often, as was the case for most Gheyos trained under Mariana’s hand.

      The earlier dread melted away to something like reluctance, though she couldn't quite put her claw on it. She'd known, somehow, in the back of her mind that one day, Mariana or one of hers, would come to ask the favor she'd given when she'd finished her training.

      “So that’s it? You’re not even going to ask me properly?” She said, after several minutes of watching Mariana go over her Flexi-suit a half-dozen times, checking and double-checking her own spellwork and the various half-hidden pockets.

      Mariana straightened up from checking the charms on her heavily booted feet. “I’ll ask,” she said, carefully. “If that’s what you want. But you already agreed. I didn't take you for someone who cared to repeat herself.”

      “If it were anything else-” Bevi bristled, pride stung.

      “-then I would not ask,” Mariana said, simply. “Were it any other thing but a Realm-Eater, I would never have come to you. Not because you would not be able to help, but out of respect for your final request from your training days. I would honor that request for no other reason than you asked it of me. You were an excellent student and your skills have only grown since.”

      Each word struck through, peeling away the reluctance, the irritation and the bruised pride to reveal a quivering, raw strand of tentative hope and pure fear.

      It was always fear that came up when this gift came into play.

      “…it is a life force cost,” Bevi said. Her hands clenched tight, pointed nails digging into her palms. There was a little more to it than that, but Mariana had always known about her ability. There were no secrets left to hide between them. “You know that.”

      “I do.”

      “I’d never touch it again, if I had the choice.”

      “I know.”

      “…and still you ask.”

      Mariana’s smile was a faint, almost pitying one with the depth of knowing contained within it. “My dear Lady Beryl—it’s almost laughable how you assume I will take what I want and that you have no choice but to give it to me, despite the fact that I have not demanded it of you—and that the final say, remains in your hands. It amuses me to see that despite all of this, you haven’t considered at all, whether I would ask to shoulder the cost of such a blade. Almost as if such a thing has never occurred to you.”

      Bevi froze.

      It hadn't, really. No one had ever made that kind of request of her without bargaining a great deal of other things to compensate for using her life force to carry out their trivial requests.

      And it was always trivial.

      Something that they thought themselves incapable or wished for additional security to see it through to the end. A few times, she'd accepted.

      Each time, she'd regretted.

      Slowly, Mariana circled around the examination room, her steps sure and steady as she closed the gap between them. Moving until they were merely inches apart, Mariana’s height made equal by the heavy boots upon her feet.

      Bevi stared into swirling dark eyes with hints of soft burgundy curled through. The calm, unbothered stare of a Gheyo who knew how far their talents stretched and how well their skills would bridge any foreseeable gaps.

      Her heart stuttered a beat. This was the same Gheyo who had taught her three different kill-strikes, one absolute flaying strike and fifteen different shielding moves.

      A Gheyo that wore pride the way it was meant to be and yet, somehow managed to continue evolving over and over again, as if there was never any limit set in the realms.

      “Oh Bevi. It never even occurred to you that I would, did it?” Mariana whispered. One gloved hand came up, a single finger curling underneath Bevi’s chin, guiding her to look down so their gaze would meet effortlessly. “You were going to do it anyway and be so noble and tragic, without even thinking through to the end? I taught you better than that.”

      “You can’t,” Bevi blurted out. “You have so much of—and you never-?”

      “I can. Unless you desperately wish to bet ten years of your life on this. I have years to spare and I do not mind. Especially if the alternative is for you to spend them. You have quite a bit of future ahead of you. Why would I take that? How dare you let anyone take that?”

      “I wasn't—you shouldn't-!”

      “I should. I will. I am the one asking. It would be in poor taste to ask such a precious thing for you and offer nothing in return. I would never ask such a thing from you without sufficient repayment.”

      “But-!”

      “Unless you have a better reason than the ones you've said—I will not be changing my mind, darling. I already knew what I was asking, when I came to see you. That was set in stone. Now, whenever you’re ready, we'd best get started. I don’t think we really have as much time as Lancer said. Scout was tracking it all the way across the station."

      "Isn't it too big now?"

      "Perhaps. Something of that size can only keep growing until there’s nowhere left for it to grow. Consequently, it can't grow infinitely, it will have to stop at some point. If it stops before it’s ready, then the loss of nutrition will cause rapid decay and the resulting carcass will be just as problematic as the living body.”

      "There's nothing in place for the body?"

      "What do you think?"

      "...you can't carve it
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