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Murray saw the shock in Marcus’s eyes. This was supposed to be an easy win for the Grievar, a fight to pad his record. His Tasker probably told him to finish the blind boy in a brutal fashion. Instead, Marcus was the one fighting for survival, looking like he was treading water in a tank of razor sharks. Marcus grunted as he pushed himself off the ground. He stood and tried to shuck the boy off his back, bucking wildly, but the climber wrapped around him even tighter.

The blind boy began to snake his hands across Marcus’s neck, shooting his forearm beneath the chin to apply a choke. Either as a last resort or out of pure helplessness, Marcus dropped backward like a felled tree, slamming the boy on his back into the dirt with a thud. A cloud of dust billowed into the air on impact. The crowd hushed as the little boy was crushed beneath his larger opponent’s bulk.

Murray held his breath as the dust settled.
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To Katie, who always holds my hand when
I’ve lost my glasses.

To the gentle art of jiu jitsu, which isn’t often gentle,
but soothes the soul.




CHAPTER 1

Into the Deep


We fight neither to inflict pain nor to prolong suffering. We fight neither to mollify anger nor to satisfy vendetta. We fight neither to accumulate wealth nor to promote social standing. We fight so the rest shall not have to.

First Precept of the Combat Codes


Murray wasn’t fond of the crowd at Thaloo’s. Mostly scum with no respect for combat who liked to think themselves experts in the craft.

His boots clung to the sticky floor as he shouldered his way to the bar. Patrons lined the counter, drinking, smoking, and shouting at the overhead lightboards broadcasting SystemView feeds.

Murray grabbed a head-sized draught of ale before making his way toward the center of the den, where the crowd grew thicker. Beams of light cut through clouds of pipe smoke and penetrated the gaps between clustered, sweaty bodies.

His heart fluttered and the hairs on the back of his neck bristled as he approached. He wiped a trickle of sweat from his brow. Even after all these years, even in a pitiful place like this, the light still got to him.

He pushed past the inner throng of spectators and emerged at the edge of the action.

Thaloo’s Circle was eight meters in diameter, made of auralitecompound steel fused into the dirt. Standard Underground dimensions. On the Surface, Circles tended to be wider, usually ten meters in diameter, which Murray preferred. More room to maneuver.

Glowing blue streaks veined the steel Circle, and a central cluster of lights pulsed above the ring like a heartbeat, shining down on two boys grappling in the dirt.

“Aha! The big Scout’s back. You runnin’ out of kids already?” A man at the edge of the Circle clapped Murray on the shoulder. “Name’s Calsans.”

Murray ignored the greeting and focused on the two boys fighting. One of them looked to be barely ten years old and had the gaunt build of a lacklight street urchin. His rib cage heaved in and out from beneath the bulk of a boy who outweighed him by at least sixty pounds.

Many of the onlookers flicked their eyes between the action and a large lightboard that hung from the ceiling. Biometric readings for each boy in the Circle flashed across the screen: heart rate, brain wave speed, oxygen saturation, blood pressure, hydration levels. The bottom of the board displayed an image of each boy’s skeletal and muscular frame, down to their chipped teeth.

As the large boy lifted his elbow and drove it into the smaller boy’s chin, a red fracture lit up on the board. The little boy’s heart rate shot up.

The large boy threw knees into his opponent’s rib cage as he continued to hold him down in the dirt. The little boy writhed, turning his back to his opponent and curling into a ball.

“Shouldn’t give your back like that,” Murray muttered, as if trying to communicate with the battered boy.

The large boy dropped another vicious elbow on his downed prey. Murray winced as he heard the sharp crack of bone on skull.

Two more elbows found their target before the little one stiffened, his eyes rolling into his head as he fell limp.

The ball of light floating above the Circle flickered before it dissipated into a swarm of smoldering wisps that fanned out into the crowd.

“They call the big one there N’jal; he’s been cleaning up like that all week. One of Thaloo’s newest in-housers,” Calsans said as the boy raised his arms in victory.

Beyond a few clapping drunks, there was little fanfare. N’jal walked to the side of his Tasker at the sidelines, a bearded man who patted the boy on the head like a dog. The loser’s crew entered the Circle and dragged the fallen fighter out by his feet.

“Thaloo’s been buyin’ up some hard Grievar this cycle,” Calsans continued, trying to strike up conversation with Murray again. “Bet he’s tryin’ to work a bulk sale to the Citadel, y’know? Even though they won’t all pan out with that level of competition, there’s bound to be a gem in the lot of ’em.”

Murray barely acknowledged the man, but Calsans kept speaking.

“It’s not like it used to be, y’know? Everything kept under strict Citadel regulations. All the organized breeding, the training camps,” Calsans said. “I mean, course you know all about that. But now that the Kirothians are breathin’ down our necks, Deep Circles are hoppin’ again, and folk like Thaloo and you are making the best of it.”

“I’m nothing like Thaloo,” Murray growled, his shoulders tensing.

Calsans shrank back, as if suddenly aware of how large Murray was beside him. “No, no, of course not, friend. You two are completely different. Thaloo’s like every other Circle slaver trying to make a bit, and you’re a . . . or used to be . . . a Grievar Knight . . .” His voice trailed off.

The glowing spectral wisps returned to the Circle like flies gathering on a fresh kill. They landed on the cold auralite steel ring and balled up again in a floating cluster above. As more of the wisps arrived, the light shining on the Circle grew brighter. Fresh biometrics flashed onto the feed.

It was time for the next fight, and Murray needed another ale.

* * *

Murray drew the cowl of his cloak over his head as he exited Thaloo’s den, stepping directly into the clamor of Markspar Row.

Stores, bars, and inns lined the street, with smaller carts selling acrid-scented foods on the cobbles out front. Gaudily dressed hawkers peddled their wares, yapping like bayhounds in a variety of tongues. Buyers jostled past him as ragged, soot-faced children darted underfoot.

Much had changed since Murray had first returned to the Underground.

Two decades ago, he’d proudly walked Markspar Row with an entourage of trainers in tow. He’d been met with cheers, claps on the back, the awed eyes of Deep brood looking up at him. He’d been proud to represent the Grievar from below.

Now Murray made a habit of staying off the main thoroughfares. He came to the Deep alone and quietly. He doubted anyone would recognize him after all these years, with his overgrown beard and sagging stomach.

A man in a nearby stall shrieked at Murray, “Top-shelf protein! Tested for the Cimmerian Shade! Vat-grown in Ezo’s central plant! Certified for real taste by the Growers Guild!” The small bald hawker held up a case with a mess of labels stamped across it.

Compared to the wiry hawker, Murray was large. Though his gut had expanded over the past decade and his ruffled beard was now grey-streaked, he posed a formidable presence. From beneath the cut-off sleeves of his cloak, his knotted forearms and callused hands hung like twin cudgels. Flux tattoos crisscrossed the length of Murray’s arms from elbows to fingertips, shifting their pigmented curves as he clenched his fists. His sharp nose twisted at the center, many times broken, and his ears swelled like fat toads. His face was overcast, with two alarmingly bright yellow eyes penetrating from beneath his brow.

Murray turned in to a narrow stone passageway sheltered from the central clamor of the row. He passed another hawker, a whitehaired lady hidden behind her stand of fruit.

“The best heartbeat grapes. Clerics say eat just a few per day and you’ll outlive an archivist.” She smiled at him and gestured to her selection of fruit, each swollen and pulsing with ripeness. Halfway down the alley, as the sounds of the market continued to fade, Murray stopped in front of a beat-up oaken door. A picture of a bat with its teeth bared was barely visible on the faded awning overhead.

The Bat always smelled of spilled ale and sweat. An assortment of Grievar and Grunt patrons crowded the floor. Mercs keeping an ear to the ground for contract jobs, harvesters taking a break from planting on the steppe, diggers dressed in dirt from a nearby excavation project.

SystemView was live and blaring from several old boards hanging from the far wall.

And now . . . broadcasting from Ezo’s Capital, in magnificent Albright Stadium . . .

The one thing that brought together the different breeds was a good SystemView fight. Though most of the folk living in the Underground were Ezonian citizens, their allegiances often were more aligned with the wagers they placed in the Circles.

Most of the Bat’s patrons were tuned in to the screens, some swaying and nearly falling out of their chairs, with empty bottles surrounding them. Two dirt-encrusted Grunts slurred their words as Murray pushed past them toward the bar.

“Fegar’s got the darkin’ reach! No way ’e’ll be able to take my boy down!”

“You tappin’ those neuros too hard, man? He took Samson down an’ he’s ten times the wrestler!”

Grunts weren’t known for their smarts. They were bred for hard labor like mining, hauling, harvesting, or clearing, though Murray often wondered if drinking might be their real talent. He didn’t mind the Grunts, though—they did their jobs and didn’t bother anyone. They didn’t meddle with Grievar lives. They didn’t govern from the shadows. They weren’t Daimyo.

The man behind the bar was tall and corded, with near-obsidian skin. The left side of his face drooped, and his bald head gleamed with sweat as he wiped down the counter.

Murray approached the bar and caught the man’s good eye. “Your finest Deep ale.”

The man poured a stein of the only ale on tap, then broke into a wide half grin. “Old Grievar, what brings you to my fine establishment on such a sunny day in the Deep?”

Murray took a swig of the ale, wiping the foam off his lips. “Same thing every year, Anderson. I’m here to lay back and sweat out my worries at the hot springs. Then I figure I’ll stop by the Courtesan Houses for a week or so ’fore returning to my Adar Hills mansion back Upworld.”

Anderson chuckled, giving Murray a firm wrist-to-wrist grasp from across the bar. “Good to see you, old friend. Though you’re uglier than I remember.”

“Same to you.” Murray feigned a grimace. “That face of yours reminds me of how you always forgot to cover up the right high kick.”

Anderson grinned as he wiped down the bar. Both men were quiet as they watched the SystemView broadcast on the lightboard above.

The feed panned across Albright Stadium, showing thousands of cheering spectators in the stands before swooping toward the gleaming Circle at the heart of the arena. Two Grievar squared off in the Circle—one standing for Ezo and the other for the empire of Kiroth.

Murray downed his ale and set the cup on the bar for Anderson to refill.

A list of grievances popped up in one corner of the screen to remind viewers of what was at stake in the bout: rubellium reserves in one of the long-disputed border regions between Ezo and Kiroth, worth millions of bits, thousands of jobs, and the servitude of the pastoral harvesters who lived out there.

The fate of nations held in the sway of our fists.

The fight began, and Murray watched quietly, respectfully, as a Grievar should. Not like crowds modernday—booing and clapping, hissing and spitting. No respect for combat.

Anderson sighed as Ezo’s Grievar Knight attacked the Kirothian with a flurry of punches. “Do you remember it? Even taking those hits, those were good days.”

“Prefer not to remember it.” Murray took another gulp of his ale.

“I know you don’t, friend. But I hold on to my memories. Blood, sweat, and broken bones. Locking on a choke or putting a guy down with a solid cross. That feeling after, lying awake and knowing you’d done something—made a difference.”

“What’s the darkin’ difference? I don’t see any. Same lofty bat shit going on up above.” Murray sniffed the air. “Still got that same dank smell down here.”

“You know what I mean,” Anderson said. “Fighting for the good of the nation. Making sure Ezo stays on top.”

“I know what you mean, and that’s just what those Daimyo politiks up there say all the time. For the good of the nation. That’s why I’m down here. Every year, the same thing for a decade now. Sent Deep to find fresh Grievar meat.”

“You don’t think the Scout program is working?” Anderson asked.

Murray took another long swig. “We’ll discover the next Artemis Halberd. That’s what that smug bastard Callen always says. The man doesn’t know how to piss straight in a Circle, yet he’s got command of an entire wing of Citadel.”

“You never saw eye to eye with Commander Albright—”

“The man’s a coward! How can he lead? The Daimyo might as well have installed one of their own to Command. Either way, doesn’t make a difference. Scouts—the whole division is deepshit. Grievar-kin are born to fight. Thousands of years of breeding says so. We’re not made to creep around corners, dealing out bits like hawkers.”

“Times are different, old friend,” Anderson said. “Things are more complicated. Citadel has got to keep up; otherwise, Ezo falls behind. Kiroth’s had a Scout program for two decades now. They say even the Desovians are on their way to developing one.”

“They know it’s just the scraps down here, Anderson,” Murray said. “Kids that don’t fare a chance. And even if one of them did make it? What have we got to show for it? Me and you. For all those years we put in together in service. The sacrifices—”

Their conversation was interrupted as the door to the bar swung open with a thud. Three men walked in. Grievar.

Anderson sighed and put his hand on Murray’s shoulder. “Take it easy.”

The first to enter had piercings running along his jawline, glinting beside a series of dark flux tattoos stamped on his cheekbones. The other two were as thick as Murray and looked to be twins, with matching grizzled faces and cauliflowered ears.

The fluxed man immediately caught Murray’s stare from the bar. “Ah! If it isn’t the mighty one himself!”

Murray left his seat with alarming speed and moved toward the man.

Anderson shouted a warning from behind the bar. The man threw a wide haymaker at Murray, who casually tucked his shoulder, deflecting the blow, before dropping levels and exploding from a crouch into the man’s midline. Murray wrapped his arms around the man’s knees, hoisted him into the air, then drove him straight through a nearby table, which splintered in every direction.

Murray blinked. He was still in his seat by the bar, the pierced Grievar hovering over him with a derisive smirk on his face.

“Nothing to say anymore, huh, old man? I can’t imagine what it’s like. Getting sent down here to do the dirty work. Digging through the trash every year.”

Murray ignored the man and took another swig of his ale. “Think any of your trash will even make it through the Trials this year?” the man taunted. “Didn’t one of your kids make it once? What ever happened to him? Oh, I remember now . . .”

Anderson pushed three ales across the bar. “Cydek, these are on the house. Why don’t you and your boys find a place over in that corner there so we don’t have any trouble?”

Cydek smirked as he took the drinks. He turned to Murray as he was walking away. “I’m scouting Lampai tomorrow. Why don’t you tail me and I can show you how it’s done? You can see some real Grievar in action. Nice change of pace from watching kids fighting in the dirt.”

Murray kept his eyes fixed on the lightboard above the bar. SystemView was now replaying the fight’s finish in slow motion. The broadcaster’s voice cut through the quieted Ezonian crowd at Albright Stadium.

What an upset! And with the simple justice of a swift knee, Kiroth takes the Adarian Reserves!

Anderson leaned against the bar in front of Murray and poured himself an ale as he watched the knockout on replay. “The way things are going, I hope the Scout program starts working . . . or anything, for that matter. Otherwise, we’ll be drinking that Kirothian swill they call mead next time I see you.”

Murray let a smile crease his face, though he felt the tension racking his muscles. He downed his ale.

* * *

Murray realized he’d had a few too many, even for a man of his size, as he stumbled down Markspar Row. The duskshift was at its end and the arrays that lined the cavern ceiling bathed the Underground in a dying red glow. Murray had stayed at the Bat chatting about old times with Anderson for the entire evening.

Though he often denied it, he did miss the light. He wished he were back in fighting form, as he had been during his service.

That’s the thing with us Grievar. We rot.

He cracked his knuckles as he walked in no particular direction.

Murray felt his body decaying like the old foundations of this crumbling Underground city. His back always hurt. Nerve pain shot up his sides whether sitting, standing, sleeping—it didn’t matter. His neck was always stiff as a board. His wrists, elbows, and ankles had been broken multiple times and seemed like they could give way at any moment. Even his face was numb, a leathery exterior that didn’t feel like his own anymore. He remembered a time when his body was fluid. His arms and legs had moved as if there were a slick layer of oil between every joint, seamlessly connecting takedowns into punches into submissions.

He’d seen his fair share of trips to medwards to sew up gashes and mend broken bones, but he’d always felt smooth, hydraulic. Now Murray’s joints and bones scraped together with dry friction as he walked.

It was his own fault, though. Murray had his chance to stay young and he’d missed it. The first generation of neurostimulants had debuted when he was at the top of his fight game. Most of his team had started popping the stims under the recommendation of then–Deputy Commander Memnon. “We need the edge over the enemy,” Memnon had urged the team of Grievar Knights.

Coach hadn’t agreed with Memnon—the two had been at each other’s throats for those last few years. Coach believed taking stims was sacrilege, against the Combat Codes. The simplest precept of them all: No tools, no tech.

The man would often mutter to Murray, “Live and die like we’re born—screaming, with two clenched, bloody fists.”

It wasn’t long after the stims started circulating that Coach left his post. The breach in Command had grown too wide. Memnon would do anything to give Ezo the edge, even if that meant harnessing Daimyo tech. Coach would rather die than forsake the Codes.

Even after Coach left, Murray kept to his master’s teachings. He’d refused to take stims. A few of his teammates had stayed clean too—Anderson, Leyna, Hanrin, old Two-Tooth. At first, they’d kept up with the rest of the team. Murray had even held on to the captain’s belt. It wasn’t until a few years later that he’d felt it.

It had been barely perceptible: a takedown getting stuffed, a jab snapping in front of his face before he realized it was coming. Those moments started adding up, though. Murray aged. He got slower and weaker while the rest of Ezo’s Grievar Knights maintained their strength under the neurostimulants.

And then came the end. That fight in Kiroth. His whole team, his whole nation, depending on Murray. Everything riding on his back. And he’d failed.

Wherever Coach was right now, he’d be spitting in the dirt if he could see what Murray had become. Skulking in the shadows, stuck with a lowly Grievar Scout job, to be forgotten. Another cog in the Daimyo machine.

Before Murray realized it, the light had nearly faded. The streets were quiet as most Deep folk returned to their homes for the blackshift.

Murray was walking on autopilot toward Lampai Stadium, now only a stone’s throw away, looming above him like a hibernating beast. Shadows clung to him here, deep pockets of darkness filling the folds of his cloak as he made his way to the base of the stadium.

Murray stopped abruptly, standing in front of Lampai’s entrance. He stared at the old concrete wall and the black wrought-iron gates. He craned his head at the stadium’s rafters towering above him.

Murray placed his hand against a gold plaque on the gate.

It was cold to the touch. It read:


LAMPAI STADIUM, CONSTRUCTION DATE: 121 P.A.

LET THIS BE THE FIRST OF MANY ARENAS, TO SERVE AS A SYMBOL OF OUR SWORN ARMISTICE AND A CONSTANT REMINDER OF THE DESTRUCTION WE ARE CAPABLE OF. HERE SHALL GRIEVAR GIVE THEIR BLOOD, IN HONOR AND PRIVILEGE. THEY FIGHT SO THE REST SHALL NOT HAVE TO.



“We fight so the rest shall not have to,” Murray whispered. He had once believed those words. The first precept of the Codes. He would repeat the mantra over and over before his fights, shouting it as he made entrances into stadiums around the world.

The Mighty Murray Pearson. He’d been a force of nature, a terror in the Circle. Now he was just another shadow under these rafters.

Murray inhaled deeply, his chest filling with air. He pushed it all out again.

* * *

Murray returned to Thaloo’s every day that week and saw more of the same. Just like it had been every year before. The wellnourished, stronger Grievar brood beating down the weaker lacklights. There was little skill involved; the brutal process pitted the weak against the strong. The strong always won.

Eventually, the weaker brood wore down. Patrons didn’t want to buy the broken ones, which meant that Thaloo’s team of Taskers was wasting their time training them. Thaloo was wasting bits on their upkeep. So, like rotten fruit, the slave Circle owner would throw the kids back to the streets where he found them. Their chance of survival was slim.

Murray’s head throbbed as he stepped back to the edge of the Circle. Spectral wisps gathered above as the light intensified on the dirt fighting floor.

The first Grievar emerged from the side entrance, stopping by his Tasker’s corner. He looked to be about fifteen, tall for his age, with all the hallmarks of purelight Grievar blood—cauliflowered ears, a thick brow, bulging forearms, bright eyes.

The boy’s head was shaved like all the brood at Thaloo’s to show off the brand fluxed on his scalp. Like any other product in the Deep, patrons needed to see his bit-price. This kid looked to be of some value—several of the vultures were eyeing him like a slab of meat.

The Tasker slapped the boy in the face several times, gripping his shoulders and shaking him before prodding him into the Circle. The boy responded to the aggression with his own, gnashing his teeth and slamming his fist against his chest as he stalked the perimeter. The crowd clapped and hooted with anticipation.

The second boy did not look like he belonged in the Circle. He was younger than his opponent and gaunt, his thin arms dangling at his sides. A mop of black hair hung over the boy’s brow. Murray shook his head. They’d just taken the kid off the streets, and hadn’t even put in the effort to brand him yet.

The boy walked into the Circle without expression, avoiding eye contact with his opponent and the crowd around him. He found his designated start position and stood completely still as the glowing spectrals rose from the Circle’s frame and began to cluster above.

“The taller, dark one—name’s Marcus. Saw ’im yesterday.” Calsans pulled up to Murray’s side, just as he’d done every day this week. Murray expected the parasite to ask him for a favor any moment now. Or perhaps he was one of Callen’s spies, sent to ensure Murray didn’t go rogue.

“Nearly kicked right through some lacklight.” Calsans smirked. “This little sod is gonna get thrashed.”

The skinny boy stood motionless, his arms straight by his sides. At first, Murray thought the boy’s eyes were cast at the dirt floor, but at second glance, Murray saw his eyes were closed. Clamped shut.

“Thaloo’s putting blind kids in the Circle now . . .” Murray growled.

“Sometimes, he likes to give the patrons a show,” Calsans said. “Bet he’s workin’ on building Marcus’s bit-price. Fattening him up for sale.”

The fight began as Marcus assumed a combat stance and bobbed forward, feinting jabs and bouncing on the balls of his feet.

“It’s like one of them Ezonian eels about to eat a guppy,” Calsans remarked.

Murray looked curiously at the blind boy as his opponent stalked toward him. The boy still wasn’t moving. Though his posture wasn’t aggressive, he didn’t look afraid. He almost looked . . . relaxed.

“Wouldn’t be so sure,” Murray replied.

Marcus approached striking distance and feigned a punch at the blind boy before whipping a high round kick toward his head. A split second before the shin connected, the boy dropped below the kick and shot forward like a coiled spring, wrapping around one of the kicker’s legs. The boy clung to the leg as his opponent tried to shake him off vigorously, but he stayed attached. He drove his shoulder into Marcus’s knee, throwing him off-balance into the dirt.

The boy began to climb his opponent’s body, immobilizing his legs and crawling onto his torso.

“Now this is getting good,” Murray said as he watched the blind boy go to work.

Marcus heaved forward with his full strength, pushing the boy off him while reversing to top position. Hungry for a finish again, Marcus straddled the younger boy’s torso, reared up, and hurled a punch downward. The boy slipped the punch, angling his chin at just the right moment, his opponent’s fist glancing off his jaw.

Marcus howled in pain as his hand crunched against the hard dirt. Biometrics flashed red on the lightboard above.

Capitalizing on bottom position, the blind boy grasped Marcus’s elbow and dragged the limp arm across his body, using the leverage to pull himself up and around onto his opponent’s back.

Murray raised an eyebrow. “Well, look at that. Darkin’ smooth back take.”

The crowd suddenly was paying close attention to the turn of events. Several spectators hooted in approval of the upset while others jeered at a potential bit-loss on their bets.

Murray saw the shock in Marcus’s eyes. This was supposed to be an easy win for the Grievar, a fight to pad his record. His Tasker probably told him to finish the blind boy in a brutal fashion. Instead, Marcus was the one fighting for survival, looking like he was treading water in a tank of razor sharks. Marcus grunted as he pushed himself off the ground. He stood and tried to shuck the boy off his back, bucking wildly, but the climber wrapped around him even tighter.

The blind boy began to snake his hands across Marcus’s neck, shooting his forearm beneath the chin to apply a choke. Either as a last resort or out of pure helplessness, Marcus dropped backward like a felled tree, slamming the boy on his back into the dirt with a thud. A cloud of dust billowed into the air on impact. The crowd hushed as the little boy was crushed beneath his larger opponent’s bulk.

Murray held his breath as the dust settled.

The blind boy was still clinging to his opponent, his two bony arms latched around his neck, constricting, ratcheting tighter. The boy squeezed until Marcus’s eyes rolled back into his head and his arms went limp.

The light flared and died out, the spectrals breaking from their cluster and dissipating into the den.

The boy rolled out from beneath his unconscious opponent, his face covered in dirt and blood, his eyes clamped shut.




CHAPTER 2

Dreams from the Underground


A Grievar needs neither tools nor technologies to enhance their physical prowess. One that resorts to shortcuts on the path to mastery will find themselves weakened. When such an individual faces true adversity, their trappings of strength will falter.

Passage One, Twelfth Precept of the Combat Codes


Just a few minutes more.

The sun peeked over the window frame and cast a shard of light at the boy.

He squeezed his eyes shut.

He half expected to hear the old master’s gruff voice from outside the loft, yelling at them to get up and begin another day of training. Though the boy was curled up on his pallet, he could already feel his muscles aching in anticipation of the arduous day ahead: sprinting across the black sand beach, carrying boulders beneath the waves, climbing to the top of the seaside cliffs.

Arry licked his face with her wet tongue, trying to wake him.

The salty breeze wafted through the window, bringing with it the pungent smell of fish drying on the stone slab outside. The sigil sparrows began their morning chatter, and as usual, Arry tried to join the birds’ chorus, yelping in his ear.

He rolled over, grabbing Arry to silence her, burying his face in her warm fur. She smelled like a tuft of washed-up seagrass.

Just a few minutes more.

The sun crested the window, the light pulsing against the boy’s clenched eyelids. He wanted to hold on to the peaceful darkness. He wanted to let the tide lull him back to sleep. He wanted to lie still while the world around him moved on.

He opened his eyes.

* * *

The boy sat in the dim cell, watching the little wisp dance. He stared at the floating ball of light until it filled his field of vision with a white shroud. He concentrated on his breath, focusing on deep inhales and slow exhales.

He could only stare at the wisp for so long. Eventually, the boy flinched in pain and pulled his eyes from the light.

When he looked away, the deep shadows of his cell returned, curtains of darkness that hung around him. He stretched out his arms and touched the cold stone walls, tracing his hands along every familiar fissure.

The boy didn’t mind the darkness of his cell. He felt at home in the shadows. It was the light that had taken time to get used to.

When he had first stumbled into the Underground, the light had burned his eyes. The white beams had rained down on him from the arrays above. He’d clamped his eyes shut, clawed at his face, screamed in agony.

Despite being dressed only in dried blood, he hadn’t garnered more than a passing glance on the Underground’s streets. No one had stopped to offer him help when he’d curled up in the shadows of some looming building, desperately trying to escape the light. They’d assumed he was just another Grievar kid, used up in the slave Circles and tossed out on the streets. Eventually, he’d get swept up by the mechs like any other piece of garbage. Someone must have been convinced that the boy still had some life in him, though, some worth that could be wrung out of his frail body. Maybe they’d been convinced by his screams as they attempted to pull him from the shadows.

He’d woken up in this cell. The little wisp of light had appeared on his first day here, hovering in the corner amid the cobwebs.

Today, he’d kept his eyes on the wisp for one hundred breaths before flinching away.

Every day in the cell, he’d trained himself to stare at the light. Slowly and agonizingly, the burning effects had faded. The explosions of white had become smaller and the blasts of brightness softer.

It was a momentous feat for the boy, considering he’d kept his eyes wired shut for weeks to avoid the light. Even when his captors dragged him out to fight, he kept his eyes shut, much to their dismay.

Not that being blind had mattered during the boy’s fights so far. The opponents they put him up against were slow. He could hear them lumbering toward him, their labored breath betraying their movements. Though the boy was hardly an effective striker without his vision, his grappling was unhindered. Once he got ahold of his opponent, he didn’t need to see.

He heard footsteps coming from outside his cell door, and on cue, the wisp disappeared, leaving him in the familiar darkness.

“Get yerself eatin’, you lacklight twig!”

The boy had been called many names down here so far, derogatory terms in a variety of languages he didn’t understand and every manner of insult he could imagine. Lacklight, scumslagger, scrapdog, blindbrood. But the boy remembered his real name. He hadn’t lost that, like so much else. Cego.

A slot opened at the base of the door and a metal plate covered in green slop slid through. His captors called the food fighting greens.

The slot stayed open for a moment longer and Cego could feel the familiar eyes of the guard peering in at him, waiting for him to spoon the slop into his mouth.

Cego kept his eyes shut, pretending to grope at the stone floor for his food. He let his captors think he was blind.

A perceived weakness is strength, and a flaunted strength is weakness. The old master’s baritone voice echoed in Cego’s head.

“Darkin’ blindbrood. Eat, don’t eat, see if I care.”

The slot rattled shut and Cego heard the guard spit on the floor outside his cell.

“Think yer doin’ good so far, eh, boy?”

Cego didn’t respond. They’d heard his screams when they took him off the streets, but he hadn’t given them anything since.

“Seen yer type before. Boss probably thinks you’ll bring in the bits,” the guard said from outside the door. “Like when we had that one-legged kid; patrons liked that too. Freak would hop around the Circle pretty fast, actually won a fight throwin’ jabs. Then boss matched him up with a good kicker with sharpened shins. Snapped his good leg clean right at the knee. No-leg is what we called him after that.” The guard chuckled as he walked away.

Cego waited until he was sure the man was gone before he opened his eyes and stared at the rusted metal plate in front of him. He reached forward and pawed some of the watery green mush into his mouth, chewing and swallowing it lifelessly. Cego hadn’t eaten his first few days down here and he’d paid for it, nearly blacking out during his first bout. Now he forced himself to eat, as disgusting as the greens looked.

Making sure he was eating regularly was just one of many things that Cego was getting used to.

He pulled a tattered blanket tight to his shoulders as he tossed the metal plate aside. Though Cego was more than familiar with pain, the cold here was different from pain. The cold lingered; it crept into his bones and made his nose run. Cego longed to stand beneath the warm sun, feeling the sand between his toes.

Here in the Underground, Cego had realized he could wither away. He’d been helpless on the streets for days, unable even to push himself off the ground. If not for his captors hauling him off the pavement, he’d have likely starved to death.

Cego threw the blanket off his shoulders and dropped to the floor. He started with push-ups, sit-ups, and planks. He reached up and grasped the edge of the doorframe for a set of pull-ups, ignoring the splinters that dug into his fingers. He bloodied his knees on the cold stone floor as he shot for takedowns—crouching low, stepping deep, and driving forward with his hips. He thrashed back and forth in the tiny cell like a tanked shark.

Cego shadowboxed imaginary opponents until his arms shivered with weariness. He threw round kicks, the tight stone walls tearing the skin from his feet as he spun around. Sweat and blood pooled in the cobbled crevices of his cell.

He would not wither away.

Though many things were alien to Cego in this Underground world—the light, the cold, the food, the folk, their languages—combat was not one of them.

Combat’s familiar scent was fragrant here, wafting down the dark stone hallways and blooming in the raucous dens. Combat blared on the boards hanging from the walls and echoed in the conversations of every guard, patron, drunk reveler, and bit-rich hawker. Combat glimmered in the eyes of the Grievar, men and women like Cego, some barrel-chested and visibly scarred from battle, some hidden beneath their cloaks, lurking in the shadows.

Combat was alive here in the Underground, and Cego was born to fight.

* * *

Though it hurt to stare at the wisp for too long, Cego was fond of the little thing. It appeared on routine in the corner of his cell, hovering and pulsing as if trying to communicate with him.

“There are many more of you, aren’t there?”

Cego had gotten in the habit of talking to the wisp. Though it never replied, it felt good to use his voice after keeping silent for so long. He made sure the guard was out of earshot before he started up his one-sided conversations.

“I saw more of your kind out there. Floating around the giant machines, heading up top where the lights are. It hurt to look at,” Cego admitted. The memory of the blinding light shining down on the Underground streets was seared into Cego’s mind.

“Why aren’t you flying around with the rest?” Cego asked.

Only now could he start to remember what he’d seen when he stumbled into the Underground. Vast ceilings so far up that they looked like craggy grey skies. Buildings towering above him and strange mechs whirring past him. Thousands of folk strolling by and ignoring Cego’s bloody, crumpled body on the pavement.

Perhaps this little wisp was his only friend down here. Though the guard took a particular interest in swearing at Cego from outside the cell door, he didn’t think that was a likely sign of friendship.

“If I were you, I’d go back to my family,” Cego said, sweeping his hand at the wisp as if trying to shoo it away.

The wisp didn’t budge—it pulsed in the corner stubbornly.

Cego halted his conversation as he heard footsteps echoing down the corridor outside his cell. The wisp blinked away.

There were several footfalls this time: two men. He listened to the dull thud of their boots on the stone. One of them was large, probably near two hundred fifty pounds.

Cego squeezed his eyes shut and sat up on the wooden plank as he heard the door rattle.

“Lacklight scumslagger, yer time’s come!”

The door opened and rough hands grabbed his shoulders. Cego’s muscles tensed.

They pulled him up and dragged him out of the cell. “Kid smells like a Deep rat nest.”

“All asses can’t be as clean as yours, Aldo,” the other replied as they pulled Cego down a long hallway.

“I’m tellin’ you, shower spouts is the good stuff. None of that cold bucket of water o’er the head Deep-native shit for me anymore.”

“Who says I put any water on my head?” the other man said. “Soap-eaters got you talkin’ like them, smellin’ like them, even. Clean. All the girls smell like soap and flowers now. Rather my woman smelled like dirt and blood. Natural, like a real Grievar.”

The one called Aldo snorted. “Whatever. Boss wants us to clean this blindbrood up, whether you like it or not. Gotta get ’em processed.”

They continued until Cego felt the guards’ grips tighten on his shoulders. They shoved him through a doorframe, and the stone floor under his feet was replaced with a cold metallic surface.

“Let’s get you clean,” Aldo said menacingly.

They pushed Cego onto a metal table. He didn’t struggle. Cego heard a buzzing noise getting closer to his head.

Something cold cut into him and he felt a chunk of his hair drop to the ground. They were shaving him.

“This is gonna hurt a bit.” One of the men chuckled after Cego’s head was shaved clean. They held him down tightly. He clenched his teeth as something seared into his scalp. He could smell his burning flesh, but he didn’t cry out.

They made Cego strip his dirty clothes off and step into a large vat of cold water. They laughed as they forced his head beneath the water, his raw scalp stinging as he went under. After Cego came out of the vat, dripping wet, the guards weighed him and measured his height. They scrubbed a layer of skin off his body with a wire brush. They provided him with a pair of pants with a drawstring to keep them up before pulling him out of the room.

The guards were quiet as they pulled Cego into an adjacent room. The two were suddenly bereft of their routine cackles.

Cego felt a bulbous hand grab his face, lifting his chin to the air.

“He’s not blind, you idiots,” a toadlike voice croaked. Cego felt someone’s rotten breath close to his face.

“What? Boss—he can’t even piss straight in his cell pot, we’re sure he’s—”

“He’s not blind.” The one called boss interrupted the guard.

“But—but how about his fights? Why’d he . . . ?”

“That’s what I’m wondering too,” the boss said. “See the movement under his lids? He’s shut his eyes but they’re still trying to see. The eyes of a real blindbrood would have given up long ago.”

“The little shitstain, foolin’ us like that,” one of the guards murmured.

“Open your eyes,” the boss commanded Cego flatly.

Cego didn’t respond. His feigned blindness was the only advantage he had over his captors right now. The only technique he had hidden in his back pocket.

“Open your eyes or I’ll have Aldo here stick a knife in them to see if you care that they’re really gone.”

The tone of the boss’s voice made Cego believe the threat. The old master’s voice echoed in Cego’s head. Know when to hold on to your position tightly and when to let go. Grasp for too long and you’ll end up in an inferior position.

Cego opened his eyes.

The man in front of him was enormous. His girth seemed to strain against the chair’s sides. He looked at Cego like a piece of meat on display, smacking his lips.

“Hmmm. Golden eyes. Haven’t seen that one before. He’s Grievar brood for sure, but I can’t tell what sort,” the boss said. He examined Cego and spoke to him condescendingly. “Who’s your mammy, little gold-eyes? What sort of line are you from? Got some Grunt in you, maybe?”

Cego stared at him blankly.

“Just another street boy, then.” The man turned to Aldo. “You said you found him down by Lampai? Are you sure he isn’t one of ours, or maybe escaped from Saulo’s Circle across town?”

Aldo shook his head. “Neither, boss. We scanned him, checked the archives—nothing in there. Real strange. Usually got some light trail on these kids.”

“Where did you come from, boy?” The man continued to eye Cego.

Cego met his gaze silently.

“Always such anger from some of these boys.” Spittle flew from the man’s lips as he spoke. “You don’t realize that Pappy Thaloo here is helping you, little gold-eyes. I could throw you back on the streets. Let you end up sweeping the floors or serving food on a platter for some bit-rich Daimyo. You’d go through life with a hole in your heart, always feeling the pull of the light, not knowing why you felt so empty.”

The man called Thaloo paused, licking his lips. “You can fulfill your lightpath here, your destiny. Fighting is what you were born to do, little gold-eyes. I’m helping you; can’t you see it? If you do well, you’ll be treated well. Maybe even end up getting bought by a patron, serving a family or business with honor. Doing some good in this world! Don’t you understand?”

Cego’s gut told him to stay silent.

“They never see.” Thaloo sighed, a horrid croak of a noise. “You’ll thank me someday, little gold-eyes.” Thaloo swiveled his chair and started to thumb through images on a handheld screen. “Put him on a crew. Let’s see how he does with Tasker Ozark, shall we?”

Thaloo turned back to Cego as the guards began to pull him out of the room. “Keep your eyes open this time, boy. You’ll need them.”

* * *

The yard had tall stone walls with high grated windows that opened to the Underground’s street level. Trails of faintly glowing moss ran along some of the walls, and the yard’s ground was made of compacted red dirt.

Eight boys with shaved heads were running in a circle around the perimeter of the yard. They were tied together with a knotted rope looped around their waists.

When one boy at the end of the line tripped, he was dragged along the dirt floor by the other boys who kept moving, unknowing or uncaring of the fallen. The boy running in front looked like an ox, his leg muscles bulging and a vein in his forehead pulsing as he yanked the rest of the line forward.

A man stood in the center of the circle. He yelled in a gravelly voice at the boys to move faster, to pull harder, and to get up off the floor. He did not seem like a pleasant man.

The guard brought Cego over to him. “Tasker Ozark. Got a new recruit here for your crew.”

“My crew is already full; must be a mistake,” Ozark replied without taking his eyes off the runners. Cego could see Ozark had a strange audio device implanted in his throat from which his grating voice vibrated.

The guard pushed further. “Boss’s orders, Ozark; he says this boy here is to be placed in your crew for acclimation and training.”

“If the boss says so, fine. That means these boys will be splitting their food for nine instead of eight.” Ozark turned his faded yellow eyes on Cego. The man’s face appeared to be locked in a permanent frown. “Other boys won’t be happy about it, though.”

The guard nodded and left Cego standing in the yard with Ozark.

“Whoever you think you are, or think you were, forget it now, boy. What you now are is the property of Thaloo, and as his property, you are now my property. I’m your Tasker, meaning my word is your task. When I say crawl, you crawl. If I say swing, you swing.”

Ozark stopped to yell at the boy at the end of the line. “Get out of the dirt and start moving again, you little maggot! Move or you’ll end up doing sloth carries until blackshift!” The little boy looked like he was about to pass out. He had tears running down his dirtstreaked face as he was dragged behind the line. He barely managed to pull himself up with the rope before beginning to move again.

Ozark continued, “I have one task, and that is to make you strong enough to win in the Circle. You winning means I did my job. You winning means you are worth more for Thaloo-loo-looloo-loo-loo—” Ozark’s voice box was stuck in some sort of loop. He slapped the back of his neck and it stopped repeating. Cego couldn’t help but crack a smile at the strange occurrence.

Ozark’s frown cut even deeper, which Cego hadn’t thought possible until he saw it. “Halt!” the Tasker called out robotically, and the eight boys came to a sudden stop, panting with relief. Some keeled over and others fell to the ground in exhaustion.

“Circle Crew Nine! You have a new member. I’d like to introduce him to you. His name is . . .” Ozark waited.

Cego hesitated to meet the eyes of the eight fatigued boys. “Cego.”

“Cego. Your new friend here, Cego, thinks what you’re doing is funny. He was over here laughing at you, telling me that you looked like a bunch of half-wits running around in circles. Says he could do twice the job of any one of you.”

The boys glared back at Cego. The big, heavily muscled one in front of the line flexed his shoulders and stomped the dirt like a bull ready to charge.

“How do you think we should welcome Cego to Circle Crew Nine? After all, he’ll be spending every minute with you now, training alongside you, eating your food, pissing in your pot. He deserves a fair welcome, no?”

Ozark tugged at the scruff on his chin, made up of several long, wiry hairs. “Ah, I know. In honor of Cego’s welcome, we’ll continue your training for an extra two hours. You’ll probably miss your duskshift meal and go to bed hungry, but I think we should put Cego’s interest in catching up first.”

A visible slumping of shoulders shuddered through the crew. They already looked worn as it was.

“Let’s get our friend Cego right onto task. Back to rope runs,” Ozark barked.

Cego was tied in toward the middle of the pack. The rope had small metal hooks that latched directly into the loops on Cego’s pants. Ozark tightened the rope to decrease the slack between each boy.

The boy in front of Cego, who had a scar running across his jaw, turned around and whispered, “You be slaggin’ us bad. Crew’s gonna make you pay.”

The big ox at the front of the line eyed Cego before surging forward with a jerk, causing a chain reaction of boys bouncing into each other. One boy at the front of the line stumbled forward, and Cego saw a boy behind him fall to the ground and immediately get dragged in the dirt without any chance to get back to his feet, which created more work for the entire group.

Ozark sat back with a dirty grin, watching the entire ordeal, yelling at the crew to pick up their pace.

After Ozark was sufficiently pleased with the crew’s fatigue from rope runs—most were barely able to stand—he screamed, “Sloth carries!”

Each of the crew was to lift and carry another boy around the room until he fell to his knees.

Cego was paired with the scar-faced boy, who glared at him and refused to cooperate. When it was time to pick him up and run, the boy made it extremely difficult for Cego to get under him, shifting his weight and falling like a sack of turnips.

Cego breathed out, frustrated, while the boy stood back up with a smug grin on his face. Just as the scar-faced boy turned away, Cego shot toward his legs quickly and threw him onto his shoulders—a classic entry into the kata guruma shoulder throw.

The boy let out a grunt of surprise. He settled in to let Cego jog around the room with the rest of the crew. As he ran, Cego had a vivid memory of the old master making him drill kata guruma over and over for hours.

These boys were using a variety of inefficient methods to carry their partners. The ox was sweating profusely as he carried one of the smaller boys under his arm.

Ozark’s final task was called last boy hanging. There were a series of ropes draped from the ceiling around the perimeter of the room. The boys were to climb to the top of a rope and hang there for as long as possible.

“The boy who falls first has piss pot duty for the next week,” Ozark threatened.

Cego didn’t exactly know what piss pot duty was, but he knew he didn’t want it.

He scaled his rope within seconds, using his hands and feet in unison to crawl up it like an island ferrcat. From the top of the rope he could see the street’s light filtering through the window grates. It cast crimson shadows on Circle Crew Nine, each boy hanging from his rope, muscles shuddering from hours of hard work.

Why shouldn’t he beat them? Cego knew he could hang there for longer than the rest of the crew, perhaps well into the night. He could show them he was strong. Perhaps then they wouldn’t turn on him.

Cego looked to his right at the small boy hanging next to him, the same one who had been dragged at the back of the rope line. The little boy’s body shivered with strain and Cego saw tears streaming from the corners of his eyes.

Another of the boys, one with haughty yellow jackal eyes, taunted the crying boy. “Weep! Weep! You might as well drop now; you know you’ll be the first anyway. You lacklights were made to clean piss pots.”

Cego saw the little boy’s arms trembling. He wouldn’t last more than a few moments longer.

The old master’s voice echoed in Cego’s head again, this time louder than he’d ever heard it before, as if he were standing in the yard. We fight so the rest shall not have to.

Cego dropped to the ground, landing nimbly on his feet. He had been the first boy to fall.

He met Ozark’s stare.

* * *

Cego’s plan didn’t work out as he had envisioned. By showing weakness, he thought to make the crew forget the extra hours of training and shared food rationing. Instead, like a pack of wolves that smelled blood, they went after him.

After the grueling training session, Tasker Ozark held Cego back to drag all the equipment from the yard into storage for the night. Cego’s stomach rumbled as he finished the work. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday.

Cego finally returned to the Crew Nine bunks and found himself without any place to rest.

Although there was an extra cot for him, a strange assortment of metal cans lay strung together on top of the bed. The scar-faced boy popped his head out from the bunk above. Using his finger, he spooned a glop of green sludge out of a can and let out a loud burp. “That there be Modek’s bed.”

“Modek?” Cego asked.

“Right there, that be Modek,” the scar-faced boy replied, nodding at the pile of tin cans on the bed. The boy had an accent that Cego couldn’t place. “Crew decided he gets your greens tonight.”

The ox from the front of the rope line chimed in from the bunk across from them. His voice sounded like Cego thought it would, like a hollowed-out log. “Modek probably could’ve held on to that rope longer than you, weakling. That’s why he’s got your bed and you’ve gotta sleep on the floor,” he said matter-of-factly.

Another one of the boys slowly walked over to Cego with his arms crossed and his lips pursed. Cego recognized him as the jackal-eyed boy who had taunted the crying little one in the yard.

“Ah, now, Dozer, Knees, let’s see that our new crew member has a better welcome than this, as Tasker Ozark instructed,” the boy hissed. “No need for childish games. After all, we all will be tasking with . . . Cego, here, for who knows how long.”

The ox named Dozer interjected, hooting, “Till I get a patron!”

The jackal boy stared Dozer down. “Shut up, Dozer. Don’t interrupt me. And you won’t be getting a patron anytime soon.”

Dozer looked down at the floor. “But Shiar . . .”

“As I was saying, we need to welcome Cego to our crew, especially because he’s been so kind as to volunteer his piss pot skills for us,” Shiar said. “Why don’t we further our welcome to Cego and let him take on his new task tonight? After all, I am especially stuffed after polishing off all those cans of greens.” Shiar licked his lips. “Dozer, why don’t you start off with that famed stench of yours and get over to the pot?”

Dozer clapped his hands together and headed for the adjacent bathroom, glaring at Cego as he lumbered past. Shiar moved closer to Cego and whispered in his ear, “Don’t think I couldn’t see you let go of that rope on purpose. You won’t find any pity here, lacklight.”

A few other boys made their moves to the chamber pot after Dozer. The scar-faced boy, Knees, smirked as he brushed past Cego. “You be deepshittin’ it now.”

Shiar was the last to go and returned with a small wire brush, which he offered to Cego. “The pot is almost overflowing out there. I think more than half of it is Dozer’s. You’ll need to make sure it gets emptied out in the drain and then made sparkling clean with that brush. The dawnshift guard is quite the stickler, so make sure you get every spot in there.”

Several of the crew laughed in glee. Dozer thudded his hands against the metal bunk post.

Cego didn’t take the brush. He kept his hands down by his sides.

Cego knew fighting techniques, ways of movement, breathing, and energy conservation, but never had he been taught how to deal with other boys like this.

As if on cue, the old master’s voice spoke to Cego. You may need to give up position to gain position. Don’t be afraid to retreat, give in, let your opponent dictate your pace for a moment. Then, when they think they are in control, use momentum to your advantage.

Cego looked Shiar in the eye for a moment and then, with lightning speed, snatched the little brush from his hand. Shiar flinched but laughed it off. Cego took on the task, emptying and cleaning the pot with the tiny brush. He was surprised at how difficult it was to hold his breath while trying to scrub out every stain on the chamber pot. By the time he was done, his arms felt weak and he saw white spots from the lack of air.

Cego returned to the bunk. The rest of the boys appeared to be sleeping soundly.

He found a spot in the corner of the room and curled up on the cold stone floor, adjacent to the littlest boy’s cot. He quickly found out why the rest of the crew called the boy Weep—he was shuddering with sobs, trying to be silent, with a tattered sheet pulled over his face.

Cego forced his eyes shut, attempting to fall asleep as he listened to the boy cry.
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