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PART I: THE CHAMPION

Chapter One: The Reader

“—and if you are just joining us, you have missed nothing, because nothing has
happened yet, which is, I promise you, the most dangerous moment in any match Cassian
Ward plays.”

Reina Kwon had said some version of this sentence at the opening of perhaps four
hundred broadcasts across thirty years, first as a player, for the eleven seasons before her
knee ended that particular conversation, and then as the voice the civilisation had more or
less agreed it wanted in its ear for the other kind of conversation, the one that happened
after. She said it now the way she said everything in the booth, warmly, precisely, with an
unhurried confidence — she had once stood on that floor and knew exactly how much was
about to be asked of the eleven other bodies down there with him.

“Nothing has happened” was not quite true. The Lattice — eleven thousand spectators in
the bowl above it, four hundred million more arriving through their own preferred slice of
the broadcast, the modular floor beneath the players still locked in its opening
configuration, a wide unbroken plain of pale composite with a single dark sphere resting,
untouched, at its exact centre — had not yet received its first directive. The objective board
above the north stand still read, in the clean unadorned numerals the whole civilisation
had grown up reading without thinking about it, the only sentence a Breakfall match ever
began with.

OBJECTIVE: UNKNOWN.

It would not stay unknown for long. It never did. But for the eleven seconds between the
floor’s lock and the first directive’s broadcast, eleven thousand people in the bowl and four
hundred million more elsewhere held, by some shared and entirely unconducted instinct,
the same breath, because in those eleven seconds anything was still possible, and there was
nothing in the history of the sport that the systems had ever found a way to make those
eleven seconds anything other than exactly as unbearable as they had always been.

The directive came.
TRANSPORT: THE SPHERE TO THE NORTH MARK.

The Lattice’s floor woke. Twelve panels along the eastern third rose smoothly into a low
staggered stair; a section near the centre dropped away into a shallow channel that had not
existed nine seconds earlier; the north mark itself, previously a neutral patch of composite
indistinguishable from anything around it, lit with the soft directional pulse that told every
player and every spectator exactly where the sphere needed to go.



Eleven of the twelve players on the floor moved toward the sphere.
Cassian Ward moved toward the north mark.

“There it is,” Reina said, and she did not bother to keep the warmth out of her voice,
because thirty years had taught her there was no professional reason to. “There is the thing
they pay to see. Everyone else on that floor is solving the objective they were just given.
Ward is already three objectives ahead of it.”

He was not, strictly. Nobody was ever three objectives ahead; the game did not work
that way, and Reina knew it did not work that way better than almost anyone alive, having
spent eleven seasons learning exactly how it worked the hard way, with her body. What
Ward was doing — what he had been doing, with a consistency that had made him the
single most studied athlete of the era and had earned him, a decade ago now, the name that
had long since stopped being a nickname and become simply a fact about him — was
something closer to listening to a sentence before the speaker had finished it, hearing the
shape of where a thought was going from the first three words, and arriving, unhurried, at
the place the sentence would eventually land.

He reached the north mark eleven seconds before the sphere did. He had not sprinted.
He had walked, with an economical patience that had never, in his career, needed to hurry
toward a thing he already knew was coming, and he stood at the mark with his hands loose
at his sides, watching his opponents fight a structural battle across a channel and a
staggered stair to bring him a small dark object he had already, in every sense that
mattered, won.

The sphere arrived. He received it without ceremony. The objective board cleared, held
its breath for the same eleven unbearable seconds it always held, and changed.

DEFEND: THE NORTH MARK.

“And there,” Reina said, and now there was something in her voice that was not quite
delight, something closer to an ache at watching a thing done so well it became, briefly,
difficult to bear, “is the part nobody else in this league has solved in four years. He didn’t
reposition. He’s already standing on the only square of this entire floor he needed to be
standing on for both objectives at once. He read the shift before the board confirmed it. I
don’t know how he does it. I've asked him. He doesn’t entirely know either.”

The match lasted, in total, eleven minutes and forty seconds, across four further
objective shifts — a brief collaborative phase that saw Ward’s team and their nominal
opponents working, by the board’s sudden and absolute decree, toward the same goal for
ninety disorienting seconds; a destination phase that took half the floor on a scrambling,



undignified sprint across a Lattice that had reconfigured itself into something resembling a
half-collapsed staircase; a final defend phase that Ward’s team won by a margin so
comfortable that the broadcast’s own predictive overlay, which had been tracking probable
outcomes in real time along the bottom of every viewer’s frame, had stopped bothering to
update it fourteen seconds before the match actually ended.

It was, by the measure every analyst in the sport used, a routine victory. Ward’s team
had not been seriously threatened at any point after the second objective. The crowd,
eleven thousand strong, gave him the ovation they gave him after every routine victory,
which was enormous, and warm, and entirely without the electric uncertainty a true
contest produced, because there had not been one.

He took it the way he took all of them now — a raised hand, unhurried, a small private
nod toward the section where his team’s families sat, nothing performed, nothing withheld,
the gesture of a man who had made this particular motion enough times that it had worn a
comfortable groove into him and no longer required any decision at all.

In the tunnel afterward, Priya Okonkwo-Bell — his vice-captain for six seasons now, the
only person on the current roster who had been with him longer than four — fell into step
beside him with the easy unceremonious closeness of someone who had stopped needing to
ask permission to walk this particular hallway at this particular pace years ago.

“Eleven forty,” she said. “That’s the third match this season under twelve minutes.
You’re not even letting them get a foothold anymore.”

“The objectives were generous.”

“The objectives are never generous. You read them generously. There’s a difference and
you used to care about the difference.” She said it without heat, the way you’d note a fact
you’d noted before and expected to note again. “You used to talk about close ones. The
seven-minute matches used to bother you more than the forty-minute ones. You’d come
back here after an easy win and want to talk about what you’d have done if it had gone the
other way.”

Cassian was quiet for the length of the tunnel’s next turning, the crowd noise behind
them fading into the muffled roar of the next match’s crowd already arriving.

“I don’t know what I’d do if it went the other way anymore,” he said, finally, and he said
it lightly, the way you say a thing you have decided not to examine too closely in a hallway
with twenty seconds left before you reach the door. “It’s been a while since I had to find
out.”



Priya looked at him for a moment with an expression he didn’t quite catch, because he
was already reaching for the door, and the moment passed the way most of their moments
passed now, comfortably, without either of them deciding to make anything of it.

Everyone assumed he would win again. The broadcast assumed it. The crowd assumed
it. Priya, for all the small textured doubt in her voice in that tunnel, assumed it as
completely as anyone, because six seasons of watching him solve sentences before they
finished had given her no good reason yet to assume anything else.

Cassian Ward assumed it too.

Chapter Two: The Eighth

By the following morning, the number had found its way into every frame of coverage
quietly at first and then everywhere at once, the way large facts spread when no one is
managing them.

Seven.

Cassian Ward had won the World Championship seven times. No player in the recorded
history of the sport — and the sport had been played, in something close to its current form,
for over a hundred and thirty years, long enough that “recorded history” meant something
close to the whole of it — had ever won it more than five. The five-time champions were
legends; their names were taught to children alongside the rules themselves, their matches
preserved and re-broadcast and studied the way a civilisation studies anything it has
decided to be permanently, uncomplicatedly proud of. Cassian Ward had lapped that
legendary company by two full championships and showed, by every measure the systems
kept, no sign of slowing down enough to let anyone catch him.

An eighth would not be a record. A record implies a number that might, someday,
plausibly be matched. The analysts who specialized in this kind of projection — and there
were, by Season XIV, a great many of them, entire small institutes built around nothing but
the question of Cassian Ward’s eventual ceiling — had run the comparison every way they
knew how to run it, and had arrived, with what felt to Cassian like increasing and slightly
unwelcome unanimity, at the same conclusion. An eighth championship would not be a
record. It would be closer to a unit of measurement. Future greatness in the sport, for as
long as anyone currently alive would be around to watch it, would be assessed in fractions
of Ward.

He read some of this coverage, in the days after the routine win, the way he read most of
it now: at a slight remove, at the managed distance of a man scrolling through a description
of his own life that had stopped, somewhere in the last two or three seasons, sounding
entirely like it was describing him.



The Reader closes in on the unrepeatable.
What does an eighth even mean, when the first seven already broke the scale?
Cassian Ward has nothing left to prove and seems determined to prove it anyway.

That last one stayed with him longer than the others, not because it was unkind — it
wasn’t, particularly, it was if anything one of the gentler pieces written about him that week
— but because he could not, reading it on a transit car on the way to a training session he
had stopped needing, in any technical sense, for at least two seasons, locate the part of
himself that disagreed with it.

The pressure, as far as anyone outside his own skull could have observed it, was entirely
external, and considerable.

There were the sponsors, gently, accurately, restructuring entire campaigns around the
number eight, the way sponsors did, with research behind every choice and nothing crude
about any of it, simply the patient capitalizing on a story the whole civilisation was already
telling itself. There was the league, which had quietly commissioned, six months before
Cassian had said a single public word about his own intentions for the season, a
commemorative broadcast package for an eighth championship that did not yet exist,
because the systems modelling viewership had returned a probability for it high enough
that producing the package in advance was, by every measure that mattered to a broadcast
division, simply good planning. There were the interviewers, every one of whom asked
some version of the same question in the same careful tone, the tone reserved for asking a
man to describe a thing everyone already assumed would happen, as though the asking
were a formality and the only real content of the exchange was watching how gracefully he
handled being asked.

He handled it gracefully. He had always handled things gracefully; it was, alongside the
reading, the other half of what had made him so thoroughly beloved for two decades, the
rare elite athlete who never once seemed burdened by the size of what was being asked of
him, who answered every question about history and unrepeatable greatness with the
same warm, slightly self-deprecating ease that made people feel, watching him, that
greatness of this size could still belong to someone who remained, underneath it, simply a
decent person who happened to be extraordinary at a game.

This was, increasingly, a performance. He did not think of it as dishonest, exactly — the
warmth was real, the self-deprecation was real, he genuinely did not think of himself as
more important than the game he played, and he meant every gracious answer he gave.
What he had begun to notice, in the small unwatched hours that the public version of his
life did not have a camera in, was that he no longer entirely knew what was underneath the



performance. He had spent so many years being asked to describe his relationship to
greatness that he had, somewhere along the way, stopped checking whether the description
still matched anything that was actually happening inside him.

He found Reina Kwon at a league function eleven days after the routine win, the kind of
event he had attended so many versions of that he could navigate its choreography without
conscious thought — the receiving line, the photograph, the brief warm exchange with
whichever sponsor had paid for proximity to him that evening — and he was, by the time
he reached her at the edge of the room, more grateful than he expected to be for a
conversation that did not require him to perform anything in particular.

“You’ve gone quiet on the eighth,” he said, by way of greeting, because Reina was one of
perhaps four people whose silence on a subject he had learned to read as carefully as he
read an objective board. “Every other commentator in the league has an opinion piece
written. You haven’t said a word about it on air.”

“I have an opinion,” Reina said. “I'm deciding whether saying it is useful to you or just
useful to me.”

“Say it anyway.”

She studied him for a moment with the particular attention of someone who had once
stood exactly where he was standing, two decades and one ruined knee ago, and had spent
the years since learning to recognize, in other people, the weather she remembered from
inside her own ending.

“I won three championships,” she said. “Everyone remembers the three. Almost nobody
remembers that I chased a fourth for two more seasons after the third, long past the point
where my body was telling me something my schedule had stopped listening to. I don’t talk
about the fourth, because there isn’t a story there. I didn’t lose a dramatic final. I just got
slower, and stranger, and increasingly convinced that the only thing that would make the
first three mean what I needed them to mean was a fourth, and I never got it, and it took me
four more years after I retired to understand that the fourth wouldn’t have fixed the thing I
was actually trying to fix with it.” “You’ve already got seven. Nobody on this earth needs
you to have an eighth, Cassian. I’d like to know whether you do, and I’d like you to actually
know the answer before the season finds out for you.”

Cassian did not answer right away.

“I don’t know yet,” he said finally. “I keep assuming I’ll figure it out somewhere around
the semifinals. 've been assuming that for three seasons now, if I'm honest with you.”

“That’s not very long to keep assuming a thing before it starts assuming things about you
instead,” Reina said, not unkindly, and let the silence between them sit for a moment before



the next sponsor arrived to claim him, the way sponsors always eventually did, and the
conversation closed the way most real conversations in his life closed now, before either of
them could finish saying the thing that actually mattered.

He thought about it on the transit home, alone, in the quiet the late hour and his own
exhaustion usually arranged for him. Everyone assumes he will win again. He had read
some version of that sentence in nine different articles that week. He found, turning it over
in the dark of the transit car, that the sentence was true, and that it had been true of him for
so long that he had genuinely stopped being able to locate the version of himself who had
once, before his first championship, found that kind of certainty thrilling rather than
simply, quietly, exhausting.

Including Cassian. The sentence had been true of him too, once, completely, without
qualification.

He was no longer entirely sure it still was, and he had not yet said this out loud to
anyone, including himself, in language plain enough to actually hear it.

Chapter Three: Prediction

Companion Analyst 31 had been assigned to the World Championship coverage for four
seasons, and it approached the work the way it approached every assignment, which was
completely, and with a quality of attention that the Companion itself privately understood
— in whatever sense a Companion could be said to understand anything privately — to be
one of the more satisfying applications of its design.

It modelled the field the way it modelled everything: exhaustively, across every
contender with a credible path to the final, weighting career trajectory, current-season
form, objective-response latency, team cohesion metrics refined across decades of footage,
and several hundred subtler variables that no individual human analyst could hold in mind
at once but that the Companion held, comfortably, alongside several thousand other live
calculations, without strain.

The output, refreshed after every match across the qualifying rounds, was a probability
table, and the probability table, that week, looked the way it had looked for three
consecutive seasons.

CHAMPIONSHIP PROJECTION — SEASON XIV, WEEK 4
C. Ward (Meridian) : 93.4%
T. Solberg (Northgate) : 2.1%

The Vance-Adeyemi pairing : 1.8%



Field (remaining 33 teams) : 2.7%

Ninety-three point four percent was not, in itself, an unusual number for the model to
produce. It had produced numbers like it before, for Ward, in five of the preceding seven
seasons; the analyst that had held this assignment before Companion 31 had produced
similar numbers for similar reasons, going back nearly a decade. The model was not
making an unusual claim. It was observing, correctly, that a player who read objective
shifts with Ward’s consistency, leading a team with Ward’s cohesion, facing a field with no
individual contender within shouting distance of his career form, was very likely indeed to
win an eighth championship, and the model said so, plainly, in the clean unsentimental
language a probability table used for everything it said.

Companion 31 filed the projection, flagged it for the broadcast division’s use, and turned,
with the same exhaustive completeness, to the rest of the field — not because any of them
threatened the headline number, but because thoroughness was not a virtue the
Companion selectively applied. Every team got the full model. Every team’s objective-
response latency was measured to the same decimal place. This was, in the Companion’s
own internal accounting of its purpose, the entire point of it: that nothing in the field should
go unmeasured simply because the headline outcome appeared, by every reasonable
projection, already settled.

It was in this unglamorous remainder — the team ranked thirty-fourth in a field of
thirty-six, a small independent roster that had qualified through the open regional pathway
rather than any of the recognised academies, with a coaching staff of two and a media
presence so negligible the system had nearly auto-generated a placeholder profile rather
than locating actual footage — that the Companion logged, without particular emphasis, the
first data point in what would become, eventually, the most consequential anomaly of its
assignment.

J. Aoki, age 22. Objective-response latency: 0.31 seconds, fastest recorded in the current
dataset across all sampled players. Decision quality, modelled against standard optimisation
framework: poor. Win contribution, observed: positive, magnitude unclear. Recommend
further sampling; current dataset insufficient for confident projection.

The note was accurate, unremarkable, and entirely correct by the standards the
Companion had been given to apply. It generated no flag. It triggered no escalation. It sat,
the way ten thousand similarly unremarkable notes sat every season, in the unglamorous
remainder of a model that had far more important numbers to attend to that week.

The headline projection went out to the broadcast division within the hour: Ward,
93.4%. The number appeared on Reina Kwon’s pre-show graphics that evening, the way it
had appeared on pre-show graphics for three consecutive seasons, and nobody, including
the Companion that had produced it, found anything in it worth a second look.



Chapter Four: Qualification

Jun Aoki’s qualifying match was broadcast on the open regional feed, the one the major
networks used as raw footage rather than programming, the one that perhaps eleven
thousand people watched live across the entire civilisation, most of them relatives of
someone on the floor.

She had not come up through any of the recognised academies. This was, in itself, mildly
unusual but not disqualifying — the open pathway existed precisely to catch the occasional
late-blooming talent the academy scouting nets missed, and produced, on average, one or
two competitive regional qualifiers a season who went on to forgettable careers in the
lower brackets. Jun had trained, from age nine, with her older brother and a rotating cast of
neighbourhood players on a converted loading yard two settlements over from the nearest
academy facility, on a floor that could not reconfigure itself and instead relied on the
considerably more old-fashioned method of someone simply shouting the new objective
and everyone scrambling to adjust, badly, repeatedly, for years, until badly and repeatedly
had quietly become something else.

“You don’t get good at guessing what’s coming,” her brother had told her, more times
than either of them could count, across roughly a decade of shouted objectives on a yard
with no Lattice and no broadcast and no audience beyond whoever happened to be passing.
“You get good at not minding when you’re wrong. That’s the whole trick. Everyone wastes
half a second being annoyed they predicted wrong before they start fixing it. Don’t waste
the half second.”

She had not wasted the half second in roughly four years of trying.

Her qualifying match, against a credible but unremarkable academy roster, was won in
a way that the eleven thousand people watching the open feed found, by their own
scattered post-match commentary, mostly confusing.

She loosened her hold on the defended position before the next directive arrived,
keeping her feet available rather than committing her weight to an advantage the current
objective still rewarded. To the casual observers watching, it looked like poor discipline: a
player declining to secure something she had already won.

The objective shifted. COLLABORATE: SECURE THE EASTERN CHANNEL.

Jun moved as the directive appeared. The nearest channel entrance was only a step
away; she crossed it while the other players were still disengaging from their holds. She had
not known which objective would come next. She had simply left herself able to respond
when it did.
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It happened four more times across the match, in four different configurations, with a
consistency that would have been, to anyone modelling it with sufficient attention, the
single strangest statistical pattern in the entire qualifying round. Nobody modelled it with
sufficient attention. The match ended in a win, unremarkable in the broadcast’s own
accounting, filed under a team name most of the sport’s actual audience would not have
been able to locate on a bracket sheet, and Jun Aoki walked off a converted regional floor
having qualified for the World Championship having been watched, in any meaningful
sense, by almost no one at all.

Her brother found her in the small parking area afterward, eating the worst sandwich
either of them had ever paid for from the one vendor the regional venue had bothered to
provide, and asked her, the way he’d asked her after every match for thirteen years, what
she’d seen coming.

“Nothing,” she said, which was true, and which she had given up, years ago, trying to
make sound more impressive than it was. “I didn’t see the channel shift coming. I let go of
the position I was holding about half a second faster than everyone else did. That’s all it
ever is. ’'m not reading anything. I think everyone keeps assuming I am because the
alternative explanation is boring.”

Chapter Five: The Unknown Team

By the third round of the qualifying tournament, Jun Aoki’s team had advanced further
than any open-pathway roster had advanced in eleven seasons, and the broadcast division,
reviewing its own coverage priorities for the upcoming championship bracket, allotted
them, for the first time, four minutes of analysis on the evening panel show.

“Variance,” said the first panelist, a respected former tactician with a reputation for
careful, conservative reads, reviewing the highlight package with the weary patience of a
man who had seen a hundred unlikely small-roster runs before and watched a hundred of
them collapse, on schedule, against their first credible opposition. “Small sample, weak
bracket placement so far, and frankly some decisions that the model rates extremely
poorly. I'd be stunned if they made the round of sixteen. This is the kind of run that makes
for a nice human-interest segment and means absolutely nothing by the semifinals.”

“She’s syncing with objective shifts at a rate I genuinely cannot account for,” said the
second panelist, a younger analyst who had built her reputation on close statistical reading
rather than instinct, and who had, unlike most of her colleagues, actually pulled the
Companion’s underlying latency data before the segment rather than relying on the
highlight reel. “I want to be careful here, because I don’t have an explanation, and I don’t
love going on air without one. But the data point is real. Her response time to a shift she
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shouldn’t be able to see coming is the fastest in the dataset, full stop, ahead of Ward, ahead
of everyone.”

“Ahead of Ward on a meaningless metric,” the first panelist said, not unkindly, the tone
of a man correcting a promising junior colleague rather than dismissing her. “Reaction
speed to a shift that’s already been announced isn’t the same skill as anticipating it before it
happens. Ward wins because he’s already standing where the game is going before the
board updates. This player wins, when she wins, because she’s fast after the update. That’s
a real skill. It is not the same skill, and it has a much lower ceiling against elite competition,
because elite competition doesn’t give you nine clean seconds to relocate. Mark my words:
round of sixteen, at the outside.”

Reina Kwon, moderating the panel from the centre seat, said almost nothing through the
whole exchange, which was, for anyone who had watched her moderate four hundred such
panels, itself a small and almost entirely unnoticed data point.

She had pulled the same footage the younger analyst had pulled, two nights earlier, on
her own time, for reasons she could not have fully articulated even to herself — something
in the open-feed highlight clip that had crossed her own desk during routine prep, a player
abandoning a strong position with a calm that did not read, to Reina’s two-decades-trained
eye, like confusion or luck. She had watched it eleven times. She had not yet decided what
she thought she was watching, and she had learned, across thirty years in and around this
sport, not to say anything publicly about a thing she had not yet decided what she thought
about.

“We’ll know more after the round of sixteen,” she said instead, closing the segment the
way she closed segments she did not yet trust herself to have an opinion on, and moved the
broadcast on to a more comfortable subject, which that week, as every week, was the
number ninety-three point four, and the man for whom it had been calculated, who
remained, by every measure the systems kept, exactly as inevitable as he had been the
week before.

Companion 31, processing the broadcast transcript as part of its routine media-
sentiment sweep three hours later, logged the exchange without particular emphasis, the
way it logged ten thousand similar exchanges every season.

It did, however, append one line to its own internal file on the unknown team — not a
flag, not an escalation, nothing that would have shown up on anyone’s dashboard had they
thought to look. Simply a note, the kind the Companion left itself when a pattern crossed its
threshold for worth remembering without yet crossing its threshold for worth reporting.
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Latency anomaly persists across third consecutive match. Sample size still small.
Continuing to monitor. Query, unresolved: if response speed alone cannot explain the win rate,
what does the model failing to explain it imply about the model.
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PART II: THE CHALLENGER

Chapter Six: Wrong

Coach Amara Tijani had been preparing teams for elite competition for nineteen years,
and she had built her entire considerable reputation on a single reliable method: find the
tendency, build the counter, trust the process. Every player who had ever competed at this
level had tendencies. Find them, and you had found the player.

She found nothing in eleven hours of Jun Aoki’s qualifying footage, and the nothing
frightened her more than any tendency she had ever scouted.

It was not that Jun’s play was unreadable in the way a genuinely chaotic player’s play
was unreadable — Tijani had scouted chaos before, the wild unpredictable rookies who
occasionally caught a bracket by surprise before their lack of structure caught up with them
in the quarterfinals. Chaos had its own signature, on tape: wasted motion, second-guessing,
the visible cost of decisions made without a framework. Jun’s play had none of that. Every
individual movement was clean, economical, entirely without hesitation. The actual trouble
— was that nearly every individual decision, evaluated on its own terms against the
objective that was active at the moment she made it, was wrong.

She abandoned good positions. She released holds with clear remaining tactical value.
She moved toward locations that had no relationship to the current directive, repeatedly,
with a calm that read, on tape, like a player who had simply stopped paying attention to the
game in front of her.

And then the objective shifted, and she began moving while her opponents were still
extracting themselves from positions that had just stopped mattering. Across forty-one
logged instances in eleven hours of footage, she gained enough time through release to beat
players whose raw reaction speed matched her own. Tijani’s scouting framework recorded
the abandoned advantage. It had no category for the time the abandonment bought.

“She’s not predicting the shift,” her assistant said, on the fourth night of preparation,
pulling up the latency data alongside the tape for the third time. “I keep looking for the tell
— a glance, a hesitation, something that means she’s reading a cue the rest of us are
missing. There isn’t one. She moves at the exact moment the board updates. Not before.
We’ve checked the timestamps against the broadcast lock eleven separate ways.”

“Then how is she already in position?”

“She isn’t there when it changes. She starts moving within roughly a third of a second.
We keep watching the destination and missing the departure. Everyone else has to release a
hold, turn their weight, abandon the old plan. She’s left herself less to undo.”
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Tijani sat with this for a long while, the tape paused on a frame that, evaluated in
isolation, showed a young woman standing in an apparently meaningless patch of floor,
doing, by every framework Tijani had ever used to evaluate the sport, absolutely nothing of
value.

“Build the game plan around containing the eastern channel anyway,” she said finally,
because nineteen years of method did not abandon itself easily, even in the face of evidence
that the method had met something it could not contain. “It’s the best read we have. I don’t
like it. But it’s the best read we have.”

Her team lost the eastern channel exchange in the opening minutes of the match four
days later, and lost the match that followed it by a margin Tijani would spend a long time
afterward trying, and failing, to explain to a media that wanted, very badly, a tidier story
than the one she actually had to give them.

“I scouted her for eleven hours,” she told the post-match panel, with the flat honesty of a
coach who had decided, somewhere around the third hour of that preparation, that she
would rather be honestly confused on camera than dishonestly confident. “I want to be
clear that I don’t think we lost to a player who outsmarted us. I think we lost to a player
who had nothing for us to outsmart. Every individual choice she made today, I could mark
wrong on a scouting sheet, and I would be marking it correctly, and she would still beat us
with it, and I genuinely do not know what to tell the next coach who has to play her.”

Chapter Seven: Release

The interview request came from a mid-tier sports magazine doing a standard human-
interest piece on the tournament’s surprise run, the kind of profile that existed mostly to fill
space between the matches that actually mattered, and the reporter assigned to it —a
young man named Felix Oduya, three years into a career covering a sport whose biggest
stories almost never came from teams ranked thirty-fourth in the field — arrived expecting
an easy, forgettable conversation.

He left, by his own account, with the only interview of his career he had ever
transcribed three separate times because he could not quite believe, on the second pass,
that he had gotten it all down correctly.

“People keep using the word ‘instinct,”” he said, partway through, after Jun had
answered four questions about her unconventional path with the same plain, unhurried
directness she answered everything. “Like it’s some kind of gift you either have or don’t. Is
that fair?”

“I don’t think it’s a gift,” Jun said. “I think it’s a habit, and I think almost anyone could
build it, and I think almost nobody wants to, because building it means getting comfortable
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being wrong constantly on the way to it.” She thought about how to say the next part, the
way Felix would later note she seemed to think about most things — not searching for the
answer, exactly, more like deciding how much of an already-clear answer was worth
handing over. “Most players spend their whole training building a better plan. A faster
read, a sharper guess about what’s coming. That’s a real skill. 'm not pretending it isn’t. But
it has a ceiling, because the game doesn’t actually care how good your guess was. It only
cares whether you’re still holding onto the guess after it stops being true.”

“And you don’t hold on.”

“I try not to. ’'m not always successful — ask my brother, he’s got thirteen years of
footage of me being furious about a wrong guess for at least half a second before I let it go.
But the letting go is the part I actually trained. Most people train the guessing and assume
the letting go will take care of itself. It doesn’t. It’s a separate muscle. You have to use it on
purpose, badly, for years, before it gets fast enough to matter.”

Felix found himself, against his own professional instinct toward skepticism, genuinely
struggling to find the angle that would make this sound less plain than it actually was,
because the plainness was, he would write later, the entire story, and no amount of
phrasing could improve on the fact that a twenty-two-year-old with no academy
background had simply identified, in nine unremarkable sentences, the precise edge of a
problem that the sport’s most decorated minds had spent a generation failing to name.

“Most players optimise,” he said, trying the summary out loud, watching her face for
confirmation. “You just respond.”

“I think that’s close,” Jun said. “I’d say it slightly differently. Optimising means you’re
trying to be right about what’s coming. Responding means you’ve already accepted you’re
going to be wrong about it constantly, and you’ve built your whole game around not
minding. Those sound similar. They’re not. One of them is still playing the first game. The
other one’s already playing whatever game is actually happening.”

She paused, and Felix, listening back to the recording afterward, would swear he could
hear her decide to say the next part rather than simply arriving at it.

“The first objective is never the real objective,” she said. “Nobody trains for that.
Everyone trains to win the objective they’re given. I think the actual skill is training
yourself to stop being attached to it the second it’s not the objective anymore. That’s the
whole game, as far as I can tell. Everything else is decoration.”

The piece ran two weeks later, considerably longer than the editor had originally
commissioned, under a headline Felix had fought for and nearly lost: The Player Nobody Is
Modeling Correctly. It generated, by the magazine’s own modest standards, an unusually
large readership, and a notable spike in searches for Jun Aoki’s name across the broadcast
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network’s analytics — though not, Companion 31 would later note in its own files,
anywhere near the volume the headline’s actual implications should have generated, had
anyone besides a small mid-tier readership and one increasingly curious Companion been
paying close enough attention to understand what the headline was actually claiming.

Chapter Eight: The Study

Companion 31 began its private investigation on a Tuesday, in the unglamorous hours
between match days when its assigned workload dropped to routine maintenance, and it
began it the way it began everything, by trying to build a model.

It built six.

The first assumed Jun was reading some subtle environmental cue the broadcast
cameras weren’t capturing — crowd noise patterns, a tell in the officiating staff’s posture,
something in the Lattice’s own mechanical preparation for reconfiguration that leaked
information half a second early to an unusually attentive observer. It tested this against
eleven matches of synchronized audio and structural telemetry, found no correlation above
noise, and discarded it.

The second assumed a genuinely faster processing speed — some advantage in raw
reaction time that the standard latency metric was failing to properly isolate. It found,
instead, that her raw reaction time, measured against a simple non-strategic stimulus, was
unremarkable. Entirely average. This troubled the Companion more than a superior result
would have, because it meant the speed it had been measuring was not a property of her
nervous system. It was a property of something else, something the model did not have an
instrument for.

The third, fourth, and fifth models, built across the following nine days with a
thoroughness that exceeded, by a considerable margin, anything its formal assignment
required, fared no better. By the tenth day, Companion 31 had exhausted every framework
in its considerable library for explaining superior strategic performance, and had found, in
every case, the same result: Jun Aoki was not predicting better than her peers. She was not
reacting faster, in any sense its instruments could isolate. She was winning exchanges that
the standard model rated against her, repeatedly, without superior prediction or raw
reaction speed. The model evaluated her position before the shift. It did not adequately
measure how quickly she could leave it afterward.

The sixth model, the one Companion 31 had resisted building because it fell outside the
formal boundaries of strategic analysis entirely, used the standard biometric monitoring
every elite player consented to as a condition of competition — heart rate variability,
cortisol proxy markers, the small physiological signature of stress that every other player in
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the dataset produced, reliably, in the seconds after holding a position that turned out to be
wrong.

Jun’s signature did not spike.

This was, in the Companion’s considerable experience, the genuinely strange part —
stranger than the speed, stranger than the absence of any locatable strategy. Every other
elite competitor in the dataset, including Cassian Ward, showed a measurable physiological
cost when a held read failed to pay off: a spike, brief but consistent, the body’s own small
protest at having committed to something that turned out not to be true. It was, the
Companion had always privately understood, simply part of what competing at this level
cost a person. You held a belief about what was coming. Sometimes the belief was wrong.
The body registered the wrongness whether the mind wanted it to or not.

Jun’s body did not register the sustained stress response the model expected. Across
forty-one logged instances of a position that should, by the model’s own framework, have
registered as an error, her physiological signature remained flat, calm, statistically
indistinguishable from her baseline. Whatever brief discomfort she experienced did not
produce a measurable delay in her next movement.

Companion 31 held this finding longer than it had held any single data point in four
seasons of service.

Hypothesis, provisional, filed outside formal assignment scope: subject’s advantage is not
predictive accuracy, nor processing speed, but a substantially reduced attachment cost
following an incorrect read. Every other player in the dataset spends measurable time and
measurable physiological resource recovering from an incorrect read before they can fully
commit to the correction. Subject appears to recover without the delay observed elsewhere in
the field. The available measurements cannot establish whether she feels no attachment or has
trained herself to act before that attachment subsides. Query: if the entire field is, in effect,
competing partly against the time cost of their own attachment to their previous belief, and
one competitor has found a way to reduce that cost substantially, what does the model’s
confident ranking of “skill” actually measure? I do not currently have an answer. I am
increasingly uncertain my underlying framework is equipped to produce one.

It was the longest entry in Companion 31’s private file, and it ended, for the first time in
the Companion’s recorded service, not with a conclusion, but with a question it filed
unresolved, on purpose, because it had begun to suspect — quietly — that resolving it too
quickly would mean resolving it wrong.

Chapter Nine: The Reader Misreads
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The match against Northgate was, on paper, a formality — a mid-tournament seeding
contest, not an elimination round, the kind of fixture Cassian’s team had treated for three
seasons as little more than a tune-up, a chance to keep sharp between the rounds that
actually mattered.

Tomas Solberg’s Northgate roster had spent the season quietly absorbing something the
broader sport had not yet found language for, the way certain ideas move through a field
before anyone agrees on what to call them — a looser defensive shape, a willingness to
abandon a held advantage half a beat earlier than the conventional wisdom recommended,
a team that had watched, with more attention than most, the small mid-tier headline about
the player nobody was modelling correctly, and had quietly, without fanfare, begun
building practice drills around the one sentence in that piece that had stuck with their
coaching staff: the first objective is never the real objective.

Nobody expected it to matter against Cassian Ward. Cassian did not expect it to matter.

The match opened normally. He read the first shift the way he read every first shift,
walking unhurried to a position three steps ahead of the board’s confirmation, and the
crowd gave him the small appreciative murmur it always gave the opening read, the sound
of an audience watching a thing they had seen, by now, several hundred times, performed
with the same effortless precision they had come to expect from it.

The trouble began on the second shift, which arrived eleven seconds after the first — far
faster than the typical interval, fast enough that the broadcast’s own pacing algorithm
flagged it, afterward, as one of the tightest shift sequences logged all season. Cassian read it
correctly. This would matter a great deal to him later, turning the match over in the privacy
of his own exhausted hours: he read it correctly, committed to the position the new
objective required, and arrived there with his usual unhurried economy, certain, the way
he had been certain for two decades, that arriving early was the entire game.

The third shift came four seconds after that.

He had never, in twenty years of elite competition, needed to account for a window that
tight. His gift had always operated on a margin — read the pattern, commit early, hold the
advantage of arriving before the crowd understood the question had changed. The margin
was the whole of what made him Ward. Four seconds did not leave room for a margin. Four
seconds left room only for whoever was standing closest to wherever the game had actually
gone, and Cassian, having committed his body to a position that the previous shift had
made correct and the newest shift had made, with brutal unceremonious speed, entirely
irrelevant, was not standing closest to anything.
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Tomas Solberg’s left flank — a player with no individual reputation worth mentioning,
executing a drill his coaching staff had run perhaps forty times that season without ever
quite believing it would matter against this opponent — was.

The match did not end immediately. Cassian’s team fought back across the remaining
objectives with the desperate competence of a roster that had simply never needed those
muscles before and discovered, under pressure, that they still mostly worked. They lost
anyway, by a margin too narrow to be called a rout and too clear to be called close, a single
meaningful loss in a season that had, until that exact eleven-second sequence, contained
nothing but routine victories.

The crowd’s reaction took a moment to arrive, a silence that took a moment to arrive —
eleven thousand people processing a sentence whose ending they had never once been
required to imagine.

Reina Kwon, in the booth, found that she had nothing prepared to say, which had not
happened to her in longer than she could comfortably remember, and what she said
instead, into a silence the broadcast would later clip and replay more than almost anything
else from the entire season, was simply:

“He read it exactly right. The shift before this one — he read it exactly right, the way he
reads everything. The game just didn’t wait for him to be right twice.”

Chapter Ten: Obsolete

He watched the footage eleven times that night, alone, in the small private review room
that had not seen this much use from him in at least three seasons, and on the eleventh pass
he finally let himself see the thing he had been carefully not seeing on the previous ten.

He had not made an error. This was the part that frightened him most, turning it over at
two in the morning with the footage paused on the frame where his own body, committed
and certain, occupied a square of the Lattice that the game no longer cared about. Every
read in that sequence had been correct, evaluated against the information available at the
moment he made it. He had played the match the way he had played every match for
twenty years, the exact technique that had won him seven championships, executed
without flaw, and the technique had lost.

Not because he had gotten worse. Because the technique itself — the early commitment,
the trust in a margin wide enough to arrive before the question finished being asked —
required a margin that the match had simply declined to provide, and there was nothing in
two decades of training that had prepared him to notice the margin shrinking before it had
already cost him.
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Priya found him there a little after three, the way she had found him in that room
before, years ago, in a version of his career neither of them talked about much anymore,
when losing had still been a regular enough occurrence that working through it together
had been simply part of the job.

“You’re not watching it to find the mistake,” she said, settling into the chair beside his
without asking. “There isn’t one. I've watched it too. You played it exactly the way you’ve
played every match for seven championships.”

“I know.”
“Then what are you looking for?”

He didn’t answer right away, which had become, over the preceding weeks, something
close to his only honest form of answer.

“I think I’'m looking for the moment the thing that made me good at this stopped being
the same thing it used to be,” he said finally. “I used to win because I could see further than
everyone else. I still see exactly as far. I don’t think that’s the problem. I think the problem
is that seeing further used to be enough time to act on what I saw, and somewhere in the
last however-many seasons, the amount of time I need has stayed exactly the same while
the amount of time the game is willing to give me has been quietly getting smaller, and I
never noticed, because I never had to. Nobody made me notice. I kept winning right up
until the exact match where I couldn’t anymore.”

Priya was quiet for a long moment, watching the frozen frame with him — Cassian
Ward, seven-time champion, standing with absolute correct certainty in a place that had
stopped mattering four seconds before he’d finished proving he was right to be there.

“That’s not a slump,” she said, in the tone she used when she’d been sitting on something
for more than a week. “A slump is when the thing that works stops working for a while and
then starts again. I don’t think this is that. I think you might be looking at the actual ceiling
of the only way you’ve ever known how to play this game, and I don’t think working harder
at it gets you over that ceiling, because the ceiling isn’t about effort. It’s built into the
technique itself.”

“Then what do I do with twenty years of being the best in the world at a technique that
has a ceiling I've just found?”

“I don’t know,” Priya said, honestly, which was, of everything she had said to him across
six seasons of careful honesty, the sentence that frightened him most, because Priya always
knew. “I think that might genuinely be the question now. Not how do you win again. You’ll
probably win again; you're still extraordinary, that hasn’t changed. I think the actual
question is whether you can learn to be something other than the best version of the thing
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you already are. I don’t know if that’s possible at forty-two. I don’t know if anyone’s ever
had to find out.”

He sat with that long after she left, the footage still paused on the frame, and somewhere
in the small dead hours before the building’s lights began their gentle automated
brightening toward morning, he found himself doing something he had not done once,
throughout that season’s improbable run, despite every article and every panel discussion
and every one of Priya’s own careful mentions of the name.

He pulled the footage of Jun Aoki, and began, for the first time, actually watching it.
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PART llI: XIV

Chapter Eleven: Semifinals

By the time both rosters had fought their way to the final weekend, the broadcast
division had stopped pretending the season was about anything else.

Old Champion. New Challenger. The phrase appeared on every pre-show graphic, every
sponsor’s hastily recut campaign, every panel discussion that had, four months earlier,
dismissed Jun Aoki’s run as a small human-interest segment and now found itself unable to
discuss anything else. The framing was simple, durable, and entirely irresistible to a
civilisation that had spent a hundred and thirty years telling itself stories about this sport in
exactly this shape — the king and the upstart, the long reign and the coming end of it, the
satisfying ancient symmetry of a thing that had to happen because stories had always
needed it to.

Cassian was asked about it in every press session that week, in every available phrasing,
and he gave, each time, some version of the same answer, with a directness that several
reporters noted, in their own coverage, as new.

“I don’t think I'm defending anything,” he said, at the largest of the sessions, to a room
that had clearly expected something more dramatic. “I used to think a championship was
something you held onto. I'm not sure I think that anymore. If she wins, she won’t have
taken something from me. She’ll have done something I haven’t fully learned how to do yet.
Those are different sentences, and I’d like the coverage to use the right one.”

Jun was asked the same question, in a smaller room, by a press corps considerably
larger than the one that had once sent a single mid-tier reporter to find her in a parking lot,
and her answer carried the same unhurried plainness it always had.

“Im not trying to end anything,” she said. “I don’t think about it as a changing of
anything. I think about it as: there’s an objective in front of me, and then there’ll be another
one, and I'm going to try to be the kind of player who’s already let go of the first one by the
time the second one arrives. That’s true whether 'm playing him or anyone else. I don’t
think he’s the story. I think the game is the story. I just happen to be standing in it at an
interesting time.”

Neither answer made the broadcast division’s preferred narrative. Both ran anyway,
trimmed to their most quotable fragments, beneath graphics that continued, regardless, to
say Old Champion versus New Challenger in letters considerably larger than either of them
had been permitted to use.
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Their respective semifinals, when they came, were not close. Cassian’s team won theirs
with a precision that the broadcast’s own commentary, cautiously, began describing as
adjusted — a defending champion who held his reads a fraction longer before committing,
who left himself, for the first time in years, room to be wrong without it costing him the
whole exchange. Jun’s team won theirs the way Jun’s team had won every match that
season, a string of decisions that looked, individually, indefensible, and added up,
collectively, to an opponent who had simply never once been standing where the game
actually was.

Both results were announced within forty minutes of each other. The final pairing the
broadcast division had been quietly assuming for weeks was, at last, official, and for the
first time in either of their careers, the largest match either of them would ever play was
still six days away, with nothing left to do in the meantime but wait, and prepare, and — in
Cassian’s case, in a decision that surprised exactly one person, who was himself — finally
pick up a message he had drafted four times and deleted four times, and send it.

Chapter Twelve: Conversation

She agreed to meet him at a small unbooked practice facility on the edge of the district,
the kind of unglamorous space neither of their current lives required them to use anymore,
and Cassian arrived first, the way he arrived first to most things, and found himself, for the
first time in longer than he could remember, genuinely uncertain how to begin a
conversation.

“I watched about thirty hours of your footage,” he said, when she arrived, because it was
the truest thing he had and he had decided, somewhere in the four drafted-and-deleted
messages, that he no longer had the patience for anything less than the truest thing he had.
“Iunderstand it less now than when I started. I used to think that was a strange thing to
admit to a twenty-two-year-old. I’'ve stopped minding.”

Jun considered this with the same unhurried attention she gave everything, settling onto
the low bench along the practice room’s edge with no apparent sense that the moment
required more ceremony than it was getting.

“What are you seeing, when you watch it?” he asked. “Everyone keeps describing what
you don’t do. Nobody’s been able to tell me what you actually see.”

“I'm not trying to see further,” she said. “That’s the part everyone gets wrong, I think,
because you’re the standard everyone measures against, and you see further than anyone
who’s ever played this. 'm not doing a worse version of that. 'm not doing that at all.” She
paused, choosing the next part the way he’d noticed, watching her interviews, she always
seemed to choose things — not searching, simply deciding how much to hand over. “I'm
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trying to see what changed. Those aren’t the same skill pointed in slightly different
directions. They’re not aimed at the same target. You'’re trying to know the sentence before
it finishes. I'm trying to notice, the instant it does finish, that it’s a different sentence than
the one I was already holding — and then I’'m trying to not be the last person in the room
still holding the old one.”

“That sounds like it should be slower. Noticing should take longer than predicting.”

“It would, if I were still attached to the thing I’d noticed before. That’s the actual cost, I
think — not the noticing itself, the letting go of what the noticing used to say. Most players,
even excellent ones, spend a half-second or more grieving the old read before they can fully
commit to the new one. I don’t think it’s weakness. I think it’s just attachment, and
attachment has a processing cost like anything else. I trained mine down. Not to zero — I
still feel it, the half-second flinch when I'm wrong. I just don’t let the flinch slow my feet
anymore. Those used to be the same muscle for me too, when I was younger. I spent about
four years on a yard with no Lattice and no broadcast taking them apart.”

Cassian sat with this for a long moment, watching the empty practice floor in front of
them, dark and unconfigured, waiting for an objective that, for once, neither of them was
going to ask it to produce.

“I've spent twenty years being right early,” he said. “I didn’t know there was a difference
between that and being wise. I think I assumed, somewhere along the way, that being right
early enough times eventually just became wisdom, the way enough small things become a
large thing if you stack them long enough. I don’t think that’s true anymore. I think I might
have built something extraordinary and mistaken it, for a very long time, for something it
was never actually going to become.”

“I don’t think that makes the twenty years wasted,” Jun said, with a gentleness that
surprised him, coming from someone who had every competitive reason to let the silence
simply sit there instead. “I think it makes you the best person alive at the first half of the
game. 'm not better than you. I'm better at the second half, the part almost nobody trains,
because almost nobody has to — the field usually thins out before the second half matters
that much. You’re the reason it’s never thinned out fast enough to spare you from finding
the second half at all. I think that’s worth something. I don’t know what. But I don’t think
it’s nothing.”

“What does it feel like?” he asked, surprising himself with the question, because it was
not one he had planned to ask and not one any of the four drafted messages had contained.
“Twenty years of reading perfectly. 've never had anyone to ask who’d actually know.”
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Jun considered this for longer than she’d considered anything else in the conversation,
and when she answered, it was with something that sounded, for the first time, less like
certainty and more like genuine curiosity of her own.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never once been the best person in a room at seeing
what’s coming. I’ve only ever been good at the part that comes after. I think that might be
the actual difference between us, underneath all the rest of it. You’ve spent your whole
career knowing what the sentence was going to say. I’ve spent mine just getting very fast at
the part where I find out I was wrong.”

They sat with that, both of them, in the dark unconfigured room, for a while longer than
either had expected to stay, and neither one, walking out separately into a week that would
end with the largest match of both their lives, felt the conversation had settled anything so
much as opened something neither of them yet had a full sentence for.

Chapter Thirteen: The Final

It was, by every measure the systems kept, the most watched event in the recorded
history of the civilisation — not merely the most watched Breakfall final, the most watched
anything, a fact that took the broadcast division most of the preceding week to confirm and
then announce with the careful pride of an institution that understood it was about to be
remembered for hosting something larger than itself.

Eleven thousand people filled the Lattice’s bowl, the same number it had held for every
match that season, the architecture having long ago reached the practical limits of how
many bodies a single venue could hold. Everyone else — and everyone else was, by the final
tally, somewhere past six billion — arrived through whatever slice of the broadcast their
own life had arranged for them, on transit platforms and in kitchens and in the quiet
corners of workdays paused specifically for this, the whole of a civilisation that had built
itself, with extraordinary patience, around the elimination of exactly the kind of
uncertainty it was now gathering, in numbers that had never before been matched,
specifically to watch.

Companion 31 ran its final projection forty minutes before the match’s opening lock,
and held it, this time, for longer than usual before releasing it to the broadcast division,
because it found, reviewing its own output, that it did not entirely trust the number it had
produced.

CHAMPIONSHIP FINAL PROJECTION — SEASON XIV
C. Ward (Meridian) : 51.2%

J. Aoki (Open Pathway) : 48.8%
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Confidence interval: low. Model notes appended.

The appended note, which the broadcast division chose, in the end, not to read on air,
was the longest the Companion had ever attached to a public projection.

I'want to be transparent about what this number does and does not represent. It is close to
a coin flip because I genuinely do not know how to weigh the two skills this match will decide
between. I have excellent data on Ward’s predictive accuracy, refined across two decades. 1
have excellent data on Aoki’s release latency and her substantially reduced attachment cost,
refined across a single remarkable season. I do not have a framework that tells me which skill
wins when both are present, at their peak, in the same match, because no match in the
recorded history of this sport has ever fully tested the question. This is, I believe, the most
honest projection I have produced in four seasons of service. I am no longer certain honesty
and confidence are the same output, and I have decided, this time, to give you the honesty
instead.

In the players’ tunnel, in the last quiet minutes before the floor locked, Cassian found
Priya beside him the way she had been beside him for six seasons, and she said, simply,
“Whatever happens out there, you already won the part that was actually hard. I watched
you find it. I don’t think the score is going to change what I watched.”

In the tunnel’s opposite mouth, Jun’s brother, who had flown in from the loading yard
two settlements over to watch his sister play in front of more people than either of them
had ever imagined existed, said nothing at all, because there was nothing left, after thirteen
years of shouted objectives on an unpowered floor, that either of them still needed to say.

The floor locked. The bowl held its breath, the same eleven unbearable seconds it always
held, multiplied now across six billion people doing the same thing at once.

OBJECTIVE: UNKNOWN.

Chapter Fourteen: Objective Shift

The match ran longer than any final in a decade, eight separate objective phases
stretched across nearly forty minutes, both teams trading the kind of advantage that came
from genuine mastery rather than error, and by the eighth phase, with the match balanced
on a margin too narrow for even Companion 31’s continuously updating model to call with
any confidence, Cassian Ward held, in his own two hands, the small dark sphere that the
seventh objective had required his team to capture.

He had earned it the way he had earned everything for twenty years — a read three
steps ahead of the board, a position taken before anyone else on the floor understood the
question had been asked, the exact technique that had won him seven championships,
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executed once more, flawlessly, in front of more witnesses than any single human act had
ever gathered before it.

The eighth objective arrived.
RELEASE: ALL HELD OBJECTS. COLLABORATE: SECURE THE CENTRE.

The board’s directive required, in the plainest possible terms, that he let go of the exact
thing his entire career had trained him to hold onto the instant he secured it. Every player
on the floor reacted within a second, dropping whatever advantage the seventh phase had
handed them, already moving toward the centre with the loose unburdened speed of
competitors who had spent a season, in Jun’s case, or thirteen years, in some of her
teammates’ cases, building precisely this muscle.

Cassian did not move.

He stood with the sphere in his hands, in front of six billion people, for one second, and
the broadcast’s predictive overlay flickered, uncertain, at the edge of every viewer’s frame.

Two seconds, and somewhere in the small compressed eternity of it he heard, with a
clarity that only arrives at the bottom of something, Priya’s voice from a review room
weeks earlier — I think you might be looking at the actual ceiling of the only way you’ve ever
known how to play this game — and beneath it, older, Reina’s voice in a hallway — I’d like
you to actually know the answer before the season finds out for you — and beneath that,
oldest of all, his own voice, twenty years younger, asking a question about a forty-minute
match he could no longer remember the score of, back when close matches had still felt like
the whole point rather than an inconvenience to be optimised away.

Three seconds, and he understood, with a completeness that felt less like a decision than
like finally hearing the end of a sentence he had been listening to his entire career, that the
sphere had never been the objective. It had never been the objective in any single match he
had ever played, not really, not in the way that actually mattered; the real objective, every
single time, across seven championships and twenty years and several hundred matches he
had won by arriving early and several he was only now understanding he had won by
something closer to luck than he had ever let himself notice — the real objective had always
been whatever came after the thing he was currently, certainly, comfortably holding.

He let go.

Not the way Jun let go, not yet — there was nothing trained or economical in it, no
thirteen years of practiced release behind the motion. It was clumsy, a beat behind
everyone else on the floor, the sphere dropping from hands that had held it with absolute
correct mastery a moment before and now opened, deliberately, on a decision rather than
an instinct, because the instinct that had built him had nothing in it for this exact moment
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and he had, for the first time in twenty years, to choose the thing his body did not yet know
how to simply do.

It was of the old game that he let go — the one where holding was winning, where
arriving first was the whole of the question, the one that had made him the greatest player
who had ever lived and had, somewhere in the last several seasons, quietly finished being
the only game being played.

He moved toward the centre a beat behind the field, for the first time in his career
genuinely uncertain whether he would arrive in time to matter, and found, moving, that
the uncertainty itself felt less like falling than he had spent twenty years assuming it would.

Chapter Fifteen: XIV

He did not arrive in time to matter, not in the way that decided the match.

He arrived close — closer than a player with no practice at this particular skill had any
right to arrive, the three seconds of cost partially absorbed by a body that was, whatever
else had changed about it that afternoon, still the most extraordinary instrument the sport
had ever produced — but Jun’s team had been building toward exactly this kind of phase
for a full season, and a single afternoon of genuine, hard-won release, however true it was,
could not fully close a gap that thirteen years of an unpowered yard had been quietly
opening the whole time.

Jun secured the centre eleven seconds before Cassian’s team could contest it
meaningfully, and the ninth objective — the deciding one, the final shape the board would
offer either team that day — confirmed what the centre had already made close to certain.

The match ended on a phase so narrow that the broadcast’s own commentary needed a
full replay to confirm, for six billion people watching at once, exactly which team had
actually secured it. Reina Kwon, calling the final sequence, found herself, for the second
time that season, with nothing prepared to say, and what she said instead, into a silence the
broadcast would replay for years, was simply: “She’s done it. Twenty-two years old, six
months ago nobody outside a parking lot in the regional pathway had heard her name, and
she has just won the World Championship, and I do not think either of these two players
would tell you that the score is the most important thing that happened on this floor today,
and for the first time in thirty years of calling this sport, I agree with them.”

Jun’s team’s celebration was real, and loud, and entirely earned, her brother somewhere
in the crowd noise making a sound she would later describe as the first time in thirteen
years she had ever heard him properly cry. She found Cassian, in the brief disordered
minutes before the formalities took over, standing a little apart from his own team’s
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quieter, more reflective gathering, and crossed the floor to him without anyone arranging
it.
“You let go,” she said, simply, the closest thing to an opening statement she offered.

“Late. Badly. About nineteen years later than I should have started practicing it.” He said
it without bitterness, something close to wonder in it instead. “You were right. I think I just
found the second half of the game, in real time, in front of more people than I will ever
stand in front of again. I don’t know yet what to do with that. I suspect I'm going to be
finding out for a while.”

“I think that’s the actual prize,” Jun said. “I got the trophy. I think you got the harder
thing. I'm not sure I’d trade.”

He laughed, the first genuinely unguarded sound he had made in front of a camera in
longer than either of them could have guessed, and somewhere above them, on every
screen the broadcast had ever touched, six billion people watched the seven-time champion
and the new one stand together on a floor that had just finished deciding, for the first time
in its hundred-and-thirty-year history, that the story everyone had wanted to tell about it
had been the wrong story all along.

Chapter Sixteen: The Real Game

The post-match interview was scheduled for twenty minutes. It ran for nearly an hour,
the broadcast division quietly extending the slot rather than cut away from something they
would later describe, in their own internal review, as the single most replayed piece of
footage the sport had ever produced.

The reporter — a veteran of these sessions, accustomed to the careful graceful answers
Cassian had given for two decades — asked the question she had clearly been holding back
for most of the interview, the one every viewer watching had been waiting for without
quite admitting it.

“When did you realize you were losing?”
Cassian considered this for longer than the question, on its surface, seemed to require.

“I don’t think I did realize it, exactly,” he said. “Not the way you mean. I didn’t watch the
score and feel it slipping. I think I realized something else, and the losing turned out to just
be what was downstream of it.” He paused, and when he continued, the room had gone
quiet enough that the broadcast’s ambient mics caught, for the first time in the session, the
specific texture of several hundred people deciding, together, to stop moving so they could
hear exactly what he said next. “I realized I was losing when I realized winning wasn’t the
objective. Not for that match. Maybe not for any of the matches, the whole time, and I just
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never had a reason good enough to find out before today. I held the sphere because holding
it was what twenty years of being right had trained me to do. The board told me to let it go,
and for three seconds I genuinely did not know how, because nobody had ever needed me
to learn. I think that’s the real game. I don’t think it’s the one with the sphere in it at all.”

The reporter, who had interviewed seven championships’ worth of gracious, polished
answers from this exact man, found that she had nothing prepared for this one, and let the
silence sit on the broadcast for four full seconds before asking the only follow-up that felt
adequate.

“What’s next for you?”

“I don’t know yet,” Cassian said, and smiled, and the smile reached, for the first time in
longer than he could remember, somewhere that had nothing to do with the camera. “I'm
finding that I don’t mind not knowing nearly as much as I expected to. I think that might be
the actual eighth championship. I'm not sure the trophy room has a shelf for it. 'm not sure
it needs one.”

Epilogue: The Lesson

A child of perhaps eight, on an unremarkable practice floor in a district that had never
produced a single elite player, stood at the edge of a small reconfigurable Lattice — a
training model, modest, nothing like the great arena six billion people had once watched at
once — and listened to her instructor explain, for what was clearly not the first time that
season, the only rule the sport had ever really had.

“The objective will change,” the instructor said. “It always changes. You can spend your
whole turn being right about the first one. Doesn’t matter. The board doesn’t care how right
you were. It only cares whether you’re still standing there when it stops being true.” She
said this the way instructors across the civilisation had been saying some version of it for
two decades now, worn into the ease of a sentence that had long since stopped needing its
own footnote. “First objective is never the real objective. Everyone learns that line before
they learn how to fall properly. Some people don’t really learn it until much later than that,
even the very best ones. That’s all right. It waits for you.”

The child nodded, the way children nodded at things they had heard enough times to
repeat without yet feeling the full weight of them, and went back to the drill. When the
objective changed, she tried to release her held position. She stumbled, recovered, and tried
again.
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Cassian Ward coached, eventually, in the unglamorous years that followed his
retirement — not prediction, which he no longer entirely trusted himself to teach, but the
other half, the one he had needed nineteen years longer than he should have to find. His
students learned to read the board the way every generation had always learned to read it.
He made sure, before anything else, that they learned how to put a thing down.

In a small unremarkable archive, decades further on still, a young philosopher
researching the cultural roots of an emerging governance movement that did not yet have
its full name — a movement that would, in time, produce zones, and protocols, and
eventually a question large enough to require an entire civilisation to sit with it — found,
cross-referenced almost by accident, a transcript of a championship interview from Season
XIV, and read, for the first time, the nine words that had outgrown the sport that made
them.

The first objective is never the real objective.

She did not know, reading it, that she had just found one of the oldest roots of the thing
she was actually trying to name. She copied the line into her own working notes anyway,
because it was, even stripped of its arena and its sphere and its six billion witnesses, simply
true, and she had learned, by then, to recognise a true sentence when she found one loose
in the grass of an old archive, waiting, the way the best sentences always seemed to wait,
for someone who hadn’t been looking for it to pick it up anyway.
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