Chapter Thirty-Nine

“Huh, I don’t get the color scheme,” I commented as we walked through the streets of Vale, yellow, brown, and green balloons up everywhere, those little triangle flag streamers crisscrossing the streets above us. “Green is obviously Vale, and yellow is Vacuo, but is Mistral brown? And what about Atlas? Shouldn’t it be yellow, green, blue, and white?”
“Huh, yeah,” Ruby agreed, standing next to me, staring up. “Yeah, why is that? Blue and white would look better. Or red. Red makes everything better!”
Pyrrha chuckled, glancing at me with a significant look. “I absolutely agree, Ruby. However, there is a reason for it. I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of it, but have you, Yang?”
The blonde brawler thought about it. “Nah, I got nuthin’, Big Red. Why don’t ya lay down some truth bombs on us?”
My partner smiled, and replied with a single word. “War.”
I frowned, looking at her, before it clicked. “The Great War?” I asked, and she nodded. “Wasn’t that ninety years ago?”
“Eighty, actually,” Weiss replied, frowning as she looked up. “You count the time when a conflict ends, not when it starts but. . . why brown?”
“Because it is the most neutral color, I suppose,” Pyrrha shrugged.
Blake nodded, “And Grey would be too close to white.”
“But, but, all the people who fought in that war are dead, or so old they can’t do anything!” Weiss complained. “Why are they blaming us for things our forebears did?”
“Maybe generations of oppression aren’t that easily forgotten?” our resident extremist sniped, the Schnee turning to look at her in confusion.
“But, the war didn’t last for gen-” she started to say, but I interrupted, not wanting this conversation to devolve. Blake had kept quiet, for the most part, but had made it abundantly clear that she did not like Weiss, though she refused to say why.
“So, isn’t it a bit early to be doing this?” I asked, waving towards a banner that said, ‘WELCOME to VALE!’ “I mean, isn’t the Vytal Festival not until October?”
Saying it out loud however, made me realize just how much time had passed. It was the beginning of June, meaning I’d been here for three months, and what did I have to show for it?
Oh, right, I know how to fight, and everyone isn’t hyperspecialized anymore. Progress was slow, but, despite being a battle anime world, or close enough, it wasn’t a shonen battle anime world. We didn’t start off at high-end human and, after six short months, slap around Zeus, the power curve was, in all actuality, fairly small. The girls had all started as, when compared to the other freshman students, stupidly competent. Nora and Ren were notably worse, in direct combat, but even then they outstripped most of our classmates who were progressing, but not nearly in any way that was comparable.
God, they carried Jaune so hard, I couldn’t help but think. Without Body Talent and, you know, being a freaking dragon, he would’ve been the kind of accidental fit that living on a farm made you, but then he’d done nothing with it, and, more than that, hadn’t been a leader. I get he was only eighteen, but I was only a few years older than he was, and I was doing alright.
We’d been covering the basics, but there were a lot of basics to cover, and even then progress was made. Ruby was no longer weapon-dependent, though she was an absolute beast with it, and, while it didn’t work on me, her Semblance-Judo was starting to get as nasty as it was unexpected. Nora and Yang had both learned from each other, the former getting better at keeping in motion while she fought, while the latter got better at dealing with single-high skilled opponents that she couldn’t just power her way through, lacking the ginger’s ability to double down on her attacks with an explosion-driven sledgehammer.
Weiss and Pyrrha had similarly grown by training together. The Schnee, while she still hadn’t graduated from Mrs. Sepper’s ‘basics’ class, was doing much better. If she was given time to set up her attacks, she was fine, but the girl’s training, which had focused heavily on repeating prepared moves ad nauseum, had left glaring holes in her capabilities. Pyrrha, on the other hand, while the best melee combatant among us, was struggling to use her Semblance.
It had been a bit unexpected, I’d expected Pyrrha to be just as good with it as everything else, but she was as good as she was because she’d practiced the hell out of the moves, and in her own way, she was just as bad as Weiss when she tried, overfocusing in keeping everything moving, instead of fighting, dropping her blades when she reflexively reacted in the middle of a spar. 
According to the others, she was making tremendous progress, the kind of integration I was going for what was expected for a trained huntsman in their specialty. However, with what was coming, if we were going to hold the line when everyone else folded, we needed to be that good. 
And we were getting there.
Slowly.
 If we kept going at this rate, it’d almost certainly be too slowly, but, if I was right, our growth wouldn’t be linear, it’d be quadratic, every new skill multiplicative instead of additive when integrated. With Sepper’s class we rarely fought each other, instead finding ways to utilize our Semblance, creating an ever-growing repitoire of techniques, and then practicing the holy hell out of them. By the time October rolled around, in four more months, we were going to sweep the Festival, and, with enough luck and preparation, everything that came after.
“Didn’t you listen to Goodwitch?” Weiss demanded, taking my bait and derailing Blake before she could get her hackles fully up. “We’re going to have students from the teams attending a semester of classes at Beacon. They’re arriving in the next few weeks, and will be living on campus with us. Oh, I hope I can meet a man of culture!”
“Hey, Ren’s got tons of cultures!” Nora objected, and we looked at the boy in question.
He coughed into his hand, “Fermented teas have a number of health benefits, but I do not believe she meant it that way.”
The hammer wielder cocked her head in confusion, before she gasped, realization dawning. “Oh you mean to? Oh, yeah, Rennie’s got waaaay too much culture for you. Definitely. Find your own man. He’s mi-busy, with school. And stuff.”
“Good save,” Yang commented into the awkward silence.
“Wait,” I said, “If they’ve already picked their teams, who’s representing Beacon?”
Ruby perked up, waving her hand. “Oooh, I know this one!”
“We’re not in class, Rubes,” her older sister teased, as I shrugged, nodding to her.
Sticking her tongue out at her sister, the tiny team lead turned back to me. “Because Beacon’s hosting, they get to wait and pick theirs the week before! Two teams from each year! There’s the junior tournament, for underclassmen, and when that’s done there’s the senior tournament, for upperclassmen. Ooooh, do you think we’ll get picked?”
“Of course we will,” her sister smiled. “We’re just too awesome not to be.”
“It might not be best to assume though, and slack off in our training,” Pyrrha commented, before I could, shooting me a smile, even as I tried to square that with what I’d vaguely heard of involving the tournament. Obviously, RWBY and JNPR had fought, but I could’ve sworn I’d heard that Cardin’s team had made it as well, but the only other team from Beacon had been CFVY.
“Ugh, can we not talk about training,” Blake grouched, an I cast a questioning glance her way. “I know it’s all you do, but some of have other hobbies.”
“Oh, our Jaune is a man of many talents,” Pyrrha disagreed, shooting me a surreptitious smile. “But what else should we be talking about?”
“The Vytal Festival, obviously!” our resident ice queen announced, smiling once more. “It’s absolutely wonderful!”
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile this much, Weiss,” Ruby commented. “It’s kinda weirding me out.”
“How could you not smile?” Weiss shot back. “It’s a festival dedicated to the cultures of the world! Not those cultures!” she quickly added as Nora opened her mouth. “There’s dances! Parades the tournament! Oh the amount of planning and organization that went into this event is simply breathaking!”
Yang shot her a disbelieving look. “You really know how to take something interesting and make it sound boring.”
“Quiet you,” Weiss snapped, but I held up a forestalling hand.
“Think about it, Yang. She’s been giving us lessons for weeks in these sorts of things,” I argued.
The blonde snorted, “Giving you lessons, Mr. ‘I never went to school’.”
“And if you weren’t listening in, you really would be a Blonde,” I shot back, getting a challenging look from my teammate, but she didn’t argue. “But this kind of thing is her specialty, just as much as Dust is. To her this is like Bahamut’s design would be to your sister, or watching a fight between, I don’t know, your father and Mrs. Sepper would be for you.”
My teammate paused, mid-step, eyes going distant.
“Yang, no,” Ruby warned.
“Yang, yes,” Yang insisted. “That’d be awesome! And either the blue-haired old hag gets taken down a notch, or dad does! C’mon, Rubes, don’t tell me you don’t want to tell him he should ‘respect his elders’ after how many times he told that to us!”
“Jaune, help,” the small redhead begged, turning to me. “You started this, you stop it!”
Pyrrha chimed in, “Your father is a combat instructor, correct?” Both sisters nodded. “Then I would very much like to see a match between him and our current teacher,” she stated, looking to me as well, as if this was somehow something I could arrange.
“Same,” I shrugged, Ruby pouting adorably. “But, not the point. Weiss is right, this thing probably has thousands of moving parts to make it all work, and the logistics of it all are probably ridiculous.” Likely on the level of the Olympics, or more, since the Olympics didn’t require personnel and materiel brought over hundreds of miles of wilderness filled with shadowy murder-beasts. “But that doesn’t explain why we’re at the docks.”
“Ugh, it smells like fish,” Ruby complained.
“I know,” Blake replied with pleasure, a smile on her face, prompting odd looks from some of the others, though she didn’t notice.
In the distance, I caught a flash of movement, a tan, blond boy being chased by two men in suits, sans jackets, a simian tail visible sticking out of the fleeing Faunus’ pants as he leapt away, but no one else seemed to notice. “I heard that students visiting from Vacuo were to be arriving today by ship,” the Schnee announced. “And as a representative of Beacon, I feel as though it is my solemn duty to this fine kingdom,” she continued, with hopefully mock humility.
“She wants to spy on them so she has the upper hand in the tournament,” Blake deadpanned.
“You can’t prove that!” Weiss scoffed, even as Ren frowned.
“Did you not say they would be attending class with us?” he inquired, and the pseudo-albino nodded. “Then wouldn’t it make more sense to scout them in-class?”
Nora nodded, deep in thought. “Unless you actually wanted to find a man, a man who wasn’t Ren! I’m completely on board with this plan!” she announced.
“What, no!” Weiss sputtered. “I was just wanting to see the competition!
Yang winked. “Methinks the lady doeth protest too much.”
“I’m not!” the heiress protested.
“Really?” Blake asked. “Doesn’t seem that much more than normal.”
Weiss nodded. “Exactly! Wait, hey!”
Chuckling, we wandered through the streets, somewhat aimlessly, the first ‘vacation’ we’d taken as a team, at Weiss’s insistence, though, from the girl’s occasional glower, there might not be another soon. However, even she relaxed, and we had a good time, at least until, a few hours later, with the sun setting, when two more men in formal clothing and wearing shades, sans jackets, seemed to step out of the shadows.
“Faunus, you’re coming with us,” one of them announced, as he strode towards us, and Blake drew back, before visibly reminding herself she was hidden.
“How ‘bout no?” I replied, wondering if they were Junior’s men. Even without my wings, my look was distinctive, and we’d been out long enough that, if he was still on the lookout for me, they could’ve found us.
“I wasn’t asking, the man said, reaching out to grab me, only for both Pyrrha, and, surprisingly, Weiss, to step in front of him. “What’s the meaning of this?” the heiress demanded.
The man sneered at her from besides his shades, while the other took out a scroll, typing something out. “This doesn’t concern you, girlie. You shouldn’t get too close to Faunus, you might get fleas.”
“Excuse me?” Blake demanded, hackles rising, even as Yang, confused, moved to stand next to her partner.
“As a huntress-in-training I believe it does,” Weiss argued back. “And don’t call me girlie!”
That seemed to take the man bake for a moment, but he looked down on her, stating, “Then you wouldn’t want to be involved a criminal if you want to have a chance of being one.”
“And what was it I’m supposed to have done?” I asked, looking around. Unless I vastly underestimated the locals, our team could handle anything that was thrown at us, short of an actual Huntsman team, which these two weren’t.
“I’ll be the one asking the questions, Faunus,” the man sneered. “You’re under arrest.”
“For what,” I asked as the others looked around, confused. “I haven’t been in Vale for a couple weeks.”
The possible police officer, though I still had my doubts, smiled maliciously. “What do ya know, we had a robbery a couple weeks ago, by someone matching your description. Now come with me, ‘fore you make this harder than yourself.”
Yeah, this has setup written all over it. “Sorry, did I say weeks, I meant months,” I sneered right back, pulling out my scroll and dialing Goodwitch. 
From behind us two more plainclothes officers came running around, one drawing a gun, while the other yelled, “Drop the scroll!”
“Yeah, get fucked,” I replied, as it wrang. Come on, pick up.
The other stood frozen, unsure, as the man charging me tried to grab it out of my hands, and I sidestepped, the man practically moving through molasses compared to Pyrrha’s raging river. The man turned, trying to sock me in the gut, and, mindful of Sepper’s lesson on never letting an enemy get a free hit, I slapped it aside with my free hand.
“Yes Mr. Arc?” Glynda asked, as the man attacking me screamed in my face, “You’re under arrest for assaulting an officer!”
Manifesting my wings, the man in my face stumbled back, letting me get room take off, leaping with Aura-enhanced muscles several dozen feet into the air, and flapping to go even higher, a momentary flare of warning letting me dodge as the other cop opened fire.
“Mr. Arc!?” Goodwitch repeated.
Darting over, putting a building between me and the shooter, I quickly replied, “Two unidentified men told me I needed to go with them, referring to me as ‘Faunus’. Called me a criminal, and when I told them I hadn’t been in Vale in a couple weeks, informed me of a crime they had a report of from then. Two more attacked me, one trying to stop me from calling, one engaging physically and the other opening fire when I fled. Please advise.” There was silence on the other end. “Mrs. Goodwitch please adv-”
“Can you make it back to Beacon?” the vice-headmistress asked, tone measured and professional. “Without landing?”
“Easily.”
“Then do so,” she commanded, and I immediately turned, flapping my wings to pick up speed northeast, the buildings below passing by with increasing speed. “Do not engage, unless your life is in danger, and proceed directly to the headmaster’s office. When was the last time you visited Vale?”
“Almost two months ago, for a single night, Saturday to Sunday. Accidentally walked into a gang-owned club, they attacked, I fought them off, laid low, came back, and haven’t returned since,” I reported. “Thought the men who just attacked me were them, since they were dressed formally, but the gang wore black suits and red ties. The men who attacked me this time didn’t identify themselves as law enforcement until after they’d tried to strike me.”
Reaching my ‘cruising’ speed, the buildings whipping by below me, I approached the city wall, automated turrets turning to track me, but I felt no sense of incoming danger. In a few seconds, I was out, the men in armor on the wall, holding large rifles, merely watching me with, from what I could tell under their face-concealing helmets, mild confusion. “I’ve left Vale,” I added.
“Good. Call me again if there is an issue. I have a few calls to make,” Goodwitch replied. “This wasn’t unexpected.”
“Wait, what?” I asked, but she’d already hung up. Before I could do anything else, Ruby called me. “What is it?”
“They arrested Pyrrha!” the girl screeched, and, for a moment, I had a deep, deep desire to turn the fuck around. They had touched one of mine? They would burn. 
However, I mastered the impulse, locking my wings to keep me moving forward. “What?” I demanded. “Shit. Goodwitch told me to head to Beacon. What’s going on?”
“You ran, and they shot at you, so Pyrrha wripped the gun out of that guy’s hands, broke his finger through his Aura, and then more cops showed up and arrested her, and they demanded to know where you’d gone, but we didn’t know, and then they arrested Yang, and Blake ran, but Yang told us to stay back, and what’s going on!”
Fuck it. Pushing Aura into my wings fully, I unlocked the limbs and started flapping harder, picking up more and more speed as the air started to steam off me, as fast as I could move without shifting forms. Pulling a bit of Flame, I breathed out, letting it cover me as I re-gathered it to my wings, trying something I’d only started messing with. I wasn’t a Jet, not really, but by using my Flame I could eke out a bit of extra velocity, my ability to control them letting me push myself even faster.
Despite my gut instincts, however, I kept on course. I’d called Glynda, and she seemed to be coming through, but I was ready to go to war over this. I couldn’t recall things being this bad before, but a lot had happened, and I didn’t trust the Wizard.
“I don’t know,” I promised Ruby, “but I’m going to find out.”

