
        
            
                
            
        

    Platinum Storm
The Academy for Magical Girls: Book 1


N.X.Hunter








Copyright NX Hunter 2019
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 






Chapter 1
Kitsuna looked at the Talizman on her wrist for confirmation of two things. Yes, it was later than she had told her new roommate she'd be arriving, and yes, if she didn't hurry she'd be caught in the coming storm.
She picked up the pace, reluctant to break into an actual run with her large gym bag - the only luggage she'd brought with her for these first few days acclimating to life on campus. It was already bumping against her back and unbalancing her, and her boots had just that bit too much heel to make running a viable option. Would it be better or worse to sprain her ankle, or to not get indoors somewhere with other people before the lightning started?
Why did I have to pick up mom's weird phobia of storms? Kitsuna asked herself for possibly the millionth time.
Even just seeing her Talizman change color, predicting an electrical storm, sent her body into a more anxious state. It wasn't quite that she was afraid of being struck by lighting, or even that she was especially disturbed by the flashes in the sky and the bellowing noises. It was something different - it was as if she could somehow feel the electrons in the air dissipating, like the energy in the atmosphere around her was willing her into a state of heightened alertness, pushing adrenaline into her to spur her on to fight or run, even though there was nothing tangible there to release that tension onto.
Her mom had always understood. In fact, Kitsuna couldn't actually remember ever telling her about how storms made her feel. Her mom had just known that her only daughter had, whether by nature or nurture, gained her own dread of them. At an age so young that Kitsuna could only remember it in a vague haze, her mom had given her her first storm-predicting Talizman - one that matched the one she herself wore on a pendant around her neck.
Of course, lots of people wore Talizman gems - they were just a pretty wearable that translated information from, well, somewhere (Kitsuna didn't actually know, but presumably some kind of digital service) into color that filled clear crystal pieces encased in jewelry. Kitsuna had a few different crystal modules on her Talizman bracelet, along with a classic clockwork watch face (which she found more stylish than an electronic time display), but the module that glowed with a foreboding indigo light when a storm was forecast was the one she paid the most attention to. She'd threaded that multifaceted bead, which was completely clear during any other kind of weather, onto every Talizman bracelet she'd ever owned. There were newer and better ones now that could predict any kind of weather, and so nobody else she'd seen had a module like hers, but keeping it made her feel closer to her mom.
She sighed, realizing that she was going to be missing her mother more than ever, now that she was starting her college life without her there to see her off.
Would mom even be proud, though? It's not like I even got into a school on my list, and I'm only studying marketing because it sounded like the kind of thing where I could get a job at the end. And I only even want a job because I don't have any creativity.
Most of her friends from high school had a plan. They were either going to university to study something they were passionate about having a career in, or they were going to live the UBI life - keeping up a minimalist lifestyle using the money every citizen was credited with monthly, and spending their time on the things they loved. Her best friend Lee was off to some weird independent art school to study to become a tattoo artist. Kitsuna couldn't see herself putting all her time into art or music or literature, and spending all day every day with nothing to do seemed sort of like opting out of life. And so, in the absence of any real professional calling, she'd figured she'd learn about one of the jobs that was still in high demand, and which didn’t sound like it required massive amounts of passion to be good at. She'd applied to business academies to get a marketing degree. Strangely, though, despite her better than average grades, she'd been turned down by all of her shortlisted colleges, and had only been accepted by Calibre Academy. Though it was in the location she wanted – close enough to her previous home in Astolat City to not be a hassle, but far enough away to be interesting – it must have been right near the bottom of her list, given that when the acceptance came, she genuinely couldn't remember actually applying there.
The storm hadn't started yet, but there was a smell in the air like new rain on hot asphalt as she continued hurrying along the sidewalk, trying to pick out the high rise glass building that was to be her new home from the offices and housing complexes that gleamed similarly along both sides of the street. She'd only seen this street before on the VR tour when she'd been assigned to the campus, but she knew she was close now, having followed the directions from the station exactly. The earpiece she was wearing, connected to her phone, told her the same.
"Your destination is on the left. Zero-point-two minutes to arrival at current speed."
It should be this building. Perfect timing! Well, at least to avoid the storm, I've still kept this Rayna girl waiting, but maybe she'll be cool about it. I hope so, it'd suck having to share with someone really anal...
She searched the digital name displays in the art deco inspired panel next to the building's vast glass doors for her roommate-to-be's last name. There were quite a few last names beginning with M, though, given probably hundreds of students lived here, and so she was still looking for Morelli, Rayna, when she heard an impatient huffing sound from behind her.
No longer in a blind rush now that she knew she'd be inside in a matter of seconds, with time to spare before the downpour, she looked around.
"I'm sorry, I’m moving in here but it was just taking me a while to find who to buzz - I’ll be as quick as I can, I promise!" she said genially, smiling at the man who seemed to be waiting for her to finish using the panel.
The smile was more because he was really hot looking than because she was genuinely sorry he was having to wait an extra five seconds. He was well built, which showed very clearly in his tight black shirt, and his classically handsome, clean-shaven face was topped by a trendy, chalk white dyed mop of messy hair.
"It's fine, she's here, if you're ready you'll be able to make it," the man said, confusing Kitsuna.
Oh, right, he's on the phone.
As she looked back to the panel though, the list of M names had disappeared, and a pretty girl around Kitsuna's age with bright red hair and big, worried green eyes with thick black eyeliner flicking out from the edges had appeared on the screen.
"19th floor! I have to go out - it won't take long. Don't leave til I get back!" the girl yelled.
"Are you Rayna? How do I – "
"There's no time! I'll leave the door open for you, so hurry or we'll get robbed."
The screen reverted back to the search panel and she heard the click of the front doors unlocking. She stood gaping in confusion for a moment, but the cute guy had already pushed the door open.
"Hurry, the dancer is in place," he said, evidently still talking to someone other than Kitsuna, though with two people having just said the word 'hurry' in earshot and the tingling in her nerves from the impending storm growing, she felt compelled to dash to the elevator control panel across the building's empty lobby, jabbing at the button as if speed was now of the essence.
One of the five elevators opened up straight away, and she rushed inside it, pressing the '19' on the touch panel. As the doors closed, she noticed that the man was gone now. If he hadn't wanted to come in, what was he doing waiting by the door, then opening it for her? Through the glass of the main doors, there was now no sign of him.
Well, at least it'll be easy to find our apartment - I guess it's the one with the door wide open. What could possibly be so urgent that she'd rather leave it so someone could steal all her stuff than wait the what, 40 seconds, for me to get from the front door to here?
Indeed, the apartment whose screen panel read '19-9: Rayna Morelli, Kitsuna Blake' did look like it had been abandoned in a hurry. The big black security door's deadbolts and other features were doing absolutely nothing to prevent entry, where it was held open with a heavy looking black matte sculpture of a stretching cat.
I guess I'll have to wait for my welcome...
But something did greet her. As she looked around the airy white living room with its spectacular views of wherever it was the digital windows here were set to pipe in their views from, she felt a pressure against her shins, and looked down to see a particularly elegant Bengal cat.
It was even stranger that this Rayna girl had left the door open when she had a cat - surely she was worried it would escape? Well, Kitsuna really wasn't sure what kind of person she was going to be living alongside for the upcoming school year, but she couldn't help but be pleased that there was a pet. Any curiosity she had had about seeing the rest of the apartment vanished - after all, she'd done the VR tour so she knew what to expect - and she gladly put down her gym bag and set about making a fuss of the cat, scratching its ears and running her hand appreciatively over the sleek, spotted fur of its coat.
The cat purred and raised itself up to bump its head against Kitsuna's hand. She noticed as it extended its neck that it was wearing a fuchsia colored collar with a white metal tag hanging off of it.
Hmmm, so I can find out your name even before Rayna gets back.
She sat down on the black leather couch and tapped her thigh encouragingly, beckoning the cat, who jumped up onto her lap with a delicate spring.
Gently, Kitsuna lifted its chin to look at the tag, but then she furrowed her brow in surprised confusion.
Why would anyone put Talizman beads on their pet's collar? Is Rayna one of those crazy rich people that buys their cat electronics it can't use?
As she looked closer, there was something even more surprising. Of the four Talizman beads that sat alongside the cat's name tag, three were spherical, and crystal clear. But the one next to the tag on the left side was multifaceted, and pulsing with indigo light.
But, how can this cat have the same bead as me and mom? I can sort of get why Rayna might want her cat's collar to tell her the weather, I mean, it's a cute way to get your forecasts, but these beads have been obsolete for at least twelve years, and this seems like a pretty young cat...
The name tag itself, which Kitsuna now peered at, squinting to read the writing engraved on the golden metal, read 'Ivy'.
"So, you're a girl, then. Well, hi, Ivy. I'm your new roommate. I promise to pet you lots, although, right now I am just wishing you could talk, because, me, I've got a lot of questions."
The cat said nothing, of course, but it stared at her with that spooky intelligence cats sometimes seem to have in their eyes. The indigo bead had gotten brighter, and Kitsuna looked at the matching one on her wrist. Soon they'd turn black, and stay that way until the storm had passed.
"So, I guess the storm will start any moment now. It's times like this when I am sooo thankful digital windows were invented. We don't have to see all the dark clouds and lightning in here, or the boring buildings across the street. I don't know about you, Ivy, but looking out across whatever sunny bay that is almost lets me forget there's a storm or a scary new college full of weird people like your owner at all."
Kitsuna knew the digital windows found in most urban buildings simply streamed in 3D views from cameras placed in prettier looking places around the world, but having never visited anywhere that looked anything like as good as the options that could be selected, she still found it hard to believe that what she was seeing actually existed somewhere, that somewhere right now there were people looking at that sky for real, and it wasn't just generated by a CGI engine in a dingy server room somewhere.
She'd be able to change the view using the touch screen panel next to the window, which would also let her watch broadcasts or information streams. It felt a bit wrong to tamper with the settings though. She wouldn't feel like she could treat this sterile, showhome looking apartment as her own until Rayna got back and they'd had a chance to meet properly. Until then she felt like an awkward intruder. Just an awkward intruder with a cat on her lap.
But the next thing she was aware of, she was waking up in a white room.




Chapter 2
What the fuck?
Kitsuna's eyelids felt heavy, and as she opened them all there was was white. A white ceiling. Underneath her body, which felt strangely dense, was the softness of a bed, but it wasn't a familiar one. She sat up, rubbing her eyes hard.
On opening them again, she saw that it was bright daylight in the room, at least, that's what the windows were set to, but the room itself was as completely bare as the version of it that she'd seen in VR. It was her bedroom in her new apartment, but she hadn't 'moved in' - the mattress was bare and her bag wasn't there. She was about to try and stand, when the door slid open, something triggering its automatic control, and she saw the cat dart out of the room. She hadn't even noticed it was there - was it under the bed?
It... no, she. I should remember that the cat is a girl. Ivy doesn't sound like a boy's name at any rate.
She found her body unusually weak as she moved to swing her legs down and stand on her feet. She wasn't wearing her boots anymore, though. How had that happened? Was she sick? It was all very confusing, but somehow she felt like she had to leave the room to find any answers. She had a strange sense that she was supposed to follow the cat, like Alice following the white rabbit.
But, before she could even get her weight down onto her trembling legs, Ivy the cat sprang back into the room and onto the bed, and sat staring at her. Kitsuna heard footsteps, like a woman's shoes clacking on the tiled floor, but quickly, like someone in a hurry.
"Rayna?" she asked, realizing that her throat felt very dry as she tried to speak.
The red haired girl she had seen on the screen outside looked very different now. The hair was the same color, but disheveled, as if she'd been working out or she'd been caught in the rain and only partially dried off, and her beautifully applied make-up was smudged around the eyes and patchy on her pale skin. She looked tired, drained. Probably still better than Kitsuna herself, though, she guessed.
"For fuck's sake, don't try and get out of bed yet. You're gonna feel like crap for a couple of hours, minimum," she said, with no particular kindness in her voice, like a weary mom dealing with their teenager's first hangover.
"What happened to me? Did you put me here?"
"Nope. I was far too worn out to be carrying flaked out people around. Soren threw you down on the bed. You know, he's a gentleman like that."
Kitsuna wished something, anything would start to make sense. She let out a grunt of frustration.
"Why would I know who you're talking about? Please, Rayna, I have no fucking clue where I am or if I'm sick or why you rushed off before, and you must know that I have no idea who Soren is, too, so before I completely lose my sanity can you just..."
"No idea who I am? That hurts," said a male voice, which came from behind where Rayna stood in the doorway.
Kitsuna's expression didn't change when she saw that the speaker was the hot guy from outside. She already looked baffled, and her face couldn't really level up its expression to match her mounting bewilderment.
"It's OK, sis, I'll give her the talk. Clearly you've been through the wars again this time, and the poor girl shouldn't have to hear this from you in one of... those moods."
He gestured to Rayna to leave, talking as if Kitsuna actually wasn't there, sprouting more questions by the second.
"Thank fuck for that. Ivy doesn't have much time left and I'm really not down for this right now," the red haired girl said, squeezing the man's muscular, tattooed arm with the first hint of softness or gratitude Kitsuna had seen from her, before sweeping out of view, without so much as a wave in her new roommate's direction.
"So, you're... Soren, I guess? You're really gonna have to fill me in on some things here, like, I mean... well, just... what the fuck?"
The man smiled, and sat on the bed next to her, not close enough that his body was touching her, but enough to feel the heat coming off of him, and to smell the musky cologne he was wearing.
It wasn't the time or the place for her to really analyze it, but still, being close to him stirred something inside her, just as it had when she'd first seen him outside. Maybe it was just that she'd been building up college in her mind as some place full of sexy guys where she'd at least get to have some fun, and he, a sexy guy, had been literally the first person she'd encountered, but there was something really masculine about him that drew her to him, despite the situation and its colossal levels of weirdness.
"There's a lot to tell, and usually I don't get to be the one doing this bit, so you'll have to bear with me. Maybe give me a review at the end, like, 7 out of 10, would get life changing revelations from Soren again, that kind of thing? Well, I guess let's start from now and work backwards. Or should we start at the beginning and work forwards?"
"You people are so weird. You called Rayna sis, so I guess vaguery is a family thing?" Kitsuna replied, though not without sympathy. After all, she knew how complicated her questions were, so she could only assume the answers weren't exactly a breeze to reel off. Plus, she wanted confirmation that he was Rayna's actual brother, and not a boyfriend with weird ideas about pet names.
"Yeah, we're twins, actually. And, well, I'll get on to what my role is in all of this, but I provide support to her, and now, to you, too."
"What is up with her? She was in such a rush earlier, and you were there - was she who you were talking to? And now she looks like she's been dragged through something, and... How long was she gone? How long was I out? Did I faint?"
"OK so we're starting from now and working backwards, then? Fair enough. Well, Rayna was in a rush because she had to go out and fight the storm, and she was already kinda pissed because you hadn't shown up yet and a storm was coming. See, that bit was just bad timing, but it really fucked things up for us because we were supposed to make sure someone was watching you the next time a storm hit, what with there being a strong chance that this would happen now. So, I was following you, and once I caught up to you she left, and I waited for her outside with Courtney, because at that point we knew Ivy would be able to spot you."
"I don't think this approach to explaining is, shall we say, helping in any fucking way. Sorry Soren..."
He gave an apologetic smile, as if to say he was doing his best. He paused, as if trying to think of a better way to say it all, and after a deep breath, began again, slowing down a little this time.
"OK... Well, let's go with the broad strokes then. Rayna is a mahou shoujo, which means when there's a storm, she fights it, in a team with another girl named Courtney. Who's a stripper, but... that's probably not an important point... So, and this is probably the bit I should have lead with... You're one too."
"I'm a what now?"
"You're the new member of her team. This will probably explain quite a lot of weird stuff for you, actually, so, hey, it's pretty cool being the guy to tell you."
"It's not explaining anything at all, yet, Soren. Fighting storms? Like, what does that even mean? And why would I want to do that, I'm the last person suited to it - I have a literal phobia of storms."
"Ah, but this is one of the things I now get to explain, that will shed light on things you've probably wondered about your whole life - man, this must be so weird for you!" he said, almost comically, "OK, so, you have a phobia of storms. What does that date back to?"
"What is this now, therapy?" Kitsuna asked.
Soren was just looking at her encouragingly, waiting for her to go on. He nodded.
Kitsuna sighed.
"It was because of my mom, I guess. I mean, I don't know, but they do say you can learn to be scared of things your parents are scared of because of how they act when you're very young, so, since my mom was also afraid of storms, I suppose that's why I am. Anyway, they make me feel really on edge, and she, well, she just got that, so I am sure she felt the same."
"Felt?"
"Yeah, she died when I was 14. She got sick."
"And your dad? Any aunts, grandmothers, other blood related women?"
"Now this sounds like a medical check up... And, no, I never knew my dad, and my mom didn't keep us in touch with the rest of her family - I think they live in Asia or something. It wasn't important - there was just us, and her friends. When she first got sick, I was only 10, and she made arrangements that I'd go and live with her friend Megan after she died. But she held on til I was 14, somehow, even though the doctors didn't think she would last six months, and then, well, I didn't want to be a burden to Meg and there was mom's life insurance, so, I enrolled in a boarding school and lived there. I was fine. You know, apart from being completely devastated that my mom was gone. But what do blood related women have to do with storms?"
"All the mahou shoujo are connected by a bloodline that goes back to this ancient Japanese empress. There were these young girls who were her bodyguard, around the time storms stopped being... well, just weather. They were sorceresses, basically. Mahou shoujo is Japanese for 'magical girls', so, yeah, they were magical girls who were the first to fight the storms. As the things started coming through from the Big Emptiness, they somehow were given the power to fight them, I guess it's the nature of the Earth to like, adapt and find a way to deal with threats, and who can say why nature decided that girls with crazy powers were the solution, but that's what happened. So, yeah, the descendants of the mahou shoujo have been keeping the storms under control ever since."
"Wait, so... I'm part of that bloodline, and so was my mom, and so is Rayna? But she's your twin, so, that means you are too? Are we related?"
The man smirked.
"The original mahou shoujo weren't related to each other, so there are quite a few different bloodlines, but in any case, we're talking about ancient history. There are thousands of mahou shoujo in the world now. So, we could be a bit related, but hey, no more so than people with the same last name might have a shared ancestor somewhere hundreds of years ago. This isn't some kind of chosen one deal - the storms got stronger over time, not just attacking that one empress lady's lands but everywhere where there were people. For some reason, maybe because the original mahou shoujo were all female, only the women of the bloodlines are affected. So, there are girls like you and Rayna everywhere. There need to be."
Kitsuna felt a little embarrassed for not figuring that out. If she was completely honest, she just wanted to be sure that there was nothing potentially gross about the fact she thought Soren was sexy as all hell.
"So, OK, suppose what you're saying is true..."
"Which it is, as much like tripped out bullshit as it sounds,"
"Well, if my mom was one of these shoujo thingies then, why didn't she ever say anything? And how did I end up here with exactly the right people to explain it to me... Unless...."
"You're getting it, right? I'm not fucking this up too badly?"
"Unless that's why Calibre Academy was the only school that accepted me, and I got placed in this apartment with Rayna. The school has something to do with it."
"Bingo. There, well, there's a complicated relationship between who knows about mahou shoujo and who doesn't. Most people don't, obviously, or this wouldn't be in any way surprising to you, but there are enough of them that there is a kind of infrastructure in place for kinda managing and supporting the whole thing. Nobody else can fight the storms, but a council of mahou shoujo decided a long time ago that the girls shouldn't be burdened with anything more than the fighting, and they put some rules in place, enforced with some kind of oath magic that we, as yet, haven't been able to really replicate. This was hundreds of years ago. Those women decreed that mahou shoujo should be allowed to have families, and not have to live in total secrecy, and that the people who love them should be able to help them in whatever other ways they can - tech, combat training, all that kind of stuff that can be done outside of the storms. So people like me, and the teachers at schools like Calibre Academy, we're trusted with the secret because we love someone who is a mahou shoujo. We are an even bigger community than the girls themselves. Keeping an eye on girls who haven't transformed yet, and influencing things so that they end up where they need to be to be integrated into everything, that's one of the many duties of our network."
"My high school... It was the only one I applied to that would accept my mom's life insurance. Was that one of your schools too?"
"No doubt. There have to be people watching girls like you with the bloodline from a pretty young age, although, if you’d transformed younger you’d have simply started going to a ‘special program of education’ at Calibre Academy on the side, the middle schools and high schools really are normal schools, just with some staff that we place. Girls can transform basically any time after they hit puberty, and this is what happens at first - a blackout. It's harmless when the people around you know what it is, but, well, let me ask you this - have you ever been alone when a storm hit, since you were, say, 12 or so?"
"No, I haven't... So, someone was always watching over me in case, this?" Kitsuna knew immediately that what he was saying was true there - she'd even wondered, because of her phobia, how she'd feel in a storm were there no people around.
"They wouldn't have had people who knew the secret trying to watch you at all times, that would be impractical, and there's the failsafe of the bead on your Talizman, too - it'll send an alert if you lose consciousness when a storm comes. But, well, this is why you have your phobia. All mahou shoujo have it. From a very young age, before they can even be aware of it, mahou shoujo are conditioned, by a harmless form of hypnosis, to act in a certain way when a storm comes - to wake up if they are sleeping, to seek out other people, and cover. Run into a mall or be just, anywhere where someone can see them."
"I was hypnotized to feel that horrible way intentionally? But, surely if a teenage girl just faints in a random mall people aren't going to know it's because she has... whatever this is. Don't they just end up being sent to the hospital and having loads of unnecessary tests and... oh."
Kitsuna's mouth had worked just a little faster than her brain.
"Yeah, not everybody at the hospitals knows, but there are certain protocols where emergencies involving unconscious girls are swiftly cross checked against our database of untransformed mahou shoujo, and so things get handled."
"But... my mom. She knew. And she was one too? And we were both hypnotized and given these weird phobias? Why didn't she prepare me?"
"It's part of the whole system. I don't make the rules up. For better or worse, it's in the rules that a mahou shoujo who becomes pregnant is retired from her duties. She'll still be aware when the Big Emptiness attacks, unlike everyone else, but she is given a blocking crystal that prevents her from being taken into the storm domain. Her role at that point is ensuring the bloodline continues, so, she'll be replaced and she'll raise her kids. Her kids - the girls at least - will be conditioned, and they do something to boys like me, too, to make us extra protective over our sisters, maybe a bit more fond of them than normal brothers are... so once your sister is brought into that world, you don't even question that you're going to follow her and help her. But the mothers don't tell their children. There's some sort of magic the old mahou shoujo who created all these rules used, that prevents them from doing that. The intention was that every mahou shoujo gets a pleasant, normal childhood before she has to deal with all of this. But, yeah, quite a lot of the girls I know, they'd rather have been forewarned."
Kitsuna felt numb. Her poor mother. Had she tried to hang on to life until whenever this happened to Kitsuna, so she could finally talk to her about this secret, this thing they shared but had never been able to discuss?
"I'm sorry," Soren said, seeing her inquisitiveness stall. She'd been doing so well, trying to process her situation, and keep an open mind, but, now she was thinking about her mom, their relationship, what it could have been if it weren't for cancer.
"What are you sorry for? It sounds like this is a shitty situation for everyone involved."
"Well, it just seemed like an 'I'm sorry' kind of moment..."
"You haven't told me what the things these mahou shoujo are supposed to be fighting are, yet…" she replied, grimly.




Chapter 3
There came a point when Kitsuna had to ask him to stop.
It was overload, and she was weak as it was. Her hands were trembling and she could feel the clammy sweat on her face and palms.
"Please, Soren... I need to process this a bit. I feel... not good. Monsters from another dimension... I just... It's too weird."
Soren squeezed her shoulder, and she wished she didn't feel quite so physically gross - under other circumstances his strong hand would have felt most appealing on her body, but, this wasn't the moment for such imaginings.
"I get it. Besides, I'm not the best person to explain what it's like inside the storm, since I have never been there."
In truth, he hadn't been the best at explaining anything, but she was grateful that he'd tried. Even the best lecturer in the world probably couldn't have made any of this easy to digest.
"I feel exhausted. You know what, do you think once I've made my bed, Rayna would mind if I borrow her cat for tonight? Might be helpful with the stress to have her purring away next to me."
Soren looked like he was about to start explaining something else, but then he seemed to think better of it.
He looked at his watch.
"Yeah, it's night now - sorry, I guess the windows in this room aren't properly set up yet. But, yeah, the cat, she should be fine to pet now."
It was an odd thing to say but she scarcely registered it. She moved to get up again, to fetch her bag and put sheets on the bed.
"Nononono, you stay right there, I'll take care of it."
She nodded in exhausted gratitude. Within a few minutes, he'd gently helped her up onto her unsteady legs, made the bed about as well as one might expect a 22 year old man to do it, and adjusted the window to show a dark, starry sky.
"Give me a shout when you've gotten changed and I'll bring you a cat, OK?"
She stood in front of the panel by the sink and brushed her teeth, not wanting to switch it to mirror screen mode, because she didn't even want to know how bad she had looked while she'd been talking to him.
***
She woke from a heavy sleep, full of fragmented dreams of her mother, as the windows piped in a colorful sunrise. Her mouth felt horrible, but otherwise, the feeling of sickness had passed. Now there was just a cloying feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach, spiking straight into her mind and depriving her of any moment of easy forgetfulness as she woke up. Ivy the cat was asleep beside her face on the pillow, breathing peacefully.
She was still here, and it was all real.
She stretched and listened. Rayna was in the living room, she could tell, because she was making strange 'kya!' type sounds, as if she was karate chopping things.
I guess my roommate, team mate, whatever the fuck she is... Soren's sister... even wakes up weird. I suppose I've got to go talk to her though. There's still so much I need to ask, primary of which is, how the fuck do I get out of this?
The idea had been forming in her mind even before Soren had explained about the Big Emptiness - the strange other dimension with its trippy monsters (things he couldn't describe, because he'd never seen them and nobody had ever been able to sufficiently describe them to him). She hadn't wanted to ask him outright then, because she didn't want him to think she was a coward, but she was sure that those mahou shoujo women who'd made the rules, the ones who had been so keen that girls like her were allowed trouble free childhoods, and were looked after by a support network, and could be mothers, must have put something in place where she could just say no. They cared about making the world better for people like themselves, so they must have cared about the free will of girls like her, too. She hadn't 'transformed', yet, whatever that actually entailed. Soren had said that the blackout was just the first sign, and wasn't the transformation itself. There must still be time for her to make the choice to walk away. Maybe she'd have to sign a load of documents to say she'd never reveal what she knew. Maybe she'd have to be recruited into whatever network it was Soren worked for now she knew the secret. That wouldn't be so bad. Maybe she'd have to have her memory erased or something - even that wouldn't be as bad as having to take on a life of strange, dangerous combat she was in no way trained for, against some kind of insane Eldritch abominations. She'd be happier not knowing any of it existed.
Rayna isn't going to like it. Evidently she's one of the brave ones who took on the responsibility. Or she's just mad. Well, perhaps being mad and brave are actually the same thing in this situation. Either way, it's not like she's been going out of her way to be friendly or encourage me to stay, so she shouldn’t really be too surprised that I'm not on board.
She gave Ivy a last stroke, assuming she wouldn't be able to pet her again if she was leaving straight away, and got out of bed. Her legs were no longer shaky or unsteady, now she was resolute about what she was going to do. She padded through the door as it automatically swished open, still in her pajamas, and saw that indeed, Rayna actually was doing some kind of odd martial arts moves in the middle of the living room, a VR unit covering her eyes.
"Kya! Hiya! Ha! Hahahaha!"
"Rayna?" she said gently, so as not to startle her.
How can she be playing video games at a time like... Well, I guess to her this is just a normal day. How long as she been doing this? Soren didn't say, but from how entrenched in the whole thing they are, I'd have to guess she's known she's a mahou shoujo for quite a long time. Are there really some girls this happens to when they're as young as 12? It's horrifying...
Rayna stopped trying to dragon punch the air, or whatever it was she was doing, and pulled off her VR unit, blinking rapidly as her eyes adjusted to the normal world again.
"What were you doing?" Kitsuna asked, figuring maybe this would be easier if she broke the ice with some normal conversation about games systems or something.
"Ha! This? Soren made it for me, it's a simulator for fighting. It's supposed to be training. But, Soren doesn't really get that the transformation kinda means we don't have to train, so this is basically just for fun. I'm sure he'd give you a copy if you want to try, he seems to have taken a shine to you," she said with a wrinkling of the nose that girlishly said 'ewww, my brother is so gross'.
"Uh, yeah, sounds fun... Although, he might not be so willing when he finds out that all his explaining last night was kind of for nothing," she began.
"What do you mean? He said you'd at least got the gist of it. We can't hold your hand through everything, you know, we didn't have anyone as experienced as him to explain it all to us when I blacked out..."
"Oh, no, I mean, he was great... Well, not great, but yes, I did at least sort of understand. But I'm not going to stay. It's not for me. I have never had a fight in my life, and man, I'm not a brave person. I just came here to do my crappy marketing degree and get a job writing sales copy for some company that makes shoes or whatever. Nobody should be relying on me to protect them, and, look, you might not get it because you're stronger, but I just... I won't accept my life being taken out of my hands like that."
"Pffft, my brother really did do a bullshit job of explaining, didn't he? Wow, did you really think this was optional? That's embarrassing. I feel bad for him. I feel bad for you."
She didn't look like she felt bad for Kitsuna at all, she was practically smirking, as if this was just some hilarious, sitcom style misunderstanding rather than Kitsuna's actual future that they were disagreeing about.
"It has to be optional," Kitsuna said, though her voice was uncertain.
There had to be a choice, didn't there? She'd thought this through, there was no way those women who made up the rules would condemn unknowing young girls to this, maybe that was how it had been before they'd made the rules, but surely not now, or what was the point in them changing everything? It had to be for the good of the women, not even born yet, who were going to be part of the bloodline. Why would any mother even have children if they wouldn't get to choose their own fate? Why would her mother...
"It isn't though," Rayna said.
"But... it can't be that we have no choice..."
"We don't though."
"We have to have freedom, they wouldn't just sentence us to..."
"Seriously, are we doing this? I get that you've just woken up, but if you try saying it any other way, when I've just told you how it is, then I might be liable to punch you in the middle of the face."
Rayna sounded more exasperated than menacing, but her fist was still clenched from her round of 'training'.
"But it can't be that we --"
"Did I fucking stutter? Man, was I this annoying when I first transformed? Look, it's not an option, that's just the way it is, but it's not all bad, either. When you transform, honestly, it feels incredible. We get so much power, beating the things from the Big Emptiness is almost fun. If you're careful and you have good people to work with, they're not even that tough. Sure, it's a workout, and things can get a bit freaky, but it's better than - what was it you were going to study? Market research or some crap?"
"Marketing..."
"See, I don't know what jobs in marketing even involve, but you probably don't get to do insane parkour like it's nothing while cutting up a fifty foot monster that looks like a bread octopus, do you?"
"Bread octopus? What are you even..."
"Bread octopus. Octopus, but like, made of baked goods. Yeah, the things, they kinda mess with your head while you're fighting them so everything looks really weird and surreal - I just went with bread octopus as an example because last night... Ah, you'll get it when you see one."
"See, it seems like you are more the type who hears that and thinks, cool, an adventure, I get to kick ass. Whereas me, I'm more like, yeah, I don't want to fight insanity inducing entities that make me trip balls, and when I die, I definitely don't want it to be because of a fucking... bread octopus."
"Don't get hung up on the bread octopi, we see all different things, it's just some sort of psychological illusion or... Well, we don't actually know, but maybe you won't see bread octopi at all. Maybe you'll see, ooooh, Courtney saw a bunch of black eyeless rabbits once,"
"This is insane. You're all completely insane," Kitsuna said in despair, sitting down on the black leather couch where just yesterday, she'd been happily stroking a cat and had never once used her mind to conjure up an image of a giant sea invertebrate made of baguettes.
Rayna said nothing.
No. No, there's still got to be a way out. I'll find it.
But no matter how badly she wanted to believe that, it was starting to feel as though she was going to have to accept that there was no choice after all. She wasn't free. She wasn't in control of her own path in life. She never had been.
"So, like... what happens now?" she said, finally, looking up at the red haired mahou shoujo with numb horror.




Chapter 4
Kitsuna stood close to Soren as they waited on the roof for the next Volocopter to arrive. Summer was almost gone now, and yet the air was still warm and humid, even atop the student accommodation building. She still felt a chill inside her, and despite the fact she'd traveled by Volocopter hundreds of times before, from rooftops just like this one, this time the height was making her feel dizzy.
"Thank you for coming with me. I feel bad asking you, but I have never been to the campus before and, well, you know..."
"I do know. Look, I meant what I said last night - I'm team support for you guys, and that's not just for my sister, I will do whatever I can to make this whole thing less... whatever the right word for how you're probably feeling now is."
The white electric multicopter arrived, and dropped down onto the landing spot close to them. This was where students from the building would commute to the campus every day once the semester started, but that was two weeks away, and so there was nobody else waiting to ride it right now. The door opened automatically as they approached and Soren climbed in before helping Kitsuna inside, giving her hand a supportive squeeze.
"I really appreciate that, you know. I realize I'm a bit of a pain for Rayna to have to deal with, I really do, but surely she was freaked out when she first found out, too?"
The Volocopter sealed, and it rose up almost silently to begin its autopiloted flight to the Calibre Academy grounds, where Rayna had told her to meet her once she'd had a chance to 'set things up'. What had been weirder than that instruction though, was that after giving it, Rayna had beckoned Ivy the cat into a pink cat carrier, and dashed off out of the door with her.
"She was. Although I think I was worse. She actually took to it pretty well. She's always really enjoyed how it felt to transform, and, at first at least, she just treated the fighting like a sport. I guess we were only 13, and so she had that thing, still, you know, when you're a kid and you forget you're not invincible. I was a bit of a mess though - it was the first thing she'd ever done without me, the first time I couldn't be there to protect her. She was going somewhere I couldn't go. I've never really gotten used to that, but still, it just made me determined to be the best support guy any mahou shoujo team ever had. Aiming for that made me feel better, to some degree at least. So, I'm going to make sure I keep you safe, too."
"I'm an only child, so I can't really imagine having a sibling who cared about me that much. It must be nice."
"Well, we can pretend I'm your brother if you want - we do have that bloodline thing after all," he said.
"Oh god no! That'd be so wrong!"
Once again, her mouth had moved faster than her brain. She flushed as red as Rayna's hair.
Why did I say that? He was trying to be kind and I just blurted out what essentially amounts to 'no thanks, because then it'd be weird if we fucked'. Seriously, how can I even be crushing on him at a time like this anyway!
But Soren just gave a broad smile. In fact he looked quite pleased with himself.
"Brothers are overrated anyway, or so Rayna tells me."
The Volocopter landed on the top of another building that Kitsuna had only seen in pictures and through VR. This was the west wing of the Calibre Academy complex, which, as Soren told her, was where most of the people who were closely involved in the mahou shoujo network worked. The east wing was, on the face of it at least, akin to a normal college, but the west functioned more like a research facility, with tech labs and offices. This was where Rayna had wanted her to come, though when she had been preparing to move here and start attending Calibre Academy, she'd only really looked at the stuff related to the east wing. Was there even a real marketing course here? Had she been enrolled for a completely fake course, just so that they could keep an eye on her? If there was a course, was there any point in her attending it now, or would there be some other things she was supposed to do with her college time? A student counselor would really have come in handy here, she decided.
They entered the elevator from the roof, and Soren pushed a button. Kitsuna didn't really notice which, she was trusting him to know how to get to wherever Rayna was sending them. He'd asked her to rely on him, and it felt good to do it. There wasn't really anyone else offering anyway, but it was reassuring, feeling him next to her, having him worry about her and try to make her feel even just a little stronger.
"Thank you," she said, as he gestured to her to go first into the brightly lit hallway after the elevator doors opened.
His smile suggested that he'd understood that she was thanking him for more than just his politeness.
The hallway was lined with glass doors, with offices behind them, none of which looked like they had anything particularly 'secretive magical society' about them. But the room they were headed for was at the end, and had a solid black door instead.
Of course we're going to the one scary looking one.
"What's going to happen in there? Do you know?"
"Not exactly, but I expect Rayna will have been arranging for a professor named James to be here to meet you. He's alright, don't worry. This room is a lab where we can make mahou shoujo transform under controlled conditions, so - and don't be alarmed about this - it might be that you're going to experience your transformation for the first time. Normally they don't arrange it this fast, so I could be wrong, but the situation is a bit unusual at the moment what with your age and the fact Rayna's team is down to only two at the moment, so, it's possible that's what they're going to want to do."
Kitsuna's brow wrinkled.
"How many are usually in a team, and what's weird about my age?"
"Teams are usually three or four, but Rayna and Courtney lost a member. Don't look like that - she didn't die or anything. It's just a bit of a sore subject with the other two so, well, I'll tell you later but it's nothing to be alarmed about. So, we don't know for sure exactly how it works, but there seems to be this kind of natural balance in terms of how many active mahou shoujo there are in a region. Our theory is that girls stay dormant until they're needed to replace someone who retires or... well, you know. You stayed dormant longer than most, and were the oldest untransformed girl in this region, so we were able to kinda guess that with Jazz - I mean, Jacinta - gone, you'd probably have your blackout soon. That's why we weren't too surprised when it happened."
"Jacinta... If she left then..."
Can't I just do whatever she did? I'll have to find out more about this whole thing with her.
"She retired young, let's leave it at that. For now. Like I said, I'll tell you later, but it's really just a load of bullshit drama you don't need to worry about. Come on, let's go inside. It's going to be fine."
The room was surprisingly bare, and unlike everywhere else she'd seen through the glass doors in the hallway, it didn't have digital windows. A white, clinical glow from LED tiles on the ceiling bathed the room instead of the daylight from some faraway place. There were a few tables off to the side with various apparatus on them - electrical odds and ends by the looks of things - and beside them, one pink cat carrier with a pair of green eyes staring out from behind the criss-cross metal door, unblinking but not, apparently, distressed. And then there was Rayna, wearing a sleeveless black dress, just as she had been when she'd left the place Kitsuna still felt very odd calling 'home', and a tall man with black hair and piercing ice blue eyes who looked to be about 30.
The professor, I assume. Wow. Is it just me or is everyone in this whole mahou shoujo business far too good looking? I mean, Soren first and now this guy? If only this was normal college and I could just enjoy the scenery!
Soren gave the other man a polite nod, and smiled at his twin, but said nothing. He stayed close to Kitsuna, but she could sense that he didn't really feel like he had a particular role to play in whatever was about to happen here.
Well, I guess I should say something before Rayna gets mad at me or whatever.
"Hi. I'm Kitsuna. I have no idea what I'm doing here."
The professor's eyes crinkled with amusement, and he stepped forward, reaching out to shake her hand. She tried to return his grip with a convincing amount of feigned confidence, and prayed her hand wasn't too sweaty. His eyes met hers and she was sure she saw some kind of approval there.
"Professor James Troika, though please, just call me James. We're really glad to have you here. I know it's all probably very confusing and hard right now, but hopefully when we're done today you'll feel a bit more comfortable with things. Rayna said you're not... enamored with the idea of being a mahou shoujo --"
"She whined all morning about it. 'Why can't I be a marketing bitch instead? I don't wanna fight the bagel krakens!" Rayna said, putting on a mocking tone.
"First of all I do not sound like that. Second of all they were bread octopi this morning - what the fuck?"
"Bread octopi, bagel krakens, they all die the same when they meet my ruby sword!"
The professor looked thoroughly confused.
"Anyway... so, she said you aren't feeling completely sold on the whole thing, and that is completely normal, so it's part of my job to help work with you to start understanding this world. How to keep yourself safe, how to get the most out of your new body and powers, and to just generally ease you into the swing of things. But listen, once the shock wears off, most mahou shoujo begin to really see the value in their work and feel a real sense of pride in helping to protect their region, and humanity as a whole, from the Big Emptiness. It's a noble thing, and while not everyone may know you're out there defending them, those who do know are extremely grateful. You will want for nothing here on campus, I can promise you that."
He sounded like he'd said these words hundreds of times before, which, Kitsuna supposed, he probably had. Sometimes to grown women like her whose idea of their future had just been torn apart by the news that their fate had already been picked out for them, sometimes to terrified girls barely into their teens. But, he didn't look or sound like he lacked sincerity. She thought about his words, almost moved to look at things his way...
But no. How is it noble unless I choose to do it? Is it noble to risk your life if you have no choice in the matter? Of course not.
"So, what is going to happen now?" she asked, deciding not to debate what he'd just said.
"Since Rayna's team is shorthanded, and by all accounts last night's storm was a struggle for her and Courtney on their own, we've decided to waste no time and force your transformation here today."
"Force? That seems to be a theme here."
"Yes, I can see why that might have been a bad choice of words, given how you're currently feeling about things. I'm sorry. It's not so much forcing you to transform, as inducing it. You will be able to transform when you choose to after that, and you'll transform automatically when you enter a storm domain, but for this first time we generally find it better to cause it to happen in this controlled environment where we can monitor everything. Trust me when I say that you would eventually transform anyway, when the next storm comes, and so this is really just a safer and less scary way for you to go through it."
Kitsuna swallowed hard. She was about to bite the bullet and agree to go ahead, but Soren stepped forward, his hand up, and spoke.
"Hey, look, she's feeling really uneasy about it all, maybe it'd help if she saw you transform first, sis? So she knows what sort of thing happens?"
"I was going to explain what to expect, Soren, I wasn't just going to chuck the wand at her and see what happened... It's not my first rodeo," the professor said, looking somewhat annoyed.
"Even so, come on Rayna, it's not like you don't love any excuse to show off your transformation outside of a storm," Soren said, cajoling his sister.
Rayna grinned.
"You know me too well! Yeah, I guess I could show off a little ruby pride if it'll help us all move past the damn whiny phase."
It was the second time she’d said the word ‘ruby’.
"Ruby?" Kitsuna asked, wondering if that had something to do with her hair.
"Yeah, we all get like, an element or a gem or some other thing from the earth that's like a symbol of our powers. It's cool, you'll find out what yours is soon. Mine is ruby, and my color is vermilion - you get a color too, but mine is basically the same so... I kinda went with the whole red theme."
"So, did that make your hair change color?" Kitsuna asked. She wondered what the twins' real hair color was, given Soren clearly dyed his white.
"Well, it turns red when I transform, a way better red than I've been able to get on my own with dye, and I just decided I wanted to have my red the rest of the time too."
Kitsuna was beginning to understand that to Rayna, being a mahou shoujo meant being the best version of herself, and she was so in love with her transformed form that she wanted to be like it all the time.
I wonder why she can't just stay transformed all the time then? And will I love my transformation just as much?
Reservations aside, she couldn't help but be just a little excited to know what it felt like, what it looked like, even. And to find out something new about herself. Her gem, her color, whatever it was that she was going to be assigned. It was hard not to feel the anticipation of experiencing something that was both completely new and alien, and a part of herself that had always been there.
"So, are you ready to be impressed?" Rayna asked.




Chapter 5
The professor automatically stood back and gave Rayna some space, which made Kitsuna wonder what she was about to see even more. Was it going to be something weird and gory, like when someone turned into a werewolf in a movie? Was he standing back because there were going to be explosions and fireworks, maybe? What did it truly mean for a mahou shoujo to transform?
Rayna went over to the table that had Ivy's cat carrier on it, and picked something up, before walking back over to the space that had been cleared for her. Kitsuna noticed that Soren, beside her, was watching Rayna with a proud, gentle smile.
"OK, so, first, I have my wand - you'll get yours soon, but we need Ivy for that. As you can see --"
"Wait, that wand thing - what does that have to do with Ivy? We don't have to hurt her or anything do we?" Kitsuna asked, suddenly alarmed. Had Rayna brought her cat here because they needed some kind of animal sacrifice or something? She wouldn't allow that! No way, Ivy was the only one aside from Soren who'd shown her any kindness since she'd been here, and she could never harm a cat anyway. It was unthinkable.
"What kind of monster do you think I am?" Rayna asked, with a disgusted expression, "Wow, your mind really goes to some dark places. Nah, what it is, is that we need IV. Eye-dot-Vee-dot. Not Ivy. Ivy just lets us talk to IV. Wait, I can actually see why that's confusing now, I thought it was a really clever name for the cat at the time..."
"What's IV?"
"Not what, but who. Whom. Who? Whom? Professor?"
"Never mind about the grammar, can we just get on with this?" James said, his voice a little weary, as though he was used to Rayna's general weirdness.
For once, Rayna pulled herself back from the distraction and actually explained something useful.
"IV is short for Illaria of the Void. She used to be a mahou shoujo a long time ago, and when she died, there was some kind of magic, she doesn't like us talking about it when she's not here though, so you'll have to ask her yourself when we summon her. She can basically, for a couple of hours a day, come out of the Void - where her soul is in death - and communicate with us by taking over the body of an animal. I got a cat because it was better than having to find a random bug or bird or something whenever we needed IV to come through, and also because I just wanted a cat. And so yeah, sometimes, like last night when you were hogging all the purrs, Ivy is a regular cat, but other times, like when she was watching over you while I was out fighting the storm, IV is possessing her body."
Kitsuna was a bit disturbed by this. When she'd been petting the cat when she first arrived at the apartment, it was actually some dead lady?
"What happens to the real cat when IV possesses her, though? Does it hurt her?"
"Nah, IV said when she takes over an animal she has to kind of agree it with the animal's soul first - I don't know what that even means, but apparently it's part of the magic. Anyway, when we summon her into Ivy she has to sort of tell the cat spirit that it's all good, and then Ivy the cat just sort of goes to sleep until Illaria leaves."
"Oh. I guess that's, well, that's kinda nice then. But, the Void... is that where we go when we die?"
"Like I said, IV really doesn't like us talking about her when she's not here - we have to respect her, man, she's the one that helps us with a lot of things, and she knows more about the mahou shoujo world than probably all the guys who work here put together. We'll summon her to help you make your wand, and then maybe if you need to ask her some stuff you can, but I can't say whether she'll be into answering you. She's probably had to repeat her story for centuries to assholes like us, and it's not really a happy one, so, you know, I can see why she may not always feel like telling us stuff she doesn't think we need to know about her."
Kitsuna was beyond curious - how could Rayna expect her not to be when she'd just hinted that she knew what happened to people after they die?
The Void though... That doesn't exactly sound like a name they'd give to a nice place... If it's like paradise or heaven or something, it would be called something pleasant sounding. Void sounds like... Nothing. But then, is the Void the same as the Big Emptiness?
Is my mom there?
"OK, so back to me and my wand," Rayna said, when no further questions about IV came.
She held forward the thing she had picked up from the table with both hands, almost as if it was a sword, though it was really only as long as a dagger. It was made of some kind of translucent red material - glass or crystal or maybe even just plastic, though it looked far too expensive for that, and Kitsuna was sure that sacred magical items probably weren't made out of the same stuff as hairbrushes. It had a kind of loop at the top, and inside that, a huge ruby, cut in a round shape with facets all around the edges that reflected the light.
"Pretty, isn't it! Though you should see Courtney's - her stone is jet and her color is chartreuse, it sounds weird but it looks so stylish!"
"Where is Courtney anyway? Shouldn't we introduce her to Kitsuna as soon as possible? We don't know when the next storm will come," Soren said.
"Working. And yes, dear brother, I had that planned for tonight. I'm sure you won't mind tagging along if we go and visit her at work."
Rayna poked her tongue out at him.
"Hey, don't lump me in with those lame guys."
"I was merely implying that you seemed to enjoy yourself last time we went."
Soren looked a little bit uncomfortable.
"Well, I'm not made of stone," he mumbled.
"If you are wondering, Kitsuna, our third member isn't here to see your first transformation because she's working at a strip club. It's hilarious, the guys that go there are so sad. You'll see later. Soren pretends he's so much cooler than that but he totally got a lapd--"
"Anyway, let's worry about Courtney later, yeah. Less talky, more transformy?" Soren said, changing the subject, though not quickly enough for Kitsuna to fail to figure out that the last word of Rayna's sentence was going to be 'lapdance'.
Well, it's good to know he's got a healthy sex drive I guess... I think I might get a bit jealous though if I see him leering at a bunch of strippers... Not that I have any right to or anything.
Yet.
"So, here we go. I channel the power inside me, you know, like when martial arts guy use their chi only way fuckin' better, and then - you'll see."
Rayna closed her eyes and Kitsuna found herself holding her breath. The air in the room seemed to have changed - it was the same feeling she got when there was a storm. Instinctively, she looked down at the Talizman on her wrist, but the storm detector was clear.
Rayna, however, seemed to be affected by a different sort of air entirely. There was no breeze in the room, no fans or AC or anything that would cause her hair to be suddenly whipping up around her like that, as though she was standing on top of some kind of vent Marilyn Monroe style. The wand, still held out in front of her chest with both hands began to glow with a bright white light that shone out from inside the ruby, fracturing out into rays of red and white as it split through the facets of the stone.
Kitsuna watched in disbelief as Rayna began to rise off of the floor, her expression still one of serene concentration, as if levitating was nothing unusual to her. Suddenly, she let out a deafening yell.
"Ruby vermilion power - fill me!"
Under any other circumstances it would have been almost comical to see Rayna roaring out such a weird phrase, but nobody was laughing. Soren was looking on in awe at his sister's power, James maintained a dignified air of scientific interest, but Kitsuna could hardly breathe.
Light burst out from the ruby and seemed to go into Rayna's chest, though it was hard to tell what was going on - Rayna's body had begun to spin in the air and there was light and wind everywhere around her, her hair billowing in all directions. For the briefest moment Kitsuna was certain that Rayna was naked - the black of her dress gone from the spinning, swirling vision in front of her - but then red seemed to appear, and something shiny, glinting in the chaotic blur that was Rayna's transformation.
With a final flash of light that Soren and James had the foresight to shield their eyes from, but Kitsuna, of course, had not, Rayna landed on the ground in a kneel, like a footballer taking a knee, only far more graceful. Her hair landed around her face a fraction of a second later, somehow perfectly styled in bouncy waves she hadn't had before.
The whole process from when she shouted out her words to her ending up in her heroic mahou shoujo pose only took a few seconds, but it was easily the most amazing thing Kitsuna had ever seen.
Rayna was wearing entirely new clothes, including a pair of red and white boots that looked like something a particularly flamboyant professional wrestler might wear, long white gloves with red trim around the elbows, and even a little headband with a ruby in the center of her forehead. Her sleek black dress had been replaced by a bright scarlet one with white embellishments, that was as short, shiny and flared as one might normally expect to see on a cheerleader. She looked like some kind of -
"I know, I know, I look a bit like I come from an anime, or a comic book, don't I? But actually they just got the ideas for all of those old stories from artists and stuff who knew mahou shoujo. Our transformations wouldn't look so cheesy if those people hadn't copied our sweet style and used it for their famous characters..." Rayna said.
"That's not what she said the first time, by the way, Kitsuna - she thought it was awesome that she got to look like something out of those old Sailor Moon stories our great-grandparents loved so much..." Soren said, leaning in to give her his commentary.
"Well, I was 13! And anyway, I do still think it's a strong fuckin' look, I just think people don't realize that real mahou shoujo are way more badass than the fictional ones!"
"They don't realize that there are real ones, is why... If you go out like that they'll just think you're going to a retro pop culture convention."
"I know - I've done it. Actually, one day we should totally actually go to a convention like that and --"
"I'm ready."
Rayna and Soren stopped their banter, and both looked at Kitsuna. James smiled with soft approval.
"See, I told you it was a good idea to show her how cool transforming is," Rayna said.
Nobody bothered to point out that she hadn't actually suggested that at all, so, she turned lightly around, making her flashy skirt flare out, revealing some bright red shorts underneath, and went over to the table where Ivy the cat sat patiently observing from her carrier. She wheeled the whole metal topped table over to the middle of the room, and Kitsuna, Soren and James stood around it.
"So, are you ready to meet the one and only Illaria of the Void?" Rayna asked Kitsuna.
Kitsuna nodded.
I just have to make friends with this IV person, get her to talk to me, and maybe I can find out the secret to getting out of having to be a mahou shoujo...
Indeed, she knew it was a bit shady to lie to Rayna, James, and especially Soren about being persuaded just by seeing how cool Rayna's transformation was, but she felt like it was the only way she'd be able to move things along and get the information she needed to save herself. Whether she needed to find out how Jacinta had managed to pull off retiring early, or to find some kind of loophole by talking to the long-dead mahou shoujo expert IV, she had realized that nobody was going to give her the information she needed. Not unless they thought they had already done their job of convincing her that there was anything good about being part of this world.
Rayna once again held her wand out in front of her and closed her eyes in solemn concentration. This time there was no flashing, levitation or spinning, but the wand did pulse with a soft red glow.
After a couple of minutes of this meditation, during which everyone remained completely still and silent, not wanting to do anything to break Rayna's concentration, she opened her eyes and gently placed her wand down on top of the table. She turned the switch on the top of the cat carrier, and the metal door clicked open. The cat inside nonchalantly pushed it, and stepped out onto the table. The beautiful spotted Bengal cat sat down, her tail elegantly swishing behind her and her eyes, with that intelligence that seemed far less uncanny now Kitsuna knew she had the soul of a human, fixed on the new girl.




Chapter 6
"So, I can talk to you now, Rayna says. It was sooo hard not to say something yesterday when you were chatting on to me about windows or whatever it was! Well, I assume that was yesterday, time doesn't make a whole lot of sense, or difference, where I am the rest of the time..."
It was as if the words came by telepathy, but Kitsuna knew that everyone else could hear them too.
What was I expecting, her mouth to move and a meowy voice? I don't know... She sounds so young though. For some reason I was imagining her to sound all ancient and wise, but she sounds like a teenage girl.
"It's... nice to meet you. Kinda embarrassing, given I was talking nonsense to you thinking you were just a cat..."
"Actually the cat who lives in this body is pretty smart, we have some good talks. She would have thought you were wittering a load of old crap too."
"Fair enough..." Kitsuna said, now even more embarrassed.
At least I learned something about cats, I guess.
"So! IV. You know why I brought you here. We need to make a wand for Kitsuna, and to make her transform for the first time. We have a blank wand ready to go, and the room, as always, is insulated against energies from the Big Emptiness and, everywhere else except the Void, I guess?"
Rayna looked at James as if to get him to confirm that.
"Yup," he replied.
"Cool. What about you, though, Kitsuna? How are you feeling about this? You know that the important thing, when transforming, is your belief in yourself, in what you are doing, and in those who are behind you, right?" Illaria asked.
"Huh?" Kitsuna said.
That's news to me. What does that even mean, anyway? Is it one of those pithy 'power of love' type deals, that doesn't really mean anything at all?
"She means it's like, you have to know you're a badass, and that you can trust the people on your side. That's how the transforming works. Of course, you're a newbie so your transformed state won't be very powerful yet, which is a total pain in the ass and means me and Courtney will have to carry you for the first couple of storms. You will get more powerful as you start to have success against the monstery things."
"So experience is important - that's to be expected," Kitsuna said.
"It's not really experience, like in a video game or one of those boring job things you love so much, it's more like, you need to know for sure you can do it to be able to do it, but you don't know you can do it until you've done it," Rayna continued.
James looked like he was going to say something, but just shook his head and kept quiet.
"OK, I suppose that sort of very nebulously makes sense," Kitsuna said.
"Don't worry, none of us are going to judge you on what happens here this first time. We just need to find out what your stone and color are, make your wand, and give you the experience of transforming so that you'll be able to do it again, and so that when the next storm comes and it happens normally, it won't be a disas-- I mean, it won't be confusing for you." Soren said, putting a hand on Kitsuna's shoulder and keeping it there, strong and firm, causing a tingle in her that made her blush.
She fleetingly wondered if during her transformation, he would be seeing her naked, as she had thought she'd seen Rayna. She decided she didn't really mind if he did.
"James, bring us a blank wand. Everyone else except Kitsuna, give us a bit of space here, OK?" Illaria of the Void's sweet voice rang through everybody's heads.
The blank wand was, as far as Kitsuna could see, just a clear glass tube, like something that might be part of a light or something. It wasn't heavy and didn't feel especially robust. When James handed it to her, she found it hard to believe that Rayna's gorgeous ruby wand had ever been anything so mundane.
"Now then," said Illaria's voice, "I am going to teach you how to go into the state of concentration you'll need to awaken your powers. You can do this at any time once you've learned, but it takes a lot out of you mentally, so until you are experienced like Rayna and Courtney, it is best not to transform just for fun. You won't need to do this or pay that mental cost when you enter a storm domain - your powers will just trigger automatically without you having to work for it. After all, that is what they're for."
Kitsuna nodded.
"OK, so, close your eyes, and hold the wand in both hands in front of you."
She tried to mimic how Rayna had been standing before she transformed. With her eyes closed, it was easy to concentrate on Illaria's voice, which sounded light and pleasant, and didn't feel as weird when she couldn't see the cat sitting in front of her.
"I'm going to send a little bit of magic energy into the core of you now, and into the blank wand. Don't worry, it's just a little. It's a gift, think of it like that. It is like a little firelighter to help your own powers kindle."
Illaria's voice seemed to grow, not quite louder, but somehow more in focus, as if the other people in the room were getting further away, and now there was just Kitsuna's inner thoughts, and the ghost of an old mahou shoujo left in her world. But it didn't feel scary. There was a slight vibration from the base of her spine that ran up and down, putting her in mind of an electric current, but it just tingled, quite enjoyably, actually.
"Good, good. Relax. Breathe normally, but as you breathe in, try and feel yourself inhaling the magic in the world around you, and putting it together inside your solar plexus, making it part of you."
It was strange. Words that would normally sound like some hippy yoga class bullshit to Kitsuna, that she wouldn't know what to do with at all, somehow had a really clear, actionable meaning at that moment. She really could feel waves of energy all around her, flickering against the bare skin on her face, brushing against her fingers. And she was calling them all towards her, drinking them in as she breathed and feeling them dance around inside her chest, before herding them in to join the growing, pulsing ball of pure power she was forming there.
"Excellent. You can feel it now, can't you. You know it now. You know what your color is. You didn't think about it until I said it, and yet, that was what color the energy was all along, wasn't it? Don't tell us what it is, though. You're going to show us."
Everything Illaria was saying not only made sense, but felt like a perfect, calming truth about reality that Kitsuna thrilled at. Commanding this power was so easy, so natural. She knew what to do next without even hearing the words. Feeling as if she was residing on a whole different plane from her body, from the cat and the room mate and the hot guys and the weird, fake college, she focused the energy inside her and sent it charging down her arms, into her hands, and right into the heart of the blank wand.
"Now, with every fiber of your being, Kitsuna, say the words, and be transformed."
Blood was roaring in her ears, and the energy inside her just kept on growing - the more she pushed out into her wand the more rushed in through her breaths, and seeped in through her very pores. The air felt like it was spiraling around her now in a whirlwind, but it was fine, it was good, it was all there for her to take and use.
"Platinum magenta power - change me!"




Chapter 7
When the fizzing of energy in her mind stopped, Kitsuna knew it was complete. She also knew she'd failed to finish with a flourish as Rayna had done, by virtue of the fact she was on her ass on the ground, with her legs splayed out underneath her. Strangely though, it didn't hurt at all, and with barely any exertion at all she was able to acrobatically flip up to being on her feet in a far more dignified pose, for the moment forgetting her wand on the floor.
Her feet. She could feel the most comfortable shoes that had ever graced the world under her. She could tell they had a heel, but they felt more supportive and safe than any running shoes she had ever owned, and she felt like she could leap, dance, sprint, or kick a soccer ball a mile through the air. Tentatively, she opened one eye and looked down. She needed to see what these miracles of magical footwear looked like.
Hmmm, not actually as impressive as I thought. They're just like pink ankle boots with a bit of silver on them. Nowhere near as exciting as Rayna's weird wrestling shoes. Wait, when she said I won't be that powerful at first, does that mean my physical transformation won't be as dramatic, too?
She ran her hands up her body, feeling that she was wearing some kind of stretchy, easy to move in dress, but again, it didn't feel like it was going to look particularly special.
Oh, shit, my hair! If Rayna's glam red bouncy waves are only something you get at full power then...
She felt her head, and discovered she had some kind of chin length bob, which, she found out by pulling a strand if front of her face and crossing her eyes to look at it, seemed to be a kind of silvery pink.
But as she was looking at her disappointing fingerless pink gloves and her somehow-now-manicured-but-only-with-plain-French-tips nails, she finally remembered where she actually was and began to feel self-conscious about the fact she'd been standing there vainly preening while her ghost mentor, her team mate, the guy she was crushing hard on, and the sexy professor looked on.
"Oh, I… sorry, I'm a bit disorientated. Was just looking at the gloves, you know how it -- wait, what's wrong?"
Rayna's eyes were huge with surprise, her eyebrows raised so high they threatened to touch her headband. James had a strangely impressed look on his face, which Kitsuna found troubling considering how clearly not impressive her transformation had looked, and Soren looked somehow excited.
"I guess you don't know what it means, but, well, it's kind of a big deal that you got a precious metal instead of a gemstone," Rayna said.
"Yes, it is most common for mahou shoujo to be represented by gemstones, though sometimes it can be other natural materials - wood from a certain tree, bone, there's even a girl in Thailand at the moment who has water instead of a stone, and there are all kinds of tales of people who have had obscure gases from the periodic table of elements and suchlike. Metals, especially precious metals, are not as rare as those one-off type anomalies, but they are special. Mahou shoujo with these types tend to be the ones who end up becoming legends. Though, they are also often the ones who walk the hardest paths," James said.
Somehow, Kitsuna didn't even need to ask the next question. She already knew.
"Illaria, what was... or, is... yours?"
"Gold violet," came the reply.
"Well, let's not dwell on the hardest paths part, eh, James? This is clearly a good thing. See, Kitsuna, I told you this would all work out well for you and not to be afraid, and I was right - you'll easily be one of the most powerful mahou shoujo, a fucking hero, in no time," Soren said kindly.
"Ha! I wouldn't go that far," Rayna said, "there must be a huge amount of potential in there, but as for how we get it out and put it to work, I won't be holding my breath for fast results. I mean, look!"
She gestured at Kitsuna.
Is she being bitchy or is it that pathetic? I felt so much power, though! How much am I supposed to feel if that wasn't enough?
"Well, yes, there will need to be a steep curve to achieve her potential," James said, rubbing his neck and not making eye contact with Kitsuna.
Oh god it really is bad, isn't it? Although, Soren doesn't seem perturbed at least. Hopefully I've achieved pathetic-but-in-a-cute-way?
"She needs more confidence! That's what it is. She's too blah," Rayna said.
"I don't think she's going to get more confident if you say stuff like that, sis, you're really not helping."
"Confidence is just part of it, look, why don't you twins take Ivy home. Illaria won't be able to stay in her body much longer, anyway, and I would like to talk to Kitsuna alone," James said.
I really must actually be 'blah', I'm standing here in some crazy magical pink carnival outfit and they're talking about me as if I'm not in the room.
"Yeah, sounds like a plan, we're going to see Courtney at the club tonight and I think I'll get dressed up and give the losers there an additional girl they could never get to look at. And Soren probably wants to look his best too,"
"For the last time I am not into strip clubs!"
"Did I say it was for the strippers? No, I meant you'd want to look good for--"
"I can feel the pull of the Void, everyone, I'm going to say goodbye now. I'll get back in the cage so you won't have to catch a cat before you leave, but I can't lock the door, because, you know, no opposable thumbs," IV's voice broke up the twins.
Suitably distracted by the cat, Rayna ran over and locked the door of the cat carrier, and picked it up, ready to leave.
"Aren't you going to transform back?" Kitsuna asked, worried now that without IV or Rayna to show her how to change back to her usual self, something weird might happen.
"Nah, since there's no students around yet and we're just going direct by Volocopter anyway, I'm going to enjoy myself and stay like this a bit longer. Oh, that's right, you don't know how to change back yet! Well, actually, this early on you can't probably do it at will - it'll just happen. And then you'll feel a bit sorta hungover for a while. It's better if you stay here with James until you've transformed back, anyway."
Kitsuna felt completely deflated. She wasn't sure why she even cared. She only had one plan, and that was to find out how to escape having to be a mahou shoujo at all, so she really shouldn't have to feel bad that her transformation had been lame, or be concerned by all this talk of platinum and hardest paths. That might be someone else's fate, but not hers. Still though, when she'd seen Rayna transform, and look so cool and empowered, she'd wanted that too - even if it was just here, once. She'd wanted to see Soren and James looking at her admiringly, and Rayna maybe even throwing a little scrap of respect her way. She'd wanted Rayna to accept her, for some reason too. She liked her, despite her weird, cocky manner, she realized.
Well, whatever. Let's see what the professor has to say. Maybe he'll tell me what I need to know to get out of here and I can put this whole sorry performance behind me.




Chapter 8
"Hey, let's just sit down and have a talk, OK. I thought it might be better without those two around. Rayna at least can be a bit of a handful, although, don't let that put you off - she'll be a loyal team mate when she gets used to you."
James pulled over two wheelie office chairs from over by the tables at the side of the windowless 'insulated' room. Kitsuna still had no idea what was special about this room or what it was insulated against to make it such a good place for making virgin mahou shoujo girls transform for the first time, but of all the things she wanted to ask about, that was pretty low on her list for now.
She sat down on one of the chairs listlessly.
"Why was my transformation so weak, James? Please, be honest, is it really just confidence? Did Rayna just get powerful because she says cheerful little affirmations to herself in the mirror every day or some shit?"
Actually, she could imagine Rayna doing that, having seen her beating up thin air first thing in the morning, but she was sure there had to be some more practical answer to a mahou shoujo's power level than some 'believe in yourself' platitudes.
"Rayna isn't completely right, but she isn't wrong, either," he said, sitting down on one of the two chairs and scooting it close to her, facing her, leaning in in a confidant manner.
"So, what is the answer?"
"Why do you think Rayna and Soren are so close?"
"OK, so you're one of those people who answers a question with a question. Good to know," she said with a wry smile, "Well, actually he told me the answer to this already. You people brainwash the brothers of girls in the mahou shoujo bloodlines so that they'll be extra protective and fond of their sisters. I bet that always ends well and there are absolutely no cases of creepy sister-complex-having guys that you have created."
"When you say you, you don't mean me specifically, I hope? I was only eight when Rayna and Soren were born, so it wasn't down to me that any conditioning happened to him. But, well, we call it conditioning, you might call it brainwashing, I guess it does amount to the same basic idea. You'll be pleased to know that we do have measures in place during the hypnosis that ensure that the brothers only ever love their sisters in the appropriate, familial way, by the way... Though, they are also conditioned to be more attracted to other mahou shoujo than to general girls, as an aside."
Well, that does explain why things feel kinda promising with Soren. Although it'd be nice to think he just flirted with me because he thinks I'm cute, than because of some kind of psychological programming.
"Why do you do that?"
"This should be obvious if you think about it."
She thought about it.
"Ah, yeah, because if mahou shoujo get together with guys already indoctrinated into this little secret world, then you don't have to worry as much about vetting the partners those women want to be with - you know, since you give the mahou shoujo the freedom to start a family one day so she can have her own brainwashed monster slaying kids."
James looked a little hurt.
"I know how angry you probably feel with the whole organization, but please, I'm not your enemy. Don't you realize? Most of the men you'll meet here at Calibre Academy, they're people who have loved mahou shoujo women. Brothers, fathers, husbands, gay fucking best friends, the whole gamut. Me included."
"You were a mahou shoujo's gay best friend?"
"No. Brother. And, husband. Though not to the same girl, obviously. And, now I'm just a brother - I'm divorced."
"So, the effects of the conditioning really worked on you, huh? So where is your sister now?"
"She's retired, she has two sons of her own. My ex wife, she's still an active mahou shoujo, but not here. The Calibre Academy has mahou shoujo and their support from all over the country, but, well, I didn't always live here. I was assigned here when it became clear that my ex and I could no longer work together, and now I work with Rayna's team. It's actually quite a prestigious posting. You're the mahou shoujo team for the college's home region, you see. Any other mahou shoujo you see on campus have their duties elsewhere and just come here for training with new technology, or various other stuff we need them in one place for. But you, Rayna and Courtney are our home team, if you see what I mean, given you are all from within around 100km of the Calibre Academy. If you guys mess up and there are catastrophic events here, it puts the whole Academy and much of the mahou shoujo network for this country at risk, so, right or wrong, we tend to give a little more attention to that team. But anyway, you'll learn about all of this once Calibre Academy starts serving students again in a couple of weeks. For now, let's get back to Rayna's confidence."
Kitsuna nodded. It was weird though. Twice today things had implied that she was in some way special among mahou shoujo - she had the metal element, and she was assigned to the team the Calibre Academy had, apparently, the biggest investment in. But then, she was older than usual, for a rookie, and clearly her powers were weak. It felt like the system was putting a crazy amount of expectation on her, more than on a normal beginner, and it really wasn't fair.
Just more reasons to find a way out.
"So, Rayna's brother loves her a lot, and that is connected with her power?"
"Exactly. She perceives it as confidence, but what actually gives her her power is the fact she is loved, and she knows that that love and support is guaranteed. Soren will never leave her or let her down, and he's there supporting her team, so she feels like she can do anything. It feels to her like it's a confidence thing, but her confidence is just another benefit of love."
"So... well, good for her for being born a twin, I guess. What about all the other mahou shoujo who weren't given guaranteed love and support from birth? Surely I'm not the only one with no siblings, and, well, I assume you know I don't have any other family I actually know either."
"You're not, but familial love isn't the only kind of love that works to give a mahou shoujo power. You know, I assume, that there are all different kinds of love - familial, platonic, erotic, all of that sort of stuff? Well, any of them work, and mahou shoujo either inherently have, or are given by us, as many advantages as possible to make sure they find it easy to get some form of love. The easiest for the younger girls is friendship. Kids can form strong friendship bonds quite quickly, and so we make sure that the schools that mahou shoujo candidates end up in are ones with a strong focus on the social side of things. You had good friends in school, right?"
"Yes. Yes, I did. One especially. But, well, I was expecting that things would change with him once I went to college in the city anyway. He's gone to an art school. I figured we'd still talk but it wouldn't be the same as when we did everything together. That's what happens when you go to college, right? You just broaden your circle and meet new people. But right now I don't feel like I can even message him. He'll know something is up with me, but I can't tell him anything, can I? So, yeah, I feel isolated from my best friend..."
She hadn't realized it until she'd said it. She hadn't even checked her messages since the blackout, and there was no point pretending that this wasn't why. Lee would have definitely been asking her for an update on her new apartment and roommate, and she hadn't wanted to even see the questions, let alone worry about how to answer them. She looked sadly at James, and he seemed to take the hint to move on from the topic of friendship, and how she was missing that as well as a family right now.
"So, the types of love, then. Mahou shoujo can be powered by any kind of love, but very few of them are guaranteed to last. This is another area where Rayna is lucky, and why she is so powerful. Her bond with Soren can't be broken - even if they fight, they'll still love each other, and she knows it. So she may think she doesn't need anyone else. She'll make friends, she'll have lovers, but she'll never feel like she needs to go out of her way to find other people to be part of her life. Of course, that is a somewhat optimistic view, because as I'm sure you know more than anyone, even someone who loves you in a way that can never be broken may not be able to be with you forever."
"My mom..."
"Yes. Now, to explain how mahou shoujo might deal with the fact that their usual sources of love may... not be permanent... let's talk about Courtney. I know you haven't met her yet, but you know about her new job, right? Rayna won't stop making jokes about it."
"Yeah... She's a stripper, in an actual strip club. That seems like such a weird job to choose. Everyone knows that if you just want to make money out of guys looking at you you can do VR stripping work from home, so why would she choose to be in one of those old fashioned places where only the really depressing, skeevy guys go?"
"It's pretty easy to understand when you think of it in the context of how the magic works."
"So, the guys who go and see her dance - the fact that they are lonely and want to be in the same place as a real woman, not just enjoy looking at one through VR or whatever, they are giving her some kind of love? Even that, even just guys perving at her can count?"
"It's not the ideal, but, well, by doing work like that in person, some of her customers to some extent direct their love towards her. Even if it's just the erotic kind - lust, really, and little more - the fact that they go out of their way to be there, to be in her presence and to pay her their money in person, to choose the times when she is working rather than selecting a girl they like the look of from the menu on a porn VR system, well, it's something. Admiration, at least, that kind of admiration, is the easiest source of power for adult mahou shoujo to get. For adults, meaningful friendships are harder to form than for kids, because there isn't that instant bond and trust of both being children, both being in school facing similar experiences, and because adults are just more complicated and demand more from their friends. But of course, for adults, there is sexual attraction, and this is another card mahou shoujo are given to play."
"More than any other women?"
"More than some. As I said, the fact that mahou shoujo get their power from different types of love is something we understand and do all we can to help them out with, but it is also something that nature itself, which creates mahou shoujo to protect itself, helps with. I know you have only met a few people with the mahou shoujo bloodline, but have you noticed--"
"Everyone is attractive!"
She had noticed it. She'd thought maybe she was just lucky so far to have run into a couple of hot guys, and Rayna was pretty cute but, well, she'd only seen her with her make-up and dyed hair, it was fairly normal that a girl her age with an interest in her personal style would look good, right? But Courtney was clearly hot too if she made money (and apparently, something far more important) out of her looks and her body and...
Well, I don't think of myself that way, but I guess I had noticed that I got lucky gene pool wise in some ways. I never had acne when my friends at school all did, I didn't need braces, my hair behaves itself better than a lot of girls...
And my mom was beautiful.
"I wasn't being vain there, by the way, I meant, like, I'd noticed that everyone else was..."
James laughed, gently.
"It's quite alright - nothing wrong with noticing that you are a beautiful girl when you are. And for what it's worth, you are."
Kitsuna's eyes met his for a moment, and she blushed a little, something about the way he had said it made her feel a little like there might have been an implication there. He was, after all, programmed to feel attracted to girls like her.
He's gorgeous, and he's been good at explaining things so far, so much clearer than anyone else, except maybe Illaria, but she's a dead lady inside a cat so I won't be getting hot for her... And he's older. I've never been with a guy much older than me before, I bet he's really experienced and probably a bit dominant and... I need to stop getting distracted by my hormones.
"Thank you! I, well, I don't really know what I look like at all right now, actually - no mirrors in here. But Rayna's face may as well have been a mirror... My transformed form isn't exactly a winner."
"It's not just that people of the mahou shoujo bloodline have some good genes. There doesn't seem to be a standard 'look' or anything, there are girls of every conceivable ethnicity, coloring, build and so on at this point, as we are many, many generations from the original mahou shoujo. But, they, we, I guess, do tend to have some perks like good skin, good hair, general facial symmetry and so on. But those things don't set us apart from lots of other people. More, it seems that we have some more powerful pheromones, that make us more, shall we say, sexually alluring than other people. You might have noticed it, being around others like yourself for the first time - you may find yourself having thoughts that seem a little inappropriate for the situation, about certain people..."
Oh god, does he know how I've been thinking about Soren, and, now, increasingly, him too? He's right, though, I have totally been having those moments of 'why do I keep daydreaming about these men when there are way bigger priorities'. Like, every time I make eye contact with one of them, in all truth.
She cleared her throat, not willing to confirm what he'd just said, but not really wanting to deny it either.
"So Courtney, she gets a supply of power from the adulation of lonely dudes at a strip club. Is there not a less depressing approach she could take? And, what does this have to do with me, are you saying I have to become a stripper as well as some kind of monster hunter? You know I just wanted a job in marketing, right?"
"Courtney is like you in some ways - she doesn't have much by way of a close family - but she did have more than enough love to give her her power, thanks to an extremely close friendship, and a loving relationship she thought would never end. But she lost both."
"What happened?"
"I didn't think Soren and Rayna would have felt comfortable telling you about it before you met Courtney. Well, I don't either, really - it feels quite personal to all of us, since what happened completely destroyed the powerful team we had going here, and it has not been easy to keep the storms under control since. I can only imagine how it is for Courtney. But you do need to know at least the basic gist of it to understand about mahou shoujo and love, and so I'll try and keep it broad - you really should earn Courtney's trust and talk to her if you want to know the full story because it's not my business to talk about her private life... And she could probably do with another friend. Eh, I'm just rambling now because I feel awkward!"
"Please, what happened to the team? I think I have a right to know if I'm supposed to be a part of it."
"Yes. Well, you are replacing a girl named Jacinta. When she was in everyone's good graces, we all called her Jazz, but now, well, I think Courtney prefers that nobody mentions her at all, let alone with cute nicknames. Jacinta and Courtney had been best friends for a long time. Their fathers were friends or something, anyway, so they grew up together, and, when Jacinta transformed into a mahou shoujo when she was 15, we actually allowed her to open up to Courtney about it. It was going to happen to Courtney too, of course, and it felt like the right thing to do to break the rule in this instance and bring her into the world of mahou shoujo before her transformation, so she could support Jacinta, and so this powerful friendship could stay stable, meaning that when Courtney transformed and they became team mates, they would both have that power to rely on. That love."
Kitsuna realized that at the mention of Jacinta's name she had leaned in. This was perfect - whatever story this was going to be, James was sure to tell her how Jacinta had managed to leave and get replaced. It seemed like whatever she had done had had a bad effect on the others, but then, they surely wouldn't feel the same if it was Kitsuna, who they'd only just met. If she got replaced, well, they'd only have lost today. They could be training up the next girl by the end of the week. She wouldn't be causing them all that much trouble.
"When their old team member retired, Courtney began her transformation. This was a year after Jacinta's, when they were both 16, and they were both so happy. It had been hard for Courtney to watch Jazz... Jacinta... coming back from the storms and training with Rayna, and not being able to be a part of it, but now, the two best friends could be inseparable again. Maybe Rayna felt a little left out - she could never be as close to them as they were to each other, and she was the leader now, having been a mahou shoujo for longer, despite being the same age. But she had Soren. Things were fairly harmonious for a couple of years there. As much as they ever are for teen girls who fight monsters, and the guys who help them."
"So what went wrong? Soren said Jacinta retired early? How did she do that? Did she have to do something terrible to be able to leave?"
Kitsuna didn't realize how strange the question sounded, so desperate was she to know something that might help her. All this backstory about these girls was interesting to hear, but not that interesting, if she wasn't going to be joining their team.
Please just tell me how she got to quit!
James's face wrinkled in confusion.
"Jacinta didn't want to leave. I don't know where you got that idea. It's not a matter of how she retired - she retired the same way everyone else still young enough to fight retires: She had a baby. The reason it caused so much difficulty in the group was that the father of her baby was Courtney's fiance." 




Chapter 9
The way he said it hit her like a rock.
Then, if Jacinta didn't have some exit I didn't already know about, she just got knocked up... It's a dead end. I'd be willing to do most things to get my life back, but having a baby at 18 and having to raise them under these people's rules... perhaps condemning them, if they're a girl, to doing this instead of me... I can't do that. I won't. But then... is there no other way?
She realized she was shaking. She'd managed to keep her emotions under control all day just by focusing on that one aim of finding out how other people who'd escaped had done it, forming a plan. Maybe there was still a chance if Illaria of the Void would share more information with her, but still, what if there wasn't? She'd been naive. If there was an easy way out then the people who worked at Calibre Academy would have found a way to seal it shut by now. She can't have been the first girl to wish for it.
She felt like she might cry, but she bit her lip and looked up at James with what she hoped was a calm face, willing him to go on with this story of whatever soap opera bullshit had gone on with these girls she didn't know. What did it fucking matter? She wanted to scream. What did it matter who fucked whom, if at the end of it you still had to go and risk your life fighting monsters?
But he didn't continue with Courtney and Jacinta's story. He'd already told her the important part anyway. Courtney was powered by the love of customers, because her best friend and her lover had both betrayed her. It only made Kitsuna feel more bitter. Wasn't that just a lovely story about how fucking great it was to be a mahou shoujo?
"I think I understand," he said, softly, reaching forward and taking hold of one of her trembling hands.
She wanted to rage at him, tell him that he didn't understand at all, but what stopped her was that deep down she knew that he did understand. Maybe he had pleaded that his sister shouldn't have to do this. Maybe he'd even begged to be allowed to do it in her place. Maybe he'd watched dozens of girls, some just kids, try and fight it, just like she felt compelled to. And he'd never been able to change a damn thing.
"I just... I really thought I would find a way... I know it was wrong to pretend I wanted to learn from you when I just wanted to know how to retire, I just... It was all that kept me going, after Soren said someone - Jacinta - had retired early. I thought I might have to do something unpleasant but that I'd be willing to do, you know? I even... I even thought that if I had to get injured badly, I might be able to hurt myself... But I noticed as soon as I transformed, even in my shitty weak transformed state, nothing hurts, I can't even feel the old ankle injury I've had for years from spraining it playing soccer. I bet even if I cut my fucking arm off it'd grow back just in time for me to go and do my hero duties..."
"Well, actually it would, and that's the first time I've seen anyone bring up the physical healing factor of the transformation as a negative," he said with a gentle chuckle.
"So, you have to fight until you have a child, or you die..."
"No, it's not as bad as that. You can also earn retirement by fighting in five hundred storms. That was a rule brought in by one of the old mahou shoujo who came up with the rules about motherhood. Not all women could, or wanted to have children, she reasoned, and those who had become veteran mahou shoujo are often reaching an age where it may be better to let younger girls take their place. That kind of retirement was supposed to be seen as a great honor, and the point where a mahou shoujo would get her freedom back. But, well, organizations like Calibre Academy which sprang up to enforce the rules and support the girls in the newer, more structured age, they decided that instead of retiring from this world altogether, it was a better use of these veterans to have them coach current girls. That's what happened to Rayna and Jacinta's team mate before Courtney, Beatrice. You will, no doubt, have classes with her once the semester starts."
As soon as he'd said the number Kitsuna had started doing the math, but given up quickly. Even if there was a storm every week it would take a decade. And then they'd still own her. She would be giving these people her youth, whatever happened.
"What about if you get sick? I know the healing factor doesn't cure cancer, or my mom would still be alive."
"It would have kept her cancer at bay until she stopped transforming. In fact, many retired mahou shoujo are able to survive a little longer and with less pain if they become terminally ill, or even just start to physically deteriorate from old age, just by transforming for a little while every now and then. It used to be that once you retired you had to hand over your wand, and could never transform again, but when we realized that it could be used in this way that rule was changed. But when a mahou shoujo isn't actively fighting storms anymore, her transformed state becomes weaker and weaker. It can give someone a few extra years of life, but nothing more. I'm sure your mother used it as well as she could to stay with you..."
So that was how her mother had lasted so much longer than the doctors had said. Kitsuna had always fancied that she was just that tough, and loved life that much. But how could she have loved her life? All of her happiness, it must have just been making the best of the hand this crapsack world had dealt her.
"I don't know what to do, James. I really just... don't know how to do this."
"I can tell you one more thing about your team mates that might give you a little bit of hope, you know. Not hope of not having to fight - I honestly would tell you if there was a way out of that, just like I would have told my sister fifteen years ago if I could have, and there is not. But hope that this may not be the horrible fate you think it is."
Kitsuna had given up on expecting any new information to bring with it hope, now, but she shrugged at him to go on.
"Rayna has been an active mahou shoujo for nearly ten years now, and in that time she has fought five hundred and seventeen storms."
Kitsuna looked at him in confusion.
"She should have retired seventeen storms ago?"
"Yes. She asked for permission to stay in service, and because she's still young, seeing as she was such a young starter, the powers that be were delighted to give it to her. She loves being a hero. She doesn't want to teach others, she wants to be there in the action, cutting down the enemies of humanity and defending our world. So one day, you may realize that you do too. That you have an important and incredible calling, and that the normal life you'd chop off your legs for now wouldn't be anywhere near as good."
Kitsuna couldn't imagine it, and instead was more willing to believe that Rayna was just an even weirder person than she'd already thought. But still...
It's going to happen. I guess the only choice I actually do have is whether I keep on complaining about how unfair it is or whether I start taking it seriously. Maybe I've been a real pathetic bitch about it all so far...
"I guess I need to find a solution to get stronger then, don't I," she smiled weakly, "I don't suppose I can let Rayna down if she's that gung ho about the whole thing."
"Maybe you should pick that wand up, then, she would probably hate that you've left it on the floor like an old takeaway carton," James said, gesturing to the platinum-and-pink wand, where, he was right, she'd left it, neglected on the while tiles.
She nodded and stood, noticing again how good moving felt. Maybe it wasn't even that hard to fight the creatures from the Big Emptiness. She did already feel like she was a hundred times more athletic than usual, and that was just with her, by all accounts, completely shit first transformation. And if there was that powerful healing factor too, was there really even that much danger? If the earth had somehow created mahou shoujo to protect itself, and they'd been keeping the Big Emptiness at bay for centuries, then surely they genuinely were made to be strong enough to easily survive these fights? Maybe she shouldn't build it up in her head to be some life threatening undertaking until she'd even seen what she was up against. After all, of all the mahou shoujo she'd heard about from James, none of them had died in the storms, had they?
The wand did look far too beautiful to be left ignored on the ground like that. Was it really made of platinum that she had somehow called into existence with her powers? That in itself was pretty incredible.
She was just reaching for it, wondering how much it would be worth to a jeweler, when a wave of dizziness rushed up from her stomach and to her head, and she felt herself falling.
The last thing she noticed before she blacked out was the sound of James leaping from his chair, and the feel of his arms around her.




Chapter 10
"Hey, it's alright," she heard James's masculine voice, soft, but close to her.
She realized he was cradling her in his arms, as she opened her eyes. The physical contact felt overwhelmingly good, causing a wave of emotion to rise in her chest. Maybe she had been craving having someone hold her and tell her it was going to be OK ever since she'd found out she was a mahou shoujo. Maybe she'd felt lonely for longer than that, even. She didn't know, but she felt at the same time relaxed, and also a bit like she wanted to cry.
"Did I pass out again? Is that normal?"
"It was just your transformation wearing off. It doesn't usually make people faint, but I think given the strength of the platinum magenta power, and the comparative weakness of your own mahou shoujo power, it took a big mental toll on you."
"The weakness. I was going to look for an answer to that, wasn't I..." she said, noticing her own voice sounding sleepy and dreamlike, as if she was high or something.
"I want to help you..." he said, and she felt him tenderly brush her hair away from her forehead.
"Are we on the ground?" she asked, still in a haze.
"Yeah," he chuckled softly, "I managed to catch you before you fell, and then I sorta lowered you down in my arms, and... I just stayed."
"Thank you."
"I'm just glad you don't think I'm taking advantage or something."
Her eyes became more in focus, and she could see his face, concerned, and still so handsome. Being this close to him she really understood what he'd meant about people of the mahou shoujo bloodlines having their special pheromones or whatever it was that made them more sexually appealing. It had been the same being next to Soren on her bed last night. The heat from these men’s bodies, the smell of their skin, it disrupted her thoughts somehow and made that little spark of arousal and desire, the little spark that under more romantic circumstances would probably feel like a full blown inferno.
And I guess I must affect them the same way...
"Do you want me, James?" she asked, a little afraid of what might happen, but knowing that he was trying to offer her the solution to her weakness. Trying to offer her some form of love.
"If you're going to be that direct about it... Yes. I can't help that. I was trying to be professional but... Well, I find you irresistible, if I'm honest."
"But it's just because of what I am... Right?"
"How is that any different from wanting someone because they're your type in any other way? I don't know if it's fucked up, because I've always been this way, but you do something to me."
"We all do, though, right?"
Her voice was thick. It made her heart pound to hear him say such things, especially after he'd been acting so seriously before. But it confused her. And what would it mean if she admitted she felt it too? She wasn't able to commit to him, it wouldn't be right. She felt such a strong pull towards Soren too, after all, and she hadn't even had a chance to see how it felt to be this close to him yet. Making a choice would be hard, but she didn't think it would be fair on them or her to make one now just because she was swept away in the moment, and feeling vulnerable. Or because she'd just been told she needed someone to love her, or at least want to fuck her really badly, to get the power to fight inter-dimensional shamblers.
"No. It's not like that. Yeah, I'm more likely to be attracted to mahou shoujo than regular women, but I do still have a taste of my own. It's like a guy who says he prefers blondes - he doesn't just turn into a horny mess every time he sees a girl with blonde hair. Actually, of the mahou shoujo I've worked closely with since I came to the Academy, you are the first that has had this effect on me. The others, I met them when they were too young, and by the time they were grown women I just didn't see them that way. You, though, it's almost all I see. And I feel like you're hurting so much, and I could help you, and I just want you to let me..."
His face was so close to hers that she felt an almost magnetic pull driving her to kiss him. It would be so good to feel his lips on hers, his hands on her body. But she knew that if she did that she wouldn't be able to stop. She'd have to have him right here, and that would surely change everything.
"I can't be... yours. I don't know what my life is going to be like at Calibre Academy yet, at all. It would be wrong of me to promise you anything..."
His hand was on her face again, his fingers gently stroking her cheek, a kind longing on his face.
"I know that. I am not asking for that. I know I won't be the only one who is drawn to you here, and... I know I'm already not the only one you could be with. But there are so many pressures on you already, on all mahou shoujo. Those of us who are compelled to fall for girls like you, well, we grow to learn that the worst thing we can do for your happiness is try and force you to make even more tough choices, or to go against what you want. There's enough of that in your lives. If you let me offer you some of the love you need, that's enough for me. And... I expect Soren will feel the same way."
Kitsuna felt a blissful smile spread over her face. Hearing him take away her worries, at least about this one part of her situation, was like feeling the sun on her face. Could he really have understood what she had meant so perfectly? Was he really telling her she could be free, if only in that one way?
"Was it obvious I like him?"
"Almost as obvious as that he likes you too. But it's OK - I know him pretty well. We may not be best friends, but, we do respect each other and I think we're both used to the peculiarities of the mahou shoujo world enough to agree that what is important is you and what you need, not some pissing contest over who can say you are only his."
Is this really true? Is there really no reason not to let him in?
She reached up slowly with both of her hands, ready to bring his face down to hers, to kiss him for the first time there on the floor of the silent room. To give in to the urges she'd been feeling ever so strongly since she'd awoken here with the long talk over and the time for getting some comfort and release now here. She didn't know if they'd end up fucking, or if there would be a slower build up to that, but she wanted it, she wanted him.
"Oh fuck!" he shouted in horror, grabbing her left arm just before she could make her move.
Kitsuna's state of entranced desire shattered as she saw what had caused his reaction.
The pulsing glow of indigo inside the jewel at her wrist. 




Chapter 11
"No! How can it be possible? The last storm was only last night! And wouldn't Rayna or Soren have called us?"
Kitsuna's shock and fear had completely broken her out of the hazy, clouded feeling of having just come around from fainting, and it had also totally ruined the mood. She felt strange being in James' arms now. How could she have been considering making out with a hot professor when at any moment, the monsters she was so woefully underprepared to fight could appear...
She realized with that thought that actually, nobody had really told her what happened during a storm at all. Had they thought there would be plenty of time for that? She tried to remember how frequently there had been storms when they were just - to her at least - normal weather events, but even the memories of them freaking her out weren't enough to get a sense of time. She'd become so used to being afraid of them that she could remember specific occasions of panicking when it had been an inconvenience, but not really of how regularly it had occurred.
I guess I could look at stats for that somewhere... Why isn't there more time for me to feel prepared?
"I don't know about why it has come so soon, though I can tell you why Rayna didn't call - this room. It is insulated against, well, all kinds of stuff, but that also means we can't get any reception for phones and other digital signals in here. This is the only room on campus with no computers or anything much electronic - there are strange fields required that have the unwanted additional effect of making most of our tech useless."
"Well, then, how does my Talizman still work?"
"Because it's not a real Talizman. Those things are magic - they were invented here at the academy. Everyone connected with mahou shoujo has one, and so that's why your mom gave you yours. They look just like the various Talizman trinkets, which is not a coincidence, actually - the Talizman company is run by someone who used to work here, son of a mahou shoujo. He invented technological wearables that look similar to the warning beads we use, and made a fortune, while also making people wearing ours completely hidden in plain sight... So, yeah, that was a fun history lesson for you, I'm sure, but we need to think about what to do now."
"When my Talizman - I mean, my warning bead thingy - when it is pulsing faintly like this there is usually a lot of time left, when all I have to do is get to somewhere covered with other people. It sure doesn't feel like 'a lot of time' in this context, but doesn't that still mean the storm isn't about to happen right now? Should I try and get back to Rayna before it hits?"
James shook his head.
"I don't think getting home should be the priority. We need to get you up to speed on what is about to happen, and while that would be easier with Rayna, by the time you've got there by Volocopter some of the little time we have will have been wasted. I'll brief you here instead. Obviously I have never been inside a storm domain but I know what I'm talking about."
"Well, can't we just leave this room and call Rayna from out there in the hallway, maybe get her to come here?"
"We could, but there is a risk associated with leaving this room. You see, this room's insulation means it is blocked off from the magical reality that the storm domain will occupy. It is possible that the storm is closer than we think, and the Talizman or whatever you want to call it is showing a weaker warning just because we're inside the fields here."
"I don't follow."
"It means that there's a chance, albeit a slight one, that if we leave the room, you will simply enter the storm domain."
"And what about you? What happens to everybody else? I'm really not getting what a storm domain is..."
"A storm domain is a separate reality that is caused by the advance of the creatures from the Big Emptiness, or at least, that's what we think it is. Those things, we know so little about them. We don't really know anything about where they come from either. We took to calling it the Big Emptiness centuries ago, but it isn't because it is a literal big empty space, but because we don't know what it is at all. Big and empty seemed like good words to describe something so vague and incomprehensible. Even after thousands and thousands of battles between humans and these things, we can only loosely even describe them. But they want to come into our reality, that much seems to be the case, and when whatever conditions are met on their end, they start to mess with our world. That creates the tangible effects in our world of a very short flash storm, over almost as soon as it starts. But the thing is, that's just a side effect that humans can see. Really, when they attack, it is outside of our space and time. You could be in a storm domain for what feels like days, and yet, were it possible to look out from there at me, here, you'd see me frozen in time."
"But if that's the case, can't I just... Stay in this room and skip the whole thing?" she said, though she promptly realized how cowardly that sounded, "I'm not going back on what I said about wanting to take this seriously now. I know I'll have to go, sometime anyway, but you have to agree I'm not ready. Wouldn't it be acceptable for me to just wait it out in here with you?"
"It's not ideal, you're definitely right there. But it's completely forbidden for this room to be used that way. Don't you think that if it wasn't, every time a mahou shoujo didn't feel like fighting, she'd come here? In your case it's not an unreasonable thing to suggest, but without that rule we'd have people ditching on their duties all the time for far less rational reasons. Even just knowing it was there as an option would mess with people's heads, and make each individual storm feel like it was a choice."
"But, like you say, it is reasonable for me today, surely whoever is in charge would understand..."
"Trust me, what happens to people who commit infractions is far worse than a slap on the wrists, or even me losing my job. The Calibre Academy doesn't fire people - that would leave all their disgruntled former employees out there in the world with all of their secrets. Secrets that are far too important to the continued functioning of civilization itself to be leaked. There's a life sentence in a very bad place for both of us if they decide they don't agree with our choice here."
"Shit..."
"Yup. So, our hands are tied. You are going into this storm, that we can't change. You and Rayna, and Courtney, who she'll have probably met up with before going in, will also have to find each other inside the domain, which shouldn't be too hard, unless it's a huge one, given you'll be the only people in it. But it is also like playing your first run on hard mode. But, and, I know this is gonna sound like a really out of place, arrogant thing to bring up but it's important... Did what almost happened there, with us, did it make you feel wanted?"
Kitsuna thought for a moment. It was obvious why he was asking - he was hoping just his words and his intentions had been enough to make her feel less alone in the world, to feel some form of love, even if, at this point in their relationship, it could only be that desire version of love. Desire was good enough.
She did feel some boost to her confidence as a result of him confessing how attracted he was to her. It had felt good, the moment they'd had, when he'd offered her what she'd needed and expected no commitment or promise from her in return. Being touched by him, that had made her feel comforted. She had wanted him badly, though only fleetingly because the chance had been ruined, but really, that emotion just felt like it was being put on hold. She felt that being with him was a wonderful inevitability now, something to look forward to. Something to get her through this.
"Yes," she said decisively.
"Well that's something we've got on our side. Also, you'll transform automatically when you enter the storm domain, so any weakness you feel from the mental toll of changing and changing back in the normal world will go away when you do."
"So what can you tell me now, before you make me go out there?" she asked, looking at the door of the insulated room as if it were a closet full of monsters.
"You'll transform, that much is true, and you should see what type of weapon you will have. We can't expect too much of an improvement in your transformation yet, we... didn't have enough time to achieve that... but you should be a little stronger than you were before, and you should have a basic version of a weapon, which you will be able to operate. For some reason the weapons only appear inside the storm domains, so we can't even guess at what you'll get from your controlled transformation. I've never even seen Rayna or Courtney's weapons, because of that, but I know Rayna has a sword, which she is extremely proud of and which is apparently very beautiful, and Courtney has a spear. Both of them are very powerful due to the girls' veteran status, so don't be disappointed if your weapon looks quite plain and doesn't come with a load of magic abilities - it will grow as you do."
"What kind of weapons are possibilities?"
"There seems to be no real rationale behind how the weapons are matched to people. Some are bladed weapons like swords and machetes, some are things like bows and crossbows, and others are more unusual like whips, nunchuks and throwing stars. They all seem to have real world equivalents from some point in history though, so they seem to represent human inventions. Your abilities when you transform will allow you to intuitively fight with your weapon and use any magical capabilities that it has, in any case, so it shouldn't matter individually what you get - you'll be a pro with it instantly. Knowing more about it may help you come up with strategies with your team mates, though. For instance, if you have a bow, that could compliment Rayna and Courtney's close range weapons in helpful ways."
Kitsuna nodded mutely. She had never imagined herself picking up a weapon at all before, so she hadn't thought much about what she'd be well suited to, though it seemed it didn't matter. Whatever power was behind the existence of mahou shoujo would make sure she and her weapon worked well together. She wondered what that was going to feel like, and was almost excited, somewhere deep inside herself, to imagine leaping around competently, taking out enemies with flashy sword moves, or sending arrows through the air from a beautiful, ornate bow. Under other circumstances it would be pretty cool, like, if there weren't these weird monsters that were going to be trying to kill her.
"James, answer me honestly, how likely am I to die? I'm weak, I don't know where my team mates are, and I have no idea what these creatures are all about... I... How many girls make it out of their first storm alive? When the odds are this stacked against them?"
She couldn't really believe she was saying these words, asking a man she had been about to get intimate with whether she'd even be likely to live to see him again. She didn't want to face it, but she had to - she was out of time, and it was better, or, at least, she thought it might be better, to know just how dangerous this was going to be.
James held her tightly, she could feel his strength around her, the only thing that was solid in her world at that moment.
"I know it sounds like you're risking death, but actually, mahou shoujo are not killed inside the storm domains very often at all. The healing factor, and the overpowered fighting abilities granted by the transformations are the world's way of protecting itself. Also, the things from the Big Emptiness don't even seem especially interested in killing mahou shoujo, at least, not in physical combat. We don't really know what they want, but they try and get out of their domains and into our world, using whatever means it is mahou shoujo are able to enter the domain. We don't even know what they want here, but we do know the effects they can have on people's minds, and reality itself. It seems less that they want to destroy humans or see us as enemies, as that they are just a very different, alien force of nature that is incompatible with our own. They will try and wear down mahou shoujo mentally, which, yes, can involve hurting them physically, among other things, but it is extremely rare for them to be able to directly kill someone with instant healing and advanced, magical fighting powers."
That almost made her feel braver, until she noticed something about his choice of words.
"You say they don't kill us very often directly. That they wear us down mentally. What does that mean?"
"Yes, it seems like you understood my meaning there. The real risks when dealing with these things are less on the physical side, more in terms of your sanity. They can cause people to fall into total despair if they haven't got the --"
"Love. I get it. Well, I do feel a bit better knowing that it's mental resilience rather than physical that I'm going to need."
Kitsuna did feel like that would be less scary. She'd been through grief, she'd been through loneliness, she had even been through whatever this was, now, finding out her past had been full of secrets and her future was no longer hers to decide upon. She'd felt anger, fear, betrayal, injustice, all of that, just in the last 24 hours, but she hadn't lost her mind. She could rely on herself for this, to keep herself strong and closed off against whatever tricks or mental attacks these things might have. It was far better than them trying to eat her or cut her in half, anyway.
James's expression was hard to read, as he gently touched her cheek again, just as he had done when she had been about to kiss him.
"Just remember that you need to come back to me. Any damage they do to your state of mind, I'll try my best to make it better as soon as you're back here in my world. But keep that single goal in mind - getting out of there and back to the people who want you."
"How do I get back?"
"Every storm domain has a kind of core that stabilizes it. The things from the Big Emptiness will try to guard it, and also try to somehow find a way to break out of their domain and into ours. When that core is destroyed, their domain collapses and you'll be back in the real world, pretty much exactly where you left. Ironically, mahou shoujo, who before their awakening rush to not be alone during storms, need to make sure they are somewhere safe when a storm starts so that normal people won't see them - because to a bystander it may look like you glitch out of existence and back in. You'll be fine though, anywhere on the Calibre Academy campus."
"So I need to find Rayna and Courtney, and then we fight our way to this core thing and destroy it? OK. That sounds... I can't believe I'm saying this, but... doable."
"It will be. Just keep thinking about what you want to get back to. Don't lose yourself in there. I'll take care of you after that, I promise. Now, look, I'm so, so sorry this has all been so fast, but... You should go."
He took hold of her hand gently and raised it up in front of both of their faces. The meaning was clear. The bead was dark now.
Kitsuna took a deep breath and nodded, steeling herself. As if in a dream, with James's arm around her, she walked slowly to the door.
"It's probably there now. Remember, just find the others, and keep your mind on your reality, never let yourself forget even for a moment that you have things to come back to."
He gently reached down for the door handle, and Kitsuna was glad that she didn't have to do that small, yet also huge, thing herself.
"I'll see you very soon," he said, and pulled the door of the insulated room open.




Chapter 12
On the side of the door inside the room, the hallway looked normal - just those offices off to both sides, and the daylight from the digital windows streaming in - showing no sign of the storm that was no doubt darkening the local sky outside. But Kitsuna knew, somehow just as surely as she knew that the earth was round, that as soon as she stepped through the door she'd be somewhere entirely different to the mundane Calibre Academy corridor.
She also knew that to the man standing beside her, there would be no wait at all for her return. That no matter what awaited her in the storm domain, when she returned he would be standing here looking and feeling exactly as he did right now.
It must be nice in a way, that they don't have to wait and worry.
She looked into his eyes and saw the anxiety he was feeling on her behalf. Well, she knew he'd be OK in a moment, and she wanted to take the memory of him with a happier face with her to where she was going. On impulse, she leaned in and pressed her lips softly against his, just a hint of kiss, but enough to let her feel the closeness of him and take some strength from it.
That's better, she thought as she pulled away, seeing the longing in his eyes. That's a look to tempt me back from wherever the fuck is outside this door.
They nodded silently at each other, and then, scarcely believing she'd found the balls to do it, she stepped over the threshold.
There was a strange feeling, as if her nerves were somehow fired up by the very atmosphere around her, and for a second her vision went dark. She heard her voice saying the words, without even consciously knowing she was going to say them. Her wand was pulsing in her hand, too, though she hadn't remembered actually picking it up.
"Platinum magenta power - change me!"
It was as if she was in a whirlwind, hot air rushing around her in all directions, disorienting enough to stop her physically feeling that her body, clothes and hair were metamorphosing into a new form - a form better suited to the environment she couldn't yet see.
Unlike in the previous transformation, she did, this time, manage to land in a relatively dignified way, crouching on the ground like a runner awaiting a starting pistol. Her body felt great - there was a sense of boundless energy in her muscles, and a strength she had never felt even during her gym-freak phase in high school. But that feeling of energy also came with a constant flood of adrenaline. She felt not only like she could keep moving forever, but also that if she didn't start moving, she might implode from the building tension inside her.
Having assessed how she herself felt, she summoned up the bravery to finally look around her, and see her first storm domain.
It looked in some ways like a desert, and the arid heat was the same too, but instead of sand, the ground was cracked, parched earth, with sickly - or perhaps even dead - trees off in the distance, bone white and bare. The colors were all wrong, though. It was like her eyes weren't processing color like they normally would, and everything was being seen through some sort of filter that stripped the saturation out, making even the daylight the color of cigarette ash. An empty, pale palette that was somehow too stark and also too dull. There was color in the sky, but it didn't seem to change the land, as if they were two separate things that didn't interact at all. There was no source of light, either - no sun up in the sky, no moon or stars as one would expect to see in a desert untroubled by man made light. What there was, in the sky, which gave Kitsuna a troubling, almost vertiginous feeling, were large planets. Six of them. The closest was too close - much closer than the moon, and larger too, with a swirling, visible layer of indigo cloud over it and rings that extended out so close that it almost seemed like if this place had skyscrapers, then they'd be touching them. Were these planets real planets that existed in her universe, somewhere ridiculously far away, where no astronomer had seen? Or were they whole worlds from this other dimension, this Big Emptiness? Maybe they were neither. Maybe they weren't even real, and were just an unsettling illusion.
There was a wind here, too, and it blew hard across the dusty landscape, making her shield her face from her whipping hair as she turned around to confirm what she already knew. That she could no longer see the door, or James, or anything from the world she had spent her life in.
But what she also couldn't see were any monsters. Or Rayna, or Courtney - whatever she looked like - or anything that might be a core. She didn't have a weapon, either. Maybe it only appeared when it was needed, and the fact that she only had her wand right now meant that she was, for the time being, safe.
My body wants to run.
Before she'd even finished thinking it, she was sprinting, running against the wind in the direction of the withered trees, feeling the drag of the air as she moved more swiftly and effortlessly than she ever had before. She found herself taking great, leaping strides and needing no work at all to control her breathing. Even in the dry heat she wasn't sweating, and there was a sense that her body just wouldn't fatigue. She pushed herself to run faster, and found that this too was easy. She was certain she was going faster now than a record breaking athlete, a sprinter even, despite the fact she had been running for minutes and had probably covered miles.
It was hard to know how far away those trees were with no other point of reference for her eyes, and the general uncanniness of the light here, but they hadn't got much closer looking. She was only aiming for them because they were the only landmark. Perhaps Rayna and Courtney would have the same idea, wherever they were.
How big is this place? Are there limits to this domain, or can I go to anywhere in this reality's world? With enough time, could I reach other landscapes, or an ocean, or is this some new dimension the invaders create which has boundaries?
She stopped running for a moment, her powerful momentum causing her to skid a moment on the dehydrated land, grinding up a cloud of dirty pale dust around her bright pink boots, which looked so colorful against the desaturated land that she found it hard to pull her eyes away from them - as if she was craving color and normal light.
She'd stopped because she'd sensed she was no longer alone.
Looking behind her she could see them coming up across the land, their numbers seeming to curve in, as if to try and flank her as well as follow her. She couldn't quite see what they were yet, but there were lots of them. All different shades of black and gray. They lumbered towards her, gaining ground with no particular rush or uniformity. This was more unsettling than if they were truly giving chase, somehow. It was as though these things, whatever they were, didn't need to move too fast, didn't need to be organized. They shambled like they themselves were an inevitability, like it was just a fact of reality that they would get to her, no matter how quickly she could run. She spun around, though she didn't like taking her eyes off of them, and realized there were more approaching from the direction she'd been running in. A mob of monotonous, fuzzy grayscale, trudging towards her colorful form.
They're going to surround me if I don't do something. I can't see how far back the mobs stretch, or really even tell what shape these things are yet. I might be able to jump over the crowd in this form, but it's untested - I should have tried some other stuff to see what the limits of this transformation are instead of just running... If I had my weapon I could maybe cut a path through them and keep going toward the trees.
She surprised herself with how rationally she was able to think in the circumstances. She was not as scared as she'd expected to be. Everything was more awry and unsettling than outright dangerous, she felt. These things were creepy, and there were inexhaustible numbers of them - far too many to fight, even if her team mates were there - but they weren't fast or even especially purposeful in their movements. They seemed to be attracted to her, and she knew instinctively that it would be a bad thing to be caught up in that overwhelming tide of them, but they didn't seem to project any kind of bloodlust. They were more like an encroaching numbness. She got it now, why the best way that the mahou shoujo of the past had been able to describe them to people was in terms of emptiness. The only plan was to get clear of them and seek out the core, because otherwise she knew in her gut that she would be stuck endlessly battling their listless forms here under this odd sky for eternity, never seeing anything vibrant or feeling anything again.
The weapon. Perhaps I just need to sort of tell it I need it now? James seemed to think it would just materialize, but then, he's never been here. Perhaps there's something I need to do that only a mahou shoujo would think of. Like my words - they just came instinctively when I listened to Illaria and concentrated. I think I need to get into that state again now.
Closing her eyes was hard, knowing that the things were getting closer, and would soon be close enough to take shape in her vision. She wanted to see them, couldn't really resist it, even though she knew with a concrete certainty that whatever they looked like, it was going to be in some way disturbing. But no, she had to ignore that compulsion. She had to get in touch with her magic again. Not screwing her eyes shut with force, but relaxing, serenely. Concentrating on that power inside her, not what her senses told her existed outside.
She held the wand in front of her chest again, and focused on breathing in the magic in the atmosphere. If it was possible for magic to have a taste, it was somehow more potent and intense here than it was in the Academy's insulated room. As she inhaled she felt its buzzing, effervescent energy rushing into her nostrils, into her lungs, into her blood, even. And the wand, it began to vibrate as strongly as if it was trying to shake apart its own make-up, rearranging its atoms into something else.
It's becoming the weapon. It's becoming...
"Platinum gun!" she heard herself roar, breaking the eerie silence of the ash colored world.
Wait, gun? What the fuck?
She opened her eyes to look, not at the advancing creatures, but at what her wand had turned into. Her own words, which had come from that place of magic inside her, had not lied. It was indeed a gun - a platinum colored revolver with a magenta inlay in the grip. It was pretty, she had to give it that, though it looked like some kind of antique that a wealthy lady might have kept more for show than anything else; its design was ornamental and old fashioned, and it didn't look like it packed much of a punch. But of course, James had warned her that her weapon would be in a weak form. And it was still a fucking gun.
Of all of the weapons that had crossed her mind, guns, or any other kind of firearms or explosives for that matter, hadn't occurred to her as a possibility. It just wasn't what she imagined a magical warrior to use.
Is this a good thing? I mean, isn't a gun far better than a knife or a sword or whatever? I know which would make me feel safest in my world, but here, isn't it the same? I can shoot them from range, much better range than a bow and arrow I would have thought, and assuming bullets actually damage these things, and that this gun is magic, so I don't need to conserve ammo.... Isn't a gun pretty much the best thing I could hope for?
She decided to waste no time in testing that the gun did indeed come with its own ammo supply, and that the creatures of the Big Emptiness were vulnerable to bullets. She aimed at the mob in front of her, between her and the trees, and pulled the trigger. And then she pulled it again, and again, because the gun was indeed firing, sending off bullets that cut through the air strangely, almost as if the air was thick and they needed to push their way through it, leaving trails of pink smoke behind them.
Her wary happiness about the gun was short lived though, as she saw its general lack of suitability for this situation. When a bullet hit one of the creatures, it did seem to cause it to turn to smoke and vanish, but this didn't really help thin out the approaching wave at all. She couldn't fire fast enough to cut a path through them, as she could have done by rushing at them with a melee weapon like a sword. Taking them out one by one was having as little of an effect as removing one grain of sand from a beach.
This is hopeless...
She kept on firing, as the bullets seemed infinite, and she couldn't really think what else to do, as she waited for the otherworldly beings, which she could now begin to see in their full, horrible glory, to crowd her.
Hopeless...




Chapter 13
They were hard to see, even with the sharp vision that came with her transformation. Aiming her gun was easy enough (though unnecessary, as firing at the wall of them was always going to hit something), but it seemed that she could only really look at one or two of them in focus at any one time. The others would resume a blurry, chaotic form, like they had been scribbled in charcoal by an angry child, or would fizz and buzz like static. But when she could see one, they were far from the whimsical, psychedelic, random things that Rayna had talked about.
These appeared to be animals, but they were twisted perversions of things that would normally be ordinary, or even cute. A smog colored fox with empty chasms where its eyes should be staggered forth on its front paws, dragging the open, blackened wounds that should have been its back legs behind it. A mangy, drooling bear - also severely lacking in the eye department - lumbered forward, oblivious to the thousands of flies caking its skin. Sickly deer with black antlers that flaked like rotten wood staggered on broken legs, and trampled bald, bloated rats unseeingly as they continued their grim progress.
Pitiable, grotesque creatures all around her, but worse, a disconcerting humming sound had started, coming from each of them, a cacophony of different frequencies, rising and rising, making it impossible to hold onto a thought for more than a moment.
But she still tried. She tried, as her shaking hands fired bullet after bullet into the throng, to remember what she was supposed to remember.
I can't win here. But Rayna is out there. Rayna will get the core and I'll go back to... I'll go back to James. He said.... He promised to... He said he'd take care... Any damage. They're here. But I'll heal. They're here so they're not there. Rayna and... Courtney... They're safe. Core.
Her head now in the full grip of what would, in her own world, have been a migraine, an aura of light interfered with her vision, making it harder still to see.
Shooting is useless. Need noise to stop.
She dropped to her knees, her all-powerful, athletic new form no use to her here, no use to her when her mind was coming apart from the droning sound and the strange light, and the nightmarish visions all around her. She lay her gun in her lap and curled up in a ball, her hands clamped over her ears, though it did little to drown out the noise. The creatures were so close now that she could feel the air getting stickier from their breath and their sweat, and some remaining part of her sentience was almost surprised that they even had such physical, visceral presences. Perhaps they didn't. Perhaps this was all her own mind's invention, as it tried to make sense of beings too alien to understand.
She felt her throat vibrating, and realized she was humming a tune herself. Maybe to try and distract her own mind from the droning, maybe to put up the pretense that something terrible wasn't happening to her. It didn't matter.
She was barely there, in her mind, when the first set of gnashing teeth bit at her hair, ripping out a clump. It didn't hurt. It didn't hurt as claws tried to rend her bare arms, or small, scrabbling rat-paws scraped at her back, clambering over her. It didn't hurt as the creatures rode over her, swarming her, blocking out all of the light and air and crushing her beneath their very real weight. Whether it was the result of her transformation, limiting pain and healing her instantly, or whether her mind had just given up on feeling pain and fear, she didn't know, she didn't even wonder.
There was no way of telling how long it had been, but eventually, somehow, she noticed that the noise had stopped. The ground underneath her knees was smooth and cool now, and the weight on her body was gone. Pleasant, gently chilled air conditioning felt like gentle, soothing hands running over her skin - skin that had been torn over and over and over, but which bore no wound or scar. Her mind was blank, and exhausted, but she knew, in some part of her more primal than her mind, perhaps the part of her where her magic dwelt, that she was back in her own world now, and safe. There was a voice saying something, but she couldn't give it any attention, and it meant her no harm. She let her body slump onto her side, pressing her hot cheek against the tiled floor, and let herself drop away into a deep sleep - a sleep mercifully devoid of dreams.
***
The next time consciousness visited her, she found her head resting on a soft, clinically clean white pillow, and realized that she was in an unfamiliar bed. Well, her own bed at the apartment was also pretty unfamiliar, given she'd only spent one night there, but this one was different again. A gentle light like a late afternoon glow filled the room, which was completely white, other than for the digital window that the calming light was coming from.
"She's waking up," said Rayna's voice, from somewhere by Kitsuna's feet.
She tried to sit up to look at Rayna, but immediately she felt a man's hands on her shoulders, gently, but firmly pushing her back down. He must have leaped over to do that as soon as Rayna had spoken.
"Hi again..." she tried to say, her throat parched and croaky.
"Don't sit up yet. Here, drink some of this."
James held a glass with a cloudy liquid in it and moved a straw to Kitsuna's lips.
"What is it?" she asked in her raspy voice.
"Soluble aspirin."
"Oh," she said, letting the straw into her mouth and sucking down some of it.
She'd been expecting some kind of secret magical potion, of course.
"What happened? How did I get here?" she asked, her throat a little better lubricated now.
Rayna stood from the chair she'd been sitting in by the door and came to loom over her, next to James.
"It was fucked up. I have never seen the things do that before. Easiest fight I've ever had, to be honest - all we had to do was find the core. Nothing was even guarding it. It spooked me and Courtney, I tell you. We were looking for you, and we climbed up these trees and from the tops we could just see this mass - all these weird black creatures in one place, all going the same way. We knew we couldn't take them on and reach you, so we decided the best way to deal with it was to get to the core as fast as we could and end it. But it was in one of the trees and it took us a long time to find, even though we didn't have to fight a single thing, so we were like, surely she can't have gotten through that without falling to despair, right?"
"They... they don't usually do that?"
"Hell no! From up in the trees it looked like a current of them, all going to the same place. We have a couple of theories about what it might have been, right, James? But fuck, I'm amazed you can even talk sense, even I can't imagine being overwhelmed by them like that... Usually a new girl won't have to do much in their first fight, it's more just a, hey, look, here is a weird place and some funny looking bullshit monsters, have a play with your new weapon and let's have a bit of fun with it. We were at a disadvantage - a few disadvantages really - given we had to start from different places and couldn't coordinate beforehand, and given you and Courts hadn't even met yet, but even so, I was expecting it to be a good experience for you, maybe get you over some of your worries about it all, help you start to see the cool side of being a mahou shoujo. But fuck me... I can't even imagine what it was like."
It was the first time she'd seen Rayna so grave. The first time Rayna had seemed at all worried about her state of mind, too. It was disturbing, actually. Rayna's blase attitude had been one of the few things that had been almost reassuring so far, especially given what James had told her about her having already met the retirement criteria but choosing to fight on. Kitsuna had even been willing to believe that one day she too might see the lifestyle of a mahou shoujo as having some sort of merit. But the usual smirk and banter was gone, and this Rayna looked shaken.
"You have theories?" Kitsuna asked, looking at James but open to either of them answering.
"I do, but they really are just theories. We only ever really just have theories when it comes to these things, unless Illaria happens to have any insights," James said.
"Have you spoken to her yet?"
"No, given her time limitations and the fact we had no idea how long you'd need to rest up, or what state your mind would be in when you woke up, we felt like it was better to wait until you came round. I brought Ivy here though, she's in James's office with Soren," Rayna said.
"Here? So we're at the Academy?"
"Oh, yes, this is usually the nurse's office in the West Wing, but there aren't any staff around since the semester hasn't started yet and it's Saturday anyway. It seemed like the best place for you to wake up in, especially if you woke up all crazy and agitated and tried to bite us or something - there's sedatives and shit in here."
James looked wearily away from Rayna, although Kitsuna was glad to see a bit of the personality she was coming to know return. It was less disconcerting, somehow, if Rayna was talking about tranquing her than if she was acting all worried.
"Why don't you go and check in with the others, yeah? If Kitsuna's up to it, I think we could probably talk to Illaria straight away, rather than speculating on all this without her input any longer," James said, and Kitsuna got the distinct impression he was trying to get rid of the red haired girl.
I want to talk to him alone, too... I need answers, but I need that comfort he offered me, too. I feel so weird and empty. It's like I left something behind in that place. I don't want to lean on him like that, but I think I really do need some affection to make myself feel right again. And like he said before, someone who desires me is the easiest form of love to find...
"Yes, I'll be fine to talk to Illaria in a moment. Can I just have some time to... Finish my aspirin? Will you stay with me, James?"
Rayna raised an eyebrow.
"Anyone would think I hadn't been around men and mahou shoujo for a decade... Finish your aspirin, my ruby ass!" she smirked, "but yeah, I can tell when I'm a third wheel. Though, if things are going down with you two, do not break my brother's heart, OK? He's been all starry eyed over you since you showed up and passed out in the living room and I bet you can guess how I react to people dicking him over. If you aren't into him, tell him, if you are, well, I guess you can all come to whatever arrangement you like, you're all grown ups... But if you do anything to make him sad I'll get my magic sword, and shove it so far up your--"
"We get it, Rayna. And come on, is this really the time for the menacing sister routine? I'm sure Kitsuna wouldn't – "
"It's fine. I understand what she means. I promise, I'll sort things out with Soren, just, wait until I'm a bit more with it, if you don't mind?"
Rayna nodded, and then with a little wave, bounced out of the door as if she hadn't just threatened to do unspeakable things to her new team mate with a sword.
"So... want to know what my weapon is?" Kitsuna asked, suddenly feeling a little awkward now that they were alone, especially after Rayna had so blatantly lampshaded the fact that it had been obvious that that was what she wanted.
"Oh, save that for the talking cat - come here, I was so worried about you," he said, his voice a little shaky with emotion that he had been hiding while Rayna was with them.
He wrapped his arms around her and lifted her upper body up, holding her against him. Kitsuna's heart beat faster and stronger, as she let herself feel weak in his firm embrace.
Feelings suddenly flooded through her, and her breath caught in her swollen throat, causing her to sob. Tears were coming too, she could feel them prickling at her eyes even though she wasn't really sure if they were tears of relief, fear, frustration, or sheer exhaustion.
"I felt so empty I nearly lost my mind," she said, muffled against his chest as fat tears drenched her eyelashes and soaked in to his tight white shirt.
It sounded like such a corny thing to say, the kind of thing people just sort of said to convey a time they felt bereft or depressed, but it was the most literal way she could word what she had experienced.
"They feel like... I can't describe it even..." she sobbed, and James stroked her hair gently.
"I know. This is what makes our jobs so difficult. These things can't be understood or described, not properly. Generations of girls have tried, tried to help people like me who will never go there to know what these... I don't know, these entities are, so we can try to help somehow, or even so we can research how to put an end to the storms once and for all. But knowing their nature for real, that is something that you and all the other mahou shoujo can feel inside but can't sufficiently explain. It was always this way. Don't feel like you have to try, just let it out and I'll do my best to be there for you."
She was tired of trying to explain what she'd been through even in her own head, and so she gratefully took him up on his offer, and cried against his chest, her body shaking and heaving with every sore breath, while he stroked her back soothingly.
"You don't have to talk about it at all if you're not ready yet," he said softly, "we can talk to Illaria without you today, and you can rest here, and then, if you want, you can come home with me and I'll take care of you. We could curl up together and watch TV and talk about anything but mahou shoujo and Big Emptinesses, and you can take a big, long bath and fall asleep with someone next to you, keeping you safe. You have been through so, so much. It's enough that you're still with us."
Kitsuna sniffed and contemplated what he'd offered. It would be so easy to say yes, to let him distract her and to wallow in his affection, to permit herself a vacation from the pressure and the horror. But could she really unwind like that?
"No, no I need to speak to Illaria. I don't think I'll be able to think about anything else if there's a chance she might be able to explain why things happened like they did..."
"I can understand that. You really are showing a quite frightening amount of strength, for someone who was willing to break their own legs to avoid being a mahou shoujo. It's important to refuel on the stuff that keeps you strong, though, always remember that."
"I'm not strong, I just need to survive this without losing myself, and I need to be armed with information if I am to feel like I have a shot at doing that. I'm still a coward, which is why I can't go into this blind again."
But even her voice had an edge of strength to it now she'd cried her tears.
"Though, after we've spoken to Illaria... I think I would rather go home with you and have the evening you suggested than go with Rayna back to our place, or worse, have her planned night out at the strip club... I really am very, very tired and she's... boisterous."
He pressed his lips to her forehead and held them there in an affectionate kiss.
"Of course. I promise to keep boistering to a minimum. That's not a word, I know... But yeah, I'll get you whatever you want to eat and I'm sure I've got some of those scented candle things you can have around the bath that my mom sent or something. I can get Rayna to bring some of your stuff over too, I live on the same street as the student accommodation building so it's no troub-- what is it?"
Kitsuna's face had crinkled into a worried frown when he'd mentioned her stuff.
"Oh, nothing, it's just, Rayna said it's Saturday earlier, right? With everything that happened I forgot, but I was supposed to go back to Astolat City today to get some more of my stuff from my friend's place. I really only brought a gym bag with me when I first came, I thought I had a clear two weeks to move in and get acclimated before my marketing course started."
Just saying the words 'marketing course' made it really hit her just how different her life here was going to be to what she had thought she was heading for when she'd said goodbye to Lee, asking him to take care of her things until the weekend when she'd start moving in properly.
She'd been staying at his place over the summer, since they both graduated from the boarding school where she'd lived since her mom died. He was going away too, to art school, where he was going to be studying how to be a tattoo artist. Not the usual kind, designing on a tablet so that the tattoo machine could apply the tattoo instantly, but the old, traditional kind, who literally drew their creations onto people's skin with needles. Kitsuna had never got why anyone would choose that old method (which took a long time and by all accounts hurt a lot), over modern, instant, painless tattoos, but Lee had told her that there was a market for it among people who wanted their body art to truly mean something, and to have a unique design another person had created just for them. He had done some on himself the old way - though he said it was obviously much better to have someone else do it, as he was quite limited when it came to the parts of his own body he could reach to draw on with any precision. She took his word for it that it was a good trade to get into it, and besides, at least there was something creative he was drawn to - if nobody wanted his tattoos he could just live on the UBI. At least he had a passion to study during his college years. Not something like marketing. She'd envied that about him. Now, however, she wouldn't be studying marketing at all, but becoming part of a secret network of magical defenders of humanity, so she hadn't ended up with the safe, dull option at all in the end, comparative to her best friend...
"Well, I don't think you should be going anywhere today. Tell them you'll deal with it another time - don't worry, we'll come up with a plan for that. The Academy has resources, we can just send a removal company over to Astolat to get your things and avoid the hassle for you if you want... Though, if I can give you some advice, it's that you do need friends. You said before that you felt isolated now because you can't talk to your friend the same way anymore now that you have secrets. I know that is hard, and it can feel like it's safer just to integrate here and be friends with people who know about you being a mahou shoujo, but for someone like you, someone with no family and no other connection to your past, it can be a hard road to walk without keeping those who used to be close to you in your life."
She nodded thoughtfully. It was true, she didn't want to lose touch with Lee, and when she thought about how things used to be with them back in school, she felt a twinge of longing. She missed him so much, already - only a couple of days had passed, but the changes in her life had put a gaping chasm between them that she wasn't sure how to reach across. James was right though - the support and assurance she was getting from people here, even the affection she was getting from him and the potential romantic desire from Soren, too, they weren't enough to get her power up - clearly, or her transformation wouldn't be so puny. She needed to make her existing connection with Lee strong, as well as forging new friendships with people like Rayna, and whatever romantic connections she was making with the new men in her life. She had a lot to compensate for, without the unconditional love of a family.
"I know what you mean, and, I will do it, I'll try and get back what I used to have with him. But I'm gonna need some guidance with how much I can and can't tell him - lying doesn't seem like the best way to feel close to a friend, but I'm sure that there are all kinds of terrible punishments for letting outsiders know too much..."
"Of course there are, you're catching on to this whole thing fast," he said with a wry smile, "although, thinking about it, there's actually only one punishment for just about every infraction within the mahou shoujo community, and that's incarceration. For life, of course. And not in a normal prison. So, we want to avoid that. There are conditions where you can get permission to bring someone in, but they require some serious vetting, and for the person in question to be willing to become a fully fledged part of our network - it's usually only done on the occasions where someone falls in love with someone from outside of the community and wants to have a future with them. Those occasions are rarer than you might think, too - the mahou shoujo themselves tend to find men from within the community are a better match, or other mahou shoujo, if they prefer girls, because well, as you figured out, keeping secrets at the start of a relationship is hard. As for the guys, well, as I told you, we're conditioned to find mahou shoujo especially attractive, and also, they just are, so we don't really look elsewhere. The conditioning doesn't work on gay guys, of course, given that all mahou shoujo are female and there's no hypnotic suggestion that is going to completely change a person's sexuality, but for the men who work here it can be a lot easier to keep the secrets from a partner without it causing a rift - who really cares that much about the details of their lover's day to day job? The men here just work at a college, so they can really choose with an outside love interest whether they want to just be vague about their work and let their partner be free of it all, or they want to bring them in."
"But, with people you don't want to bring in - friends and stuff - don't people just sort of, find out too much sometimes, without even trying?"
"Yes. And that is something we want to avoid at all costs. The person will be quarantined in our incarceration facility so they can't tell anyone else what they know, and the vetting process will be forced. If they are deemed a suitable member of the community, they will have no choice but to work for us - unless they want to stay in jail for life."
"And if they don't pass, I am guessing it's jail for life anyway."
"Exactly. You are a pleasure to teach, I have to say," he joked.
Well, I definitely don't want Lee to end up in that situation, and I don't want to bring him in either - he might be interested in the whole cool, magical women who fight monsters club to begin with, he loves that kind of shit, but he already has a future planned out and as soon as you have anything to do with these people your own plans and dreams become completely irrelevant. I will have to be vague, but also in a way that doesn't stop us from being able to talk and confide in each other and have that kind of friendship...
How the fuck is that supposed to work?




Chapter 14
As it turned out, Illaria of the Void didn't have any better ideas as to why the monsters from the Big Emptiness had flooded toward Kitsuna than James's theory. She agreed that the most likely reason was that the form and behavior of the creatures was strongly influenced by the most prevalent state of mind among the mahou shoujo witnessing them, and that in the case of their team on this occasion, they were probably affected by the 'darkness' in the new girl who had come with so little power, and so much fear and loneliness.
"Why do you think you see weird food monsters sometimes, Rayna?" Illaria had asked.
"I don't know, I just thought the monsters were random, and just sorta looked like whatever stuff we might recognize, since our eyes can't make sense of their true forms, or whatever."
"No. They're not random, the way the whole party sees them is influenced by a strong mood in the group. When you see food monsters, it's because, as a veteran fighter, you're not really afraid or intimidated by the monsters anymore, so your general mood from the normal world isn't affected by what happens. To put it simply, you see them because you are hungry, very hungry, and the storm domains don't faze you enough to make you forget it. You are craving a meal so badly that that is the strongest emotion or mood in your group. I've only ever met a couple of girls like that... Simple people with simple needs."
Rayna had grinned, not minding at all that she'd been called simple by a telepathic ghost voice in a cat - being unfazed by the monsters was something she prided herself on.
"And so, the fact I was afraid and unsure, that made them look like vague, broken, twisted up things?" Kitsuna had asked.
"Every new mahou shoujo is afraid and unsure - you were certainly not unique in that respect. But you went in alone, and you also have more loneliness in your situation than most. Less love. No family, no lovers, no friend giving you unquestioning support. Though, you did have something there that wasn't dark, clearly, or you would have lost your mind completely and I'd be here trying - and possibly failing - to recover your sanity with magic. You know there are people offering you what you need to grow stronger - I can sense that. You have work to do here, in the real world, to gain the support and strength you'll need to avoid something like this happening again."
"Why does Illaria help us?" Kitsuna asked, as she sat across from James in the Volocopter that would take them both to his building.
"I can't say too much about her - she really dislikes us discussing her when she's not around," he said, looking strangely shifty.
"You and Rayna both said that before, but like, how would she even know we were talking about her? Not that I think we should, I mean, we should respect her wishes and all that, but it seems like when the topic of her comes up, people get all cagey, as if she's watching or something."
James chuckled.
"It's nothing like that, it's just, well, her story is a pretty intense one, and, people just don't really like discussing the Void. I guess thinking about what Illaria's time is like when she's not here inside Ivy, talking to us, well, it is really quite horrible."
"But, you can still answer my question about why she helps us without breaking her confidence, right? And without thinking about the Void, which I'm not even sure I want to know about now," she said, though she knew in her heart that no matter how much she might wish she'd never heard it, she had to know what the Void was. She'd known that ever since she'd heard that Illaria was technically dead.
"Yeah, you're right, sorry, it just... creeps me out to think... never mind, anyway," he gave a little shudder before continuing.
"OK, so to answer your question, every team of girls that comes to Calibre Academy, whether they come here as full time students or they can only drop by occasionally due to guarding regions far away, is assigned a mentor. It's always a retired, veteran mahou shoujo - like Beatrice who was on Rayna's team before Courtney. But, we have one extra special mentor, in the form of Illaria. Naturally she can't teach any classes and she isn't always available to give advice or answer the questions of active mahou shoujo, but her knowledge, experience and sheer magical power more than make up for that. So, she has been the mentor of the Academy's local mahou shoujo team for about as long as is really worth thinking about. I'm around to pick up the slack when it comes to offering help when she can't be here, and Soren coordinates the more practical support for the team, working with a few others. Illaria though, she'll be very important to you in time, I expect."
Kitsuna nodded, it made sense.
"So how does Rayna do that thing where she summons her to take over Ivy's body?"
James looked at her seriously.
"You will be able to that, now that Illaria knows you and knows that you're one of her mentees. Rayna can tell you exactly, but it's kind of the same kind of concentration state you need to transform at will. You can use it to communicate with her spirit just enough to summon her, if she can come into our world at that time. But if you are thinking to talk to her alone at the first opportunity because you're curious about the Void, then... Well, I'd advise against it. It's just going to mess with your head."
The Volocopter landed softly on the roof of a skyscraper almost identical to the one where she and Rayna lived, though in a different part of the miles-long street. They disembarked silently.
"You can't blame me for being curious. None of you will tell me anything and I have more reason than most to want to know what happens after we die..." she said with quiet bitterness as they stood on the roof, looking out across the city, which was bathed in the hazy glow of a late summer evening.
"Oh, god, I didn't think," he said, behind her, wrapping his arms around her, "I didn't realize it had come across as if Illaria knew what would happen when we die... or where our deceased loved ones are now. That's not what the Void is - I promise. It's one possible place people can end up in if they die under very specific circumstances, but it's not the afterlife the average person gets. Illaria doesn't know what that is, I don't think anyone does, if there even is one," he said.
Kitsuna wasn't sure if that was a relief to hear or a disappointment. She'd half wanted to know that her mom was in the same place as Illaria, because selfishly, she'd thought that might mean she would be able to talk to her again someday. But the other half of her had been frightened that that was the case, because the mere mention of this Void place seemed to cause anguish.
"I'm sorry, I guess I sounded like a right brat there. I guess I don't really have more reason than most to want answers about death either. Probably everyone has lost someone."
"Don't feel bad about that. I really didn't notice that it had sounded that way, or I'd have anticipated that you'd be thinking this way and would have said something before. I thought you were just curious because it's another of the many weird, mysterious sounding things that you've just found out existed, not because... Well, anyway, don't think about it anymore. I'm sure you have enough to deal with at the moment, and Illaria will probably refuse to tell you anyway if she thinks the whole thing will just freak you out needlessly at the moment. It's not exactly her favorite topic either."
Kitsuna did manage to put it out of her mind for the rest of the evening, right up until her last thoughts as she was drifting off to sleep, beside James in the stylish, black and chrome bedroom of his apartment.
Nothing had happened between them, with tonight seeming like a somehow weird time for the prospect of sex to come up, but just being there close to him with him being so kind and attentive all evening had made her feel a lot better - like she was healing inside. Whatever the storm domain had taken from her, it could be replaced with someone else's kindness, affection, desire, attention - anything positive and meant only for her. She'd understood the logic of it before, but now she could really feel the effects of the whole 'powered by love' thing within herself. Pressed up against his body under the crisp sheets, clean from her long bath and wearing one of his old t-shirts, she let herself relax, and allowed her mind to wander freestyle.
"It's one possible place people can end up in if they die under very specific circumstances, but it's not the afterlife the average person gets," she recalled James saying.
But Illaria was a mahou shoujo... Does that mean those very specific circumstances are something we need to worry about?




Chapter 15
"Why do you look so fuckin' nervous, I thought this guy was your best friend?" Rayna said, before taking a noisy bite out of a bright green apple.
"You know why. Come on sis, let's just roleplay as normal college students for the Astolat guy, it'll be fun."
Kitsuna wasn't sure if she was glad Rayna and Soren were at the apartment too or not.
On James's advice, she'd invited Lee over and asked him to bring some of her stuff, so she wouldn't have to go back to Astolat City while she was still settling in to her new life. James had reasoned that it'd be easier for her to connect with him as if everything was normal if she just did what a normal college girl would do with a friend from back home, and if she concentrated on the aspects of her new life that weren't about magic and monsters. It seemed to her that there really weren't any aspects of her new life that weren't about those things, given she hadn't yet met anyone here who wasn't a part of the whole masquerade, but she'd got his point. Showing Lee around her apartment, introducing him to her new friends, letting him get jealous of her obvious mutual crush with Soren, it would all be stuff that she could have done even if this really was a normal university where she was getting set to learn employment focused business skills. And this way, in theory, when they did spend some time alone together, he'd have stuff to ask her about like 'is Rayna always on?' or 'what does Soren have that I don't?' and so wouldn't be so focused on asking her the general things that she'd find harder to answer - like 'how are you?' or 'what's it been like leaving home?'
It was her fifth morning since arriving here, though she'd spent one unconscious in the Calibre Academy nurse's office after the incident in the storm domain, and one at James's place, so she'd only woken up in her new bed with Rayna's morning karate sounds three times. She really did need some more clothes and personal belongings, and she did want to see Lee, but she'd barely spoken to him since she'd left - only a quick exchange by instant message to arrange for him to come and visit. His art school semester hadn't started yet either, so he'd been happy to be invited and have somewhere new to go, but she'd known he'd say yes anyway - that was what Lee was like, with her at least. He'd do anything for her.
It had of course crossed her mind, now that she knew about mahou shoujo, that maybe his long running crush on her had been down to the whole pheromone thing. There wasn't much she could do about it if it was, but she preferred to think Lee liked her for who she was, not some kind of chemical thing. The feelings he had for her had somehow made for a weirdly solid friendship, perhaps because she had never really ruled him out as a potential boyfriend. He was great, and hot too in a kind of bohemian, arty way. She had just thought that if they ever did get together, it wouldn't be just a casual thing, so she didn't want to go there while she was still interested in exploring who was out there. Still, the fact of the matter was, if she could make things work in terms of their friendship staying how it had been in high school, he would certainly be someone who would give her the love she needed, whether what he got back from her was love of the friendly or romantic variety. She was absolutely certain she would feel a lot stronger knowing she could talk to him any time again without feeling weird. She just had to build an idea in his mind of what her college life was like so he wouldn't ask too many questions about that, and then she'd be able to try and connect with him about his own stuff, or about the more normal things going on in her life... whatever they might be. She wasn't really sure yet if she was going to have any ordinary student stuff to deal with like papers or exams.
"Is he hot, then, this Lee guy?" Rayna asked, still munching on her apple enthusiastically.
Kitsuna didn't really know how to answer that with Soren sitting right next to her on the couch. She still hadn't had a talk with him about the situation with James, although he hadn't been acting any differently with her since she'd spent the night at the professor's place. She hadn't slept with James, not in that sense, not yet, but the growing attachment between them was obvious, and so she wouldn't be surprised if Soren had assumed she had fucked him. Which meant James was most likely right that she probably didn't have to choose between them or cause some serious jealousy issues. But whether that extended to guys outside of their little Calibre Academy world was not something she'd want to test.
"I don't really think of him... I mean, he's just a friend..." she mumbled.
"I was thinking for me, actually - you can't have all the men to yourself you know!" Rayna said with a cheerful snort.
Oh fuck, I sounded so vain, didn't I? But is she being serious? She'd be way too much of a handful for Lee, wouldn't she? Or would she? She must have that whole pheromone thing going on too, what if he instantly falls in love with her or something?
"Relax, I'm just fucking with ya. I don't go for younger men, and anyway, I'm not about that life - I couldn't date someone who didn't know I was a mahou shoujo, it'd be so crappy to be with a guy and never be able to show him how awesome I am when I transform!"
Younger... that's right, her and Soren are 22, and Lee's not even 19 until October. I keep forgetting Rayna's not my age, since she's my college roommate and also... Rayna. Still, I was worried for a second there.
Her phone buzzed on the glass coffee table and the sound woke up Ivy, who was sleeping underneath it. The cat jumped straight onto Rayna's lap as Kitsuna picked up the device and checked it.
"Lee's made it to the station and so he'll be here in a few minutes. Guess you'll get to see for yourself whether you think he's cute in just a moment, then..."
"Ooooh! I want one! What kind of tattoo would you design for me?" Rayna said, clapping her hands together enthusiastically, a bit like a demented seal.
Wow, Lee just gets along with everyone straight away, doesn't he?
Kitsuna was in the small kitchen of the apartment making a pot of coffee, and it was clear that her old friend was already more popular with her roommate than she was. It was nice, though, it felt like socializing with normal people, people talking about tattoos and VR systems instead of sinister invasions of cosmic monstrosities or centuries old magical conspiracies. Just listening to them chatting made her feel more comfortable and relaxed than she had since coming here, outside of a few moments with James.
She'd already watched Soren showing Lee the fighting game he'd developed for Rayna (he'd decided that his 'college student roleplay' persona was going to be a programmer, a postgrad computer science student, and so he'd been able to show off the training game without mentioning what his intention had been in making it), and now Lee was telling them both about his ambitions as an old-school tattoo artist.
"I don't think you should, Rayna," Soren said.
"Oh, don't you? Why not? I'm not scared of a bit of pain, and it'd be so cool to have one that wasn't done by a machine! Like a real work of art! Don't be so overprotective, I can totally handle it."
"For sure she could! If you want me to, Rayna, I could sketch out a design for you right now, see what you think? I have my tattoo stuff in my bag anyway - I always take it with me just in case someone gets inspired... I know that's weird, but hey, it's a weird job and so I've got to win myself clients wherever I can..." Lee said.
"I'm sure you can more than handle the pain, but remember, you have that skin condition... You know, a tattoo probably wouldn't heal right if it was done that way, it'd be like a wound, kinda," Soren said.
It wasn't very subtle, but since Lee would never even imagine the reason why Soren was trying to tell Rayna she couldn't get a tattoo, because he wasn't aware that people with superhuman healing factors existed, Kitsuna could safely assert that it didn't matter. She was actually quite impressed that Soren had thought of it. If Rayna got a tattoo that needed to heal, as ones done the old fashioned way did, it'd vanish as soon as she transformed and her healing factor kicked in. Then, next time she saw Lee, he would think she'd had it removed, and that'd probably cause bad feeling. She wouldn't have thought of that herself, at all. Soren seemed to have some of his sister's airheadedness, but that was just in the laid back, rolling-with-the-punches way he had learned to live. In reality he was used to thinking a couple of steps ahead, all to keep his sister and their secrets safe.
"Oh! Yes! Right! My skin condition! Yeah, it wouldn't work, actually. What a shame. Ooooh, but you could get one!"
"Are you sure? I have hypoallergenic inks?"
"No, it's a very rare skin condition," Rayna said sagely, as if that in some way answered things.
"Well, that's a real shame, I had already starting picturing ideas for you in my head. I don't know what it is but you have this kind of presence about you that would really suit a big, badass tattoo, like a sleeve or a big back piece."
"Oh, don't, you're just making me feel worse that I don't get to have one! But what about it, Soren? You already have tats but wouldn't it be so sweet to have one done the old way by a proper artist?"
"I would really like that, actually. Would you mind, or do you stick to putting your art on pretty girls? I'd totally get it if you do..."
Lee shrugged.
"Skin's skin - and if I don't sound too up my own ass, I would say my designs would look good on anybody. Not that you don't look good now or anything, I mean I'm sure to women or gay men you're already very... nice. I just meant --"
"It's OK, man, we know what you meant," Kitsuna said, smiling.
This is actually a fun time. Maybe I really can make this work.
"So, what sort of thing would you like a tattoo of? Like, something abstract, or something realistic? I've practiced all kinds of styles so..."
"Could you do something realistic if I just sort of described it to you, or did a bad drawing of it myself?"
"Well, sure, I could try and design something - though if you have a photo of it that'd be easier."
"It's not a thing I can take a picture of, it's... From my imagination. It's a thing I'm going to put in a game I'm developing that I just kinda really like the idea of, but obviously I've never actually seen it so it's a bit... Well, it's unique, anyway."
"Sure, I'd love to try it! You can help me make some drawings and when we've got it how you want, I can make a proper tattoo design. What is it, anyway?"
"It's a sword. Like, a magic sword. With rubies in it."
Rayna's eyes shone with excitement, and Kitsuna thought for a moment she looked like she was going to cry, though she didn't.
"Oh my god! You want a tattoo of my sword!"
"Yeah - I was going to make this ruby sword in the game be a special weapon for a character that I based the look of on my sister, so it's kinda her sword, it's, you know, a symbolic family thing."
Once again, Kitsuna was impressed by how easily Soren could cover for weird things on the fly. She liked how it meant that Rayna could be just a little bit free to speak unguarded, and be herself. She wondered if they even knew they were doing it - her saying something that raised questions, and him coming up with a perfectly satisfying explanation without breaking a sweat. For someone like Rayna who liked to speak her mind, having him on her side was no doubt invaluable.
And he's on my side too. Maybe I don't have to worry about slipping up in front of Lee as much as I have been. There is definitely more to the people who support our team than just the practical stuff, I see that now.
It was also kind of unsettling how brilliant Soren was at explaining something he'd just come up with off the top of his head, when he was actually fairly bad at explaining things that were true.
Though I can't be too hard on him for that, who could possibly explain all the stuff he had to about mahou shoujo to someone who knew nothing of it? Well, James probably could, but he's a professor so I guess... Actually, is he even a real professor, or is that just a cover story thing while we're pretending Calibre is a normal college? I should probably ask about that...
The next two hours were spent with Rayna and Soren doodling and talking about ideas for the 'fictional' sword, which Lee competently turned into a few choices of tattoo design - the favorites being a bold, black and red modern style interpretation of the sword, and a more classical, realistic picture with color and shading used to show the gleam of the metal and the ethereal, magical glow around the rubies.
It was fascinating to watch them work on it, to watch her best friend draw pictures of something that meant so much to Rayna, without even knowing that it wasn't just an imaginary, symbolic thing the twins had made up. Lee was drawing something that Soren would never see for real, as mahou shoujo weapons only appeared in the storm domain, and something that Lee himself would probably never even know about. It was a strange thing, and she felt a little bit sad for Lee that he was the only person in the room that didn't know what the tattoo was really about. But questions about the philosophy behind artists drawing subjects they didn't understand were of no real value here, so she decided not to dwell on it, and to instead help as best she could by keeping everyone stocked up on snacks and drinks. She didn't join in with the design session, though, because she hadn't seen Rayna's sword yet either, and also couldn't draw for shit.
"Thanks, hey, I'm sorry, Kit, I came here to hang out with you and I've spent the whole time so far doing tattoo artist things with your friends - I didn't mean to ignore you," Lee said, as she brought through a pitcher of iced tea and set it down on the coffee table in front of where he was busily working on perfecting the more abstract version of the sword design.
"Oh, I don't mind at all, it's cool. I really can't wait to see the result! I'm just sorry I haven't been more help, but you know me and drawing... Plus I don't know what their sword should look like, I guess I wouldn't have seen it until I saw Rayna's game character if it weren't for this."
"You can help with the last decision, though, Kitsuna," Soren said, looking up from his own pile of sword doodles.
"Oh yeah? What's that?"
"Where on my body do you think it would look good?"
She looked away and hoped nobody noticed her blushing. It was impossible not to picture him naked, the sword on different parts of his body in turn. To be fair, they all looked pretty damn good in her mind. And was he asking her because he cared about looking good for her? It was pretty much a given as far as everyone knew that at some point, things were going to happen between them, but was he being suggestive here, or just trying to include her?
The question was soon answered.
"Actually, you can't decide that yet, can you? Because you don't know where I already have tattoos - except for this one on my arm. It's probably easier if I just show you..." he stood up, and, while Kitsuna's blush intensified and Rayna snorted in laughter at her obvious embarrassment, he pulled off his shirt over his head.
Oh god, that is a really hard sight to look away from... But I can't lech at him while Lee's here, that seems a bit wrong. I'll just look at the tattoos and the... bare bits where new tattoos could go... and just be professional about the whole thing...
"Are you OK, Kit? You haven't said anything for a while."




Chapter 16
When Kitsuna had finally settled on the left calf for Soren's tattoo (thinking she couldn't possibly find the calf particularly distracting, although, she hadn't counted on him taking off his jeans and letting Lee work on him while he was just in his boxer shorts), Lee fired up the strange, buzzing, needly tool he used to draw tattoos. Something about the noise it made gave her a nasty little flashback to the sounds from the monsters who had swarmed her. It was only quiet, but the monotony of the drone and the way it sounded when it touched Soren's skin made her catch her breath.
Still though, she was able to avoid thinking about it too much by just allowing herself to be entertained by Soren's attempts at looking manly and pretending that the tattoo wasn't hurting him at all, despite the thin sheen of sweat on his forehead in the cool, air conditioned room, and the tight grimace on his face when he thought nobody was watching.
"Is this position still comfortable? You can stretch and move around for a bit if it isn't, we'll still be here for another hour..." Lee said, after at least forty minutes had already passed.
"An hour? Fuck me... I mean, no, no, I'm fine. It's nothing, really."
"It's good that you're not really bothered by the pain, because a lot of people say the coloring hurts the most, and I'll have to start adding the red parts to the rubies soon."
Kitsuna couldn't tell if Lee knew that Soren really was actually in pain and just wanted to tease him, or if he had actually fallen for his lame act.
***
It was the cat that first made them notice it. Rayna was engrossed in a VR game and Kitsuna was just chatting away to Lee and Soren as the tattooing continued, and neither of them had taken a look at their bracelets in a good while. But as Ivy jumped up onto Kitsuna's lap, demanding to be petted, her eye was suddenly drawn to the beginnings of the indigo glow on the bead worn on the cat's collar.
Fuck! How the fuck are we supposed to go and fight without Lee noticing anything is up?
She remembered though, that time would pass differently for Lee and Soren, and so all she really needed to do was concoct an excuse for her and Rayna to go somewhere for a short while, and Lee should really be none the wiser.
I guess this sort of thing comes up all the time when you mix with people you're hiding the mahou shoujo world from. I guess if Rayna mixed with normies more she'd have considered getting a dog instead of a cat, then we could have had the excuse of walking it. Actually, no, that'd be no good, people could just offer to go with you for a nice walk, or you could freak out your dog by disappearing and reappearing again, because you'd have to actually take it out with you... Ugh, I must be nervous, why am I thinking about dogs? Think, what could we need to go out and do that wouldn't sound suspicious...
She stood up from the couch, encouraging the cat to jump down from her lap, and went over to the corner of the room where Rayna was standing with her VR gear on. She really wasn't used to approaching someone wearing that stuff in order to pull them out of a game, but she didn't want to speak and draw attention to herself from the boys, so she reached out and grabbed Rayna's wrist - the one with her DEVICE on it.
Luckily, Rayna seemed to understand. She lifted off her VR headset, her big eyes blinking at the change of light, and swiftly checked her bead. She gave a kind of 'well it's not ideal but what can you do?' shrug to Kitsuna.
"Hey! Since Soren's being so very brave and getting his first real tattoo, why don't we go and pick up some drinks to have after to celebrate! Or reward him for being so tough, or... I don't know, give Lee something nice to look forward to when he's finished working, or --" Kitsuna was aware that she was beginning to ramble, so was glad when Rayna interjected.
"Woohoo! Yes! Let's go to the store and get some stuff for margaritas!"
"Well, technically I'm not old enough to drink and neither is Kit, but --"
"But you're at college so who cares, right? Anyway, it's totally legal since I'm old enough to buy tequila but I need Kitsuna to carry the ice and the limes and shit. Yes! Let's go, let's go now and by the time we get back we'll probably get to see Soren's finished tattoo... Or, you know, bleeding scab... I don't really know how these old style tattoos look at first."
Anybody else might have come across as a bit shifty and nervous but even Lee was already used to Rayna's general energy level, so as Kitsuna followed her out of the door and into the building's hallway she was fairly satisfied that Lee and Soren hadn't noticed anything was going on. There was really no point in Soren having to be in on the awkward lie too, and they could probably be home before he even noticed there was a storm. If he did happen to look at Ivy's device or his own, which was unlikely given he was being forced to keep completely still, he'd probably figure out what they were up to and be able to maintain the lie anyway.
"You realize we are actually going to have to go to the store after we fight now or it's going to look really shady," Kitsuna mentioned once they were out in the hallway.
For some reason, she'd found that worrying about making things look normal to Lee was actually helping her avoid worrying about the actual storm. She was certain it would be better this time. She had Rayna with her from the beginning, and she'd finally, finally meet Courtney, the world's busiest stripper, too. Plus, she was sure her transformation this time would be stronger, and she wouldn't have the same strange effect on the monsters. She had done everything she could to strengthen her bonds with everybody around her, and she was even beginning to feel like she was on friendly, actually-giving-a-shit terms with Rayna. If anything, this was a good time for a storm to come, even if it did complicate life a bit in the real world - she was feeling more of a sense of belonging with a group of friends than she had since high school today, and there was also the pleasant undercurrent of the desire she was seeing from Soren and Lee, and the more open affection she'd been getting freely from James. She was in a much better place emotionally than she had been for the first battle, she told herself, so this would all be fine.
"Ha! You're right, I hadn't thought about that. Maybe we have time to go before the storm starts - I wonder if we can take tequila with us into the storm domain? Could just challenge the bastard monsters to a drinking contest for a change or something!"
"What actually happens if you're drunk when a storm starts anyway?"
"It's happened to me and I think the healing factor kicked in because I didn't get a hangover the next day, thinking about it. Though, everything is so surreal in the storm domains that it's not like being sober really makes much difference! But if you really want to know you should ask Courts, she gets loads of guys buying her drinks when she's working and so she's probably off her face half the time when storms come."
"She sure works a lot. I can't believe I haven't even gotten to meet her yet. I just haven't really felt up to going for a night out the last couple of days."
They got in the elevator, and Rayna pushed the button for the roof. Kitsuna looked at her quizzically, but she just shrugged as if to say 'it's as good a place as any'.
"Yeah, she has been working a lot lately, you're right. I guess she's just taking as many shifts as she can before the college semester starts since she doesn't have anything else much to do - lets her stock up on money and win herself more admirers."
Kitsuna nodded, it made sense. It seemed kind of strange to her that the more experienced girls still had to attend the Academy, but then, it probably helped them keep up the image of being a real university while also allowing for all the mahou shoujo and their attendants a place to go and share information where they weren't always worrying about maintaining the secrecy.
"Anyway, if she's at work now she'll have to do one of her specialty moves. I call her just in case she hasn't noticed the storm warning, and then she sneaks off to somewhere where nobody else is lurking, like the staff bathrooms or the dressing room. She finds me in the storm domain, we kick some ass, and then she just goes right on back to dancing for credits like nothing has even happened. It's pretty funny!"
"It sounds exhausting! But how does she answer her phone if she's working?"
The elevator reached the roof, and as expected, given that the semester still hadn't started, it was vacant. Though anybody up there would have been an Academy student anyway, either off to fight in their own storm domain, or well aware of why girls were vanishing. James had explained when Kitsuna had considered making the trip back to Astolat City that wherever a girl was in the world, once she'd transformed once inside a storm domain, she'd always end up in the storm domain of a storm attacking her region, even if she was hundreds of miles from the storm, as was the case for many of the girls when they were at the Academy. Some storms were big enough to cover multiple regions, and there was almost always a storm going on somewhere in the world. It was scary to think about that though – even when her own location was peaceful, those creatures were attacking humanity somewhere. Humanity never got to rest.
"I send her a message if she doesn't pick up, and she has this super loud notification tone that plays through her Talizman ankle bracelet so she never misses it. Her dances are never that long, whether she's on the pole or on some guy. She always has time to get somewhere private in between finding out one way or another that the storm is coming, and actually entering the domain."
As she finished talking Rayna demonstrated what she was saying by pulling out her phone, and asking it to call Courtney. She had it on loudspeaker, but instead of ringing, Kitsuna just heard it play a recorded message.
"The device you are calling is switched off."
Rayna frowned.
"Well that can't be right - she never forgets to charge it for this very reason," she looked intently at the screen and tried again, "call Courtney."
"The device you are calling is switched off."
"Ugh, stupid fucking technology. Maybe her network is down, or, I don't know, some technical shit only Soren would understand. I'll send her a message just in case but it's looking like we may just have to find her inside, and hope she managed to notice the storm coming without any help."
Kitsuna didn't really mind - she felt safe enough just having Rayna with her, after being through her first experience of the storm domain both hugely underpowered and alone. She was sure Courtney was a great ally from what she'd heard about her experience, but since she'd never met the girl she couldn't say she missed her.
"It won't be long now..." Kitsuna said, looking at her wrist, after a couple of moments passed silently up on the roof of the skyscraper. A Volocopter, probably with nobody inside it, was approaching, and both women watched it, knowing that its programming would probably make it stay on the roof until the storm was over.
"No. It won't. How are you feeling about this one? It seemed like you got some of what you needed from the prof and Soren and that Lee guy."
"You make it sound like I'm some kind of man magnet!"
"You totally are! They're all really hot too, if it's not weird to say that about my brother... I mean, objectively he's good looking, cos he's my twin."
"It's not like that!" she blushed.
Though thinking about it, maybe it was like that. And maybe that was OK. Nobody seemed to care that Courtney was powered by random men drooling over her for cash, so maybe it was just normal and completely cool that she had... what, kind of a harem?
"It's alright, I mean, I'm a bit envious if anything - I don't have a lot of luck with men. It's not a big deal for my power, cos I've got Soren and the rest of our family, but I would sometimes like to... bang a really, really hot guy after a hard day's monster slaying."
Kitsuna had almost expected her to say something vulnerable then, like that she'd like to meet the right man, or to have the love of someone she wasn't related to, or to have a reason to retire and start a family... But, no.
"You must attract loads of guys too though, I mean, James said that all the people with our bloodlines have some kinda weird chemical sex appeal or something, but also you are really... fun."
"It's not that so much as, well, there aren't many guys who fit my general criteria of knowing about mahou shoujo who haven't known me since I was an annoying, bratty 13 year old. They can't really see me as an adult, and I can't forget that they know all the embarrassing phases I went through. If there's one benefit to being a late bloomer like you, it's for sure that one! The men will always know you as a woman."
Kitsuna was surprised that Rayna was talking to her like this, but it was nice.
"Maybe you'll meet someone from another region. Some people move, don't they, like James did."
"Yeah, I'm 100% banking on that - I will definitely be getting ready to mingle at the new semester ball at the end of the month - they invite people from other schools and colleges affiliated with Calibre Academy from all over the world. Not that many international people show, but there are usually a few guys from other parts of the country who aren't... aware of me yet!"
This was the first Kitsuna had heard about the ball, and she found herself really hoping it wasn't like a high school dance where she'd have to take a date. She'd always gone to those things with Lee before to avoid the drama of it all, but she couldn't very well show up with both Soren and James escorting her. Or could she? She really didn't understand what the social norms were where mahou shoujo were concerned. Whenever she'd asked Rayna about that kind of thing she'd always said that everyone at the Academy basically let the mahou shoujo do as they liked when it came to anything that didn't affect the protection of the Earth, or the guarding of their secrets. It sounded like the girls got pretty much pampered. But what would the other mahou shoujo be like? Did they resent the local team for the extra help they got, or were they popular with the other girls? Would they be bitchy to her for having more than one guy in her life, and say she was leading them on or being greedy, or did loads of them have similar set ups? It was going to be a lot to get to know once the semester started, and she wanted to be at least somewhat familiar with the actual transforming and fighting stuff before she entered that other new world.
But as the two young women stood looking out over the city and contemplated parties, school politics and their love lives, rain began to fall, and the world around them shrank away to reveal something else entirely.




Chapter 17
Once again, Kitsuna felt her wand in her hand - it had been in her purse, but the purse was gone now - and she was spinning in the air, her vision unclear. She knew as she felt it though, and from Rayna's mildly impressed expression when she was done, that this transformation was better. She looked down at her feet to see what the longer boots, which reached over her knees looked like, and yet was astonished to see that the floor wasn't the cracked, ashy earth she had seen before, but a bizarre mosaic, made up of tiny little tiles of all different deep, rich colors, like wine red and aubergine. Her mouth dropped open and she felt her hair, longer, now, swishing around her shoulders as she looked to take in the rest of this new environment.
They were inside some kind of structure this time. She couldn't see the sky, but the ceiling was incredibly high, like being inside one of those old cathedrals they have in Eastern Europe - things she had only seen in VR and in books. There were little balconies protruding out from the deep red walls, and heavy velvet drapes in those same dark jewel shades as the floor were blowing around in a wind that she couldn't feel.
"What is this place? Where is the desert and the trees and those horrible planets?"
"Oh! Didn't you realize? The domains are like the monsters. They're not real places, or, they are, but we just see crazy different stuff. That last one was a big one, this looks like it's just this one building. Should make it easier to find Courtney, though sometimes with these more limited domain spaces it can be surprisingly tricky to find the core because--"
Kitsuna cut her off with a cry of frightened surprise.
From the balconies and from behind the curtains big, multicolored birds were starting to appear - glowing in neon hues that looked wrong against the dark, lavish tones of the place. The birds were not beautiful - their bald, stringy necks and beady black eyes giving them the appearance of vultures, and their bright coloring speaking more of toxic things and danger than of tropical flowers.
"Hmmm, not seen these before. Well, let's arm up. I'm sure Courts will find us, she must have ended up in one of those side rooms or something..."
Kitsuna hadn't even noticed the small openings that presumably lead to other chambers within this strange bird temple, or whatever the fuck it was meant to be - they looked too tiny to walk through when the scale of the walls and the height of the room were affecting her perception.
"Ruby sword!"
"Platinum gun!"
They both shouted in unison, and for some reason Kitsuna was compelled to look first at Rayna's weapon, even though her own felt different in her hands to how it had before. Between Rayna, Lee and Soren, they had actually come up with a very good artistic impression of the ruby sword, but Kitsuna felt a little sad that neither of them would ever get to see it for real. Even an artist with Lee's eye couldn't possibly have captured the sheer sharpness of the blade - it made Kitsuna afraid just looking at it, creating imaginings of being sliced so cleanly - too cleanly, like a paper cut that had the power to decapitate you. The glow from the massive rubies in the sword's elaborate hilt could only have been magical, and the metal too had a red aura to it, despite being almost white.
So that's a mahou shoujo's weapon at full power... It definitely looks like the stuff of legend. But mine is getting stronger, too.
The platinum gun had changed form completely this time when she'd called upon it. Instead of the pretty but feeble (for a gun) antique pistol she'd conjured the first time, she now felt the weight and robustness of a chunky handgun. It was still the color of platinum, with a magenta grip, but there was nothing girly about its shape and structure - nothing ornamental or inefficient. It felt like a proper hand cannon, a machine designed to punch out rounds and extinguish lives with extreme prejudice. Well, lives or whatever else it was these creatures had.
Rayna looked curiously at the handgun.
"Well, go on, shoot it! I've never had a team mate with a gun before, I want to see what kind of possibilities this shit is opening up for new strategies and fighting styles!"
She was grinning. It was hard not to get swept up in the enthusiasm standing next to Rayna. Kitsuna began to feel like they were just here to play, like the weird toxic-waste-colored birds weren't so unsettling and the shadowy, voluminous cathedral was just a cool set.
She took aim at one of the vulture-like creatures, which was sitting on the railings of a balcony and staring at the two girls, and with a satisfying squeeze of the trigger, blasted out an ultra-fast, pink trailed bullet, which hit it between the eyes with all the precision of a master marksman and caused it to instantly leave this world in a cloud of sickly yellow smoke.
But that was when chaos began.
The rest of the birds let out hideous screeches and there was a loud, brutal clanging coming from high above - like church bells, but out of time, out of tune, creaking painfully as, wherever they were, they swung and swung and rang and rang.
"Shoot more! Just keep shooting! I think maybe the bell sound might be where the core is, I'm going up!" Rayna yelled above the deafening noise of hellish carrion birds and otherworldy tolling bells.
Up? How?
But she didn't watch Rayna to find out, she took aim at the gangs of birds forming on the balconies, realizing that this gun had a much faster fire rate, and that her powers seemed to mean she always hit her target without having to really steady her aim or use her eyes. Which was good, as she had never shot a gun (or even held one) in the real world, and was basing everything she knew about gun fighting on video games.
There were lots of the birds, but for some reason they were just there, watching, letting her shoot them. Eventually she'd be able to kill them all if she had to, and while she was doing that, Rayna could look for the core. It seemed like a fairly easy fight, and finally Kitsuna started to believe what Rayna had said about a lot of the encounters not really being that difficult to beat, let alone survive.
But as she noticed, while shifting her aim to a balcony on the other side of the room, that Rayna was no longer by her side, the birds all at once changed their behavior. Rayna was running fast, and as she left the ground to literally start running up the wall in circles - a feat that in any other moment Kitsuna would have been desperate to try herself to see if her transformation could pull it off - the birds all rose into the air, flying up and up, to the tallest heights of the cathedral. The ceiling was so far above that they just looked like a mass of glowing, radioactive-looking stuff, and this finally gave some visual perspective on just how high up Rayna was going to have to run, if the bells and the core were up there somewhere.
They must be guarding it. I'll take out as many as I can from down here and hopefully Rayna can cut through any that she needs to with her sword once she gets closer. Where the actual fuck is Courtney though? Is she in trouble in another room? If she is, then we just have to try and end things here as fast as possible - it'll be the best way to save her, like they saved me before.
She realized a fraction of a second later that she'd made a big error in judgment, though.
When the mob of birds reached the top of the cathedral, they changed their movement, several of them at a time projecting themselves from the ceiling into a fast, deep dive, which came accompanied by a new and more spine-chilling screech. Kitsuna kept on firing into their midst, but within seconds it became clear that she was their target. She made a dash across the floor, causing the first few diving birds to smash into it, breaking open their skulls and cracking their necks into new and thoroughly disgusting shapes. They didn't vanish in smoke like the ones Kitsuna had killed with her bullets though, which meant they were still alive. She didn't want to look at their acid colored plumage, now matted with dark red blood the same color as the velvet curtains, or their mangled heads. She fired shot after shot into the injured birds, making them vanish, zig-zagging around the area as she did, causing the birds still diving toward her to meet their own end there on the tiled ground. She did not want to find out what being hit full force by a diving vulture would feel like, let alone being hit by hundreds of them one by one, healing just in time for each new one to destroy her body again.
She had to make huge leaps and acrobatic rolls to get to a new position and still have time to shoot the birds that had crashed into her previous spot, before the next ones managed to change their trajectory to target where she had moved to. There was no way she could have done this using her normal world body, and it was exhilarating to get such a hint at what her transformed form might be able to do. She didn't feel even remotely tired, her body and mind fizzing with energy and the need to move and fight. It was challenging, but everything worked. She lost track of time, as down there on the ground the smoke of dead birds hung in a strange rainbow, punctuated by the pink trails of the magic bullets that had brought them their end. How many had she killed? How high up was Rayna now? What was Courtney facing, wherever she was? She had fleeting moments of wondering about such things, but mostly she just kept of moving and gunning, moving and gunning, until a roll across the tiled floor suddenly failed, and she found herself on her ass under a sky where clouds were parting to reveal the sun up above.
"Well, it wasn't easy to find, I had to go through this hatch in the ceiling up to the roof, find the belltower, and then the core was inside the biggest bell. Stopping it moving was the hardest part, had to jump onto it and... Say, did you see Courtney in there?"
Rayna was standing on the roof of the student accommodation building hopping from one foot to the other where the adrenaline from the storm hadn't fully worn off yet.
Kitsuna climbed to her feet, feeling slow and clunky now in her usual real world body. Their transformations had ended with the storm domain.
"I didn't, no, though I didn't have a chance to look for her, I was shooting those things the whole time."
"I didn't have to fight a single one of them. It's weird, though, right? Illaria and James thought they were lured to you before because you went in feeling... whatever like, dark stuff. But this time your transformation was pretty decent - still on the rookie end, it's gonna get way better - but you looked like a proper mahou shoujo, you know? And you weren't especially freaked out, were you? You almost looked like you were having fun before they all charged you."
"Actually it really wasn't that bad, I found a pattern of moving that made them crash into the ground instead of hitting me and then I just finished them off with my gun. Sure, I'd have been stuck there doing that forever if you hadn't taken out the core, because they were keeping me working, but I wasn't feeling hopeless like before, even the noise from the bells and their screeching didn't do any more than annoy me, the sounds from the creatures in the first domain properly edged away my sanity. I just kinda got on with killing them and trusted you to find the core, so I was, I guess, fine."
"That's the thing, my part in it was easy enough too, but only because I was trusting you to keep the monsters busy. It actually worked out pretty well for us, I just don't get why they still focused on you. It made no sense for them to do that when I was the one threatening the core, but it's like you somehow aggro them and they ignore everything else. Normally, with just two of us, it's a long and hard fight, dealing with monsters just everywhere, it is hard to form any kind of plan as there are just so many of them and everything is so chaotic. The night you got here and passed out, me and Courts fought through waves and waves of them for what was honestly probably days, before we eventually reached the core. If they hadn't left me completely unhindered to go and search for the bells, we would have had a much different experience in there. Not complaining, but, it's weird. If it isn't your emotions drawing them to you after all, what is it? And can we rely on them to always do it, base strategies around it, or is there something about the way you are now that is causing it?"
"It beats me. I guess we could ask Illaria again but she only had that one theory, and it was the same as James's. It might be something we can't figure out until we have more data..."
"Also, if they were just targeting you, where was Courtney? I assumed she was fighting in some other area of the cathedral, but what was keeping her there, if the creatures all just wanted to hurl themselves at you?"
"I guess we won't know that until we talk to her."




Chapter 18
"I didn't want to say it before, but is there any chance Courtney actually wasn't there in the storm domain?" Kitsuna asked, seeing Rayna's concerned frown as her phone announced that Courtney's device was still unreachable. The evening sun was already drying the puddles of rain on the rooftop.
"Noooo, I mean, unless there is something really fucked up going on with the domains that has never happened before, she'd have ended up there no matter where she was or what was going on with her. Even if you're in a coma, you end up there, and your transformation kicks in and heals you - it happened to a girl in Switzerland once, according to the Calibre Academy intranet."
"But, James said that the lab where you all made me transform for the first time is insulated in a way that would stop you ending up in the domain - it's just illegal to actually use it that way. Is there any way she could have been there? That would stop her phone working, too, wouldn't it?"
"Actually there are two places with that kind of insulation on the Academy grounds, but she wouldn't be in either one of them on her own, and anybody with her would have a duty to make her leave as soon as a storm was about to hit. The security on those areas is super hi-tech and designed to make sure mahou shoujo don't end up in one alone and miss a fight, whether by accident or through trying to avoid one."
Kitsuna thought back to what James had said. She couldn't see any way Courtney could have used the room to avoid fighting if what he and Rayna had told her was true. But also, why would Courtney even take the risk, let alone have someone else who was with her risk a life sentence? She was an experienced mahou shoujo and nobody had mentioned her being afraid of fighting before.
Even I wouldn't take that risk or make James do it, and I was fucking terrified and new.
"Then there are only two possibilities. Either she was there, and it's just a coincidence that her phone isn't working and neither of us saw her, despite the fact the domain was small and all the monsters seemed to be attacking just me, or..."
"Or what? It has to be that."
"Or, the other thing you said. Something weird going on with the domains that means they are working differently to normal. I mean, it's not like I fully know how they normally work anyway, seeing as I've only been in two, but we already saw some things being different to what you're used to, right? All the monsters targeting one person? So, what if that's not the only thing changing? What if that isn't even anything to do with me, and is affecting other teams too - just a change in the way the creatures and domains are behaving across the board?"
"Well, I guess, but they've always been the same, even in Illaria's time as a mahou shoujo, which was like a hundred years ago. Even the records we have from way far back like, centuries ago, when the rules were made, don't ever mention the domains and monsters acting any other way to what I've seen."
Kitsuna bit her lip, thinking.
"Time is different in our world though, isn't it? Who is to say that all those centuries to our kind weren't millions of years or like, 20 seconds to them. Maybe something just changed for no reason at all, or maybe their goals changed, we don't even know what they actually want, do we?"
Rayna looked thoughtful and a bit distressed, as the Volocopter on the roof decided that the storm had fully passed and lifted off to return to shuttling nobody from here to the Academy.
Rayna’s phone, still in her hand, suddenly lit up, and began playing an aggressive rap song. Kitsuna looked at her hopefully, but she shook her head. It wasn't Courtney.
"Hey Soren," she said, this time putting the phone to her ear instead of leaving it on loudspeaker. Kitsuna wondered if it was just through habit that she liked to talk more privately with her brother, or whether she particularly didn't want her to hear what he might say - perhaps sparing her twin's embarrassment if he said anything about Kitsuna without knowing she could hear.
"What the fuck? OK we'll go straight there. Can you tell Lee... I don't know, can you figure that part out? Just, anything so he doesn't suspect anything is up, yeah? Take him to one of those college bars where they never check ID or something if you have to, just kinda, keep him happy."
She was pacing around the rooftop and moving her free hand expressively as she spoke, and although Kitsuna could only hear one side of the conversation she could tell they weren't going to be going to the store for tequila and back home to see Soren's tattoo just yet...
Rayna said goodbye and thrust the phone back into the pocket of her red leather jacket in frustration.
"What is it?"
"Well, we've solved the little mystery of where Courtney was. No changes to the monsters, you were way off. She's in jail," Rayna said, speaking through gritted teeth, her eyes narrow with irritation.
"What the fuck? Jail? Why?"
Rayna sighed wearily, shaking her head fast as if trying to shake away a stress headache.
"I don't know. James called Soren and told him to get in contact with us as soon as he could when the storm ended. He's at the Academy trying to get them to let him speak to her."
"If she's in jail why is he at the Academy?"
"The jail, our jail, is on the Calibre Academy grounds, underneath the west wing. I don't know how much James told you but we kind of deal with our own crimes in our own way. The jail is where people who are at risk of leaking anything about us to the public are kept indefinitely, along with any mahou shoujo who've gone against the rules. When I said there was more than one place at the college with insulation from the storm domains, that's the other one. If it didn't have that, mahou shoujo who were incarcerated would still end up in the domains, where they could potentially harm their former team mates. So that's why Courtney didn't appear. Anyway, Soren is gonna take care of Lee, we gotta get going as soon as the Volocopter comes back."
Kitsuna nodded, unsure what to think.
***
"Yeah, we're just about to land, where shall we meet you?" Rayna asked James, who'd just called her.
"No luck getting in to see her so I've gone up to my office, it's as good a place as any for us to figure out what to do," came his disembodied voice through the speaker.
It was beginning to get dark outside now. As they made their way across the west wing's roof from the landing spot to the elevator down, Kitsuna wondered if Soren had managed to find a way to keep Lee from suspecting anything strange was going on. She'd have to trust him on that. She and Rayna had enough to worry about. If Courtney was in jail, what would that mean for their team? Would they have to fight alone until a replacement transformed? Train up a new girl, possibly a kid, while Kitsuna was still clueless herself? And what did Courtney actually do to get arrested? Was it something that was going to cause wider reaching issues?
"You'll have to lead the way, I've never been to James's office before."
"Oh right! That's so weird, given you have been in his bed, am I right!"
"Only to sleep! So far..." she admitted, with a little smile. She was really glad she was starting to be able to joke around a bit with Rayna, especially given it seemed to be her team mate’s preferred way of dealing with tense situations.
Kitsuna could already see James at his desk through the glass wall between the hallway and his office. He was staring at a monitor and rubbing his temples, looking tired. It still made her feel good to see him though - she couldn't wait to tell him about the small victories of her improved gun and her more powerful transformation, and the fact things were better with Lee (assuming that Soren managed to keep things under control with him now). She wanted to see him look at her approvingly, proud of her for doing things he'd recommended and making progress. She wanted time alone with him in a situation that wasn't some kind of crisis or emergency, in all honesty. She was beginning to get a sense that moving their relationship into being a physical one was becoming long overdue, and that this was only for want of a normal, appropriate moment. Maybe normal moments were a scarcity in the world of mahou shoujo.
Rayna pushed open the door and marched into the office, plonking herself down on one of the two leather office chairs across from his desk. Kitsuna followed, taking the other chair and giving James her best 'I'm OK' smile.
"So, what the fuck is the situation, man?" Rayna asked.
James exhaled wearily, as if the mere thought of talking about it was exhausting.
"So, to start from the beginning, because I doubt Kitsuna knows any of this given she hasn't spent any time with Courtney yet and we all decided not to talk about it behind her back - a decision I now seriously regret, by the way - Courtney's ex, who you may also remember as the guy who got Jacinta pregnant and broke up the whole team, is being held for life in the jail on site here at the Calibre Academy, having been found guilty of espionage."
Now it was Kitsuna's turn to let out a long stream of air, this time in a whistle of disbelief.
"Woah! So, he was someone from the outside trying to use Courtney and Jacinta for information about the mahou shoujo?" she asked, coming to that conclusion.
"Precisely that. First he won Courtney's trust, even getting engaged to her, thinking that with time, she would try and bring him in to the organization which - unbeknownst to her - he already knew about, and he would have access to all of the evidence he needed to expose us. When Courtney showed no signs of broaching the subject with him, we can only assume he got impatient, and began trying to use Jacinta instead. Whether Jacinta becoming pregnant and retiring was part of his plan we can only speculate about, but it did seem odd - mahou shoujo are usually very motivated to avoid unplanned pregnancies, as you can probably imagine."
That was true. If Kitsuna hadn't already gotten up to date on her birth control injections before going away to college, she'd definitely be making sure she was covered before she went anywhere near a man. Having a baby was a big enough decision as it was, but when it also meant introducing a child into this whole scenario, it was a gargantuan one.
"You think he manipulated her?"
"Oh, he definitely manipulated them both, in various ways, but we really can't say for sure whether Jacinta falling pregnant as a result of the affair was one of them."
"Why was he trying to expose the mahou shoujo world to the public? That would cause mass panic, wouldn't it? If people knew there were those creatures trying to invade, and girls, sometimes kids, forced into fighting them? It's hard enough to understand or justify it from the inside, so to anyone else... I mean, I just figured anyone trying to infiltrate us would be doing it to try and blackmail the organization or something, but you said his goal was exposing us?" Kitsuna said.
"He was a journalist, and true, he would have made a lot of money out of exposing something this big - though he would also have been risking his integrity in doing so, which as I understand it, was why he was in search of concrete proof. He was by no means the first person to find something out and try to expose it online, but our network has ways of suppressing that kind of thing and making the people involved look like insane conspiracy theorists, while also of course, quietly removing them from the general public... It is one of the roles of the support guys here. But he was different. I haven't spoken to him since we found out what he was doing and he was imprisoned, but from the records of his trial, which was held behind closed doors, naturally, it looked as though he was some kind of activist. He believes the people of the world have a right to know about the world of mahou shoujo and the threats that they are facing, and he saw himself as a hero, fighting for the truth."
"Well, he thought it was worth ruining Jacinta and Courtney's lives over, clearly," Rayna said, angrily.
Kitsuna wasn't sure how much of this Rayna already knew, or whether she'd spoken to this man much herself, but the way she was balling up her fists and leaning forward in her chair suggested she really wasn't a fan.
Kitsuna wasn't sure what she thought, though. She could see why the secrets needed to be kept. She could only imagine the hysteria and fear the people would feel if they knew about the existence of the creatures, and of course, their imaginations would run wild, given that even if the mahou shoujo were allowed to speak publicly, they wouldn't be able to truly explain or describe the denizens of the Big Emptiness. She could imagine the terror of the people every time there was a storm, if they knew what it meant. Everything would change for all of the world. Militaries would wonder if they could stop these things instead, or resent little girls being sent in with special powers and weapons that they didn't have knowledge of. Maybe mahou shoujo would even be seen as a threat Would they have to report to world leaders, and make statements after every battle? Would they become famous, with all the weird shit that goes with that? It would introduce so many problems, and at a global level that would be impossible for anyone to keep control of.
But yet, hadn't she too felt, when she was told about this all for the first time, that there was a horrible injustice to this organization deciding what she could know, and when? Making her own mother lie to her for her whole childhood? If the public were happier and the world more peaceful in ignorance, was it still really fair to deny them any right to choose that? Wasn't it just the same as the rule about not telling mahou shoujo what they were until they began to transform? Soren had said that many of the mahou shoujo he knew had wished they'd known earlier, so they'd been prepared for it, and so the happy, carefree childhood perhaps wasn't worth the cost. Really, she didn't want to have the weight of such decisions herself, and was just trying to accept things as they were now. And yet, she could remember her rage at first. She could completely see why somebody else, somebody like a journalist who had the resources to break the story, might passionately believe that they were doing the right thing.
But he was still an asshole for using Courtney and Jacinta, that much she was happy to accept.
"OK, so, we could probably talk about what his motives might have been all night but it doesn't get us anywhere. What we need to know is, how did Courtney suddenly get wrapped up in all of this? What has she been arrested for? Do they think she was willingly helping him?" Rayna asked, breaking the thoughtful silence in which it seemed, both Kitsuna and James were thinking about the more philosophical implications, rather than the matter that was truly at hand.
"Unfortunately, it isn't something that simple. They haven't let me in to see Courtney yet - though they said they would tomorrow. They said that she wasn't in 'an appropriate state' for a visit or legal counsel at this time, which I guess probably means she's sedated or something. But they did tell me the circumstances of her arrest, and I am allowed to pass that information on to you as her team, and to Soren as your key support guy, but nobody else," he said, a serious, confidential look darkening his handsome face.
"Well, I don't even know anyone else that I wouldn't be breaking every other rule by talking to, so you can trust me," Kitsuna said.
"And you know you can trust me, come on, what happened?"
"Sorry, I just had to be sure you understood that, because it could well be that you two - and me and Soren - will have more eyes on us than usual while this matter is ongoing. OK, so, earlier this afternoon, Courtney came to the Academy to have a planned, approved prison visit with her ex."
"What? Why would she do that? Why didn't I know?" Rayna exclaimed, visibly startled.
"I don't know. Prisoners at his security level are allowed visitors, and she has the right to keep it a secret if she wants to visit someone in jail. It could have been for any number of reasons - perhaps she wanted some kind of closure, perhaps she felt sorry for him, perhaps she wanted to gloat about how he's going to spend the rest of his life in a cell underneath the college - your guess is as good as mine, and we'll have to find out the answer from her. But anyway, the protocol for mahou shoujo visiting the jail is effectively the same as when they visit the insulated lab room. It is known that they are in an insulated location, and if a storm comes, the people working there have to notify the girl that she needs to leave so she can enter the storm domain. It seems that when the storm came on this occasion, despite the efforts of the security staff, Courtney refused to leave the prison premises."
"What? What does that even mean? They have a bunch of strong guys down there, couldn't they have just carried her out the door?" Rayna said.
"Well, it seems there are no rules against that, but instead they chose to tell her in no uncertain terms that if she didn't get out there, she would be detained in the prison. For whatever reason, she accepted that outcome."
"Fuck..." Kitsuna said, trying to imagine the scene, though it was hard because she had no real sense of what the prison, which she'd only found out was right under the Academy today, was like. She wondered if it was like a regular prison, or something more sinister and... well, magical.
"I can't believe it - why would she go to jail for that asshole? What the fuck did he say to her? Were they planning something behind my back this whole time? Man, we have to get in there and talk to the both of them."
"You're right, maybe it would pay off to talk to him as well as Courtney..." James said. Apparently Rayna had suggested something he hadn't thought of.
"Well, if they won't let us see Courtney til the morning cos they had to tranq her or something, maybe they will still let us see this guy - what's his name, by the way? Seems like nobody likes to mention him by name..." Kitsuna said.
"Parker fuckin’ Klein," Rayna said in a disgusted tone.
James said nothing.
"So, I will give them a call and see if we can get in to see him tonight. The prison is a 24 hour facility so the time shouldn't matter, but there could be many reasons why they'd refuse us. I can try saying that we are preparing a case for Courtney's freedom as her team and the professor responsible for them, although, then we would actually be tied in to representing her, whatever we find out..."
"Oh, come on, it's Courtney, she isn't some weird activist type - there's no way she is really responsible for anything. We've known her for years and there's never been any hint of her having those kinds of views or refusing to go into a fight before. Even when she was a rookie she was actually happy about it, since she wanted to work with Jacinta. And she was one of the few people who knew about the mahou shoujo before actually becoming one - she had an opportunity to betray us back then, and she didn't."
"But we don't know what has gone on with her and Klein, it is possible he's turned her. I just don't want you girls committing to defending someone who could well be guilty, without understanding the implications."
"I don't know Courtney, but as I see it our team is in a very bad shape if we lose her permanently. We did OK this evening but there are strange things going on with the monsters - we haven't had a chance to talk to you about it yet but tonight, they still swarmed me and ignored Rayna, even though my transformation was a lot stronger," she smiled gratefully at him as she said the last part, "we have a lot of stuff to work out, and being down a team member is... less than ideal for that. And if Courtney is to remain in jail then won't that count as retirement? So won't another girl transform, and join us? Rayna's got it tough enough training me when I seem to be plagued by weird quirks like my metal type and my gun and the odd way the monsters seem to be drawn to me, and I'm also weak as shit, so.... we really have to do all we can to get her out."
"Yeah, the newbie is right. And like I said, Courts just wouldn't be involved in something like this of her own free will. Something is up with Klein, I mean, how did he even manage to get both Courtney and Jacinta in the first place, he ain't even that good looking. He's got to have some weird way of getting people to do what he wants, it's the only explanation," Rayna said, as if it was a simple fact that there could be no other way a guy could sleep with one, let alone two mahou shoujo unless he looked like a movie star.
Though, Kitsuna realized, that wasn't as shallow as it sounded. Mahou shoujo could essentially have their pick of guys from within the Academy and the wider network, and most of them were of the mahou shoujo bloodlines with their added sex appeal. Many girls probably also thought like Rayna - that there was little point dating someone that didn't understand their world. So, for two mahou shoujo to get involved with the same outsider guy, well, she'd have expected him to be something special. If it wasn't his good looks, what was it? But of course, Rayna's opinion on him was all she had to go on, and she wasn't exactly unbiased. Maybe he was actually gorgeous and Rayna just couldn't see it because she hated the guy, or maybe Rayna just had very different taste to the other two.
She had to make up her own mind, and that too meant that she had another reason to agree to whatever it took for them to be able to interview him.
"I pretty much agree, Rayna, I also suspect he has some power over Courtney, but something like that could be hard to prove. I'm with you both though, if you're comfortable with it, I'll tell the Academy prison administrators that we need to talk to him because we'll be representing Courtney at whatever trial she needs to have.," James said.
"Don't you have, like, proper lawyers, though? Versed in whatever justice system and rules you people... Uh, I mean, we people... have?"
"There are people who specialize in that, and I will take advice from a professor I know here with better knowledge of the law than me, but because our most important rules are enforced by old magic we don't really understand, the justice system is a bit... bare bones. A lot of the time it's heavy handed, when it comes to the keeping of the secrets. Life imprisonment is seen as a humane way to eliminate the risk to our society - they don't get a bad life down there - so it's used perhaps a little too readily to deal with problems. The justice system such as it is deals more with cases where someone may be sentenced to an execution."
"An execution? But, that won't happen to Courtney, right?" Kitsuna said, horrified that the stakes might be higher than she had previously thought.
"Oh god no, we're nowhere close to that sort of territory, crimes involving espionage and betrayal of the organization are dealt with using incarceration. Execution would just come into the realms of possibility where violent crimes were involved. I think you can imagine the kind of thing."
Kitsuna could imagine the kind of thing. She supposed it made sense. If a mahou shoujo decided to do something highly criminal, against the public, not just the organization, there would be no way the normal legal system could be allowed to deal with her - having a woman in a normal jail who disappeared for a moment whenever there was a storm would soon be noticed, and the organization would struggle to keep tabs on her and know what she was telling other inmates. Perhaps execution was just in their system as a very strong deterrent to stop mahou shoujo going 'bad'.
"Sorry, I didn't mean to freak you out, by mentioning executions - it is something that hardly ever happens. I was just trying to explain the legal system a little bit, and why it may not be easy to get them to free Courtney just by trying to pull some lawyer type stuff."
Kitsuna said nothing.
"OK, well if we're in agreement, what are you waiting for, call them and get us in there! In the meantime, I'm gonna call my brother - hopefully he's kept Lee from suspecting anything is up, but maybe if he can come here too it'll help. How long was Lee planning on staying originally?" Rayna asked.
"I hadn't really said, particularly, I was gonna let him stay the night if he wanted to but there was no real plan. I kinda wanted to see how things went first..."
"Good, so maybe he'll decide that since you're not home he could just go back, then Soren can come help us. But it's super important that he doesn't start to think anything odd is going on - as you can pretty much see here, that kinda shit causes big trouble... so if Soren has to stay with him to make sure that doesn't happen, we'll have to make do without him."
Kitsuna nodded. She was grateful that Rayna wasn't treating Lee as too much of an inconvenience, or blaming her for causing it. Maybe she had seen in Kitsuna's transformation this evening that having him there today had benefited her, and by extension the team. Maybe the twins were just used to the need for interacting with 'normies', and the challenges that presented, and didn't really hold that against anyone. Still, she did kind of hope that Lee would just decide to go home - she wanted Soren here too.
"I could just call Lee and tell him we won't be back so he should go?"
"Yeah, I already thought of that - but I need to speak to Soren first if you do that to find out what particular lies he's already told him so we can keep the story straight, and if it turns out Lee's already decided to go home then it'll save you the trouble of having to lie too."
"That's... smart. Thanks," Kitsuna replied. She wondered if she would ever get as used to planning and lying as these people. Rayna wasn't even that great at it all compared to Soren, and she was still several steps ahead.
She sat watching in silence as both Rayna and James made their phonecalls, feeling a little bit useless. They were making things happen, and all she could really do was trail along like a trainee shadowing their supervisor. But neither of them seemed to expect any more from her than that, so she supposed it was all she was meant to do. It was hard being such a beginner, but then, hadn't that been what she'd expected college to feel like, even if this wasn't quite the education she'd been anticipating?
Rayna finished her call and spun her chair around to face Kitsuna. James was pacing around the office behind them, still talking on his phone, though it wasn't possible to discern from his end of the conversation whether he was getting what he wanted or not.
"OK, so Soren actually told Lee only half a lie. He told him that we had had to go to the police station to bail a friend out of the cells because she'd been arrested! Isn't that brilliant! So anyway they're out at a bar right now, but if you call Lee and say our friend is taking ages to process and then we are going to take her home, so we won't be back til super late, Soren thinks Lee'll probably just get a late train back to Astolat City and he'll be able to come here and help us with the Courtney situation."
"Oh, I mean, that's cool I guess," Kitsuna said.
On the one hand, it was pretty smart of Soren to say something as close to the truth as possible - it certainly made her feel less bad to only halfway lie to him. But on the other, she didn't really like the thought of Lee now worrying she had gotten in with the kind of people who get arrested, after only a week.
"You know what, I'm just gonna send him a message. It's believable enough that if we're busy with cops and stuff I wouldn't make a call, and I don't really want him asking a load of questions about it if he decides to go all overprotective..."
"Good plan. Although I'm sure Soren didn't make up too crazy a reason for her getting collared, like, hopefully Lee doesn't now think you're hanging out with a load of like, arsonists or some shit."
Yeah, she's right, I have to trust Soren more than that. If it was just underage drinking or some minor driving infraction or some other thing everyone does, then Lee won’t care, he's not some super law abiding angel himself. I really need to develop their skill of worrying about their lies enough to cover their own asses but not so much that they have anxiety about every possible implication...
"Hey Lee - I'm sure Soren told you we had to help a friend out with something. We're gonna be here for a while and then we want to go back to her place and make sure she's OK after, so I don't think we'll be back any time soon. I'm really sorry I didn't get to see much of you this visit but thanks for doing Soren's new tattoo, and I hope you had a good time even without me! I'll call you tomorrow, OK? Have a safe trip back to Astolat."
Deciding that the albeit slightly passive aggressive approach of wishing him a good trip without actually suggesting he goes home first was appropriate for not inviting any discussion on the matter (the last thing they needed was him volunteering to come along and help or something), she fired off the message, right at the same time James ended his call and nodded at both girls.
"OK, we're allowed to interview Klein tonight. But they want us to do it now, because they're changing shifts or something soon and can't be bothered to explain to the next guys that we've arranged to go in, or some other crap... I don't know, but I got Soren a pass too if he's coming, so he can meet us down there."




Chapter 19
The trip down to the penitentiary area underneath the West Wing of the Calibre Academy was a more complicated one than Kitsuna had imagined, never really having had a chance to explore the college grounds in any detail. The whole 'secret magic prison' part of the college campus had been left out of the VR tour.
The elevator she had used from the roof twice before was the first one they had to take, followed by a trip down a hallway into a secure area that James accessed using his faculty proximity sensor pass, then another elevator, then a big set of doors they had to be let in through after speaking to a security person via an intercom, following a retinal scan of James's eye.
Once they had passed that, there was a brightly lit waiting area, with digital windows that looked out onto a pretty beach. It was disorientating for Kitsuna, even though there had also been underground areas at her boarding school with digital windows that made it seem like they were above ground. For some reason it was more disconcerting here, maybe because she was thinking about the prisoners who would live out the rest of their lives down here, with this daylight from somewhere else the only daylight they would ever see again.
It wasn't even daytime. When James had said that this was a 24 hour facility, did he mean that the people inside didn't even know if it was day or night out in the real world, their sleep patterns controlled by technology?
She didn't want to ask. She had already heard how easy it was for people to find themselves down here for life - even something as simple as being too afraid to fight could result in a life sentence, and it was unpleasant to think too much about how her life was now in the the hands of the people who did the locking up. Or that in fact, it always had been.
There was nobody else in the waiting area, though there were comfortable looking seats, and a screen telling them to wait for assistance. They'd be able to watch something by changing the windows to viewing screens, though she knew without even checking her phone that they were already in an insulated area, and so that would mean they wouldn't be able to get any live broadcasts or stream things from the internet. Probably just some pre-recorded stuff and an archive of books or articles that visitors could use to pass the time, just like in 'normal world' places where digital signals were blocked, like therapeutic retreats where escaping from technology was considered part of the 'detox'. Or regular prisons.
Visitors though... The jail was part of the Academy, and clearly wasn't a place that people from outside of the mahou shoujo world could come to. When someone like Klein was incarcerated here - someone who wasn't a mahou shoujo or in any way connected with the network - what did their friends and family on the outside think had happened to them? Did the organization fake their deaths? Was there a family out there mourning for this guy, thinking he'd been in an accident? Or did the people just vanish, as if they'd mysteriously moved far away and told nobody? She for a moment felt sorry for him. He'd never see anyone he knew again, and they'd never know what became of him, however the network handled these things. She wondered if maybe that was why Courtney had visited him, after all. Maybe she couldn't let someone be that alone, even someone who had manipulated her, cheated on her, and destroyed her closest friendship. Maybe that was the kind of person she was. Or maybe she just wanted to rub his face in it. From Kitsuna's point of view, not knowing the girl, either was possible, but she wasn't even sure which she herself would be most likely to do in Courtney's shoes.
According to the clock on the 'PLEASE WAIT FOR ASSISTANCE' screen they'd been in the waiting room, or holding area, or whatever it was, for about twenty-five minutes, time mostly spent with James going over the questions they wanted to ask and Rayna fidgeting and pacing about in frustration at the wait, when the door they had come in through clicked open again and Soren arrived.
"So I suppose you guys are way less excited about hearing about my tattoo now," he said with a self-deprecating smile, despite the fact he was wearing shorts and pointing at the inflamed, reddened, but nonetheless excellent looking sword Lee had drawn there.
"No, but once this is over I definitely want to know why your leg is wrapped in film like a cauliflower," Rayna said, raising one eyebrow.
"Lee said that was important. But I guess he could just be trying to make me look like a twat in front of Kitsuna," he shot her a smile.
Kitsuna laughed, glad he'd arrived and changed the mood a little. Things had been intense ever since she and Rayna had left the apartment, and it was almost nostalgic to remember the time earlier in the day when the sword tattoo had been the group's main focus.
"So, we're gonna see Klein again... I guess I'll have to break my promise to Courtney that if I ever saw him again I'd break his nose, what with all the security down here. It's gonna be tough, I never liked that smug asshole."
"You did at first. We all did. I know it makes us look like idiots to remember it that way, but it doesn't change the fact he fooled us all into thinking he was a nice guy who really loved Courts. Even James didn't suspect he was a jerk from the outset."
"Well, I... I only met him a few times, socially. But yeah, I was supposed to scope out whether he was bad news for one of our team to be around, and I didn't pick up that he was."
"Wait," Kitsuna said with a haughty look that was only halfway joking, "you vet the guys we get involved with?"
"So far that's not really going to be a problem for you," he said, with a half smile, "but well, only outsiders. And I only have to meet them and make a report on them and then recommend to the girl whether I think she should... Oh god when I explain it like that I sound like a big brother, don't I?"
"Or a dad," Rayna said, wrinkling her nose.
"Gross on both counts, can't we say 'annoying bodyguard' or something?" Kitsuna said, not unkindly.
She supposed it stood to reason that he'd be responsible for doing stuff like that. As a 'professor' he had excuses to meet with the people the 'students' socialized with, and it was probably better him keeping tabs than some other random person from the Academy. But she did wonder if that might lead to a conflict of interests in her case, when she was kind of involved with him. He had agreed that he didn't need exclusivity from her, and all but said he expected that somewhere down the line she'd get together with Soren, but what about other guys, if they were outsiders? Would he have to have a professional opinion about Lee, with reports and recommendations, if he ever became more than a friend? Did he have to do that even while he was just a friend? She realized once more how little she knew about what James's role really was here, jobwise, although he'd been faultless so far as support to them, and on a personal level in helping her get through all of this. It was hard to remember sometimes that he was, in his own way, just as much under the control of the organization as she was, and that that may mean he had to do some stuff that she and the other people he was responsible for might not like, whether he wanted to or not. The way that Rayna and Soren dealt with this was just to accept it and not hold it against him, and Kitsuna figured she'd have to do the same. Even personal relationships inside this unusual situation were coming with a sharper learning curve than she'd been expecting from college.
The sign on the screen changed to plain green, and they all looked around in unison as the other door opened. A man, around the same age as James, with dark skin and short hair dyed to an exotic teal color, entered the room. From his smart outfit, which had the look of a uniform about it but with no logos or livery other than a small badge that read 'Campus Security' on the lapel of the black jacket, he was one of the prison management. A guard, Kitsuna reasoned, would probably be wearing some form of armor or other protection, though she was really basing that idea on stuff she'd seen about regular prisons on TV. She could also deduce from his striking good looks that he was one of the descendants of the original mahou shoujo, rather than an outsider who had been brought in to the organization. Ever since James had explained about it to her, she'd been able to tell straight away - the people with the mahou shoujo genes had something about them, some strange quality, that wasn't there in other people, even really attractive guys like Lee. It was just chemistry, according to James, but it seemed to show itself in so many ways, even the way they carried themselves. Though perhaps there was a kind of positive cycle to it - the genetics made them attractive, which made them confident, which made them come across as even more appealing. She found herself liking this prison guy and wanting to listen to him, before he'd even said anything. Which was weird given that really, the prison administration were technically their adversaries when it came to their goal of getting Courtney back on the team.
"I'm sorry to keep you all waiting. I'm Mel Reyes, I'm the on duty manager at the moment. As you can imagine, it's been quite an... unusual day."
"Were you here when the storm came? Can you tell us what Courtney was acting like?" James asked.
Kitsuna got the impression the two men didn't know each other. Well, it was a big campus. But surely Mel Reyes knew who Courtney and Rayna were, if the local mahou shoujo team were so important to the Academy?
"It was an unpleasant situation. She was in the private room we have for inmates to meet with people - I say private, but of course, the room is monitored, we just don't disturb the people inside unless we have to. Given Klein is a non-violent inmate and Miss Montoya is a VIP, we made the room available for the meeting at her request. It's all in the usual protocols. So anyway, when we were alerted that a storm was imminent, a message was piped into the room instructing Miss Montoya to leave and meet with myself to be escorted out of the insulated area. This has happened a few times before when mahou shoujo have visited people here, and on every other occasion, the girl has left and made arrangements to return and complete her visit after the storm - I or whoever else is the duty manager will wait at the entrance for them to come back and bring them straight back in. There would really be no reason for anyone to refuse that - from the prisoner's perspective she is only gone for a few minutes, and the agreed visit still takes place."
The man spoke in professional tones, but it was easy to tell that he was still quite confused by the events of his shift today.
"So, Courtney refused to leave the room?"
"Yes. When she didn't make any moves to leave, I went inside. That was when she told me that she would not be going into the storm. She said she was going to stay right here with Klein, and, to quote her, 'let the others handle it'."
Rayna frowned, as though that sounded unlike something Courtney would say.
"Are you sure? I mean, she definitely understood the situation, right? She didn't just think you were bothering her about some other thing?" Rayna asked.
"Oh, without a doubt. We do have surveillance footage of the whole exchange, taken with our local network cameras, which can work inside the insulation field. I will hand all of those files over to you to help you with your case. But you will see that it happened just as I described it. Miss Montoya was calm, and I wasn't willing to take any forceful actions against her, so I told her that if she didn't leave, I would have no choice but to detain her, and that she would have to be tried for deserting her duties, the sentence for which would be life in here. She said, and again, I quote, 'OK, that is acceptable.' She didn't put up any kind of resistance when I called in my guards to take her to a vacant cell."
"Well, if she was calm and compliant about being arrested, why can't we talk to her? I was under the impression she had been given sedatives or something, and that was why we couldn't meet with her until tomorrow."
"That's the thing, it was only once she'd been alone in her cell for a few minutes - by which time the storm was over - that she began to act differently. She became very agitated, screaming and banging on the walls. She wasn't talking any sense, though I personally think she just realized the graveness of her situation and panicked. In any case, we have protocols for when prisoners become aggressive or distressed, and so, she was given medication and left to sleep."
James furrowed his brow, deep in thought.
"So, OK, what about Klein, since that rat bastard is who we're gonna get to see. What was he doing during all of this?" Rayna asked.
"Nothing noteworthy. He was talking to Miss Montoya about ordinary things during the visit - just asking her for news of the outside, really, and thanking her for taking the trouble to visit him. I know from his records that she has a personal history with him, and so we were somewhat prepared that things might turn nasty between them, so I was monitoring their meeting myself rather than having one of the guards do it. There was really nothing special about their conversation at all."
"And when she refused to leave, and then got taken to the cell - did he show any kind of reaction then?"
"Not really. I mean, he was smiling in a smug sort of a way, like he was enjoying the chaos, but then, there's not much I can read into that. He hates the organization and his psychological profile shows a strong distaste for authority, so it seemed normal that he would enjoy a scene like that... But he didn't say anything and wasn't stupid enough to encourage her. He just watched."
"Smug because it was amusing, or because his manipulation had worked?" Soren said quietly, voicing what Rayna and Kitsuna were both thinking.
James looked at him and nodded.
"OK, so, it sounds like that's all you can tell us about what happened. But where do you stand on all of this right now? I mean, from your perspective, how much trouble is Courtney in? Is this imprisonment a kind of 'cool down' thing or do you believe that she could end up with a full sentence?" he asked.
The duty manager sighed, running his hand through his bright hair wearily.
"Those kind of decisions aren't anything to do with me - I just manage what goes on with the people who are held here. From my perspective, I just followed the standard protocol and put Miss Montoya in a cell, and controlled her mental state with approved use of sedation when deemed necessary. The only other thing I had to do was inform the people who will try her, and arrange for you, as her representatives, to be able to interview her in a manner that fits with --"
"The protocols. Yeah, your job is starting to sound a bit like mine... But, just between you and us, what would you think her chances are of becoming a... long term guest."
"I don't want to see her sentenced any more than you do. She, and your team, are as important to me as they are to everyone else at Calibre, and I think there is something going on here that is deeper than it looks - I hope you'll be able to find out what it is. But, I have to be honest with you, we've never held someone for a crime as serious as a mahou shoujo refusing to fight before without it ending up in a life sentence. In fact, almost everyone we've held ends up staying, except for in a few rare cases where the person was completely innocent and someone made a mistake - which obviously isn't the case here as I saw her refuse with my own eyes, and we have that on camera. I don't want you to fail but, I wouldn't get your hopes up either. It's a very regrettable situation."
"Fuck," said Rayna under her breath, balling up her fists. Soren patted her on the shoulder.
"Well, thanks for being honest. You've been very helpful, even if it wasn't good news. Now, can you take us to meet with Klein?" James said, the image of polite professionalism, though there was a determination in his voice and posture that said he wasn't willing to accept this was a losing battle just yet.




Chapter 20
The room for the visits was surprisingly large - though it was impossible to tell how much space the prison occupied since it was underground and, from the presence of an elevator next to the door as they left the waiting room, it could well have been on several levels. There were doors off to the left as they walked to the room, but there was a sleek blackened glass wall stopping the group from seeing what was behind them. Cells, maybe, or just offices where the guards and administrators worked.
The visiting room had a large digital window at the back showing a similar view to the one in the waiting room, which bathed the room in a sunny, coastal daylight. In the middle of the room was a wide, simple black table, and an arrangement of chairs. Sitting on one side of the table, smiling blandly, his wrists bound by steel cuffs with a small glowing blue LED on each side, was a man in his mid twenties with an unassuming physique, pale skin, light hazel eyes and sandy blonde hair that looked strangely immaculate for a prisoner. He was also clean shaven. Clearly the prison gave plenty of access to personal hygiene and grooming. He was wearing an indigo colored jumpsuit, with a five digit number on a white label at the chest, and repeated on the right sleeve.
."Well, I guess I'm popular today, Mel!" the man said genially, as the duty manager escorted the party into the room.
Kitsuna noted the looks of contempt that made Soren and Rayna's faces match more than usual. Only James stayed pokerfaced, and she herself shrank meekly to the back of the group, the last one to take a seat. What use could she possibly be here? She didn't know this man, or Courtney, or much at all about the jail and its rules. She decided to just observe, unless anyone brought her into the conversation.
Klein immediately brought her into the conversation, though.
"Ah, you must be the girl who replaced lovely Jazz! Well, aren't you a delight! Definitely makes me wish I was still on the outside..."
"Fuck you, Klein," Soren said through gritted teeth.
The prisoner looked mock offended.
"Soren! What have I ever done to you, guy? We used to have fun together, didn't we? Now it's all 'fuck you' just because I appreciate a pretty girl? You've changed, man."
Rayna looked furious, but said nothing. Kitsuna inched her chair closer to James's without thinking. All the sympathy she'd wondered if she might have for the prisoner, given his situation, was absent. The guy was a creep, that was what every instinct in her body was telling her. And yet, she couldn't help but look at him. He was unremarkable looking, just as Rayna had said, and yet somehow his presence was sucking at her attention with the pull of a black hole. She didn't like how it felt making eye contact with him, but she couldn't look away.
James cleared his throat.
"We're not here to listen to your general nonsense, Klein. Just tell us what we came here for and we'll leave you to get back to whatever it is you do in here all day," he said.
"I can't think what you can expect to get out of me. You have probably heard the full story from that nice duty manager already. I like Mel, he's a good guy, don't you think? Fair. Does things by the book. The perfect cog in the machine, but you know, likable with it. If he wasn't part of this whole fucking... dystopian nightmare you people have going on, he'd probably be out there in the normal world, doing something nice with his life, wouldn't he? A nice family, probably, little kids who dream of being just like their dad. They'd be the apples of his eye --"
"You're trying my patience, Klein," James said.
"No, let's hear him out," Kitsuna heard her own voice saying.
She had no idea why, but she felt compelled to know what he was going to say. She felt as if it was important, as if anything he might come out with would be really significant. She scarcely noticed Soren eyeing her uneasily.
"You know what I think? I think Courtney just finally saw that I was right all along. Nothing good comes from what you people are doing. You keep the monsters at bay, or so you think, but you don't even know what will happen if they get through some day, and you won't let people be prepared for that. You want to play God, deciding people's fates for them and making sure they never stray from your path. You let them run around oblivious to what is really there, playing with their children, doing their jobs, thinking that they are happy. Because you think you'll be able to keep this up forever, to maintain the society out there by hiding things from it. You think it's worth taking people's lives and twisting them, taking away any freedom they had to choose. Imprisoning them if they don't agree that yours is the right solution for this fucked up world. All I wanted to do was give everyone their power back. Give the magical girls or mahou shoujo or whatever fancy Asian term you want to use for your child soldiers their chance to choose. Give the people out there the chance to make their own plans with the truth of what is out there in their minds."
James was shaking his head as if he couldn't tolerate another word, and Soren and Rayna shared expressions that were plain murderous, but Kitsuna found herself leaning forward, his words engaging her. Was this what she'd thought too, deep down? Was this man right?
"Don't you think people would live their lives differently if they knew? Don't you think countries would forget their petty wars and dick measuring contests, and cooperate? And the people, don't you think they'd abandon all the stupid crap that doesn't matter, and get along better if they knew that in very real terms, there was an enemy of the entire human race out there, waiting to invade? All the stupid drama people distract themselves with, it'd fall away. People would love more, they'd forgive more, they'd --"
"Win people's trust, betray them, knock up their best friend, and expect to be forgiven because hey, at least you didn't destroy humanity? Sounds like this is all just a way to defend your own sociopathic way of thinking. To make a world that suits people like you, where everyone else just puts up with your asshole antisocial behavior because there are worse things out there to worry about. Or is it chaos you want? You think you can get something out of destabilizing basically the whole of the world's population... What exactly is it you want, you piece of shit?" Rayna said, standing up and pounding her fists down on the table, visibly shaking with rage.
"No!" Kitsuna shouted, standing up too and walking around James's chair to stand behind Rayna, who spun around to face her in angry confusion.
There was a loud ringing in her ears, and adrenaline coursed through her.
Why don't I feel afraid of Rayna? Rayna can kick my ass. Why am I doing this? Rayna's my friend... But this has to happen... Doesn't it?
"He's right. The world needs to change. The people need to know! It'll be hard at first of course, but we will be free, then! We won't have to lie or answer to all of these rules, and I'm sure once the world knows about what we do, people will want to help us! Or maybe someone will come up with a better plan to protect the world than using mahou shoujo? Just because it was the best way some ancient empress and her witch friends could come up with, doesn't mean it actually is the best, does it? We have all kinds of weapons and technology that they wouldn't have thought of back then. He's right, why can't you see it? We have to make a stand. Nobody else will, nobody else has ever had the opportunity we do here today!"
She heard herself speaking as if she was listening from far away, barely recognizing the impassioned, feverish voice as her own, yet knowing 100% that she believed in every word.
"Kitsuna, what are you..." Soren asked, his eyes afraid and his words failing him.
Klein sat back in his chair, his cuffed hands behind his head, watching with that same placid smile.
Rayna lurched forward as if she was going to try and slap Kitsuna, but suddenly, James was standing and gripping her wrist, stopping her. Rayna tried to snatch her hand away from his grasp.
"Don't you hear what she's saying? That's not her! That's him! We're probably seeing first hand whatever he did to Courtney - I gotta knock her brain back into place. Percussive fuckin' maintenance!"
But James ignored her, and the next thing Kitsuna knew, she was in his arms, his hand holding her hair as he kissed her deeply.
The ringing in her ears stopped, and a flush of warmth, part arousal, part happiness, spread through her chest, redirecting the passion she had been feeling about Klein’s cause into something more personal and intimate. She kissed him back, moaning slightly and reaching up his chest as if to find the buttons of his shirt, before her mind cleared and she remembered where she was. Who she was. She pulled away, her cheeks burning with embarrassment, both at kissing him like that in front of such an audience and at her outburst.
"I'm sorry... for a minute there, I lost myself."
"Why didn't I think of that?" Soren mumbled.
"Well, I guess that's another way of doing it," Rayna said, shrugging and sitting back down.
"How are you doing it, Klein? It's obvious you have some kind of mind control thing going on. You did something to Kitsuna just then, and that's what you did to Courtney too," James said, straightening his collar, back to his professional tone as if he hadn't just made out with a girl in the middle of an interrogation.
Kitsuna sat in her own seat, her heart still pounding. She didn't want to listen to anything this man said now, or even look at him. He had stirred something up in her there, something that had taken on a mind of its own. She may have held some doubts about the organization, but she knew she didn't really want the anarchy that would come with the organization being exposed.
I am for change, maybe, but not like that. He did something that twisted my mind. But how? He's an outsider, he doesn't have any magic powers. And we're in the insulated prison, so what would even work here?
"I didn't do anything at all, my friend. You saw. I just sat here and said some words. How could that have caused any kind of effect on someone as powerful as a mahou shoujo? Your girls are probably just less stable than you think. Or less faithful to your ideals."
"Ugh, of course he's not going to admit anything - he confesses to messing with people's heads and explains how he did it, and Mel has recorded evidence that Courtney is innocent. He doesn't want that. But the question is, why? Is Courtney some kind of complicated hostage for you?"
"There's nothing to admit to. But as for whether it benefits my cause having Courtney on my side, well, naturally, it does. I'm not the only person beginning to unravel what is really going on, and soon, someone will get the evidence needed to bring you people into the light. The more people asking questions, the better. Now, you have your ways of firefighting, as I am more aware than anyone, but how will you manage when your local team is coming apart at the seams? I think Kitsuna here just gave quite the demonstration of how unstable her commitment to your organization is, and you lost Jazz, you lost Courtney... And you, Rayna, you'll be retiring soon, I expect. With a team of poor, frightened rookies it will only be a matter of time before you slip up, and Calibre Academy is exposed. It may not be by me, but I'll have done my bit. And, when this place falls, well, my life sentence won't be worth the paper it probably isn't written on."
Rayna looked like she was about to rail at him, but then clearly changed her mind, and sat hugging herself, quietly seething.
She's not going to tell him she could have retired already, but has chosen to stay. If his plan is to leave this region with a team of inexperienced girls likely to make mistakes, she's the only thing standing in the way of that actually happening, and he doesn't know it. But does that mean he got Jacinta pregnant on purpose, so she'd retire? That doesn't bear thinking about...
James clapped his hands together decisively.
"Well, we're not getting anywhere here. But it doesn't matter, from what we've been told, getting Courtney out will be barely an inconvenience. Whatever you tried to pull here, Klein, it's not going to matter in the least. Come on, let's go and wait for Courtney to wake up and then we'll sign her out of custody."
Klein narrowed his eyes, appearing fazed for the first time in the meeting. But he said nothing, as James stood to leave, followed by the other three rising in unison, taking their cue to look as confident as the professor was pretending to be.
"Trying to play mind games with Klein? Seriously, those are some balls," Rayna said in a low voice as they made their way back to the holding area at the entrance of the prison.




Chapter 21
Back in James's office, there was a somber mood as they waited for word from the prison that Courtney was in a fit state to see visitors. There wasn't much likelihood of it being before morning, but Kitsuna was too wired to sleep, and she could tell that everyone else felt the same.
"Do you really think that what that Mel guy said was true - that it's that unlikely that we'll be able to get Courtney out?" she asked, as James looked at something on his laptop screen and Rayna and Soren fiddled with a drinks machine in the corner, trying to get it to dispense quadruple espressos for all of them.
"He seemed to be on our side, as much as anyone down there could be expected to be, so I don't see any reason why he wouldn't be being honest with us, unfortunately. And, to be fair, I've never heard of anyone getting out of a life sentence either. And this is a pretty big crime..." James replied, looking away from his computer and into her eyes.
"But it wasn't her fault! I felt so strange back there - I mean, I even wanted to fight Rayna, for fuck's sake. You know I don't have a death wish, so that had to be proof enough of mind control."
"I don't doubt for a second that he's got some kind of psychological manipulation ability - hypnosis, maybe, or something else, it's hard to think of anything supernatural that would work in the prison, but then, we're not used to anyone but mahou shoujo having supernatural abilities at all, so who can say? Maybe it's not even supernatural, just some powerful form of suggestion, but I was replaying what he said in my head and it didn't seem like there was anything in his words that was chosen to specifically affect you... I just can't get my head around it at all. And if we don't know what he did or how he did it, we have no case at all except for our word and Courtney's against his. They filmed everything, but all that proves outright is that Courtney refused to leave, and that he didn't threaten her or say anything that, on the face of it at least, was out of line."
"So if we can't think of a way to prove what he did, or even understand exactly what it was, then the chances of getting Courtney out are... not good at all."
"No, and worse still, they will want to push for a quick trial. The longer this goes unresolved, the longer it will be before Courtney would be officially retired from duty. Until she is, another girl probably won't transform to replace her. There is a chance one might, given you are a three girl team, and at times, this team has had four members, so it is possible that a girl might transform even without Courtney being permanently taken out of our pool of mahou shoujo, but since we don't really understand how any of that stuff works, and since it is more usual that a new girl transforms only when an official replacement is needed, the people in charge won't want to risk our home team being down to two for long. Especially with one being a rookie."
"So we won't have long to figure it out and prove it either..."
Rayna put down squat little biodegradable plastic cups of black coffee in front of James and her own seat, and Soren put one down in front of Kitsuna, before pulling up a chair to sit next to her across from James at his desk.
"I take it you've seen the files on the untransformed girls in the region?" Soren asked James.
"Of course. And I assume you've come to the same conclusion as I have about that... Even the oldest one is only 13."
"Really? So it'll be a kid, if we have to replace Courts? Man, this is a mess. I wasn't expecting to lose Jacinta, obviously - it was meant to be me leaving next, and even then we knew Kitsuna would be most likely to transform and she's an adult, so it wasn't such a bad situation... I've never been on a team with a kid that young before. I was the kid that young..."
"I've never spent much time with people younger than me either, not having much by way of a family and all that... I don't think I'd know what to say to a girl that age going through what I'm going through, finding all this out..." Kitsuna added.
"This is just what he wants, though. He doesn't know that Rayna already got approval to defer her retirement, so he thinks that having taken Jacinta and Courtney out, soon it'll be a team of all new girls. Maybe he was even trying to get rid of Kitsuna with whatever he pulled down there, because he was disappointed that Jacinta's replacement wasn't a bewildered kid as well. He thinks with a team of frightened teens and no experienced fighters, me, James, and whoever else he knows about that supports the team will be under too much pressure and make mistakes or something, something that will lead to our exposure. Maybe he's got other things in mind to destabilize us, too. But it won't happen that way. Whatever happens with Courtney, Rayna will keep fighting, and you'll be strong in no time, Kitsuna. You're already doing so well," Soren said, his voice sincere.
"I like what you're saying, Soren, but it's not so simple, is it, Rayna? Not with the way those things target me. We were lucky last time that the set-up of the domain made it possible for me to fight them on my own and for Rayna to find the core, but in a bigger domain where it would take longer for her to do that, I'd probably get overwhelmed badly like I did the first time. It would only take something stopping Rayna from finding the core, and I'd probably not make it out of there sane. My weapon is great, but it's not versatile at all, and firing off single bullets into massive crowds of creatures will never be enough, no matter how strong I get. My gun needs to be used in conjunction with other weapons - with other fighters - to be useful in all but a few situations."
She was trying to explain it as calmly and rationally as she could, but in truth it was terrifying her. The last fight had gone well, but it had been so clearly down to the luck of the draw in terms of the monsters and environment. So clearly in fact, that it just highlighted how many disadvantages they would have in so many other domains.
"Maybe it'll evolve into a machine gun or something, but yeah, she's right. Two girls is never really enough - you know how tough me and Courts had it the night Kitsuna blacked out - but now there's this weirdness going on where Kitsuna seems to aggro the monsters, and also the limitations of her weapon against multiple adversaries to think about... I don't like to say it but it would only be a matter of time before we got in a fight we couldn't win. A new girl might fix that, eventually, but at first..."
And if Rayna's admitting we can't win every fight this way, then it's definitely not just me being a coward.
"Speaking of the weirdness, I actually checked up on that to see if any other teams had reported similar phenomena in their own storm domains. Nobody has," James said.
"Anybody reported any other kind of weirdness?" Soren asked.
"No, actually, it's been pretty quiet on the intranet. Strange, given we've been having a lot of storms lately. Usually when we get a few close together like that, so do other regions, and people will be bitching about it, but it seems like it's just us," he said, his tone foreboding.
"Do you think that's connected? Do you think they're attacking us more frequently because of something to do with the Kitsuna weirdness too?" Rayna asked.
Kitsuna wasn't sure she liked the sound of this. Why would she be the cause of weirdness of even one variety, let alone more? What had she in particular done to piss off the Big Emptiness?
"We can't rule it out, though we've had a bunch of storms close together before, so it could just be coincidence. If it isn't, then..."
"Then the next storm will be soon," Soren finished.




Chapter 22
Mel wasn't on duty anymore when they made their second trip down to the prison the following morning. None of them had slept, but they hadn't had a productive night either, with most of it spent going over various versions of why they were completely screwed if they couldn't free Courtney. There was no other plan that was satisfactory, and yet, there was no real plan to achieve Courtney's freedom either. As the hunky blond man who was now overseeing the prison lead them to the same visiting room as before, all they could do was hope that the Courtney who was waiting inside would be able to give them something to work with.
Once again, Kitsuna was the last to enter the visiting room. Once again, she was the only one who hadn't met the person they were here to see before, and was feeling somewhat awkward that this was how she was to be introduced to the girl who was supposed to be her comrade. It should have been a funny scene in a strip club, with Rayna winding up her brother, not this.
Courtney didn't look like a sex symbol or a magical warrior right now, her loose, shapeless indigo prison jumpsuit making it impossible to tell what kind of figure she had, and her pretty face and dark eyes clearly showing signs that she'd been crying. She had dark skin, making Kitsuna think of middle eastern or perhaps south Asian people she had seen in pictures from the past. Her hair was long and black, with a thick slice of a bright greenish-yellow color in the front.
Jet chartreuse. So she's like Rayna, dying her hair to match her mahou shoujo persona. I bet it looks really cool when she's her usual self.
"Hey guys," Courtney said, her voice depressed in tone and croaky in quality.
Kitsuna was expecting James to say something to open up the interview, being their professor and all, but before he had a chance, Rayna plonked herself in a chair directly opposite Courtney.
"Courts, man. What the fuck? Why did you come and see that asshole in the first place?"
Kitsuna glanced sideways at Soren, and he met her eyes with a look that said 'don't worry, Rayna's got this'. Kitsuna wasn't convinced, it sounded like she was just going to make poor Courtney feel worse. To her surprise, though, Courtney just laughed. A bitter, regretful laugh, and one aimed firmly at herself, but a laugh nonetheless.
"I know, right? I am such a tool."
"Everyone knows that, bitch, even Kitsuna knows that and she hasn't even seen you drunk, yet. That isn't even up for discussion. But even a tool like you would have to have a reason in their stupid brain to come and see that asshole in this... hole. So what was it?"
"Someone came to see me. At the club. This woman. Said she'd tracked me down at last, whatever that meant - it's not like I'm a hard person to find, they advertise my naked ass all over the web round here. She claimed to be Parker's sister, Charity Klein. I don't know if she really was, he'd never mentioned a sister before, and she was giving off definite 'I ask too many questions and pry into shit' vibes so I'm now thinking she was more likely one of his old journo friends, but anyway, she was looking for him. I toed the line, said I had no idea where he went, and that he'd probably moved away after we... broke up on bad terms."
"What, and she asked you to give him a message or something? Seriously Courtney, you should have come to me straight away if someone was doing that, not just acted on your own and --" James began.
"It was nothing like that. I don't think she believed me that I didn't know anything, but she left without saying any more, or asking me to do anything."
"So why did you visit Klein?" he pushed.
"Seeing her, it just really made me think, you know. I hated what he did, and I hated him, but a punishment can outweigh a crime, can't it? It just seemed harsh that, well, what if she really was his sister, or, she wasn't, but someone out there was, or his mom, or his, I don't know, weird uncle Jeff or something? It's not their fault, any of what he did, but they'll probably be spending the rest of their lives wondering what happened to him, and he'll be in a place where the only people who know he's alive all hate him... It just sorta hit me that the situation is... gross. And so for whatever fucking reason, I thought I'd be doing a good thing if I visited him just once, and at least let him know that some people out there did remember him and care about him, even if I'm not forgiving enough to be one of them. This is how it ended up, so I guess, life lesson, don't try and treat sociopaths like humans."
Kitsuna's throat tightened a little in sympathy. This had been one of her theories, too. Courtney was just trying to be a good person.
"So, there was no reason at all, really? Just a whim because you felt bad for him? But, you hate him so much! I just, I can't see why you'd feel that way," Rayna said.
It hadn't occurred to Kitsuna, who was ready to believe Courtney was just nice, and so she was surprised when James was just as skeptical as Rayna.
"Yes, it does seem unlikely. What did it feel like, this urge to come and visit him?" he asked.
Why do they find it so hard to believe she just felt bad about things? Is she not normally like that, or are they just both really cynical?
Courtney looked as surprised by their reactions as Kitsuna felt, her mouth open as if she was about to say something, but a thought had struck her first.
"Oh my god, you're right," she said, gravely.
Right in what way?
"I... I just couldn't stop thinking about it. Not for a second. I was completely convinced that I absolutely had to come and see him and it was the right thing to do. No doubt in my mind, no reservations, didn't even think of telling you guys. I was sure I was right. Just like I was somehow sure I was right and everything would be fine when I refused to leave yesterday... Fucking Charity Klein, or whoever she was, she can do the same thing Parker can to people's minds. God, it's so obvious now!"
"Kitsuna, is that how you felt, when you went all weird on us yesterday?" Rayna asked, swiveling around to look at Kitsuna.
"Yeah. It was sort of like that, only I could also kind of feel myself questioning it, like one part of me was sure that I agreed with Klein, but the other part was like, why am I arguing?"
"Wait, he did it to you too?" Courtney asked, looking at Kitsuna properly for the first time.
"Ha! Yeah, she snapped out of it though, I was gonna slap her but James kissed her, it was hilarious!" Rayna said, laughing at the memory even though nobody else was.
"Yes, that's why we knew that something like that was definitely behind your actions yesterday," James said, ignoring the red haired girl.
"Ah, OK, I thought the fact you didn't ask me about that first was just because you trusted me," she said with a wry smile.
"Of course we trust you, Courts, we already suspected something like that, but we saw it first hand. I don't suppose you have any idea of how he did it, or if he ever did it to you before... or Jacinta?" Soren asked, looking uneasy as he said the name of she who must not be named.
"Honestly, I've been questioning everything ever since I snapped out of that trance or whatever and realized what I'd done. I kinda lost it, so they tranqued me, but when I was lucid, all I could think was, how often was I under his control? Did I ever really love him, even? Did he use that thing on me all the time? And yeah, of course I thought about... her. Of course I thought about how, maybe she didn't really mean to betray me, maybe she is even a worse victim in all that than I was... I mean, what if he got her pregnant as part of his plan, and she didn't want to... it's too horrible to think about really. But even knowing that, thinking that she might not have been in control of any of it, I just... I still feel like I hate her," Courtney said, tears welling up in her already reddened eyes.
"It is really confusing. Don't feel bad though, it's probably normal not to be able to sort out your own feelings in this situation. Maybe once we get you out of here it'd be a good idea to... you know, therapy and stuff," Soren said, since nobody else seemed to want to say anything.
"Do you think there's any chance of that? Of getting me out of here?"
"We were told not to get our hopes up, I have to be honest," James replied, "but if we can find any kind of evidence that you were under mind control, then we may be able to convince them. I don't think anybody wants you to be locked up, Courtney, you know how Calibre feels about its home team, and I think anyone who's aware of Klein and his case knows he's... of dubious character. But they have to play it safe when it comes to the secrecy rules, and even safer when it comes to mahou shoujo failing to perform their duties. I have a feeling that in a trial, they'll be more than willing to hear us out, but if we go there with nothing, there'll be no way they can release you. So that means, I think, that we need to know everything you know about this supposed Charity Klein person. She's the only lead we've got."




Chapter 23
"So, there is a person named Charity Klein, and she is Parker's sister, but I'm pretty certain she's not the woman who went to see Courtney at the club," Soren said, tapping away at his laptop.
They were back in James' office, and while James was on the phone to the club, trying to get them to send him the video footage of the evening 'Charity' had shown up, Rayna, Kitsuna and Soren were trying some basic detective work online. Kitsuna hadn't yet seen the intranet that Calibre Academy had, which it seemed, had a lot of information that wasn't available on the wider web. Information probably scraped from government systems, though she wondered how, and whether hacking and obtaining access to stuff they weren't supposed to have was one of the main roles of all the people who worked here. Soren was certainly tech savvy, but was this part of what they studied and researched at Calibre?
"Yeah, that ain't her. Courts said she was about 6ft tall, this woman's measly," said Rayna, who was proud of her height and often referred to people like the diminutive Charity Klein, who the web said was 5ft 2, as 'measly' or 'puny'.
Kitsuna was just glad that, at 5ft 8, it was one less area for Rayna to find her lacking.
"She also lives in Barbados, where she works as a marine biologist. She's published a load of scientific papers about coral and shit, I don't think she'd have time to be involved in Parker's exploits," Soren added, "plus she's married to another scientist, she really doesn't seem like someone who would be ghosting around doing weird investigations."
"Your insightful profiling aside, man, none of that matters. A woman can't grow ten inches, so it ain't her."
"I was thinking that we can't rule out the possibility that she's a mahou shoujo and she transformed before she saw Courtney, and her transformed form is taller... but actually nah, there's way too many things wrong with that idea, and it wouldn't make sense anyway - we'd know all about Parker if he was the brother of one of us," Soren said, giving up on trying to defend the fact that he just kind of enjoyed researching people and trying to figure them out.
James pocketed his phone and came over to the corner of his office where the other three were sitting around Soren.
"OK, so I lied to the terrifying sounding woman who runs the strip club and said that Courtney had reported being harassed at work by someone at the university, and that as her professor I'm doing a formal investigation about it. I've persuaded them to find and send me any video they have of Courtney and our target. It also meant I was able to say Courtney wasn't in a good mental state at the moment and wouldn't be coming in to work for the time being. She might not be happy that I've fabricated some kind of bullying scenario, but it's probably better than saying she's in jail and me pretending to be a cop, or any of the other stuff I could come up with this fast..."
"Until we have a picture of this woman it's going to be hard to do much more to try and identify her, but I'll start probing into people Parker might have worked with in his journalistic career. Might be able to put together a shortlist of women around the right age - and height, Rayna - so when we can get a look at her it'll be easier to know where to start," Soren said, to which everyone nodded.
"Is there anything me and Rayna can do?" Kitsuna asked, feeling as though the men were going to carry on with the online part of the investigation without them.
"We should probably talk about our strategy for the next storm. There's a very good chance we'll have to do it without Courtney, whether we find Fake Charity Klein or not, and I don't know about you but I am pretty fuckin' worried about that..."
Kitsuna frowned. She was worried too, but what was there that they could discuss, without having any idea what type of domain it would be?
"I guess maybe if you tell me about all the different types of domains you have seen, and we try and work out how those would be if everything was targeting me, and we just had the two of us and my gun, maybe we could at least come up with plans for some types of scenario..."
James surprised them both, however, by advising against it.
"There might be some value to that, or it may just make you even more afraid. I think what you should both do is go to the nurse's office and try and sleep for a bit. Until we get the footage back from the club, we'll just be doing research on Parker Klein's associates, and there's no real advantage to all of us being here for that. Go and sleep - we''ll come and get you when we have the security images. And don't worry about the storm, we can... talk about that later."
Kitsuna supposed that he had decided, in his role of taking care of the girls, that they needed rest more than they needed to be planning an event they knew so little about. Yet, it still seemed a bit odd that he'd almost written off her plan of discussing different domains as a waste of time. She'd seen him as someone who valued preparedness. Nevertheless, as she saw Rayna stretch and yawn theatrically, as if in gratitude for the suggestion that they should sleep, she realized just how tired she was, too.
***
It was several hours later when Kitsuna felt James gently rock her shoulder, and opened her bleary eyes to see Soren doing the same to Rayna on the other bed. They'd turned the digital windows back on, after Rayna had switched them off so they could sleep, and the room was filled with the glow of a tropical sunrise. The real time, she saw by looking at the digital time display next to the bed, was just before 7pm.
"Did you get the footage?" she asked, as James passed her a glass of water, and sat on the bed beside her.
He exhaled slowly.
"Yes, yes we did. And I'm sorry to wake you up with disappointing news, but, well, we can't use it to identify the woman who visited Courtney at all."
"What? Why?" Rayna asked, sitting bolt upright and swinging her legs round so she was sitting on the edge of her bed, facing James.
"I don't know how this works, but whatever mind control thing, or hypnosis or whatever, she used, she also must have used it to affect how Courtney, and the bouncer at the club who let her in, saw her. We spoke to him on the phone and he gave a totally different description to Courtney - said she was a petite redhead -  and that was after we'd looked at the video and seen... She was wearing full motorcycle gear the whole time. Helmet included," Soren said, sitting beside his twin, his expression one of frustrated bafflement.
"But it's impossible! Courtney said she was tall with long black hair, she didn't mention her wearing anything like that!" Rayna said, although Kitsuna knew that Rayna was smart enough not to be truly rejecting what her brother had told them.
"I... I don't know how what they do to people's minds works, but if they can confuse you into thinking you believe things you don't, and that friends are enemies, then I don't find it so hard to believe that they could make you sure you saw something you didn't, too. But it sounds like she intentionally made the bouncer and Courtney remember her differently, while being careful to conceal how she actually looked from the cameras. That means she definitely knew people would come asking about her. She... I mean, she might not even be a woman. We know nothing about her identity, but we do know now that it was 100% planned, all of this, and that someone is working with Parker on the outside," Kitsuna said, surprising herself at how she's been able to reach such a sane conclusion within moments of waking up from a dream about being a mermaid.
"Yes. That's pretty much the situation we're in. And there's something else, too. Look at your wrists," James said.
Both mahou shoujo looked down in unison and saw the very faint spark of color beginning to grow inside the storm prediction gems on their Talizman bracelets. Well, of course there was a storm coming now.
"I knew we should have planned for this instead of getting stupid sleep! Our transformations would stop us feeling tired anyway. God, James, why did you let us do that, we're so unprepared and --"
"Actually, I have something else in mind for this storm, if you agree to it. It's a big gamble, but it's the only thing I can think of. We won't be able to solve the mystery of who Fake Charity Klein is in time for the trial, we don't even know where to begin. And the trial is certain to be set before the start of the semester. This might be our only chance to try this so... Well, hear me out."
Suddenly wide awake, Kitsuna listened in surprise to James' proposal.




Chapter 24
Rayna had agreed to the plan straight away, as had Soren, and Kitsuna was just about to give her agreement too when James stopped her from speaking.
"Kitsuna, don't feel pressured into agreeing to this. You're new, you don't know Courtney very well, and you may well have your reservations. Risking a life sentence is a lot to ask of someone who has only just found out about any of this. I'm sorry to even suggest it, it's just... It's the only plan I can come up with that might free Courtney, and also prevent you and Rayna from the dangers of fighting without her. But, if you don't wholeheartedly agree that this is a better course of action than you and Rayna trying to take on this storm as normal, and then seeing who we get to replace Courtney while we try and figure out this Charity Klein thing, then you have to speak up."
Kitsuna took a deep breath. She knew that from his perspective this was a big decision for her, but actually, it hadn't been hard at all.
"I didn't want to be a mahou shoujo at all, you all know that. Just a few days ago this felt worse than a life sentence, like this horrible thing I had no control over, that was going to ruin my life and take away all of my freedom. But just as I was getting to understand things and starting to think I could do this, this Parker asshole came along and made what was already like playing on hard mode into playing on hard mode with like, a controller that is on fire. He's tried to fuck this team up in every way he can, and I feel like if we don't make this stand now, he'll be so much closer to doing it. And if you are all willing to take the risk, when you know so much more about how Calibre works, then it must have a chance of working. So, well, fuck it, let's do it. But... can you make sure someone knows to feed Ivy if we don't get to go back?"
"Ooooh, yeah, Ivy - I'll message Beatrice, she'll do it, she'll be able to get a key for our place from the accommodation people if she needs to," Rayna said.
It felt bizarre discussing who'd feed the cat if they were all jailed for life by the end of the day, and it also got Kitsuna to thinking about what other consequences there could be if she went missing.
Lee would definitely ask questions, especially if Soren and Rayna were gone too... Just have to hope Fake Charity Klein doesn't find out about him and try and bring him in on whatever schemes are going on out there...
"So, we all agree then? We're going on strike?" Soren asked, looking to Kitsuna for confirmation.
"I guess we are. Well, let's go do this!"
And so, the four of them made their way out of the nurse's office, towards the elevator, and then up to the floor with the insulated room.
***
"Come on, Director. We've told you everything we know about Parker Klein and his collaborator, there's some dangerous stuff going on out there and you know as well as we do that Courtney - and probably Jacinta - have been used in all of this. We'll investigate, and we'll make sure that we quash whatever this fake sister of Klein's is trying to do, but we can't get the evidence before Courtney would go to trial. We can't work miracles. And so, well, I know you have to prioritize keeping the secrets and enforcing the rules, but in this case, I'm very sorry, but we are going to have to force your hand. The crystals are getting darker. Come on, agree to sign the paperwork to free Courtney, and the girls will come out and fight the storm."
Kitsuna was closest to the door of the insulated lab, with Soren and Rayna behind her. The door was open, so they could hear James' conversation with Calibre Academy's Director on the phone in the hallway, but they were still within the lab's field. If the storm started now, Rayna and Kitsuna would be deserters, and Soren and James would be guilty of failing to make them leave. They'd heard James give a full and honest account of their findings from talking to Courtney and Parker, and from their investigation, and they could only hope it was as compelling to the Director as it sounded from their end.
"James... I wasn't aware that the situation was this bad. We've known each other a long time, and I heard that you were planning to defend Courtney, but... I wasn't aware that there was a potential conspiracy going on with Parker Klein, we were sure he was working alone. And as for this business with people with mind control powers... I'd say it were far fetched were it not for, well, all of the things we don't understand about our own secrets. You're putting me in a difficult position here, but I suppose that's the point," came the voice of a man Kitsuna had never heard before, but knew was the Director, the person who they were banking on reacting in the right way now.
"I am glad you understand," James said, and it was clear to Kitsuna what he meant.
He'd explained to them before, in the nurse's office, when he'd made his proposal that the mahou shoujo go on strike, that a lot of it hinged on the fact that the Director would be able to save his own hide when questioned about letting Courtney go free without trial. The elected Director's decision was absolute, but some would be certain to ask why he would take such a choice, and if he could say that if he hadn't then nobody would have been protecting their region from the storm, then there would be no questioning that.
In truth, nobody actually knew what would happen if the Director refused to meet their terms, and they refused to fight. New girls wouldn't be able to take on the storm, though they would probably begin to transform. Girls from other regions in the vicinity may be able to somehow access the local storm domain, but given the semester hadn't started, there may not be any of those around, and even if there were, it wasn't something that had ever happened before. It was entirely possible the region would go undefended, and the creatures may stand a chance of breaking through for the first time. This was why Rayna and Kitsuna were ready to leave at once if they had to, but they weren't going to let the Director know that. They were willing to risk their own freedom to pull off this gambit, but not humanity's safety. They had to hope their bluff wouldn't be called on that, though. They also hoped that the Director would realize that the same problem would apply if all of their party were in jail.
The Director was heard to sigh, though he didn't sound angry.
"I'll have to come up with some kind of punishment for you all, you know that."
"Of course. We are prepared for that. So, you'll bring us the papers? As you can probably anticipate, I'm going to ask you to bring them in person, and the girls won't go out until we have had a chance to check them, and word has been sent to the prison to release Courtney so she can join them in the domain."
"I see there's no helping it. OK, looking at my Talizman we've got time for all that. I'm printing off the forms now, I'll be straight down with them. Luckily I was in my office anyway."
"Yes!" Soren and Rayna hissed in unison, as James ended the call and headed into the insulated room with them, closing the door behind them for the time being. The Director would have to buzz the door. For the next few minutes they just wanted to enjoy the huge sense of relief that they wouldn't be going to jail, or being invaded by the Big Emptiness today. A few moments of calm, before Rayna and Kitsuna would have to go and face the storm.
"So, it looks like you predicted what the Director would do pretty accurately. He didn't even argue," Kitsuna said, feeling proud of James for solving everything.
He'd never looked so attractive to her, but she still had a fight to win before she could get him alone and tell him so.
"I think he's probably pretty shaken about the news that Parker Klein has at least one accomplice out there, and we don't know their identity. He's a smart guy, he will have seen that Courtney isn't a real threat, and that he'd be making bigger problems for Calibre Academy by locking us all up and relying on an all new team of kids without the usual support... But he also cares about maintaining the appearance of playing strictly by his own rules - it's something he thinks is an important part of leadership. So, reasonable as he sounded there, he will punish us, and it will be serious, and public."
"Ah, who gives a fuck, he can't scare us, we fight way uglier stuff than him all the time. Not that he's ugly. Actually kinda hot for an old guy, you know, a bit of a silver fox..." Rayna said, lying on her back on a stainless steel table and playing with her wand.
Kitsuna found herself giggling. What kind of crazy world was she in, now, where it wasn't even surprising to hear that the old principal was sexy?
A red light above the door flashed and a buzzer sounded.
"Well, that'll be the Director, shall I go out and get the papers from him?" Soren asked.
"Sure," said James.
"Wait, I want to stand behind you, I've never seen the Director before, I want to see if he's really a silver fox or if Rayna's taste is just weird," Kitsuna said, following Soren to the door.
"Just stay on this side inside the field until we've checked everything is in order, yeah?" James called after her.
But she was unable to do that. As Soren stepped out into the hallway, the seemingly impossible happened, and he vanished in front of her eyes. All Kitsuna could do was leap after him, shrieking in terror into a domain unlike one she'd ever imagined.




Chapter 25
Kitsuna caught her breath, knowing immediately that this transformation was stronger by the fact her hair was now much longer, and her clothes more elaborate. The hair thing was a bit annoying, given that for the first time, the storm domain actually seemed to have a storm going on inside of it. She was high up on a rocky platform, just big enough for her and maybe another person to stand on - but there was no other person there. The sky was full of ash gray clouds, like those she had seen above active volcanoes in VR, but when the thick, dark layers of them parted there was an angry glow, in places bruise purple, in others ember red. Wind whipped her waist length silvery-pink hair around, causing strands to attack her eyes and mouth, though the misty humidity of the air was already beginning to weigh it down. White sheets of lighting rippled across the sky, but the thunder, though it was there, was barely audible. That was because of the sound of the swollen, ink-black sea underneath her platform, moiling and crashing against the tall, spindly rock pillar holding it up.
There were other platforms, she could see, black outcrops of some kind of glittering volcanic rock jutting out towards the sky. With the darkness and seaspray she could only see a couple of them, but she hoped there were more off in the distance. If not, then the two things she needed to find - Soren, and the core - were down there in the sea, and that was a thought she didn't want to entertain unless she absolutely had to.
She couldn't see any monsters, but decided to summon her gun anyway - the two times she'd been in storm domains before things had been quiet at first, and then the strange aggro effect she had on the monsters had kicked in and they'd attacked her in their droves. She had to think that the same would probably happen here, though she had no idea what kind of attack to expect - something flying from above? Something climbing up the rocks to her platform? something leaping from the sea?
The gun was different this time again - in fact, she was pleased to see she was now able to summon a veritable assault rifle. It gleamed its icy, platinum gleam whenever the lighting lit up the sky, and just like its previous forms, it had magenta accents on the grip and on the sights. She wanted to fire it off and see how it felt, but reasoned that this might draw monsters.
Her first plan was to start making her way to the other platforms in the hope that on one of them, she would find Soren. She had to work on the assumption that he had been brought to the domain somehow when none of the mahou shoujo had come, even though it seemed impossible. If he hadn't, then things were even worse - they'd have no idea where he was in the whole of space and time. It was possible that Rayna had made it out of the insulated room behind her in time and was somewhere here too, but she didn't want to count on that. Poor Rayna - if she hadn't got out quickly enough, she'd be going through hell. It may only be a few minutes at most to people outside of the storm domains, but Kitsuna knew enough of Rayna and Soren's bond to know these would be the longest moments of her life. Her brother missing, and she unable to reach him.
Maybe it's wrong for me to try to find him. He might be totally powerless here. If men have never been brought to the storm domains before, then I have no way of knowing what it would do to him. He might have transformed somehow, given he's of the bloodline of mahou shoujo, but he might not, which would mean he won't heal if he gets hurt, he won't have a weapon, and he'll just have normal agility. And I do attract monsters. Maybe I'd be leading them straight to him. Maybe I should just search for the core and try to end this quickly. But then, if he is defenseless here, wouldn't it be better if I was there to shoot anything that tried to attack? Even one of those creatures would be impossible to take on if you hadn't transformed. He's fit, and by all accounts has trained a bit in martial arts, but I don't think you can really beat these things with judo throws or whatever...
She realized though, that unless she was willing to dive into the disturbing, dark waters below, it didn't really matter whether she prioritized finding Soren or the core - there was only the option of trying to leap to the other platforms, and see whether either of them could be found.
I hope cores are obvious when you see them... I never got to see either of the last two.
She looked over to the two closest platforms. Both would have been a stretch for the agility of her last transformation, but she felt she had a reasonable chance of jumping to one of them as she was now - she felt springy, and lighter than ever. The gun was a bit of a hindrance, however It was a lot bulkier than in its other forms, and while it wasn't heavy, at least with her current strength, she was worried it would affect her ability to jump.
Can you change back to your other forms if I ask you to? Let's try.
Kitsuna closed her eyes for a moment and tried to will the gun back into its previous form. She wasn't surprised when it worked - there was something intuitive about these things, like she'd somehow known it was one of the possibilities as soon as she had realized it would be useful. Such were the instincts she had for her powers.
Having turned the assault rifle back into the chunky handgun she'd had in the cathedral domain, she took a deep breath, made an arbitrary choice to go to the platform to the left of her rather than the one at roughly the same distance off to the right, and leapt into the air.
It was exhilarating, leaping with the wind in a superhuman arc to the next platform, but terrifying too, as the moments spent in the air with only that foreboding sea beneath her struck a kind of primal dread of drowning into her heart. Could she even drown? Rayna had mentioned octopi and krakens before, albeit ones made of bread, so maybe ocean domains weren't actually unusual. Maybe her transformed form would be as good in water as on land. She felt no desire to test that right now, though.
Landing easily on the platform, she saw further into the distance. There was only one platform she could reach from here, but something was glinting far off into the mist, catching her eye when the lightning blasted.
Maybe it's the core. I'd better keep moving.
Two platforms later, and it was clear that it was not the core, but a white haired man in what looked like polished armor the color of gasoline on water.
"Soren!" she yelled, the storm making it hard to shout.
He raised an arm, trying to shout back to her, but he was against the wind and his voice didn't carry. Yet just two more hops to other platforms, and she was beside him. There was a huge sword at his feet, but she stepped over that and embraced him, ignoring the cold, greased feel of his armor against her skin and raising up onto her toes to press her cheek against his.
"Fuck, Soren, I'm so glad you're OK," she whispered, seeing no need to make any further loud noises now they had been united.
"Kitsuna," he said softly, the relief he felt evident in his voice, "I've never been so pleased to see someone in my life... I know it's not very manly of me to say this to you, but I've been fucking terrified standing here! I have no idea what's going on. I mean, I guess this is a storm domain - well, obviously it is - and I seem to have transformed, or at least, my clothes have, and I've got this massive sword thing, and I feel somehow... better. But none of it is like it's supposed to be. I didn't have a color or a gem or a wand, I mean, what would you even call the color of this armor? It's like all the colors at once. I don't think I've turned into a mahou shoujo, or, a mahou... I don't know the Japanese for guy... I... I think I'm something different."
"You're taking this pretty well, to be honest, already trying to analyze all that shit," Kitsuna said, chuckling wryly.
But she knew that this was what Soren did. He tried to rationalize things and find ways to take things apart and see how they worked. He was a nerd, really, it was how he got himself to feel in control.
His expression changed from relief, to a kind of serious sadness.
"I feel like I failed you. I was always trying to explain stuff to you like I understood it, but I know now, all my research, all the stuff I imagined based on what Rayna told me, I didn't know anything at all. If I had... that time you were scared, when we were in the Volocopter... I wouldn't have tried to make you think everything would be alright because of me. I thought I knew how you'd feel and what you were going through, but I didn't know shit about this."
"You wouldn't have tried to cheer me up?" she said, joking, trying to pull him out of whatever introspective hole he'd gone into.
She didn't think he'd done anything wrong, all things considered. He'd done his best. And now, here, she was the one who needed to help him cope with strange changes neither of them really understood. She knew exactly why he'd wanted to be able to make her feel safe that day. She felt the same now.
"I would, just, not by telling you you could rely on me... I was useless to you, I know that now," he said, looking down into her eyes.
For a moment, there in a strange dimension where they were the only humans, where untold, unfathomable things were trying to breach their own universe, where a sea that nobody else would ever see raged beneath them and lightning tore through the alien sky, Kitsuna felt a power and certainty that she never had before. She closed her eyes, and slowly, deeply, kissed Soren.
"I... wanted to do that for a while," she confessed.
"Well, you picked a great moment. I won't ever forget that..." he replied, smiling tenderly at her.
It might have seemed odd, if she'd later tried to explain it to somebody else. Why she'd felt she needed to do that then, to cement her bond with him, to dissipate all the sexual tension between them. But even where they were, with the challenge of somehow getting out of this place, with the monsters that were no doubt waiting just out of sight to engage them, it just felt like the most natural thing in the world to kiss him, to show him that she was here with him, that she wanted him, and she'd fight for him.
Maybe that's why James chose a weird time to kiss me, too. Maybe whatever Soren has turned into needs love too.
They smiled silently at each other for a few seconds, Soren stroking back Kitsuna's hair as the wind continued to ravage it.
"So..." she said.
"So."
"We've got to find the core."
"Yes. Yes we do."
"Can you jump to other platforms? It's annoying that you don't have space to test out what your transformed body can do..."
"I don't know. This armor is super light and somehow I feel more agile than I would in just sports clothes, normally, but I don't know if that means I won't still sink like a stone in the water if I fall in there. I tried jumping before you got here and I can go very high, but I don't know if I can reach another platform or not - I was just trying to summon up the bravery to try it when you appeared."
"What about this sword? With our weapons, we feel like we can use them easily straight away, do you feel like that about this huge thing?" she asked, indicating the hulking sword, whose metal matched the oily color of his body armor, on the ground between their feet.
"Yes. I can swing it around no problem, for the size of it, and I feel, yeah, kinda like it's an extension of myself, just like Rayna told me her ruby sword feels. I just put it down there to practice jumping, and because there was nothing to fight anyway."
"So, we know you should be able to fight, but not your other physical limits, and we also don't know if you have the same healing factor mahou shoujo do. We're going to need to be quite conservative about keeping you safe, I think, with all these unknowns..."
"Wait, about the healing factor - we can test it!"
"No, I'm not going to hurt you just to find out if you heal..."
"Well, that would be another way to do it, but actually, I already had a wound before we came in here, didn't I?"
"The tattoo! Can you still feel it?" she asked, looking down at his armored leg.
"No, I can't, but then, that could just mean I don't feel pain or irritation as much, not that it has healed. Can you maybe try and remove the armor on that part of my leg and look?"
But it was impossible. There seemed to be no fastenings on any of the armor pieces, as if they had spawned on him as a perfect fit. Which of course, they had. There was no need for whatever supernatural equipment they had to have such practical details as a means of removal. She did notice while she was inspecting it though, that the armor was embossed all over with intricate designs that all appeared to be made up of a symbol she was sure she'd seen somewhere before, but couldn't place.
"I guess we won't be able to tell until we get out of here. Shame, it rules out any potential for nudity in a storm domain," Soren said, his playful tone doing very little to mask how embarrassed he was that because they couldn't tell what his abilities were, he was going to have to be the one being protected.
Kitsuna got it. How long he must have wished he could go into the storms and protect his sister, and now here he was, with another girl he cared about, and he couldn't really do much at all without inviting risk. She had a strategy now, but it wouldn't do much to make him feel better about that.
"Well, then, I think as plans go, it is best if I jump over to the other platforms by myself since we know I can do it, and since you have a way to defend yourself here if something attacks. I also should be able to shoot the core from a distance once I know where it is, so I can destroy it from range even if it's a few platforms away or just under the surface. My weapon is better suited here than yours is."
"OK, but what if you don't find the core? What if you check hundreds of these platforms and it's not on any of them? I won't be able to see you once you get a couple of platforms away in the mist, so I won't know if you've fallen in and need help or if you're under attack and it's better for me to try and reach you..."
"That's a good point. OK, how about this..."
She closed her eyes and willed her gun to return to its assault rifle form. She pointed it up into the sky, and fired out a burst of bullets for two seconds. Just like in its previous forms, the gun had unlimited bullets, and each one left a glowing pink trail behind it.
It was a risk to fire it. She knew that the world they were in may see this as aggression, and begin its attack. But it was impossible for her to signal anything to Soren once she'd moved away from him without noise and light, and the platinum gun was the only thing she had, that she knew of at least, that fit the bill. Besides, the monsters in this domain had left her alone for so long now that it was becoming unsettling - she almost wanted them to attack so she could at least know what was here.
Nothing seemed to change however, as the streaks of pink blossomed into the misty air, and Soren nodded his assent that this would work as a signal.
"I'll fire into the air for two seconds on each platform. I'll fire for four seconds when I've seen the core and am about to try and destroy it. If you hear or see me using the gun in any other way, it'll mean I've had to fight, but that shouldn't be the signal for you to try and reach me, I might be able to handle the monsters on my own like I could in the last domain, so that would be an unnecessary risk..."
"Right, so maybe, do a really long, continuous burst of fire if you need help, but I'll also try and come if you don't shoot at all for over a minute? That would mean you ended up in the water, and couldn't shoot, so at that point it probably wouldn't matter if I can't jump across anyway, since I'd be going in after you either way."
"OK, I guess that makes sense, although please be careful - I can heal, I can practically not die, so don't risk your life to save me."
"It's not like that though, is it? If you can't die, but we can't get out either, you'll just be stuck healing and hurting over and over again for... well, until you lose your mind. I'll prioritize finding the core of course, just like Rayna would do, but I will not let that happen to you, no matter what risks I have to take or whether I can die here or not. I've spent my life trying to support mahou shoujo, and whatever I have to do here, I will support you with everything I have, I promise you that."
He was right, but it terrified her to be reminded of it. That feeling in the first domain as despair had begun to kick in, and her mind had begun to come undone. She couldn't say anything brave that would turn down his promise to save her from that.
"Thank you," she said, simply.
He took her in his arms and kissed her gently once more, and it felt like a kiss for luck, a kiss for strength, definitely not a kiss goodbye.
"I'll come back if I don't find the core once I've explored the platforms. We'll need a new plan, then."
"Well, I'll work on that while I'm counting the seconds between your signals. Good luck. Hopefully next time we can see each other we'll be back at the Academy."
She nodded, taking one last look at him in his beautiful armor under that stormy sky, and sprang away onto the next outcrop of black rock.




Chapter 26
A platform, a volley of gunfire. A platform, gunfire.
She had continued like this for eighteen of the black, rocky platforms now, and Soren was far out of sight. She wished there was a way that he could signal back to her that he was still OK, but she just had to hope he was still there somewhere, looking out for her bullet trails. She'd headed out in a straight line from where they were, but after she'd jumped to eight more of the platforms without any sign of core or adversaries, she'd reached a point where there was only open water ahead of her, and so had switched to moving clockwise around what looked to be the perimeter of the area with the platforms. It was easier to keep her bearings than she would have expected, considering how little she could see and the fact the surroundings were so bizarre. Once more, she wondered at the instincts that her transformation seemed to have awakened in her, this time her own sense of direction and equilibrium being the source of her awe.
At the eighteenth platform, she fired off her two-second signal, and was just about to push off to the nineteenth, when suddenly she heard a new sound. It was the sound of whale song, mournful and haunting, just as real whales sounded in the real world. There were several different sounds at once, or so it seemed, like a group of whales in a discordant, strange chorus. Squinting against the wind, she looked for the source of it, but could see only waves out in the open sea. Perhaps there were creatures breaching the surface, but it was impossible to tell.
Are they the monsters here? Whale song is supposed to be a relaxing sound, but it's just creepy out here.
She stood and listened for a moment, trying to place where the sound was coming from, but she couldn't. It was as if it was inside her head. She couldn't see anything out in the water that might be a whale either, but then, who was to say that whale sounds actually came from whale-like beasts, in this strange domain.
The monsters we see are formed by the strongest emotion in the party... I suppose both Soren and I felt like being here unexpectedly, without Rayna or Courtney, without knowing what is going on, was overwhelming. Too big a task for us. A whale would, I suppose, be appropriate.
She realized she'd been standing there, trying to see, hear and think, for what must have been close to a minute. She fired off another signal.
It was then, however, that she felt the weight of something on her leg, and looked down to see that her platform was now covered in scuttling crabs, several of them already making their way up her boots. They were black, shiny things with disproportionately large claws, the pink light from Kitsuna's bullet trails reflecting off of them and making them appear almost metallic. Slightly grossed out by them, but not too afraid, given they were fairly small and appeared only to be able to pinch as an attack, she leapt up off of the platform and over to the next one, which shook off the creatures on her legs. Just as she landed though, a huge fish, the size of a great white shark, sprang out of the sea, its long mouth, packed with saw-like teeth, snapping at where she had just been. From here too, she could see that there were all kinds of other creatures crawling up the rocks to the platform she had just left, far bigger things than the black crabs, forming a moving, scuttling mass that completely covered the rock underneath. The whale song continued to sound.
Is the sound of those whales or whatever they are what made the creatures start to attack? It didn't begin until I reached that last platform. Does that maybe mean I am getting closer to the core, and they're starting to defend? That's not how it ever worked before with Rayna, though, they just attacked me and ignored the core. But why did they leave me alone all this way, otherwise?
She fired off another signal for Soren, and saw in the light of her gunfire that crabs were starting to make their way onto this platform too. She jumped again. This time she was wary that something might jump up and try and snatch her from the air, so she kept her finger on her trigger. Just as predicted, the big leaping fish - though whether it was the same one or one of its brothers she had no way to tell - tore out of the water, its nightmarish jaws snapping wildly. The platinum gun knew what to do, however, and as Kitsuna flew through the air, bullets ripped apart the creature's head, causing it to vanish into mist.
She landed, barely even out of breath from the acrobatic jumping and gunning, and fired off her signal.
If Soren heard me shooting then, though, he'll know I've engaged the creatures. I need to make sure I keep signaling so he doesn't leave his spot - these sea monsters aren't too bad, they just mean I have to keep moving. If their attack pattern is to climb to my platform then try and get me when I jump, I can't stay in one place for long and I need to cover myself when I make a new leap, but other than that it's not that dangerous. Kinda like those birds in the cathedral. Once I'd worked out how they were moving, they were easy to defeat. Perhaps the creatures from the Big Emptiness don't have much by way of strategy or cunning, and just keep coming in waves like low level video game enemies.
It was a calming thought. One that certainly made it easier to jump to the next platform. As she reached the peak of her jump, she was sure, too, that she saw something out towards the center from the outer circle of platforms she had been traversing. A platform higher than all the others, and at the top of it, something big and swirling with a blue-white light.
The core! It has to be!
Relief swelled inside her. It wasn't far - perhaps she could reach it in three jumps. It looked high, perhaps too high to jump to, but she could surely shoot it when she was a little nearer. Then that would be it, she'd be back. And she'd have saved Soren.
Just as she was thinking about this in mid air, the water beneath her erupted. She flipped effortlessly, pointing the gun down to shoot at what would surely be another shark monster. But as the head of the thing rose higher and higher, with a speed that seemed impossible for its size, she realized that the bullets from the platinum gun were doing nothing to stop it. The cavernous mouth of the thing was so vast that it almost took up the whole distance between her last platform and the one she was aiming for, and her bullets didn't even seem to register with the creature as they punctured its flesh ineffectually.
It rose higher, its mouth now all around her, and as she screamed in terror, everything around her was suddenly darkness, and heat, and water.




Chapter 27
It was dark inside the whale. Not the pitch blackness she might have expected inside a real creature, but a murky gloom, red as the flesh that seemed to form the walls of the strange, cavern-like structure that Kitsuna was now standing up in. She was up to her ankles in some kind of fluid, which luckily her boots were protecting her from.
How am I even standing up? Why isn't everything moving? The creature was jumping, and then presumably swimming, and yet this place is just rocking slightly, like being on a ship. Why is there light? Where is it coming from? And air?
She knew the answers, in a sense. The monsters were not as they appeared. They were just constructs of her own imagination, or human imagination as a whole, in the face of alien things they couldn't understand. She had been swallowed by one of the creatures of the Big Emptiness, but its biology was not that of a true whale. It perhaps didn't even have biology as Kitsuna knew it. Perhaps what had appeared as a whale was really some kind of strange, traveling dimension all of its own, a domain within a domain. Perhaps it wasn't. Perhaps she really was being digested, and she just didn't know it yet. What she did know was that it was horrible in here - an almost unbearable tropical humidity making her feel wet all over, her hair sticking to her skin and her magical clothes weighed down by it. It was hot, and it stank of decay and acridity, plus the dark redness of everything made her eyes throb. What was absent though, was the cacophonous sound there had been outside. There was just a dull thumping, like a slow heartbeat. No waves, no thunder, no whale song.
Kitsuna had some reservations about trying to shoot her way out of the belly of the beast. The thing was likely underwater, and that meant that logically, any holes she made in it would be letting water in. Even so, there was little else to try. She had walked the full perimeter of the area she was inside, and there didn't seem to be a way out, even anything that looked like the esophagus, or whatever she had presumably come in through in that bizarre moment when darkness had closed around her. She couldn't remember how it had felt, it was almost as though she'd been teleported here from the mouth.
Well, platinum gun, I guess we just have to try and make a hole big enough and swim out, or something. I don't know how long I've been in here, but it will have been more than a minute. I've got to get out or Soren will never find me. Fuck, I was so close to the core, too. Even if he finds it, it was too high to jump to, even for me, I think, so he won't be able to destroy it with a sword. It needs this gun. Fuck, I hope this works.
With the assault rifle aimed at no particular target, she found it was harder to be precise about where she hit. Since she didn't really care about shooting a specific point on the wall of the whale's body, unlike when she was shooting at a smaller monster, she found she had to manually aim the gun instead of it being a pretty much instinctive thing. Even so, she tried to fire out bullets in a rough circle, as if to cut a hole into the wall with them. After a good few seconds of constant fire, she stopped, and made her way through the pink smoke to take a look at her handiwork.
Water was squirting in through tiny holes in high pressure jets, but the bullet holes were far too small to have created any weakness in the structure of the wall of fleshy red matter. She bashed the portion inside the circle of holes with the butt of her gun and all of her strength, but it felt like thick, sturdy rubber. There was no way those little holes would be enough for her to create a gap she could get out of, and as she saw the water jetting in, she realized it would be hard to get out of a gap in the flesh anyway, with the sea trying to rush in against her.
Fuck. Well, I could keep trying to make a hole - with enough bullets it would have to work eventually, and I can't run out of ammo. But if it takes too long, and with every hole letting in more water, I could drown before I managed it. And even if I can't drown, my gun might not work underwater, so I need to try and avoid letting this chamber or whatever it is get flooded before I've got a way out. There has to be something else I can try... Maybe it has a weak spot somewhere. Maybe even a core of its own. If I kill it, presumably it will just vanish into smoke or mist like the other monsters I've seen, and so I'd be left in the water - hopefully able to swim back and get up to the platforms again somehow, or at least able to signal to Soren where I am. That's it, I have to find a way to destroy it from the inside.
But what could have been a whole day passed, with her wandering the cavern, inspecting every bump and bone, shooting anything that looked remotely different from its surroundings and gaining only more bead-sized holes, and more water. It was up to her waist now, the end of her hair wet with it, though at least the salt water seemed to be diluting whatever the liquids that had been in here before she started shooting were - acids and enzymes, probably, if this were really her imagining of a gargantuan stomach.
Her frustration caused tears to stream down her face, and more than a few times, she'd unleashed the full energy of her transformation and punched and kicked the walls with all of her considerable might, but any impact just made her bounce away in an unsatisfying manner. She'd been working at this creature with all the power of a superhuman body and unlimited bullets, and yet all it had achieved were leaks. She felt bored of the place, of the task of trying to find something different in an enormous wall of muscle and bone, of being confined with this dim light, and this heat, and this thick, sickening air. Her body didn't need to rest but her spirit was breaking.
More pacing, her body now mostly submerged. The water would reach her neck soon, but there was still space up above her. She'd have to swim in it, and keep her head up where the air was.
But then what? How had it come to this? Her thoughts had long since lost their structure, the isolation, the maddening redness, the barely suppressed panic that there may be no way out. Who was to blame? Parker Klein. Parker Klein had caused them to go on strike. If he hadn't, she'd have entered this domain with Rayna and Courtney, and no doubt they'd have found the core quickly between them, and she'd have destroyed it with her gun. The way things should have been played out almost as a vision in her mind.
This could be the end of everything. Her life, almost certainly. Reality itself, if the fact she and Soren had failed here meant the creatures could get through to the real world. Maybe it would have happened anyway, in some other way, if it hadn't been Parker, and Courtney, and her. Maybe something else would have caused some mahou shoujo somewhere to fail, and the creatures would have had their day. No, this way was better. At least she would meet the end having done her best. At least she'd die knowing who she really was, and having met those people. But would Parker die knowing that he'd caused this? And if so, was that too horrible a punishment even for him?
Though Parker was to blame before that, even, wasn't he? If he had never meddled in Courtney and Jacinta's lives, Jacinta wouldn't have needed to be replaced. Kitsuna wouldn't have transformed until somebody retired. She wouldn't be here now. She'd still be living her fake life. Maybe if they hadn't known she would transform at any time, the Academy would have let her be accepted at a real, normal college, and begin her course, only stepping in when Rayna or one of the others retired and she eventually transformed. She saw images of herself on some leafy green campus, flirting with some man. Laughing with a girl. Taking earnest notes as she listened to a professor. But their faces were a blur.
No, those weren't the right people. If she had had that life, the life that Parker took away from her, she would still be condemned to becoming a mahou shoujo, she'd just have been ignorant for longer. And didn't she already resent how long she'd been kept in the dark? Soren, Rayna, James. They weren't the stock photo college people that were so fake, her addled mind couldn't even hallucinate them properly. They were real, and they cared about her. But it wasn’t going to be enough, was it?
She realized her feet had left the bottom of the whale's belly, and she was floating now on her back, looking up at only red as her mind meandered. The slow heartbeat that had pounded since she'd been swallowed sounded even louder when her ears were under the surface. But where was it, the heart of this thing? Nowhere she could reach from here. She'd seen every inch of this place, and blown holes in many of those inches, and no organs, no cores, nothing that could kill it had shown themselves. It was time to face it. There was no way out, and what was left was only to wonder what happened if she drowned.
Just how much can I heal?
The fact that that thought was clearer than the rest told her it was important, important to the situation she was in, the last situation she'd ever be in.
Indeed, if she couldn't die from drowning, would she just stay here, alive and awake, in the whale's belly forever? Whether or not she could drown was something she still hadn't been brave enough to test, though it would be easy now just to let her face fall under the surface and... see what happened. What was stopping her more, now, was not fear of how it felt to drown, but fear of how it would feel to learn that she actually couldn't.
Maybe... the gun?
Yes, that was a possibility. If she didn't need air to live, maybe she could end her suffering with the platinum gun. Perhaps it could damage her brain, or her heart, too quickly for her healing factor to do anything about it.
Yes. I'll just rest a while here. The water will keep rising, and in the end, I'll make the choice. There's no point in being afraid of it now. I'll just drift until it comes. And then I'll shoot myself.
Her eyes closed, and she tried to remember nicer times. The voices of her friends. Her mom, even.
"Kitsuna. Kitsuna, you have to wake up!"
"No, mom. There's no need for me to go to school now. Not anymore," she murmured, a hot, fat tear slipping from the corner of one closed eye and streaking down to join the rest of the salty water.
"Mom? Don't be ridiculous. Listen, you have to snap out of it! You're getting too close!" came the reply in her head.
Suddenly, everything in the darkness behind her eyelids snapped into focus.
She was still in the whale, her senses told her that, but her consciousness was somewhere else now. A black empty space where she was standing on nothing, dry now, in her fully transformed state - no, a better one even - she could somehow tell by the gloves she could see when she raised her hands in front of her eyes. The gun was still in her hand. It hadn't changed.
"Come on, it can't be bad enough that you're thinking about coming here, can it?" said a young, female voice from behind her.
She spun around, somehow already knowing what she was about to see.
The true form of Illaria of the Void.




Chapter 28
The mahou shoujo form standing in front of Kitsuna was more impressive even than Rayna's, though, naturally, the legendary Gold Violet Illaria would be, if power was what determined how elaborate their appearances became.
There was no light here, but she seemed to have her own, just as Kitsuna herself did. It was almost as if they had both been cut-and-pasted from a brightly lit room onto a thoroughly empty black background.
Her hair was a light gold, with violet lengths that blended in from around her shoulders, all the way to the ground, merging through different shades from pastel to a rich, saturated purple at the very ends. Her eyes too, were violet, both the irises and the perfect make-up around them. She wore a dress of fairytale frills and lace, in opulent shades of her gold and violet motif, and golden jewelry with glowing purple jewels adorned her neck, wrists, ears and forehead. She looked like a little girl's dream of what a magical princess would look like, all pretty colors and fantasy. A doll.
And yet, she was the spirit of someone who had met a horrible end long in the past, as far as Kitsuna knew, and so it was disturbing to see her, so real and majestic, knowing that.
"Is this the Void?" she asked, dreading the answer.
"It may as well be. It looks the same. But it isn't, because in the Void, we don't see or hear each other. No, you were edging close, that's what reached out to me. I can't go into storm domains, and you can't go into the Void, but the two are joined together, we know that. And here, it seems you reached the intersection, and I was able to come to you."
"I was close to the Void? How? Wait, was I dying? I don't really know what was going to happen to me in there..."
"What is going to happen to you, you mean. You're still there. This, this suburb of the Void or whatever it is, it's not where your body is. I couldn't see what was happening to you, but I can guess by the fact that you and I are here, that you found yourself in an unwinnable situation, where your spirit was giving up... Perhaps you were thinking of using that on yourself? I'm right, aren't I?" Illaria accused, indicating Kitsuna's gun with a regal wave of her gloved hand.
Kitsuna knew her face had given her away, and so there was no need to confirm it with words.
"Well, that is how you end up in the Void. For all eternity."
"Suicide?"
"Giving up. The physical suicide thing, well, that is usually where one's mind goes when they're trapped in an unbeatable situation and they can't die the normal way, but it's not just trying to kill yourself that sends you there. A heroic sacrifice, for instance, done by some crazy person to save a friend, that won't do it, normally. That which is done with a purpose, with hope, is not the same thing. It's falling into despair that condemns you to the Void. Accepting that you aren't going to fight anymore, that nobody cares enough to save you, and that the whole world is lost anyway. When that happens to a mahou shoujo in a storm domain, this is her death."
"So... you died that way?"
Kitsuna was willing to believe what she'd heard, but she still couldn't think of anything else to do. If Illaria was just here to guide her into a blank eternity, then she wanted to prolong this time, to hear her story, to have something to distract her from letting this fresh new horror become her reality.
"Actually, I did not. I was far stronger than that. No, I used my magic, magic that I fear has left your world now, and made a bargain of sorts with the Void. That I would endure it in place of another."
"You traded your future for someone who should have died? To spend eternity here?"
Kitsuna knew now why nobody had wanted to tell her Illaria's tale, or even think about it too much. Who had she loved so much that she had chosen this, to spare them from it?
"Yes. My little sister. She became a mahou shoujo when I was already at the peak of my power, and I think she was ashamed at her weakness, and afraid of everything. It was only her third fight. She was overwhelmed, much as you were in your first storm domain, but unlike your team in that situation, my other team mate and I were also inundated with adversaries. It was taking us a long time to find the core, and so I went to search for my sister instead, leaving the other girl to seek it out alone. But what I found was not my sister anymore, but an empty shell of a person, being fed upon by beasts and regenerating endlessly, but with nothing of her spirit left inside. There would have been no saving her, not even for one as powerful and adept at old magic as me. It was ridiculous of her. Though the fight was tough, we were never going to lose it, the world wasn't going to end. She shouldn't have given up."
"So, you took her fate instead of her? You must have loved her so much, how could she not have been the most powerful mahou shoujo in the world with love like that on her side?" Kitsuna asked, tears welling in her eyes as she imagined a distraught Illaria cradling the body of her stricken sister.
"I would like to say it was as noble as that, but in truth, it was just as much hubris on my part as anything admirable. You see, I thought I was so strong, so good at using magic, that I would be able to not only take her place in the Void, but also come back from it myself. I thought I could beat the system, as it were. Well, I was partially successful, I suppose, if you count being able to inhabit bugs and things for a brief spell each day as success..."
She sounded bitter.
"I'm so sorry it didn't work..." Kitsuna said, uncomfortable and at a loss for any other words.
"Well, the part that saved my sister did. She never set the world on fire, but she had a fairly adequate period as a mahou shoujo, had two sons, lived as normal a life as a magical girl could in those days, and then died of pneumonia. I suppose she had some happy moments and those made it worthwhile... Maybe in some people's eyes. I don't know. But my decision was my own, and if it wasn't a net gain for the world to have her defending it instead of me, at least it was a gain for her..."
She sounded unconvinced. She'd had a very long time with nothing else to think about. It wasn't normal for people who made sacrifices for others' lives, even in stories, to then get to see how the lives they saved played out. Maybe one would resent an eternity like this if all it had bought was one average life. Or maybe if one loved that person, their happiness was worth it all, even if they never did anything as remarkable as you had planned to do. Faced with the Void herself, Kitsuna found it easier to sympathize with Illaria's truth, rather than judge her for questioning these things.
"I suppose you're telling me this because you think I've ended up in a situation like that again. That I just need a pep talk to keep my sanity in check until Rayna or Courtney can save me. Well, I wish it were that simple, but... no, this is the real thing, the real, end of the world bullshit scenario. Believe me, if I could win, or if we had any other hope, I wouldn't be falling to despair again - I've learned so much since that first storm. But there's nothing...."
Kitsuna explained to a wide eyed, suitably shocked Illaria all of the developments that lead to her being alone inside a flooding whale, with Rayna and Courtney outside in the real world, and Soren, now some kind of magical knight, unsure of his abilities and unequipped to destroy the core.
"OK, so I guess I can see why you fell to despair. I underestimated you, I confess. You are, after all, a metal type, so of course you wouldn't fall to something trivial. At least, now it's not your first time, no offense meant... But Kitsuna, everything is at stake. Everyone you know. Soren is probably terrified, but he's not touching the Void. He's out there fighting to try and save you. You have more within yourself."
"Look, I feel guilty enough as it is, and I don't want to end up in the fucking Void, or have the world end, of course I fucking don't. But there's nothing left to try! I got swallowed by something I can't shoot my way out of with my gun, which I can't find any weak points in, and which my experiments have caused to be rapidly filling up with sea water. What the fuck is left to try? What would you do?" Kitsuna raged in frustration.
But Illaria was unshaken by Kitsuna's emotions. She spoke calmly, and thoughtfully.
"Your gun is special. I didn't know what it would be when we made your wand, but I knew it was going to be something exceptional even then. This is far from its only form. I feel like, by arming you with a gun, the world has armed you with its own human ingenuity. It's not just a thing like a sword or spear, a thing that can get bigger or sharper, but never really diversify from its original form. It's an invention. A piece of magic that draws on human feats of engineering. Now, I have seen many things with the eyes of creatures from the normal world over the years, and so I have some ideas about what the potential of that weapon might be. What machines humans have invented to wage their wars with. You, having lived wholly in that world in modern times, will have an even better knowledge of them, I’m sure. In short, you may not be able to kill the creature that swallowed you, or form a way out with tiny bullets, but perhaps...."
Kitsuna's eyes widened as Illaria spoke. Why, if she thought about her gun that way, then what kind of things could it become? She had wondered idly if it might eventually be able to be some kind of big gattling gun, or something like that, but if it really was the Earth's way of sending human engineering in to fight with her, then, couldn't it become, say, a missile launcher? With that kind of thinking, what limits would it even have? Was there any reason it couldn't become a tank, or a fighter jet? Well, it was exciting to imagine, but her gun was new. It had only shown her three forms, and they were just better versions of pretty much the same thing, in the context of where she was.
"I think, yes, if it could really do that, there would be ways to kill the monster, or at least make a hole to escape from. Some kind of explosive would probably do it, and I suppose, even if I get hurt in the blast, I will heal, horrifying as it sounds to go through... But how can I make my gun evolve? I have only used it three times, and it's shown me a new form each time - I feel like it's doing its best but it is still the weapon of a new, quite weak mahou shoujo. How can I get it to show me more of its potential?"
"It'd normally take dozens of battles to see everything a weapon can do. Even a simpler weapon like a sword. And yes, the weapon grows with you. But that's because that's normally all it needs to do. You need more from the platinum gun today, and this gun? You are its master. It exists to help you defend the world. If you have the conviction to, I think you can command it and it will rise to the occasion."
Kitsuna looked at the platinum assault rifle.
Just like I asked you to be a handgun again so we could jump better, do I just need to ask you to change?
She looked up at Illaria again.
"You do know that if this works, you saved the world?" she told her, her voice trembling in gratitude.
"Won't be the first time. And it will work. I never want to see you here again, though, so get a good look at me now. I'll have furry ears and catfood breath next time we talk, and I'm sure the others will want to hear all about how beautiful I was," Illaria said, and it was hard to know if it was an attempt at levity or genuine vanity.
Perhaps it was just a kind of joy at someone seeing her the way she remembered herself for the first time in so long.
Kitsuna was about to ask how to get back to her body, but realized she already knew. She smiled once more in gratitude to the Gold Violet mahou shoujo, and focused on the feeling of the water around her body, and the hot, wet air filling her nostrils. Those sensations had been there the whole time, tethering her to her physical form, but she'd ignored them as she stood on the outskirts of the Void.
She opened her eyes. The water hadn't risen noticeably. Perhaps time was different in there, because she'd felt like she'd been in Illaria's company for quite a while.
Well, platinum gun... Shall we get out of here?




Chapter 29
The blast from the first missile, fired from her shoulder mounted platinum missile launcher, caused a hellish fire to rip through the upper part of the chamber, where the water had not yet reached. Kitsuna was wet enough that it didn't scorch her skin or hair, but she certainly felt it. It didn't matter though, it had done its job of blasting a hole in the side of the whale, which water quickly began to rush in through. It would be big enough for her body to fit through.
But no, she had decided she was going to kill this thing. Fuck leaving it with a hole in the side.
The missile launcher spawned new missiles by magic, just as her ammo had always replenished before, and despite the amount one would expect a huge weapon like this made out of solid platinum to weigh (should such a thing even be able to work in the real world), Kitsuna found she could use it quite easily, even though she was treading water at the same time. This machine really did want her, and humanity, to win, just as Illaria had promised.
She fired again and again, now ducking her head under water as each missile exploded. She targeted different directions, assuming that in one of them, if she could blast through the walls of this stomach type thing she was in, she'd start to attack the creature’s vital organs or core (whichever it had) rather than just making holes in its body.
She knew, after the fifth blast, that she had been successful, because suddenly, everything around her changed. She was still underwater, but she was no longer crouching in the hot cavern of the whale. The whale had vanished, and she was now in the cold, black sea.
Somehow, her sense of direction was working at that strange higher level again, and she knew which way to swim to get to the surface before even opening her eyes. She willed the missile launcher to turn back into a handgun, and swam in a superhuman dash to the open air.
There were no creatures to impede her, though she figured that she didn't have much time before they realized the whale was gone, and she still lived, and began attacking again. Her first plan was to attempt to climb up to the platform was nearest, and then try and get back to the place where she'd seen the core. But as she looked up towards the sky, she could hear a hoarse, tired voice calling her name with all its strength.
"Soren! I'm down here!" she shouted back, trying to locate him.
"Kitsuna! Thank fuck! I've found the core but I can't get to it!"
She saw the brightness of his hair atop one of the platforms, and immediately swam towards it. He looked down over the edge at her.
"What happened? I found out I could jump across when your signals stopped, but I must have been to every platform twice, and I didn't even see any monsters... I didn't know what else to do so I just sort of stayed here to mark where the core is, but it's too high up for me to get to. Can you climb up here and shoot at it? It's two platforms away in that direction," he yelled, pointing.
Kitsuna smiled up at him, happier to see him, and even this horrible seascape than she could ever express.
"Actually, I can probably hit it from down here," she said, leaving the story of what had happened for later.
She closed her eyes, willed the platinum missile launcher back into existence, fired, and then watched Soren's face as he looked up in awe at the pink trailed missile arcing into the stormy sky, before dropping down with perfect aim to meet its target.
***
The Director staggered back in shock as the vacant patch of air he'd just been looking at was suddenly filled with collapsing young people.
Kitsuna's joy and relief at finding Soren and the core quickly made way for exhaustion, as soon as she knew she was safe, and it was over. She fell into his arms, and he in turn dropped to his knees in a similar state, holding her close.
Rayna, sobbing, joined the pile, not asking any questions yet, just hugging her brother and crying noisily.
"I... I will need a debrief about this..." the Director said, gaping.
"Yeah, I think that's definitely going to be necessary," James replied, his own face also pale with bewilderment.
***
"Well, the good news is, the Director has agreed to let us use the insulated lab to try those experiments you proposed, so we can find out more about your transformation, and what caused it, Soren," James said, sitting down at his desk, where Soren, Rayna, Courtney and Kitsuna had been waiting for him to finish his meeting.
"But the bad news is that we are under strict orders not to tell anyone else at the Academy about what happened."
It had been three days since the strike. Courtney had been freed, and there hadn't been another storm yet, but they were now faced with more things to investigate than they knew what to do with. Between the unprecedented transformation of a male of the mahou shoujo bloodline, the whole mystery of Fake Charity Klein, and the persistence of the issue with monsters targeting Kitsuna, everything felt like it was changing, and in unsettling ways. Plus, school started on Monday, and now they had secrets they had to keep even from their contemporaries. Their relief at the strike working out had been very short lived.
"I get that he doesn't want there to be gossip going around about how mahou shoujo can be boys now too or something, or people trying their own experiments to try and recreate what happened to get their brothers to transform and shit... But isn't it dangerous not telling people? We don't know why Soren went to the storm domain when there were loads of other men in the area who also came from the bloodline but didn't go. We can only guess at whether he will even be able to do it again, but assuming he can, what if other guys have this happen to them too? Isn't it better if they know it's a possibility?" Rayna said.
"I don't know. I don't think the Director knows either. We have no past events to draw on. If I had to guess though, I'd say he's probably chosen to be conservative about who knows the information given that we know there is at least one person out there trying to expose our secrets. Imagine what Parker Klein's reaction would be if he knew we had this kind of strange situation on our hands, and no idea what to do about it yet? I think it'd give him, and by extension whoever is working with him, a big morale boost, to say the least."
"That's true, at least at the moment he thinks we've got the upper hand, since you managed to get me out, and he probably doesn't know how," Courtney said.
"Well, whatever the Director's thinking is, we just have to suck it up that we'll have to do whatever we need to to figure out what Soren's transformation means in secret, I guess. Still, since it looks like a storm free afternoon, I think I'm going to head home and maybe chill with Ivy for a while," Kitsuna said, with a stretch.
She'd found spending time with the cat even more relaxing since the strike. Even when Illaria wasn't inhabiting her body, petting her reminded Kitsuna of how much she owed to the girl in the Void.
"I've got to go to work. Thanks to you, James, all the other girls there think I've been in some kind of bitchy fight with another student, and I've had to make up this whole character who is my nemesis. They can't stop asking for more stories of her evil shenanigans... It's getting old real fast," Courtney said, standing up.
"Ooooh, I'll come with, I can make up some really nasty shit about this girl - what are we calling her?" Rayna said, standing too and leaving with Courtney, with a wave.
"Well, I'll be here trying to dig up possible leads on Parker Klein's associates," James said, with a sigh.
"Need me to help?" Soren asked, though his tone made it clear he didn't really want to work.
"No, no, you should be taking some time off from support for now. We don't know what will happen to you next time there's a storm, so maybe you will end up being more one of the supportees, after that. Either way, you should try and relax until then, you've been through a lot."
Kitsuna felt as though James was, in his own way, giving his blessing for them to go home together, and comfort each other as the only people who had been through the same trauma.
In whatever way they felt best.
She quietly took Soren's hand under the desk.
"I'm sure Ivy would be happy if you came back with me, too?" she said, gently.
TO BE CONTINUED
The second book in the Academy for Magical Girls series is coming in September 2019. While you’re waiting to find out what happens when the semester starts, you can read on for previews of two of my other fantasy novels, which you may be interested in!




A Preview of: Tiger, Tiger
By NX Hunter writing as Carly Chase
Anya has no idea what it means when she is suddenly transported from her life in modern day New York to a strange fantasy world. Everything about the place reminds her of Medieval Japan – only an alternate version of it where myths are real, and demons called yokai threaten the human way of life.
Yet, Anya’s summoning was a case of mistaken identity. The priest who brought her here was trying to summon the reincarnation of a legendary priestess from generations ago, who could save his town from the ever increasing yokai attacks. Anya is sure that she is not the woman he is looking for, but her arrival when the spell was cast has to mean that her own destiny is tied to this world somehow…
Kiba is the reluctant leader of the tiger clan – a secretive group of powerful yokai shapeshifters who can take on the form of giant, magnificent tigers. When he is pressured to go and investigate the attacks on the human town, Kiba also discovers that his destined true love has appeared there. It is unheard of for a yokai to fall in love with a human, but the yokai have complete faith in destiny – he knows he has to have this woman.
As Anya learns that the yokai may not be the monsters the priest told her they were, and finds herself intensely attracted to Kiba, she must also solve the mystery of what happened to the priest’s cursed sister, and discover what her own true purpose in this world is.
Chapter  1
“Clearly, something has gone very, very wrong...” the priest remarked to his assistant.
The magic circle they’d painstakingly drawn out on the ground using just the right rare, sacred oils, was steaming slightly, and there was a woman there. But she definitely didn’t look like the scrolls had suggested she was going to.
Anya was, for want of a better description, freaking out. Her big brown eyes were wide and her lips moved as if she wanted to speak – or scream – but couldn’t manifest any kind of language to describe her fear and confusion. Her chest rose and fell rapidly as she hyperventilated, and she shifted her head from side to side, looking from one man to the other.
If they were surprised by her appearance, she was a lot more surprised by theirs – after all, they had been expecting to summon someone, and she hadn’t been expecting to be ripped from her couch to wherever this strange wooden room was, with its pungent smell of herbs and oils.
“It could be her. I mean, there was nothing to say that people don’t change in appearance when they are reborn… And she was reborn in another world,” the priest’s assistant said, though his voice was full of doubt.
He was a slim teenage boy with long, straight black hair, clad in some kind of Japanese looking outfit made up of a white kimono top and wide dark blue pants– reminding Anya of the posters for the aikido class at her gym.
The priest, wearing similar clothing, was older - perhaps in his mid thirties. A good looking man, or so Anya would have thought under less bewildering circumstances. He looked at the scroll in his hands, and then at Anya, squinting with skepticism.
“She has nothing in common with the image of Hime-sama at all, though! Do people in that world really look so different? Her skin is dark, her hair is curly, her body is… lewdly proportioned… A sacred priestess wouldn’t have… that chest. It’d distract people,” the priest said, talking about Anya as if she wasn’t there, and appraising her body in a way that implied that he was one of the people who would certainly find a large chest distracting.
“Well, she’s here now...” the assistant said, with an awkward shrug, “we need to do… something.”
The priest looked thoughtful for a moment, and then finally addressed Anya. He turned the scroll to face her, and pointed at the woman painted on it.
“Is this you? Wait… clearly that’s wrong. Was this you?” he asked, speaking loudly and slowly as if addressing a dimwitted child.
Anya looked at the portrait of the Asian looking woman with the serene face, holding a flower, dressed in a kimono.
Just to check – since so much other strangeness was afoot – she looked down at her own trembling hands. No, they looked the same as usual. Her surroundings may have instantly changed in that weird, lurching moment when light and mist had filled her vision, but she was still herself, physically speaking.
“I… I think it’s quite clear that I’m not that person,” she stammered. She didn’t really know what to say, but sitting there looking at the man like he was crazy probably wasn’t going to move the conversation along to a point where she might get some answers about her predicament.
“Wait, master. Would she even actually know if she was the reincarnation of Hime-sama? Do people remember their past lives? I mean, you told me I used to be an otter and I certainly don’t remember that.”
“True…” the priest said, back to ignoring Anya.
“If it helps you, I definitely don’t remember any past lives,” Anya said, feeling somehow as if she was intruding on their conversation, even though really, it was one where she probably had more to say that these men should be listening to than anyone.
“Well, this is a bit of a conundrum, then, isn’t it? She did come through when we tried to bring the latest incarnation of Hime-sama here, and as you say, it is possible that this incarnation would look different, and have no memory of ever actually being Hime-sama, but that means… Well, if she doesn’t remember that she is Hime-sama, how can she help us?”
The priest’s assistant wondered why he was being asked for an answer to such a dilemma. It was his master who usually had all the answers. He shrugged his shoulders.
The priest suddenly made a decisive gasp as if he had been hit by inspiration. With renewed enthusiasm, he turned to Anya, who was still sitting inside the magic circle.
“What powers do you have? You may not know that you might have been our priestess Hime-sama in another time, but if you truly are her, you will have special gifts and talents!”
Anya frowned. She did consider herself pretty talented in her work, but whoever these people were, they probably weren’t really au fait with the toolset used by a graphic designer. They were even less likely to have seen any of her work – even if most modern Americans had, on the packaging for the toys they bought for their kids.
“I don’t have… Powers. I’m good at art. I mean, I can draw, and paint, and do photo editing and image manipulation...” she trailed off, realizing from the look the priest was giving her, that the last two things she had said had clearly sounded to him like arcane magic.
“Hime-sama used imagery in creating her wards against the yokai!” the assistant said.
“Indeed she did! Perhaps there is hope! Tell me, woman, do you use your art powers to protect people from yokai?”
“I don’t know what yokai are. I use my art powers to help people decide which doll to buy their kid at Christmas.”
Her sarcasm was lost on the priest.
“What is this Christmas, where people buy their offspring magical dolls?”
This priest sure jumped to some weird conclusions, but Anya felt it was getting her further to just go with it.
“Christmas, well, it’s a religious holiday, but it’s sort of more a social thing these days – gifts, parties, decorations, lots of food and alcohol… It’s not just for spiritual people.”
“Feasts with sake! For the blessings of the gods! To keep the yokai at bay! Ah, now we are getting somewhere! And so, you make the charms, in the form of dolls, and they keep the children safe? Maybe you truly are our Hime-sama!”
Is this guy an idiot? I design the boxes for action figures…
But now that she had realized these men weren’t looking to cause her harm, and were probably not especially sharp, either, Anya had calmed a little. Yes, whatever was going on here was undeniably weird. She had no idea where she was, or why she had gone from enjoying a Sunday morning coffee in her apartment to being in a big, crudely furnished room where everything looked to be made of wood or paper, with a couple of weird guys going on about strange stuff. But her survival instincts weren’t telling her she was in immediate danger. They were telling her to find out what was going on, and gain some kind of hand. She resigned herself to the situation – if only out of curiosity.
“Sure, why not. So, umm, why did you want me, or Hime-sama or whoever to be… wherever this is? I’m happy to help you out, but then can you please just send me home? I’ve got a lot of work to do...”
“Home? Oh, you misunderstand! You came here when we raised the summons because this is where you are destined to be! Our Hime-sama was lost in another world, her soul wandering in the fog when she was most needed here in her homeland! Now that I, the master priest Mamoru have brought you back, you can fulfill your destiny and save our lands from the yokai once more!” the priest said theatrically.
Anya frowned.
They can’t really mean to keep me here. They’ll send me back once they realize I’m no real help to them.
“As I said, guys, I don’t even know what ‘yokai’ means. In fact, I don’t know what half the stuff you just said means. Actually, how can we even be speaking to each other?”
As she spoke, Anya indicated around the room, where hangings displayed words in a character set completely foreign to her.
This was a good question. These men looked like they were from a different time, and a different continent, yet Anya understood them, and they understood her.
“You can’t read?” Mamoru asked, looking horrified. Clearly his Hime-sama was a learned woman.
“I can read! I just can’t read this language you have written all around here. But if we are speaking to each other, and it’s only some of your words, like yokai, that I don’t understand, well then… What does that mean?”
“Master, I think it’s possible that in the world she was reborn into, people use a different language and way of writing. Probably, we can understand each other because there’s some spiritual link between her and our world or something, but maybe that doesn’t carry over to reading… It’s perhaps a little bit… uncouth to suggest that she never learned to read…” the assistant said.
Anya got the impression that this youth was used to gently correcting his master, and had long since found a way to do it that didn’t cause offense.
“Of course, of course. I am sorry, ummmm… what, should we still call her Hime-sama? I’m still not convinced...” the priest said, touching a finger to his cheek thoughtfully.
“Anya. My name is Anya. Just call me that, convinced or otherwise.”
“Anya… Anya. You know not of the situation we are facing, this much is clear.”
“I’ve been trying to tell you that!”
“And you really don’t know about yokai? Maybe they just have a different name where you come from?”
“Master… It seems she understands our words, but when there isn’t a direct translation her mind knows, she just hears what we actually say. That would mean the word yokai is so unfamiliar to her that there isn’t a way that that concept can be communicated in her language.”
Anya was starting to like this, as yet, nameless assistant boy.
“Exactly. You have said some things I didn’t understand, and I just heard them as new words. It happened the other way around too, just like when I said ‘Christmas’ and you didn’t know what that was. Whatever mechanism allows us to understand each other is also telling us where there are big differences in our worlds. So if I don’t know what yokai are when you speak of them, it is not because of a language thing, it means I really, truly don’t know what they are.”
The priest Mamoru sighed in resignation, realizing that what Anya and the kid were telling him had no logical counter-argument.
“Then, we have a Hime-sama that doesn’t know of the yokai? This is going to be a lot harder than I anticipated.”
Continue reading Tiger, Tiger, exclusively on Amazon, and available on Kindle Unlimited.




A Preview of: Samurai Angel
By NX Hunter writing as Carly Chase
Jael didn't know that angels could fall in love with humans. Rochelle didn't know that angels existed at all - let alone that they could be in the form of impossibly beautiful men.
However, when Rochelle (a stressed out African-American advertising executive with natural hair, and doubts about her natural talent), jokingly prays to a long forgotten goddess for inspiration, she finds a stunning Japanese man with an ethereal glow, a set of wings and no clothes standing behind her desk. When Jael sees the beauty of her soul and falls passionately in love with her, both of their lives change forever!
Jael was once a fierce samurai warrior, but he never got to live out his destined life as a man because he was chosen by the goddess Meret to be ascended, and become one of her five angels. Over the centuries since Meret turned her back on the mortal world, the beautiful goddess has become bored and cruel, and now rules her angels with a tyranny they have become too accustomed to to fight. When Rochelle helps Jael see the way his spirit has been broken, and shows him love and kindness, Jael makes a decision - to break free from Meret's clutches and live the life of a true man, with Rochelle by his side.
Of course, Meret won't let that happen easily, and Jael's rebellion sparks a war among the five angels, as well as causing Meret to use her godlike powers to try and take revenge on Rochelle for turning her angel against her.
Jael will do anything to regain his true samurai spirit and protect the mortal woman he loves - but can he win?
Prologue
Deities, just like people, have needs. For Meret, the main motivator – in fact the only thing that made her able to continue on for the endless centuries – was devotion. There had been times in the long history of the world when she had had this devotion from so many people. When great artists had begged for her to be their muse, and kings and generals had appealed to her for the inspiration to form a strategy that could see them overcome whatever desperate situation they had encountered in their petty human wars. Musicians would hear her voice in their heads and know that their next masterpiece was a blessing she had given them, and poets and playwrights would know, too, that the fictions they spun were really truths whispered to them by the fickle goddess.
Over time, though, she had been forgotten. Humans had become arrogant, believing that they didn’t need any spark from the divine to conceive of amazing things. Perhaps they were right.
For centuries Meret had continued to appear before frustrated people who needed inspiration - sometimes for their own survival, sometimes to set the world on the right path, or sometimes just for fame - and given them what they needed. Yet humans had changed. They no longer understood that subtle gifts from gods really were gifts from gods. They believed that their great inspirations came from the world around them, or the other tedious mortals they interacted with, or worse still, from something special within themselves. The ungratefulness and ignorance of it! Meret had turned her back on them. Let the writers be blocked and the strategists stumped. Let the art and the music stagnate. Let them figure out their next big discovery on their own.
But the humans? Well, they were just fine. And if there was one thing worse for a deity than not having one’s gifts acknowledged, it was seeing that your vengeance too had gone unnoticed.
So, for well over a century (although who was counting?), Meret had made do with the devotions of those who would never forget her. Her five angels.
Long ago, in the age of heroes, when Meret’s following was still alive, she had chosen five powerful warriors who met certain very specific criteria, and given them immortality, in return for becoming her ever loyal, sworn defenders. Giving them immortality hadn’t just meant making them undying, but ascending them to the rank of angels - existing no longer as men but as exquisite divine creations of beauty, dignity and great power, though with their carefully hand-picked human souls and desires intact.
And over the centuries, these men who had proven themselves in battle in some of the toughest periods in the world’s history, from Sparta to feudal Japan, and from the Medieval battlegrounds of England to the gladiatorial arenas of ancient Rome, had had only to prove their devotion to Meret. She tested this devotion in many ways, some of which had become cruel over the centuries. But she was otherwise directionless, and the angels were strong.
There were no threats to her now, of course, from envious demigods or their zealots. The fearsome angels now served only as protectors of Meret’s being by ensuring, with their love and worship for the goddess who had created them, that she didn’t fade from the world altogether. Or fall into despair at her own obscurity and take her own life.
And so six immortal beings, the goddess and her five adoring angels, lived together on a plane that the world no longer cared about. Meret could see it all, should she choose to, but there was nothing left for her now in the realm of humans. The angels had outgrown their early curiosity about how the world they were born into had developed, their only fascination now the goddess, and her worship and pleasure. This, and the competition she had fostered between them for her favor - a competition that had run through the ages and inspired some fierce fights. These were fights that the humans might have been interested to see, had they known that there were ancient, powerful angels effectively brawling over the chance to kneel before a goddess and let her rest her feet on their backs for twenty years.
The angels had few of the needs and drives of humans - an immortal needs no survival instincts, and they were now, despite the almost human form in which they appeared, structures of divinity rather than flesh, who didn’t need food or sleep. They still had intellectual needs, but their biggest drive was the approval of their goddess. They loved her fiercely, and only felt true fulfillment when they were making her happy. They still had physical sensations, but the way a divine creature feels physical pleasure is uniquely and intensely tied to their emotions, and so the only ecstasy they knew was tied to the physical ecstasy they were called upon to give to Meret.
She had made them this way. She chose men for her bodyguard who were not only fighters, but who had also never known the love of another woman. Motherless warriors who had been raised without comfort and whose adulthood had been full of all of the harshness and discipline of battle and none of the pleasantries of lust or courtship.
Though she had also chosen men who had beautiful souls, and who under different circumstances might have been great talents in the arts. She needed men who would appreciate her unique power to inspire the souls of inquisitive, creative people, but she wanted to be the only beauty they had ever known.
It would be this vanity that would bring chaos to her life for the first time in eons.
Chapter One
In the pleasant, Grecian style courtyard, with its beautifully manicured, vibrantly green grass, Abraxos knelt before the cool marble pillar, his strong wrists in golden cuffs that he knew were not truly made of gold, but of some kind of unbreakable divine material - just like him. The pillar, and the grass, even the sky, they were not of the world he had lived in when he was a man, and they did not age. He had been cuffed to this pillar for what must have amounted to decades of his total life over hundreds of years, and never had the surface changed - no cracks, no loss of color from the permanent sunlight, no dirt, no dust.
Another golden chain was wrapped around his torso, keeping his wings from spreading. He had asked Meret once why she needed to chain and cuff him, for he would never spread his wings or leave her side. She had not given a satisfying answer, instead punishing him for questioning her by refusing to let him see her for 40 days. That had been about 400 years ago and he had stopped wondering. It made her happy to have her angels like this, and so the restraint and the demands that she made felt beautiful to him.
Meret circled around him. She was dressed in little but a slip of the finest white silk, as fine as spiderwebs, but not of Earthly materials. She also wore jewels of the greatest clarity wherever jewels could adorn her - at her slender wrists, snaked around her upper arms, around her ankles and toes, at her throat, and in her crown. She possessed caverns-worth of jewels, all gifts the angels had sought for her from all corners of the Plane of the Gods. Beauty was something that enthralled Meret, and beauty she could own and merge with her own was the best kind of all. Her rich, dark skin glistened and her long black hair shone, and her eyes were as clear and bright as the jewels she wore, and burned with the power inside of her.
She fingered the golden whip she was holding. It was a beautifully made thing, with a handle inlaid with opal and the whip itself made of the golden leather of what must have been an impressive beast - slain by Abraxos himself and then fashioned into the whip by his angelic brother Dalquiel.
‘Do you love me more than Dalquiel does?’ she asked the cuffed angel, her voice soft and melodic.
‘Yes.’ Abraxos replied with certainty. Nobody loved Meret better than he.
Meret flicked the whip, its tip landing sharply on the top of his sensitive, bunched up wing.
‘Dalquiel took the whip 100 times yesterday. He didn’t flinch or cry out, he showed his devotion to me by instead thanking me with every lash. It was quite beautiful, Abraxos. He received my attentions as one who truly loves.’
Abraxos said nothing. He knew what this meant. He had to do better. The whip hurt. Despite their powerful, immortal bodies, the angels were extremely sensitive - particularly on the wings. While they couldn’t be truly damaged or scarred by the lashes, the sting could be as intense as the sting of a scorpion to a human man. Meret loved to restrain her angels and do things that were hard for them to endure. It proved their love for her, and made her happy, and so it made the angels happy too - but it was a strange happiness that they had to earn. But pleasing Meret was one of the only kinds of contentment the angels knew.
She whipped him again, suddenly. He inhaled sharply.
‘Thank you for the gifts of discipline you give to me, my holy queen.’ he said passionately.
Meret stroked his hair, which shone beautifully in the permanent noon sunlight of the Plane of Gods.
‘You are a good angel, Abraxos. You have always taken pride in your devotion to me.’
She whipped him hard again, the hit landing so hard that birds took flight from nearby trees at the sound. Meret, who didn’t have wings herself and had certainly never been whipped, could only guess at how much pain her proud angels went through when she did this, and it thrilled her that these incredible, powerful men would take such punishment without complaining or turning on her, just because they loved her so much. The rush of it never got old. Especially with Abraxos. He’d been quite a man when he was human - a leader of armies, as well as a fearsome warrior in his own right. And yet he adored his goddess so much that he, who had struck down so many powerful adversaries, would take anything she would do to him gladly.
The swell of power inside Meret as Abraxos intoned another prayer of thanks for the lash of the whip, another dedication of his love, made her dizzy with pleasure.
‘I will leave you here, because I seek pleasure from the other, unbound angels. There will be 98 more lashes, when I decide to revisit you. Then you will have had 101, and so proven your love for me today exceeds even the love of Dalquiel. Won’t that be a magnificent thing!’ She stroked his face.
Yesterday, today - these could mean anything. The sun never rose or set, the angels never slept, and Meret slept only when she was satisfied, sometimes for what might be years in the time of mortals. She spoke of time as if it still had meaning, yet since she had stopped returning to the mortal realm, measures like days and years were really just words to mean before, now, later…
The angels had a better sense of time in the human world than Meret did, but only because a part of their role was to watch what the world produced in terms of the things that had once interested the goddess. They knew all of the languages of the humans, and were tasked with telling Meret the stories and singing her the songs that the people had come up with without her. This was mainly so that she could feel sure that nothing they had made in her absence was as good as the material the people she had influenced had made. The angels would sing, or read to her works from all over the world, and all would agree that even the best of them were nothing without the touch of her divinity.
Right now, Jael was concerned with this, meditating on the human realm and absorbing its art, ready to report back to Meret. With Abraxos cuffed in the courtyard, that left three angels Meret could enjoy, now that the mood had taken her. They would be somewhere nearby, and would come to her immediately at the sound of their names in her beloved, honey-sweet voice.
Meret glided across the courtyard and into the dazzlingly white palace that stood at the top of an equally white set of marble stairs - well, they looked like marble, anyway. She made her way to her throne room, with its tall, paneless windows that let in the jasmine fragranced air outside and the summery daylight. She didn’t sit on her imposing glass throne, however, but descended into an area inset in the middle of the room which was strewn with cushions in opulent fabrics, all in jewel-like colors. This was a kind of pleasure-pit she had created in which to play with her angel consorts. She put her hands on her hips in a bold stance and called forth the three angels who weren’t otherwise occupied.
‘Elyon! Dalquiel! Raziel! I need you.’
Continue reading Samurai Angel, exclusively available on Amazon, and included in Kindle Unlimited.
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