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    Female Body Archetype One 
 
    Hips and bust equal, with a well-defined waist and relatively longer legs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I came to the moon to go to college. Sankt Vladimir University had the foremost fashion design program in the solar system -- there were literally a thousand applicants for each seat. As I walked through the cyclopean pressure doors at the north end of campus in my musketeer costume, my left hand resting lightly on the hilt of my rapier to keep the blade from tangling my feet, I admitted to myself that the decision to come here, to apply to and attend this college, had been made easier by the scene spread before me now… the Sunday flea market in Tereshkova square. 
 
    As I exited the tunnel, I glanced back at the trompe l’oeil view of the buildings of Sankt Vladimir University on the wall. Distracted, I nearly collided with three small boys running in the long, loping strides effective in low lunar gravity. They wore nothing but shorts and their fur, and I gawked after them for a moment. I had heard of Furries, those who pursued extreme genetweaks to appear more animalistic, but I hadn’t ever seen one before… and had not imagined them so young. 
 
    The square was filled with the flea market. There were tents and simple awnings everywhere, marking the limits of each vendor’s booth. To my right was “fashion city,” booths belonging to clothing designers. I could see the massive, multi-space tents of Cocoa and St. Yevette, couture houses known throughout the greenbelt, the innumerable island habitats scattered between the orbits of Mars and Venus. Behind them were the tents of smaller designers, down to the single-space booths of student labels known only to the fashionistas swarming through the market looking for something new and exciting. 
 
    Students were required to establish a brand; within the next four years, I knew, I'd have a tent out there. I forced myself to turn away. If I entered fashion city, I would become distracted and never make it to Valentina bridge. Straight in front of me was a group of nine Russian olives, and in their center, a statue of the woman the square and its bridge were named for. I took a step in that direction, but a group of teenaged girls in Gingerbread fashion crossed my path in a rustle of satin and a whiff of leather, their platinum blonde heads together and giggling. A flock of viz drones circled them; I didn’t want to viz-dive, so I turned to the left, instead. 
 
    I passed booths selling supplies for students of colleges other than design: used lab equipment, nth-hand electronics, banners and mugs displaying the University’s eponymous saint. I browsed the viral capsules offered by a group of genetics students, but none of the genetweaks on offer looked any better than the package my mothers had specified for my sisters and me before our birth.  
 
    I turned up a cobblestoned aisle, heading north again. A few booths along, the legend “Hibben Skye Metal Forge and Foundry” appeared on a tent, displayed above a stylized anvil. I waited for a couple in the abbreviated leather kimono and exaggerated face paint of Kabuki fetish to pass, then crossed the aisle to the entrance. Inside, racks were set up with swords and daggers. A pair of men -- brothers, I guessed -- who looked every bit the burly stereotype of smiths were helping customers. The bald one saw me and approached, his bristly red beard jutting. “Let’s see it, lass,” he said in a clipped accent. 
 
    “See…? Oh, my rapier!” I chuckled, freed it from the straps which dangled from my white leather belt and handed it over, still sheathed. I was glad he'd spoken English. Though I'd studied Russian with Josephine, the ship’s Expert Operations System aboard Gray Maru, and had practiced diligently with my twin sister and nieces, it still hurt my head to speak in that language. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, accepting responsibility for the blade, his hands firm. He studied the spiral-fluted walrus scrimshaw grip with its twisted silver wire accent, the acorn pommel, the knucklebows and pierced plate of the guard. “Pappenheimer. realized on a fabricator.” He drew the blade, looked at the flat and then the edge without touching. “But designed by a master,” he conceded, his tone grudging. “The blade is two fingers wide, two cubits long, with a nice profile.” He struck a fencing stance that made the sword look like a toothpick in his large fist. “Nicely balanced. The steel is bainite? That’s a high quality fab.” 
 
    “It’s a replica,” I offered, avoiding the question of why I had access to a spacecraft grade fab, “of a pre-upheaval original, commissioned by my mother. You won’t find another one exactly like it in the greenbelt.” 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow at me as he sheathed the blade. “Your mother was a fencer? Before?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, wanting to avoid that topic. I reached for the rapier, felt his eyes on me, evaluating my black hair and the family's signature gray eyes as I accepted the weapon back. I avoided meeting his gaze as I clipped the straps back to the scabbard. 
 
    “We hand forge our blades,” he turned away to gesture at the racks without asking any further questions. “European medieval stuff, Oakeshott typology, mostly. A few functional fantasy blades, but we don’t do swishy-pokery like that bit you’ve got.” 
 
    I grinned and teased, “If I find myself in need of Barbarian arms, I’ll know who to come to.” Despite my casual words, I wanted out of the tent before he offered his name, which would oblige me to offer mine. Or worse, before I bought something, and "as used by the Gray family" appeared in their advertisements. I raised a hand, turned back to the tent entrance. Still contemplating the wisdom of someone with my last name stepping into a bladesmith’s tent, I stepped out into the aisle, watching my feet as I crossed the threshold. 
 
    Again, I barely avoided colliding with… breasts. Breasts with eyes where the nipples should be. I blinked, and they blinked back. After a moment, I realized I was looking at incredibly realistic holographic pasties. A step back, and I could look at the whole woman. Her skin was the color of vat-grown ivory, newly harvested and polished. She wore a black leather underbust corset and matching skirt that fell no more than halfway to her knees, with white tulle underskirting to puff it out.  
 
    Her breasts were magnificent, I thought. Smaller than mine, but perfectly shaped… and tipped with blue eyes. I forced myself to look up, into a blank porcelain oval covering her face, and a black, form-fitting hood and mantle which just covered her collarbones. I glanced down again, and one of the eyes winked at me. Could that possibly be a really odd genetweak? “Uh, sorry,” I managed. “Excuse me.” 
 
    “It’s okay, cutie,” came a synthetic-sounding soprano voice from within the cowl. “No one was injured.” Her right breast winked at me again, and she went on her way, adding a bit of wiggle to her butt because she knew I was watching. I blushed and turned away. 
 
    At last I cleared the flea market and saw my destination. Valentina bridge. The bridge was a stage for the best cosplayers in the greenbelt. Eleven steps rose up from the plaza, each made of Lunar granite more than a pace across. The bridge deck passed over the train tracks and into the facade of the Lunagrad vaclev station. How many stills and tri-d visualizations had I seen of costumed players on these steps? 
 
    I paused on the third step, looking around. Was I good enough to ascend the rest of the way? Would I be ignored? Mocked? Welcomed? I looked at the players already on the bridge deck, at the wide gamut of costumes. Gingerbread girls and kabuki fetishists, characters from popular dramas, historical figures -- each circled by viz drones recording their images, their snippets of performance.  
 
    I looked down at my own outfit. The linen shirt, the royal blue doublet with its hand-embroidered golden fleur-de-lis, the paned slops and white hose; even the thigh boots, hand dyed to match the color of the velvet. I had designed and realized it all. One more deep breath, forcing calm. I was ready for this; the Sankt Vladimir admission algorithm has selected me. 
 
    To avoid almost running into someone again, I looked back before I started moving. A group of young men in white hanten jackets with red half-diamonds at the sleeves and hem climbed toward me. “Shinsengumi?” I asked, but the samurai in front only glanced at me and then away. 
 
    As the man at the back of the group passed me, a handkerchief fluttered to the ground. I stooped, picked it up, noticed the beautiful strawberry embroidery in passing. “Excuse me,” I said, turning to look up-bridge. “I think this is something you would be sorry to lose.”  
 
    He turned back, and at once I realized my error. He was actually a she, with a beautiful heart-shaped face, perfect cupid’s bow lips, hair as black as my own, and the most amazing whiskey-colored eyes. She glanced at the handkerchief, turned away. “You are mistaken.” I noticed that the cloud of imaging drones following the samurai had shifted to include me. 
 
    “But... you dropped it?” I started uncertainly, indicating the spot, as if that would in some way prove my point. 
 
    One of the other Shinsengumi turned back, glanced from the handkerchief to the girl, then looked at the handkerchief more closely. “Isn’t that...?” he started uncertainly. 
 
    “It resembles the work of the lovely Desdemona, certainly,” the woman answered. “But it did not fall from my sleeve, and by proof of it, I show you... here is my own.” She reached into her sleeve and withdrew a square of fine linen with a kanji in one corner. I thought it read “Hana,” but it was gone again before I could be sure. 
 
    “Perhaps I was mistaken,” I said, taken aback by the refusal and evidence. “I did not actually see it fall from your sleeve...” 
 
    “You were mistaken,” the woman asserted again, her back to me. She glared at the man who had made the identification. “And as Desdemona’s husband is no less dear to you than to me, I know that it can’t have fallen from your sleeve, either.” 
 
    “One of you must have dropped it!” I protested. 
 
    “You are rude,” the woman said, turning to face me, “and slow.” She put her hand on the hilt of her katana. “I wonder if such a slow, rude person has any friends?” 
 
    My adrenaline spiked as I realized her intent; recognized the scene we were playing. “I am newly arrived in town,” I countered. I made a show of tying the handkerchief around the hilt of my rapier, of speaking casually. “But I have friends enough.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to the rapier, then around the square. A train pulled out of the station, and she waited for the noise to fade before speaking again. “Our friends should meet, and discuss the matter at leisure. Say... tomorrow at seven? At the cafe on the east of the square? They have a back patio where such meetings are known to occur.” 
 
    “Grass before breakfast?” I drawled. “Very well. Tomorrow, my friends should be pleased to meet with yours.” I turned and made my way down the stairs. I was pleased to note that my hands did not begin to tremble until I was well into the crowd. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the Russians had come to Numerov crater to mine titanium and study the deepest, oldest rocks on Luna, they’d found lava tubes and set up their home within them. The oldest parts of the city, including Tereshkova square, were part of that system of natural caves, sealed with ceramaplas to hold atmosphere and sectioned for risk reduction. I made a beeline for the west side of the square, moving through the partition and pressure doors into a commercial district. Walking fast past diamoglass storefronts, I angrily brushed tears of frustration from my eyes.  
 
    I found the westbound slideway and stepped onto the moving carbon-carbon band. As it carried me down the tunnel, I fumbled my slate out of my belt wallet and unfolded it. “Call Ren,” I told it. My twin sister was on Earth, at Mom’s alma mater, Northern Arizona University. There was a two and a half second delay as the signal bounced from the Aitken basin to the satellite at L2, from there to the processing station at Baker Island High Port, and down to Flagstaff. Then the response traveled back and she appeared as a twenty-centimeter holographic projection of her head and shoulders floating above the slate. 
 
    “Hey, Womb-mate!” she greeted me, pushing a lock of red hair out of her eyes. “Great timing; I was just walking back from the dining hall. How’d your stroll on the bridge go?” She noticed the redness of my eyes and my fierce scowl. “Oh, no. What happened?” 
 
    “I got challenged to a stupid duel, is what happened!” I groused. “One thing, Ren! I came to the Moon for one thing, and I couldn’t even make it through my first day on the Bridge without being struck by the family curse!” 
 
    “One thing? To study fashion design?” Ren asked, her eyes holding a twinkle of teasing. “To play dress up with the other weirdos on that bridge?” 
 
    “No!” I snapped. “To be myself. To be Ran Gray, student, instead of Ran-bloody-Gray.” 
 
    “I think that’s what I said.” Ren struck a thoughtful pose, one finger across her chin, thumb along cheek, looking up and right. Overall, her face was similar to mine, though not identical. We shared Mama’s retrousse nose and the epicanthic fold we’d inherited from Mom, along with the family’s tall, vase-shaped bodies. I’d received Mom’s straight, raven-wing black hair, and Ren had Mama’s burnished copper curls. I was jealous, but not enough to do the genetweak. Yet, anyway. 
 
    Her teasing succeeded in starting to calm my frustration. I stuck my tongue out at her, then asked, “anyway, how’s the Mountain Campus? Enjoying the fresh air?” 
 
    Ren looked embarrassed, dropped her hand out of view. “I’ve discovered that ‘fresh air’ smells like cattle droppings,” she admitted. “But I’m waiting for winter... I’m told that skiing is a blast.” She shook her head at me. “And you’re deflecting. Tell me about this duel. Are you scared?” 
 
    “You know what Ojii-kun would say.” 
 
    “Go ask your mother?” Ren teased, emulating our grandfather’s lingering Japanese accent. 
 
    I sighed, deflected for the moment. “I wish I could. It’s strange, not being able to just go up to the jungle and talk to the ‘rents.” I pictured my parents in the ship’s microgravity hub, drifting in the warm and humid atmosphere, among the fronds of ferns rooted in the growth medium on the aft bulkhead. Homesick, I tapped my slate, looking at the system map. Two weeks on, Gray Maru would not yet have passed the orbit of Mars on its Hohmann orbit out to the Jupiter Trojans. The time lag would be more than talking to Ren, but still short enough that an actual conversation could be held.  
 
    “You could call. But I know what you mean. It’s not the same.” Ren sighed, her face reflecting a moment of the same homesickness I was feeling. “Anyway, what would Ojii-kun say?” 
 
    “Only a fool doesn’t fear an opponent she’s never seen fight,” I answered, also mimicking his accent.  
 
    Ren nodded. I looked up, saw that I was coming to the end of the slideway. “I need to pay attention to where I’m going.” 
 
    “I’m almost back to the dorm, anyway,” she answered. “Love you, Orchid. Miss you.” 
 
    “Love you bigger, Lotus. Talk again soon.” She flashed me a smile and the thumb-up mudra of agreement, and the link closed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I got home, Natasha’s neo-skizzle playlist was on. Fortunately, she cut the shrill screaming of piccolos and nose flutes as I walked in. My roommates were both at the common table, and the pungent aroma of basderma simmering was coming from Helena’s hotplate. Helena looked up as I entered and asked, “Have you eaten?” 
 
    Before I could answer, Natasha said, “You’ve gone viral.” 
 
    I sighed. “Let’s see it?” 
 
    Natasha touched a control on her slate, and there I was in three glorious dimensions. As the scene played out, I shook my head. “What’s the comment thread like?” 
 
    “Nothing special,” Helena reassured me. “Discussion of your appearance, comments on the clothes you’re both wearing, comments on your rapier....” 
 
    I nodded. I pulled my own slate out of my belt wallet again, opened it up. “Flip me the site?” Natasha complied and I pulled it up. I glanced through the comments. I’d initially been misidentified as my older sister Winter, which made my stomach tighten in dread, but I saw my own name in several places. I did a search in the thread for Moore’s Farm. It didn’t return any results, and I was relieved. Maybe no one would connect me with the incident. “Well,” I said, and then shrugged. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Natasha asked. “Your first semester at Sankt Vladimir, and you’ve already got people talking about your clothes designs? Someone’s even posted a hyperlink to your Krafty page.” 
 
    I glanced at the hit counter. “That’s not even everyone on Luna.”  
 
    Natasha rolled her eyes. “What? You want all gazillion people in the greenbelt to view it? I think two million views is a substantial chunk of fame!” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s not bad, but I’d rather it translated into sales!” 
 
    “You checked your Krafty account balance?” Helena suggested, stirring the smelly mess in the skillet. 
 
    I frowned, pulled up the site. “Wow.” I’d posted fab-friendly versions of my slops and doublet, as well as a couple of princess gowns months ago, before coming to the Moon. At the time, they hadn’t attracted much interest. Now... “Okay,” I said. “I’m convinced. I’ve gone viral!” 
 
    Natasha laughed and shook her head. She predicted, “It won’t last the week, so don’t spend it all in one place!” 
 
    I grinned. It might not last, but the amount it had brought in was creeping up on enough to pay next semester’s tuition. I pulled up my mail program and sent the visualization URL to Ren, to my nieces Maddisyn and Makayla at Princeton, and to the ‘rents. Fame, I thought... and not for something that my family did when I was a little kid! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By morning, someone had made the Moore’s Farm connection and the celebrity gossip sites had picked up the story. The number of views on the viz had exceeded the population of Luna. I sighed, then I checked my Krafty account, which was some comfort. Even if the income didn’t last longer than the week Natasha had predicted, I would no longer need parental support this year at all. I sent half of the balance to Ren, sent another note to the nieces and the ‘rents, got dressed. 
 
    I carefully chose clothes I could move in: a bleached lawn blouse; a velvet waistcoat, bumble-bee striped in International Klein blue and black; loose denim slacks; black sneakers with blue knit socks. At six thirty I made my way through the pressure doors into Tereshkova square, my rapier cased and carried over my shoulder. The cafe was named “Sweet Nothings.” Inside, the hostess smiled at me. “Ran Gray?” she asked, and when I nodded, she said, “Hana Tsuchiya is out on the patio.” I nodded again. My mouth was too dry to speak as I walked through the restaurant. It was surprisingly crowded for so early in the morning, I thought, and then I noticed the profusion of lenses following me.  
 
    The patio created a nice illusion of being outdoors, colored brickrete surrounded by planters full of roses trimmed into a hedge, and beyond, a simulated view out over a traditional English country garden. This morning, it was empty except for one table. She was waiting there, wearing a tailored singlet of golden silk and high-waisted, bias-cut tartan trousers. She had her feet on one of the metal chairs -- feet wearing cute, flat-soled ankle boots with silver buttons. A glass pot on the table had a tea bloom inside, and there were two cups standing beside it. Her katana was lying across the table, the hilt away from her. 
 
    She smiled as she saw me, and stood. “Good morning.” The small part of my mind which wasn’t on edge at being this close to a potentially violent encounter noticed that she wasn’t wearing a bra. 
 
    It was not the greeting I’d been expecting, and I was stunned by that smile. “Morning,” I responded, a little uncertainly. 
 
    She laughed, her eyes going to the rapier case over my shoulder. “We got off on the wrong foot yesterday; sorry about that.” She offered her hand. “I’m Hana. You’re Ran?” 
 
    I took her hand, suddenly self-conscious of the calluses I’d earned by sword drill and sewing. Her hand, though, was not as soft as I’d expected; she had her own calluses. “Ran Gray.” 
 
    She ran her thumb lightly over the back of my hand as she... shook it isn’t quite right. She held it for a moment, and that moment seemed unbearably intimate. There was something in her eyes as she looked at me, but I couldn’t quite identify it. “Hello, Ran Gray,” she said at last, and released my hand. “Would honor be satisfied by first blood?” 
 
    “Er,” I said, wrong-footed, and then, “yes; I believe it would be.” 
 
    “I would skip this part,” Hana said with a smile, “but there are dozens of people with imagers in the cafe. If one of us doesn’t leave here wearing a bandage….”  
 
    I nodded, setting down my weapons bag. “I shall endeavour not to get blood on your clothes.” I winced internally at how stiff and formal I sounded. Then again, she had spoken in an archaic mode yesterday; where had that gone?  
 
    I grabbed the orchid netsuke attached to the bag’s zipper pull and opened the main pocket up, drawing out my sheathed rapier. I glanced at Hana. “I’m not certain… would you prefer to start from the draw?” 
 
    Her expression turned serious and she picked up her katana. “I think three paces apart with bare blades is fine,” she answered. The smallest hint of a smile crossed her face, and in a confidential voice, she added, “This is my first duel as well.” 
 
    Nervously, I answered the smile. I drew my rapier and took a couple of paces to the side, clearing the table and chairs, standing in the center of the cheerfully colored and patterned brickrete. 
 
    She drew her sword, and I saw her drop all social consciousness and become a competitor. She took up middle guard, and I dropped to guard as well, right shoulder toward her, left hand raised behind me, Olympic style. I could tell she was trained, but I’d had swords in my hands since I was a toddler; my Ojii-kun was all-Japan kendo champion before the Upheavals, and Mom… well, everyone knows who Mom is. 
 
    Quickly, I ran the odds in my head. I probably had more experience, and teachers with more practical knowledge. She would be more accustomed to lunar gravity, though Mom had made us practice in everything from microgravity to almost two gees. Her sword was heavier; mine was both longer and faster. I needed to win quickly, I thought. A protracted bout would favor her, and I wasn’t eager to spend as much time in a regen vat as a severed arm would require. 
 
    Hana took a step forward, raising her blade to high guard and bringing it down fast. I took a half-step to the side, raised my wrist, let her strike slide down my blade. As she disengaged, I rotated my wrist, bringing my point up and sinking it a precise centimeter and a half into her left bicep. 
 
    She muffled a cry of pain and smiled tightly. “A hit. A very palpable hit.” 
 
    “I have some wound ointment in my bag,” I lowered my weapon. I had accepted the ointment from Mama before I left the ship, though I’d not expected to need it. Certainly not so soon. 
 
    “I have a bandage,” she said, her lips stiff. Moving carefully, she returned her sword to its scabbard, picked up a roll of smart gauze. 
 
    “Here,” I  brought the pot of ointment over. I laid my rapier on the table, unscrewed the lid of the container, dipped a finger in, dabbed it lightly on her wound. I could see the bleeding stop immediately as the torn edges started drawing in. I turned away, resealing the pot, wiping excess ointment from fingers starting to go numb. 
 
    “Thanks.” She raised the roll of gauze. “I didn’t think this through very clearly. In the version that happened in my head, I was putting it on you, and had both hands.” 
 
    I grinned. “Let me help,” I said, taking the gauze. There was enough blood on her skin to stain the bandage picturesquely. She was starting to relax; I could tell that either the ointment or the bandage had gotten a painkiller to her. “Have a seat,” I said; she did. I cleaned my rapier and stuck it back in the sheath, leaned it against the chair she’d had her feet on earlier. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, picking up the teapot with her unbandaged right hand. “Tea?” 
 
    “Please.” I paused a moment. “You’re taking this very calmly. Yesterday….” 
 
    “I have two things to say about that,” she interrupted, pouring tea into the waiting cup. “Sugar?” 
 
    “Two lumps,” I agreed. 
 
    She added the sugar, handed me the cup. “The first is that I couldn’t admit to having had that handkerchief... did you bring it, by the way?” 
 
    Wordlessly, I took it from the pocket of my rapier case and handed it over. For a second, I thought I should have used it to clean her blood off the point of my sword; I spent the next second feeling petty for the first thought. She accepted the cloth, smoothing it out and looking at the embroidery with a slight smile. The stitches were tiny and even, but despite their almost mechanical precision, I believed them to have been done by hand, not realized on a fabricator. “Thank you,” Hana said. “It’s a keepsake of something that’s over; something that should never have started.” 
 
    “Your friend’s wife?” I asked.  
 
    She laughed. “It sounds strange to call her that. So... possessive. And it’s not like that, not really... but... yes.” She folded the handkerchief, stuck it in a trouser pocket. She poured herself a cup of tea. 
 
    I nodded. “And the other thing?” 
 
    She laughed. “The other thing is that it’s Valentina Bridge, and the desire for drama there is always high.” 
 
    I grinned. “So I’ve seen.” 
 
    “So...” She studied my face. “You’ll forgive me?” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “Forgive you? I should be thanking you. The viz went viral, and people Searching me bought my clothing designs in surprising numbers.” 
 
    She grinned and lounged back in her chair. “Sounds like you owe me dinner, then.” 
 
    “At least,” I agreed, and then hesitated. “Um. I grew up on a mining ship. Everyone onboard was related to me. And Mama always said to ask if I wasn’t sure. So... I’m not sure. Did you just ask me out on a date?” 
 
    She tilted her head, considering me. “You know,” she said, “I think I did.” 
 
    “Okay.” I took a sip of my tea, controlling my expression. Inside, I was doing a little victory dance, complete with butt-wiggles and fist-pumps. Distracted, I found myself echoing one of my sister Winter’s favorite phrases, “Good to know.” 
 
    She smiled and sipped her tea as well. There was silence for a moment, then she laughed. “I told myself I wasn’t going to ask,” she started hesitantly, “but you mentioned a mining ship....” 
 
    I sighed. “Yes, Gray Maru. I’m one of those Grays. Yes; we really did respond to a distress call. Yes; my family did kill forty-seven pirates. No; the drama isn’t very accurate. I was very young when it happened, so mainly what I remember is the ‘rents locking down the hab rings while we were at constant acceleration, and then being pent up in the storm shelter with Ojii-kun and the other kids while the olders fought the pirates.” 
 
    Hana nodded, studying me. “You get asked a lot.” 
 
    “Every time we make port call, someone wants to hear the story,” I agreed with a sigh. 
 
    “And you don’t like it.” It was a statement rather than a question. 
 
    “It isn’t really anything to do with me,” I explained. “Captain Gray is Mom, not me. Lady Jane is Mama, not me. I’m proud of what they did, but it was them... and my older sisters; my sister- and brother-in-law. 
 
    “I hate the drama series they made about it. What my family did caused a change in the UNSPACE policies about health and welfare inspections at non-signatory habs, and that’s great. But if UNSPACE hadn’t needed to gain popular support for the policy change? If they hadn’t financed and promoted the production of that series?” I shrugged. “The whole thing would have been history and forgotten within a quarter-year.” 
 
    Hana nodded. “You’ll never again hear about it from me,” she promised. She finished her tea, set the cup aside. “Alright.” She stood, picked up her sheathed katana. “As the loser, I’ll take the walk of shame.” 
 
    “Let’s do it together,” I offered, standing and putting my rapier back in the weapons case. I slung the bag over my shoulder and was a step behind her getting to the door. Lenses followed us as we crossed through the cafe. 
 
    At the outer door, she paused. “Friday?” She pointed at the statue in the middle of the square. “Over there? Say seven of the evening?” 
 
    “Friday,” I agreed. I watched her walk away, then shook my head and started back toward my first class. As I walked through the halls, whispers followed me. Doomed, I thought. So very doomed by the name Gray. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That afternoon I was supposed to be doing research for a paper I’d been assigned on the twelve female body archetypes and how they’d been derived. I found myself thinking about Hana instead; about her eyes, about the way her singlet moved over her small breasts when she laughed. I watched the visualization of our encounter at the bridge, which led to some reading about the actual Shinsengumi, the Shogun’s last loyal corps in the days before the Meiji restoration. The reading was interesting, but I spotted a dozen inaccuracies in Hana’s group’s costumes. 
 
    My slate chimed the family tone and I answered it. “Hey,” I said, as Mom’s avatar took shape on the desk. She was wearing a pair of shapeless coveralls; I was flattered that she’d bothered to put on clothes to call. “Checking up on your student?” Mom and I didn’t always get along very well; Mama said that we were too much alike. Physically, certainly, that was true... but I didn’t think we were at all alike in personality. 
 
    There was a three-minute pause while the signal traveled out to Gray Maru and back. I went on looking up references on shinsengumi and samurai clothing in general. “Hey yourself,” Mom said. “Checking up on my daughter. You don’t seem to be in a regen tank, so I’m guessing the duel went well?” 
 
    “It was to first blood, no regen tank,” I answered. “And I won, so yay.” I pulled up my design program and opened a new file, started sketching in a pair of hakama trousers while I waited for the response. 
 
    Mom smiled briefly at my enthusiasm, her eyes scanning me slowly. “Very well,” she said. “You have fought your duel, and that is well; Jane and I raised you girls to stand your ground. I hope that in the future, you will seek understanding and peace; that is better.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “It’s all smoothed over now. Hana is actually very nice. We’re going to dinner on Friday.” The pleats on the hakama were a tiny bit tricky, and I had to redo them to make sure they were folding in the right sequence and direction. 
 
    Mom nodded, frowning. “Are you sure that’s wise? Going out with someone who called you stupid and rude doesn’t seem like a good start.”  
 
    I felt annoyed, shook my head. “It’s fine, Mom. It was just drama. She apologized; I’ve forgiven her.” 
 
    Before my signal could reach her, Mom went on, “Honey, you’ll find that the solar system is full of people who want to tear you down. We tried to make our girls strong and kind, but not everyone will respect that.” As my answer arrived, Mom listened, then nodded. “Alright,” she said, and she smiled. “Have a great time on Friday night.” And then, proving that she did know me, she asked, “What are you going to wear? Making your own outfit?” 
 
    We talked about that for a few minutes, then said our farewells. After we disconnected, I sat, staring at my desk, lost in thought. Then I perked up. A pretty girl had asked me out, even after I poked a hole in her arm! 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter the Second 
 
    In which, our heroine meets a boy; goes on a date; discusses panchira; and encounters a tight squeeze. 
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    Female Body Archetype Two: 
 
    Wide shoulders, undefined waist, narrow hips with substantial legs. Average torso and leg length. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The week passed in a haze of classes, homework, and obsessive fiddling. I designed myself a new date night outfit every day and rejected each one by the next morning. Wednesday, I was sitting in the dining hall, designing yet another. I refuse to confirm whether I was also having daydreams about things I would like to do to Hana; things I would like her to do to me. 
 
    “Ran Gray?” a male voice asked, and I looked up. He was slender, blond, and foppish, dressed in a rococo modern asymmetrical waistcoat and pale blue tights with low boots. He had the calves for it, I must admit. 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered cautiously. I was still feeling a little defensive about my family history being exposed. 
 
    “George Butusov.” He set his plate on the table. 
 
    “Charmed, I’m sure.” I turned my attention back to my slate. I have been known to be single-minded. 
 
    “I’m in Historical Fashions with you,” he amplified, taking a seat.  
 
    “Ah.” I didn’t look up. 
 
    “I don’t mean to complain,” he said, sounding as if he were about to complain. 
 
    “Then don’t,” I suggested. Then I sighed and looked up. “It’s nothing personal, Butusov. I’m just not really looking to make friends. I don’t have time for friends today.” 
 
    “That may be the saddest thing I’ve heard... all week, perhaps. I feel like there’s a lovely epigram waiting to be discovered there. Something about how, when one has no time for friends, one has no time for life.” He waved his fork, vaguely. “I’ll work on it,” he promised. 
 
    Despite myself, I laughed. I shook my head, ruefully. “Why me, George? There must be plenty of girls in class who aren’t rude to strangers.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said, smiling like a fox. “But how many of them carry a Pappenheimer rapier, and know how not to trip over it?” 
 
    “You’re a fencer?” 
 
    “I have,” he waved his fork vaguely again, “dabbled.” He took a bite of his dinner, and I followed suit. “But really what I’m doing is looking ahead.” 
 
    “Do tell?” I asked dryly. I wasn’t sure I’d actually followed his statement. Was he looking ahead to needing a duelist? He seemed the type to break hearts and be pursued by jealous lovers. 
 
    “Third and fourth year fashion design students are required to form teams, sell their designs, and compete in the school end-of-year fashion show,” he revealed. 
 
    “Ah.” I was a little disappointed as the gothic castle I’d been building around him fell apart. “And you want me on your team.” 
 
    “No,” he countered. “I want to be on your team.” I sat in silence for a moment, looking at him. “Look, I’ll show you my portfolio if you like. I’m a decent detail man, but I am… lacking… in overall design. I’ve been looking at your Krafty site, and it looks as though you could use a detail man.” 
 
    I glared at him, unhappy with the insinuation he seemed to be making, and shook my head. “Good to know.” I paused. “If I take your portfolio, will you let me peruse my slate without further discussion?” 
 
    “No,” he answered, smiling despite my glare. “But if you also promise to actually look at my portfolio, I think we might arrive at some agreement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday afternoon, I stood in front of the fabricator in the fashion design building for twenty minutes, reconsidering each outfit and rejecting it again. At last, I settled on a cap-sleeve choli realized in midnight blue silk velvet and heavily embroidered in silver; matched it with a low-slung, not-quite knee-length tulip skirt with a v-shaped waist which I shifted to the same fabric. I added the silver embroidery in the same pattern along the waistband. Fabricator-realized embroidery wouldn’t be as pleasing to me as my own, but I’d put the decision off too long to be able to do the needlework myself.  
 
    The look wasn’t quite right yet, so I added a heavy silver rope chain necklace and matching belly chain, and Chinese slippers in ultramarine blue. I went to my afternoon class, then picked up the clothes from the fabricator on my way back to the dorm. 
 
    I showered, chose my makeup, got frustrated, showered again, chose my makeup again. I put on the periwinkle satin and lace lingerie I’d chosen, then paced the floor of my sleep closet with churning, nervous stomach. I kept looking at the clock, convinced it was still too early to get dressed. I cracked each of my knuckles individually, then tried to do it again. Finally, finally, I put the new outfit on, fastened the chains around neck and waist, and headed out. 
 
    I waited in the center of the square, next to the statue of Tereshkova in her Soviet-style pressure suit. I read the plaque, found it interesting that Valentina herself had never reached the moon, let alone Lunagrad. I paced around, looking at the nine Russian olive trees planted around her. I read the plaque again, found it less interesting the second time. 
 
    “Good evening,” Hana said. I turned to face her, mirroring Valentina’s bronze posture and adding what certainly felt like a dopey smile. “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting long?” 
 
    “No,” I fibbed, wondering how she had gotten so close without my hearing her. She was wearing a black sweater-dress that came to her knees. The front was densely-knit, but the sides and most of the back were open enough that I could be relatively sure she wasn’t wearing anything under it. “I just got here.” 
 
    She laughed and offered me her hand. I took it happily, feeling again the calluses around her thumb and index finger, across the pads of her palm. “So,” she asked, “what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, feeling a moment of uncertainty. Was I supposed to have planned something? “Um... I really did just get here. I had sort of presumed....” 
 
    She laughed again. “You know what they say about presuming.”  
 
    “It makes a pre out of su and ming?” I asked, grinning, relieved that she didn’t seem upset. 
 
    “Exactly,” she agreed. 
 
    “Okay. Good to know.” Apparently, that was going to become one of my favorite phrases, as well. 
 
    Hana tucked a lock of hair behind her ear with her free hand. “As it happens, I know a couple of places that won’t need reservations, even on Friday night. If you’re okay with a fry-up?” 
 
    “Sure.” I had no idea what she meant by a fry-up, but at that moment, I would have done most anything to stay in her company. She led me by the hand and I followed willingly.  
 
    We left the square by the east gate, hopped the slideway, strolled slowly while the carbon-carbon band carried us toward our destination. “I don’t know anything about you.” I smiled, my eyes roaming her face, her short, black hair. “Other than you CosPlay with a Shinsengumi group.” I paused, detached the datasolid from my belly chain. “Speaking of which, I made you a present.” I handed it over. 
 
    “I didn’t bring my slate,” she admitted. She hefted the datasolid. “What is it?” 
 
    “A historically-accurate version of your Shinsengumi costume,” I answered. “Your lot was wearing hanten jackets; the actual Shinsengumi wore haori. Plus, you were all wearing the older style of kataginu vests, but at the end of the Edo Period, the Wolves of Mibu would have worn the newer ‘bat wing’ style. Plus, I used period-correct fabrics... and they wore blue with white ‘mountain stripes,’ not the white and red you were wearing.” 
 
    I realized I was fashion-babbling, but couldn’t stop myself until I got to the end. “I didn’t want to lock that in, though, so the fab instructions include color variations to do it both ways. I based it on body archetype three, which...” I made a show of looking her over, “I still think is right for you. But again, I included tags for the fab to change the measurements to suit any body archetype.” 
 
    She tossed it a couple of times in her hand, looking troubled. 
 
    “Was... that a mistake?” I asked. I shouldn’t have babbled so much about the stupid clothes, I thought, my stomach clenching. That was a mood-killer, unless she was a fashionista. 
 
    She smiled tightly. “No.” She squeezed my hand and released it to clip the data solid to the neckline of her dress, then took my hand again as her smile became more natural. “You wanted to know about me. Well, my family came to the moon as refugees. There was the Great Nankai trough earthquake and tsunami, then just as the rubble started being cleared, Fuji-san blew his top.” 
 
    I nodded. I had read about the disasters that came at the heart of the Upheavals. Ojii-kun and Grammy were living in southern Arizona when they happened, but that hadn’t meant they were untouched by the events.  
 
    “Fortunately, my folks had technical skills. They got hired on by Shimizu, and got out of Japan before...” she paused, shook her head. “The worst of the Upheavals.” 
 
    I nodded, showing I understood. I squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back. We got off the slideway at a hub, took an escalator down through a subsidence rift, a natural chasm in the stone where primordial lava had sunk when the Moon flexed. As we descended through the levels, I noticed the advertisements on the shops were changing from cyrillic to kana.  
 
    “Going to university is important to me,” Hana went on, leaning against the handrail. She turned to me, watching my face. “More important than anything. In ways I can’t even explain.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. 
 
    “Do you?”  
 
    “Probably not entirely,” I admitted. “I grew up on a mining ship, surrounded by a loving family. The greenbelt always needed the volatiles we mined, so sometimes it was hard, and sometimes it was scary, but it was always... more than sufficient. My sisters and their partners; my nieces and nephews... we always had everything we needed. But the rubble habs -- asteroids where we made port calls to sell our CHON, or trade it -- some of them were barely making it. So I haven’t lived that kind of life, but I’ve seen it.” 
 
    She watched my face as I spoke, her eyes intent. After I’d been silent a moment, she nodded. “Okay.” She touched the datasolid at her neck. “This... is a hell of a gift. It represents eight, ten hours of your time?” 
 
    “About six,” I countered, fudging a little, trying to minimize what I’d done. “Including research time. The design itself wasn’t that complicated, but including the variables for the fab....” 
 
    “Six hours that you weren’t doing homework,” she pointed out, cutting off another fashion-babble.  
 
    “It’s not like it’s wasted,” I protested. “I am a fashion design student. I’m sure I’ll be able to recycle it one way or another.” Now it was my turn to watch her, to hope that she understood, to hope that I hadn’t offended. 
 
    She nodded slowly, clearly turning over in her mind what I’d said. “I’m not ungrateful, Ran, really. I’m not. But at least put it up on your Krafty page, so you see some income out of it. Please?” 
 
    “Okay.” I hadn’t intended to do that... I wanted her to have something one of a kind. But there was still a trickle of interest at my Krafty page from the viz of the encounter on the bridge, and of us walking out of the cafe. It wouldn’t hurt to put a version of her outfit up. 
 
    “Thank you.” She studied me, biting her lower lip. “I’d really like to kiss you right now.”  
 
    “I really wish you would,” I answered, relief and nervous anticipation flooding through me.  
 
    She didn’t release my hand. She raised the other one, brushed my bangs, then cupped my cheek. She looked into my eyes, leaned forward, paused before contact. I leaned in, closing my eyes. Her lips were soft and warm. She paused after a moment, drawing back so she could see my eyes again. “Okay?” 
 
    The dopey grin was back on my face. “I’m not sure.  Do it again so I can decide?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When we reached the level she wanted, she led me through a maze of smaller and smaller tunnels and down a set of stairs. Unlike the upper level streets, these didn’t have lunar granite “cobblestones” for the tourists, or viewsheet “skies” to simulate being outside on Earth. They didn’t make any pretense of being anything but what they were... tunnels carved through bedrock, with smaller tunnels opening off to provide space for homes and businesses. Somehow, being in them made me more aware of the low gravity and the shuffling, gliding pace we used. 
 
    “Here we are,” Hana said, stopping in front of a pressure door. There were red paper lanterns hanging to either side with “Good Eats” spelled out in English and Japanese. She saw my look and laughed. “Trust me.” She spun the hand-wheel that undogged the door. She swung it open and I stepped in. 
 
    Inside was... someplace wonderful. I didn’t know what the space had been originally, but it was large... cavernous, even. Around the walls were a series of stalls or booths, each of which held a cookstove and a cook, some of whom were joined by a helper. The center was covered in tatami mats and low tables with seating cushions and a few legless chairs. Most of the tables were already occupied by families or couples.  
 
    “Wow.” I looked around, taking it all in. 
 
    “Wait ‘til you taste it,” Hana said. Then she tapped my leg. “Shoes,” she reminded me. “The Moon is not a foreign country.” 
 
    I laughed at the familiar saying and kicked my slippers off, setting them in a cubby near the door and replacing them with a pair of paper socks from the dispenser since my feet were bare. “Is someone here selling yakisoba? That’s my favorite.” 
 
    “Sure.” Hana led me around the perimeter. “I’m going for the tsukiyaki, myself.”  
 
    I grinned at the Japanese wordplay. “Is that a different style than sukiyaki, your ‘moon-fry’?” 
 
    “It uses pork belly,” she explained, stopping in front of a stall with a fabulous smell. “Instead of beef.” She smiled at the cook and said, “Tsukiyaki, dozo.” 
 
    “Mmm,” I said, and then, “two, please,” holding up two fingers. I grinned at Hana. “The smell convinced me.” 
 
    “Best tsukiyaki on the Moon,” the cook promised, dropping thinly sliced pork belly into the hotpots. As it cooked, he wiped his hands and picked up his slate. He tapped the order in, then held it out with a bow. My hanko was set in my jade pinky-ring, and I tapped the electronically enhanced signet against the slate, authorizing payment. He put the slate away and went back to adding ingredients to our pots. I watched, fascinated, sneaking glances sideways at Hana occasionally. She was probably doing the same, but I didn’t catch her at it. After a few minutes, the cook transferred the pots from the fire to a ceramic plank and handed them over, bowing again. 
 
    We made our way to a free table, snagged cushions. I moved awkwardly, trying to sit before I’d put my hot pot on the table. Hana watched me, smiling. I managed to sit, and stuck my tongue out at her. “What?” she said. “I enjoy a little panchira as much as anyone.” 
 
    I blushed and pulled at the hem of my skirt, embarrassed at the flash of periwinkle satin. I picked up a pair of bamboo chopsticks and broke them apart. “I didn’t mean you to see that. A girl’s got to keep some mystique.”  
 
    “My apologies.” Hana bowed over the table. “I wipe the image from my mind.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t do that,” I teased. “You need something to look forward to.” I blushed again, embarrassment renewed when I realized the full implication of what I’d said… and that I meant it.  
 
    “Okay,” she said, smiling. “Good to know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After closing the pressure door behind us on our way out, Hana took my hand. I gave her my attention, smiling. “Got room for dessert?” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    I used my chin to point to a shop across the corridor and down a bit, where a sign read Winchell’s. “Ice cream?”  
 
    Hana looked at the ice cream shop and then at me, smirking. “Okay.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “What’s the smirk for?”  
 
    “So you want to check out my skill with my tongue?” she teased. 
 
    I could feel myself blushing yet again. I hated how easy it was to make me blush; how visible it was when I did. “Well, a girl’s got to know what she’s getting herself into.” 
 
    Hana laughed and we walked over to the shop. Inside, the man behind the counter put down his slate as we walked in. “Miss Tsuchiya, I just made a batch of the curry ice cream you like!” 
 
    “Curry?” I said, looking at Hana skeptically. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Chung,” Hana said, glancing at me with a smile. “I’ll have a cone.” 
 
    “Curry?” I repeated. 
 
    “You’re not a fan of curry?” she asked, sounding like ice cream wouldn’t melt on her tongue. 
 
    “I’m not a fan of things which require use of the Scoville scale,” I answered. 
 
    “But,” Mr. Chung countered, “that’s the beauty of curry ice cream. The curry is hot, the ice cream is cool! It’s a yin-yang effect, you see.” He scooped yellow ice cream into a cone as he spoke. 
 
    I laughed. “I think I’ll stick with strawberry.”  
 
    “Very yin,” Mr. Chung observed, handing the curry cone to Hana. He scooped strawberry for me, handed it over. “You must be careful to avoid an excess of yin; we live on the moon.”  
 
    “I’ll find someone with a surplus of yang to loan me,” I promised, glancing at Hana and winking. She laughed. Mr. Chung just smiled, presenting his slate with the payment app pulled up. I touched my hanko to it, and we wandered out. 
 
    In the corridor Hana took my hand again and we wandered along the storefronts, licking our ice cream and smirking at each other. After a moment, I said, “This whole evening was a little strange.” 
 
    “In what way?” Hana asked. 
 
    “Well, having humans working the shops,” I told her. “In the belt, say at Ceres or Vesta, there would have been a screen interface for ordering, and a mechanical server delivering the food.” 
 
    Hana shrugged. “Everyone’s got to be somewhere, doing something. Mr. Chung enjoys making ice cream and serving it.” 
 
    “Making ice cream?” I looked at the cone in my hand. “Isn’t this fabricated?” 
 
    Hana glanced to be sure I was watching as she licked slowly along the rim of her cone to prevent drips. “Well, the cream is vatgrown, of course. It’s not like he has a herd of cows hidden away someplace.” 
 
    Her comment caused a mental picture of a herd of cows in pressure suits wandering across regolith plains. “Okay.”  
 
    “But he takes the ingredients and processes them by hand. It creates deeper flavor profiles, more variation in taste.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said, taking another lick. Then I shrugged. “I like to do embroidery myself.” My eye fell on a booth at the side of the corridor. “Oh! Is that a Kube-Klub booth? I’ve read about those! Can we use it?” I batted my eyes at Hana. “Please?” 
 
    She laughed. “How can I say no to that?”  
 
    “Yay!” I skipped over to the booth, pulled the curtain aside and plopped myself in the middle of the bench seat. I looked up at Hana, silently daring her to ask me to budge over.  
 
    Instead she looked at me, licked her ice cream slowly, then sat on my lap. “Hello,” she said, pitching her voice low and husky, “is this seat taken?”  
 
    I laughed and reached up to draw the curtain closed. “It is now.”  I was feeling bold, so I kissed her, made a face. “Curry.”  
 
    She laughed. “I’ve never actually used one of these,” she admitted, looking at the screen. She made a thoughtful sound. “Ah! This looks promising!” She touched a control marked “start.” The lights in the booth brightened for a few seconds; surprised, we both looked up, and then at each other. The screen pinged, and we looked at it, then laughed at the image of us looking surprised. “Let’s try that again?” 
 
    “Let’s,” I agreed. She touched the reject button, then the start button again. This time, before the lights brightened, I smeared her mouth with my strawberry ice cream, then licked it off. Her tongue came out to help, and we ended up kissing pretty seriously; seriously enough that I realized I was right -- she was not in fact wearing anything under the knit dress. Somewhere in there, the chime sounded. When we remembered to look at the screen, the five-second loop of our kiss made us giggle, leaning our heads together. “Oh, that’s nice.” 
 
    Hana rotated the image to be sure there weren’t any awkward angles, made a thoughtful sound. “It’s not bad,” she agreed, “But I think we can do better!” 
 
    “Challenge accepted!” I said, hitting the reject button. “Retry in three… two….” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, back in Tereshkova square, we walked holding hands. I looked into the ten-centimeter crystal cube which held the looping image of us kissing; Hana was looking up, at the simulated sky view. “It’ll be dawn, soon,” she observed.  
 
    I followed her gaze. Lunar dawn, I realized, not the end of our night. The sky was getting hazy; the sun was likely just below the horizon. “Another day or two,” I agreed. I sighed. “This has been a fabulous evening.” I squeezed her hand and then releasing it.  
 
    She turned to look at me, her eyebrows raised. “Oh.” She sounded disappointed. “Is it over?” She hesitated a moment before continuing, “It doesn’t have to be.” 
 
    I looked at her, at her teasing smile, and I was suddenly aware of the pressure of my bra against my breasts. “Doesn’t it?” I made a show of casual response. “Good to know.” 
 
    “Well,” she answered, stepping closer to me, “I don’t have any expectations, but I was kind of hoping to get a better look at your underwear.” She paused a moment, then added in a teasing voice, “so perhaps you could take off your clothes and dance for my amusement?” 
 
    I laughed. “I live with two other girls,” I pointed out. “And I don’t like them quite well enough to share that with them.” 
 
    “Is that the only obstacle?” Hana asked, her eyes intense, watching me from much closer than I had realized the moment before. 
 
    I thought about it. “Yes,” I answered, feeling a bit breathless. I leaned toward her, kissed her lightly, quickly. I would never, I thought, get tired of that. My heart was hammering at the thought of what might happen next. 
 
    She laughed and took my hand again, leading me toward the train station. “Then there’s no obstacle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On Saturday morning I woke slowly. Hana was sleeping half on top of me, the low gravity making her weight a comfortable presence rather than a burden. Her hand cupped my right breast in her sleep. Really, she had no choice but to snuggle close; the rented sleeping capsule was only intended for single occupancy. I watched her bare back move as she breathed. I smiled, remembering the night. “Morning,” Hana said, not opening her eyes. 
 
    “Morning, yourself.” I kissed her forehead. 
 
    “You’re warm,” she said, squirming against me. “I like that.” After a moment she rolled over, and I could feel that her back was cooler than where we’d been pressed together. I rolled on my side, spooning her. “Oh, nice.” Her voice was still thick with sleep. 
 
    I’m not sure how much time passed. I didn’t want to end that amazingly comfortable, peaceful moment, but my kidneys had been active while we slept. Finally I asked, “Are you awake?” 
 
    “Kinda,” she murmured. “Why?” 
 
    “I need to go out.” I let go of her and sat up, digging through the pile of discarded clothing kicked to the foot of the capsule, sorting mine from hers. “Will you be here when I get back?” 
 
    “Probably not,” she said, and she smiled. “I need to go, too.” She squirmed, finding her knit dress. “But I’m not leaving yet. I’ll be back.” She squirmed past me, offering a preoccupied kiss, opened the airtight door. 
 
    I protested, trying to get my choli fastened in front, trying to pull the blankets across my lap. She left the door open and disappeared to the right, in the direction of the bathroom. “That girl,” I muttered, pulling my skirt on under the blanket, “has an exhibitionist streak a kilometer wide.” I clambered out and found the hall empty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was naked when I got back from the head. I slid in beside her and she kissed me, not at all preoccupied anymore. She reached for the closure of my choli, but I placed a hand on her wrist. “Wait.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked up into my face, a disappointed expression on hers. “You don’t want another round?” 
 
    “I do,” I answered. “Boy, howdy, I do.” I shook my head. “As first dates go, wow... this was one for the record books. But I need to know... is it the first date, or just the date? Are we dating now? Are we going to date? What does that mean to you?” 
 
    She laughed, then looked at me oddly. “You don’t mean this was your first date, like, ever, do you?” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly, trying to look more experienced than I was. “I just meant... our first date.” 
 
    She sighed. She looked at my choli, then up at my face, one eyebrow raised. I nodded and she went on unfastening it. I could tell from the expression on her face she was thinking deeply. “Okay. Here’s the deal.” She opened the last hidden fastener, and I shrugged out of the shirt. I consider my breasts my best feature. I wasn’t trying to derail her train of thought per se, but I wouldn’t have minded if it had happened. I really wanted her to do more of the things she’d done the night before. 
 
    “We can date,” she said, not as distracted as I’d hoped, though her hand did begin to move. “But not during the week. Monday at eight to Friday at four, we don’t socialize, we don’t write long rambling notes to each other, we don’t pretend to do homework together while actually making out.” 
 
    “Sounds kind of restrictive.” I’d really been hoping for those study session makeouts.  
 
    “I’m a second-year mechanical engineering student,” she said in an eminently reasonable tone, “and you’re a first-semester fashion design student at one of the hardest design schools in the system. We can’t do those things. During the week, we go to school, we do homework, we pay attention to our first duty... studying. Okay? But from Friday afternoon through Monday morning, my attention and my body are yours. If you can accept that deal, then yes, we’re dating.” 
 
    I thought about it. Her hand on my naked breast made the decision easy. “Alright, but there’s an amendment.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You know I’m studying fashion design. What you may not know is that it’s not just something I’m studying... it’s who I am. It’s part of how I express myself. So if you want to be my girlfriend, you have to accept that I’m going to make clothes for you. And some of them will be one of a kind items that don’t ever show up in my Krafty store.” 
 
    She thought about it for a long minute. “Girlfriend, huh?” 
 
    I shrugged, exaggerating the motion so my breast moved under her hand, trying to highlight for her the benefit of accepting. “Isn’t that what you call the girl you’re dating?” 
 
     “Okay,” she said. “But these one-of-a-kind designs, they’ve got to show off my butt. ‘cause I’ve got the cutest butt on Luna.” 
 
    I laughed. “Luna? You’re selling yourself short. The entire solar system!” And then we didn’t talk for a while, because words were nowhere near enough. 
 
   
  
 



 Chapter the Third 
 
    In which, our heroine is accused of becoming the modesty police; meets a familiar pair of eyes; enters into a lease; and discusses inappropriate activities for a second date. 
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    Female Body Archetype Three: 
 
    Average bust, long torso with a defined waist, big hips, thighs, and calves. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I was sitting on my bed adjusting my budget for the sudden influx of cash from my Krafty account when Ren called. She was grinning like a loon, and the first words out of her mouth were, “Hey, Orchid, go full sim!” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow but looked around my sleep closet, located my sim helmet, and pulled it on. Colors flashed before my eyes as the system calibrated, and then I was standing in a parking lot next to my sister, who was wearing an embroidered blouse I’d made her. “That’s too sheer to wear without the camisole.” 
 
    “What are you, the modesty police?” she asked. She looked down at herself. “So you can see my bra... it’s not like I’m scaring the horses.” 
 
    “Depends on the horses.” I sighed, looked around. We were standing next to a narrow two-wheeled vehicle with a single-seat compartment. The roof was currently retracted and it was clearly powered up, because it was balancing on its wheels without side stands. 
 
    “You’re in a mood,” she observed. “What’s up?” So I told her about Hana, about our date, and about the terms of our relationship. “Wow,” she said when I’d finished. “Your first real date, your first sex, and your first love. That’s a lot of firsts to invest in one person.” 
 
    “Who said anything about love?” I protested. She just looked at me, and I shrugged. “And it wasn’t my first date!” 
 
    Ren rolled her eyes. “You can’t count that thing with the Laslo twins at Ceres. Sitting in a spaceport diner bubble having awkward conversation while your big sisters watch from five meters away is not a date!” 
 
    “Shows what you know,” I countered smugly. “Joyce Laslo had her foot under my skirt.”  
 
    Ren gaped. “How the hell did you get away with that? More importantly, how did I not notice that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “One, Maddisyn and Makayla were in the next bubble over with those boys, Freddy the Tooth and Johnny the Goof, or whatever their names were. That split Autumn and Winter’s attention. Two, you were sitting on the outside of the bubble, blocking their view. And you were too busy admiring Gabe Laslo’s ‘dreamy brown eyes’ to notice anything else.” 
 
    She shook her head ruefully. “And here I was congratulating myself at being the first to trade in my V-card.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Do tell?” 
 
    She shrugged. “The first weekend after the ‘rents dropped us off, I caught the train down to Tucson. Found a dance club and a pretty boy with a big cowboy hat, took him to a motel.” 
 
    “You went to Tucson?” I asked, skipping to the important part. Then I smirked. “A big hat, you say? You going to see him again?” 
 
    “Probably not,” she answered, ignoring my inuendo. “Since the whole point was not to have all those firsts tied up in one person. And yes, I went to Tucson.” She shook her head. “I don’t know where the magical city where Mom grew up is, but I sure didn’t see it. The place was... dirty.” 
 
    “Dirty?” I asked. “Like unclean, or like, there was no grass?” 
 
    Ren nodded slowly. “No grass, that’s sure. Everything was xeriscaped. All the plants had thorns, or spikes, or... something.” 
 
    “It is a desert,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed, and made a face. “Anyway, I called to say thanks.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The money you sent,” she explained. “I used it to buy a motorcycle.” She struck a pose, demonstrating the vehicle I’d been admiring before. 
 
    I shook my head. “What about tuition?”  
 
    She shrugged. “The ‘rents are still covering that,” she pointed out. “It’s like that money was... winning the lottery or something. A one-time landfall. Might as well use it for something fun.” She resumed making urgent pointing gestures at the motorcycle. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” I said, teasingly. “I see it. It’s beautiful. I am jealous.” 
 
    Ren beamed, sticking her hands in her pockets. “My work here is finished.” 
 
    Despite her proclamation, we chatted for a few minutes more before she hung up. I pulled off the helmet and picked up my slate. The open file was my semester project; I was supposed to come up with a new material for fashion. So far, I wasn’t having much luck. I sighed, closed the file, and went to find something to eat. 
 
    As I walked over to the dining hall, I thought about what Ren had said. She was right, I realized... the money was like winning the lottery. I’d never really had dreams about that, because I had pretty much everything I needed... but what did I want?  
 
    As I filled my tray at the buffet, I entertained deliciously naughty thoughts about Hana; about the fabrics and fashions I could dress her in with the kind of money I had in my account now; about undressing her from those fabrics and fashions. Most of the thoughts revolved around fancy underwear, though, and while I had to admit I didn’t know her all that well yet, my experiences so far hinted that she wouldn’t be much interested in underwear unless I was the one wearing it. 
 
    I carried my tray to a free table, had a seat. I thought of how tight it had been with both of us squeezed into the sleep capsule near the train station, and then I knew what I wanted. I pulled my slate out of my purse, unfolded it, and started looking through adverts. 
 
    “Well,” interrupted a voice. “If it isn’t Ran Gray. Nice to, er, run into you again.” 
 
    I looked up into a familiar pair of blue eyes. The polished-ivory skin of the face they were set in confirmed the identification, but that face was unusually square for a woman’s. The voice was contralto or contratenor and sounded much more natural than the soprano which had emerged from under the hood in the market.  
 
    An androgyne, I realized, looking at xir clothes. Xe was wearing a black wool suit, and whoever designed it was a genius -- the tailoring nipped in very slightly at the waist and broadened in the chest, subtly suggesting a feminine body shape while disguising the actual presence of xir breasts and remaining clearly a masculine garment. Xe wore a black silk blouse with it, and a pure white lacy cravat held in place with a pale sapphire pin. “Hi… I’m sorry, you have the advantage of me?” 
 
    “Jo,” Xe said. Xe gestured with the bulb of mango juice in xir hand. “Do you mind?” 
 
    The hand had the black-lacquered nails I recalled from the square, and I looked at them blankly for a moment. “Oh, sure,” I said, when I realized xir hand was indicating an empty chair at the table. 
 
    Xe sat, a ghost of a smile on xir lips. “It’s short for Jones,” xe explained, though I hadn’t asked. “My given name is beastly.” 
 
    I snorted. “I know something about burdensome names.”  
 
    “I imagine you do,” xe said, reaching across the table and stealing one of my fried potato wedges. 
 
    “Hey!” I protested, but xe ignored me, dipping the wedge in my ranch dressing and popping it in xir mouth. 
 
    “I have a…” xe paused, and the expression on xir face was thoughtful. “Friend in the drama department. She got me tickets for opening night. Would you care to be my escort?” 
 
    “Opening night of what?” I asked, and then, “Escort? Is that like a date?” 
 
    Xe shrugged. “It’s the drama department. I imagine it will be something Russian, no doubt quite droll. Everyone will die by the end.” Xe paused and those blue eyes, the only color about xir, studied me. “And yes; I had intended it to be precisely like a date. To, in point of fact, be a date.” 
 
    I looked down at my slate. I couldn’t deny there was some attraction. And I was curious about xir other pair of eyes. But, “I’m kind of seeing someone,” I said, explaining my predicament. 
 
    “That was fast,” xe observed. “Ah, well… my loss.” 
 
    My roommate Helena showed up then, a tray in her hands. She looked from me to Jo and back and hesitantly asked, “I’m not interrupting?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Jo reassured her, rising. “Miss Gray has just convinced me to go and get some of those delightful pommes frites.” Xe smiled, gave a sort of exaggerated nod or abbreviated bow. “Ladies.” Xe strolled off. 
 
    Helena sat, looked after xir. “Oh,” she said, “xe forgot xir juice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday afternoon, I left campus by the East Gate. Unlike the North Gate which led from Old Main and the mall onto Tereshkova Plaza, East Gate was nothing more than pressure doors that could be closed in the event of a depressurization emergency. The college’s Lunar Baroque facades were mirrored outside the grounds, though many of the facades outside the grounds hadn’t received maintenance... I guessed since they were built. 
 
    I followed the holographic arrowhead the CityNav app on my slate projected. The student ghetto was run-down, but that was appropriate to the reduced economic resources of the average student… to my reduced economic resources. As long as I could afford it and it would hold atmosphere, it would do. I found the address I was seeking, walked in. The Super was waiting. “Ran?” 
 
    I nodded. “Mr. Jaworski?” 
 
    He spoke in Polish, and a translation appeared on my slate nearly simultaneously. “Yes, thank you for being on time.” 
 
    “Punctuality,” I answered breezily, “is the politeness of princes.” I held up a finger, dug my earpiece out of my belt wallet, stuck it in my ear and tapped it to turn it on. Now the slate would speak the translation, so I wouldn’t have to keep looking down. 
 
    He looked puzzled at my quote, but waved me to follow him once the earpiece was in. “This place dates from right after the college was founded. Water was scarce, and tightly conserved. So each of the rooms has its own sink, but there’s a shared toilet and sonic ‘fresher at the end of the hall. We have a modern housekeeping system to keep them clean, and the ‘fresher stall has a complete makeup and hair care suite. If you prefer water there is a bath house, Haiiro no Koneko Sento, a couple hundred meters down the street. Your lease here gets you a discount on bath admission.”  
 
    As he spoke, he led me down a hall to an old fashioned pressure door with eight dogs to hold it airtight. The door had “112” stenciled on it. Mr. Jaworski dug his soapstone hanko out of his pocket and touched the lockpad. The door undogged and he pulled it open, waving me in. 
 
    Inside the door on the right was a coat alcove and on the left, the promised sink. No more than a meter inside was a ten-centimeter step. I kicked off my shoes in the entryway, stepped up. It was a three-tatami space using the lunar standard mat size, which made it three meters long by two wide. The mats appeared new. There was a closet on each side of the room hidden behind sliding panels. The wall opposite the door was a display panel currently set to show Tereshkova square.  
 
    I walked to the display wall, tapped my slate against the panel to introduce them, then pulled up the display control program. A few quick taps set the wall to black. I looked at it critically. Waviness through the depth of black told me the refresh rate wasn’t high enough. There were four blown pixels, but they were distributed far enough apart I knew I wouldn’t notice them when an image showed. I pulled up the public cam at the Armstrong-Aldrin Monument at the Sea of Tranquility, enlarged the view of Earth. North America faced us on the day side of the planet. “My sister is down there.”  
 
    He nodded, shared, “My cousins still live on Earth.” After a moment he inquired, “Your sister is on Earth? Not the ship? The…” he searched his memory. 
 
    “Gray Maru,” I helped him. “And no. Just as I am, Ren is at college. On Earth. As are my nieces.” I changed the topic, turning to look at the room again. “I can paint the sliding panels?” 
 
    “With a one-year lease. First and last month’s rent due at signing.” 
 
    “Where’s the nearest Fab?” I asked. 
 
    “Down by the sento,” he answered. “Studying design?” 
 
    “Fashion.” 
 
    He smiled. “I love living by the college. My wife and I, we go to the flea market every week, see what new things students have come up with. You have a page?” 
 
    “On Krafty.” I looked at my slate, saw his in the near field, flipped the locator to him. “There you go.” 
 
    “Ran (an Orchid),” he read. “Thanks, I’ll show my wife later.” He paused, gestured toward the room. “So... you like it?” 
 
    I looked around once more. It was small, but would be more comfortable than the sleep capsules at the train station. And two month’s rent up front was doable, but if I paid my own tuition and didn’t keep getting new purchases on my Krafty page, the year’s lease would be tight. Tight… but possible, if I were careful. “Yes,” I decided. “I’ll take it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When all the forms were filled out and the money paid, the lockplate was set to accept my hanko. I walked down to the storefront where the fab was, introduced my slate to it. At the sento, I bought two one-month memberships. Walking back to the apartment, I sent Ren a note to call me when she got a chance. 
 
    I lay on the floor in the apartment -- at home, I reminded myself. I pulled up Krafty pages, flipped through them. What did I need? A self-heating kettle, I decided, and a few teacups. A table, though it would have to be a small one... a kotatsu would be nice. Cushions for sitting at the table. A futon to sleep on, and a pillow. A pillow for Hana, too, since I definitely wanted her to spend time in bed with me. Sheets, quilts. I bought patterns, sent them to the fab to be realized. 
 
    The phone chimed and I answered it. Ren’s avatar appeared, sprawled out on the floor near me. “Hey, womb-mate. What’s up? 
 
    “Hey yourself,” I answered. “Go full-sim.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow but I watched her sit up, grab her sim helmet, and enable the full-sim interface. Her avatar grew to life size, took on solidity; the representation of her helmet faded. “Where are you?” she asked, looking around. 
 
    “My new apartment,” I answered smugly. “It’s off-campus, but still in the student ghetto.” I waved my slate. “I’m furniture shopping.” 
 
    Ren stared at me for a moment then started laughing. “Good gracious, you’re nesting! It’s true what Mama says!” 
 
    “Mirror-bias is a special kind of crazy?” I asked, grumpily. The redheads in my family liked to make a point of being attracted to hearts and minds rather than specifically to female bodies, a difference they believed made them morally superior. 
 
    “Not that one,” Ren said, “though I have had opportunity to observe the brunettes of our family and I don’t think she’s wrong. No, I was thinking about ‘what do mirror-biased girls do on the second date?’” 
 
    I frowned. “We are not moving in together,” I disagreed, somewhat acerbically. “This is my apartment, not our apartment. Yes, I wanted a place where I can bring her, but I also wanted a place where I could do homework without listening to Natasha’s idea of music, or smelling Helena’s cooking!” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Her right eyebrow quirked. “So it’s not a romantic tryst shack? And this furniture you bought... how much of it was motivated by, ‘Oh, that’s cute, I’ll show that off to Hana!’?” 
 
    “For all the alleged emotional superiority of the ginger side of our family,” I dodged the questions, “you’ll notice that Mama still married Mom, and they’ve been together for over a century now.” 
 
    “You do have a point,” Ren admitted, letting go of her argument. “Anyway, I’m happy you got what you wanted.” She paced around the confines of the room. “It’s tiny.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Really, it just has to be big enough for a bed at night and a desk during the day. Our first night together was spent in a sleep capsule, and this is much bigger than that. Besides, it’s not like Earth, where you can just throw some sticks and mud together and call it a house. Here on the moon, we have to excavate all our living spaces.” 
 
    Ren raised her eyebrows at me. “We? You’ve decided you’re Lunarian, now?” 
 
    I shrugged. “For a while, anyway. I... I don’t think I’m going back to the ship, Ren.” 
 
    Ren nodded. I was surprised at how easily she seemed to accept the idea. “You’ve always wanted more people around than the ship offered.” She sighed. “I remember when you learned that you could get Josephine to project crowds of simulated people on the walls of the hab rings.” 
 
    I grinned, a little embarrassed. There’s no one like your sister to remind you of things everyone else has forgotten. “Sankt Vladimir is wonderful,” I enthused, changing the subject. “I have a place to live, meals to eat, and all they ask in return is that I learn things.” 
 
    “And pay tuition,” she observed somewhat dryly. “Look, Ran, just take it slowly, okay? You have a tendency to jump in headfirst with both feet.” 
 
    “I’ll take ‘mixed metaphors’ for the third bump, Jake,” I said, copying her tone and mimicking her favorite trivia game. 
 
    She shrugged, looked around again. “Want me to program you a paint bomb for the closet doors?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She looked at me and chuckled ruefully. “You were planning to use a stencil and a brush, weren’t you? If there’s an archaic, time-consuming way to do something, you’ll find it.” 
 
    “I just don’t see anything wrong with devoting time and attention to something you’re going to live with,” I answered. 
 
    “Of course there isn’t,” she said, “but there’s also such a thing as expediency. Anyway, I can see I’ve annoyed you again; sorry. It’s a cute little place, and I’m glad you shared it with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After she’d signed off, I made a couple of trips to the fab and carried my purchases home. Another couple of trips brought everything from my dorm room and I was moved in. I unfolded the futon, tucked myself into bed, pulled up George’s portfolio. A few minutes of browsing showed me that his self-evaluation had been correct; his designs, overall, lacked some inspiration, tending to be merely copies of existing fashion. But he shone when it came to adding detail. I rubbed my eyes, set the slate aside. I’d think about it... eventually. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I came home after class Friday at lunchtime, set my purse on the kotatsu, dumped my clothes in the hamper in the closet, grabbed my robe and shower bucket, and headed off down the hall. When I came back, I dressed in layers, anticipating Hana peeling me out of them, later. Sheer stockings with just a hint of blue color, matching garter belt, underpants and brassiere of a very carefully chosen shade of pink. My jeans were smart denim, programmed to look as though I’d had to exhale to fasten, without actually showing the lines of my underwear. I stole a page from Ren’s book, wore a slightly sheer linen blouse. I stepped out of the room and then went back for a black leather bolero that defeated the purpose of the sheer blouse. 
 
    Hana was sitting at Tereshkova's metal feet when I got to the square. She was wearing metallic golden leggings and sleeves with a shirt-dress of bronze satin, belted at the hip with a chain of jade plaques. Metallic fabrics seemed to be a thing for her; I filed that away in my memory. “Hey.” I leaned over and gave her a kiss. “Been waiting long?” 
 
    She shrugged and looked at her slate. “Half a dozen pages?”  
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Just something that my Ojii-kun taught us when we were teenagers,” I answered. “‘There are some questions,’ he said, ‘that have only one right answer. ‘Do these jeans make my butt look big?’ ‘No, honey, you look lovely.’ ‘Have you been waiting long?’ ‘No, I just got here.’’” 
 
    Hana shook her head. “I’d rather be honest.” She took my hand, kissed my palm. “I’ve been waiting, but it was worth it. And those jeans make your butt look fabulous.” 
 
    I found myself blushing and squeezed her hand fondly. “I took the precaution of making reservations this time. So, unless you made other plans?” 
 
    “No,” she answered. “On-the-fly worked out for us last time, I figured it could work this time.” She grinned. “Worst case scenario, we’d end up grabbing something from the cart vendors on the square and squeezing into a sleep capsule early.” 
 
    “You have a dirty mind,” I said with a smile. “I like that. But no... no hot dogs, and no sleep capsule!” 
 
    “No sleep capsule?” She stood. “Okay, I’m outta here,” she pretended to walk away, but didn’t let go of my hand, and I didn’t let go of hers. 
 
    I pulled her back, whispered in her ear, “I’m wearing pretty underwear!” 
 
    She laughed, whispered back, “I’m not!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At Mangia! Hana regarded the menu with something akin to horror. “Even if I knew what any of this stuff was, I couldn’t afford to eat here!” 
 
    “There’s a description by each item on the menu,” I pointed out reasonably. “And this is the dinner we agreed I owe you. Last week’s hardly counts; we barely spent any money on it.” She looked uncomfortable so I pressed on. “Without you, I wouldn’t have any of this money. And like my sister said, it’s like winning the lottery... I might as well enjoy it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You really made that much from the visualization going viral?” 
 
    “I really did.” I took my jacket off and hung it over the back of my chair, posed to attract her attention to the display. 
 
    “Alright,” she said, only slightly distracted, “but I’m buying the next month’s worth of dinners!” 
 
    I grinned and looked down at my menu. “What?” she asked, sounding mildly annoyed. 
 
    “You just agreed to four more dates with me,” I observed. “And alright; you’re on.” 
 
    She laughed and held out her wine glass. “Unlike my girlfriend,” she said challengingly, “I am apparently not a cheap date!” 
 
    I picked up my wine glass and tapped the rim lightly against hers. “Yay,” I said, and then, “I think?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, we walked through the night-dimmed campus together, arms around each other’s hips, swaying in time. I wasn’t quite staggering but I knew I’d drunk too much wine. I pulled her to a stop on the mall, looking up at Old Main. “Why did they do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” Hana asked, following my gaze. 
 
    “Copy Earth.” I waved at the building, then more generally around us at the mall. “Free-standing buildings, lawns, a dome with display screens to mimic Earth’s sky...” I peered up and shook my head. “Plus: at night, we should not see Earth... we’re on the farside! If we went outside we’d never see Earth! And that Earth?” I pointed at it on the ceiling, “it’s too big!” 
 
    Hana shrugged. “Well, Humans evolved on Earth,” she answered, not unreasonably. “And as I understand it, Old Main’s bell tower is actually the central support for the dome.” 
 
    “But,” I protested, “I don’t like it. We shouldn’t go on copying Earth styles forever.” 
 
    “Forever is a very long time. Nothing lasts forever.” Hana grinned. “Besides, we don’t do everything Earth style. On Earth, could I do... this?” She bent, putting an arm behind my shoulders, the other under my thighs, and swept me up into her arms. I giggled like a schoolgirl. 
 
    “Probably not,” I admitted. I wrapped my arms around her shoulders, kissed her thoroughly. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “East gate,” I directed, pointing. She didn’t set me down. I relaxed, marvelling at how comfortable it was to be carried by her, at how intimate the contact of our bodies was. “Then right on Leonov boulevard.”  
 
    “I thought you lived in the dorm?” 
 
    “I did, but now I don’t.” She frowned at me and I shrugged. “It wasn’t about you,” I said, feeling a bit defensive. “Or at least, it wasn’t entirely about you. I grew up in a pair of half-kilometer diameter hab rings with only a dozen other people around, and all of them related to me. Most of my social life was in sim, or in linked sim when we were close enough to an island habitat that the transmission lag wasn’t too bad.” As I talked, she walked, following my directions.  
 
    “You could set me down,” I said, “if I’m heavy.” 
 
    She grinned, shook her head. “I could carry you all night. Let me have my primate moment... I need to prove I’m a suitable mate.” We paused for more kissing, and she whispered, “Besides... it keeps my hands busy, keeps me from stripping you down to that pretty pink bra right here.” 
 
    I laughed, laid my head on her shoulder. “So,” she said, resuming her walk, “you didn’t get on with your roommates?” 
 
    “They were fine.” I explained, “I thought when I signed up to live in the dorm that what I wanted was more socialization. But... “ I shrugged. “It was very intimate in the room. And I wasn’t ready to be that intimate with them.” I made a face. “The only person in Lunagrad whose underwear I’m interested in is me!” 
 
    She laughed. “Not me?” 
 
    “You don’t wear any!” I protested. 
 
    “I do so!” She looked at my laughing face. “Sometimes.” She laughed along with me, then repeated, “Sometimes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We barely got out of bed on Saturday. Yes, there was sex... a lot of sex… a lot of good, of fabulous sex. But more than that, we talked, our conversation flowing seamlessly between English and Japanese at the whim of the moment. I told her about Joyce Laslo and the months we’d spent in linked-sim slowly ramping up to having sex together; about how, when we’d met in person, I’d been too scared of my sisters to reciprocate the sneaky foot-action she’d performed for me... and how that led to us breaking up before Gray Maru was even outside link-sim range. 
 
    “I have only one question,” Hana said when I finished the tale.  
 
    “Only one?” I arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “For the moment,” she said. “A skirt? In microgravity? Really?” 
 
    I laughed and explained, “I wore a lot of skirts. With light boning to keep them down around my knees, and always with leggings.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “That’s... kind of strange.”  
 
    I laughed again, but it was a bit false. “I was a strange and lonely child.” 
 
    Hana kissed me, and we didn’t talk again for a while. When we did, she told me about growing up in the lower levels of Shin-Shimizu-shi; about playing sex games with fashion dolls and her friends; about “practice kissing” with the girl down the corridor. She told me about her fascination with engines and how that led to hanging out with her brother’s bubble-crawler club... and the friend who pressured her into having sex before she was really ready for it. “It was... sticky.” Her voice sounded sad. “And overwhelming.” There didn’t seem to be anything to say to that.  
 
    We slept, tangled up in blankets and each other. I don’t think there was a hand’s breadth of distance between us the entire time; when we moved, we moved together. It was a magical, timeless state... until time abruptly resumed on Sunday morning. “I have to go,” Hana said, looking at the timeline on her slate. 
 
    “It’s not Monday yet,” I protested. I glanced at the timeline, saw how early it was. “It’s not even a decent hour for waking up!” 
 
    She kissed my forehead but evaded my attempt to draw her back into bed. “I have to go,” she repeated. “I have to meet the Motor Club. We’re walking Valentina Bridge again today. I have to go home, take a shower, get dressed.” 
 
    “I still have the design I made for you,” I suggested. “We could use the ‘fresher here, together, while I send it to the fab. I could run off two of them, and we could go together... those old Japanese designs have enough play in them that your sizes will fit me closely enough.” 
 
    Hana shook her head, pulling on her shirtdress and wadding the golden bodysuit up. She looked flustered trying to figure out what to do with it. “Not a good plan.” 
 
    “Oh.” I drew the blankets up around me. 
 
    She sighed and gave up on the body suit, hanging it from the hanger in the coat closet where her robe hung. “I’m sorry, Ran, but I’m just not ready to introduce you to the Motor Club. It would cause a lot of questions about things that I’m not ready to answer right now.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said again, sitting up and wrapping my arms around my legs. I’d thought we meant more than a weekend booty call. Why wouldn’t she want to introduce me to her friends? 
 
    “And that design,” she continued, shaking her head. “I don’t mean to hurt you, Ran, I don’t... but I need to tell you before you see me in my old clothes. I can’t wear your design. The Motor Club has a costume designer, and we made the decisions we made together. I wear the Shinsengumi not because it especially means something to me, but because I’m part of the group.” She sighed, shook her head again. “I have to go.” 
 
    I sat there looking at my quilt for a long time after the door closed behind her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter the Fourth 
 
    In which, our heroine skewers an orc; takes tea with her sister; and meets a girl in a bathhouse. 
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    Female Body Archetype Four: 
 
    Large bust, short torso with an undefined waist, slim hips with long legs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I spent Sunday wearing my sim helmet, playing World of Fantasy. I got to skewer orcs, which was deeply satisfying, and my paladin character leveled up twice. In the afternoon, Ren logged on and gated into my area. “Hey,” she greeted me as I sliced up another orc. “I didn’t think I’d see you on for a while.” She leaned on her lance, watching. 
 
    “Something came up.” I looked around for another monster. 
 
    “Oooh,” she commented, sounding knowing. Then, helpfully, “There’s one hiding behind that bush.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I stalked around the bush, decapitated the orc. 
 
    “Puir wee bairn,” Ren said, her tone full of sorrow. 
 
    “I don’t need your pity,” I snarled. 
 
    “Not you,” Ren said mildly, “the Orc.” 
 
    “Oh.” I snorted a laugh. “Yeah, well.” I wiped the blade of my sword on the Orc’s jerkin. A surge of frustration flowed through me and I stabbed the corpse, undoing the cleaning I’d just done. A few more stabs followed. 
 
    “If you’re through being the sadist, why don’t you join me in Portville?” She activated her transit bangle and vanished in a blaze of light. 
 
    I twisted my sword in the Orc’s ribs one more time, then followed. One of the reasons I chose to play World of Fantasy rather than, say, Tombstone or Briney was that it wasn’t realistically executed. It was cartoony, its look and feel heavily influenced by the works of a pre-Upheaval Japanese animation studio. It was easy to tell when you were in Sim, and when you were in reality. Joyce Laslo had taught me the importance of that. 
 
    “Cafe?” Ren suggested when I appeared at the warp point. I nodded. We walked through the stylized streets of an idealized European port city that had never existed outside of imagination and Ren linked her arm through mine. “So. Tell me about something coming up.” 
 
     “No,” I countered with a sigh, “let’s start with you for a change. What are you doing logged in? Didn’t you say you were going to some kind of movie festival thingie?” 
 
    “Movies on the Square,” she supplied. “But, as the name implies, it’s on the square, in downtown Flagstaff. Doesn’t start ‘til dark… and it’s still morning here.”  
 
    “Oh. Right.” I still had trouble wrapping my head around the idea of dark and light being controlled by the turning of a planetary body. We found our favorite cafe, took seats on the patio overlooking a drop to the sea. I watched a player transform into a sea bird and take wing. We placed our orders and a pot of fragrant tea showed up. “So,” I said, “movies.” 
 
    “Yeah, Jake asked me to go.” Ren shrugged. “He seems nice enough, but... I don’t know. There’s something creepy about him. Like there’s someone else watching through his eyes or something.” 
 
    “That does sound creepy,” I agreed. “Did you Search him?” 
 
    “Of course I did,” Ren answered, pouring the tea. “And nothing unusual turns up.” 
 
    I laughed. “Well, that could be a bad sign all by itself. Everyone’s got something in their past they’d rather people forgot about.” 
 
    Ren shrugged. “He’s just... normal. And that doesn’t seem so bad, really. I’m kind of a fan of normal.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Certainly nothing we encountered growing up falls in that category.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday morning I was back to classes, and that was a relief. We got a new homework problem designing garments for a figure archetype other than our own. That wasn’t hard -- like all the women in my family, I was a twelve: wide at hip and bust with a long and well-defined waist. Hana was a three with a similar long waist, but wider hips than bust; I’d already designed a dozen things to fit her. 
 
    I had lunch in the dining hall. I had a vague hope of seeing Jo, but George came over and sat down instead. “Hey,” I offered. 
 
    “And a shiny, happy, hey to you as well,” he said, reaching for the catsup.  
 
    “I looked at your portfolio,” I started, but stopped when a young woman with platinum blonde hair and ocean-blue eyes, dressed in a shorthand version of Gingerbread fashion sat down as well. She, I thought, was definitely an archetype four, top-heavy with a short undefined waist, slim hips, and long legs. I figured I’d need a degree in industrial design, or even architecture, to do justice to her breasts. 
 
    “Good,” George said to me. “Hullo, Maddie,” he said to the young woman. “You two know each other? No? Madeline, this is Ran Gray; Ran, Madeline.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said again. I raised an eyebrow. “Madeline...?” 
 
    “Just Madeline.” She responded in a voice that sounded like honey drizzled over chocolate. There was no question in my mind there was extensive... and expensive... genetweaking in her past. “And not,” she added, shooting a venomous look at George, “Maddie.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, smiling despite myself, “good to know.” 
 
    “Maddie,” George said, oblivious to the correction, “is a fabric wizard. Wizardess. She has come up with three solutions to the semester problem already, each more genius than the last.” 
 
    “Wizardess?” I repeated, half-laughing. “George, no one uses gendered language like that anymore.” 
 
    “I do; I’m bringing gender back.” He paused. “But you’re missing the point. Maddie is the third member of our team... your team.” 
 
    “I haven’t said yes to you, yet,” I pointed out, glancing over at Madeline. She looked like she wasn’t sure whether she should wag her metaphorical tail or roast George in his own juices. 
 
    “You will,” he said with assurance. “Look, I know fashion, okay? I know fashion. Ran Gray, your hallmarks are use of silks, satin and velvet weave, and trim stripes in contrasting colors at bottom hems and cuffs. You don’t do nearly enough embroidery... I suspect because you think in terms of hand embroidery and how much work it will take. Your doublet in the viz from the bridge last week is a perfect example... both the doublet and the trunks....” 
 
    “Slops,” I corrected. 
 
    “Whatever,” he dismissed the correction with a wave of his fork, “they should have been covered in a bevy of tiny fleur-de-lises... fleurs-de-lis? A bevy of little gold stylized lilies. Instead, you put in one large one on the left chest. It wasn’t enough. At the very least, you should have done golden embroidery on the edges of the slashes on the sleeves and the folds of the... slops.” 
 
    “That’s one opinion,” I said, rather grumpily. “I sold plenty of the design on Krafty.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” he countered, “because the overall design is good, and you, wearing it, were a fabulous model. You looked the very soul of swashbuckling, and a thousand thousand people want to look like that.” 
 
    Madeline grinned at me. “I’d want to look like that, if I didn’t look like this.” 
 
    I couldn’t help answering the grin. Her ‘this’ was pretty hot. I wondered how much of it was her choice, and how much her parents’ choices carried down. 
 
    “Look, all I’m saying is this,” George said. “You can do better with us. Yes, you can learn to overcome your shortcomings, I’m not saying that. But we have to team up for third and fourth year, anyway, and if we have an experienced team, we’ll be ahead of the others.” 
 
    “Is it a competition?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course it is!”  
 
    “You don’t think it’s an accident that Saint Yevette sets up a tent in the flea market every weekend, do you?” Madeline asked. “Or Cocoa? They’re not just selling; they’re recruiting. And I don’t know about you, but I want to land a job with one of the top houses.” 
 
    “I’d rather build my own,” I said. 
 
    “And maybe we can do both,” George interjected. “But it starts now, here... with the three of us teaming up.” 
 
    I took a bite of my pirogi, and then another. I sighed. “I’m not saying yes, but Madeline, I’d be open to seeing your fabrics.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After lunch I went home, dropped my belt wallet on the kotatsu, threw my clothes in the hamper, and pulled on my robe -- the green yukata with the golden fans applique. I picked up my shower bucket... and decided to take a bath instead. I grabbed my slate, went down the street to the bath house. So early in the day there were only a small handful of others in the bath. Mostly students, I guessed, given the neighborhood and how many seemed to be studying while they lounged in the hot water, but in an era when visible aging is a thing of the past, it can be hard to tell for sure. 
 
    I scrubbed off in a shower stall, then carried my slate over to the bath. I pulled up my virtual dress form. At first, I had it open to archetype three, but just for grins, I flipped to four and started working on underwear for the top-heavy figure. Playing around, I rediscovered the uses of rings to distribute forces, which distracted me. In half an hour, I had two bras and three panties that were little more than straps, rings, and very small modesty panels. 
 
    “Well, hello. Fancy meeting you here,” Hana greeted me. Her tone suggested she’d expected to find me. 
 
    I looked up and spent a moment breathless at the beauty of her naked body, wet from the shower. “Hey,” I managed. I rubbed my eyebrow, feeling confused by the ambivalence of my feelings. Her body took my breath away, but the way she’d walked out without warning on Sunday morning hadn’t been my favorite thing in the worlds. “It’s not the weekend,” I pointed out. 
 
    She climbed into the tub, sat beside and facing me. Under the water, she reached out, touched the outside of my thigh lightly. I dropped my hand into the water, took hers. She squeezed it. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For?” I let go of her hand to poke the save control on my slate. 
 
    She looked down. “One of the things I have on my wish list for a romantic partner,” she started, then paused before looking back up with those amazing whiskey colored eyes, “is someone who’s a good communicator. Because, honestly, I don’t always do such a good job of it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, more to show I was listening than because I agreed. 
 
    “I should have told you earlier that I was going to have to go; I should have explained when you gave me your pattern why I couldn’t use it.” She sighed and stroked my thigh again with her fingertips.  
 
    I nodded, reclaiming her hand underwater. “So why didn’t you tell me about leaving on Sunday? Before you were climbing out of my bed, I mean.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I wanted to; I meant to. But it would have meant explaining why you couldn’t come with me, and that’s this whole can of worms.” She grimaced, looking away, then went on, “it just never seemed the time.” 
 
    “Is it the time, now?” I asked. “Because I don’t understand why I couldn’t go with you.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand tightly. “There are perceived gender differences, Ran. People don’t like to talk about them, or acknowledge that they still exist, but that doesn’t really mean that they’re gone. The fashion program is what... seventy percent female?”  
 
    “Sixty-five,” I admitted, grudgingly. I thought about the discussion earlier with George and Madeline, and his assertion that he was bringing gendered language back. Was it truly only the way people talked which had changed? 
 
    “And the mechanical engineering program is seventy percent male,” she said. “It’s hard enough being a girl in the Motor Club, without being a mirror-biased girl in the Motor Club.” 
 
    “And... I couldn’t just be your friend you brought along?” I had heard about closeted people, but like gender differences, they were supposed to be a thing of the past. I was having difficulty with the idea. 
 
    She smiled and squeezed my hand again. “Every time I see you I want to touch you. Even in places where it’s wildly inappropriate, I want to kiss you. If I brought you to the Motor Club and said, ‘this is my friend Ran,’ in five minutes everyone would know you were my girlfriend Ran.” 
 
    “Ah,” I sighed. “I’m not thrilled about that.” 
 
    “You’re not thrilled I always want to be touching you?” she asked, smiling. 
 
    “That,” I countered, “thrills me to the bottom of my heart... or the heart of my bottom.” I waggled my eyebrows, then went on more seriously, “But being hidden... that I’m not crazy about.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll work on it,” she promised, then bit her lip. 
 
    I let go of her hand, poked at my slate. “And about what you said,” I started. 
 
    “I...” she interrupted, but I shook my head. 
 
    “Let me finish. I think very highly of you, Hana. You’re beautiful, you’re smart, you’re funny. You’re a great lover, a good conversationalist. I don’t have a list of things I want in a partner, but if I did, you’d be it... all of it. I wanted to make a new costume for you because that’s what I have to offer... clothes. I wanted to show you that I was thinking about the things that you like, that I was thinking about your body. I wanted to show you that I’d been thinking about you.” 
 
    “I know that,” she said, quietly. “And Ran, clothes aren’t all you have to offer.” She smiled and leaned back in the tub, letting her knee fall against mine. She laced her fingers together and put her hands behind her head, posing for me. I made no secret of looking. I noticed the shiny skin of a fresh scar was still there on the inside of her left bicep. It would have required half an hour or less at a clinic to have it removed, and I wondered why she hadn’t. 
 
    “What are you working on?” she asked. 
 
    “Lingerie,” I answered. “Sort of.” I passed her the slate. 
 
    She took it, looked over the designs. “I like them,” she said. “But you should lose the little modesty panels. And put them on your Krafty page.” 
 
    I laughed then looked around at the others in the bath. A couple glanced up, but none seemed truly disturbed. I shook my head at Hana. “If I take off the modesty panels, they’re nothing but rings and straps!” 
 
    “And the problem with that is...?” she waggled her eyebrows, imitating me. She reached over and tapped one of the panties on my slate. “Look, if you take this one, and put a bigger ring center-front, it would work as a harness.” 
 
    I blushed a little, taking the slate back. I made a copy of the design, made the suggested changes, showed her. “There you go. Now put ‘em up on your Krafty site.” 
 
    “I can’t do that!” I protested. 
 
    “Why not?” she asked, sounding like the voice of reason. 
 
    “Well, for one thing, they totally don’t match the style of the rest of my stuff.” 
 
    “Ah. And the problem with that is...?” She repeated, and shrugged. “So you get a reputation for being naughty on the inside and innocent on the outside. That’s not so bad, is it? And confess... those designs turn you on, don’t they? You want to see me model them.” 
 
    “Well,” I temporized, feeling a blush spread across my face and chest. “Yeah.” Which was completely true, but I left out the part where I’d actually been designing them for a different body. 
 
    She grinned and leaned close, murmuring conspiratorially, “I want to model them for you.” She sat back and went on, “If they make you and me feel that way, they’ll make other people feel that way. That means that people will buy them. And I don’t care how big a boost you got from the visualization going viral, you can’t tell me that you’re not interested in continuing to sell things in your shop.” 
 
    “Of course I am,” I bit my lip, mimicking her expression from a moment before, and thought about it. She was right. I spent a few minutes cloning my designs, then removing the modesty panels from the copies, tweaking them so that they looked right without the tension of the cloth panels. Then I saved both versions, and the one I’d modified into a harness. Later, I’d finish adding fab-level size and color customization tags. I turned the slate toward Hana, showing her what I’d done. 
 
    “Realize that one,” Hana suggested, tapping the harness on my slate. “And a nice toy to wear in it.” 
 
    Blushing a little, I complied. We picked up the items at the fab on the way back to my apartment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning, as she pulled her black linen trousers on, she smiled at me. “Pack a bag on Friday. Let’s go away for the weekend.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Where to?” 
 
    “One of my favorite places.” She picked up her cotton tunic, pulled it over her head. I watched, and she watched me watching with a slight smile. She fluffed her hair up, adjusted the deep v-neck of her tunic. 
 
    “Mysterious,” I said, and then, “you’re walking a little funny.” 
 
    “I have no one to blame for that but myself,” she smirked. “And maybe you.”  
 
    I got out of bed, padded over to the door and kissed her. “Hey, does ‘Friday’ mean that we’re going back to weekend-only?” I hesitated. “I don’t mind; I just want to understand.” 
 
    Hana nodded, pushed my long black hair behind one of my ears with a finger. “I didn’t think an apology could be put off, but I really need to concentrate on my studies. And so do you!” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, though I wasn’t sure that it was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday at lunchtime, Madeline joined me in the dining hall wearing a heavily embroidered skirt and a scoop-neck tee. She distracted me by pulling out a leather notebook full of fabric samples. “I figured this would be more effective than sending you fab files.”  
 
    “Okay. Wow me, fabric wizard.” I accepted the notebook from her, flipped through pages. 
 
    “That’s mostly old stuff,” she explained, “in the front there. Basic work, playing with weaves and so forth.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m finally starting to get the hang of the Weaver interface. I’ve been playing with twills so far.” I still wasn’t sold on George and his detail man argument, but Madeline was clearly far ahead of me in creating fabrics. 
 
    “Well, skip to the last page,” Madeline suggested, and I did.  
 
    “What am I looking at?” It seemed a featureless, deep blue fabric with a finish like lycra. 
 
    “It’s a stretch-knit fabric. But bend it.” 
 
    I did and nearly dropped the binder as electricity shot across the surface of the cloth. As I realized I hadn’t been shocked, I probed it gently with my finger and found that the temperature hadn’t changed. “That’s pretty nifty.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she answered. “It’s piezoelectric on the inner layer, and the outer layer converts the electric charge to photons in a random cascade pattern radiating away from where it bent.” 
 
    I bent it a few times, watching the lightning graphics shoot across the surface. “Flip me the fab file for this stuff?”  
 
    She hesitated. “It’s my semester project; I have a patent pending on it,” she said, explaining the hesitation. “I get royalties on anything you make with it,” she added. 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” I answered, distracted by the possibilities of it. Then, “Unless....” 
 
    “Unless?”  
 
    I sighed. “Where’s George?” I asked. “I guess we’re going to have to incorporate.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter the Fifth 
 
    In which, our heroine takes a train; attends the theater; and sleeps by the light of distant Earth. 
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    Female Body Archetype Five: 
 
    Wide shoulders but small bust. Short torso with an undefined waist, slim hips, and long legs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I made myself a new dress for Friday: Navy blue, with half-sleeves and a plunging shawl collar of Madeline’s piezoelectric fabric. The dress was fitted through the bust and waist, then flared into a box-pleated skirt that fell halfway to my knees. I added a pair of leggings of the sparking fabric, as well. Madeline’s fabric took substantially longer for the fab to realize, and cost more, but I very much wanted to impress. Because of its placement, the collar flashed only occasionally, but the leggings were alive with light. 
 
    I saw Hana waiting on the lowest step of Valentina bridge. I walked toward her, consciously placing one foot directly in front of the other as I walked, aware of how that accentuated the sway of my hips, the swish of my skirt. She stood up as she saw me coming, and I grinned at her outfit. It was total schoolgirl kink: a short, pleated tartan skirt with tall white socks and polished Mary Janes; a short-sleeved middy blouse just sheer enough that I thought I could see the darkness of her areola; and a tie in a tartan which matched the skirt. 
 
    “Wow,” I said as I got closer. 
 
    “Wow, yourself.” Standing on the step, she was taller than I was. I stopped in front of her and looked up at her smile. She leaned in and I kissed her skin just above the v-collar of the blouse, then raised my face to hers.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked, when we were done kissing our hello. 
 
    Hana took my hand, pulled me along with her as she walked. “Across the bridge.” 
 
    “And through the woods?” I felt giddy at her company and the mystery. 
 
    “And into the station,” she corrected, smiling enigmatically. 
 
    “Oooh,” I teased. “A weekend trip to the train station! I’ve always dreamed of this! You do know how to treat a woman!” She just laughed and squeezed my hand. I followed after her willingly enough. As we got to the top of the stairs, I commented, “You know, I met my girlfriend here.” 
 
    “Oh?” she asked, as we walked across the bridge over the tracks. 
 
    “She challenged me to a duel,” I pointed to the spot, as I had done that morning. 
 
    “How’d that go?” she asked in a mischievous tone. 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I figure it out,” I said, squeezing her hand. She led me through the diamoglass facade of the train station. We skipped the ticket kiosks, went straight to the escalator down to platform four. As we crossed the platform I read the destination board. “Heinleinburg? Or... no, it can’t be Armstrong Station, the round trip would barely leave any time to do anything there.” 
 
    She grinned, stepped into the train carriage, and turned around to block my way. “Maybe I just want to have you on a train all weekend?” 
 
    I laughed. “Did you get us a sleeper berth?” 
 
    “Well, no. We’re in general seating. But here’s something for you to think about.” She looked both ways to see if anyone on the platform was watching, then flipped up her skirt, flashing me. She was wearing a pair of the panties she’d talked me into putting up on my Krafty site... the version without the modesty panels. 
 
    “My goodness.” I was blushing. Again. Dagnabbit. She laughed, turned, entered the carriage. I followed. The carriage door was a pressure door, but the interior was still sectioned into several individually pressurized compartments, and we sought out an empty one. Two bench seats covered in vat-grown leather faced each other. We dropped our backpacks below the windows, against the outer bulkhead. Each of us took one of the benches. After a moment, I got up and closed the airtight door. Resuming my seat, I kicked my shoes off and stretched my leg out, found that I could just rest my toes on her knee. “Hello, Hana-chan.” 
 
    “Hello, Ran-chan,” she smiled. She ran her fingertips over my foot, watching the sparks run away from her fingertips. “I want a bodysuit made out of this.” 
 
    “Okay.” I pulled my slate out of my purse, held it out. She dug hers out and we tapped them together. Her display to mirrored mine as I pulled up the virtual dress form. I set it to archetype three, then loaded the custom file with Hana’s measurements and pulled up the fabric pallet. 
 
    “Honored guests,” the overhead speaker said, “We will be getting underway in just a moment for Heinleinburg, with an estimated travel time of three hours. You may experience some minor bumps in a few minutes as we pass through the city’s airlocks. Once we’re out of the city, we invite you to visit the dining car, where our chef’s special today is Lasagne al Lune. LunaTrans trains travel in vacuum, so remember to check pressure indicators before opening any airtight doors. On behalf of all LunaTrans staff and crew, welcome. Now... All Aboard!” 
 
    “Lasagne al Lune?” Hana asked, rolling her eyes. “Why does everything have to be moon-flavored?” Her slate chimed as the electronic conductor queried her for our tickets, and she tapped the bracelet her hanko was embedded in against the slate to confirm. 
 
    “Says the girl whose favorite dish is ‘Tsukiyaki,’” I countered. “Which, unless my Japanese is terribly rusty, means ‘moon-fried’?” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” she said, and subsided. There was a jerk as the train began to move. 
 
    I grinned, turning my attention to my virtual dress form. I selected Madeline’s spark fabric and began crafting a bodysuit. I paused to watch out the window as the train passed into the giant airlock at the edge of town. The blackness of Lunar night overtook us, and the carriage lights flickered on. With a lit compartment and darkness outside, the window became a mirror; the stark grey landscape became nearly invisible. I went back to work. I based the bodysuit on the gold one Hana had worn previously, and added princess seams for shaping.  
 
    “Nice,” she commented, watching me work. 
 
    “Oh, but wait,” I teased. “You don’t like wearing underwear.” I adjusted the design, leaving it crotchless. 
 
    She laughed. “Or having my breasts constrained, if you’re going that direction, anyway.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Okay.” I pulled the scoop-neck down further, under the breasts. “But I don’t understand that about you.” 
 
    “We live in an era of physical perfection and low gravity,” she explained. “There’s no need for bras to improve on the natural shape of our breasts. Wearing them is... a lingering relic of a bygone, patriarchal era. Besides... I like the feeling of freedom.” 
 
    I looked at her for a minute, then set my slate aside. I glanced at the window in the airtight compartment door before unbuttoning my dress and spreading it wide, showing her the satin-and-lace brassiere and matching French-cut panty and garter-belt I was wearing. “Is there anything about this that says ‘patriarchy’ to you?”  
 
    She paused, took her time looking. “Everything,” she finally answered. “It’s all designed to appeal to the male gaze. But that’s okay, because my taste happens to coincide. That’s incredibly sexy.” She paused. “But look... why do you wear a bra? Isn’t it because your mother taught you to?” 
 
    I snorted. “My parents barely wear clothes.” But I thought about it. On the occasions when we left the ship and they had to dress, both Mom and Mama wore bras... and both of them had been born and had grown up before the upheavals; before modern medicine put an end to aging. “Okay. Let’s try it your way.” I was nervous at the possibility someone might walk by outside the compartment and see me through the window. Oddly, that both terrified and emboldened me. I shrugged out of my sleeves, removed my bra, handed it over to her, put my dress back on quickly. She ran the fabric of the bra through her fingers, watching me with a lecherous smile.  
 
    “But here’s what I don’t understand,” I picked up my slate again. “When we talked about the Motor Club, you talked about the difficulty of being The Girl. And yet... you dress to show off your femininity?” I heard the words I was speaking and remembered my earlier thoughts. Here I was speaking of gender issues again. What would Jo think of the discussion, I wondered? 
 
    She laughed quietly. “For you I dress to show off my femininity. In class or with the Motor Club, I mostly wear shapeless outfits that pretty well hide my curves... modest as they may be.” Making a wry face, she held my bra up to her chest, demonstrating the difference in size.  
 
    “Ah.” I finished the bodysuit. I hadn’t put in any adjustment tabs, or color change options. It would only fit Hana, and it would look exactly as it appeared in the design file, but that let me finish it in just a few minutes. I flipped the file to her slate, blanked the dress form, and put my slate back into my purse. I got up, stretched, then glanced out into the corridor. A couple of men in Rococo Modern waistcoats and tights with ankle boots passed, talking intently to each other; I was grateful they hadn’t come by ten minutes earlier. “You want to visit the dining car?”  
 
    She made a moue. “You don’t want to come over here and make out with me?”  
 
    I laughed. “I do want to, that’s the problem. There’s no curtain on this door. If I go over there and make out with you, we’ll both be naked in half an hour. And... I’m not quite that willing to be exhibitionist.” 
 
    She grinned. “You were doing pretty well few minutes ago.” She folded my bra and put it in her purse. 
 
    I blushed. “The spirit of the moment moved me... and that’s exactly what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    She nodded. “I don’t want to spoil dinner, so I’d rather not visit the dining car. But I have homework, or... I could read to you?” 
 
    I grinned, settled back in my spot across from her. “I love being read to.”  
 
    She pulled up a book on her slate and began to read, “There are those who have lost little and are glad of that, and those who have lost much and are sorrowful. A few there are who have lost nothing, and they may well be content. All of them are anxious to keep what they have, make good what they have lost, and....”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Several chapters had gone by when the train locked into Heinleinburg and Hana stopped reading. We watched through the windows of the carriage as the train floated slowly through the city on its way to Central Station. I thought about how to describe Heinleinburg to my sister, who had never seen it. Luna’s largest city and financial capital, it sprawled wide and deep, impossible to navigate without CityNav. Eight million people, exclusive of tourists, lived within those warrens.  
 
    Lunagrad, our little college town, was founded by the Russians; Armstrong Station, further up the vaclev line on the nearside, by the Americans. If the Japanese diaspora hadn’t brought millions of refugees to the Moon, the two towns would probably still be only research stations of limited interest. Heinleinburg was settled by corporate pioneers who came to get wealthy from the moon. Set in Shoemaker Crater to be near the south polar ice fields, it had attracted everyone who dreamed of the moon; everyone who dreamed of riches; everyone who dreamed.  
 
    We gathered our bags and disembarked at Central Station, walked under Drew’s famous mural of R. A. Heinlein painting the heavens. I stopped and gawked at it. “Do you think it’s accurate?”  
 
    “Well,” Hana said. “Heinlein was a writer, not a painter. I think it’s widely acknowledged that Drew was inspired by Michelangelo and the Sistine Chapel ceiling.” 
 
    “I meant the portrait of Heinlein,” I clarified. 
 
    “Well, let’s see.” She pulled her slate from her purse and image-Searched Heinlein. “Looks pretty accurate to me.” She showed me the results of her Search. 
 
    I looked over her shoulder and then back up at the mural. “Yeah. Do you think it’s true? That without him, we wouldn’t be living in space?” 
 
    “Well, not just him, though a lot of his writing did deal with Lunar settlement. There were others... Asimov, Clarke, Lem, Roddenberry, Masamune. They made people think about what it was like to live in space and made it seem desirable. They inspired the people who made the actual science and engineering happen.” 
 
    I nodded. After a few moments of looking at the mural, she squeezed my hand. “I got us tickets to see Leased. We need to hurry if we’re going to make the opening curtain.” 
 
    We walked quickly through the station, caught one of the lime-green pedicabs to the theater district. “If I’d known we were going to the theater,” I murmured, “I’d’ve made us proper theater-going clothes.” 
 
    Hana laughed. “Gowns, perhaps? Satin, with pearl details?” 
 
    “And long gloves,” I agreed. “Oh, and pumps.” 
 
    She looked puzzled. “Pumps?” She mimed working a manual pneumatic pump. 
 
    “Not that kind,” I countered. “They’re a sort of shoe. Low-cut, most often heeled.” 
 
    “Ah.” She shook her head. “We’re dressed fine, honey.” 
 
    “I know we’re dressed fine,” I agreed. “But I like to be dressed perfectly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Bijou theater was a tour-de-force of Deco Revival architecture and decoration. We sat in plush velvet and gilt seats at the center of the front row of the first balcony. Hana made a show of digging under my bra in her purse to produce two pairs of opera glasses, which we used to gawk at the audience on the floor. 
 
    “What’s this about?” I asked, watching a woman in a silver bias-cut slip dress. It was long enough that the hem touched the bare tops of her toes, with a slit up the side which reached almost to her hip. It would, I thought, look good on Hana.  
 
    “It’s about spending time with my girlfriend,” Hana responded playfully. She was scanning the floor, almost as if looking for someone in particular. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and clarified, “What’s the play about?” 
 
    “You want spoilers?” Hana asked. She lowered her opera glasses and looked at me, making an exaggerated display of being shocked by the very idea. 
 
    “No,” I said, “just a general expectation. Mining ship, remember? I have no idea what’s popular, or why.” 
 
    “Leased,” Hana explained, “is set in pre-upheaval Moscow. A young girl comes from the countryside to be a dancer in the ballet; as she struggles to make it, she meets and becomes involved with a man who leases her an apartment. When she finds out that he’s married, she realizes that she, like the apartment, has not been purchased, but only….” 
 
    “...Leased,” I finished, nodding my understanding. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We held hands while the performance played out on stage. The soprano and mezzo-soprano had clearly had genetweaks to enhance their vocal range and power, and their performance was amazing.  
 
    Afterward, we caught a pedicab to Asimov Square, where we dined at the Palazzo Hotel. Before dessert, I excused myself; instead of the bathroom, I went to the desk. I was glad that we were together, and that things were going so well, but I was still concerned; had our bath and the sex afterward really fixed everything? I needed to make a solid memory with her.  
 
    When we were through with dinner, I took her hand and led her to the elevator. “I got us a room. I hope that doesn’t upset your plan?” 
 
    She laughed. “I just blew my monthly allotment on the theater and dinner,” she revealed. “My plan was to stay in a capsule at the train station.” 
 
    I grinned as the elevator door opened and we stepped in. “The night we spent in a capsule at the train station will always be a treasured memory for me.” 
 
    “But you have no urgent desire to repeat it?”  
 
    “Precisely,” I agreed, exaggerating the two syllables. We kissed, slowly, thoroughly, as the elevator rose through the regolith.  
 
    As we rose above the surface and began travelling up the spire, Hana stopped kissing me. “What room did you get us?” she sounded surprised. 
 
    “A penthouse suite,” I answered with a dopey grin. The elevator arrived at the top and the doors opened. The suite had its own diamoglass bubble so the view of the surface was real, not simulated. We wandered around, hand-in-hand, gaping at the view of the city’s lights. Earth was low on the horizon, half-shadowed. Above the planet, I could make out the green dot of sunlight shining through the algae rich water of an island hab’s radiation shield. We couldn’t see either of the Lunar elevators, but one of the Terrestrial ones was at the right angle for the ribbon to be illuminated, a bright line from orbit striking down into the shadow of the planet.  
 
    “How can you afford this?” Hana asked. “I mean, it’s beautiful, but...” 
 
    I started unbuttoning my dress. “Let me give you an economics lesson. There were, at last count, a hundred billion human beings living between the orbits of Venus and Mars, inhabiting two planets, two moons, and myriad artificial habitats.” 
 
    Hana rolled her eyes. “I’m familiar with the greenbelt, Ran.” 
 
    I dropped my dress on the floor. “All of those people, and the three billion or so who live in the solar system but outside the greenbelt, wear clothes... most on a daily basis. When the visualization of us went viral, a tiny percentage of that hundred-and-three billion saw it. Over twenty million people visited my Krafty page. A small percentage of them chose to purchase my clothing designs. A smaller percentage chose to follow my page, and have continued buying my designs.” 
 
    “But your designs are so low-priced,” she protested. “I’ve been meaning to speak to you about charging more. If you look at the prices Cocoa charges, or Saint Yevette....” 
 
    “I’m not Cocoa,” I found the sealing seam on her skirt, undid it, dropped the skirt on the floor. “Or Saint Yevette.” I hooked my finger under the top strap of her panties. “These panties alone have been purchased by over three thousand people. That one design, even at my low prices, would pay for this room for a couple of days.” Which was true, as far as it went, but I had no idea if that kind of interest and the accompanying income would continue. 
 
    She gaped at me. “Three thousand? Damn... I’m ordering room service!” 
 
    “Later. Right now... shut up and help me get this blouse off you.” She laughed and complied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hours later, we lay in a pile of pillows near where the dome touched the floor. I could feel the chill coming from the diamond-glass, but couldn’t bring myself to fetch a blanket to cover us. She slept, face-down, her arms wrapped around the pillow cushioning her head. By Earthlight I watched her, marveling at the tiny, fine hair that covered her skin. The ‘rents had a genetweak in the early years after the Upheavals, and none of my family had even vellus hair anywhere below our earlobes. 
 
    I wanted to run my fingers over her skin, to feel the texture of it. I wanted to wake her with my mouth, to hear the soft sighs of her pleasure. At the same time, I wanted nothing but to lie there forever, watching her sleep, marvelling in her naked beauty. I felt warmed from within, despite the slight chill of the air. This, I thought, was why Mom and Mama had been together for over a century. This simple feeling. The revelation felt profound. 
 
    .A fragment of Sappho occurred to me, and I murmured, “On soft mats, girls with all that they most wished for beside them.” 
 
    “Remember,” Hana answered, her voice heavy with sleep, “in years to come, the Earth of this night.”  
 
    “You’re not asleep,” I observed with a smile. 
 
    “Only mostly asleep.” She rolled over and curled up against me. I wrapped my arms around her, sharing my warmth. “Mmmm,” she said, a contented sound. 
 
    “I love you, Hana Tsuchiya,” I murmured. 
 
    “Love you,” she echoed sleepily, and her breathing steadied as she went back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter the Sixth 
 
    In which, our heroine attends a street fair; surrenders her underwear; meets a grandmother; and reclaims her underwear. History is discussed. 
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    Female Body Archetype Six: 
 
    Long torso with a small bust, defined waist, with wide hips and legs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I woke as the room service trolley entered. I found Hana had draped a blanket over me, and I rose from the floor wrapping it around me. “Hey.” Sleepily, I pushed hair out of my face. 
 
    “Hey,” she answered, wheeling the trolley over to me. She’d taken advantage of the in-suite fab to realize one of my princess dress designs, and had the bathroom do her hair in an elaborate braid enhanced with extensions that fell to her shoulderblades. “I ordered waffles. I had a craving.” 
 
    “Okay,” I answered, and kissed her. “You’re all dressed.” 
 
    “You slept away most of the morning; that’s not my fault. I have someplace I want to take you, so eat your waffles, get dressed, and let’s go.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, ma’am!” I saluted sloppily. I gathered my clothes from the floor and dropped them on my backpack. Deciding to match Hana’s whimsy, I found my purse, dug out my slate, pulled up my wardrobe program. After a moment’s deliberation, I sent a different princess dress and accoutrements to the fab to be realized. I covered a yawn, dropped my slate on my dirty clothes, made my way to the bathroom. The bathroom utility offered a plaited fantasy of a hairstyle that suited the dress I’d chosen, so I let it braid extensions into my hair; let it come up with makeup to match.  
 
    When I came out, I walked naked to the breakfast table, and Hana gaped at me. I took pleasure in her expression of surprise and lust, but I ruined the moment when I sat on my unaccustomed long hair and winced. She laughed. “Yeah,” she said. “I‘ve had that happen, too.” I recovered my dignity, swept my hair out from under my butt, and draped it over my shoulder. 
 
    By the time I finished breakfast, the fab had finished realizing my clothes. Hana lounged at the table, sipping tea, watching me as I rose and walked to fetch them. I could feel her eyes on me as I picked up the sheer silk stockings, so I made a show of putting them on, rolling them up my legs; of putting on the garter belt and hooking it to the stockings. I stepped into the panties, but as I picked up the bra, she protested, “I thought you were trying it my way?” 
 
    I turned to face her, running the bra through my hands. “I did, yesterday. But my breasts are larger than yours. I feel like I need the support. And my nipples are more… upstanding; their movement inside my clothes was...” I paused, looking for the right word, settled for “uncomfortable.” 
 
    “It takes a couple of days to get used to,” she said. “And I like watching the unconstrained movement of your breasts.” 
 
    “Okay,” I blushed. The blushing was getting old; what wasn’t getting old, though, was the way Hana looked at me when she said that. I dropped the bra into the recycler. “Good to know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a station of the local tramway in the basement of the Palazzo, and we caught a train on the J line. “We’re going to University City?” I guessed, as we stepped into the rear car. 
 
    “Just outside,” Hana answered with a grin. “What do you know about Heinleinburg U?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Just the tourist stuff that everyone knows.” The doors slid closed and the train began to move. She came and sat next to me as I found a seat, her thigh pressing against mine. I took her hand. “It was the first educational institution on the moon.” 
 
    Hana smirked. “What’s the difference between a Lunarian and a Terran?”  
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “A Lunarian thinks a hundred years is a long time; a Terran thinks a hundred kilometers is a long distance.” She shrugged. “Sankt Vladimir was founded only five years after Heinleinburg U, and there were a couple of Chinese colleges in the northern hemisphere which weren’t far behind that.” 
 
    “Ah.” I smiled at the joke. I didn’t have much to say about Chinese cities, or the time scale on which universities were founded, so I followed Mama’s advice: If you have nothing to say, say nothing. I just sat and looked pretty, holding Hana’s hand, watching people get on and off the train at each stop. 
 
    “Next stop.” Hana stood.  
 
    I rose as well, letting go of her hand, and followed her to the door. Surreptitiously, I ran my hand over her butt and whispered, “cutest butt on Luna.”  
 
    She grinned, wiggled. “And don’t you forget it!” 
 
    We crossed the platform, took the escalator up. She turned to face me as we rode. “Before the upheavals my family lived in Jinbocho, one of the neighborhoods of Tokyo. You ever hear of it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Tokyo, sure... the ‘Eastern Capital,’ so named after the Meiji restoration ousted the Tokugawa shogunate from Edo, returning power to the Emperor.” I shrugged. “Ojii-kun’s family, his ancestors -- our ancestors -- moved north to Hakodate then, to be part of the Ezo Republic.” 
 
    “I don’t come from a Samurai family.” Hana turned as we reached the top of the escalator, led me out into Clarke Square. There were kiosks and wagons pulled up everywhere, and each one was filled with books. The kind printed on wood pulp, bound with illustrated covers. “Jinbocho was a publishing hub, and my family... printed books.” 
 
    I laughed delightedly, looking around. “What is all this?” 
 
    “The 48th Annual Clarke Square Book Festival,” Hana said. “Bibliophiles come from all over the greenbelt. Authors, publishers, marketers... they all come.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said, looking around. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen more than two or three printed books in one place before.” 
 
    “Physical books are an anachronism,” Hana agreed, taking my hand. “But a fun one!” 
 
    We walked hand-in-hand through the marketplace. “Oh, look at this!” I pulled her to a diamoglass box on the display shelf of a cart. Inside was a sort of off-white book, yellowing with time and smudged by years of handling. 
 
    “The Well of Loneliness,” Hana read off the cover. “Where’s Radclyffe Hall?” 
 
    “Not where,” I corrected gently. “Who. She wrote a book -- this book -- which became one of the first widely read novels about mirror-biased girls. Inverts, we were called at the time. She was tried for obscenity.” 
 
    “So it’s an erotic book?” Hana asked. 
 
    “Not at all.” I shook my head. “The obscenity in question was just writing about women falling in love with women.” 
 
    “You’ve read it?” asked the bookseller, turning to us. He was shorter than I, with an impressive blonde walrus moustache. I wondered how he managed to drink anything without dripping it out of his facial hair. 
 
    “I have,” I announced proudly. “It’s beautiful prose about miserable situations.” 
 
    “That right there,” the bookseller nodded at the book in the sealed box, “is a first edition, from 1928.” 
 
    Hana’s eyebrows went up as she looked at me in surprise. “And you’ve read it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “My mothers felt a grounding in the classics was necessary.” 
 
    “I have a facsimile edition,” the bookseller suggested, turning away to find it and then back with what looked like the same book, freshly printed on flimsiplast. “If you’d like to read it? Or…” he set the book down on a pile of paperbacks, where Hana could reach it if she chose. He picked up another book, one with a flat picture of two young girls leaning their heads together on the cover. “Annie on My Mind. Fifty years after the Well, equally significant, and much, much happier.” 
 
    Hana reached out and took it from him. “I’ll take the happy one over the miserable one.” 
 
    We went on browsing; Hana led me slowly to the east, to a store marked simply “Books” in English and Japanese. Inside, perhaps unsurprisingly, we found books. 
 
    Hana paused at the center aisle, leaned close to my ear. “There’s a bathroom back there,” she murmured, nodding in the appropriate direction. “And your bra is getting lonely in my purse. Give me your panties, too?” 
 
    I blushed and pushed a lock of hair behind my ear, thinking about it. The idea embarrassed me, but I liked the hungry look in Hana’s eyes. “Alright,” I said. To my surprise, I found that the idea of sharing that secret with her excited me. Was this the path to an exhibitionist streak as big as hers? I kissed her hard, walked down the aisle to the bathroom.  
 
    When I came back, she was leaning against one of the bookshelves, flipping through a book of early twenty-first century ukiyo-e prints. I held the neatly-folded packet of satin out to her with both hands, bowing over it. She accepted it with the same formality. She kissed the folded bundle, tucked it in her purse. “C’mon, there’s someone I want you to meet.” 
 
    The statement took me by surprise, but I left the bookstore holding her hand. Despite the heavy satin and brocade of my dress, the linen chemise and petticoat, I felt like anyone glancing at me knew about my lack of underwear. The sensation was simultaneously embarrassing and subtly exciting. We walked twenty meters to a group of tables set up around a noodle cart. Several Japanese women in kimono sat around one of the tables laughing. “If it makes you feel better,” Hana murmured, leading me straight toward them, “I bet none of them are wearing underwear, either!”  
 
    Before I could respond, Hana moved forward, releasing my hand. “Obaa-chan,” she greeted one of the women, leaning over and hugging her. The word sent a flash of cold through me, quickly followed by heat. Her grandmother? She’d stripped me of my underwear and brought me to meet her grandmother?! 
 
    “Oh, let go, Hana-chan,” the woman scolded. “Embarrassing me in front of my friends! You were raised better than that!” Despite the severity of her words, she returned the hug, patting Hana’s back fondly. I took a moment to look at her. You could tell they were related. Hana’s grandmother had the same amazing whiskey colored eyes, a similar heart-shaped face, even similar expressions. At the same time, you would not mistake this woman for Hana’s sister. There is something about people who grew elderly before being rejuvenated. They move differently. Cautiously, as if aware that the world could hurt them.  
 
    “Obaa-chan,” Hana said, straightening up, “I want you to meet my friend, Ran Grey. Ran, this is my grandmother, Tsuchiya Arina.” 
 
    I schooled my face to conceal my feelings and bowed politely. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Ms. Tsuchiya.”  
 
    She waved a hand dismissively. “What’s with the formal stuff? Just call me Arina.” 
 
    “Ran’s from an old Samurai family, Obaa-chan,” Hana said, winking at me. “Dignity is very important to her!” 
 
    “Well, in that case, you can call me Ms. Arina,” she laughed, not unkindly. “You go to school with our Hana-chan?” 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Arina.” I looked at Hana, sending her imaginary daggers through my eyes. 
 
    “Two such pretty girls, working with machines! When I was a girl...” Ms. Arina waved a hand dismissively and turned to look at Hana again. “At least you got her to put on some pretty clothes.” 
 
    “Ran’s studying fashion design, Obaa-chan, not engineering.” Hana said. “She made this dress... and hers.” 
 
    The older woman took a moment to look at the dress closely then nodded. “It’s a good dress. Listen, I’ve got deals to make, but you two come back tonight, I’ll buy you dinner.” 
 
    As we walked away from the cafe, I was trembling. I waited until we’d got twenty meters or so away, lost in the shifting crowd, before I turned to Hana. “I am furious with you,” I said, quietly enough not to draw attention from anyone in the crowd.  
 
    “Wha...?” she looked startled.  
 
    I held up a hand to stop her. “It’s bad enough that you left very important information out of the tags for this trip,” I said, my voice shaking, “but to deliberately wrong-foot me? Hana, I just met your grandmother, and I wasn’t wearing any stupid underwear! You could not have designed a situation to make me more uncomfortable and self conscious! Why would you do that to me? You know what? Don’t answer that. I love you, Hana Tsuchiya, but right now, I don’t like you very much. I’m going back to the hotel. Don’t show up for at least an hour; I need time to cool down.” 
 
    “Ran!” she moved as if to grab my hand, stopped herself. 
 
    “An hour!” I repeated, walking off in the direction of the tramway escalator. 
 
    I rode the train back to the hotel. Halfway back, I started crying, silent tears sliding down my cheeks. My boobs were sore, my nipples chafed, the weight of the hair extensions was giving me a headache, and I was incredibly self-conscious about my lack of underwear. I was frustrated and confused -- I was furious at Hana, and at the same time I just wanted to curl up against her and have her tell me that she loved me. 
 
    At the hotel I rode the elevator up to our suite, dumped my clothes in the recycler, picked up my slate, and went into the bathroom. It took out the hair extensions; I showered the makeup off while the tub filled. I took my slate to the tub and sank in hot water to the level of my upper lip. 
 
    I pulled up Krafty. Madeline, George, and I had decided to call our brand “The Girl Goes Dancing,” after a line from George’s favorite poem. There wasn’t much there, yet.  
 
    I closed Krafty and opened my dress form, worked on inserting customization tags in my dress from Friday. I didn’t do the full customization routine to fit it for any body archetype; the version I posted would really look best on twelves like myself. Customization tags on the stockings followed. I decided to do a version of the stockings as leggings, spent time on that. I had just reached the point where I was considering making a garter belt, panties, and a brassiere out of the spark fabric when I heard the suite door open. 
 
    “Ran?” Hana called. 
 
    “I’m in the bathtub,” I called back, queuing all the garments I’d worked on for upload to the group’s Krafty page. 
 
    I heard her moving around the suite for a moment, then she appeared in the bathroom doorway, wearing just her chemise. “Hey.” She sounded uncertain. “You ready to talk?” 
 
    I sighed, setting my slate aside. “I guess.”  
 
    She came and sat on the edge of the tub. “I’m sorry.” She offered me her hand, and I took it, reluctantly. “I told Obaa-chan dignity was important to you, but it was just banter. I wasn’t thinking about it, not really.” She sighed. “I didn’t set out to make you uncomfortable. We’ve been having sexy good times, and I wanted that to go on. And I didn’t think about how it would impact....” She paused. “May I join you?” 
 
    I nodded, silently. She stood up, pulled her chemise over her head, then slipped into the tub with me making some of the water splash over the rim. She sat behind me, wrapped her arms around me. I half turned, laid my head on her shoulder, and suddenly I was crying, sobbing my eyes out and clinging to her. “You didn’t tell me!” I yelled. “You didn’t tell me I was going to meet your grandmother, and I wasn’t wearing any stupid underwear, and I wasn’t even wearing nice clothes, I was wearing a stupid costume! I looked like a little girl playing dress-up!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, holding me. “I’m sorry.” She sighed, and stroked my hair. I cried some more, my head lying on her shoulder, my arms wrapped tightly around her. When I’d calmed down a little, she kissed my forehead. “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “My family is so very important to me, Ran. I was scared of introducing you to Obaa-chan. Scared that you wouldn’t like her, or she wouldn’t like you, and I wasn’t thinking clearly about any of it.” She paused and lifted a hand to caress my breast. “And no one with these is ever going to look like a little girl.” 
 
    I pushed her hand away, irritated. “Don’t humor me,” I snapped. “Or cajole me. Or whatever it is you’re doing.” 
 
    She sighed and wrapped her arms around my shoulders. We sat still in the hot water for a while, my head pillowed on her shoulder. I could feel how close we were to breaking up, and I didn’t want that, but I couldn’t stop feeling hurt. I ran my fingertips up her arm, found the scar still on the inside of her left bicep. 
 
    “You marked me,” she murmured as I felt the hypertrophic scar. Mama’s ointment should have prevented that, I thought. I started crying again, this time quietly. 
 
    “Do you want to go to dinner?” Hana asked eventually. “Or should I call Obaa-chan and say I’m sick?” 
 
    I sighed. It was time to make the decision. Let go of the love, or the hurt? “I want to go,” I decided. “But I’m wearing a full set of underwear.” 
 
    “Okay.” She started to laugh. After a moment, I saw the absurdity of the situation and I joined her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I used the in-suite fab to realize a tweed, calf-length six-gore skirt and lawn blouse. I also realized a full-length, spaghetti strap slip, some boring cotton underwear, and flats. Hana chose ankle boots, slacks in a matching tweed, and a copy of my blouse; she consented to wear a camisole under it. It felt like she agreed to be cautious of my feelings, and it worked. 
 
    We rode the train back to Clarke Square. We held hands, but didn’t talk. Things still felt fragile between us, which scared me. In the square, merchants were starting to pack their books back into boxes, close up their wagons. Most of the tourists had gone. We walked across to the shop marked “Books” and went in. 
 
    Arina was standing behind the counter. When she saw us, she gave us the Japanese style beckon that I always mistake for a wave. We walked over; she examined us as we approached. “You responsible for these clothes?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    “Good,” she said. “You have taste. I approve. See if you can get her out of greasy coveralls more often.” 
 
    I grinned. “I’m trying,” I said, not revealing that I hadn’t actually seen any greasy coveralls. I looked at Hana, trying to use telepathy to send her the image of my peeling her out of coveralls. She didn’t look like she was on the same channel, though, which wasn’t really surprising given the course of the afternoon. So much for telepathy. 
 
    “I made reservations at ‘My Pleasure’ Izakaya,” Arina said. “You don’t mind beer?” 
 
    “Beer is fine,” I lied politely. “But what kind of a Japanese pub requires reservations?” 
 
    Hana and her grandmother both laughed. “During the book festival?” Hana asked. “Anything within walking distance of here!” 
 
    We walked out of the square down a side street. At a junction, I saw a pair of red paper lanterns and a crowd standing around outside the place. Most of them seemed to have satchels full of books, and many people were reading as they waited. Arina led us right through the crowd to the front door.  
 
    A girl in a scandalously-short version of a kimono that had also been altered to display her shoulders and cleavage met us, showed us to a table. Arina held up three fingers and the girl nodded, disappeared in the direction of the counter. She reappeared a moment later, plopped down three bottles of beer, and disappeared again. 
 
    “So,” I said. “How in the worlds did you end up running a bookstore on Luna?” 
 
    “Oh,” Arina said, casually, “it used to be a front for a brothel.” She smiled as the waitress stopped by with skewers of yakitori chicken. 
 
    I gaped at her. She seemed slightly amused, but I didn’t know if that was because she was pulling my leg, or if she found pleasure in shocking people. “You’re kidding?” I glanced at Hana for confirmation. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Hana said, shaking her head. “Obaa-chan never kids about that. But it really burns Papa’s toast every time she says it.” 
 
    Arina smiled tolerantly. “The upheavals were a difficult time for your father. He’s become... conservative.” She nibbled one of the yakitori skewers. 
 
    “Okay.” I took a sip of the beer in front of me and found it as disgusting as I recalled. “This sounds like a story I have to hear. How did you end up running a brothel on Luna?” 
 
    Arina chuckled ruefully. “Well. I was born in the twentieth century. Does that surprise you?” 
 
    “No,” I responded, “my Ojii-kun was, too.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Arina looked at me evaluatively. “Your grandfather is Kenichi Suzuki? You’re one of those Grays?” At my reluctant nod she went on, “When I was young, there was an American movie that came to our neighborhood theater. 2001: A Space Odyssey. You’re smiling. You’ve seen it?” 
 
    “Mom says it was an inspiration for her,” I answered. Over Ms. Arina’s shoulder, I spotted the word ‘mead’ on one of the wooden menu plaques on the wall.  
 
    “For me, too,” Arina said. “So when Heinleinburg opened up, I sold the business in Jinbocho. I could see the writing on the wall, and I knew that publishing was going two ways... toward big companies who could afford to market smash-hits, and toward authors putting out their own work. Small presses like mine were getting squeezed out. So I sold the shop, the trademarks, everything but the book fab. Bought a ticket on the next flight to the Moon.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. I looked at Hana. “I thought you said your parents were refugees?” 
 
    “They were,” Hana agreed. “Papa wasn’t interested in leaving Earth then.” 
 
    Arina nodded. “He’d just finished university and landed a good job with one of the Zaibatsu. So he didn’t want the business, but he didn’t want to leave, and he was mad because I did. So we had a fight. I reminded him of who had changed whose diaper and I left anyway.” 
 
    She shook her head, remembering. “It was rough, those first years. Four out of every five people on the moon were male, and most of them were miners with Ph.Ds.”  
 
    The waitress stopped by to check on us and I asked for a bottle of mead and an order of salmon yakisoba. When she’d left, Arina went on, “I set up the fab and leased a high-speed data connection from the Company. I got one of the first storefronts. That was before they even sunk the second level.” She shrugged. “I set up a site on the local net and realized books in the shop. But a lot of the guys would just buy their tech manuals directly from the publishers, and before long, I was wondering if I could eat fab paper.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, moving my beer bottle to set it in front of Hana. 
 
    “There’s a certain kind of man,” Arina said, taking a long pull of her beer, “who finds even a middle-aged Asian woman almost irresistible. So I rented out to them.” 
 
    I nodded, and Arina nibbled her chicken skewer. Rented out was an interesting euphemism, particularly after the play the previous night. What would it be like, I wondered, to be so hungry that… renting out became your best option? I was fortunate, I realized. Some ancestor of mine had been good with a sword, amassed resources that created opportunities for the next generation, and here I was, far down the line, still good with a sword and still enjoying opportunities created by my forebearers. 
 
    “Then came the Great Nankai Earthquake,” Hana said, prompting the story to move along. 
 
    “And then,” Arina sighed, “came the Great Nankai Earthquake. And the tsunami. And Fuji-san blew up. Before the disasters, forty-two million people lived in Kanto. After the disasters... there were twenty-five million refugees.” She sipped her beer, and I could see deep sadness and old pain reflected in her expression. 
 
    I nodded. “Ojii-kun says that it broke Japan.” 
 
    Arina shook her head. “Japan was already broken. There were five retired people for every three working-aged people... and unemployment was over twenty-five percent.” She shrugged. “But he’s right that it destroyed the government. Most of it was in Tokyo, and was just…” she put her hand on the table, edge down, and swept across it. 
 
    “You can’t imagine the devastation. Even if you’ve seen historical viz, or drama, you can’t truly understand the impact. Japanese families who had been living in the same towns for hundreds of years were suddenly… displaced. Without resources. Things got bad. Roving bands of toughs calling themselves ronin washed about the land. People who had been neighbors turned on each other. Some… ate human flesh to survive.”  
 
    Her eyes focused on nothing as she remembered. “Princess Reishi was the only surviving member of the Imperial Family; she came home from Princeton University. She wouldn’t take the time for coronation, so she gave herself the title of Shogun and established a bakufu literally housed in tents. She took control of the self-defence forces and the police. She made hard decisions.” 
 
    I nodded silently, listening. I knew a bit of the story of the Shogun Empress. My nieces had chosen to attend Princeton because of their admiration of her. 
 
    “When I saw the images coming up, I knew I had to help. But I was still not making enough to feed myself without my second job.” Arina shook her head, old sorrow leaking out. “So I started paying for girls to come up and ‘work in my bookshop.’ They came, they worked, they paid me back, and they went on to...” she waved a hand. “Whatever. And I brought another girl up.” 
 
    I nodded again. “You’re not still running a brothel, though?” 
 
    Arina laughed without humor. “I probably would be,” she admitted, “but the gangsters started moving in. And the Israelis released their rejuvenation system on the open net, and suddenly, everyone with access to a pharmaceutical-grade fab was twenty-five years old again. Things changed in Japan, and things changed here. Reishi established her capital Hokkyo in old Aomori, renounced the title of Shogun and was crowned Empress.  
 
    “There weren’t as many refugees, and with all the people coming through my shop, I was selling more books. So....” she spread her hands. 
 
    “And your son?”  
 
    “Sosuke didn’t want anything to do with Mama-san,” Arina answered, sounding sad. “I didn’t even know he’d come to Shin-Shimizu-shi until I heard it from one of my old girls.” She looked conspiratorial. “She married him and invited me to the wedding.” 
 
    I looked at Hana in surprise and she nodded, looking amused. “I’m forbidden to talk about how Mama got to the moon. The story is just that she was a refugee. Which she was.” 
 
    I shook my head. Suddenly, I understood where Hana’s exhibitionist streak came from. Then I wondered if that was an unfair stereotype, and remembered my own pleasure at being naked under my dress earlier that day. Before I could resolve the question, my food came. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Clarke square was darkened as we walked back through it, hand in hand. The sprinklers were on in the grassy borders, and the smell of wet grass filled the square. The dome’s overhead screen showed the night sky with Earth hanging on the horizon. I didn’t know the geography of Earth well enough to know which continent we could see, but it was night there, too.  
 
    “This was a nice surprise.” I squeezed Hana’s hand. 
 
    “Oh.” She sounded surprised. “I thought you hated it.” 
 
    “I hated meeting your grandmother by surprise,” I countered. “The book fair... that was a nice surprise. And the show last night.” 
 
    Hana grinned. “You forgive me for not letting you make theater clothes?” 
 
    “I do.” I did. “There will be other nights at the theater.” We walked in silence for a few minutes. As we got on the escalator, I said, “You know, Hana, not everything has to be an event.” 
 
    She leaned against the handrail. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “I mean... this was wonderful, and I’ve had a great weekend, but don’t think that everything you do with me has to be a big production number. I’m happy if we just sit in my apartment all weekend eating hot-plate noodles and working on homework.” 
 
    “No sex?” Hana opened her eyes wide in mock astonishment. 
 
    “Lots of sex,” I said, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. “Lots of sex.” We laughed together comfortably and I went on, “but, you know... in between homework chapters. My point is, the payoff is spending time with you. I don’t care what we do, so long as we do it together.” She looked away and nodded. I raised her hand, kissed the palm; she looked back at me and smiled.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “In the interest of having no surprises, I don’t know how much time I can spend with you next weekend. The Long Run is coming up, and the Motor Club needs to get our bubble-crawler ready.” 
 
    I shrugged with one shoulder. “I don’t own you, or your time, Hana. We have the rest of our lives to be together. I just like to be kept in the loop.” She looked troubled at that, but as we reached the bottom of the escalator, the train was at the platform so we rushed, and I forgot about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the train left Heinleinburg on Sunday afternoon, we walked through three carriages before finding an empty compartment. We watched through the window as the train traveled out of the city, then Hana turned to her purse. “Shall I read to you?” she asked. 
 
    “I have a better idea.” I opened my backpack and pulled out a roll of gaffer’s tape and a towel. 
 
    “When did you realize those?” she asked, watching in amusement as I went to the door and covered the window. 
 
    “While you were in the bathroom,” I answered. I finished taping all the way around the towel “Now,” I and turned back to her, putting my hands on my hips  “Take off all your clothes and dance for my amusement!” 
 
    And that’s sort of what happened. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter the Seventh 
 
    In which, our heroine apologizes; enters into another lease; and dances in her underwear. The nieces make an appearance, and the embroidery of knickers is discussed. 
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    Female Body Archetype Seven: 
 
    Short torso with large bust and an undefined waist. Proportionately large hips with long legs; large thighs with slender calves.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I was coming out of the salle d’armes on Tuesday evening with my fencing gear in a bag over my shoulder when Madeline intercepted me. “I have a bone to pick with you!” she announced loudly. She wore a cotton peasant blouse over the bra I’d created from her spark fabric. The shirt wasn’t sheer enough that you could see her bra, but every time it flashed, you could see the light. 
 
    “Um,” I temporized. “Okay?” I was physically exhausted and not feeling up to witty banter. I adjusted the gear bag on my shoulder, suggested, “Walk with me?” She nodded, fell into step beside me. The flashes of light under her shirt were a distraction, and I found myself painfully aware of how sweaty and dishevelled I looked. “What’s up?” 
 
    “You posted half a dozen things made from my fabric,” she said, her tone accusational. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “They were my designs, and your fabric, so I posted them on the group site. Also posted a link from mine... I haven’t checked the balance, but they should be selling.” 
 
    “They are selling,” she said. “That’s not the issue. The issue is, that fabric was supposed to be my semester project.” 
 
    “Yes?” I was not understanding the problem. 
 
    “My semester project,” she said slowly, as if explaining something to someone extraordinarily dim, “to create an original, unpublished, new fabric?” 
 
    “Oh!” I said, feeling horrified. “Oh, crap. I’m sorry, Madeline!” I tried to remember, had I… yes, I knew it was her semester project. George told me so, and so had Madeline. And I had the same assignment, so I knew the details. Odin’s Eye, was there no relationship I couldn’t mess up?  
 
    Scowling, she folded her arms under her breasts, and we walked together in heavy silence. Finally, she sighed. “I forgive you.” she paused, rolled her neck, dropped her hands to her sides. “It’s still early in the semester, and that was my third shot at the assignment. I’ll probably come up with something else by the deadline, and if not…” she shrugged. “I should have been more specific when I gave you the design file. And at least you made my fabric sexy.” 
 
    I grinned, relief flooding through me. I made a show of looking her over. “Boy, howdy.”  
 
    She laughed. “George will be angry at you for putting the designs up before he had a chance to embellish them.” 
 
    “I was a little distracted when I uploaded them,” I explained, remembering what was going on at the time. “We’ll just replace the design files with a new version and offer a free upgrade to anyone who bought the original.” I shook my head. “I’m still getting used to having partners.”  
 
    Madeline nodded but didn’t say anything. We walked in silence for another few minutes before she said, “George wants to embellish my knickers. I haven’t decided yet if I’m going to let him.” 
 
    “You’ve got lingerie designs?” I was surprised, and then I was surprised at my own surprise. She couldn’t have gained admission to the fashion design program without designing fashions, no matter how brilliant her fabrics were. 
 
    Madeline looked at me oddly. “No.” she drew the short word out into at least three syllables. “Or rather yes, but no, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying....” 
 
    “Oh!” I interrupted. I laughed. “Sorry. I do seem to be rather dim this evening. I blame it on exercise.” 
 
    Madeline shrugged. “You don’t mind?” 
 
    “Mind? Why should I mind if George, er, embroiders your knickers?” I paused. “You don’t think he’s embroidering my knickers, do you?” 
 
    “Well,” she said, “the thought had crossed my mind.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m mirror-biased; I assure you, all of my knicker-embroidery needs are being very well met elsewhere.” 
 
    “Oh.” She smiled. “Well. I still haven’t decided, but that does improve his chances.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By Thursday afternoon after class, when we gathered around a table at Sweet Nothings, Madeline seemed to have made up her mind. She sat beside George in the booth, and they sat very close. I had a mental image of him sitting with her underwear and an embroidery hoop, but firmly cleared away the thought. 
 
    “So,” George was saying, “as far as the dress is concerned, I added some flat-braid accents along the back seams, embellished the button holes, changed the design of the buttons a bit.”  
 
    I smirked at the word “embellished,” but nodded. “I like it.” I avoided Madeline’s gaze. “Can we realize one before we upload it, though?” 
 
    “Yeah,” George said. “Listen, this is something I’ve wanted to discuss with you two. I think we should make a real business out of this.” 
 
    “Um?” I said. 
 
    “Allow me to elucidate,” he said. 
 
    “I await your elucidation, sir,” I answered with a smile. 
 
    “I have wished nothing else this past hour,” Madeline said, placing her hand oh-so-subtly on his thigh and turning to look at him. 
 
    George smirked at our mimicry of his speech pattern but went on, “It is my belief that the three of us have it in us to become as big as Cocoa. But it will require effort, and expenditure. Ran, you got free advertising at the beginning of the semester, and that’s fabulous... but we can’t plan for that happening again.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m not particularly interested in picking another fight with Hana.” 
 
    “Hana? Is she...?” Madeline subtly mimed embroidery. 
 
    “The girl from the bridge,” I agreed. “We started dating shortly after that.” 
 
    “Well,” George said, cynically, “wait six months; the fights will come of their own volition.” Madeline smacked his thigh lightly, and George grinned at her. “Though there are doubtless exceptions.”  
 
    The waitress stopped at our table. “Get anyone a refill?”  
 
    I took this as a not-so-subtle prompt to generate more revenue or give up the table. “Yeah, let’s have refills all around.” 
 
    She nodded and moved away. I turned my attention back to George. “We need our own studio.” 
 
    “An atelier,” George corrected. “That was going to be one of my points, yes.” 
 
    Madeline and I looked at each other. “A studio,” she agreed with me. “Don’t be pretentious, George.” 
 
    “It is not pretentious to wish to use precisely the right word,” he protested, “any more than it is pretentious to wish to use precisely the right fabric.” 
 
    Madeline and I exchanged another glance. “Studio,” I said again. 
 
    “Alright, Philistines, studio.” He shrugged, pouting. “Ideally, we’d have our own garment fab for prototypes. But that’s on the ‘want’ list, not the ‘need’ list. Before that, I’d like to get a pop-up awning, a space in the flea market, and a Magic Mirror.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. Tereshkova Plaza was an entirely enclosed volume, and rain was never scheduled during the flea market on Sundays. Awnings, therefore, weren’t needed to provide shelter from the elements, but to demonstrate the boundaries of each group’s sales space. They were dirt cheap, even newly realized. On the other hand, a Magic Mirror would be expensive, but it was also just about required for selling in Tereshkova Plaza. A prospective customer who stood in front of it would see their own image, but clad in our clothing designs. Third and fourth year students could check them out from the college, but we weren’t eligible yet.  
 
    I grabbed my slate and pulled up the group’s Krafty site, ran numbers in my head. “Okay. There’ve been enough sales based on my popularity to pay first and last month’s rent on a studio, as long as we aren’t trying for a high street location. But that will use pretty much all our funds, and a Magic Mirror...” I shook my head. I did a Search, and looked at the prices. Even used, one was out of the group’s reach.  
 
    I looked at my own bank account, did more calculations in my head, took a deep breath. “I will personally loan The Girl Goes Dancing the money to buy a Magic Mirror.” After the penthouse suite shenanigans, it would just about wipe out my funds, so I hoped the income from our site remained steady… or that the ‘rents would still pay next semester’s tuition. 
 
    George and Madeline looked at each other, then at me. “Alright,” George said. “All profits go to you until the mirror is paid off.”  
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. It leaves you two with no profit out of your work, maybe for months. So let’s do this... fifty percent of net profits go to paying off the mirror, and we do an even split of the other half.” 
 
    Madeline nodded. “That sounds fair. I’ll arrange for a booth space and an awning. I doubt I can get it for this Sunday... shall we start the following weekend?” 
 
    I nodded. “I don’t have anything on my calendar; sounds like a plan. Now...” I tapped my slate. “Help me look for studio space!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday afternoon we looked at three vacant storefronts before settling on one in the student ghetto east of the college, a level below my neighborhood sento and a hundred meters down a side street. After we’d sealed the lease and the three of us had each introduced our hanko to the lockplate, we stood in the empty shop space looking around. 
 
    “One day,” George said, “we’ll have a shop in Tereshkova Plaza.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Elvis willing and the creek don’t rise.” 
 
    Madeline looked at me oddly, but didn’t comment. She moved to the shop front and looked out the diamoglass windows. Silently, she watched people walking by, then turned to us. “I don’t like these. I’d like to be able to work without people watching.” 
 
    “We need to use them to advertise,” I repeated the argument I’d made before we signed the lease. “Maybe some mannequins? We could put shoji up behind them to stop people seeing in?” 
 
    George grinned. “Ran, go put on your lightning-lapel dress. Madeline, that little number with the lightning lingerie.” 
 
    We looked at him. I raised a silent eyebrow. 
 
    He rolled his eyes in exasperation. “I’ll go realize some display sheets. We put the sheets up in the windows, viz-cap the two of you in our clothes, maybe dancing, and loop that on the sheets. Maybe fly the brand name around you. Keeps people from looking in and serves as advertising without giving up the floor area that mannequins would take. Plus, even the best pose-bots are mildly creepy, whereas you two...” he shook his head, his eyes undressing Madeline hungrily, “are not.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “There’s a fab around the corner. Madeline, you can change at my place.” 
 
    “Sure.” She linked her arm in mine and we walked out.  
 
    As we climbed the stairs in the main corridor, I looked at her. “So? Are your knickers embroidered?” 
 
    Madeline winked. “A lady doesn’t tell.” I grinned. But when we got to my place she dropped her dress on the floor and I saw for myself that they were literally embroidered. We started snickering and it built; we ended up laughing for a long time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We put on music, set up cameras in the middle of the shop floor to capture full-3D imagery. I danced alone in the dress I’d made for the Heinleinburg trip, then Madeline danced alone in her peasant blouse and a skirt short enough to sell as a belt. Then Madeline and I danced together, and finally, I made Madeline and George dance together. 
 
    “But we don’t sell men’s clothes!” he protested, “the brand is The Girl Goes Dancing!” 
 
    “Maybe we should sell men’s clothes,” I countered. “Men’s fashion studies start second semester. Besides, we don’t want our ads only to appeal to mirror-biased girls, do we? Most women would rather dance with you than me. And the purpose of advertising is to make the viewer feel like, if they just wore those clothes, they’d look like that, and get to do the things that the model is doing.” 
 
    So they danced. I left the cameras running and went outside to call Hana. It was Friday after all, and within our contact hours even if she was busy. 
 
    “Hey,” she greeted me as her holographic avatar formed. She was wearing a shapeless pair of coveralls and had her hair pulled back with an Alice band. 
 
    “Hey, baby. How’s the bubble-crawler coming?” 
 
    “Pretty good,” she answered, looking away at something I couldn’t see. “We were about to wrap up for the night. You hungry?” 
 
    “I could be. I’ve got my locator set public. Grab a shower, change your clothes, and come... oh!” I grinned. “Feel like dancing?” 
 
    She looked puzzled. “Sure?” 
 
    “Then shower and come.” I closed the call, went back inside.  
 
    We got busy. We hung the display sheets inside the windows. While George edited our footage together for the ad loop, I was busy with my virtual dress form and then the fab upstairs and around the corner. I downloaded the pattern for a shoji-style dressing screen, realized it and carried that back to the studio as well. 
 
    We were standing in the street watching our storefront advertisement when Hana showed up. She was wearing black denim shorts and an indigo-dyed cotton tee, carrying a pizza. “Hey.” She stopped next to me. We kissed, and she turned to look at the loop with us. “Nice.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered. “Madeline, George, my girlfriend Hana. Hana, my business partners, George and Madeline.” 
 
    They exchanged greetings. “So,” Hana said, her eyes sparkling with humor, “you want me to put on your clothes and dance for your amusement?” 
 
    “That’s the general idea.” I grinned and gestured to the window. “And for our advertising loop… I figured you’d be okay with it?” 
 
    She looked around the corridor at the neighborhood. “I’m okay with it. Where are the clothes?” 
 
    “Inside.” I took her hand. 
 
    “Is the pizza for sharing?” George asked, following us. Madeline elbowed him. “What? I’m hungry!” 
 
    Hana laughed, handed over the pizza box. We trooped inside and I led her behind the screen. Once the view was blocked, she wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tightly. She whispered in my ear, “Ye flippin’ gods! Madeline’s boobs! I thought you had big ones!” 
 
    I giggled, kissed her. “I made you clothes,” I said at a normal volume. I pointed. 
 
    “Okay.” She was already shucking out of her shirt. I traded her the spark-cloth bra. She looked at it, looked at me, shook her head ruefully. “Put it on me?” 
 
    I snorted a laugh but complied, helping her get it on properly. She dropped her shorts on the floor, reached for the spark-cloth panties. “Oh,” I said, “put the suspender hose on first. Otherwise it can be complicated to go to the bathroom.” 
 
    She complied, reaching for the stockings. “The things one learns from one’s girlfriend.”  
 
    “I had to find these things out for myself.” I shook my head, watching her pull the hose on. “My family generally doesn’t bother with clothes, except in port.” 
 
    “You’ve mentioned that before,” she said. “How did you get so interested in clothes?” 
 
    I laughed, blushed, looked away. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, stepping into the panties, “now I know I have to hear the story!” 
 
    “It’s nothing much; I always enjoyed dressing up. But...” I laughed again as I tried to put all the details together in coherent order. “I guess I was... not quite twelve? My breasts were just starting to grow. We made port call at Vesta, and my sister Autumn decided she wanted to wear something special for her anniversary with her husband Bjorn. So she took me lingerie shopping with her. The shopgirl in the first place we went was wearing an overbust corset and stockings, with this little tulle skirt.” I suddenly recalled the outfit Jo was wearing for our first meeting. The similarity was surprising; perhaps it was part of why I’d reacted so strongly to xir? 
 
    “Ah,” Hana said, grinning. “And little Ran had her first crush.” 
 
    I nodded. “For months I went back to that shop’s sales site, looking at her in various lingerie.” I leaned close to Hana, whispered, “I still have a little bit of a lingerie fetish.” 
 
    She posed for me in the lingerie I’d made, grinning. “Good to know.” I answered her grin while looking her over appreciatively, acknowledging the display she was making for me, knowing that she was copying my phrase and that it wasn’t the first time; that it had become part of our personal couple’s language. Having a personal couple’s language made me feel good; made me feel that we were a solid couple. 
 
    I shrugged. “It got me paying attention to what other people wear, and it just sort of... grew from there.” I picked up the final garment and handed it to her. I watched her face as she realized what it was... mechanic’s coveralls, made from lightweight silk. She smirked at me, pulled it on, zipped up the front.  
 
    When she walked back around the screen I made a point of following her, of watching the sparks shining through her coveralls. George and Madeline were stuffing their faces with pizza. “We left you half,” Madeline said, her mouth full. 
 
    “Let me dance, first, so I don’t get pizza drippings all over this outfit.” Hana went over to where the cameras were set up and we turned the music back on. She danced, and as she danced, she watched me… and I watched her. She was incredible, her movements fluid, graceful, openly inviting. I whistled at her teasingly. She smiled, unzipped the coveralls down the front, shrugged out of the top, tied it around her waist.  
 
    “Take it off!” George called, and Madeline smacked him.  
 
    Hana laughed, pulled the coveralls the rest of the way off, threw them out of frame. She danced in her underwear, watching me watch her, then beckoned to me. I couldn’t disappoint her; didn’t want to disappoint her. I popped one of my dress buttons in my haste to get it off. I dropped the dress on the floor and joined her, dancing in my underwear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning, Hana kissed me and left to go work with the Motor Club. I went to the sento alone, then decided to go work at the studio. I paused in the street and watched the window. At some time after Hana and I left, George had added Hana’s and my underwear-clad dance to the loop and shot one of Madeline and himself dancing in their underwear. I grinned at his spark-cloth boxer-briefs. I had to admit that the whole display was eye-catching, even if it did make me a little squirmy to watch myself three meters tall and dancing in my underwear for anyone walking by to see. 
 
    I touched my hanko to the lockplate and went in. I noticed that someone had put a pool table in the middle of the floor. Then I noticed that Madeline was kneeling on top of it, her platinum blonde hair spilling loose over her naked back. Then I noticed George under her, also naked. “Oh!” Madeline turned toward me, but I stepped out quickly, closing the door. The image of Madeline’s naked body was burned in my mind, and I shook my head several times trying to get rid of the mental visual. 
 
    I stood there, uncertain what to do. After a few moments, Madeline opened the door. She’d wrapped a yukata around herself, holding it closed with one hand at her hip. She stepped out, letting the door close behind her. “Hey.” She pulled her hair out of the robe with her other hand. “Sorry about that. We thought you and Hana would be busy this morning.” 
 
    “No; Hana had something else to do.” I snorted a laugh. “I now have an unfortunate comparison between George and an embroidery needle floating through my head.” 
 
    Madeline smirked at me. Her pale complexion made her blush blatantly obvious, and I found myself relieved that I wasn’t the one blushing for a change. “You’re not mad at us?”  
 
    I shrugged. “It wasn’t my favorite thing to walk in on, but I understand. You both live in the residence halls, and it can be hard to find a private place.”  
 
    “Yeah,” She twisted her hair forward over her shoulder. 
 
    “You’re paying two-thirds of the rent.” I paused, then noted, “And I still owe you for messing up your semester project. We’ll need to come up with a signal to keep me from walking in on you, though.” The advertising image of Hana dancing in her bra,  coveralls knotted around her waist, caught my eye. “Maybe have George make some display loops with a black background instead of the white, and you can change the sequence when you’re having special alone time?” 
 
    Madeline nodded. “Thanks, Ran.” She glanced back over her shoulder. 
 
    I laughed. “Go, enjoy your little embroidery circle.” 
 
    As she went back in, I turned away. I could, I supposed, go and sit in my apartment at my own kotatsu and work, but that didn’t feel very attractive at the moment. The image of Madeline’s naked body flashed through my mind again and I found myself wanting to spend time with Hana. It was, I noticed, almost noon. 
 
    I pulled out my slate, looked for her locator. She was in the college’s top level, near the surface, which made sense if they were working on a bubble crawler. I called. After a moment, Hana answered. “Hey, you hungry? I could bring a bento up, pay you back for last night’s pizza.” 
 
    Hana shook her head. “That’s not a good idea. We’re doing pressure testing; we’ll be in and out of the locks all afternoon.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Okay.” 
 
    “I have to go.” She closed the channel. A moment later, her locator winked off the map. 
 
    I went home, logged into World of Fantasy. Ren was on, so I gated to her location. “Hey,” I greeted her, looking around. It seemed to be a cave. A dark, damp cave with glowing things growing on the walls. 
 
    “Hey,” Ren answered, out of breath. She stuck her lance through a vaguely-humanoid reptilian. It broke up in a shimmer of glitter, leaving nothing behind. Another one was trying to sneak up behind her, but our niece Maddisyn was behind me. She saw the beast and cast a quick spell. It screamed as its life force flowed away from it and into Maddisyn. 
 
    “Wha’cha doin’?” I asked. 
 
    “Quest,” Ren answered. She leaned on her lance. “Picking up some low-level stuff I missed. This one’s collecting cave salamander tongues. So far, the drop rate seems to be about one in four.” 
 
    “You’d think more salamanders would have tongues,” I commented. Maddisyn’s sister Makayla came trotting backward around a twist in the corridor, firing arrows the way she’d come. A dozen or so salamanders came after her, their bodies already wreathed in fire. “A little help!” Makayla yelled.  
 
    I pulled my slung shield from my back, drew my sword from the scabbard attached to the inside. “Holy Light!” I called, directing the system. Bright, pure white light flared up, blinding the Salamanders for a moment while I charged into them. 
 
    It was hot work for a few moments, the four of us working together to survive. Finally, the last one dropped. It broke up, leaving a slimy tongue behind. 
 
    “You would think,” Ren agreed with my earlier comment. She gathered the slimy things up and dropped them in her bag.  
 
    “Hey, kiddos,” I said, turning to face Maddisyn and Makayla as I sheathed my sword. They were my older sister Winter’s daughters, so despite being the same age, Ren and I pretended they were much younger. “How’s Princeton?” 
 
    “Hey, venerable Auntie,” Maddisyn responded, running her fingers through her sweaty dark blonde hair. “Princeton’s a blast.” 
 
    “No parents,” Makayla added, “So how bad can it be? How’s the moon?” 
 
    “Complicated,” I answered with a sideways twitch of my chin. I turned back to my sister. “Lotus? What’s the dirt?” 
 
    “Dirt?” Ren asked. “No dirt here.” She started walking, I presumed toward the exit. 
 
    “No hot dates?” I asked. We walked around a corner, killed another salamander. “No boys with amusing habits? Gimme something, I live my life vicariously through you!” 
 
    “Amusing habits?” Ren thought for a moment. “There’s this one guy I met. Rob. Wears this red gnome-hat all the time. Claims to be a direct-male-line descendant of Maximilien de Robespierre.” 
 
    I smirked. Makayla asked, disbelief in her voice, “To what end?” She was taking frequent glances over her shoulder, watching our back trail. 
 
    Ren shrugged. “An attempt to stand out from the horde?” She paused as another salamander lunged out of concealment at us and was thoroughly mangled, then she mentioned, “He asked me out.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked.  
 
    “What did you say?” Maddisyn asked at about the same moment. 
 
    “That I was a direct-female-line descendant of Marie Antoinette,” Ren answered with a grin, “and that we held a grudge.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said, as Maddisyn soul-drained another salamander. “Tongue, your majesty.”  
 
    Ren picked it up, dropping it in her bag. “That’s the last one I need,” she said. “Want to come turn the quest in?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    “Hey, we have a full party,” Makayla observed. “Should we try the Catacombs of Deep Anxiety?” 
 
    We smirked at her mangling the name of the dungeon, looked at each other. “I’ve got nothing else on my agenda today,” I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hana didn’t show up that night, or the next. And she didn’t call. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter the Eighth 
 
    In which, our heroine discusses Japanese grandfathers and fairy tales; debates contracts and obligations; and dyes her hair. 
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    Female Body Archetype Eight: 
 
    Short torso with broad shoulders, large bust, and an undefined waist with narrow hips and long legs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Monday morning as class broke up, my former roommate Helena approached me. “Hi, Ran.” 
 
    “Hey. What’s up?” I closed my slate up, dropped it in my satchel, slung the bag over my shoulder. 
 
    “Are you a member of the costumer’s guild?” 
 
    “No. My one time walking the bridge to date was sort of... aborted.” I made my way toward the hallway and Helena followed. 
 
    “I remember,” she said, smiling. “Lucky wench.” 
 
    “That’s Ms. Lucky-Wench, of the Kensington Lucky-Wenches.” I waited for her to laugh, then went on, “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, “I got an email this morning on the list. They’re doing a theme week. Fairy Tales. I wanted to ask what you were going to do, maybe spark some ideas for me... everything I can come up with seems doomed to be done to death.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’re of Mediterranean descent?” 
 
    She nodded as well. We turned the corner in the hall and headed down the stairs to the college’s common level. “The entire greenbelt seems to have appropriated our cultural heritage as their own.”  
 
    “I’m sympathetic,” I quipped, thinking of all the badly adapted kimono I’d seen since arriving in Lunagrad. “Except for the part where I’m not.” We reached the bottom, walked along toward the pressure doors which led out into the dome. “Have you considered expropriating someone else’s stories? The Russians have some interesting stuff....” 
 
    “We live in a Russian city,” she pointed out reasonably. “Everyone who isn’t doing Aesop will be doing Baba Yaga.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said, as we came out into the simulated sunlight of the dome. We followed the clockwise flow of traffic around Old Main. “I guess Japanese is out, too, then? Too bad. There could be fun playing with the story of the Bamboo Cutter.” 
 
    “I don’t think I know that one?”  
 
    “Well, let me think,” I said. “It’s been years since I heard it from Ojii-kun.” 
 
    “I thought I’d read that Japanese grandfathers were Ojii-chan?” Helena asked. 
 
    “Most are,” I agreed. “But after a certain age, -chan has a female connotation; -kun a male one. So when a four year old who doesn’t speak Japanese very well yet looks at you and says ‘-chan is for girls! You’re my Ojii-kun,’ what do you do? If you’re the kindest, most loving grandfather in the solar system, you accept and be the Ojii-kun.” I shrugged.  
 
    Helena grinned. “And was this entirely notional four year old named ‘Ran’ by any chance?”  
 
    “Actually, she was named ‘Winter.’ My older sister. But I heard the story and secretly agreed.” I shrugged again. “Anyway, the tale I was thinking about is the one where a bamboo cutter finds a baby girl in the forest, and raises her as his own. Only it turns out that the girl is a princess from Tsuki-no-Miyako, the ‘capital of the moon.’ She’d fallen to Earth, and eventually, the Moon Emperor finds her and rewards the humble bamboo cutter fabulously for taking care of his daughter. But there’s some interesting things about the princess’ appearance, about how her hair ‘shines with the light of the moon.’” 
 
    “That is interesting,” Helena said. “I’ll check it out. Thanks!” 
 
    “No worries,” I answered. “Though I want royalties on any products developed from the idea.”  
 
    Helena looked at me oddly. “Joke!” I offered an exaggerated smile to demonstrate my humorous intent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Helena accompanied me to the dining hall, where we met Madeline for lunch and the three of us discussed obscure fairy tales. Afterward, Madeline and I walked to the studio together. I pulled out my slate as we walked, discovered Hana’s locator was still not public. 
 
    “Trouble in paradise?” Madeline asked. Her voice sent shivers through me, and I wondered if I was just reacting to a lack of Hana. 
 
    I shrugged. “She said she didn’t know how available she was going to be this weekend, and she did spend Friday evening with us.” 
 
    “Mmm,” she mmmed. “This whole arrangement the two of you have is kind of weird.” 
 
    “In what way?” I paused in front of the sento, debating. 
 
    “Work to do,” Madeline said, taking my elbow and drawing me away. 
 
    I started to protest that we could work in the bath as well as at the studio, then realized that sitting next to a naked Madeline would not be conducive to working. “Right,” I sighed. 
 
    “I just mean,” she said, returning to her earlier topic, “it’s weird. It’s like... I don’t know. Being concerned about being revealed to be mirror-biased? She’s living in the twentieth century? And this whole thing about no contact during the week... what’s that about?” 
 
    I shrugged as we rounded the corner. “She’s very concerned with her studies, and wants to concentrate on them during the week. I don’t entirely agree that time together would hurt our focus, but it’s what I agreed to when we started dating.” 
 
    “You also agreed that she was going to spend weekends with you,” Madeline pointed out. “Seems to me she owes you some time.” 
 
    I frowned. “I’m not a job. She doesn’t have a timecard to punch, or a quota to fill. She doesn’t owe me anything.” 
 
    She blinked, taken aback by the vehemence of my reaction. “I didn’t mean it like you were an obligation.” She pulled her hanko from her necklace, tapped it against the studio’s lockplate, opened the door and held it for me. 
 
    “Being with Hana,” I said, stepping inside, “makes my life better. I’m happier when I’m with her, I feel more alive, and more….” I struggled to find the right words. “I like who I am when I’m with her. And I hope that she feels the same way. If she doesn’t, we shouldn’t be together, no matter how I feel about it.” 
 
    “That sounds way too mature for me.” Madeline shrugged. I laughed at my own seriousness and she went on, “George is fun, but I’m still me when I’m with him. I’m almost jealous of this whole ‘making your life better’ thing.” 
 
    “Almost?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” she answered with a wink, “he does have a nicer embroidery needle than you do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We had set a goal for The Girl Goes Dancing to have at least one outfit that would look phenomenal for each of the twelve female body archetypes when we opened on Sunday. We already had my shawl-collar, double-breasted dress for vase-shaped twelves, and Madeline’s peasant blouse with a flared skirt for top-heavy fours... which left us five days to come up with ten more designs, all while keeping up with our normal homework. 
 
    I decided to start where I had the most experience. Archetype one was similar to my own twelve, heavy of bust and wide of hip, though with a proportionately shorter waist and longer legs. Madeline and I sat in chairs next to the pool table, pulled out our slates, and started to work. Madeline took the more challenging five, the boyish, straight-waisted figure. 
 
    I pulled up my dress form and set it to the right body type. George came in and walked to the refrigerator. “Beer?” he offered. 
 
    “Please,” answered Madeline, not looking up from her slate. 
 
    “Vile,” I countered. I started doodling a high-waisted skirt in a nice drapey silk wool. I played with adding gores, then changed them to silk Georgette godets. It would flash the legs as the wearer walked, and I liked that idea. 
 
    George grabbed two bottles out of the fridge, dropped the caps in the recycle basket. He walked over to Madeline, set one of the bottles on the felt in front of her. She looked up at him, and he made a show of looking down her blouse before leaning over and giving her a kiss. I smirked. When they were done kissing, he sat on the edge of the pool table. “Anyone got a finished design to detail?”  
 
    “I’ve got some wide-leg trousers. I haven’t decided what to do with them, yet. I was bored in class.” I pulled up the file on my slate, flipped it to him. “They might pair well with Madeline’s peasant blouse, actually.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He pulled up the file, huming a little as he opened it and considered the possibilities. 
 
    I went back to the high-waisted skirt, and on a whim, pulled the top even higher, above the waist, just under the breasts. I liked the look of that, so I left it and played with where the top of the godets should fall. Too high, and they’d be flashing glimpses of underwear; too low, and the lascivious effect would be lost. I looked up. George had kicked off his shoes and was sitting with one foot on Madeline’s knee. They looked comfortable together. I smiled, went back to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By Wednesday evening, I felt like a worker in one of the garment sweatshops I’d read about in History of Fashion, chained to a sewing machine... or at least, a design slate. “Maybe we were overly ambitious.” I tossed my slate on the pool table with a sigh.  
 
    Madeline made a sound of agreement, tossed her slate on the table as well. “I,” she announced, “could use a hand massage.” 
 
    George was sprawled on the leather sofa the studio had acquired. I’d made it a policy to avoid sitting on it, because I had a pretty good idea why we’d acquired a sofa. He dropped his slate on the floor and we all watched, listening to the slow clatter as it bounced in the lunar gravity. “We should get some carpets in here.”  
 
    I looked at the bare stone. “Or some tatami mats.” 
 
    Madeline cleared her throat and repeated, “I could really use a hand massage.” 
 
    I laughed. “Talk to the hands, George,” I stood and retrieved my slate from the pool table. “I’m going to go take a bath. I’ll see y’all tomorrow.” When I left, Madeline and George were looking at each other, silently, neither having moved from their seat. I wondered if there was tension between them, but dismissed it. If push came to shove, I decided, two of us could buy the third out. I might as well be honest, I thought after a moment: Madeline and I could buy George out. 
 
    I tapped my slate and saw that Hana had set her locator public again. She was in one of the dorms. I figured she wasn’t horribly busy, sent her a low-priority message asking if we should meet at Tereshkova square on Friday. By the time I’d showered and slipped into the hot bath she had sent back an affirmative... and taken her locator private again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday at lunch I was in the dining hall. George came in, waved. I waved back and watched while he went to a vending machine, bought a bulb of chocolate milk, then moseyed in my direction. “Howdy,” he said, taking a seat across the table. 
 
    “Hey,” I answered, sitting up a little. 
 
    “No Hana?” he asked. 
 
    “No Madeline?” I countered. 
 
    “Okay. Fair enough.” He rubbed his leg. “I’m wondering if getting involved romantically with my business partner was a good idea.” 
 
    I sighed. “Don’t tell me you two are breaking up.” I started thinking about how much buying George out would cost, and if I could get a loan from the ‘rents… or maybe Ren hadn’t spent all the money I’d sent her, yet?  
 
    “No, no,” he reassured me. “It’s just... we’re always together now, and that’s introduced some strain. We’ll figure it out, I’m sure.” After a moment, he went on, changing the subject, “I was thinking about what I should wear for the tent opening on Sunday.” 
 
    “Yeah? Come up with anything good?” 
 
    He laughed. “Madeline wants me to wear the sparkcloth boxer-briefs. I have, however, not yet arrived at a place where I am entirely comfortable with the idea of doing business in my underwear.” 
 
    I nodded. “My former roomie, Helena, said the costumer’s guild is doing a theme week. I’m not actually a member, though.” 
 
    George made a thoughtful sound. “Nor yet I.” He pushed his beverage bulb around. “What’s the theme?” 
 
    “Fairy tales,” I answered. “I’ve been thinking about maybe doing a character from a classic story that isn’t quite a fairy tale.” 
 
    “For example?” He prompted. 
 
    “Lewis Carroll’s Alice. She was a big part of my childhood. There were several murals on Gray Maru based on Tenniel’s art.” I left out mention of how many of them Ren and I painted ourselves. 
 
    “Easy enough, then,” George observed. “A blue smock dress, a white pinafore, striped stockings.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “It’s pretty thoroughly done that way, though. Cliche, even. I’ve been thinking of ways to make it my own.” 
 
    George picked up his bulb of chocolate milk and took a sip. “Thought of anything good, yet?” 
 
    “Well, I was thinking about something that Doctor Debord said in history of fashion. About how, in the Meiji era, Japanese women seeking to be fashionable copied European dress styles, but used their own kimono fabrics.” 
 
    George nodded agreeably. “Sounds interesting.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ll play with it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting on the base of Tereshkova’s statue that night, I did. I took a pretty blue fabric with a motif of cherry blossoms and loose petals. At first, I did as George had suggested, making a smock dress with a white pinafore. That didn’t look right, so I changed it, adding a wrapped, kimono-style bodice and changing the pinafore to an apron, modeling the apron’s ties on an obi. After another few minutes of staring at it, I put broderie anglaise on the visible portion of the under-shirt’s collar, and liked that. 
 
    I suddenly realized Hana was sitting beside me. “Hey,” I said. 
 
    “Hey,” she answered, leaning to kiss me. “You’re pretty wrapped up in that.” 
 
    I showed her the slate. “Alice-chan in Wandārando,” she said, giving Wonderland a Japanese accented pronunciation. 
 
    I nodded. “Something like that. I’m glad the intent is clear.” 
 
    Hana reached up and ran her fingers through my hair. “Going to go blonde for the costume?”  
 
    “Hadn’t thought about it.”  
 
    Hana grinned. “They say blondes have more fun.” 
 
    I chuckled. “My nieces are blonde, and I haven’t noticed that to be the case. But okay, for this one weekend I’ll be a blonde; we’ll put it to the test.” 
 
    “Great,” she said, rising to her feet and pulling me after her. “Let’s go find a bathroom!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We went back to my place, to the shared bathroom at the end of the hall. I pulled up the ‘fresher’s hair dye menu on my slate and glanced at Hana. “You know there are like thirty shades of blonde here?” 
 
    “Hmm,” she said, peering at the display. “Well, we don’t want platinum; that would look like you were competing with Madeline.” 
 
    “I’d win,” I teased. 
 
    “With me? Every time. With boys?” She waggled her hand back and forth. “Anyway, your skin tone isn’t right for platinum, even if you wanted to compete. You have that honey undertone thing going.” She circled a row of colors with her finger. “I’d go for something in the honey-caramel range.” 
 
    I looked at the row she’d chosen. They were warm colors, and I agreed they’d be more flattering for me. I started to ask which one Hana prefered when I noticed one labeled “sakura caramel.” It had just the slightest touch of red, and I liked it. The ginger side of my family all rocked the burnished-copper look, and I’d always been mildly envious. “This one,” I touched the image and flipped it to the bathroom utility. 
 
    “I look forward.” Hana kissed me, caressing my breast. “I’ll wait in your room?” 
 
    “Good plan,” I agreed, catching her caressing hand and lifting it to my lips. I kissed her fingertips, let go and stepped into the refresher stall before I got distracted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stepped into my room and closed the door behind me; the part of me that was raised on a spaceship was reassured to hear the door dog down behind me, completing the airtight seal. I was wearing my yukata -- the blue one with the great wave embroidered on it in white. I’d wrapped a towel around my hair. 
 
    As promised, Hana was waiting. Her clothes were in a pile just inside of the step, and she relaxed on the futon, her upper body propped on a pile of pillows. I paused, admiring her. “Let me see?” she requested. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. I undid the knot of the obi holding my robe closed, opened it, let it slide down my arms and pool on the floor near her clothes. 
 
    She laughed, her eyes on me, hungry. “Not that.” 
 
    I sighed theatrically. “The charms of my naked body have worn thin so soon?” I reached up, undid the towel, shook my head, let my hair fall forward over my shoulders, half-hiding my breasts. 
 
    “Ye flippin’ gods,” Hana murmured. 
 
    “Do I beat Madeline?” I asked, turning half away to pose mock-demurely. 
 
    “No contest,” she answered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter the Ninth 
 
    In which, our heroine discusses the merits of dressing versus undressing; is educated on race history; discards a costume; and puts together a puzzle. 
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    Female Body Archetype Nine: 
 
    Short torso with shoulder and hip width similar, an undefined waist and long legs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    On Saturday morning, I woke slowly. I stretched, rubbed my eyes with the back of my hand, turned to look at the pillow beside me, noticed a startling lack of Hana. I closed my eyes again, rolled on my side, waited for her to come back from the bathroom. A few minutes later, I heard the door undog. “Hey, baby,” I said sleepily. 
 
    “Morning,” Hana said, almost whispering. “I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    “I’m cold,” I complained, patting her side of the bed. “Bring the heater back?”  
 
    “I have to go,” she apologized. “The Motor Club is still working on our bubble crawler for the Long Run.” 
 
    I opened my eyes, groped for a pillow, looked at Hana. She was wearing her coveralls; a white undershirt showed at the neck. “You didn’t let me watch you dress.” 
 
    “You watched me undress,” she pointed out, sitting beside me to lean down for a kiss.  
 
    “Not actually true. You were undressed when I came back from the bathroom.” I fluffed my newly-blonded hair to remind her. “And anyway, dressing and undressing are different.” 
 
    Hana smirked. “Well, clearly. Only one of these processes leaves a naked girl in your company at the end.” She batted her eyelashes at me, teased me with my own words, “Have the charms of my naked body worn thin so quickly?” 
 
    “No. Well, I don’t think so.” I reached for the fastener on her coveralls. “But just to be sure, share it with me some more?” 
 
    She chuckled, took my hand, kissed the palm. “I really have to go.”  
 
    “Dressing and undressing are different,” I maintained, trying to keep her a little longer. “When a woman undresses, she’s doing it for her lover; as often as not, it’s a performance. When a woman dresses, it’s for herself. It’s more intimate.” 
 
    Hana laughed. “You realize that telling me this means that I’ll be aware of you watching when I get dressed in the future.” 
 
    “Ah,” I recanted. “I just woke up; I’m not thinking very clearly. What I meant to say was, I’d never watch a woman getting dressed!” She kissed me again, started to stand up, but I caught a fold of her coveralls. “No, stay.” 
 
    “I can’t, honey,” Hana said. “The Long Run is in two weeks.” 
 
    “Explain this to me.” I reminded her, “mining ship?” 
 
    “Ironic that you should say that, since it’s all about miners,” Hana started, relaxing and lying down beside me. “Once upon a time, a group of miners were out assaying.” 
 
    “Did they sing a song while they were doing it?” I teased, happy that I’d found a way to convince her to stay a few more minutes. “Possibly something set to the tune of ‘here we come a-wassailing’?” 
 
    “Not so far as I’ve read,” Hana answered, smirking. “Anyway, they had a fire in their power system which left them with no propulsion and no life support except for the scrubbers in their suits.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “They didn’t have redundant systems? Did they all die?” 
 
    “The suits were their redundant system. But happy ending,” Hana reassured me. “No one died.” 
 
    “Oh, good. I don’t like the part where people die. You know, when there’s a part where people die.” 
 
    Hana kissed me and I slid my hand oh-so-sneakily to her butt, pulling her in against me. We kissed some more before she reached down, took my hand, pulled it up between us. “Miners from all over the Aitken Basin dropped what they were doing, and raced to help the stranded group.” 
 
    “And in memory of that selfless act, every year you reenact the race?” I asked, laying back. 
 
    “It wasn’t entirely selfless,” Hana admitted. “The stranded team broadcast that they were sitting on a titanium node, and that they’d share the claim with whoever got them out of there. But yes; every year we race from Lunagrad to the mine site using only technology available to the miners.” 
 
    “And this is important?”  
 
    “Winning it is. It’s like…” Hana paused, groping for an analogy. “If one of those brands you like, the ones with the big tents in the flea market….” 
 
    “Couture houses?” I asked, making sure I understood her meaning. 
 
    “Sure,” she agreed. “If one of them were to pick up one of your designs and market it throughout the greenbelt, would that be important?” 
 
    “It would.” 
 
    “Well, this is Jin’s last chance to win the Long Run,” Hana said. 
 
    “Jin?” I asked. 
 
    “Jin.” She rolled on her back, letting go of my hand. “Jin’ichi Fujikawa is in his last year of the mechanical engineering program. He’s the president of the Motor Club.” 
 
    “Ah.” I sighed. “Well, if it’s that important….” 
 
    “It is.” Hana stood up, made her way to the door. This time I made no effort to stop her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I got up, I dug the silk coveralls I’d made for Hana out of the closet, put them on over a cotton camiknicker, belted it with the silver chain I’d realized for our first date. A pair of really stompy work boots seemed called for, so I shopped for a pattern, sent it to the neighborhood fab along with a pair of heavy socks. I picked them up on the way to the studio. 
 
    The background on the window display was white, so I walked in. George and Madeline were sitting on the leather sofa; she was leaning back against him, and he had a hand down her blouse. Both had their slates out. “I am simply suggesting that we should match,” George was saying. 
 
    “There’s only one decent woman’s role in the book,” Madeline protested. They looked up and saw me at the same moment. “Ran,” Madeline greeted me, lightly smacking George’s hand. Reluctantly, he withdrew it. “I like the hair. It suits you.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, feeling awkward. “Thank you.” I held up the box in my hands. “I brought turnovers. Cherry, red bean, and green tea.” I set it down on the pool table. “Can we even refer to this thing as a pool table? None of us has actually used it to play billiards.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Madeline said, disregarding the question. She stood up and straightened her blouse. “I let him touch; it keeps him manageable.” 
 
    George smirked, held up his slate. “We were discussing Tenniel’s illustrations. I maintain we should have thematically linked costumes, as it is our debut weekend.” 
 
    I nodded, flopped in the chair that had become mine over the last week, draped a leg over one arm. “Makes sense. I designed an Alice costume.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Madeline disagreed. “For three reasons.” 
 
    “Please,” I requested, holding out a hand toward her, palm up, “elucidate.” 
 
    “I have wanted nothing else this past hour,” Madeline answered, and we smirked at each other. I had never actually heard George use the phrase, but it still reminded us of him. “First, you’ve already laid claim to Alice, who is the one positive female character in the work. I could do an alternate version of Alice, but then it might look as though we had no imagination.” 
 
    “Or that we were competing.” I remembered the discussion with Hana. 
 
    “Precisely,” Madeline answered. “Secondly, we are not actually members of the costumer’s guild, though I would like to be. I am concerned that they might see it as presumptuous if we adopted their theme for the weekend.” 
 
    “I would like to be invited to join as well. But is Alice in Wonderland really a fairy tale?” I opened the box, chose a green tea turnover. 
 
    Madeline shrugged. “Close enough that I’d rather not take the risk.” She paused before moving on to her next point. “Thirdly, as it is our debut weekend, I rather believe we should be wearing our own clothes.” She frowned at the way that sounded, clarified, “The ones we’re trying to sell.” 
 
    “You two are our best models,” George chimed in agreeably. “The clothes were literally designed to suit you.” He rose from the sofa as well, peered into the box. “Which ones are Cherry?” 
 
    “You can see the filling,” Madeline pointed out.  
 
    “Very well,” I said. “I’m convinced.” 
 
    “That you can see the filling?” George asked, sounding too innocent. 
 
    “Of course I can,” I said, turning the bitten end of my turnover toward him. He made a face, selected a turnover. “But what I meant was that I am convinced we should wear our own designs. Though it does mean that I dyed my hair for nothing.” 
 
    “Not for nothing,” George said, smiling. “It suits you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday morning, we met at the studio. I’d worn my shawl-collar dress and sparkcloth leggings. Madeline wore a cropped dirndl blouse with a sparkcloth brassiere flashing though. She’d paired the top with a royal blue fluted skirt she was wearing dangerously low on her slim hips, and she’d realized a sapphire that completely filled her navel. George wore a Rococo modern waistcoat with sparkcloth leggings. “You look great,” I complimented them. 
 
    “So do you,” Madeline said, rushing over to give me a hug. “Deep breath,” she instructed. The sentiment was appreciated, but difficult to follow with those amazing breasts held tightly against mine. 
 
    “Me, or you?” I asked teasingly.  
 
    “We’re going to rock this,” George said, coming over and gently removing Madeline from the glomp. 
 
    “Right,” Madeline said, going over to pick up the bundle the awning was packed in. “Right.” She took the deep breath she’d recommended, and smiled tightly. “Right.” 
 
    “Help me?” George requested, going over to take one end of the case the Magic Mirror was packed in. I went over and picked up the other end. Lunar gravity made the package light, but it was still awkward. “Another item for the ‘want’ list,” George said as we maneuvered through the door. “A ‘bot of burden.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When we reached Tereshkova square, it was full of vendors setting up. Madeline brought up the flea market app and followed the locator to our space. As we approached, four live spots on the pavement lit up, showing the boundaries of our space. Madeline tapped her hanko pendant against one of the spots, signing us in. 
 
    We set the awning up. It had our brand name, “The Girl Goes Dancing,” printed on each side. The top was slightly peaked, creating four triangles; the front panel was a display sheet on which my image and Madeline’s were taking turns dancing… the fully-dressed version; we’d vetoed underwear dances for the square, much to George’s amused dismay. 
 
    The awning in place, we set up the Magic Mirror in the center rear of our booth. I started it up and stood in front of it, running through the outfits we’d selected to be our featured offerings. I turned away, and George stepped in front of the mirror. I’d left it set for a pleated skirt and lawn blouse. Madeline chuckled, watching him. 
 
    George made a show of examining himself. “Perhaps I should consider skirts.” 
 
    “Well, you do have nice calves,” Madeline agreed. 
 
    “Are you open?” our first customer asked, and we all turned away from the mirror. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later in the day I walked a customer to the edge of the tent. I was  thanking her for her purchase when I caught sight of a Heian princess moving through the crowd. She walked with great dignity, which is actually the only way to move in Heian court dress. As she noticed me looking she raised her fan and waved. I spent a moment trying to figure out if she was doing that Japanese beckon I always mistake for a wave, then I abruptly realized that under the white makeup was Helena’s face. I grinned, returned the wave. She lowered the fan and smiled, and her teeth shone like black pearls. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, admiring the moons embroidered on her junihitoe. “That’s amazing detail!” 
 
    “It’s surprisingly heavy,” Helena said. “I can’t imagine how people wore it in Earth’s gravity.” 
 
    “It’s called ‘twelve-layer robe’ for a reason,” I pointed out. “The princesses who wore it didn’t do a lot of walking around. They were just there to be seen, and occasionally raped as a show of power and status.” 
 
    Helena looked at me oddly. “What?” 
 
    I shrugged. “My ancestors were not always the nicest people. But wow, you look fantastic.” She stepped under the awning and I squinted at her. “Is your hair glowing with the light of the moon?” I asked, incredulously. “How in the worlds did you do that?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, hiding her mouth to giggle. “It’s a genetweak. Turns out, a guy I know in the bio department was already working on putting luciferin in hair.” 
 
    “So it glows because of luciferin?”  
 
    “And a couple of proteins… one that makes it glow, and one that recharges it. Henre -- my friend in biology -- tied them to my estrogen and progesterone cycles, so that the amount of light waxes and wanes like the cycles of the moon.” Helena smiled, exposing the black pearl teeth again. 
 
    “I hope that isn’t a genetweak,” I said, pointing at my mouth to clarify. 
 
    “No, it’s… well, I’m not sure how it was done, but it tastes bad. And the hair… I had to let the bathroom shave my head, and then spend twelve hours with a follicle stimulator. Do you have any idea how much it itches to force-grow seventy-five centimeters of hair?” 
 
    “I do not,” I said. “And I earnestly hope that I never have to.” 
 
    Helena laughed again. “Anyway, you demanded royalties.” 
 
    “I was joking. And I certainly didn’t….” I trailed off, gesturing at the hair. 
 
    “I know,” Helena reassured me, touching my wrist with her folded fan. “And I can’t actually give royalties, ‘cause I didn’t do it, either. But I did get you one.” She reached into her sleeve and produced a tiny pill case.  
 
    I accepted the lacquered box, rattled it. It sounded like there was a single capsule inside. “This is the genetweak?”  
 
    “Yes, and it’s a live virus, so it’s only good for about a week,” Helena said. 
 
    “Okay. Good to know.” I looked down at the pill case.  
 
    In that moment of silence, I heard a voice outside the booth, “... rubbish that appeals to high school girls who haven’t learned that restrained hints are far more alluring than brazen display.” 
 
    There was a man’s laugh, and then, “Desdemona! They can hear you!” 
 
    Helena and I turned. The woman was pale, though she didn’t hold a candle to Jo; she wore a witch costume. She was walking with her arm through the arm of a surprisingly dark man in a wizard’s costume. “Desdemona Cassio,” Helena murmured from behind her fan. “The most odious woman in the worlds. Every time I go to a meeting of the Costumer’s guild, she manages to work in the fact that she’s the costumer for the Motor Club, like that makes her an authority to be listened to.” 
 
    Pieces clicked together in my head. “She can’t even tell the difference between seventeenth and nineteenth century Japanese clothing styles,” I muttered back, feeling catty. My eyes scanned the walkway behind the witch. Several men in armor had an emblem on their surcoats it took me a moment to figure out… it was a circular table, I realized. They were knights of the round table. 
 
    And behind them… Hana. Wearing the princess dress she’d worn in Heinleinburg. The princess dress I designed. She had stopped at a display of leathergoods, and was holding hands with a man dressed in Tudor finery and a crown… the man who had been walking a step in front of her, the day she dropped Desdemona’s handkerchief. The man who had looked from the handkerchief from to her face. He dropped her hand, moved his to her hip, casually slid it to her butt. More pieces fell into place. “I am such an idiot,” I murmured. I looked at the witch again. Had she designed the sailor fuku Hana had worn on the train? 
 
    It was like a meteor strike. My eyes were pulled back to Hana. I couldn’t look away. Hana and the man with his hand on her butt were the tumbling piece of space debris approaching my hull, and my navigational lasers weren’t firing. He said something, she laughed, and they kissed. I distinctly heard the sound of air whistling out through a hull breach. “Patch kit,” I begged. 
 
    “Huh?” Helena turned toward me. “Ran? Are you alright?” 
 
    “No.” I wondered why the hell we hadn’t realized any chairs for the booth. Had we really not thought anyone would be waiting for a chance to use the mirror? Or conversely, that we might be left waiting between customers? 
 
    I was wrong; the meteor hadn’t hit the hull yet. When she looked up, saw the display sheet, then looked down, straight into my face. When her eyes widened, and she missed a step. That was when it slammed into the hull. When she looked down, resumed walking, walked right by holding his hand, I knew that I was holed through and through. No patch in the greenbelt was going to be big enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I do not know how I managed to get through the rest of the day. Somehow I found myself at home, with a distant memory of helping George carry the Magic Mirror back to the studio, of my partners making vague noises about a celebration of our successful day, and my excuse about how I was feeling under the weather. None of it had made a difference to the gaping hole in my chest.  
 
    I stood in my apartment, feeling unable to breathe. This compartment was supposed to be airtight, I thought. It was supposed to have a backup air scrubber to keep me alive until rescue could reach me. I sank to the floor slowly. Time passed. 
 
    The door opened. “Ran?”  
 
    I didn’t move. “Who is he?”  
 
    She was silent for a long minute. “Jin.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, “for not pretending you didn’t know who I meant. But that wasn’t really the question I was asking. I meant, who is he to you?”  
 
    “It’s not romantic.” 
 
    “No?” With great difficulty I sat up, looked at her. “So you just walk down the street holding hands with any ol’ club leader who happens to come along? Give him a little smooch, let him squeeze your ass, what? For morale?” 
 
    “He’s my fiance.” She closed the door and put her back against it, slid down to sit on the floor. 
 
    I looked at her for a long, incredulous moment, and shook my head. “I am such an idiot.” I flopped backward on the tatami mat, stared at the ceiling. “I’m the next Desdemona. The next supplier of pretty clothes. The next ‘thing that should never have started.’ Is this where I embroider fruit on a handkerchief for you?” 
 
    “It’s not romantic,” she said again. 
 
    “A nice grapefruit seems appropriate,” I went on, not responding to the ridiculous assertion. “Or maybe a grape stem with no grapes.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Hana insisted. 
 
    “How the hell do you get engaged to someone without it being romantic?” I was genuinely curious, somewhere under the layer of pain and fury that lay under the layer of empty. 
 
    “We grew up together,” she tried to explain. “His parents, my parents, they’re friends. It was just always expected that we would be together. We made plans. And he asked me in front of our parents, and you should have heard my father go on about uniting our families….”  
 
    “Sticky and overwhelming.” I remembered our first weekend together. “He’s sticky and overwhelming. I am such a fool.” There was silence for a long moment. “Are you going to marry him?”  
 
    She was silent, and then very quietly answered, “Yes. He’s my future. And… I do feel… something.” 
 
    “Then there doesn’t seem to be anything else to say,” I said. I heard her get up, open the door. “I could have been your future,” I said. There was a pause, then I heard the door close. The dogs sliding into place sounded like death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter the Tenth 
 
    In which, our heroine provides proof of life; attends a party, gets drunk, and argues with her sister; roots for the rocketmen; and is educated about slow races. 
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    Female Body Archetype Ten: 
 
    Short torso with narrow shoulders, small bust, and a defined waist with wide hips and long legs.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Time passed. I lay on the floor. Sometimes I slept. Sometimes I stared at the mural of lotuses and orchids Ren’s paintbomb had produced on my closet doors. Sometimes I stared at the image cube of Hana kissing me. My slate chimed a few times; I ignored it. Occasionally, I shuffled to the bathroom and back. 
 
    I heard the door undog, and Madeline’s voice said, “Thank you, Mr. Jaworski.” I raised my head, looked at her standing in the doorway. “You alive?”  
 
    “-ish,” I croaked. I cleared my throat. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “No one’s seen you since Sunday evening,” Madeline turned and spoke out the door, “It’s okay, sir. She’s alive.” I heard something in Polish, and then Madeline repeated, “Thank you.” She came in, shut the door. 
 
    “Go away.” I dropped my head back to the floor. 
 
    “What day is it?” Madeline gave no sign of complying with my request.  
 
    “Dunno.”  
 
    “It’s Wednesday.” Madeline said. 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Calendar-lady.” I draped my arm over my eyes. “You’re still here. Go away.” 
 
    “That was astoundingly witty.” Madeline kicked off her shoes and stepped up onto the tatami mats. 
 
    “I’m not at my best,” I admitted. “You’re not going away.” I flapped a hand at her without opening my eyes. “Shoo.” 
 
    “When was the last time you ate?” 
 
    “I dunno.” I resigned myself to her staying. 
 
    “Here.” She sat beside me and passed me a bottle. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, accepting it. In the light coming off the display wall, I looked at the label, discovered it was a liquid meal. “I don’t even get a sandwich?”  
 
    “Liquid is easier on the stomach after a long fast,” Madeline said. “Drink first, sandwich later.” She paused and then, seeing I remained unconvinced, added, “It’s chocolate.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, since it’s chocolate.” I sat up, opened the bottle, took a sip. “You’re managing me.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she admitted. 
 
    “I don’t like being managed,” I protested, taking another sip. “And I didn’t even get to grope you.” 
 
    Madeline raised a silver eyebrow. “Do you want to?” Her eyes were the color of water frozen since the formation of the solar system. That’s not rhetoric; I’ve seen such ice, and it is that color. 
 
    I sighed and looked away, realizing hers weren’t the eyes I wanted to be looking into; nor the breasts I wanted to get my hands on. “Not really.”  
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    I recapped the bottle, set it down, reached for my slate. I flicked aside the notice of missed calls, pulled up my favorite viz of my encounter with Hana on the bridge, the one compiled from multiple imaging drones. I flipped it onto the display wall. Madeline turned to watch with me. 
 
    “Stage left, you will see me, newly arrived in Lunagrad and wearing the colors of a long-vanished king,” I narrated. “Center of view, an amazingly poorly executed costumed group of Shinsengumi, the murderous thugs who terrorized the Emperor’s people in Kyoto in the last days of the Shogunate.” 
 
    “Go musketeers,” Madeline nodded. “Got it.” 
 
    The drones saw what I had not seen that day: the fluttering of the handkerchief as it dropped from Hana’s sleeve. It hit the ground, and I watched the past version of me notice it. “See this guy?” I pointed to the man walking half a step in front of Hana. “Watch him.” 
 
    “Okay,” she answered. “Who is he?” 
 
    “Jin’ichi something,” I explained. “President of the Motor Club.” And then the moment came. Jin’ichi Something looked at the handkerchief and clearly recognized it. He looked at Hana. I froze the image there. I could see in his face some of the things I was feeling. “Hana’s fiance.”  
 
    “Oh,” Madeline said, putting her arm around my shoulder. “Oh, honey.” 
 
    I sank against her and finally cried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, I went back to classes. I apologized to instructors, borrowed notes from classmates, promised to catch up. Friday after class I was sitting in my chair in the studio when Madeline came in, followed by George. “Ah,” said George, seeing me. “You’re alive.” 
 
    “You saw me yesterday, George,” I pointed out with some annoyance.  
 
    “I saw something,” he countered, flopping bonelessly on the sofa. “A simulacrum of you. For all the life it showed, it could have been an automata programmed to stand in for you.” 
 
    I waved a finger in the air. “It’s life.”  
 
    Madeline leaned over and kissed my cheek. “And we’re glad of it.” She went over to sit on the opposite end of the sofa from George. “Are we in for the evening? If we’re working, that’s fine, but Hillbilly Geisha are playing a live; Ada, the bassist, said she’d leave tickets for me.” 
 
    “Go, have a good time.” I waved farewell. George frowned. He looked at me, and then at Madeline, raised his eyebrows, and cut his eyes back toward me. “I can see you, George. I assure you, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Well, if you assure me,” he said, standing. He hesitated. “What are we doing about the race?”  
 
    “The race?” I repeated, not catching his meaning. 
 
    “The Long Run starts in the morning,” he clarified. “It’s rather a big deal. Everyone will be talking about it.” 
 
    “Ah.” I had absolutely zero desire to discuss that particular topic. I looked at the virtual dress form on my slate to avoid letting them see how much it bothered me. “What would you normally do about it?” 
 
    “Have a party,” Madeline answered promptly. 
 
    “Ah,” I repeated. I poked at my slate, thinking about it. What the hell, I figured; planning a party would at least distract George and Madeline. “Then let’s have a party. We can hang a display sheet,” I gestured toward the storefront, where we’d blocked the windows with the outward-facing displays, “and follow all the exciting action.” I couldn’t quite keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “Set up a snack buffet, invite friends, classmates, and customers.” Privately, I figured it would come down to the three of us hanging out.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was wrong. By eight o’clock lunar standard time, there were a dozen people in the studio, mostly women. A surprising number were wearing our clothes. Men started trickling in after; one was wearing my shawl-collar dress. He didn’t have the hips or chest I’d designed it for, but he made it look good. 
 
    Madeline was standing near the door, welcoming people, when I caught up with her. “Are we allowed to have this many people?”  
 
    “Life support’s rated for two hundred,” she answered. 
 
    “Oh my god,” one of the women wearing my high-waist skirt and the cropped jacket I’d paired it with said, hitting the shoulder of the man standing next to her. “It’s her!” She looked at me again, exclaiming, “It’s you!” 
 
    Madeline and I looked at each other, duplicate expressions of puzzlement on our faces.  
 
    The woman went on, “I’ve watched the whole Space Family Gray and the Incident at Moore’s Farm series two dozen times!” 
 
    “Oh,” Madeline and I said at the same time.  
 
    “I’m such a fan! The scene at the end? Where you stab that pirate with the side-hooky-thing? And you have blood all over your hands? That is so awesome!” 
 
    The man was looking from her to me, one eyebrow raised. “Is it…?” 
 
    “No,” I said. Madeline was stepping forward to deflect the woman, but I put my hand on her elbow. It was sweet of her to defend me, but I knew from experience a fan wouldn’t give up until she got the answer. “That was my older sister, Winter. We look alike, but I was only five years old when that happened. I’m Ran; I designed the clothes you’re wearing.” Badly, I thought, but didn’t add. 
 
    “Oh,” the woman said. She adjusted the jacket, accidentally showing me what she wasn’t wearing underneath. “It’s a nice outfit.”  
 
    “I’m glad you think so,” I answered, smiling. Mentally, I apologized for thinking she wore it badly. I made a note to add a partlet or a dickie to the outfit. 
 
    “Is there any chance you could get your sister’s autograph for me?”  
 
    I retracted the retraction. “No. She’s heading toward the orbit of Mars at thirty kilometers per second.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh, on the ship! Gray Maru, Queen of the Spaceways! I read about how it’s a reserve cutter! That is so cool!” It was all I could do to keep from rolling my eyes as she added the tabloid title to our ship’s name. “I love that scene in the episode, where Captain Gray says, ‘Shift colors!’ and the front of the ship…” 
 
    “The radscreen,” I corrected, to no avail. Gray Maru was a reserve cutter because Mom was a retired UNSPACE Captain, and because everything we mined could be used as fuel or reaction mass. If we were willing to burn our cargo, we could move faster, and for longer, than any commissioned cutter. 
 
    “...Changes from McCarthene to show the UNSPACE logo!” 
 
    “It’s still McCarthene,” I pointed out patiently. “It just changed its decal.” 
 
    There was no stopping her. She went thundering on, “and the music comes swelling up, what is it…” she turned to her companion, fumbling for the name. 
 
    “Set All Jets to Blast,” I provided. Though it was an instrumental piece, pretty much everyone in our family had their own lyrics, more or less obscene, according to how sober they’d been when they came up with them. Mom’s were the most off-color, and more than once I’d heard them sung, or slurred, loudly in the main corridor of Ceres or Vesta. 
 
    “Yes!” The woman snapped her fingers and pointed at me. “Set All Jets to Blast! I love that!” 
 
    “You really do look like her,” the young man said. “Except for the hair.” 
 
    “Have you met our partner, George Butusov?” Madeline asked, taking the woman’s elbow and gently leading her away. 
 
    The young man looked at me, smiled wryly, shrugged. “She’s made me watch it, too,” he admitted, then followed after them. 
 
    Madeline drifted back over, stood beside me. We watched the flow of people through the door, over to the snack buffet, and then either to the display sheet to watch the pre-race coverage, or over to the pool table where George was holding court. Madeline kept glancing at me. After about the third glance, I sighed. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Side-hooky-thing?” she asked, trying to keep a straight face. 
 
    “It was a jitte.”  
 
    Her face was blank for a moment, then she stuck her finger out, crooked. “Oh, with the…” 
 
    “Side-hooky-thing,” I agreed. 
 
    “And your sister really…?” 
 
    “She really did,” I agreed. “Or so I’m told. I wasn’t there.” 
 
    “Because you were five years old,” Madeline recalled, nodding. I smiled tightly. After a moment, she wandered off toward the door. 
 
    I wandered toward the buffet table. A young man with toffee-colored skin, hazel eyes, and white, tightly curled hair smiled warmly at me. “Ran Gray?”  
 
    “On my good days,” I said, warily. “Tell me… do you think we should include men’s fashions in our product line?” 
 
    He looked at me blankly for a moment. “Oh. Clothes.” He looked down at his linen cossack shirt and denim trousers. “I’m not exactly a fashion enthusiast.”  
 
    “You were just drawn to the fish fingers?” I asked, glancing at his plate. “Or…” I turned to look at the room full of women, “perhaps you enjoy fashion as long as it’s not you wearing it?” 
 
    He glanced the way I was looking and smiled. He had a nice smile. “No… or yes, but no, that’s not why I’m here. I was looking for you; to say thank you.” 
 
    I sighed. “For something my family did?”  
 
    “Yes,” he said, nodding. “Not directly. But… after Moore’s Farm, UNSPACE set up Health and Welfare checks on rubblehabs. My family was freed from serfdom because of those checks. UNSC Angie Brook-Randolph came, and her crew liberated us.” 
 
    “I am glad for your freedom,” I said, laying my hand on his forearm. “But it wasn’t me.” 
 
    He looked sad for a moment, then nodded. “Thanks anyway.” After a moment, he moved toward the pool table. 
 
    I sighed, picked up a pitcher of something red. A sniff told me what I needed to know and I wandered toward the wall furthest from the display sheet. A few minutes later, Madeline came to stand beside me. “What’s that?”  
 
    “Something red,” I answered, watching as the pre-race coverage worked its way through prerecorded interviews with the race teams. 
 
    “Alcoholic?”  
 
    “Oooooh, yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    “Fill me up.” She held out her cup.  
 
    I was distracted as the pre-race coverage reached the Sankt Vladimir team. With the chatter coming from the party crowd and the distance between the display and myself, I couldn’t hear what Jin’ichi was saying as the image focused on him. 
 
    Madeline followed my gaze and lowered her voice to a parody of male tones, “We’re going to race like no one has raced before, while racing exactly the way everyone has raced before. We’ve got a machine, and it’s a good machine, and we’re going to machine that machine to the race machine race.” 
 
    The view broadened to include Hana. Madeline pitched her voice higher, “Go Diggers!” and the interview segment was over. I filled up Madeline’s cup and she winked. As she walked away, I drank out of the pitcher.  
 
    I was drinking alone, I thought, contemplating how much red something I could drink without passing out. My slate chimed with the family tone. I answered and Ren’s avatar appeared, standing on top of my slate. “Hey, Orchid.” 
 
    “Howdy, Lotus,” I saluted her with the pitcher and wondered if she counted toward not drinking alone. “Wha’s shakin’?” 
 
    “You didn’t return my call.” She peered at me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s a party.” I took a sip from the pitcher.  
 
    “What’s the occasion?” Ren peered about, trying to see what was happening around me. “There’re a lot of people wearing things from your brand.” 
 
    “Yay,” I said, flatly. I raised the pitcher, toasting her avatar. “I’m a success.” I took another drink. “Ran ‘bloody-hands’ Gray, pirate-slaying Queen of the Spaceways.”  
 
    “Whoa, there,” Ren said, looking concerned. “What’s really going on?” 
 
    I walked to where I’d left my chair, shoved out of the way at the back of the shop. “Hana dumped me.” I thought about it. “Or I dumped her. I’m not really sure which,” I confessed. “Either way, I’m in the dumps.” 
 
    “Aw, Orchid,” Ren sighed. “That’s why I didn’t want to put all those firsts on one person.” 
 
    “Really? I tell you I broke up with the woman I love, and I get an ‘I told you so’?” I reached for the control to terminate the call. 
 
    “Sorry!” Ren said quickly. “What I meant to say was, that sucks, and I’m sorry to hear it.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, taking another drink. “It sucks.” Across the room, near the display sheet, I saw Jo. Xe was wearing my godet skirt, altered to sit low on xir hips, with Madeline’s bolero -- and apparently nothing under it but skin. I couldn’t see either set of xir eyes from here, but xe raised xir cup in salute, and I responded by raising the pitcher. I wondered how xe’d react if I walked over there and kissed xir. 
 
    “But Ran….” Ren trailed off. 
 
    “What?” I demanded, distracted from thoughts of snogging Jo. 
 
    “You’ll get mad and stomp off,” she admitted. “And I don’t want to make you mad.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said. “I could use a little mad right about now. It’ll combat the sad.” 
 
    “First,” she suggested, “put the pitcher down. Remember mom’s drinking rule?” 
 
    “Only drink when you’re starting from an up place,” I said. I sighed, and set the pitcher on the floor. “Or you’ll end up feeling lower, and crying with snot, which is never pretty.” 
 
    “Plus,” Ren said, “I’ve discovered the horror that is ‘Asian glow’.” 
 
    “We get Asian glow? We’re only a quarter Japanese! So unfair. And why hasn’t anyone told me?” I paused, letting the thought of flushing bright red because of alcohol percolate through my slow mind, and then focused. “You were going to ‘but Ran’ me, and I was going to get mad.” 
 
    “You didn’t really expect this to work out, did you?” Ren asked. “I mean, really?” 
 
    “Our parents have been together for over a century!” I pointed out. “Autumn has Bjorn, Winter has Sarah… we’re surrounded by happy couples! Why wouldn’t it work out?” 
 
    Ren sighed and pulled her hair back from her forehead. “You only ever hear the happy parts of stories,” she accused. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean… have you forgotten that Mama was married twice before finding Mom? And Mom was only married the once, but she had a couple dozen ex-girlfriends floating around. Yes, Winter has Sarah, but she used an Expert System matchmaker, and even so, Sarah wasn’t the first one she was matched with. Autumn… well, Autumn and Bjorn are a statistical anomaly; they’re freaks.” 
 
    “She’s your sister,” I said. I was starting to see what Mom meant about only drinking when you were starting from an up place. I was feeling empty, discarded, and worthless.  
 
    “I’m familiar with that fact,” Ren said dryly. “Look, we’re….” 
 
    “Freaks?” I suggested. 
 
    “Unusual,” she asserted.  
 
    “Which is the polite version of freaks,” I observed. 
 
    “Sometimes,” she conceded. “We’re smart, and well-spoken, and we grew up virtually in isolation with state of the art educational systems. Each of us can shut down a fusion reactor before it goes critical; plot a course using only a sextant and manual RCS controls; and critique literature in three languages. Finding a partner for us is a one-in-a-million shot.” 
 
    “That’s still... a hundred thousand potential matches,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Oh, you can still do math in your head? You’re not as drunk as you look.” She winked and I grinned wanly.  
 
    “I’ll work on it,” I promised. 
 
    “A hundred thousand spread among billions of cubic kilometers,” Ren pointed out. “And this one didn’t turn out to be one of that golden hundred thousand.” 
 
    “Platinum,” I insisted. “If it’s going to be my one-in-a-million, she’s going to be platinum, not gold.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Ran said, smiling. “You going to be okay?” 
 
    “I’m going to be okay. I’ll call you tomorrow,” I promised. 
 
    “Do,” she said, and I closed the call. I dropped my slate on the floor, reconsidered, picked it back up, folded it closed, stuck it in my purse. In my purse, I discovered the pill case Helena had given me, and the genetweak capsule within.  
 
    I held the capsule up to the light, remembering Helena’s statement that it was only viable for about a week. It had been six days since she’d given it to me. Was it still good? Silence gathered around our guests, and I looked up in time to hear the race organizers play the historic distress call to start the race. I turned my attention back to the capsule. I had come to the moon to make my own way, I thought. I didn’t want to be my mothers, or my sisters. I swallowed the capsule. 
 
    Madeline wandered over. “How are you doing?” she asked, sitting on the floor in front of my chair. “You’re very red.” 
 
    “I’d say something witty, but I think I’m a little bit drunk.” 
 
    “Only a little?” She made a show of examining me. “You’re very red.” 
 
    “Asian glow,” I explained. “I’ve just discovered I’m prone to it.” 
 
    “There’s a genetweak for that,” Madeline said, putting her hands on her hips and leaning back, arching. “Mmm,” she released the stretch. “Needed that.” 
 
    “You and George seem to be doing okay.” I looked over, watched George schmoozing with our guests. “How’d you resolve… whatever it was?” 
 
    Madeline shrugged. “We talked. About expectations and accommodations. Then we had sex.” She shrugged again. “It all worked out.” 
 
    “Hana and I talked all the time,” I said, thinking about all the conversations over the weeks we’d been dating. “And had sex. But it didn’t work out.” 
 
    “Both people have to be playing the same game,” Madeline said. “Hana was dealing from the bottom of the deck.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the end of the day, the field had shaken down to the Sankt Vladimir, Heinleinburg U, and Shimizu teams really having a chance. Fans, reluctant to believe the Diggers were in first place, kept reassuring each other that it was still anyone’s race. Secretly, I pulled for the Heinleinburg Rocketmen, but in a Sankt Vladimir Diggers town, it pays to be very, very quiet about rooting for the Rocketmen. Each time the race coverage showed a leaderboard, I’d mutter their cheer bitterly, “All clear forward and up.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, we set up the awning in the flea market. We’d realized some folding chairs and it turned out to be a good thing. “Where is everyone?” I lamented.  
 
    “Race weekend,” George reminded me, trying to find a way to sprawl languidly in a folding chair. 
 
    “Are that many people really staring at displays of bubble crawlers?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Madeline answered, leaning down to kiss the top of George’s head. 
 
    “Crawlers,” I repeated. “They’re called that for a reason! Kilometer after kilometer of gravel, with an occasional interior shot of two people looking very intense about crawling over hundreds of kilometers of gravel!” 
 
    “It’s a race,” George answered. 
 
    “The slowest race in the greenbelt,” I grumped. 
 
    “It takes two days to run,” Madeline sounded reasonable and thoughtful, qualities I was not in a position to appreciate. “There’s that thing they do with the pedal-powered ion drives.” 
 
    “The Tour d’Habitat,” George clarified. 
 
    “That one,” Madeline agreed. “Six days of sweaty people pumping pedals.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, nodding sagely. “And how many of them are my ex-girlfriends?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter the Eleventh 
 
    In which our heroine ignores calls; meets a vegetarian in a grill; shares a fabric; takes a meeting; and kisses a girl. 
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    Female Body Archetype Eleven: 
 
    Average torso with a tummy larger than bust, slender hips, average leg length. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Monday as I walked out of Doctor Debord’s class, my slate chimed with the tone I’d assigned to Hana. I hit the ignore control, found a quiet place to stop, set my slate to ignore any future calls from her. Walking home, I decided to stop in at a gyro shop. I’d collected my rotisserie grilled deliciousness when Madeline walked in. She trailed by a woman I’d never met. The stranger was wearing a World of Fantasy t-shirt that had been worn so many times it had become thin enough I could see her bra through it, with a tartan skirt which barely covered her butt, and thigh-high stockings with runs in them. Apparently, she was wearing a garter belt, because I could see the garters. A pair of stompy boots was laced up to her calves, completing the outfit. 
 
    “Ran,” Madeline tucked her slate into her purse. “Fancy meeting you.” 
 
    “Madeline,” I nodded.  
 
    “Oh, have you met Ada?” Madeline asked, approaching my table. “Ada Suzuki, Ran Gray.”  
 
    “Hey,” the woman… Ada… said. She was a small-busted, slim-hipped archetype nine; taller than Madeline, with jaw-length glossy black hair held out of her eyes by a purple Alice band, and eyes the color of lazurite. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” I responded. “You’re the bassist?”  
 
    “Yeah,” she took a seat across the table from me. “For Hillbilly Geisha. You’ve caught one of our shows?” 
 
    “No,” I said, looking at Madeline. “I just pay attention to what people say.” 
 
    “I’m going to order,” Madeline said, turning away. Behind her, I saw George come into the shop. 
 
    I looked at my gyro, looked up at Ada. “I’m sorry about this.” 
 
    She grinned. “It’s copacetic. We’re her friends, and she knows we’re both mirror-biased girls.” 
 
    I laughed quietly. George came over, sat down beside me. “You’re not eating?”  
 
    “Madeline’s ordering,” he said, airily. “Ada,” he nodded in greeting. “We caught your set at QTPT on Friday night. Madeline was disappointed not to catch you after, but when Blackrock came on…” He shrugged, opened his hands in a ‘what can one do’ gesture. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Ada said. “She caught up with me this morning.” 
 
    “As I see,” George agreed. 
 
    “So,” I said, after a moment of awkward silence. “Ada, tell me about yourself?” 
 
    Ada shrugged. “I play bass, for a punk-pop band. I’m from Arizona.” 
 
    The musical genre explained the clothes. “Arizona? The one in the Sonoran desert? Not a habitat with the same name?” 
 
    “Right,” she agreed. “You’ve been there?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I’ve never been to Earth. But my twin sister, Ren, is at Northern Arizona University right now, studying Mechatronics.” 
 
    “That’s pretty nifty.” Ada looked at my plate. “Hey, don’t let me stop you from eating.” 
 
    “It’s polite to wait until everyone is seated,” I demurred. I raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you eating?” 
 
    “I’m a vegetarian,” she explained. 
 
    I raised the other eyebrow. The answer didn’t seem to match the question I’d actually asked, and it seemed to me there were non-meat options on the menu. I wasn’t actually interested in a lengthy discussion, though, so I let the proclamation go by unchallenged. Instead, I nodded at her fitted t-shirt, with its familiar curved sword in a hexagon logo. “You play World of Fantasy?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m a Samurai on the Lunar server,” she said, glancing down at the shirt. “You play?” 
 
    “Paladin,” I answered. “I play with my sister and nieces on the Baker Island High Port server, as they’re on Earth. All of us end up having about the same lag.” 
 
    “Nifty,” she repeated, and then Madeline arrived with her hands full of food. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, walking back to the studio with George and Madeline, George broke the silence first. “Is it just my perception, or was that a little… awkward?” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m sorry, but it was too soon.” 
 
    “What was too soon?” he asked, looking genuinely confused. 
 
    “That was a set-up, George,” I clarified. “Madeline just introduced me to another mirror-biased girl she knows.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a set-up,” Madeline protested in her honeyed chocolate voice. I gave her a close imitation of Mom’s best skeptical look. “Well, maybe a little bit of a set-up. But the best thing after you’ve been thrown is to get back up on the unicorn!” 
 
    “Horse,” I said. 
 
    Madeline frowned. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive,” I said. “But it really is too soon. Besides… she’s probably some flavor of cousin.” 
 
    Madeline shook her head. “I’m not related to her.” 
 
    “Nor yet I,” George said. 
 
    “Not yours,” I clarified. “Mine. Mom’s maiden name was Suzuki.” 
 
    George shrugged. “It’s a common Japanese name.”  
 
    “In Japan, sure,” I agreed. “But how common do you suppose it is in the Sonoran Desert?” 
 
    “Point,” George agreed with a nod. 
 
    “Anyway,” Madeline said, “I just wanted to… introduce you. If something worked out, all well and good. But no expectations.” 
 
    “It was kind of you,” I said, bowing slightly to her. “But too soon.” 
 
    “I just want you to be happy again,” Madeline said, sounding a bit sad on my behalf. She put her arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “I will be,” I said, laying my head against hers, watching my dark hair mingle with her blonde locks. “Eventually.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday at lunch, I checked my missed calls and discovered Arina Tsuchiya, Hana’s grandmother, had tried to reach me. I shook my head and added her to the list of contacts to ignore.  
 
    I stopped by the neighborhood fab on my way to the studio. When I got to our converted storefront, George and Madeline were sitting at opposite ends of the sofa with their slates out. I walked over with my fabric sample. “Hey. What do you think of this?” I handed it to Madeline. 
 
    “Hmm,” she said. “Bilayer, leather-like on the outside, surprisingly smooth and soft on the inside.”  
 
    She handed it to George, who held it up to his nose and sniffed. “Smells like leather. Thinking of branching into Gingerbread fashion?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “I was looking at some of the girls wearing it on Sunday, which started me thinking about Madeline’s dirndl blouse.” 
 
    “Ah,” George said, nodding. “I, myself, have spent many hours contemplating Madeline’s dirndl blouse.” 
 
    Madeline picked up a pillow and threw it at George, who laughed. “Go on,” Madeline said. 
 
    “Well, I was thinking about how the rough side of leather can’t be all that comfortable against bare skin,” I explained. “So… semester project.” 
 
    “I shall refrain from designing things with it and posting it to our site,” Madeline said, smiling. 
 
    “Mea culpa,” I said, hanging my head and smarting at the barb. “Mea maxima culpa!” 
 
    “It’s alright.” Madeline let me off the hook. “I’ve come up with something I like almost as well.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    “Can I trust you?” She looked at me with eyes narrowed in suspicion. I understood she was teasing, but at the heart of the teasing was a real hurt I’d caused my friend. 
 
    “I think so. It’s George’s turn to spoil your semester project.” I leveled a mock-suspicious glare at him. 
 
    “Pass,” he said, waving languidly. 
 
    “Though we really should talk about male fashion for our site,” I said, distracted for a moment. 
 
    “Pass,” he repeated. 
 
    “So,” I returned to the topic, “your semester project?” 
 
    “Changes color with one’s mood,” Madeline said. “Or at least, based on how dilated the capillaries near one’s skin are.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said, thoughtfully. “Something to be said for opacity there, as well.” 
 
    George chuckled. “Lingerie which becomes more transparent as one becomes more aroused?” he suggested. “I like it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday when I woke up, I found a note taped to my door. It was from Hana. “Please talk to me,” it said. I didn’t want to.  
 
    I did want to. I sent her a message letting her know where and when she would be able to find me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, I sat at a table on the back patio of Sweet Nothings. I’d ordered cinnamon rolls and tea, and I sat waiting, watching other people drift in and out. As the minutes ticked by, I started to get up and walk away several times, but each time stilled the impulse. At last the door opened and she stepped out. 
 
    “Ran,” she said. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting.” 
 
    “I…” I started to give the answer Ojii-kun had taught me was correct, then decided to be honest instead. “I was unreasonably early. Tea?” 
 
    “Please.” she walked over and sat on the other chair. 
 
    I poured tea, offered sugar, milk. She accepted each. She took a sip of her tea while I pushed a cinnamon roll around on its plate. “You wanted to talk?”  
 
    “I don’t know where to start,” she admitted. 
 
    “You lied to me,” I said. “You could start there.” 
 
    “I,” she started, then stopped herself. “I withheld information I knew you would find important,” she admitted. “Which is a form of dishonesty.” 
 
    I settled for simply nodding, an attentive look on my face. 
 
    She sighed. “So, first of all, let me explain that Jin and I… it isn’t really romantic. I wasn’t lying when I said that. But it is… something.” 
 
    “Something?” I asked, sipping my tea, hoping it would calm the churning in my stomach. 
 
    “He’s my oldest friend,” she said, sounding as if the words were being dragged out against her will. “My best friend. He knows me; knows my body. Yes, sex with him started out sticky and overwhelming, but… it got better.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you so much for that,” I said, dryly. “The number one question in my mind was ‘how is my girlfriend’s sex life with her fiance?’” 
 
    Hana grimaced. “Don’t be like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” I countered, setting my teacup on the table. “Hurt? Angry? Sorry; that’s where I am.” 
 
    Hana sighed. “I guess that’s justified.” She reached up to scratch her eyebrow. “Look, there are things about all this that I don’t understand, okay? I mean, maybe I’m parallel-biased. But that doesn’t quite fit, either. I enjoy my time with Jin. But….” 
 
    “But?” I prompted after a moment. 
 
    “You’ll get mad again,” Hana said.  
 
    “Oh, I’m still there,” I assured her. “But you can either tell me, or I can walk out now.” 
 
    Hana nodded. “I said that the sex had gotten better. It has. But there’s always… something missing.” She looked away, at the wallscreens which simulated a view over an English country garden. “I was looking for that something when I got involved with Desdemona. And that kind of worked, but….” 
 
    “But she was married,” I nodded. “To your friend, and Jin’s.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, almost whispering. She cleared her throat, pressed on. “We ended that, and no one but she and I knew, and no one’d gotten hurt. And then I met you. At first, I just wanted to shut you up about the stupid handkerchief, so I challenged you to a duel. Then I found out who you were, and I…” she hesitated, looking at me for a moment with very damp eyes. I felt my own starting to tear up. “I was afraid you’d kill me. But when you showed up, you weren’t at all what I expected. You were polite, and gracious, and you let me set terms at the last minute.” 
 
    “Why would I kill you?” I asked, baffled, and then I got it. “Because of my family’s stupid reputation.” I shook my head. “Hana, I was scared that morning, too. I’m a Gray, but I’d never fought in earnest, only in the salle.” 
 
    Hana nodded. “I know that, now. But that day, I didn’t. So when you asked me if I’d asked you out on a date, I thought, well, this is my chance to find out about that without any strings; without hurting anyone. It was just going to be one date; one night.” 
 
    I looked at my feet. “What changed?” 
 
    Seemingly unconsciously, she raised her hand and ran a fingertip over the scar on her bicep. “You. Or maybe me. Or both. I don’t know. You were a good lover, and everything I’d ever wanted from sex, I got that night. And you were such a gentle person, sweet and funny, and so different from what everyone thinks of as ‘A Gray.’” 
 
    She reached out and picked up her teacup, but didn’t drink. It was my turn to look at the rose hedges. A couple of minutes passed in silence before she spoke again. “Two days in a bubble crawler with no one else around gives you a lot of time to think about the person you’re with, and about what you’re doing there.”  
 
    She turned the teacup in her left hand, tracing the rim with the same finger she’d used to trace her scar. “I messed up, Ran. But things don’t have to stay messed up. I told Jin about you… about us.” 
 
    “And how’d that go?” I asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “Not well,” she admitted. “But he has had his suspicions for a long time, he said. It was nice to know he wasn’t making things up.” She looked up at me. “Jin and I are no longer engaged; whatever happens now between you and I, that’s over and done.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She set the teacup down again. “I hated the whole situation, Ran. But once I was in it, I didn’t know how to unravel it. Should I hurt you? Should I hurt him? Should I hurt you both? Then you saw us, and the decision was out of my hands.” She wiped her eyes. 
 
    “As I was sitting there in the crawler thinking about that future, the future I told you he represented, I hated it. And then I realized there was another future, a future I did like. One where I could be honest with my partner and get the things I need.” She rose from her chair, came and knelt beside mine. “I love you, Ran Gray. I hate that I’ve hurt you. Please… please forgive me.” 
 
    I wiped my eyes. “I love you, Hana. But… how can I ever believe you? How can we ever have an important conversation without me wondering what you’re not telling me?” 
 
    Hana took my hand in hers and kissed the palm. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But I’m really hoping you’ll give me the chance to work out an answer with you.” 
 
    I looked down at her, at the same golden singlet she’d worn the last time we met on this patio, at her body. I noticed her scar. I put my finger on it, traced it. It would have been the work of half an hour to erase that scar, to make the tissue as sound as though nothing had ever torn it. 
 
    “You marked me,” she said. “I couldn’t let go of it.” 
 
    And there we were, back at the same choice I’d faced in Heinleinburg. Did I let go of the love and desire I felt for this woman who even loved the hole I’d poked in her arm, or did I let go of my pain and anger? I closed my eyes, tried to figure out which one felt right. She held my hand, waiting.  
 
    I was reminded that I was a child of fortune. My mothers loved each other, and Mama was very good at loving her daughters without trying to decide for them who they should be. I’d had the ‘rents, and Winter and Sarah to show me what being mirror biased looked like. What if I’d been parallel biased instead, like Mama? Or polarity biased? Would I have known how to deal with that? 
 
    “Alright,” I said, opening my eyes. “I’d really like to kiss you, now.” 
 
    “I really wish you would,” she said. So I did. 
 
   
  
 

 Post Scriptum 
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    Female Body Archetype Twelve: 
 
    Long torso with a large bust and a  well defined waist, hips equal to bust with shorter, slender legs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Three months later, we were lying in the darkness of my room. I’d even turned off the display wall, enjoying the feel of skin on skin, naked bodies together without light. I pillowed my head on Hana’s shoulder; my fingers explored her hip slowly. 
 
    “Hey,” Hana said. “Is that glow coming from your hair?” 
 
    I laughed, happy to have her there. I don’t know if Ren’s right, and we’ll fall apart again. I don’t know if we’ll be together for another month, or a year, or a century. But the same is true of George and Madeline, or the company the three of us founded. The future is ever in motion. But this much I know: I love Hana, and she loves me. For now? That’s enough.  
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