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    They asked Amber to become a magical girl three times.

     

    She refused.

     

    That only made her more interesting.

     

    The fourth time, she asked them.
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	Prologue

	 

	The truck currently rolling end-over-end on a direct path towards Amber was an old rustbucket.

	 

	Fortunately, as she stood rooted in place, she could tell that the truck was empty. The only things tumbling around inside were old coffee cups and discarded wrappers.

	 

	That was nice. It wouldn’t have been fun to discover that the car currently flipping through the air on a direct course towards her was filled with kids.

	 

	Only one person was going to die crushed by a run-down truck from the late 90s, and that person was her. 

	 

	Why aren’t I moving?

	 

	The truck kept on spinning, kept on coming closer and closer. She caught the faintest smell of gas from it, felt the wind of its motion beating against her face.

	 

	She started to flinch back. She wouldn’t move out of the way in time. The truck would hit her, and that would be it.

	 

	The image of the white truck rolling over her flashed through her mind. She imagined its sides painted in her blood, but only a little bit of it. Most of that would end up on the sidewalk. Maybe the truck would bounce off the front wall of the pharmacy behind her, then roll back down to finish the job? She closed her eyes. That much she could do, and she didn’t want to see her death coming.

	 

	Something crunched. The wind shifted.

	 

	She was, notably, not crushed.

	 

	Amber opened her eyes.

	 

	Ever so slowly, she turned to the side and looked down the street. Hollowpoint was a small town. More people drove through the town than lived in it. They had one road with shops on it. Bridge street. On account of the bridge in its middle. 

	 

	She’d been out, looking for a few necessities at the pharmacy, arguing with the doctor behind the counter about the price of meds and whether or not the government would cover them. Then she stepped out into chaos. 

	 

	And now the truck was flying off to the side and away from her, rolling upside down, its front then its back slapping the road with the grinding crash of steel being rent.

	 

	“Hey!” 

	 

	Amber snapped out of whatever daydream-like funk had taken her with a gasp. She took a step back. 

	 

	A girl was standing before her, red hair that flowed down in twin tails, a sleek skirt with long golden ribbons pinned to it with red gems the size of Amber’s closed fist. She held a sword by her side, the tip hovering just over the pavement and the entire thing lit up by ethereal flames. 

	 

	Amber’s mouth clicked shut.

	 

	“You okay?” the girl asked. She sounded normal.

	 

	Why wasn’t I expecting her voice to be normal? Even pretty girls have normal voices.

	 

	The girl, the Magical Girl, looked like she was about to say something. 

	 

	Instead, she turned into a blur. 

	 

	Amber gasped as the air was driven from her lungs. She couldn’t see anything past a veil of curly red hair. In a blink, she was no longer on the pavement; glass was shattering around her, and her feet were scrambling for purchase even as her face was buried into red locks. 

	 

	The world snapped back in place and Amber found herself standing, pressed into the magical girl’s front. “Stay in here, yeah?” the girl asked as she stabilised Amber with a firm hand on her shoulder.

	 

	In front of the pharmacy, where Amber had been standing, the truck was back. It was crushed, turned into a ball of steel and plastic the size of a trash can with a mirror sticking out of one end. 

	 

	What?

	 

	“What?” Amber asked.

	 

	The girl stood up, brought her hand up to the side of her face in a peace symbol, and winked. Her open eye was deep red, with a cross-shaped pupil. Amber couldn’t help but focus on that for a moment, even as the rest of her tried to figure out what was going on. “No worries! Combat team Ellida is on the scene!” 

	 

	Someone landed on the pavement outside: another girl, in a yellow blouse and armoured boots that reached up to her very tight shorts. Amber avoided staring. “Hey! You playing tourist?” The girl asked. 

	 

	She brought her leg back, then grunted and kicked the remains of the truck. 

	 

	It shot away with a crunch like a bomb going off. “Hurry up!” 

	 

	“Coming!” the magical girl in front of Amber called out, before turning back to Amber. “Stay in here, it’s probably safer.” 

	 

	With that, she turned and leaped out through the broken window. Her hand stretched out to her side, and the flaming sword reappeared with a hiss like water pouring onto a brazier. 

	 

	Amber sat back, glass crunching beneath her. She looked to her hand, where she held the loops of her shopping bags and nothing else.

	 

	I’ll need to order the medication all over again.

	 

	She giggled, then stopped at the sound of an air-raid siren going off.

	 

	Everyone knew what that meant. What the wailing announced.

	 

	The monsters of Agartha were in Hollowpoint.

	 

	Just as noteworthy, there were magical girls on the scene to save the day.

	 

	She got up, tossed the plastic bits of her shopping bag to the side, then took stock. Amber was… terrified. Yeah, that sounds about right. Terrified. Scared out of my wits. Yep. She laughed nervously, then cut herself off. 

	 

	The pharmacy, at least, the make-up section she’d been placed in, was empty. Figures people would be more preoccupied with other things. She knew that Hollowpoint had a few rally points, but that had always been more of a joke than a real concern.

	 

	Monsters invaded important places, other places, not quiet little Hollowpoint, where nearly everyone knew each other by sight and could probably each list off half of the other’s acquaintances. 

	 

	And yet the sirens rang on, heedless of Amber’s difficulty accepting what was happening.

	 

	She swallowed, the full situation dawning on her. 

	 

	Hollowpoint was under attack.

	 

	How long until the army arrived? Would the girls here be enough?

	 

	She’d seen plenty of propaganda on TV, of the army exterminating monsters, or powerful magic being deployed to wipe out entire swarms of nightmarish creatures.

	 

	Would there be a Hollowpoint in a few hours?

	 

	Calm, calm.

	 

	Amber took a deep breath and tried to keep her heart from beating out her chest. It wasn’t like her to panic.

	 

	Then again, I’ve never been almost crushed by a truck before.

	 

	For a moment, she wondered why it was so important to her that it was a truck that had been about to kill her as opposed to anything else. Shaking the thought away, she glanced around. She couldn’t just stand there and wait for some gremlin to come around and eat her. She had to move. 

	 

	Unfortunately, other than life-sized cardboard cut-outs of magical girls selling glittery make-up, the corner of the pharmacy she was in wasn’t exactly an armoury. 

	 

	Get home. Check on Dad. Make sure he’s safe, then we hide in the basement. 

	 

	Her dad wouldn’t hear the sirens. Even if he did, he’d have a hard time getting to safety. 

	 

	Choice made, Amber nodded and moved over to the new opening in the front wall, careful to step where there was the least glass. She gripped the edges of the window pane and stuck her head out to look down the road.

	 

	The street was nearly cleared. There was one man standing on the sidewalk some ways down, but he soon ducked behind a car. The shops she’d known her entire life were a mess, glass broken, fronts smashed in by flipped cars. A fire hydrant was spraying a plume of water into the sky.

	 

	Amber was about to step out. It seemed clear. Not safe, but clear. 

	 

	She heard something, like the slow hiss from a Bunsen burner, but pitched so high it made her teeth itch. 

	 

	A creature burst through a shoe store and crashed through the back of a semi-trailer before, with a flap of thick white wings, it righted itself in midair, unharmed. 

	 

	It was a skull, with two great angelic wings growing out of its back, nearly as tall as Amber, even if it looked unnervingly human.

	 

	It was followed by three magical girls. The redhead with the sword shot out towards it, blade burning bright as she slashed at the skull.

	 

	The hissing increased. The air before them rent apart.

	 

	Amber had once seen a flight of jets going supersonic, just a video in class. The blast of air before the skull was the same. It rammed the magical girl back and sent her tumbling towards the cars abandoned by the roadside.

	 

	The wave of compressed air hit the pharmacy and Amber crouched down, still where the redhead had left her. The remaining windows burst apart, showering her in glass. She screamed, only cutting it off when she reminded herself that it would just attract the monsters. 

	 

	Looking out and down the street again revealed the huge skull winging backwards and away from the girls. The two still standing were moving to circle it, one of them waving a staff through the air that launched brilliant sparks at the nightmare.

	 

	Amber watched the redhead pull herself free from the wreck she’d been punched into. She didn’t look like she’d gotten so much as a stain.

	 

	Then the man that Amber had seen ducking away jumped out and at the magical girl. His arms stretched out unnaturally and his mouth opened far too wide, showing teeth that looked wrong even from where Amber stood.

	 

	Oh no.

	 

	The magical girl twitched her hand, her blade slicing a circle around her that took the monster’s arms at the elbows. She pointed her free hand at its face, and a torrent of flame enveloped the nightmare.

	 

	She’d never even looked at it.

	 

	Just like that, the girl bounced off, catching up with her companions and the massive skull.

	 

	Maybe I won’t take the main street.

	 

	Amber pushed back and away from the windows. Her sneakers squeaked on the linoleum for just a moment as she took off running towards the far end of the pharmacy. Her sense of direction had always been pretty sharp, especially in a place where she’d lived nearly her entire life. 

	 

	These are busted too.

	 

	The eastern wall was a mess, the stand-up racks of Hallmark cards toppled to the floor and the decal-covered windows behind them shredded apart. That actually suited her just fine. Wish I had a jacket to cover the edges, she thought as she reached the window and looked down at the bottom edge. 

	 

	A glance outside revealed a parking lot filled with older cars, none of them intact. No one was running around, but she could hear screaming from somewhere in town. Her old elementary school was right behind the pharmacy. They were supposed to have a shelter. 

	 

	Would they even let anyone in?

	 

	It was a moot point; her father wouldn’t make it there on his own. 

	 

	Damnit.

	 

	She placed a foot on the lip of the window, then climbed over it. She landed in the grass just outside and only had to hobble once or twice to stay on her feet. 

	 

	Patting her jeans, Amber inspected her surroundings again. Still no one. Can’t tell if that’s a good thing or not.

	 

	There wasn’t all that much information available about the monsters, about the nightmares. What little she did pick up though always mentioned things shifting and changing for the worse. Fogs that would mess with your sense of direction, monsters that felt like friends, people going missing because they stepped into a shadow. All the horror stories told to children brought horrifically to life.

	 

	The smart thing to do would have been to stay hidden. There was probably nothing she could do, even if she was at home.

	 

	“Damnit,” she muttered. 

	 

	Arms crossed to ward off an unseasonal chill, Amber darted forwards and into the streets of the one place she’d always called home.

	 

	She passed the first street, with the school and that one-way they blocked every Saturday for the farmer’s market, without issue. They were deserted, and the haunting wail of the air raid sirens in the distance never ceased, but she could almost pretend that there wasn’t anything wrong.

	 

	It was a block later, just as she was getting close to home, that she saw something white darting between some trees.

	 

	There was an old church next to the school—all stone and mortar and as old as the town itself—and next to that, a site where a graveyard used to be before it was excavated and turned into a little park.

	 

	The white thing zipped out from between the trees. 

	 

	It was a cat: twin-tailed, and with eyes that glowed a brilliant blue.

	 

	Amber’s heart lurched, and she started to scramble away when she saw a man running out of the woods after the cat. 

	 

	A man with arms that were far too long, and naked skin the purple-blue of frostbitten flesh. He grinned with teeth that were jagged spikes.

	 

	“Amber!” the cat called. “Save us!” 

	 

	And with that, the cat jumped into her arms.

	 

	She, of course, threw it into the monster’s face and took off running.

	 


Chapter One:

Rule One - Cardio

	 

	Amber had an interesting relationship with exercise. 

	 

	On the one hand, she was pretty good at sports. Soccer, mostly; it wasn’t too expensive, and it let her hang out with some of the girls from the only high school in town. She could run and jump and hold her own fairly well.

	 

	She had always been a little competitive, and wanting to be one of the better players had always made her push herself.

	 

	On the other hand, she hated every minute spent actually exercising. It was sweaty and unfun.

	 

	Don’t regret a minute of it now.

	 

	She sped up, spurred on by inhuman howls and the creeping sensation that something was breathing down her neck.

	 

	Speeding around a corner, she glanced over her shoulder just long enough to see that she wasn’t being followed, at least not by anything visible. The long-armed monster was still by the cemetery, twisting this way and that while black blood gushed from its face.

	 

	That was enough to give her a boost.

	 

	Her home came up before her. A little two-storey house, once bright blue, now nearly white from the sun draining the colour out of the vinyl. The grass needed cutting, and there was a step on the front porch that was cracked. 

	 

	It was home, had been for a little over a year. It was safety. 

	 

	Amber bounced up the front steps, deftly pulled her keychain out of her too-small jean pockets, and fumbled with the lock. 

	 

	The moment she was in the house, she spun around, closed the door behind her, and locked it. Pulling the curtains closed, she turned back around and stared over at the couch. Their house was a tall but narrow building, stairs to the right, living room to the left. The kitchen was somewhere in the back.

	 

	Not down here.

	 

	She took the steps two at a time and burst onto the top floor, heart still fluttering away like a bird trying to escape its cage. “Dad?” she called out. “Dad!”

	 

	“Sweetie?” Her father’s voice came from a room off to the side.

	 

	Amber burst in, eyes locking with the lump on the bed. Her shoulders slumped. “You’re okay,” she said.

	 

	“Hey sweetie,” he said. “Is school over?”

	 

	“It’s Sunday,” she said. She shook her head, reddish locks flying about. “Didn’t you hear the sirens?”

	 

	“The phone?”

	 

	She moved over to the side of the bed, her hand coming up and laying across her dad’s forehead to move his hair away. “Dad, we need to get to the basement.”

	 

	“What?” her dad asked. He looked up to her, familiar green eyes locking with hers. He had always been a big guy. Wide at the shoulder, a sort of brick wall type. That was before. Now he was, in a word, fat. 

	 

	It was the chemo pills, or maybe it was some other part of his daily cocktail of drugs. It didn’t matter; something messed with his metabolism. She’d spent over a year seeing him turn from a strong, capable father to a man that only had his pride left.

	 

	“Dad,” she said. “The sirens went off. We need to get to the basement.”

	 

	He groaned, pulling the blankets higher. “It’s another test.”

	 

	“It isn’t, Dad, I saw the monsters out there. Creepy things, there was a giant skull and… and Dad, come on, let’s go downstairs.”

	 

	Amber moved around the room, pulling curtains closed and shutting off the lights as she went. “Are you sure?” came from the blankets.

	 

	“Yes. Please? We need to go.”

	 

	Her dad sighed. “I’ll be fine here.”

	 

	“Dad, no,” Amber said, putting a bit of force behind it. She picked up a few pill bottles and ran out of the room and into hers. 

	 

	There wasn’t much in the room that marked it as hers. A few old plush toys, a pile of folded clothes on a chair. Medical pensions didn’t add up to much, even after downsizing. She found a big purse tucked away in her closet, already half-filled with a few odds and ends. Tossing the pills in, she rummaged around and pulled a canvas bag out from under a few things and flung it over her shoulder. 

	 

	Returning to the bedroom, she found her dad sitting on the side of the bed. “Need a hand?”

	 

	“No, no, I’ll manage,” he said. 

	 

	Amber gave him a few seconds, then extended a hand to him. “Come on. We shouldn’t be up here.”

	 

	Her dad hesitated, then took her hand. She had to tip back to pull him up, but he got to his feet, then started the slow process of fumbling his shoes on. 

	 

	“Do you have everything?” he asked.

	 

	“I think so,” she said. “How are your lungs?” 

	 

	He shrugged and started towards the door. Amber slid past him and made her way down to the first floor. The rest of her dad’s medication was in the kitchen, so she ran over and flicked every bottle into her purse. Her dad arrived and tugged the door under the staircase open. “Should we turn the basement lights on?” he asked.

	 

	Amber licked her lips. They were dry. “I don’t know,” she said. 

	 

	We’ll need water. She grabbed a couple of bottles, then followed her dad down. He had tugged the light switch on, illuminating the humid basement in flickering fluorescent-white. It would probably make it easier for something to find them. But then, there were monsters that travelled through the shadows.

	 

	I want to see it coming, at least.

	 

	They had a little corner of the basement with an ancient sofa, there since before they moved in. It was a bit of a mess, but it supported her dad’s weight when he landed on it with a huff. 

	 

	Amber dumped her things next to him, then, with plenty of nervous energy left to burn, she rushed around the room closing the curtains over the little windows and shoving old boxes filled with mouldy books before those that didn’t have any curtains. 

	 

	She was moving back towards her dad, to sit next to him, to hold his hand, when the floor shook. The junk on the shelves trembled, and a basket filled with dirty clothes by the washing machine in the corner tipped over. Amber bent her knees a little, arms spreading to keep standing.

	 

	Just as suddenly as it had begun, the trembling stopped.

	 

	“What—what was…” her dad stopped talking, a hand pressed over his chest.

	 

	“Dad?” Amber asked.

	

	Then she noticed it. Dust, from the ceiling, displaced by the shaking of the ground. Her dad coughed, then coughed again, a racking, wet cough that had her cringing. 

	 

	She rushed over and rooted around in her bags for a t-shirt that she pressed over his face. “Here, breathe through this,” she said. 

	 

	This mouldy air, the dust. Damn.

	 

	“Inhaler,” her dad said. “My throat.”

	 

	She nodded and rifled through the medication bottles. “Um,” she said. “I have water.”

	 

	“Do you have my inhaler?”

	 

	Amber shook her head. “I didn’t see it. I’m sorry, I’ll go get it.”

	 

	Her dad placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s fine,” he said.

	 

	She could already hear the wheeze in his voice. “Where was it?”

	 

	“Next to my bed? I…” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small picture frame, a smiling pair of redheads grinning at the camera, one smaller, sitting on the other’s lap. 

	 

	Amber looked away. “Next to your bed, right? I’ll be back in a minute.”

	 

	“You should stay here,” he said. “I can get it.”

	 

	“It’s fine,” she said.

	 

	No goodbyes, she thought as she moved towards the stairs. Just upstairs and back down.

	 

	The first thing she noticed that was out of the ordinary was the sky. It had turned a swirling sort of smokey-white. It was like looking into a blue sky and seeing a few streaky white clouds, only these were low, and seemed to roam over the city like the fingers of giants.

	 

	Amber licked her lips and moved up the stairs. Barging into her dad’s room again, she spotted the inhaler right away. A blue-plastic thing, next to the head of the bed.

	 

	“That was rude.”

	 

	Amber gasped while spinning around. Her hand reached out, grabbing the first thing she touched and flinging it across the room.

	 

	Her dad’s pillow sailed in a tight arc and smacked the cat-like creature with a dull thump.

	 

	It flew off the edge of the bed. Then she noticed the inhaler dropping next to it. It had been in the same hand she’d grabbed the pillow with.

	 

	“Wh-what are you doing in my house!” Amber hissed.

	 

	“You have a cat door,” the thing said. Its head appeared over the edge of the bed, fur all mussed until it shook its head. 

	 

	The creature was cute. Big guileless eyes, lots of fluff, big tufts of hair sticking out of its floppy ears. Amber was instantly wary of it. 

	 

	“Get out of my house,” she said.

	 

	“Usually, girls are far more enthused to meet us.”

	 

	Amber crossed her arms. “You’re creepy.” 

	 

	The creature’s ears drooped. “Ah, we apologise. We didn’t intend to scare you. I suppose your reaction wasn’t too implausible, considering the circumstances.”

	 

	“You can apologise by leaving,” Amber said.

	 

	It blinked. “I suppose we could. You… do know who and what we are, yes?” 

	 

	“Yeah, I watch TV,” Amber said. And she saw the news articles, and the celebrity rags, and the cartoons. My mom didn’t raise me to believe just anything. “Do I need to fling you out by an ear?” she asked.

	 

	“How interesting! I don’t think that would be wise though. Not when there’s already a nightmare in your house.”

	 

	“You?” Amber asked.

	 

	Something crashed downstairs.

	 

	“No, not us.”

	 


Chapter Two:

Safety

	 

	There was a long moment in which the main thought running through Amber’s head was a constant repetition of the sort of language that would have made her mom exceptionally disappointed in her. 

	 

	Something else scrambled below, and she snapped out of it. 

	 

	“We could help you,” the thing on the edge of her father’s bed said.

	 

	“Shut up,” she hissed at it. “I don’t need you making noise.”

	 

	“We’re telepathic. Very few things could hear what we say without us wanting to.”

	 

	Amber looked at it for a moment. It certainly felt as if she was hearing it. The cat stared back with brilliant blue eyes, entirely too innocent.

	 

	She shook it off and started looking for something to arm herself with. If she was going to defend herself, she needed a weapon.

	 

	“You’re not even considering our offer?”

	 

	“I’m not making any sort of contract with you,” Amber whispered back.

	 

	The creature started walking along the surface of the bed. Somehow it didn’t leave any dimples on the blankets as it moved. “We don’t contract anyone. Not in the way you humans think of it. We only ask that you allow us to observe and teach you after you become a magical girl. You could use the power to protect yourself and your dad!” 

	 

	Amber opened a closet as silently as she could. There were clothes there. Her dad’s stuff. And a few boxes, filled with old dresses and things that belonged to her mom that they couldn’t get around to giving away. There was also a baseball bat.

	 

	She took it, careful not to make too much noise. The bat was cold, made of aluminum with some tape around the handle. She weighed it in both hands. It was about as light as a bat could be. After a few tentative swings, she felt a little better. 

	 

	“Depending on what kind of creature is down there, that might not be enough to harm it.”

	 

	Amber looked over to the creature. “What do you mean?” she whispered.

	 

	Tails wagging, it stared at her. “Creatures from Agartha don’t always play by the same rules. Many of them interact with the world in very specific ways; if you intend to hunt them, you need to know how. That’s why magical girls go to academies!”

	 

	“Will this work on whatever’s down there?” Amber asked. She waved the bat around, then noticed the inhaler on the ground. She swiped it up and tucked it away. 

	 

	“It might. We suspect that the thing in your house is a boogeyman.”

	 

	Amber had heard of those. A little. Mostly about how they were once the things used by parents to scare their kids into listening. That was, before the real thing started showing up and snatching people off the streets whenever the veil broke.

	 

	“Can it die?” Amber asked. 

	 

	“They can. Boogeymen are entirely physical. They are magically quite weak. Were it not for their ability to turn their prey into more of their number, then they would likely be long extinct. Of all the nightmares, they are one of the most feeble.”

	 

	Amber bit her lip and looked over to the door leading out. It was the weakest. Weakest doesn’t mean much when it still takes the army and a few teams of magical girls to clear out a bad break.

	 

	“How strong is it compared to a person?” Amber asked in a mutter.

	 

	The creature tilted its head. “On Earth? Weaker than a grown man. We’re aware that that is a subjective evaluation though. Were you to agree and become a magical girl, you would become a lot stronger, not to mention far more resilient and capable of moving faster.”

	 

	“No thanks,” Amber said. 

	 

	She hesitated a little. Staying hidden was the obvious thing to do. Wait until the thing moved on.

	 

	But her dad was choking on nothing in the basement. Worse, she knew him. If she didn’t come down soon, able to breathe or not, he would come up looking for her. 

	 

	The odds of him fighting off some sort of monster, in his condition…

	 

	“What do they do to people?” she asked.

	 

	“Once a boogeyman has found a victim, usually one that’s alone, they drag them to a place where they can subdue them. Then they reproduce with the victim, producing a new boogeyman.”

	 

	“They rape people?” Amber hissed.

	 

	“Oh, it isn’t sexual in the least, we assure you.”

	 

	Amber shuddered. “They can die when you hit them, right?”

	 

	The creature nodded. “They can.”

	 

	She had done a few things that she was uncomfortable with in the past. Stepping out on-stage, going out to meet people she didn’t know. Sitting and waiting in a room for bad news. Every time, it felt better to just rip off the band-aid. 

	 

	Amber held the bat up like a sword to one side as she stepped out of the room. Her eyes roved everywhere, taking in the dusty corner, the slight cracks in the drywall, the little details that she ignored a dozen times a day. 

	 

	She had never felt unsafe at home before. 

	 

	The crashing downstairs increased. The thing was, at a guess, in the kitchen. Close to where her dad was hiding.

	 

	The stairs creaked as she started down them. She swallowed, hand tightening over the handle. 

	 

	Another step, then another. It creaked again.

	 

	The crashing from the kitchen stopped. 

	 

	Amber looked back, idly noting that the white creature was sitting at the top of the stairs, looking at her curiously. “When you fight it, try to hit it first. Boogeymen are weak, and are aware of their weakness. They tend to run when faced with an adversary that can combat them.”

	 

	At least the thing’s helpful.

	 

	Amber stepped down, turning away from the creature as she did. 

	 

	She only noticed the hand reaching for her ankle when it was almost there already.

	 

	Amber gasped and moved her foot back. 

	 

	Her ankle brushed the hand and shivers ran up her side at the contact. 

	 

	Something growled from below, and she could only just make out the pale-blue form of some long-armed person standing pressed to the side of the staircase.

	 

	There was something screaming at her to run. Probably her common sense. 

	 

	Instead of turning tail, Amber stumbled down the rest of the steps and practically bounced off the wall at the bottom. She brought her bat high above her head, swinging it with a grunt that turned into a desperate scream as it thumped into something fleshy.

	 

	The boogeyman screeched and jumped backwards. 

	 

	Amber tightened her grip on the bat and stared her opponent down. 

	 

	It was just as scary as the news articles and rumours online had said. Gaunt skin of a disgusting blue, a face with an eye where the nose should have been, and another above that. Twin slits to the side pumped open and closed with the boogeyman’s every breath.

	 

	It opened its mouth to reveal ordinary human teeth that were rotten and black. 

	 

	Amber screamed and ran at it, bat already swinging.

	 

	The boogeyman clutched one of its arms and darted back into the kitchen.

	 

	Her bat whistled through the air and hit the wall, leaving a sizable dent in the sheetrock next to a photo of her family smiling proud at her elementary graduation. 

	 

	“That’s certainly a very interesting way to fight.”

	 

	Amber glanced up to the stairs where the white creature was looking at her through the bars. “Shut up,” she said.

	 

	“How very rude.” It jumped down and landed behind her without making so much as a thump. 

	 

	“Why are you here?” Amber asked. I’m stalling. Can’t just stand here and talk to this thing all day. “Don’t you have better things to do?”

	 

	“We do. But there are many of us here. Where magical girls go, we go! We’re always around, always watching.”

	 

	“Are you trying to sound creepy on purpose?” Amber asked.

	 

	The thing tilted its head, sat down, then started to lick its paw. 

	 

	“Amber?”

	 

	Her heart froze. That had been her dad’s voice, coming from the kitchen. No, the door leading to the basement. She heard the creak of the steps taking his weight.

	 

	“Dad, stay down there!” she called out.

	 

	“Wh-what?” he asked. It was muffled, but even then she could tell he was racing for breath. 

	 

	Amber stepped out into the corridor leading to the kitchen. There was no boogeymen in sight, though the back door was smashed open, wooden shards sprinkled across the kitchen’s linoleum. 

	 

	She stepped out into the kitchen.

	 

	That’s when she saw it. The monster perched in the corner, nursing its arm.

	 

	It screeched and leapt at her. 

	 

	Amber brought her bat up, but she was too slow and too weak to stop the boogeyman from crashing into her. 

	 

	Long arms scrambled, and dirty-nailed fingers started to claw at her chest and sides. 

	 

	Amber collapsed onto her back, the boogeyman above her. She held the bat to ward away its face, but that didn’t stop long fingers from jabbing into her.

	 

	She had never actually been in a fight before. No martial arts or anything, not even a schoolyard scuffle. She didn’t know what to do. But I’m not going to let you eat me!

	 

	Bending a knee up, Amber planted her sneaker against the boogeyman’s chest and heaved. 

	 

	The monster, still holding onto her side, went up and over and crashed into a little table covered in knick-knacks.

	 

	Amber rolled over and to her feet. A step forwards and a swing of her arm brought the bat crashing down on the boogeyman’s head with an almost comical bonking noise.

	 

	It was less comical when the monster smacked the weapon aside and sent it skidding across the floor.

	 

	It stood up to its full height. One long arm was bent awkwardly at the middle, and its head oozed black blood where she’d hit it and broken skin.

	 

	Amber backed away from it, eyes darting around for something to use as a weapon.

	 

	The first thing she grabbed was a pan, a big black thing usually used for eggs.

	 

	The boogeyman jumped at her, its one hand wide as it reached for her face. 

	 

	She smacked it aside, then stepping up, brought the pan down onto the monster’s head.

	 

	It recoiled with a shriek, eyes closing and head turning away. So she hit it again, then again. 

	 

	The boogeyman fell to its knees.

	 

	Amber twisted her torso around and swung the pan with every last bit of desperate force she had left in her. The reverberation sent the now-bent pan clattering to the ground. The boogeyman slumped.

	 

	She panted, trying to catch her breath while her heart thundered away in her chest.

	 

	The door to the basement opened and her dad, wheezing and sweaty, stumbled into the kitchen. “Am-Amber? What?” He saw the monster on the ground and raced to her side. “Is it dead?” 

	 

	“I don’t know,” she said.

	 

	He pulled her into his chest, hands coming up around her in a powerful hug. “Okay. That’s okay. Come, back, back downstairs.”

	 

	“I have your inhaler,” she said.

	 

	“Later, later.”

	 

	Amber didn’t resist when he pulled her towards the basement. She did look over to the white creature now sitting on the counter. 

	 

	“If you ever change your mind, just call us!” it said. “Our name is Seelie. Repeat it thrice and we’ll be there in little more than a moment.”

	 

	She lost sight of it as she was pushed towards the basement and had to look down not to miss a step.

	 

	Her father brought her to the corner, with the sofa, and after taking a pull from the inhaler she pushed into his hands, sat her down next to him. “It’ll be okay. It’ll be fine,” he repeated while holding her close. 

	 

	She felt small. Small and tired and not at all fine. But she had to believe that maybe it would be fine later.

	 



Chapter Three:

Wait and Pray

	 

	Amber expected…

	 

	She didn’t quite know what she expected, really. Truth be told, she thought that once the assault was over, things would maybe return to normal. She’d have the rest of the summer to herself, and she’d take care of her dad, and things in Hollowpoint would return to some semblance of normal.

	 

	She spent the night in the basement with her dad, the entire time trying to forget what had happened with the boogeyman. The house shook a few times, and when the sun fell, the sky occasionally filled with bright bursts of light.

	 

	It was morning when she learned that everything had ended.

	 

	The front door to their house burst open, and for a moment, she expected monsters, but someone called out from above. “This is the national guard! If anyone is in this domicile, please call out your locations!” 

	 

	More footsteps around their house, people calling out “Clear!” in quick barks until they reached the kitchen. “Hostile contact!”

	 

	More movement, voices talking over each other, then something dragging across the floor.

	 

	Amber and her dad had carefully come upstairs to find a squad of men and women in camo gear, guns held at the ready and faces set. She thought they would be shot for a moment before guns were lowered.

	 

	The next few minutes were a confusing mess of questions, then they were escorted out to their front yard and an army ambulance came over. Amber fussed a little as she was inspected by a stone-faced woman with a red cross over her arm, but that only lasted a moment.

	 

	Then the last vestige of normalcy left. 

	 

	“Your family will be relocated to camp Chet,” a man in camo said. He didn’t have the vest the others wore, and only carried a taser by his hip. The MPs with him were better armed. 

	 

	There was no protesting. They were given some time to round up any essentials, then they were loaded into a truck along with a few dozen others. Amber moved in a daze, listening to the orders of the people around her.

	 

	The others in the truck looked… awful. Awful and familiar. I know some of them, she thought. They were neighbours and people she’d passed in the street and some she’d gone to school with. One girl was the one that worked at the gas-station a few blocks down.

	 

	They were ragged. She imagined the last day hadn’t been any better for them than it had been for her.

	 

	She held her dad’s hand as the truck rumbled on through Hollowpoint. 

	 

	Through what was left of Hollowpoint.

	 

	The town was a mess. The truck had to weave through rubble that was being shoved aside by bulldozers, and soldiers were crawling all over the wreckage of homes and businesses. From the smoke rising into the sky, Amber imagined that parts of the town were still on fire even now. Sometimes a gun would rattle in the distance.

	 

	“It’s going to take months,” someone said.

	 

	She turned, taking in the form of one of the few people she didn’t sort-of recognize. A middle aged woman who looked a little numb. She noticed Amber looking.

	 

	“I was in a town that was hit. It took months before they cleared it. The monsters. They hide.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said.

	 

	The truck moved out of the town, but didn’t get far before stopping at a small base of sorts. Boards had been placed over the ditch leading into a field where tents and trucks and all sorts of equipment were laid out. 

	 

	They were guided out of the truck and brought to a waiting area. Volunteers handed out water and blankets and asked if they needed medical attention. Amber shook her head constantly, only taking a few bottles before staying close to her dad.

	 

	And then, some time later, they were asked to present ID to an officious looking person. Amber didn’t have any. Her dad had some. It was enough for the man, who ticked off some boxes and moved on.

	 

	Soon they were loaded into buses, given small backpacks with supplies, then they were told to sit down. “Where are we going?” Amber asked one of the men helping them load in. 

	 

	“Chet,” he said.

	 

	She found out what Chet was some hours later. It was nearly evening; the day had passed so quickly that she had a hard time keeping track. They rolled past a billboard with the name FEMA CAMP CHET, followed by some numbers below it.

	 

	There was a fence around the camp, but it was short—not a prison fence, just a barrier. The inside was filled with temporary homes. They were low, narrow buildings that looked a little like mobile homes, each one set in tight rows like tombstones in a cemetery. 

	 

	The buses stopped, and they filed out to be met by men and women in blue jackets who gave them another little packet containing a map, some keys, and a pamphlet with a number on the front. “Occupancy is six per home. Families larger than six will be split evenly. If you are a single parent with more than six dependants, please form up to the side here.”

	 

	Amber held her dad’s hand and looked about. Some were already filing out towards their new homes, but she didn’t know what to do. Her dad was breathing hard already. 

	 

	Then she saw a young woman in a lacy dress that was so clean and bright that it stood out from the rest. She almost… no, she did glow a little. People stepped away from her except for a few that bore a passing resemblance to the girl.

	 

	One of the agents brought a walkie talkie to his mouth. “We have an MG at Chet entrance. With family. Please advise?”

	 

	Amber couldn’t help but listen in to the reply.

	 

	“Move the MG and family to the camp headquarters. MGs and their families are above our paygrade.”

	 

	“Understood,” the agent said. He moved to the magical girl, and was soon explaining that she, and her family, would be brought to better accommodations. The girl seemed happy enough with that. 

	 

	Someone came up to her and her dad. “Do you need help finding your new home?” the woman asked.

	 

	Amber looked at the map, and at the paper. “I… sure?”

	 

	The woman smiled, then peeked at the number she had. “Follow me.”

	 

	“Right, thank you,” Amber said. She tugged her dad after her. He looked a little pale, and probably needed to rest soon. They’d find a place. Amber still felt like the rug had been pulled out from under her. “Miss? Do you know when we’ll be able to return?”

	 

	“I don’t, sorry.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. “Do you know if there’s a pharmacy here? My dad needs some medications.”

	 

	The woman nodded. “Main administrative building. Bring any prescriptions you have and they can order the medication. Some medications aren’t allowed, like opioids.”

	 

	Amber didn’t know how much they had, or if it would last long enough, but if they could get more eventually, that was good. “Thanks. What’s going to happen to that girl?”

	 

	It’s none of my business. Still kind of curious. 

	 

	“The Magical Girl?” the woman asked. “I think it’s the first time I’ve seen one at Camp Chet. She’ll be transferred over to New York, I imagine. Magical Girls are a big deal, you know?”

	 

	“And her family?”

	 

	The woman laughed. “You don’t mistreat the family of your saviours,” she said before gesturing to one of the rectangular buildings. It looked just like all the rest. “This one’s yours. There should be guards posted all around if you need help with anything. Don’t hesitate to ask. And… you’re under eighteen?”

	 

	“Yes?” Amber said.

	 

	“Then you’ll probably have to sign up to the camp’s school. It’s a GED equivalent thing.”

	 

	Amber nodded and watched the woman go before turning to her dad. He was breathing heavily. “Are you okay?” she asked.

	 

	He waved her question off. “Just starting to feel my age.”

	 

	The door to their little house—a thin bit of tin, with a plastic window at head height—was already open. There was a family there already, a couple of younger kids—a boy and a girl—a mother bent over the stove, and an older man sitting on the ground, knees up and phone in hand. 

	 

	Amber felt like she was barging into someone’s house as she walked in and snooped around.

	 

	It was small. Three bunks on one wall, with two beds in each, then a small table with four chairs squeezed around it, and finally a little kitchen with a stove with a single element and a tiny oven. A door at the end was left open, revealing a toilet squished in next to a stand-up shower with some paper taped to the front of it. 

	 

	It would have been a nice, if plain, place to stay while camping. She couldn’t imagine living here. 

	 

	The woman at the stove looked up, curious and confused for a moment before something flashed by her eyes. “Are you the new ones here?” she asked.

	 

	“I… yes?” Amber said. She raised the little packet with the number, as if it were proof. 

	 

	The woman nodded. “That’s fine, dear. There are two beds left for you and your pops. I’m making beans right now. We can share if you want.”

	 

	“Thank you?” Amber said.

	 

	“We need to watch out for each other,” the woman said. “Get settled in. Mark here won’t bother you any, and if the kids are annoying, just let me know, alright?”

	 

	One of those kids looked up from a table. “The wifi here’s awful.”

	 

	“Right,” Amber said. She helped her dad over to one of the beds. He was panting a little, looking a bit paler than he had just moments before. “Do you need your inhaler?”

	 

	“I’m fine, sweetie,” he said. “Just… I think I need a nap.”

	 

	She nodded, giving him a smile as she helped him settle onto the lower bunk and tucked him in with the thin, scratchy blankets folded atop the mattress. She sat on the edge of his bunk as he winked off to sleep. 

	 

	“Are you from Hollowpoint?” one of the kids asked.

	 

	Amber nodded.

	 

	“Ah, man, that’s where Ellida was deployed! Did you see any of the girls?”

	 

	Amber tried on a smile. She was usually more than eager to talk with kids. They were fun, but she felt… not tired, but something achingly close to it. “I did, actually. This one girl with a sword that was on fire saved me.”

	 

	“Really?” the girl asked, stars in her eyes. “That’s so cool! What happened?”

	 

	“Uh,” Amber said. “I was almost squished by a truck, but she grabbed me and moved me out of the way, I guess.”

	 

	“You touched her?” the girl squeaked.

	 

	“Darcy, that’s enough,” the lady said. “Sorry about that dear, she gets excited.”

	 

	“You’re not from Hollowpoint,” Amber guessed.

	 

	“Nope, we’re from Franklin. I’m Rosa, by the way. Lead accountant for a company that doesn’t exist anymore. That’s Mark.” She gestured to the man sitting on the ground. “He’s a friend.” 

	 

	“Sound technician,” Mark said. “Not something that’s really needed now.” 

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. “I’m Amber, this is my dad, David. He’s a mechanic.”

	 

	Rosa nodded. “He could find some work. They need lots of mechanics right now.”

	 

	“He’s sick,” Amber said.

	 

	The woman shrugged. “When he gets better, then. You want some beans?” 

	 

	“Sure?” Amber tried. She noticed the bag next to the stove for the first time. It was brimming with cans of all sorts, but mostly beans. “I guess we’ll have lots of those?”

	 

	“We try to have them when we can. Better than MREs,” Rosa said. “Here.” The woman poured some beans into a tin bowl and handed it to her, along with a plastic fork and a slice of white bread from a bag. “It’s not much, but it’s something.”

	 

	“Thanks,” Amber said. Her dad was still fast asleep. I’ll make more for him later, I guess.

	 

	“I’m Tim,” the boy said. 

	 

	Tim’s sister looked up from her phone. “I’m Darcey!”

	 

	“Pleased to meet you,” Amber said. She tried on a smile, if only for the kids. “So, what do we do here? At the camp, I mean?”

	 

	“Here?” Rosa said. “We wait. And we pray.”

	 


Chapter Four:

Entirely Routine

	 

	The first week felt like a year. On the first day, Amber was introduced to the routine that she would be living through for what might be the rest of her life.

	 

	She woke up with the sun, and awaited her turn for the shower. The little temp-home didn’t have a large water heater, so she had the option between a quick hot shower, a longer lukewarm one, or standing under freezing water. 

	 

	Basically, sharing a tiny bathroom with five others wasn’t great. 

	 

	Then she had to race off to the community centre in the middle of the camp. The first day was a little confusing, but she was soon sitting in a classroom with a hundred-odd others, watching a canned lecture on a screen and filling out math lessons she’d learned a year ago from a worn textbook. They had a sort of pseudo-GED course but faster. Two three-hour lesson blocks, with a half hour lunch break in the middle. 

	 

	It should have been challenging, but the material was dumbed down. Even someone as unacademic as Amber felt it too… easy. At least they didn’t have homework. 

	 

	The nights were spent listening to music, caring for her dad, or complaining to the people in the main administrative building about medication.

	 

	The camp had two doctors on staff for nearly three thousand people. She needed a prescription verified by one of them to get her dad’s medication, and even then they would only give it to her a few pills at a time to prevent ‘theft and black marketeering.’ 

	 

	She wondered who would want to buy anti-nausea medication. 

	 

	The days felt long, and yet they passed by in a sort of haze. There was nothing to do but wait. Some people left, others came in. Camp Chet continued to exist. 

	 

	Amber discovered that if someone had the right kind of skills, they could be hired out with a grant and travel to some city somewhere else where they needed plumbers and electricians and construction workers. 

	 

	The community centre had day-long classes that taught people some basic skills, and there were some people that fought with insurance companies and made enough to leave and go live elsewhere.

	 

	Amber didn’t even know where to begin doing something like that. She held out the hope that Hollowpoint would soon be unquarantined and that they’d be allowed to return home. 

	 

	That hope felt a little weak as the days dragged on.

	 

	Her dad’s condition worsened. He was barely able to make it from his bunk to the washroom, and Amber had the impression that some of the medication they got from the camp wasn’t quite as strong. 

	 

	So she sat next to him, on the edge of his bunk, and listened to his laboured breathing. When he was feeling a little better, he’d stare above and tell her stories. He had travelled a lot when he was younger, had been to some of those punk concerts that people always talked about when they mentioned the 80s, and he’d done his share of mischief as a younger man. 

	 

	He loved telling those stories. She had heard them all before, but she knew when and where to laugh, and what questions to ask to get him to keep going. 

	 

	When he slept, she listened to the news. For a day, Hollowpoint was all they talked about. She even saw her home in passing.

	 

	The next day, the president said something stupid and all mentions of Hollowpoint disappeared. 

	 

	On the eighth day, Amber woke up, took a quick shower, went to school, and argued with a new officer about medication. When she returned home, she found Rosa placing a damp cloth over her dad’s head. 

	 

	“He’s a bit feverish, dear,” Rosa said. “I knew those cans were rotten the moment I opened them. I bet it was that.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said.

	 

	A touch to her dad’s forehead confirmed it. He was warm, his breathing raspy and rough. 

	 

	She hesitated for an hour or two, but when it got worse, she finally bit the bullet and called the camp’s hospital. It took half an hour for a van to arrive with an EMT and a nurse. 

	 

	She was allowed to follow them to the camp hospital with her dad. 

	 

	The moment they arrived, she expected to see nurses rushing and doctors running over, but instead, her dad was placed on a gurney and then a bed which was slid into a room and left there. A nurse passed by to check on him, then she left.

	 

	Amber waited, standing in a tiny room that only had an end table and a cheap sink over white tiles. She paced, she sat on the edge of the bed, and most of all, she looked at her phone every few minutes. 

	 

	Those minutes turned to an hour long before a doctor showed up. “Sorry,” he said. He was a young man, tired-looking though, and with a hunch to his back. “We’re swamped. What’s the problem here?” He asked while flipping through a chart.

	 

	“My dad, he has a fever.”

	 

	The doctor looked up. “Anyone else around him have similar symptoms?”

	 

	“No,” Amber said. “Just him. His lungs are bad. He had cancer. Um, his last operation was in November, last year.”

	 

	“Medication?” the doctor asked.

	 

	She rattled off the list of strange, complicated names, and the doctor took notes as she spoke. “Some of those won’t be available here,” he said.

	 

	“But we’ve been getting them for days,” Amber said.

	 

	The doctor frowned. “Do you have them still?”

	 

	“Some,” she said while reaching into her purse.

	 

	The doctor took the pills, then left. He didn’t return for half an hour, and when he did, he didn’t look to be in any better of a mood. Finally, he looked at her dad and started poking and prodding as doctors did while a nurse stood by his side. She looked even more tired than the doctor. 

	 

	“Can you help him?” Amber said.

	 

	The doctor didn’t even pretend to smile. “No, not here, not with what we have. I’ll put in a call to transfer him. That might take a day or two. We’ll do what we can in that time.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said.

	 

	“Do you have insurance?” the nurse asked.

	 

	Amber shrugged. “I don’t know? Maybe?”

	 

	The look they gave each other wasn’t reassuring.

	 

	The doctor left, but the nurse stayed for a bit. “We have a few extra beds, and some blankets. You can stay here.”

	 

	“Thanks,” Amber muttered.

	 

	She sat on the edge of the bed and wallowed in helplessness. She didn’t know what to do. 

	 

	No, there’s one thing I can do. 

	 

	Amber didn’t want to though. Still, she licked her lips, then choked on nothing. An hour passed, then another. Her dad’s breathing grew more ragged, even after a nurse came and administered something to him. 

	 

	Finally, she couldn’t take it anymore.

	 

	“Seelie, Seelie, Seelie,” she muttered.

	 

	Nothing happened.

	 

	In that little white room, with the white walls and poor lighting, with her dad on a bed looking nearly dead, Amber laughed. 

	 

	It’s not funny, she thought between sobbing giggles. 

	 

	“That is a uniquely strange reaction to bleak circumstances.”

	 

	Amber looked towards the entrance and noticed the plush white figure of the Seelie sitting there, tails swaying behind it and too-big blue eyes staring up at her. “Hey,” she said.

	 

	The Seelie walked in, then hopped onto the bed with all the grace of a cat. “We greet you, Amber. We didn’t know if you would call us.”

	 

	“I didn’t intend to,” Amber said, her voice low and whispery. “Can Magical Girls heal?”

	 

	The Seelie tilted its head to the side, ears twitching. “They can. Mostly themselves. But most learn to heal others with some practice. It’s a common application of magic, especially around humans. Some have gifts that focus more on healing, of course.”

	 

	“Gifts? That’s like unique powers, right?” Amber asked.

	 

	The Seelie spun around and sat. It didn’t leave so much as a dimple on the blankets. “We find that an adequate explanation.”

	 

	“I can become one, right?” she asked.

	 

	The Seelie nodded. “Yes. And it will forever change you. You will be destined to fight the monsters of Agartha until your dying day. And in exchange, power and prestige and the snapping of your mortal chains. Magic and more will be opened to you.”

	 

	“You make it sound enticing, don’t you?” she asked.

	 

	The Seelie hummed, the sound almost a purr. “We do. It is a dangerous path, and we wouldn’t hide that. It isn’t in our nature to do so.”

	 

	“And what will I owe you if I become a magical girl?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Nothing. Nor would we owe you anything. It is an equivalent exchange.”

	 

	“It doesn’t sound equivalent,” Amber said.

	 

	The little creature smiled. “It is.”

	 

	Amber tapped her feet on the ground, a steady, if rapid, tap-tap-tap beat that raced along with her heart. “Will I be able to help my dad?”

	 

	“And all of humanity besides,” the Seelie said. “You will want instruction. Magic isn’t a fool’s tool.”

	 

	“Yeah,” Amber said. She licked her lips. “Will it hurt?”

	 

	“Not in a way you’re familiar with. It will burn, but you will be left without scars. It will twist you, but you will find yourself unbowed in the end.”

	 

	“That’s not a straight answer,” Amber said.

	 

	The Seelie laughed, a giggle that came from everywhere. “Forgive us. No, it won’t hurt you physically. Nor will it hurt you mentally. It will change the nature of your existence though, and some find that uncomfortable.”

	 

	The tapping of her feet played counterpoint to her dad’s laboured breathing.

	 

	“I’ll do it.”

	 

	The Seelie’s strange smile grew wider. “Wonderful,” it said before bouncing forwards and landing on Amber’s thigh. She leaned back as the cat-like creature climbed over her, its little paws digging into her sternum as if it weighed more than a man.

	 

	She locked eyes with it, and found herself unable to look away.

	 

	“This is not a contract, Amber Green, daughter of Melanie and child of the mother Lilith. This is an agreement. Our enemies are now yours. And in so sharing, we share with you your own potential.”

	 

	Amber started to breathe hard. The world started to contract around her.

	 

	“Greet Time, Amber, for in its fleeting way, it has recognized you already.”

	 

	Her chest burned, her skin warmed up, and she felt tears spring into her eyes even as her vision went blurry. Her grip on the edge of the bed faltered.

	 

	She didn’t feel her knees crashing into the floor, but she did see the blurry ground inches away from her nose as she gasped for air and clawed at her throat. 

	 

	Everything went cold, and the burning that had taken her a moment before was replaced by a freezing that was far worse. Her hands trembled, and even as she choked for air, her entire body shivered. 

	 

	And then, like a snap, it was gone and she felt something, some part of her she had never grasped before, twisting as if it were caught in a vice. Oh, oh god.

	 

	The world snapped.

	 

	Amber woke up with a cough on the floor next to a pile of vomit. There were beans in it, she noted idly. Her vision was… acute. Sharper than it had ever been. 

	 

	She heard someone running over, then a gasp from the doorway.

	 

	A look up revealed a nurse, hand over her mouth. “Oh! Wait! Wait I need,” the woman said before running off. 

	 

	Amber climbed to her feet. She felt… fine. A little shaky. It was the wobbliness of her legs after a hard run, but all over. It was fading fast. 

	 

	Her clothes were gone, replaced by a dark coat and… and pantaloons. She didn’t question it, not the knives strapped to a belt around her waist. Even the hat perched lightly on her head didn’t matter. 

	 

	“Dad,” she muttered.

	 

	“He’s here,” came the Seelie’s voice. “Your powers are interesting,” it said. “I think they would serve in healing quite well.”

	 

	She stumbled over to her father, hands grabbing at the gown over his chest. “How?” she asked.

	 

	“The magic is yours. Use it.”

	 

	The Seelie sat across from her father on the bed. 

	 

	“But beware using too much.”

	 

	Amber… knew what he was talking about, somehow. 

	 

	Her hands glowed, and an awareness of… time, clicked into place. She could see her father’s life, a thread clipped short. Not now, but soon. She tugged it back, and before her eyes, her father’s face smoothed out, hair shifted, and his weight decreased. 

	 

	“Careful,” the Seelie warned.

	 

	She knew that even now he was still sick.

	 

	Something strained in her gut, but she pulled harder, and harder and—

	 

	The world snapped, and Amber found herself gripped around the heart.

	 

	The last thing she saw was the Seelie, on the bed’s edge.

	 

	“We told you to be cautious. How very careless.”

	 


Chapter Five:

Welcome to Agartha

	 

	Amber landed on soft, loamy ground, knees crashing down first before she bent forwards and placed her hands before her to stop her fall.

	 

	She panted while staring at the dirt between her hands. Everything felt off. 

	 

	Once, some years ago, a fair had come to Hollowpoint, with ferris wheels and rides and all sorts of stalls. She had eaten her fill of poorly-cooked corn dogs and cotton candy, then she’d gone with some school friends to one of those tea-cup rides. She remembered laughing for the first minute, then the cotton candy and corn dogs made an explosive return. 

	 

	It had been embarrassing, sure, but what really stuck with her was the strange, dizzying weakness that came right after. 

	 

	Oh, crap, this doesn’t feel good.

	 

	She coughed, then felt burning bile rising in the depths of her esophagus. Swallowing hard, Amber kept everything down and just focused on breathing. She was cramping up all over, arms and legs and in her gut, but she’d had worse.

	 

	Okay, okay, I can do this.

	 

	Placing one foot down, then the other, Amber stood up and stretched to her full height. The motion seemed to help. It settled things a little. 

	 

	A look around did the opposite.

	 

	“Where the hell am I?” she muttered.

	 

	There were trees around her. Huge, towering things that were as big around as cars. The branches above formed a canopy that masked a darkening grey sky. The air was fresh, with the lingering smell of rotting leaves and good dirt. 

	 

	A chill wind slipped by, rustling the leaves above and sending a shiver down Amber’s spine. 

	 

	The one thing that caught her off guard was the lack of animal noises. It took a moment to notice the absence, but as soon as she did, she couldn’t help but hear the missing sounds. No bird calls, no squirrels chittering. Not even the cries of crickets or the buzz of bees.

	 

	Amber stumbled over to the nearest tree and leaned her back against it as she breathed. The wracking pain was still there, as if someone was tugging at her muscles. And that… thing, the one that felt like a new limb of sorts, the one that she felt as soon as she accepted the Seelie’s deal, it was aching as if about to burst. Like her bladder after drinking way too much.

	 

	Weird analogy, that. She shook her head, trying to clear it. Okay, I’m in a forest. I wasn’t in a forest before. This… is bad. A glance down at herself revealed that she was still wearing that same costume. It was bright, crimson red, with black highlights. She had a belt around her waist with a set of knives tucked into it, and a sort of sleeveless jacket that flared out around her hips. 

	 

	She was also wearing pantaloons. “Okay,” she said. Fashion wasn’t her thing, but that was still a bit weird. The thigh-high boots were a bit strange too, but she didn’t exactly have a wardrobe to pick from. 

	 

	Acting on instinct, she lowered her hands to the bottom edge of her jacket where it stuck out from her side and felt under it. With a faint clunk, a metal disk fell into her hand. It had a recessed handle, and a blade that formed a perfect circle. 

	 

	“Very weird,” she muttered. The blade… a chakram? fit back under her jacket with an almost magnetic click. 

	 

	Well, I’m armed, at least. And I’m a magical girl. Which is nice, I suppose.

	 

	She did feel… stronger, maybe. Amber kicked her foot out, as if striking for a ball, and the motion felt more smooth than she was used to, even with the cramps. 

	 

	Great. Now… did I just yeet myself into the past?

	 

	There was no hiding the time stuff around her. She felt as if she knew when every second passed, not in an intrusive way, but as though she were in a room with a grandfather clock ticking away in the background. 

	 

	Also, there were clocks on her costume: as a belt buckle, on her wrists, and she suspected there was one on her hat.

	 

	Amber smacked the tree with a closed fist. There was too much going on. Powers, the costume, the time stuff, the entire world being replaced by a forest. Her dad.

	 

	Breathe in, hold it, out. She waited until her heartbeat slowed down and some of the cramps subsided. “Think, Amber, one thing at a time.”

	 

	She had powers. That was cool, but unless she could use them to get back to her dad, they weren’t useful just yet. 

	 

	Something clicked, and Amber realised she had at least one thing she could try. Clearing her throat, she spoke in a low voice. The solitude of the forest called for quiet. “Seelie, Seelie, Seelie,” she whispered.

	 

	Nothing happened. 

	 

	“Okay, so much for that,” she muttered. 

	 

	Her next plan was to start walking until she found water. Magical Girl or no, she was still pretty sure she needed to eat and drink. 

	 

	“So, this is where you landed.”

	 

	Amber jumped and spun, foot digging a furrow in the dirt as she tugged two knives out from her belt and prepared to throw them. 

	 

	She paused on seeing the Seelie sitting atop a fallen log. Then she noticed her pose: arms raised in a sort of fighting stance, knives ready to be flung. That wasn’t something she’d thought about.

	 

	“Your combat instincts seem to work fine,” the Seelie said. “Too bad your common sense isn’t so instinctual.”

	 

	Amber lowered her arms. “Hey,” she said. The awkwardness was soon replaced by boiling indignity. “Where am I?” she asked. “What did you do?”

	 

	“We did nothing. Other than warn you about the fickle nature of magic.”

	 

	“Where am I?” she asked again.

	 

	The Seelie titled its head. “On an island, in what would be the Eastern United States on Earth. Here, in Agartha, it is a shallow ocean fitted with islands. You are fortunate to have landed on solid land.”

	 

	Amber felt her stomach drop in time with another cramp passing through her. She grit her teeth and shoved her knives away into their sheathes. “Can I go home?” she asked.

	 

	“We doubt you’d be able to make it.” The Seelie started walking along the edge of the log. “There are other paths back to Earth, of course.”

	 

	“So, how can I get there?”

	 

	“We should warn you of some things first. These are warnings freely given. Whether you listen or not is entirely upon you.”

	 

	Amber swallowed. That sounded important. “I’m listening.”

	 

	“We appreciate it,” the Seelie said. “First: you cannot return home as you are.”

	 

	“What?” she burst.

	 

	Something in the woods shifted, branches moved and leaves rustled. Amber crouched down a little. 

	 

	“Magic is everywhere here. Right now, you are absorbing far, far more than you can handle. Were you to snap back to Earth, it would burst out of you, uncontrolled and feral. We cannot guarantee that you would die, though we suspect that if you don’t, you would wish for it.”

	 

	Amber eyed the cat-like thing. “Okay,” she said. She couldn’t go home yet. She could deal with that. Later. 

	 

	“You will need to hone your craft first. Then you will be able to return safely. It is why it takes most magical girls some months before they come here. By then, they are accustomed to the weaker magic of Earth and are more capable when they arrive. You could have died on arrival. You are fortunate.”

	 

	“That’s what the cramps are from?” she asked.

	 

	“In all likelihood, yes,” the Seelie said. “You will grow accustomed to it in time.”

	 

	The thing jumped down and came closer. 

	 

	“Second: we have contacted Norumbega. They are sending assistance. You may want to move to a place where you will be more visible. We can guide you.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. Help. Just like that. 

	 

	“And finally: as you may be aware, it is six fifty in the evening.” The Seelie’s eyes narrowed. “The Seventh Hour Men will be hunting soon.”

	 

	One of the Seelie’s tails whipped out, and Amber caught something out of the air. A compass, no bigger than a dollar coin, but wrought of fine silver cut out in a filigree pattern, and with its red-tipped needle pointing off to Amber’s side. 

	 

	“That will lead you to the place where your help will arrive. They will leave at the strike of eight.” The Seelie started to walk off. “Be there, if you’ve lived that long.”

	 

	Amber watched its tails disappear around a tree trunk. “Wait!” she called out. When she arrived, it had already left.

	 

	She eyed the compass, its needle unwaveringly pointing off to… not the north. She suspected that things didn’t work that way here. 

	 

	It feels like I’m starting high school all over. Familiar things, but different rules. 

	 

	She stared around for a moment, but there wasn’t much to do except deal with the pain and wonder what a Seventh Hour Man was and why it seemed to worry the Seelie so much.

	 

	Gritting her teeth, Amber glanced at the compass one more, then started walking off in the direction it was pointing towards. 

	 

	The ground was a bit rough, with roots as big around as her waist jutting out of the soil, and dips and rises in the landscape that made it hard to see far in every direction. She found a few spots soon enough where trees were uprooted, or where craters were blasted into the ground. 

	 

	She tried to avoid those.

	 

	Her internal clock informed her when she crossed from six to seven o’clock.

	 

	Nothing really changed. It was a pinch darker than it had been on arriving, but not so much so that she couldn’t still see and travel. The compass’s needle spun around suddenly, and pointed to her left.

	 

	Amber stared at it, then shook the compass a bit. Nothing changed, the arrow still pointed off to her left. What kind of awful compass is this?

	 

	Keeping her grumbling to herself, Amber turned in the new direction and took off again. Time ticked on by, constant and unrelenting, with only the wind in the trees above to fill the silent void.

	 

	Then something howled.

	 

	Amber stopped and dropped into a crouch. She was next to a pair of smaller trees that had grown close together, so she hopped a little closer to them and perked her ears for anything, any sound or motion she could see.

	 

	The growl had come from ahead of her. 

	 

	The compass now pointed just a little to the right.

	 

	Amber hesitated, but it was already seven twenty-two, and she didn’t know how far away the meeting point would be. She stepped out from behind the trees while staying low to the ground, and started sprinting from bush to tree-trunk, to hill-side, always moving while keeping something between herself and the growl.

	 

	That didn’t stop whatever was growling from coming closer.

	 

	Amber threw herself down when something roared just over the hill she was on. There were roots around her, and a few smaller bushes for cover, but she still felt exposed. Whatever was making the noise couldn’t be more than a dozen metres away.

	 

	Slowly, as if any brusque motion would alert the thing, she moved to the top of the hill and poked just enough of her head over the edge to see.

	 

	There was a creature at the base of two hills. It had hooved feet that were kicking into the dirt, and a pair of bat-like wings big enough to engulf a car. Its head, some sort of lizard-like thing, was twisting this way and that. The growls weren’t a warning roar, they were pained. 

	 

	One of the thing’s wings was broken, the delicate bones snapped.

	 

	Amber kept her breathing low and continued to watch, aware that time was passing. She could step out and heal it…

	 

	The creature looked to the air and flames gushed out of its open maw.

	 

	Or I could just leave and not get toasted.

	 

	She was about to do just that when someone moved into view.

	 

	He was an older gentleman, with a happy, toothy grin, and a jovial paunch around his waist. A sack dragged along the ground behind him with a rasp that somehow reminded Amber of Christmas music.

	 

	His off-hand held a bright red saw, the end dripping red goop merrily on the ground.

	 

	Smiling, the man moved over to the monster while humming a happy tune.

	 

	Amber felt like getting up to greet him. He was a neighbour, even if separated by an entire dimension. Just a kindly old fellow. 

	 

	But she didn’t want to disturb him, not when he seemed so busy.

	 

	The old gentleman stopped by the monster and gave it a careful pat. It crooned at him, then nudged him with its big head.

	 

	The smile never faltered as he brought his saw around and started hacking through the monster’s flank. Soon, he moved onto the wings and legs, each bit chopped off going into his bag. Though sometimes the old man was a little naughty and would take a chomp. 

	 

	Amber lost track of time. She smiled, laying on the hillside, as the nice old man hacked and sawed and cut apart the monster and fit each bit into his jovial little bag.

	 

	Eventually, the monster died.

	 

	And just like that, he hefted the sack over a shoulder and shuffled off, leaving a pile of meat behind, but not a single bone.

	 

	It was seven forty-six when Amber snapped out of it with a gasp. She swallowed, holding back bile as she realised what had just happened. What the hell? What was that? Why wasn’t I afraid? God, I almost called out to him! 

	 

	Scrambling to her feet, Amber glanced at her compass, then took off running. I need to get out of these woods.

	 


Chapter Six:

Glasir

	 

	Amber panted, breath coming in great lung-filling gasps as her legs pumped and she pushed herself to run faster than she ever had before. 

	 

	It would have been exhilarating were she anywhere else. 

	 

	Wait, no, this is kind of awesome. It’s just that there are scarier things to worry about. 

	 

	At any moment, a kindly old man could step out from behind a tree, and Amber knew that that would be the end of her. She’d be cut up into so many bits and stuffed into a bag. It wasn’t how she intended to end the evening. 

	 

	It was two minutes to eight, according to her internal clock, when she burst out of the woods and came to a running stop in a large clearing. 

	 

	The glade was atop a vast hill, with only one massive tree in its middle to break up an otherwise clear space that was filled with knee-high grass. Amber had felt hounded in the woods; in this open space, she felt exposed.

	 

	The compass pointed to the tree in the middle. Taking a few steps to the side made the needle shift unerringly back towards the tree. “Magic compass does magic things. Noted,” she said before looking for a pocket to tuck the compass away in. There weren’t any. 

	 

	Amber groaned and held onto the compass as she stomped her way over to the tree. She reached it just as her internal clock hit eight.

	 

	She expected something to happen, but for the first minute or two she just stood around and waited. Then the forest started to come to life. Birds took flight, zipping up into the rapidly darkening sky, and insects started to hum and buzz. 

	 

	A few daring squirrels darted out from between the trees, and she even caught sight of a wild cat slinking in the shadows. 

	 

	It felt as if the whole world was decompressing. She leaned back against the huge tree, then let herself slide down until she was sitting between two of its bigger roots. 

	 

	The day was over, and she was starting to feel it. The constant cramping had reduced a bit with the running, but now that she was resting it returned, though not as badly as before. So, I can absorb magic, or something, and it messes me up if I take too much. But I can’t control the amount I take, so I’m screwed no matter what?

	 

	She felt her eyes grow heavy, and her breathing started to still. The fresh, cool air rustling by, the soft music of leaves dancing above, the crash from finally stopping after so much panicked activity. It was dragging her down into slumber.

	 

	Distant thumping woke her up. 

	 

	It sounded, at first, like someone beating a carpet at an insane pace, but as soon as she focused on it and started to come awake a little more, she recognized the sound from TV and the movies: a helicopter.

	 

	She looked up just in time to see a black smear appearing over the treeline, the branches around it swaying back under the force of the wind being shifted beneath. 

	 

	The helicopter circled around the clearing, disappearing from her sight for a moment, even if she could still hear it clearly. And then it returned, and from the dark, four bright lights descended.

	 

	They crashed into the ground with dull thumps that sent a shiver through the dirt beneath her. 

	 

	“Area check!” the shortest among them shouted. She looked around, her sword, which was nearly as long as she was, held by her side like a banner.

	 

	A girl. All four of them were girls, in elaborate costumes and with weapons held casually by their side.

	 

	“Clear!” said one to the left. She had a wand which was aiming down as if it was a gun, the top glowing the same purple as the girl’s dress.

	 

	“Nothing,” said the one to the right. She sighed and leaned a spike mace onto her shoulder. “Boring,” she added.

	 

	The one at the back, a white-haired girl in a blue dress, made a humming noise. 

	 

	The one nearest Amber, sighed and ran a hand through short-cropped blonde hair. “Seriously? We’re supposed to be professional.”

	 

	“Just a pick up,” the one with the mace said. She tucked her weapon away under the coat-tails of her orange costume and looked up before making big, expansive gestures. 

	 

	Four ropes fell down around them from the helicopter.

	 

	Amber pushed herself up and off the tree. “H-hey!” she said.

	 

	“There she is!” the short blond girl said. “Jess, Emilia, cover. Oli, you’re with me.”

	 

	The mace girl grumbled and followed the blonde girl and they both jogged over to where Amber was standing up.

	 

	“Are you okay?” the girl asked. “I’m Cecilia, team leader of Glasir.” 

	 

	Amber nodded. “I’m fine?” she said. She didn’t sound certain, even to herself.

	 

	Cecilia smiled. “Good work surviving this long out here. But no need to worry, we’ll get you to Norumbega in one piece. Oli, wanna grab her?”

	 

	“I don’t need to be grabbed,” Amber began. 

	 

	Before she knew it, the orange-costumed girl was next to her and her feet were swung out from under her. She was pressed up against the girl’s chest as if she weighed no more than a child. “Come on,” Oli said. “Get to the choppa!”

	 

	“Is that from Predator?” Cecilia asked.

	 

	“Yeah! Arnold said it.”

	 

	Cecilia sighed. “You moron. You’d better hope we don’t get ambushed by a Nalusa Falaya or else we’re leaving you down here as a distraction.”

	 

	“It’s not dark enough for that,” Oli said. 

	 

	They approached the other girls without much fanfare, that was, until the purple one, Jess, huffed. “Hey, new girl. Why don’t you let Cecilia carry you? I’m the only one that Oli should be princess carrying.”

	 

	“Um,” Amber said. She started to notice just how compromising her position was. “I can stand, sorry!” 

	 

	“Jess, leave the new girl alone,” Cecilia said.

	 

	“I’ll carry you to your room later,” Oli said. There was so much implication in her voice that even Amber caught on. She felt her cheeks warming up. Wait, are they doing this just to distract me?

	 

	Despite the banter, all four girls were scanning the woods, and most still had a weapon in hand. 

	 

	“Grapple up,” Cecilia said. 

	 

	“New girl doesn’t have a belt,” Oli said while lifting Amber up a bit. How strong is this girl?

	 

	“Then hug her close,” Cecilia replied.

	 

	“Hey!” Jess shot her team leader a glare.

	 

	There were hooks near the bottom of the ropes dangling from the helicopter, and the very bottom had stirrups just big enough to place one foot in. Amber found herself held close to Oli as the girl clipped herself to the cord. “Don’t worry. I’m not about to drop you,” Oli muttered just loud enough for Amber to hear.

	 

	The ropes went taut, and then they were yanked up and into the sky. 

	 

	Amber squeaked and hung onto Oli a bit tighter until the magical girl swung forwards, and all of a sudden, Amber was sitting on a cloth chair at the back of a helicopter. The noise was intense, a constant thumping that she felt through her whole body. Somehow, she was still able to hear and see perfectly fine as the others got aboard and undid their harnesses, none of them seeming to care that there was a hundred foot drop next to them.

	 

	“Yo!” Cecilia called out. “VIP secured! Bring us back home.” She thumped the wall behind the seats at the front of the helicopter.

	 

	The man Amber assumed was the pilot gave them a thumb’s up and the entire craft tilted and started to accelerate away. 

	 

	“Ever been on a Black Hawk before?” Jess asked as she plopped herself down next to Amber.

	 

	Amber shook her head. 

	 

	“You’ll get used to it! The Academy has a fleet of these things.” 

	 

	“Shouldn’t we be buckled in?” Amber asked.

	 

	Oli barked a laugh. “We’re magical girls. A little thing like a helicopter crash shouldn’t bother us.”

	 

	“You muscle-brained idiot, she’s new,” Jess said. She turned towards Amber and eyed her up. “How new are you anyway? The Seelie just said ‘new’ and left it at that. Couple of weeks?”

	 

	“Uh,” Amber said. “A few hours? I think?”

	 

	Jess whistled. “Damn. You are one unlucky girl.”

	 

	“I’d say she’s pretty lucky if she survived this long,” Cecilia said. “Good work, by the way. I guess you just had to keep your head down, but still. Some new girls can’t resist playing with their magic. Right Jess?”

	 

	“That was two years ago!” 

	 

	Amber relaxed a little. The girls seemed to have a lot of familiar banter going on between them. The one called Emilia didn’t join in, but she was smiling a little from her corner of the cabin as she watched the others. Amber guessed that Jess and Oli were an item. They had that kind of closeness to them that she’d seen couples in school share. The occasional touch, the way they stood next to each other.

	 

	It was a little strange, but it was also reassuring. These girls weren’t nervous about being in a military helicopter over a dark and ominous forest.

	 

	Maybe that was deserved. 

	 

	“So, first day on Agartha and you get to see the big wild,” Jess said. She was looking at Amber, who jumped a bit in her seat at being addressed. “See anything fun?”

	 

	“Um,” Amber said. “There was a lizard headed thing, with… hooves?”

	 

	“Did it have wings?” Cecilia asked. “Like a bat?”

	 

	Amber nodded. 

	 

	“That’s a Jersey Devil,” she said. “Class two, not a big deal.”

	 

	“Class two?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Means that normies have a hard time with it,” Jess said.

	 

	Oli thumped her on the head. “You’re not supposed to use that kind of language Jess.”

	 

	The purple-costumed girl rubbed her head. “If you’re going to spank me, at least buy me dinner first.”

	 

	“There was another thing,” Amber said. “An old man. He… had a bag. And he seemed nice, but I wasn’t sure.”

	 

	Cecilia snapped around to stare at Amber. “You saw a Seventh Hour Man?” 

	 

	“M-maybe?” Amber said. The girl’s stare was pinning her in place with its intensity. “He… uh, found the Jersey Devil and cut it up, put it in a bag?”

	 

	“Dangerous,” Emilia said. Her first words since Amber had met her. 

	 

	“You got any magic that protects your mind?” Cecilia asked. “That could be why you still have bones.”

	 

	“No? I don’t think so?”

	 

	“She’s a newbie,” Jess said. “Wouldn’t know if she does, I figure.”

	 

	“Hmm,” Cecilia agreed. “Well, count yourself lucky.”

	 

	“What did you mean about bones?” Amber asked.

	 

	The blonde girl made a circling gesture with her hand. “Seventh Hour Men don’t eat people. Well, they do, but it’s not why they hunt. They want bones. They build their burrows with the bones they collect. Sometimes they won’t take all of something or someone’s bones and leave them alive.”

	 

	“It’s why we didn’t get to you faster,” Oli said. “We like our bones.”

	 

	With that wonderful image in mind, Amber leaned back into her seat and tried to relax a little. It had grown considerably harder to do so. What kind of nightmare world is this?

	 

	“Norumbega Tower, this is Black Hawk Golf-Lima-Alpha-Sierra zero-one, permission to enter airspace?” The pilot said. His voice came from a few speakers tucked into the ceiling. 

	 

	Amber didn’t hear any reply for anyone on the ground, but the pilot did nod and shift their flight path a little. 

	 

	“Affirmative. Glasir oh-one, heading for Norumbega Academy pad five. Over.”

	 

	Amber reached out and tugged Cecilia’s sleeve until the girl looked over to her. “Um, where are we going?”

	 

	“Norumbega,” Cecilia said. “It’s pretty much the only city around here, and it’s where the American academy is located. We’ll be dropping you off at the infirmary, just to be safe. I can tell that you’re overloaded from here. Then, I guess that depends on the dean and on you.”

	 

	Amber looked out the window to her side to see a large city sprawled out below. Hundreds of lights twinkling in the night in a vast void. For better or worse, she had arrived. 

	 


Chapter Seven:

Norumbega Academy

	 

	As soon as the Black Hawk touched down, the rotors started to slow down and the pilots in front started flicking things off one-by-one. Outside, Amber saw men in grey overalls running towards the vehicle to… she wasn’t sure, exactly, but they looked like mechanics, so she figured that was normal. 

	 

	Cecilia opened one of the side doors and leapt out, soon followed by most of her team. Oli extended a hand to Amber, and when she took it, helped her to her feet. “Keep your head down. And don’t leap off until after clearing the blades, alright?”

	 

	Amber nodded and let go of the girl’s hand. 

	 

	She still felt a little bit off, and the ache in her bones and muscles wasn’t helping, but she was able to jump out of the helicopter with no trouble.

	 

	They had landed on a steel-grated pad, with fluorescent white marks painted on the ground and little trenches with technicians to the sides. It reminded her of videos of aircraft carriers that she’d seen, only without the churning waters. 

	 

	Six more helicopters were parked on similar platforms, each one a fair distance from each other. A glance to the side showed that they were atop a sort of cliff overlooking the city she’d seen from above. The scattered lights below were strange. Parts of the city looked organic, with curving roads and no two buildings at the same height, but the majority of it was all laid out in a neat grid. 

	 

	A hand on her back snapped her out of her staring. “Come on,” Cecilia said. “Let’s get you inside.” The girl pointed ahead, and for the first time, Amber saw the Academy.

	 

	That wasn’t entirely accurate. 

	 

	She had seen the Academy before, on posters, and as part of newsreels that sometimes talked about magical girls or interviewed them. 

	 

	But that footage was always taken from slightly above, and in the full light of day, painting the Academy like some sort of statuesque ivy-league school.

	 

	What she saw now was more like a castle. 

	 

	Walls of flagstone rose up a few metres into the air, with rounded towers at every point where the wall changed directions. Not proper towers, just pillars of stacked stone with conical roofs. 

	 

	Beyond the walls, she could make out a few larger buildings. One rose taller than the rest, with a verdigris-green roof and towers at its corners. It reminded her a little of a Disney castle, if one that looked a lot more robust. The towers had huge gun emplacements atop them instead of the more fantastical trebuchets she would have imagined. 

	 

	“The Academy’s a bit confusing at first,” Cecilia said.

	 

	“I still get lost sometimes,” Oli admitted.

	 

	Jess snorted. “That’s because you’re a big dork. You couldn’t find north if you were standing next to the pole.”

	 

	Amber found herself in the middle of the group, uncertain of what to say as they walked towards the castle walls. The area around where the helicopters were stored looked a lot more like Camp Chet than anything else, with prefab buildings, a few hangars, some square administrative buildings, and lots of soldiers moving about.

	 

	“You can ignore those,” Jess said.

	 

	“Huh?”

	 

	“The soldiers. They like to posture and make noise, but they’re pretty much just here for support. No actual legal rights to do anything, you know?”

	 

	“I… don’t?” Amber said.

	 

	Jess shrugged. “You’ll figure it out.”

	 

	The group arrived at a door in the castle walls. Not quite a proper door, it was wide and tall enough to drive a semi-trailer through it with room to spare. It was also closed except for a smaller door built into it. 

	 

	Amber squeezed in with the others, then slowed to a stop on the other side.

	 

	The castle was split down the middle. There was a narrow space, maybe as wide as a highway, that cut across the entire ground to an identical door at the far end. Walls rose up on both sides, with parapets and slitted windows, and a bridge spanned the distance above, with ornamental stonework all across its side.

	 

	The space between had trees and walkways with flowering bushes and little benches tucked up against the sides. 

	 

	“We’ve got some pretty good gardeners and all that,” Cecilia said. “Some of the girls that came here first had magic to warp stone and do stuff with plants. It kinda shows.” She pointed to one side. “Okay, so that you don’t get too lost: Southside is fun.” She pointed to the other side. “Northside isn’t.”

	 

	“What she means,” Jess said, “is that the south side is where the dorms, the library, the lounges, and all the nice places are. The north side has the admin buildings, the teacher homes, and all the schoolrooms. It’s also where you’re going now.”

	 

	“I am?” Amber asked. She shook her head. I haven’t felt this lost in a long time. “Sorry. It’s just, a lot.”

	 

	“Hey, no worries,” Jess said. “The infirmary is staffed at all hours. Usually a couple of volunteers who can cast healing magics too.”

	 

	They set off towards the south side, up a set of stairs and through a heavy wooden door. Southside was a little more utilitarian than the passage in the middle of the castle, with large, victorian-style homes crammed together next to little gardens. The roads were lit by solar-panel topped lamp-posts, and the houses all had panels bolted to their roofs. 

	 

	It felt like the place couldn’t decide which era to stay in.

	 

	Amber saw a couple of magical girls moving by, some fiddling on phones, others carrying backpacks. Most, she noticed, weren’t in any sort of costume, but instead wore dark blue sweaters with a crest over one breast—a medieval dragon with a sword through its head—over knee-length black skirts. Some had jackets on over that, but most skipped those.

	 

	There were boys too, in similar sweaters over pants.

	 

	“Yeah, we have uniforms,” Jess said. “They’re lame. But unless you’re on-duty, you’re kinda meant to wear them.”

	 

	“Okay?” Amber said. “I don’t know if I’m going to, uh, be going to school here?”

	 

	Jess eyed her for a bit, and she noticed Cecilia looking back. Even the quiet Emilia glanced her way. 

	 

	“You’re free not to,” Cecilia said. “But, well, your options are kinda limited. It’s either the Academy, or the military.”

	 

	“Or one of the other academies,” Jess said. “If you’re not American, you could get transferred to… you know, wherever. Norumbega scores well, but it’s got some stiff competition.”

	 

	“We’re going to kick those Frenchies’ asses next time, I swear,” Oli said.

	 

	“We won’t even be here for that,” Cecilia said. She turned to Amber. “We’re all third-years. That’s the last year here. After you’re done, you can kinda pick what you’ll go into, but we’re magical girls, so it’s usually something related to killing nightmares.”

	 

	Amber nodded along, absorbing what she could. There was a lot to take in. They came up to a large, long building. It was two stories tall and built of stone like many of the others around them, but this one had a large plaque by the door that read, The Healing Place.

	 

	The entrance had a little waiting room, currently empty except for a man behind the counter in a military uniform that didn’t fit the otherwise homey lobby at all. He looked up as they entered and stood. “May I help you?” 

	 

	“Team Glasir, returning from a VIP rescue op,” Cecilia said. “This is the VIP. She’s overloaded.”

	 

	“Understood,” the man said before picking up a phone and muttering something in it.

	 

	“Um,” Amber said. She was still forming a question when a pair of nurses burst in from a side-door, a bed rolling behind them. 

	 

	“Alright,” Cecilia said. “You going to be okay on your own?”

	 

	“I guess?” Amber said. The nurses stopped nearby and gestured for her to sit on the bed. “Do I go with them?”

	 

	“Yeah. Don’t worry, it’s probably literally the best care you can get, on Agartha or on Earth.”

	 

	“Magic healing’s pretty overpowered,” Oli agreed. 

	 

	Amber nodded and sat on the edge of the bed. It felt a little as if she didn’t have any agency, but the cramps had been getting worse as she stood there. 

	 

	“If you’re still in a room tomorrow, we’ll stop by for a visit,” Jess said. “Maybe we’ll steal some flowers for you.”

	 

	“You never brought me flowers,” Oli said.

	 

	“You don’t like flowers, you big lug,” was Jess’ retort. 

	 

	Oli shrugged. “It’s the gesture, you know.”

	 

	“What about my flowers then?” 

	 

	Amber waved awkwardly at the girls as she was wheeled off. They were nice. Weird, but nice.

	 

	“Miss, could you lay down, please?” one of the nurses asked. 

	 

	Amber did so, head on a hard pillow and legs up atop some folded blankets, the rough, cotton-y sort she’d seen too many of in too many hospitals. She hated being on her back as they pushed her along, but the trip didn’t last very long. She was brought to a little room, with a nightstand and some high-tech-looking machines next to the bed. 

	 

	One of the nurses took her arm and placed a band connected to one machine around her wrist, while the other came to stand close to her with a clipboard. “Can you give me a brief rundown of your situation?”

	 

	“Uh,” Amber said. “I guess? Where do I start?”

	 

	“Whenever it started to hurt.”

	 

	“I became a, uh, magical girl this afternoon,” Amber said. That feels so stupid to say.

	 

	The nurse looked up. “On Earth?”

	 

	Amber nodded. “Yes. Is that bad?” 

	 

	The nurse scribbled a few things. “It explains a lot. Have you been feeling weak? Disorientated?”

	 

	“I was on Earth, and then I was here, so yeah, a bit disorientated,” Amber said. “Not weak, but I have these cramps, I guess. Like period cramps, but all over and weird.”

	 

	The nurse nodded. “Too much exotic energy,” she said. “Noted. Fortunately, that’s an easy fix.” She glanced over to the machine which had begun to beep in time with Amber’s heart. “Pressure is fine. Heart rate seems normal. Any bleeding, injuries?”

	 

	“No, I don’t think so,” Amber said. “Will I be seeing a doctor?” Would her family’s insurance cover any of this? Was that even a concern?

	 

	“You’re talking to one now,” the nurse—the doctor said. “Everyone on staff has a doctorate in something. Limited staff means lots of specialists trying to get the same position. We all took nursing courses too, so no worries.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. “Sorry?” 

	 

	The woman smiled. “It’s fine. We’ll be monitoring you overnight. But before that, we need to drain your energy reserves. Someone will be coming over soon with a device for that. They’ll explain it.”

	 

	“Is that all?” Amber asked.

	 

	“You’re a magical girl with too much magic in her system. It would be impressive if you were injured.”

	 

	Amber blinked. What was that supposed to mean? 

	 

	The question in her eyes must have been obvious because the doctor caught on. “Magical girls heal at an accelerated rate, won’t catch any sickness that we’ve noticed, and can survive some physical trauma that would kill someone three times your weight. You won’t even age at the same rate as us normal folk. We don’t actually see many magicals here who don’t have actual injuries. Overloading on exotic energy is pretty common though, especially for first years, and it’s an easy fix.” She pat Amber on the knee. “But if you feel anything strange, anything at all, you call out to us, alright?”

	 

	“Okay,” Amber said. “So I just stay here and wait?”

	 

	The doctor nodded and tucked the clipboard under an arm. “That’s it. Have you eaten at all? No? We’ll have something brought over. If you need the washroom, just ping us and we’ll remove the monitor. It’s a bit tricky to remove.”

	 

	Amber nodded and watched the doctors head out of her room. She was left alone for a moment, under the light from an incandescent bulb in a very ordinary lamp on her table. A window looked out to the street before the hospital, but other than a glance at some dark clouds above, there wasn’t much to see. 

	 

	I should try to rest, I guess.

	 

	An all-too-familiar voice intruded on her. “You made it! Wonderful. We were worried.”

	 


Chapter Eight:

Hat-Based Role System

	 

	Amber glared at the Seelie that jumped up onto the edge of her bed.

	 

	The glare fizzled and died as she took the creature in properly. 

	 

	The Seelie was fairly normal, as far as they went: white fur, long and soft, two tails that swayed behind it, and little paws that didn’t seem to carry any weight. Its eyes were sparkling blue, filled with life and something very close to joy. 

	 

	The difference was the soft-pink nurse’s cap sitting on its head. It had a little red cross in its centre, set in a white heart outline.

	 

	“What are you wearing?” Amber asked.

	 

	That’s not what I meant to ask.

	 

	The Seelie sat. “The hat? We don’t always understand the magical boys and girls of this academy. Sometimes they insist that we wear strange things. We are the part of us that resides in this hospice, so the magicals determined that we must wear this hat.” The Seelie’s ears twitched and the hat wiggled.

	 

	“Right,” Amber said. I guess if there’s more than one around, it helps to tell them apart? Or someone just thought it was cute.

	 

	“We want to congratulate you on making it here.”

	 

	“You left me alone out there,” Amber said. She sat up straighter and pointed an accusing finger at the Seelie. “I almost died.”

	 

	“But you didn’t. And there was little we could do. We have our own gifts, but combat is not one of them. That is why we unlock the potential of magicals like you.”

	 

	“I want to go home,” Amber said. “I want to go see my dad.” She hated how young she sounded, but it was only her and the Seelie in the room. 

	 

	The creature tilted its head to one side, considering. “In due time, we think that would be possible. But as it is, you are currently too weak—and too powerful—to return.”

	 

	“What does that even mean?” Amber asked.

	 

	“You do not yet know how to use your magic to pierce the veil yourself, and once on the other side, your gifts could be a danger to those around you, whether you wish it or not.”

	 

	“I’m not dangerous,” Amber said.

	 

	The Seelie stood up only to spin around once. “What would you have done if you had brought your father here with you?”

	 

	Her heart froze. “I could do that?”

	 

	“Quite easily,” the Seelie said. “Agartha attracts its own. Using magic on Earth will always pull you back to Agartha. Until you learn more of myth and magic, you are a danger to yourself and others. We cannot make you, but we would encourage you to join the Academy. You will learn what you must do to fulfil your duty.”

	 

	“Duty?” 

	 

	“Fighting the nightmares, of course.” 

	 

	Amber shifted, then pulled the blankets up higher to ward off the sudden chill. “You want me to stay here? What about my dad?”

	 

	“We have relayed information about your father to those on the other side. The human governments tend to understand that caring for the family of a magical is in their best interest.” The Seelie smiled a little. “There’s little to worry about. You have all the time you could need to learn and grow.”

	 

	“And until then, I can’t go back?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Of course you can return. Academy training lasts three years. Every five months, the trainees are given a month’s time to rest and relax. Returning to Earth is a common way to do so,” the Seelie said. “We would assist you then. With five month’s training, you will have mastered at least some of your powers. Enough to resist the pull, certainly.”

	 

	“So I have to attend, basically?” Amber asked.

	 

	The Seelie shook its head. “We encourage it, for your own sake, but we do not oblige you to do so. As long as you fight our common enemy, we are quite pleased. We only wish that you do so as efficiently as possible. Preferably without dying.”

	 

	“And the classes last three years?”

	 

	“Yes! They are not structured the same way as a school on Earth would be. Some take longer, others graduate faster. Most remain in their team and follow through with them. Others try to pave their own path. We can discuss it more later. There is a new semester starting in a few day’s time, with many new students coming in from Earth. I’m certain you will make many friends!”

	 

	Amber had more questions—a lot more—but the room’s door opened, and a young man walked in. He had a doctor’s coat over a sky-blue outfit that was on the stranger side. He wore a vest and jacket over shorts and knee-high socks. No bows or ribbons, but plenty of sharply cut lines. 

	 

	“Uh,” Amber said.

	 

	“Hello, Miss Green,” the boy said as he stepped in. He grabbed the Seelie by the scruff and set it on the floor before placing a box at the base of Amber’s bed. “I’m Morty, I’ll be your healer this evening.” 

	 

	Amber nodded. “Sorry, hi. I’m Amber.”

	 

	“Pleased to meet you,” Morty said. “From your file, you’re only suffering from a bit of magical oversaturation which is an easy enough fix. I’ll be using a bit of healing magic on you as well, if you don’t mind. It’s better to be safe, and all.”

	 

	“Okay,” Amber said. It was a little strange, but she could look past that. Morty looked to be a year or so younger than her, but he had the bored professionalism she’d come to associate with doctors.

	 

	“Right, see this thing?” he asked as he popped the box open to reveal a sort of globe with some notches for grabbing onto. “This device takes raw magic and turns it into light. That’s it. It would be entirely useless if it wasn’t so bad at converting magic to light, but it is awful at it, which makes it great for wasting a lot of power in a decently controlled fashion.”

	 

	Amber took the ball when he handed it to her. It was cold, made of some sort of metal with little glass cutouts on its surface. Just touching it made something inside glow a little. “How do I use magic on it?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morty looked up to her, then stared down at his feet. He was silent for a bit before sighing. “Oh. You’re new-new. Alright. Using magic is different for everyone, especially since different gifts tend to come with different sorts of magic. You’ll have plenty of classes about it later, I guess. Point is, no two people use it the same way. What’s your gimmick?”

	 

	“Gimmick?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Your gift, unique power, talent… there are other words for it, but I hope you’re clever enough to catch on.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. She gripped the ball a bit tighter. “So I just… magic at this?” 

	 

	Morty snorted. “What an eloquent way of putting it. But yeah. You don’t have some sort of super-offensive power, right?”

	 

	“I don’t think so.”

	 

	“Good. The government sorts get huffy when you blow things up in the hospital. Anyway, some people like using visualizations, or incantations. Whatever works for you.”

	 

	Amber nodded and brought the ball closer to her face. She still felt those cramps in her arms and legs and core, but they were easily forgotten as she focused on the ball. Magic. I’ve got magic, and I can use it. I did on Dad. She felt her reserves like some sort of pack, a bag that was full to the brim and weighing her down.

	 

	She reached into that and grabbed some of the stuff within. It was a downright bizarre sensation, but it wasn’t unnatural. More like stretching a sleeping limb. 

	 

	Grabbing some of the stuff, she pushed it into the ball, more and more and more. The ball glowed, glowing faintly at first, then brightening.

	 

	“So, you can follow instructions, that’s goo—”

	 

	The ball snapped.

	 

	And then Amber’s hands shifted as they moved through empty space. 

	 

	The ball was gone.

	 

	Something outside the room clanged and banged.

	 

	“What?” Amber asked as she looked at her empty hands. 

	 

	Morty flicked the box open, then hummed as if to himself. “Right. I’ll be right back. Try not to move. And don’t use your magic.” He picked up the Seelie with the nurse-cap and tucked it into one of the large pockets on his jacket. “And you’re coming with me.”

	 

	Amber nodded. What happened?

	 

	She shook her head. She kind of knew what had happened, had felt it as it charged up. Her magic had grabbed the ball and had moved it. But not physically. Her internal clock kept ticking, steady and calm, but for a moment it had felt as though there was a second clock spinning wildly alongside it.

	 

	Morty came back, ball in hand. “It was in the storeroom. Fell off the shelf and all,” he said. “So, I’ve got bad news, worse news, and good news.”

	 

	“Okay?” Amber said.

	 

	“The bad news is physicists will hate you.” He tossed the ball up and caught it again. “Our little faerie friend here confirmed it: you flung this back into its own past. Congratulations, you violated a few natural laws. Welcome to the club.”

	 

	Amber nodded slowly. “Alright?”

	 

	“Great, just the laid-back, befuddled expression I’d want to see on someone that does casual time travel. Good news is that I bet that took a lot of magic to do. How do you feel?”

	 

	Amber shifted a little. “The cramps aren’t as bad? I think?”

	 

	“Great. Worse news: unless you can figure this out, we’ll need to find a more robust way to get you to spend your magic. I don’t feel like running back and forth between here and wherever this ends up.” He shook the light-ball.

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. “Well, I… could try not doing the time thing?”

	 

	“Nope,” Morty said. “I don’t have the time—hah!—or patience to mess around and teach you how to do magic. Take a course for it or practice on your own time. Now, if your magic is flinging things back in time, all we need is something that hasn’t moved in ages. Which means we’re going outside in a bit. But first, healing.”

	 

	Amber eyed the boy as he placed the ball next to her, then came closer. 

	 

	“I’m going to touch your abdomen, is that alright?” he asked. 

	 

	“Sure,” Amber said.

	 

	“Good. Just telling you because you only need to get smacked once to learn your lesson.” Amber tried not to squirm or move as the boy placed a hand over her stomach and pressed down a little. She felt a soothing warmth growing there before it moved across her entire body, as if she was being submerged in a warm bath. 

	 

	Morty pulled his hand back and stared off into space for a moment. “Was that it?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Hmm? Oh, yeah, you’re fine. A bit of strain in your muscles and some very minor damage near the vessels that conduct your magic, but for the most part nothing I wouldn’t expect from someone entirely new.”

	 

	“Thanks,” Amber said. 

	 

	“Just my job. Now, let me get you a wheelchair, and then we can go find a rock or something,” Morty said. “And no, you can’t just walk over, because I said so.” He waved her off and left the room. 

	 

	Amber half-rolled and looked over the edge of her bed. The Seelie was on the ground, staring right back at her. “Your magic is interesting,” it said.

	 

	“Thank you?”

	 

	“It is not the first time we’ve seen that sort, but it is somewhat uncommon. Then again, gifts tend to be unique in style or execution. Finding two entirely identical powers, while possible, isn’t likely. Teaching you will be complicated, we think, but worthwhile.”

	 

	“So, the academy thing,” Amber said.

	 

	“Have you made a choice?”

	 

	“As much of a choice as I have to make. You said the next semester starts soon?”

	 

	“It does. Most teams have been organised already. But there is a place remaining in one formation. I suspect it will be an interesting team-up for you, but if you can find it in you to accept the other three, then you might make a wonderful team.”

	 


Chapter Nine:

Morgan

	 

	Amber woke up with a snap. This isn’t my room.

	 

	She recalled the camp, the trailer-like home, but that didn’t fit either. 

	 

	“Oh,” she said as her foggy mind cleared a little and she recognized the room at last. The glow from the monitor by her side was enough to illuminate the rather plain end-table and the hospital bed she was on. Pressing down to her sides, Amber sat up and yawned. 

	 

	She felt… pretty good, on the whole. Rested, and comfortable. 

	 

	That’s when she noticed she was in her normal clothes. Sweatpants and a sweater she’d been wearing the day before at the camp. The red magical-girl costume was gone.

	 

	The door clicked as someone peeked in. The same doctor that had helped her the night before. “You’re awake?” she asked softly.

	 

	“I guess so,” Amber said.

	 

	“Well then, I have some things for you,” the doctor said as she walked in backwards pulling a wheeled tray in with her. It had a plastic dome on it, and the scent of eggs and something fried wafted out before it. Two plastic mugs sat on the edge of the tray, faint steam pouring out of them and filling the room with the strong smell of coffee.

	 

	“Is that breakfast?” Amber asked.

	 

	“It is,” the doctor said. She pushed the tray closer to Amber. “Dig in,” she said before grabbing one of the mugs to cradle.

	 

	“Thanks,” Amber said. She lifted the plastic dome, then stared. “Uh.” There were two eggs, poached, over some brown bread. Next to that was a dollop of beans and fried tomatoes with some mushrooms. A thick slab of ham took up a hefty part of her plate, with a few strips of bacon over that. “Wow.”

	 

	“Yup,” the doctor agreed. “The food here is crazy good. The entire academy’s like that. Hell, they even have good MREs for field work. I remember having ramen noodles twice a day while interning.”

	 

	“Why so much?” Amber asked.

	 

	The doctor laughed. “Oh, sweetie. You’re a magical girl. Congrats, you’ll never put on a pound. You also burn calories like a stove. So eat up. I bet by noon you’ll be starving.”

	 

	Amber hummed. They don’t mention that on TV. She picked up a fork and knife before digging in. The food tasted as good as it looked. “Mmm?” she mumbled, a bit confused.

	 

	“The only way to come to Agartha is to win the lottery or be so damned useful that they’ll let you come over. That means that the folk doing the cooking are way over-qualified. The ingredients tend to be pretty nice too.”

	 

	“That’s crazy,” Amber said as she restrained herself from scarfing things down. 

	 

	“So, how are you feeling? Any cramps, nausea, dizziness?”

	 

	Amber shook her head. “Fine,” she said. 

	 

	“Good. And how did the draining go last night?” she asked.

	 

	Amber finished chewing and swallowed. “It went… well? We couldn’t use the ball device. Had to go outside and use some magic on a rock behind the hospital. Not much actually happened.”

	 

	“I… see?” the doctor said. “That was with Morty?”

	 

	“Yeah,” Amber said.

	 

	The doctor nodded. “Figures. He likes his unusual solutions. It’s hard to work with him sometimes, mostly because of all the extra paperwork.”

	 

	“That sounds rough,” Amber said.

	 

	“Nah, I’ve worked with far worse.” the doctor gestured to Amber. “Those were the clothes you had before transforming?”

	 

	“Uh, yes. I guess I might need to find a change of clothes. These don’t feel appropriate for a hospital. Or I could transform again?” As soon as I find out how.

	 

	“No need. There’s a package for you at the front desk, school supplies and such. I’ll go fetch it for you. By the way, you’ve been discharged; no hurry or anything, but you can go. The moment you feel bad, you come back over, alright?”

	 

	Amber nodded. “Sure.”

	 

	The discharge was a bit sudden, but maybe that was alright. She had never been fond of hospitals, especially when she was the patient. For the moment, she had bigger, tastier things to focus on. 

	 

	She almost missed it when the doctor returned and placed a box at the foot of her bed. “Tell the admin at the front desk that you’re leaving before you head out.”

	 

	“There isn’t more security than that?” Amber asked. “Paperwork or anything?”

	 

	“Not at the academy, no. Magicals and bureaucracy are like oil and water. Oil that’s on fire.”

	 

	“Good to know,” Amber said. Sounds a bit rude on the magicals’ part, but maybe I’m missing something.

	 

	The doctor waved her off and said her goodbyes while caressing an entirely new cup of coffee, and then Amber was alone.

	 

	She took her time to finish her breakfast, then, once the plate was licked clean—nobody has to know!—and the tray was pushed aside, she carefully got to her feet. 

	 

	A few experimental steps, some lunges, and a bit of stretching later, Amber found herself feeling perfectly fine. Better than that, even. It feels like I slept for a whole day. She moved over to the box. It was a plastic crate, really, with her name stuck to the side on a post-it note. 

	 

	An envelope sat atop a folded jacket. It had her name stencilled across it. She opened it. 

	 

	Dear Amber,

	 

	You will find with this letter a tailored uniform, as well as an Academy phone. The password is your date of birth in this form: DD-MM-YYYY. Please change it and read the terms and conditions laid out on first opening the device. 

	 

	You have been assigned room three on the second floor of the female dormitory. Don’t be afraid to ask for directions.

	 

	Finally, we wish to cordially invite you to join the soon-to-be-formed Team Svalinn. One member is already on campus; you would be sharing your dorm with her until the other members arrive and complete their orientation (something which you should also consider attending). 

	 

	If you wish to discuss any of these things, then please come to the main administrative building. We understand that these changes have been sudden and rather unexpected. We are more than willing to work with you to make sure you find comfort and happiness.

	 

	Hopefully you will find both and more at Norumbega Academy.

	 

	—Headmaster Nido Thorsfather

	

	Amber lowered the letter. “What kind of name is that?”

	 

	She tossed the letter on the bed, then unfolded the uniform. It was similar to what she’d seen some of the people around the academy wearing. The blouse was made of a soft, silky material, and the thick jacket had the school crest over the breast, the dragon with a sword through its skull looking rather intimidating up close. 

	 

	Under that was a sweater and a black, pleated skirt, both covering a bag with new underwear in various sizes, as well as the academy phone she’d been promised in the letter. It was a black brick. A bit thick for a smartphone, but she figured it might be tougher than most.

	 

	Amber had never been to a school nice enough to have uniforms, but she supposed that she could get used to it. She changed quickly, and was soon tugging at the uniform so that it fit properly. The only thing left in the box were stockings and some mary janes that she slipped on.

	 

	This is surprisingly modest. She ran her hands against the sides of the skirt, then jumped when her hands slid into something. The skirts have pockets? It really is a magical academy.

	 

	Shoving her old clothes into the box, she hefted it up and then paused. 

	 

	I guess I find the dorms now?

	 

	She tucked the box against her hip and left the room. The hospital was quiet, a few doctors chatting around a water-cooler at the end of the corridor and a few beeps coming from some of the rooms. Most of those she passed were empty. Amber figured that magical healing on-tap meant that things were usually quiet.

	 

	Stopping by the lobby, she told the young man behind the desk that she was leaving, and he typed something on a computer before handing her a sheet that declared her fit for duty. 

	 

	The weather outside had turned a little chilly since she’d last been out. The morning dew still hung to the grass and patches of flowers, but it was starting to fade as the sun beamed over the walls around the academy. The streets were nearly empty, and for a moment Amber wasn’t sure where to go. That was, until she noticed a girl moving by with her eyes on her phone.

	 

	“Sorry,” Amber said as she moved closer. “I’m a little lost.”

	 

	The girl looked up. “Oh, a newbie?”

	 

	“I guess so,” Amber agreed. “Do you know where the dorms are?”

	 

	“I wouldn’t have a place to sleep if I didn’t,” she said before pointing. “That way. Cross the bridge over the pit, then straight after. You’ll see two fat towers. Can’t miss them. One is the girl’s dorm.”

	 

	“Are there signs?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Girls’ dorm is a bit taller. More flowers too.”

	 

	Amber thanked the girl and waved goodbye before taking the path she’d indicated. The bridge turned out to be one of the stone archways over the path splitting the academy in two. A few magicals were sitting on the edges of it, some holding hands, others in little groups chatting and laughing.

	 

	As she crossed over to the other side, she found a lot more people, most of them around her own age, and in the same uniform she was in, though a few were bouncing from rooftop to rooftop in colourful dresses.

	 

	No one seemed to pay them any mind.

	 

	This place feels so strange. Half the people here would be celebrities on Earth, but they’re just… normal here. Amber shifted to the side to let a cart pushed by a pair of men in army greens go by. Weird.

	 

	The coffee shops, little clothing stores, and other amenities she crossed felt off too, like exploring a medieval fairground that sold Gucci.

	 

	She found the dormitories at the end of the street: two imposing towers that were wider than most homes, and rose up six floors off the ground. They were made of grey stone, with paned windows on every floor. Some had open shutters, and others were bundled up.

	 

	Ivy stuck to the walls, and flowery bushes circled around the base of both towers, giving them a bit of life that the careful stonework lacked. 

	 

	Stepping up to the one on the left, she knocked on the huge wooden door. When nothing happened, she opened it up with a tug.

	 

	The interior was lit by a few electric bulbs in wrought-iron sconces. They illuminated bare stone walls with paintings stuck to them and a floor covered by a heavy rug. A spiral stone staircase at the end of the hall led upwards.

	 

	“Second floor, room three,” Amber muttered. She started up the stairs, a little surprised at how easy it was to climb them. 

	 

	The doors on the second floor all had numbers on them, little metal plaques with fanciful stencilling. There was another huge rug and a few potted plants to break up an otherwise grey corridor.

	 

	Amber moved to the door marked ‘Three’ and knocked. “Hello?” she called out.

	 

	Something moved behind the door, and she found herself shifting awkwardly with her box in hand as she waited. 

	 

	The door opened, and Amber found herself having to lean back as a tall girl stood before her. She had blonde hair, done up in a neat pony-tail, and she was wearing the same uniform as Amber, her skirt switched out for a pair of slacks. “Yes?” the girl asked.

	 

	Amber took just a moment to collect herself before she tried a welcoming smile. “Hello, I’m Amber. I was assigned to this room? Team Svalinn, floor two, room three.”

	 

	The girl’s face shifted a little, but Amber couldn’t put a name to the expression. Well, I could call it a resting bitch face, but that would be a little rude. 

	 

	The girl sighed. “I’m Morgan. Come in.”

	 

	Morgan moved back and out of the doorway, letting Amber follow her into a little living space. There was a table, a very small kitchen to one side, and a sofa near the windows. Five doors surrounded the room, the first four leading into little bedrooms, the fifth to a bathroom.

	 

	“Make yourself at home,” Morgan said.

	 


Chapter Ten:

Increasingly Awkward

	 

	Well, this is getting increasingly awkward.

	 

	Amber shifted a little on the spot. Behind her was her room. It was the first to the right, and… that was about all she could say about it. The room had a window overlooking the academy with some plain curtains before it, a bed with a decently soft mattress, two pillows, some pastel covers and sheets, an empty dresser, and nothing else. 

	 

	She could count the items in the space on both hands without resorting to her toes. Still, it was a nice room with a tall ceiling and a little more walking space than her room back home. The stone exterior wall was nice, and the door seemed solid enough to ensure privacy.

	 

	So, after dropping her box-full of stuff next to her bed, she returned to the main living space and waited.

	 

	Morgan was on the couch, one knee over the other, with a book on her lap. She never looked up.

	 

	C’mon Amber. You were never awkward before.

	 

	“So, uh, have you been here long?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan’s eyes carefully scrolled down until she finished her page, then she looked up to Amber. “Yes,” she said. She turned to the next page.

	 

	“Okay,” Amber said. “So, are you part of team Svalinn?” 

	 

	Morgan took thirty-six seconds to answer. Amber felt every tick of that time passing. “I am,” she said. 

	 

	“Oh, good,” Amber said “I’m kinda new here. It’ll be good to have someone with a bit more experience to help things along? Are you the team’s leader, if you have more experien—” Amber trailed off as she noticed Morgan’s knuckles going white around the edge of her book. 

	 

	She flipped the page again and didn’t say anything.

	 

	“Sorry, didn’t mean to insult you,” Amber said.

	 

	“Insult me?” Morgan asked, her head rose and she locked eyes with Amber. Morgan’s eyes were a bright blue-green. A nice colour, but not something unusual. 

	 

	Maybe the eye thing isn’t with every magical girl? They always had weird eyes in the magazines.

	 

	“I… don’t know?” Amber said. “Just thought I’d make friends, you know. Since we’re on the same team and all. But if you want me to just leave you alone, that’s alright.”

	 

	“What are you implying?” Morgan asked. Her book snapped shut.

	 

	“Nothing?” Amber said. She didn’t sound too certain. “I mean, just don’t want to bother you. If you’re busy, it’s fine. But if we’re going to be working together, it’d be nice to know each other a little, maybe?”

	 

	Morgan’s brows drew together and she stood up. “Fine. What do you want to know?”

	 

	Amber raised her hands. This girl’s a bit much. “Hey, it’s not like that, it’s fine, I can… I don’t know, just go, alright?”

	 

	“Ah, so now you don’t want anything to do with me?” Morgan asked. “So much for being a teammate, right?”

	 

	“What?” Amber asked. “Look, I really did just want to talk a bit, I don’t know why you’re getting in my face like this.”

	 

	“Your face?” Morgan asked. “I’m not… nevermind.” She clenched her fists, and seemed genuinely angry for a moment before her shoulders slumped and she stomped off towards her room.

	 

	Amber sighed. Damn, that was a mess. Amber rubbed between her eyes. She felt her… magic thing rumbling in her, and figured she’d need to go fling a rock into the past again. Another thing to worry about, on top of all the rest. Wish I could start that conversation over. Life will be a whole lot messier with hostile teammates.

	 

	Something in her clicked.

	 

	The roiling mass that was her magic, the thing she was only just getting used to, pressed against her. Amber pressed back, like keeping a sudden surge of heartburn down. 

	 

	The door to Morgan’s room clunked shut, and the power, in that moment of distraction, slipped.

	 

	Amber gasped, as she felt magic leaving her in a torrent, then… nothing. Nothing happened. The room was the same, her internal clock…

	 

	Amber blinked.

	 

	Morgan was on the sofa, knee over knee, a book in hand. 

	 

	What?

	 

	Her internal clock kept ticking, telling her the time with every second’s beat. The time as if it had been dialled back. I’m… two minutes ago? 

	 

	She looked around, but everything seemed the same. Not that she had been paying that much attention. 

	 

	“What the hell just happened?”

	 

	Morgan looked up from her book, without finishing her page, even. “Pardon?”

	 

	“I… uh, sorry,” Amber said. “Didn’t mean to interrupt your reading, it’s just. My magic did a thing.”

	 

	One of the blonde’s eyebrows perked up. “Your magic did a thing,” she repeated.

	 

	“Yeah. I was here, and then, well, I’m still here.” Amber worked her jaw. “I’m not making sense, am I?”

	 

	“Your eyes have shifted,” Morgan said.

	 

	Amber stared at her for a moment, then reached up to her face, but obviously she couldn’t see her own eyes. “They did what?”

	 

	Morgan pulled a bookmark from the seat next to her and carefully marked her page before shutting her book. “When a magical uses magic that is directly tied to their… essence, theme, soul, or whichever word you prefer, it sometimes expresses as a change in their eyes. The windows to the soul.”

	 

	“And my eyes changed?” Amber asked. “My vision seems normal.” She took a half-step back and looked out the window in her room. She could see some forests in the distance, better than she could have a day ago.

	 

	“You’re new, aren’t you?” Morgan asked. “And don’t worry, it won’t affect your vision, not unless that’s part of your magic. It’s mostly aesthetic. Some girls play into it. In either case, it fades fairly quickly. Yours are almost back to normal.”

	 

	“So my eyes changed. Okay. Alright,” Amber said.

	 

	Morgan leaned a little closer. “Are you okay?”

	 

	“I’m fine,” Amber said quickly. She took a breath. “I’m fine. It’s just, a lot has been going on and I’m not used to being this lost. Or, well, I am, but… I don’t like it?”

	 

	Morgan nodded slowly. “That’s normal, I suppose.”

	 

	“I’ve only been here for a little bit,” Amber said. “I.” She raised a hand, and then let it drop. “I don’t know, sorry.”

	 

	“It’s fine,” Morgan said. “Or, rather, you don’t have anything to apologise for. How long have you been a magical girl for?” 

	 

	“Fifteen hours, twenty-eight minutes, eleven, twelve, thirteen… uh, you get it.”

	 

	Both of Morgan’s eyebrows rose this time. “That’s specific.”

	 

	“My power has this time thing,” Amber said.

	 

	“Should have figured on seeing your eyes.”

	 

	“Why?” she asked.

	 

	Morgan waved at her own eyes. “Clock shaped.”

	 

	“Seriously?”

	 

	“With moving hands and everything, from what I saw. It’s entirely gone now.” Morgan stood up and stretched. “You must be one of the first they sent over. Or was it something else?”

	 

	Amber shrugged her shoulders. I don’t know if I really went back in time, but at least this conversation’s better than the last. “I guess. I kind of ended up in a forest last night. The Seelie sent some girls to save me. Team, uh Glasir?”

	 

	“With Cecilia and the other ‘a’ girls?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“‘A’ girls?”

	 

	“Cecilia, Emilia, Jessica, and Olivia. Their names end the same way. It’s a nickname from last year,” Morgan said.

	 

	“Oh. You were here last year?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan’s stony face returned. 

	 

	“Cool,” Amber said quickly. “Maybe you can help me, and the others. It’ll be nice to have someone experienced on the team. I feel like I could use that.”

	 

	Morgan glanced away for a moment, her fists tightening, and for a moment Amber was afraid she’d said something wrong again, but the woman smiled a little and nodded. “I’m sure I could help you here and there. It would be nice to have a reliable team.”

	 

	Amber sighed. “Oh, good.”

	 

	“Were you worried?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“A little? Still not used to talking to magical girls,” Amber twisted the truth a little. “Uh, so, classes start in a few days, right?”

	 

	Morgan set her book on the table. From the cover Amber knew it was non-fiction, but she couldn’t quite read it at the angle it was set. “In a few days, yes. The first classes are introductory, for the most part.”

	 

	“Great,” Amber said. “I think there’s meant to be an orientation later?”

	 

	Morgan hummed. “Tomorrow, or the day after. I don’t plan on attending.”

	 

	“That’s fair, I guess,” Amber said.

	 

	The girl leaned her head to the side, the bones in her back popping with the motion. “Did anyone show you around yet?”

	 

	Amber shook her head.

	 

	“Do you want me to? At least the cafeteria and the practice halls.”

	 

	Placing a hand over her stomach, Amber found herself surprisingly not full. “I could eat.”

	 

	“You’ll get used to the caloric changes,” Morgan said. “It gets better, but if you’re bleeding magic all the time then you might have a hard time with that, at least until your control improves.”

	 

	“Could you show me how?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan’s brows knit together for a moment. “No. But I can throw you around the training halls after. Maybe give you an edge in your first classes.”

	 

	Amber pressed her hands down the front of her skirt and looked over to the dorm’s front door. “Sure. Plus we’d get to know each other a little better?”

	 

	“I suppose so,” Morgan said. “Let me get my purse.”

	 

	“The skirts have pockets,” Amber said.

	 

	Morgan chuckled. “They do. I think some girls maybe four or five years back threw a snit about it. One of the classes said that we couldn’t bring bags into class, but we still needed to carry some small things in. You know, our phones and stuff. That rule changed, and we get pockets in our skirts.”

	 

	Amber laughed, some of her tension leaving. “That’s great. Do they listen to the student body here?”

	 

	“The student body is made up of about a hundred and fifty boys and girls who can use magic. Some could casually turn entire towns into craters. The staff, apart from the Seelies in hats, are normal people. There’s also a bit of friction between the academy staff and the military people camped outside. So for now, the students tend to get the upper hand.”

	 

	“That’s a little strange.”

	 

	“This isn’t Earth. This is Agartha, where might is a much bigger factor on who gets to do what they want.” Morgan dipped into her room and returned with a purse strung over her shoulder. The purse was a plain leather one, with a copper clasp over the front. 

	 

	Amber opened the door into the corridor, and soon they were both heading down. 

	 

	“Cafetaria first? Or do you want to spar on an empty stomach?”

	 

	“Spar?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan nodded. “I don’t want weak teammates.”

	 

	What is this place? “Alright,” Amber said. “I’m going to warn you, I’m very competitive.”

	 

	Morgan laughed. “Good. You’ll fit in. Don’t push yourself too hard at first, but the more time you spend sweating, the less tears you’ll spill later.”

	 

	Amber eyed the girl next to her. Morgan walked with her back straight, eyes looking far ahead of them and long blonde hair trailing out behind her. Pretty, Amber decided. But in that sort of very cold, serious way that made her unapproachable. 

	 

	It felt like she was dancing atop a tightrope talking to Morgan. 

	 

	I wonder what her story is. She’s been here for a while. Did she fail a year? Can you fail a year here? Is she older than I am?

	 

	Morgan had a couple of inches on Amber, but her stance made her look even taller. That didn’t mean she was older, necessarily. She also felt more mature, though that was something hard to pin with just an hour spent around the girl. 

	 

	From the dorms, they headed alongside the walls of the academy and around an open field with a great big oval of beaten earth around it and two nets at the ends. “Does the academy have a team?” Amber asked.

	 

	“A team?”

	 

	“Soccer,” she clarified.

	 

	Morgan nodded. “I see. And no, not really. I’ve seen and played with some of the others last year, mostly pick-up games. There’s basketball in one of the gyms, and a full gymnasium for gymnastics. There’s a gym with weights and treadmills too.”

	 

	“That sounds like a lot,” Amber said.

	 

	“This place’s budget, as far as I can tell, is just the word ‘yes’.”

	 

	“Is there a, ah, fee? For books and things?” Amber asked. She had considered college before; she should have been preparing for it, but even the community colleges were beyond her budget. She couldn’t imagine a place as nice as this being cheap.

	 

	“You pay with your service to humanity and the Seelie,” Morgan said. “That’s worth a whole lot more than mere money.”

	 


Chapter Eleven:

Quite Suddenly

	 

	Amber walked by Morgan’s side, one eye on the girl next to her, the other on the sort of town around her. 

	 

	Norumbega Academy might have been a school, but it was nothing like the schools she’d ever attended. It looks more like a really fancy college campus than a normal school. 

	 

	“That’s the cafeteria,” Morgan said. She gestured to a building off to the side. It had stone walls with large windows over them. Inside were round tables and some of those stainless steel buffet-style things that kept food warm. Only a few of the tables were occupied. “The academy is at a bit over half of its normal number right now. It’ll be busier when the second and third years come back, and when the new students arrive.”

	 

	Amber nodded. “You mentioned there only being a couple of hundred students, right?”

	 

	“Yeah,” Morgan said. “Half your classes are high-school equivalence stuff in your first year. Second and third year are basically college equivalents.”

	 

	“In just two years?” Amber asked.

	 

	“You can get personalized teaching,” Morgan said. “You want to become an engineer? They’ll bring in a professor of engineering just for you, with private lessons a few days a week. It’s basically at your pace, and being that all the students are magical, that pace is fast.”

	 

	“Damn,” Amber said. “So it’s, uh, like an Ivy League thing?” 

	 

	Morgan hummed. “I think it’s a bit better than that, but I don’t know. I guess it depends on what you want to do with it.”

	 

	“What course were you planning to take?” Amber asked. It seemed like a safe enough topic. Boring, maybe, but safe. Morgan, for all that she appeared calm, felt a little bit… off. Not in a crazy way or anything, but more as if she was never too far from an outburst. It was strange when compared to her otherwise friendly but cold demeanour. 

	 

	“There’s an officer’s course; it’s basically what you’d get if you tried to enroll to become an officer in the army, only the requirements are, well, nonexistent for us. I think I might take that.”

	 

	“You want to join the army?” Amber asked.

	 

	“My father’s a major. My grandfather was a lieutenant colonel before he passed away. When I was young I wanted to join up too, but I’m a girl, so that part of my family wasn’t keen on the idea. Still, I wouldn’t mind continuing the tradition.”

	 

	“That sounds kind of nice,” Amber said. “I’m not sure I’m fit for that kind of thing. Um. Maybe I can take something simpler? I considered becoming a nurse or something. A caretaker, maybe?”

	 

	“Can your power heal?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“Yeah. But I’m not too sure about the, uh, mechanics of it.”

	 

	Morgan shrugged. “There’s a general magics elective. They have a few healing techniques that they teach. If you dig into that, I’m sure you’d be set to take a nursing course next year. Or you could aim for a doctorate prep? A few more years post-academy and you’d have your, um, I don’t actually know what the qualifications to be a medical doctor are.”

	 

	Amber chuckled. “Me neither. So, cafeteria, or gym?”

	 

	“Did you want to spar?” Morgan asked. She seemed a little bit excited at the idea. 

	 

	“Not… really. Honestly, I don’t even know how to turn back into my costume thing yet,” Amber said. “Maybe some running though? Uh, I never did too much weight lifting. Do you know how to spot?”

	 

	“Sure,” Morgan said.

	 

	Oh, good, she’s one of those types. Not that I should try to fit her into a box. I have the impression that doing that here would be a terrible idea.

	 

	Morgan paused before the cafeteria and opened the door for Amber. “Coming in? The grub’s really good.”

	 

	“Before gym?”

	 

	“You’ll need it. Trust me, you don’t say no to carbs as a magical girl.” Morgan let Amber past before stepping in herself. “It’s worse on Earth. You’ll be eating like a starving person to make up for every bit of lost magic if you don’t know how to control yourself.”

	 

	Amber sniffed at the air, and any protest melted away. There was meat grilling somewhere, and the stack of bread buns sitting on a platter to one side was so fresh it was still steaming. There was a fairly wide selection available, it really did remind her of a buffet. 

	 

	“Oh no.” 

	 

	Amber turned to her. “What is it?” she asked.

	 

	Morgan gestured to one side of the cafeteria where a machine was dropping a tray onto some metal coasters before a magical boy. “Do you have any in-school credit?”

	 

	“I… have some change in my room,” Amber said.

	 

	“Agarthan money?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“Uh,” Amber said. “No? There’s Agarthan money?”

	 

	Morgan nodded. “It’s all crypto-currency. It’s kind of an agreed-on money between all the magicals. We use it for, well, anything you’d use money for. You can see your balance on your phone.”

	 

	“I haven’t unlocked it yet,” Amber said as she dug the bulky phone out of her skirt pockets.

	 

	Morgan tapped her chin. “You’re supposed to get a small allowance at the start of every month. More for doing odd jobs, and you get a set amount when you enroll. You should have some from that. I received my allotment a few days ago. Worst case, when we’re done eating we can bother admin about it.”

	 

	“But I can’t pay now,” Amber said.

	 

	Morgan waved her off. “I’ll cover it,” she said, leaving no room for argument. 

	 

	“I’ll return it later,” Amber said.

	 

	“It’s one meal, not a big deal,” Morgan said.

	 

	Amber followed her. The gesture was appreciated, but it did make her feel a little awkward. Morgan swiped her phone at the tray machine twice, then pushed one tray over to Amber. They started down the line, the one boy ahead of them near the end already.

	 

	Amber was a bit hesitant at first, but Morgan didn’t shy away from piling her plate full of everything in reach. Steamed veggies, mashed potatoes, ribs, and steaks all joined her growing food-tower, and the salad the taller girl made had more calories in it than most single meals Amber had ever eaten.

	 

	They moved over to one of the free tables, two trays laden down with a wild assortment of food. Amber had picked a tiny portion of everything to taste, and Morgan had chosen a lot of the more plain options, then drizzled some gravy over the whole thing.

	 

	“This is a disgusting amount of food,” Amber said as she started to dig in. And it tastes so good, too.

	 

	“Better than field rations,” Morgan said.

	 

	Amber hummed something that sounded agreeable as she tucked in. It was a whole lot better than the stuff they had at Camp Chett. The thought robbed some of her appetite. 

	 

	She was a little surprised at how quickly she was going through the food. The meat was tender, the little pot pies went down easy and were still obviously fresh, and the mashed stuff had just the right amount of salt in it. 

	 

	“I feel like someone is losing out here,” Amber said.

	 

	“What do you mean?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“This food is way too good for cafeteria grub. Something’s got to be wrong.”

	 

	Morgan nodded sagely. “It’s a morale thing.”

	 

	“Morale?”

	 

	“Are you unfamiliar with the term?” Morgan asked. Amber shook her head. “Then just the application in this case. Magicals are their own breed of trouble, as far as those in charge are concerned. It doesn’t take much to notice that we tend to be grumpier when we’re not treated well. Hence, great food.”

	 

	“So the food is to placate us?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan smiled. “Like giving a dog a treat.”

	 

	“I would be very insulted if the treat wasn’t so damned good. Is this filet mignon?” 

	 

	The food somehow all fit in her stomach, and she only felt a little bloated by the end. “Could use a nap?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“Are you sure about the whole exercising after lunch thing?” Amber asked.

	 

	“We can walk over to admin first,” Morgan said as she stood and picked up her tray. “It’ll help you digest.”

	 

	Amber picked up her own tray and placed it above Morgan’s, then they were off. The administration buildings were all to the north, way off on the other side of the castle. Amber frowned. “Does this place count as a castle?” she asked.

	 

	“It does,” Morgan said. “Before it was the academy, it was a fortress to protect from the nightmares. It’s big enough to house a few hundred people, with enough room to farm enough food for a decent number of them. There’s a sort of history class about it.”

	 

	“That’s interesting,” Amber said. She took more time inspecting the buildings as they moved past. They were older, with stone and mortar or copper roofs. They reminded her a little of early colonial homes. “Who lived here?” she asked.

	 

	“The Norumbegans,” Morgan said. “They’re still around, mostly in the city proper. The academy wasn’t used as much in the last few years, so it was turned into what it is today.”

	 

	They crossed the bridge over the gap in the middle of the castle, then continued on the other side, past the clinic and some stately buildings that were definitely not homes. 

	 

	“Those are the lecture halls,” Morgan said. “Most of the actual classes are on this side.”

	 

	Amber nodded along. It was good to know, at least. 

	 

	The end of the road led them to a small area with a park to one side and a stately old building on the other. It looked nearly mansion-like, with beautiful stonework and ivy crawling up the sides. 

	 

	“This is the administration building?” Amber asked. It looked more like someone’s palace from one of those celebrity rags she sometimes indulged in. 

	 

	“It is,” Morgan said. She started up the steps and Amber jogged after her. The entrance lobby was a large place, with a rug-covered floor and a pair of curved stairs leading up to the floor above on both sides. Opened doors at the back of the room hinted at some office space, mostly filled with filing cabinets and a few desks where normal looking office workers were plugging away at their stations.

	 

	Amber noticed that they weren’t the only students around. A girl with pink hair and white highlights was off to one side, digging through a backpack for something. She stood up suddenly and rushed over to what Amber assumed was a washroom.

	 

	“Hello,” Morgan said as she moved up to the front desk. If no one else was waiting…

	 

	“Yes?” the man behind the desk asked. “How may I help you?”

	 

	“This is Amber, she’s newly enrolled. We’ve unlocked her phone, but I think because of the poor timing she doesn’t have any credits,” Morgan said. “It will be hard for her to purchase equipment or food.”

	 

	“Ah, that’s a problem,” the secretary said. “One moment, I just need to check your in-school account, then send a notice to accounting. This might take a little while. Do you want to sit while I work on it?”

	 

	Morgan shrugged and moved over to the sofas by the entrance.

	 

	Amber followed, but paused when the pink-haired girl came out of the washroom and sprinted past. She skipped up the steps two at a time, the secretary looking up at her with a frown.

	 

	“Uh,” Amber said. “Is that normal?”

	 

	“No,” he said. “Upstairs is mostly filing. No one ever rushes to that.”

	 

	Amber paused for a moment, then went to join Morgan. None of my business.

	 

	Something thumped in the washroom, and when Amber turned, it was just in time to see the door and walls around it stressing against something.

	 

	And then, quite suddenly, the building exploded.

	 


Chapter Twelve:

Explosion

	 

	The first thing Amber felt was the wave of pressure shoving her back. She flinched, eyes closing, arms coming up to protect her head.

	 

	Before she had taken so much as a step, the heat reached her, broiling and impossibly hot. 

	 

	At first it felt like looking into an oven, vague memories of checking on the state of cookies flashing by. Then the heat intensified, and that warmth turned to scalding pain. 

	 

	She gasped, but that air was robbed from her. 

	 

	The sound registered next, a bang so loud and powerful that it felt as if someone had just kicked her in the side of the head.

	 

	For a moment, everything held, painful and jarring, but stable. That moment only lasted the barest fragment of a second before she was thrown back and the heat was replaced by a wall of roaring flames.

	 

	Amber gasped and stumbled back.

	 

	She was outside, standing on the bottom-most step leading into the Administration building. Her internal clock ticked, announcing the time again. Her magic, that weird limb, felt empty. 

	 

	“Did you miss a step?” Morgan asked.

	 

	Amber looked around, reorienting herself. “Oh, shit,” she said.

	 

	One of Morgan’s eyebrows rose. “Are you alright?”

	 

	Amber nodded, then shook her head. “There’s an explosion,” she said. “The building, that one, it exploded.” She pointed to the building just in front of them. 

	 

	“It exploded?” Morgan repeated, she looked back at the perfectly intact building. “Do you have visions of the past or something?”

	 

	“What? No, I mean, it will have exploded? Uh.” She rubbed at her temples. “I can time travel. We were in there, getting some papers and then it exploded. There’s a girl. Pink hair, I think she might know something?”

	 

	Morgan looked between Amber and the building, then back again. “You’re serious?” she asked.

	 

	“Yes!” Amber said. 

	 

	“Just a little far fetched, even for a magical girl.”

	 

	Amber wanted to move, to do something, but at that moment she didn’t know what to do. I can’t prove something that hasn’t happened yet.

	 

	“I… can you trust me?” she asked.

	 

	Morgan stared for a moment that felt like it took forever. “Alright,” she said.

	 

	Amber nodded and ran past her. She burst through the doors at the front of the Admin building, Morgan right behind her, took a huge gulp of breath, and screamed. “There’s a bomb!” Amber screamed.

	 

	The man behind the counter jumped in his seat. “What?” 

	 

	A few heads rose in the offices on the sides of the room. Amber ignored them, looking for the pink-haired girl. “There’s a bomb,” she repeated. “In this building. You need to get out, now!”

	 

	The secretary looked half confused, half angry, and only some of those in the offices were moving. “Miss, what are you—”

	 

	A burst of green light flashed next to Amber. Morgan. The tall girl now stood in a stately outfit, deep green and beige, with golden highlights. She looked like some sort of prince or princess out of a fairytale. “You heard her,” Morgan snapped. She pointed to the offices with the end of a long rapier. “All of you, move! Now!” 

	 

	They started to move. Amber stepped back as people surged by, some carrying laptops, others empty-handed. They didn’t all look very happy with things, and she felt some nasty glares directed her way, but she ignored those.

	 

	Then a flash of pink. Amber saw someone jumping from the side to the balcony on the second floor.

	 

	“There!” she said, pointing. “Did you see?” Amber asked.

	 

	Her new friend looked, but by then the girl was long gone. “No? What was I supp—”

	 

	Morgan flung her sword to the side and lunged at Amber.

	 

	The air was punched out of her lungs, and they both went flying out of the building, crashing into the grass below. “Oof,” Amber breathed. “What?”

	 

	The building exploded. 

	 

	Amber buried her face into the crook of Morgan’s neck and screamed as a wave of pressure washed over them, followed by a glowing warmth. It was nowhere near as strong as it had been the first time she was in the building. 

	 

	Glass and bits of stone started to rain down around them, adding a layer of noise to the screams from the office workers around them.

	 

	Amber cut off her own screams and let go of Morgan, who she had been hugging close. 

	 

	“Are you okay?” Morgan asked as she looked down at Amber.

	 

	Amber nodded, a bit of a blush climbing to her cheeks. I didn’t need to scream that much.

	 

	Morgan moved off of her, then stood, one arm held down for Amber even as she looked up to the Administration building. There was a column of smoke pouring out of the far side, just around the corner, though that hadn’t stopped the glass at the front from bursting.

	 

	“So, you were rig—”

	 

	Another explosion, this one weaker and further back. Amber felt the ground trembling and saw the wash of flames escaping above the building. Somewhere near the back?

	 

	Morgan glared up at the clouds of black smoke rising around the building, then she started to walk towards it. 

	 

	“Wait, where are you going?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Not everyone got out,” Morgan said. “Can you help people over to the clinic?”

	 

	Amber finally noticed the office workers. A lot of them had fallen with the explosion, and despite some of them being farther away from the explosion, they had taken it worse than her. Because of Morgan? Or just because I’m a magical girl? “Right, sorry,” Amber said. “Be careful, okay?”

	 

	Morgan nodded, then burst past the front doors. 

	 

	Amber moved over to the nearest of the injured and tried to help them to their feet. Some looked a little singed, others just lost and confused. None of those that had come out of the building were dead, at least. “Okay! Those of you that can move, help those who can’t. We need to get people to the clinic!” she shouted. 

	 

	One or two heeded her words, and that, in turn, prompted others to move. The office workers weren’t just normal civilians; they looked like people that had at least some military training. Once she had some going in the right direction, others started to help. 

	 

	That’s when the magicals arrived. First one or two, then by the dozen. A couple of them moved to Amber, but the rest dove into the building. Jets of water appeared out of thin air and splashed against the sides of the stonework, and reality warped to open up the doors and windows even more. 

	 

	A few of the girls disappeared with pops or hisses, then reappeared cradling the injured and lost. 

	 

	Still more, some in doctor’s jackets, moved to the injured and started healing with a word or a touch. 

	 

	“You,” a girl that stopped in front of Amber said. She had piercing eyes, blue and glowing. “You know what happened here,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

	 

	“I, yeah, a little,” Amber said. There were three girls before her. One looked like she might have been a preteen of all things, and she had a Seelie with a deerstalker riding on her shoulder.

	 

	She’s the one that addressed Amber next. “It’s alright, just tell me what you know,” the youngest asked. 

	 

	Amber licked her lips and looked to the others. They were being moved away, and the smoke was clearing out. She even caught a glimpse of Morgan talking to someone and pointing at the building. 

	 

	Things had gone from calm to chaotic and back again so fast that she was suffering some whiplash. “My power,” she said. “It, uh, let me know that there would be an explosion here. So Morgan and I, we ran in and told people. Got some of them out before everything exploded.”

	 

	“You didn’t contact the staff first?” the girl asked.

	 

	Amber shrugged. “I’ve been here less than a day.”

	 

	The girl nodded. “Fair enough. What’s your name?”

	 

	“I’m Amber. I arrived last night, with team, uh, Glasir?”

	 

	There was a flash of recognition in the girl’s eyes. “The girl that contracted yesterday?”

	 

	“Yeah,” Amber said.

	 

	The girl looked at the others. “Make sure she’s safe,” she said.

	 

	“Wait,” Amber said. “I saw someone, in there, uh, before the bombs went off. She was a girl, maybe my height? Pink hair. Bright pink hair.”

	 

	The girl nodded. “Gwen, check that out. I’m going to talk to the staff, see what’s going on. Someone hit Amber here with some healing too, just in case.”

	 

	Amber was ushered to the side, where she had to stand there and wait while more and more magicals ran around and tried to help. Eventually, some semblance of order was brought to the situation and a lot of the boys and girls moving around were pushed back behind a line of glowing ribbons that floated in the air. 

	 

	Teachers and what looked like older magicals entered the building and left it a few times, then they questioned a few people, Morgan included. 

	 

	By the time the army arrived, the show was over, though not conclusively. 

	 

	Amber did get some free healing out of it. A girl in a doctor’s coat that looked a bit ragged moved over to her, poked her shoulder, and declared her alive.

	 

	Morgan was eventually released and came over to Amber’s side. “You alright?” she asked.

	 

	Amber blinked, then nodded. “Yeah? Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. “A bit, uh, shocked? Surprised?”

	 

	“Buildings don’t have the habit of exploding here, don’t worry,” Morgan said. “Speaking of which, they have a few older girls checking every corner of the academy for explosives, so things should be safe.”

	 

	“Right,” Amber said. “Did they find who did it?”

	 

	Morgan shook her head. “Don’t think so. Want to head back to the dorm? I think we can put training off for a day.”

	 

	“Yeah,” Amber said. “Sure.”

	 

	Morgan led the way back, Amber keeping pace. The moment they were out of the crowd, Morgan’s body glowed and her costume disappeared, leaving her in her academy uniform once more. “They mentioned that pink-haired girl,” Morgan said.

	 

	“Do you know her?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Nah. I know a few girls with pink highlights though. None that I’d suspect of being able to do that kind of thing.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. “No, it wasn’t highlights, it was all pink.”

	 

	“Hmm,” Morgan hummed. “We’ll have to see.”

	 

	“Why did they do that?” Amber asked. I’ve only been here for a day, but this place looks nice, peaceful. The forest was… terrifying, but the academy feels different. Why the attack? Even now, as she walked next to Morgan, she couldn’t help but feel like the academy wasn’t a violent place. There were beautiful gardens tucked away in every corner, and serene statues here and there. Even the buildings had a sort of Anne-of-Green-Gables look to them.

	 

	The bomb had felt alien to a place so quiet.

	 

	“I don’t know,” Morgan said.

	 

	“Has that happened before?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan was quiet for a while until Amber looked up to her. “It’s… you hear rumours.”

	 

	“Rumours of buildings exploding?”

	 

	Morgan shook her head. “No, about, you know, the enemy.”

	 

	“The enemy?”

	 

	“The nightmares, the enemy of the Seelie. The things outside of the big cities. You know, the monsters. Sometimes they have abilities and powers, and sometimes they’re clever. Some can take people over. Others can sing these songs and convince you of all sorts of things. Usually when you return from a mission you need to stop by the clinic, and someone will look you over for influences and things of the sort.”

	 

	“So you think that pink-haired girl was… someone influenced by a monster?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Doesn’t that sound likely?” Morgan asked. “More so than some girl decided she really didn’t want her school records from last year to survive?”

	 

	“I don’t think I’m in a position to say what is or isn’t likely here,” Amber said. “I think I need to sit down for a while.’

	 

	Morgan patted her back. “Come on, we get decent wifi in the dorms. You can watch the news or whatever to calm down.”

	 

	“Yeah, yeah,” Amber said.

	 


Chapter Thirteen:

Academy Life

	 

	Amber ambled out of her room and wandered around the shared dorm room for a little while before she found a box of plain cereal and a carton of milk in the mini-fridge. She chewed away while looking out the window. Her dorm was only on the second floor, but that still afforded a nice view of the soccer field and some of the old buildings of the academy. The walls looked tall and stately from the inside. 

	 

	Still surrounded by walls. Though, I guess I might be able to vault them now?

	 

	The door to the hallway opened and Amber turned to see Morgan walk in. She was impeccably dressed and carrying a satchel that bounced off her hip. “Hey,” Amber said. It was the best she could muster. It’s like, nine. When did she leave?

	 

	“Hello,” Morgan said as she shut the door. She eyed Amber up and down. “Are you wearing your uniform blouse?”

	 

	Amber looked down. She was wearing her blouse, and some underthings too. “Don’t have PJs,” she said.

	 

	“Ah, right,” Morgan said. “Well, we can fix that later. It might take a while for you to get your Agarthan money.”

	 

	“I guess having the administration building explode would do that,” Amber said.

	 

	Morgan nodded and moved over to the table. She set her bag down, opened it, then paused as she was about to reach in. Amber could feel the taller girl eyeing her up. “You’re right. But it’s fine. I have some extra from last year. We can at least get you some sleeping clothes. And as much as I appreciate regulation clothes, the standard bras are awful.”

	 

	Amber chuckled. “So it’s not just me?” she asked.

	 

	Morgan smiled, if only faintly. “You hear people complain about them all the time. There’s a conspiracy that it’s to get people to check out the shopping centre more often.”

	 

	“They sell that kind of thing?” Amber asked.

	 

	“They sell everything,” Morgan said. “Decent prices too. Something about currency exchange and branding. I never paid it much attention.”

	 

	“Alright,” Amber said before she ate another spoonful of cereal. “Um, is this yours?” she asked, pointing to the bowl with her spoon.

	 

	“It’s fine,” Morgan said. “Just tell me if we run out.”

	 

	Amber nodded. She’s a bit cold, but she’s nice.

	 

	Morgan pulled out a couple of file folders from her bag, then set them on the table before tossing the bag to the couch. Amber knew it wasn’t any of her business, but she couldn’t help but look at the files as Morgan opened them.

	 

	They were profiles: an image of a girl on the top left, then their information below that. Morgan noticed her looking. “These are girls that went MIA,” she said. 

	 

	“MIA? That’s uh, Missing in Action?” 

	 

	“Yes,” Morgan said. She spread out the sheets, eight of them in a two-by-four grid. “It happens.”

	 

	“Often?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan wiggled her hand in a ‘maybe’ gesture. “Our line of work involves a lot of risk. We fight monsters that would give normal people nightmares. Sometimes a magical doesn’t come back. It doesn’t happen too often, especially not in the first year teams, but it does happen. Fatality rate for active girls is just shy of one-percent per year. MIA is half that.”

	 

	“And things like crippling injuries?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Magical healing. Even the worst injuries only take a few months to repair.” 

	 

	“Okay,” Amber said. “Setting all that aside, why do you have these?”

	 

	“Do you know how many pink-haired girls attend the academy?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“No?” Amber said. “Well, at least one, I guess.”

	 

	Morgan hummed. “No, none. We had one last year, dyed-pink hair, but she graduated, and was accounted for from what I heard. So that leaves no pink-haired girls. Everyone with pink bangs or highlights was questioned, and they all had alibis.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. “So, uh, maybe it was a girl from somewhere else?”

	 

	Morgan shrugged. “Maybe. I have my own suspicions though.” She tapped a page. “This girl could create explosive blasts.” She moved to another. “Shapeshifter.” She tapped yet another. “Illusionist focused on self-illusions.”

	 

	“You think the pink-haired girl might be one of these?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Maybe,” Morgan said. “Someone had to be the pink-haired girl. The administration seems to have decided that you were tricked, but I think it might be something else.”

	 

	“They what?” Amber asked. 

	 

	Morgan grabbed some of the sheets and stacked them to the side. “You’re new, inexperienced, and haven’t been vetted yet. The Seelie think you’re fine, but the military don’t put a lot of weight behind their opinion.”

	 

	“So they think I lied?” Amber asked.

	 

	“No, they think you were tricked, or that you were confused,” Morgan said. “Honestly, if I wasn’t there myself, I might be inclined to agree. From their perspective you’re not suspicious, but you’re not exactly the best eye-witness.”

	 

	“They didn’t even bring me in for any sort of interrogation,” Amber said.

	 

	“Legally, they can’t,” Morgan said. “And you didn’t volunteer yourself for one. Not that you would know that the option even exists.”

	 

	“What?” Amber asked. Her breakfast was long forgotten, hunger drowned out by rising indignity.

	 

	Morgan gestured for her to calm down. “It’s not a big deal. Just people who aren’t here trying to be logical about things. As far as I can tell, they spent the night searching for things and found nothing.”

	 

	“You mean there’s not one girl here that can track someone?” Amber asked. “Or travel back in time to see what actually happened?”

	 

	“Time travel?” Morgan asked. “That’s asking a bit much.”

	 

	Amber worked her jaw. “Yeah, whatever.” She let everything out with a long breath. “So did you find any hints? And why are you looking into it instead of… are there police here?”

	 

	“Military Police, and they’re limited in the academy. Agartha isn’t Earth, so legal matters here are questionable at best, and the academy considers itself a sort of sovereign nation backed up by its students’ clout. It makes things complicated. But yes, they did investigate, and no, they didn’t find anything conclusive.”

	 

	“So a building blew up, and no one knows why?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan made a dismissive gesture, a slash of her hand to the side. “No, the why is obvious. They blew up a wall that was right next to the server room. The second bomb went off in the filing room where physical copies are kept.”

	 

	“So someone’s destroying information,” Amber concluded. “Do they know what?” 

	 

	“Not yet. It’s going to be hard to piece together, I think,” Morgan said. “I saw a possible lead with these MIA girls, but it’s just a hunch.”

	 

	“Right,” Amber said. She brought the folders closer and idly leafed through them. “Where did you get these?” she asked. Neomi Smith, 18, Shapeshifter. She read off the first page. There was a mousey brown-haired girl there with big, purple-ish eyes. 

	 

	Morgan coughed into her closed fist. “I know people.”

	 

	“How very suspicious,” Amber said. She leaned back, and stretched her arms way up and back until her back popped. Morgan looked down, then away, and Amber realised that her blouse wasn’t all that long. “Right, things start tomorrow. Which means we have a day to do… anything?”

	 

	“Just about,” Morgan said. “We didn’t end up training much yesterday. I can show you a few things, give you a small headstart.” 

	 

	Amber agreed, then ran off to her room to get changed. She only had what she’d worn the day before, and it was a bit dusty and mussed up from having rolled in the dirt post-explosion. But beggars and choosers.

	 

	When Amber came out, she found Morgan waiting for her, looking as impeccable as ever. “Ready?”

	 

	“Sure,” Amber said. “Do you think we can buy toiletries? I really don’t want to impose since you’re basically buying me stuff, but I’d really like to be able to brush my teeth.”

	 

	Morgan chuckled. “No problem. I’ve got some stuff tucked away in my bathroom if you need it too. Pads, and I think I have an extra toothbrush if you want.”

	 

	“That’d be nice,” Amber said. “Do, uh, we still get periods?” 

	 

	“You can still get pregnant,” Morgan said. “This one girl found out the hard way last year. Lots of drama.”

	 

	Amber snorted. “Typical.” There’s no escaping drama, huh?

	 

	“There’s healing magic though, so life isn’t miserable.” Morgan dipped into her room and returned with a toothbrush in an unopened package and a half-squeezed tube of toothpaste. “Here.”

	 

	When Amber was done, they left the dorm and headed out towards the gym and the cafeteria. A few magicals were jogging around the edges of the soccer field, running at speeds that would put the best sprinters Amber had met to shame. 

	 

	The gymnasium was a pair of large buildings, all made of that familiar stone, with some windows high off the ground. Morgan opened the door for Amber, and let her into a wide-open room roughly split in two. One side had weights and treadmills and the sorts of contraptions Amber had seen in plenty of gyms. The other half had mats and gymnastics equipment. A mirror ran across an entire wall to the end. 

	 

	“Over here,” Morgan said as she kicked off her shoes and placed them in a rack. Amber did the same, then followed Morgan to a changing room by the side. 

	 

	There were cubicles with digital locks and racks filled with school jackets, pants, and skirts. Next to those were sealed packets with shorts, a t-shirt, and what looked like a terribly cheap sports bra, all in beige with the school’s blue as trim. 

	 

	“You can change here. Drop your dirty clothes in that bin over there. Don’t forget to empty your pockets. Lockers work with fingerprints, so use a finger to unlock a new one, dump your stuff, then when you want it later, use that same digit,” Morgan explained. 

	 

	Amber nodded along, then froze up for a moment as Morgan started to change. She hurried and did the same while keeping her eyes on anything but the blonde. 

	 

	“You mentioned you don’t know how to transform, right?” Morgan asked as she tugged at the cords at the front of her shorts and then tied them in a quick butterfly loop. 

	 

	“I did it once,” Amber said. “And it wasn’t on purpose.”

	 

	Morgan smacked her shoulder. “Come on then, we can practice over on the mats.”

	 

	“Because I might fall?” Amber asked. She stretched her calves a bit, bounced on the spot a few times, then jogged after Morgan. 

	 

	“Maybe,” Morgan said. “It can be disorientating. When you transform, you don’t just change clothes. Your power, whatever it is, tends to react a bit faster, and you become physically a bit better. That can throw you off.”

	 

	They moved past some boys lifting weights in sync and one girl sprinting all out on a reinforced treadmill.

	 

	Morgan settled in front of Amber on a mat and placed her hands on her hips. “Right, most of it is instinct, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy. Also, it’s never the same for everyone.”

	 

	“As long as I don’t need to dance,” Amber said.

	 

	Morgan didn’t smile.

	 

	“Wait, I need to dance?”

	 

	Morgan shrugged. “Some girls do.”

	 

	“I thought that was for show,” Amber said. She’d seen magical girls transforming on TV. She always thought the dances were cheesy as hell. Oh please no. “You didn’t do any sort of dance,” Amber said.

	 

	“My transformation’s fast,” Morgan said. “And I need to do a flourish for it to work.”

	 

	“Morgan, I’m a skinny white girl; the last thing I need is to have people see me dancing.”

	 

	Morgan rolled her eyes. “Don’t be that way. Have you seen the way some of our costumes look? I guarantee whatever you have going on isn’t that bad.”

	 

	Amber sighed. “Fine. So what do I do?”

	 

	Morgan grinned. Somehow, on her face, it looked downright threatening. “Start thinking thoughts of love and justice.”

	 

	“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

	 


Chapter Fourteen:

Tick Tock Transform

	 

	“This is… it’s mortifying,” Amber said.

	 

	She was still standing on an exercise mat, booted feet digging into the soft material and causing her to shift awkwardly to stay upright.

	 

	Morgan’s transformation dance, she discovered, wasn’t a dance at all. The girl only had to gesture to the side as if holding an invisible sword, then she’d swipe her arm through the air in a quick, complex fencer’s salute. In the moments between swings her costume would appear. 

	 

	In the end, Morgan would be standing tall and proud, feet set at a ninety degree angle and her sword held out with point down before her. 

	 

	It looked cool.

	 

	Amber’s transformation wasn’t.

	 

	I look like a clown.

	 

	“It’s not that bad,” Morgan said. She had a slight twitch to the corner of her lips, a smile that was trying hard to break through Morgan’s iron grip. The older magical girl sighed and her costume disappeared with a flutter, leaving her once more in shorts and a loose t-shirt.

	 

	Amber did the same. It was a little tricky to essentially loosen the mental muscle that she’d never had before, but she was getting used to it. The costume around her didn’t disappear with the same wavering motion as Mongan’s. It was there one moment, then gone the next. More time-themed stuff, she supposed. 

	 

	“Alright, now do it again,” Morgan said.

	 

	“Do I have to?” Amber asked. It wasn’t like her to whine. And I’m not whining, just confirming things. 

	 

	“You do,” Morgan said. “You never know when you might need to change in a hurry.”

	 

	Amber gave up trying to stall and raised her hands. Palms out, she began to move her arms around, each shift done in stop-motion, as if her arms were the arms of a clock. At the same time, she swayed her hips from side to side with a metronome beat. It wasn’t so much a sway really, as it was jerking her rear from one side to the other. 

	 

	Between one beat and the next, there was a second-long burst of orange-y light, then she was in her costume once more. 

	 

	A glance to the side and she saw herself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror against the far wall. Long boots rose up to her mid-thigh and met strange, ballooned-out pleated shorts. She had a sleeveless coat, cinched at the waist by a clock-faced belt, and of course, she had her hat. 

	 

	It is a rather cute hat.

	 

	“There you go,” Morgan said. “How long is that, ten seconds?”

	 

	“Eight,” Amber said. “Eight very long seconds.”

	 

	Morgan chuckled. “Just wait, you’ll see far worse. By the way, are you a pure magical attacker, or do you have weapons?”

	 

	Amber reached under the edge of her coat, pulling out a knife from one side and one of those strange circular blades from the other. 

	 

	“A throwing knife and a chakram,” Morgan said. “You have more than the two? Right, so you’re a ranged attacker. I guess you could use those up close too.”

	 

	“Is that good?” Amber asked.

	 

	“It’s not bad,” Morgan said. “When fighting different nightmares, you need to approach them in different ways. I’m limited because I’ve no choice but to fight up close and personal. You have more options, but I don’t think you’ll be hitting as hard. If you’re our team’s equivalent of a healer, being mid-ranged is great.”

	 

	Amber nodded. “Alright. Thanks. It’s going to be nice to have someone that knows tactical stuff.”

	 

	Morgan nodded. She placed her hands on her hips and eyed Amber up and down. “Shall we put you through your paces?”

	 

	“You’re making me sound like a car or something,” Amber said.

	 

	Morgan grinned. “Come on. Detransform for now, you can practice later.”

	 

	She led Amber to the gym’s doors where they pulled some shoes from a rack of sneakers labelled with various sizes. 

	 

	Amber bounced on the spot a few times to make the shoes fit right. It was a little strange having entirely new shoes on loan, but then everything in the school was over the top like that. She followed Morgan to the track where the blonde began to stretch. Amber moved to her side and ran through her own routine. 

	 

	“Running is pretty important,” Morgan said. “Both to engage and disengage with a nightmare. You’ve jogged and such before?”

	 

	“I was big on soccer for a long time,” Amber said. 

	 

	“Good!” Morgan replied. She moved to the edge of the field, right next to the path of beaten earth where others had been running earlier. Amber saw one of those girls laying on the grass a little ways away, panting and staring into the sky. “I’ll follow your pace.”

	 

	Amber finished stretching, jumped on the spot a few times to unlimber her legs, then took off at a slow jog. Man, I feel great. Maybe that healing the other day helped? Morgan kept up easily, her longer legs actually making it hard for her to jog instead of just walking quickly. 

	 

	Pushing on a little, Amber started running properly, then when that didn’t feel like enough, she leaned into it and started moving even faster. There was a little device to one side of the track, with a tiny solar panel sticking out of it and a digital screen with red numbers on it. She flew past it and flashed 32 kph. 

	 

	She wasn’t even winded as she started running a little faster. The ground beneath her started to blur just a little, and she felt the wind beating at her face and sending her hair flying out behind her. 

	 

	The next pass had the machine flashing a 34. 

	 

	Amber grinned and started to go all out, legs pumping, breathing finally becoming laboured. She felt light, breezy even. Her legs pumped, the ground flew by. The machine flashed 37 kph. 

	 

	That was her limit, she found. She could push herself faster, but then her form was always a little off, her foot-falls not timed exactly right to be able to move any faster, and her grip on the ground not quite as solid as she needed it to be. 

	 

	Morgan stayed by her side the entire time, making it all look laughably easy. She glanced to the sky after some time, eyes closed to take in the sun. “We should stop soon,” she said. “Maybe get a bite to eat. It’ll be noon by the time we’re done.”

	 

	Amber nodded. It was past eleven already. Half an hour of running faster than she’d ever gone before and she was still able to keep going. “That, that was great,” she said between quick pants.

	 

	Her legs burned, her lungs wanted more air than she could give them, and she was a little sweaty, but the ache was wonderfully refreshing. Morgan was in better shape, though the blonde had a few bangs stuck to her forehead too. “Showers before lunch?”

	 

	“Sure,” Amber said. “Any plans for the afternoon?” 

	 

	“We can stop by the shops and pick up a few things,” Morgan said. “Or you can do your own thing; I don’t want to impose.”

	 

	“No no,” Amber said. “I, uh, like spending time with you? Wow, that sounded cheesy, didn’t it?”

	 

	Morgan nodded. She must have been a little more winded than Amber realised, since her cheeks reddened a little. 

	 

	They moved into the locker rooms, then past those into what was essentially a large washroom with shower cubicles to the sides. Amber picked out some fresh clothes to wear from the clothing racks to one side. She had to check the sizes against her memories a bit, but pressing the clothes against her front to see if they would fit seemed good enough. 

	 

	This is so wasteful.

	 

	Then she was off, stopping by the first stall with the word ‘unoccupied’ written next to it. 

	 

	She opened the door and stared at the half-undressed girl within. 

	 

	Amber slammed the door shut. “I’m sorry!” she said as she checked to make sure the sign next to the door was flipped to unoccupied. It was. 

	 

	“Hey, hey, it’s all good,” came a voice from within. “We’re all girls here. Bet you didn’t see anything too interesting anyway.”

	 

	“Uh, yeah,” Amber said. “Still, sorry.”

	 

	“You could at least give me a name, since you did peek,” the girl within said.

	 

	Amber looked around and found Morgan looking at her. She was nearly as expressionless as usual, but Amber had the impression she was nearly as embarrassed as she was. “Uh, I’m Amber? From team Svalinn.”

	 

	The door opened and a girl walked out while tugging on some gym clothes. She had her uniform draped over her arm. “And I’m Evelyn, from Helskor. Shower’s free, enjoy.”

	 

	Amber moved back to let Evelyn past, then she ducked into another free room where she could blush in private while showering. 

	 

	When she left, dressed up and with a towel over her head, she found Morgan sitting on a bench against one wall, tugging on some shoes. Her teammate was already immaculately dressed and ready.

	 

	“Why do you have pants instead of a skirt?” Amber asked. She tugged her uniform skirt for emphasis.

	 

	Morgan looked at the pants she had. “I like these better?”

	 

	“But your costume has a skirt,” Amber said.

	 

	“It’s not the same,” Morgan said. “Lunch?”

	 

	Amber tossed her dirty things in a hamper for that, got her phone from the locker she’d used, then they were out and heading over to the cafeteria. The entire walk, her stomach growled and moaned at the thought of food. 

	 

	They found the cafeteria far more filled than the day before. 

	 

	Magical girls and a few magical boys were sitting around tables, mostly in small groups, but a few of the larger tables in the middle had perhaps a dozen at them. A line was waiting for food at the far end, perhaps five or six magicals staring at those serving themselves with polite impatience. 

	 

	“There aren’t that many tables here,” Amber said.

	 

	Morgan nodded. “It’s to force people to sit together. Or they just didn’t have enough space and didn’t want to renovate the building, who knows?”

	 

	Amber and Morgan took their place in line, then with trays in hand, got their fill of lunch before they both found themselves looking around for a place to sit. That’s when Amber saw someone waving them over. 

	 

	“Uh, do you know team Glasir?” Amber asked Morgan. 

	 

	“Barely,” the girl said as she looked over. “But I don’t mind meeting them properly.”

	 

	Amber moved over and Jess finally stopped waving. The black-haired girl scooted to her side until she was practically sitting on Oli’s lap. “Sit, sit,” she said. 

	 

	Cecilia and Emilia moved over a little on the other side of the round table, leaving more room for Amber and Morgan to set down their tray. “You don’t mind?” Amber asked.

	 

	“‘Course not,” Cecilia said. “We’re just finishing off our second lunch.”

	 

	“I still think it should be called brunch,” Jess said.

	 

	“No, brunch is what we had earlier,” Cecilia countered. “This is second lunch.”

	 

	Amber smiled as she sat. “Technically it’s not noon yet, so that makes this elevenses.”

	 

	Cecilia gasped. “It does!” 

	 

	Jess leaned forwards. “So, a big fat bird told me that you were at the explosion yesterday. Tell us everything.”

	 

	“I don’t know if I can,” Amber said. “I didn’t even get an interrogation or anything.”

	 

	“Who the hell would interrogate you?” Jess asked. “The Seelie?” Her eyes narrowed. “Actually, that Seelie with the teeny tiny detective hat is kinda cute.”

	 

	Oli nodded. “Like Sherlock Holmes’ hat?”

	 

	“Deerstalker,” Emilia said. 

	 

	Oli snapped her fingers. “That’s the name, yeah.”

	 

	“I’ll tell the student council tomorrow that we need more cute hats,” Jess said. “We’ll need to find a new tailor, we lost our best one last year.” She noticed Amber staring. “She graduated. Now, explosions, tell.”

	 

	“Right,” Amber said. “There’s not much to say? I saw a pink-haired girl before it happened, but that’s about it. My power warned me, so Morgan and I had time to help people evacuate. Mostly Morgan.”

	 

	“I wouldn’t have been able to help without the warning,” Morgan demurred. 

	 

	“Morgan…” Cecilia repeated. 

	 

	Oli pointed to Morgan with her fork. “You’re the girl from the disaster last year.”

	 


Chapter Fifteen:

Real Adult

	 

	Amber could almost feel the discomfort coming off of Morgan. 

	 

	Something about Oli’s comment had set her off. Was it close to what had angered her when Amber spoke to her on that first day? 

	 

	I’ve been avoiding the subject of her last year, but damn if I’m not curious.

	 

	Amber looked down at her plate, some of her hair coming down a little and forming a red curtain between herself and Morgan as she ate. She could still see Morgan’s straight-backed posture next to her.

	 

	“That… was not my fault,” Morgan said.

	 

	Oli shrugged. “That’s not how I hear— ow.”

	 

	Cecilia lowered her hand, still holding onto a few grapes. One of those had just smacked Oli between the eyes. “Sorry,” she said. “Oli and Jess are both morons when it comes to opening their mouths.”

	 

	“It’s fine,” Morgan snapped. It wasn’t impolite, exactly, but there was definitely some bite there.

	 

	“Hey, I’m just worried for Amber is all,” Oli said.

	 

	Amber looked up. “Morgan’s been kind,” she said.

	 

	“Yeah, but she has a reputation, you know.” Oli flinched as another grape bounced off her head. 

	 

	“Oli, stop,” Cecilia said. “We’re magical girls, if anyone here should understand the concept of giving someone a second chance, it ought to be us.”

	 

	Emilia nodded quite seriously, and Jess placated Oli with a pat to her cheek. 

	 

	The words were nice, and they seemed to bounce right off of Morgan. The tall blonde stood up, pushing her tray forwards as she did. “I have something to attend to,” she said. “Goodbye.”

	 

	Amber started to stand too, but a hand on her shoulder made her pause. She watched Morgan weave around the tables and then push out of the cafeteria. She passed one of the windows, heading in the general direction of the dorms, then she was out of Amber’s sight. 

	 

	She turned and followed the arm on her shoulder to a contrite Cecilia. “Sorry,” the older girl said. “Just… didn’t seem wise to let you go.”

	 

	Amber wrestled with a few conflicting emotions before sitting back down. “What was that all about?”

	 

	Jess was the first to reply. “Armstrong’s on your team, right?”

	 

	“Armstrong?” Amber asked. “That’s Morgan’s family name?”

	 

	Jess nodded. “Yeah. Look, I don’t know the whole story, just the rumours. But last year her team basically fell apart. One girl left to Eden Academy, another ran off to El Dorado, and the last joined another team that had a member drop out. It was… yeah, you see teams that don’t get along sometimes, but not teams that break apart like that.”

	 

	“Was it her fault?” Amber asked. 

	 

	“That’s what the other girls said,” Jess replied. “But we weren’t around for most of that, just heard the gossip is all. And it happened nearer to the end of the year.”

	 

	“She’s repeating first year,” Oli said. “That says a lot.”

	 

	Amber focused on her food. It still tasted good, but she couldn’t appreciate it as much. “She’s been nice to me.” She recalled a timeline that never occurred. “Mostly. She tried to help me at the gym, and she was cool yesterday, with the explosion.”

	 

	“I’ll apologise for Oli,” Cecilia said. “She gets a bit touchy about loyalty and stuff like that.”

	 

	The bigger girl huffed, but didn’t deny it. 

	 

	“Anyway, I think Morgan might be alright. Just keep an eye on her, okay? Being a magical girl means relying on your team and on your friends. You don’t get far on your own, not against the monsters we have to face.”

	 

	Amber nodded along. “Sure. So, uh, should I go after her?” 

	 

	“Give her a minute or two,” Jess said. “Let her cool down a little. Hell, finish your meal. You’re a newbie, you need your calories.”

	 

	“Um, thanks,” Amber said. “So, uh, did you guys hear anything about a pink-haired girl?”

	 

	“Explosion girl?” Jess asked. “The military guys were poking around about that yesterday. The Seelie confirmed that there aren’t any naturally pink-haired girls on campus, but that’s all we got out of them.”

	 

	“The Seelie can tell you stuff about others?” Amber asked. She wasn’t sure if it was wise to spread news about her powers to others just yet. Not that the cat was entirely in the bag there.

	 

	“Eh, not really,” Jess said. “They’re tight-lipped about it, but there are ways to get some information out of them. It’s hard when it doesn’t serve their own interest.”

	 

	“So I’m not the only one that finds them creepy?” Amber asked.

	 

	Jess laughed. “I think they’re cute.” Cecilia and Oli nodded, but Emilia gave Amber a very subtle thumbs-up. “Don’t go spouting that kind of opinion. Some girls are like crazy cat-ladies, but the cats are magic fairies that can talk. They have fanclubs.”

	 

	Cecilia rolled her eyes. “The Seelie are important. They’re pretty much the only group that has an ear on the student council.”

	 

	“Is the student council important?” Amber asked. “And, uh, do you guys know anything about the explosion?”

	 

	“Yeah, they are, and… not much,” Cecilia said. She looked to her teammates. “I’ve heard a lot of things, but it’s all rumours. The government did it, some magical girl that was pissed did it.”

	 

	“I heard that it was the Canadians,” Jess said. 

	 

	Oli huffed. “As if.”

	 

	“There are other rumours too,” Cecilia said. “Some say that it was one of those shape-shifting monsters. That some nightmare took over a girl. There’s one that says it was the UnSeelie.”

	 

	Emilia looked up at that last.

	 

	“Right,” Amber said. No concrete leads. Not that it’s really any of my business. She paused to wipe her plate clean with the end of a piece of bread. The Glasir girls took that moment to chat between each other. “I think I should head out. Find Morgan, wherever she’s gone.”

	 

	“Dormitory,” Emilia said.

	 

	“Uh, thanks,” Amber replied. She stood up. “I guess I’ll be seeing you around?”

	 

	Cecilia gave her a warm smile. “Sure thing. I heard the other newbies are coming in now; they’ll be getting the tour tomorrow morning, so your team, the rest of it, should be forming up soon. If you need any advice about that, don’t be afraid to ask. Oh! You’ve got your phone?”

	 

	“Yes,” Amber said. She tugged it out of her skirt’s pocket and it was soon passed around the table, the Glasir girls save for Emilia adding their contact info onto it. “Thanks,” she said.

	 

	“Anything, just call,” Jess said. “Especially if it’s for juicy romance advice.”

	 

	“Jess,” Cecilia said. “You’re awful at romance.”

	 

	Jess squawked and pulled Oli closer. “I have one hundred percent more girlfriend than you. More even!”

	 

	“More?” Oli asked. “Is it more because you’re calling me fat, or is there someone I should be worried about?”

	 

	“Oli asked you out, that doesn’t count, and I’m not gay besides,” Cecilia said. She sighed. “You’d best get a move on, Amber, this is going to be an argument, and you don’t want to be caught in the cross-fire.”

	 

	Amber nodded. Team Glasir were fun; they reminded her a bit of some of the more fun girls in school, but she didn’t want to overstay her welcome. A few goodbyes—most delivered between bickering back-and-forths—and Amber was off.

	 

	Emilia mentioned that Morgan was at their dorm. Amber had no way to validate that other than looking for herself. For that matter, I’ve no idea how she knows. Probably some magic bull. Which I can’t complain about because I can casually rewind time and I’m pretty sure that rates pretty high on the bull scale.

	 

	It was a little strange, walking alone across the cobbled paths of the academy. It had only been a day, but she had already gotten used to having Morgan next to her. The school felt a lot quieter, a lot lonelier, when she was… alone. How surprising.

	 

	The dorms came up ahead of her and she stepped in. There were some girls walking up the steps ahead of her, but when she arrived on the second floor, they kept moving up. She was thankful that their rooms weren’t on the fourth or fifth floor. Even as fit as she now felt, it would still be a drag to climb up so much.

	 

	She went to knock on the door, remembered that she lived there, then opened up and slipped in. 

	 

	Morgan wasn’t anywhere in sight, but the door to her room was conspicuously closed.

	 

	Amber moved over to it and this time she did knock. “Morgan?”

	 

	“…Yes?”

	 

	Amber felt her shoulders slumping a little. “Hey, uh, are you alright?”

	 

	“I’m well enough,” Morgan replied.

	 

	Ah, crap. “Can I come in?”

	 

	“I would rather you didn’t.”

	 

	Amber hesitated. Going in was a terrible invasion of privacy. Also, Morgan was stronger than her and could casually summon a sword. 

	 

	On the other hand, she was a teammate, or would be soon, and she was obviously uncomfortable. Helping her now would be a good move to make. Cementing Amber as an ally and friend. And it was the right thing to do.

	 

	If Morgan skewered her, there was a good chance Amber could pull her magic ‘undo’ option. Maybe. She hadn’t figured it out just yet.

	 

	She grabbed the door handle and turned it. 

	 

	Morgan’s room was identical to her own, except for a few details. She had an extra dresser against one wall, the curtains hanging around her window were a lot thicker and the covers on the bed were actually tucked in well enough that Amber suspected she could bounce a coin off of them.

	 

	A bookshelf sat in the corner at a bit of an angle against the curved outer wall, filled with neat rows of books. 

	 

	Morgan herself was on her bed, legs folded up to her chest, and her green eyes locked onto Amber with a complete lack of amusement writ large in them.

	 

	“I’m sorry,” Amber said.

	 

	“You can apologise by respecting my boundaries, perhaps?” 

	 

	Amber took a deep breath. “I don’t care.”

	 

	“Pardon?”

	 

	“Look, I know you had some… some problem with your last team? Something went wrong and I don’t care. If you want to talk about it, that’s fine. If you don’t, that’s alright too. But none of that matters to me. I’m here because I’ve got no choice. I need to learn things so that I can go back home to save my dad. I’ve got stuff that I need to do, and I need you to help me.”

	 

	Amber licked her lips and stared at Morgan. She wasn’t even entirely sure of what she said, but she knew it was pretty selfish. 

	 

	Morgan stared right back at her, then sighed and let her legs stretch out across her bed. She scooted to the side, somehow making the motion look graceful. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

	 

	Amber nodded. That was true. She wasn’t sure how much it mattered. “Are you going to be a good teammate?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan looked away, breaking eye contact to glare at the wall across from her. “I wasn’t last time.”

	 

	Another hint, but not much. “I didn’t ask about last time,” Amber said. “Please? You’ve been great so far. I think we could make a great team? Maybe?”

	 

	Morgan sighed. “I don’t want to go over it again, alright?”

	 

	“Okay,” Amber said.

	 

	“But… yes, I do intend to be… better. To not fail again.” She sighed and stood up, then wiped a hand across her face. “Which means that I do need to grow up a little. And I should apologise myself.”

	 

	“Uh,” Amber said. “You don’t need to apologise?”

	 

	“Yes, I do. I’ve been, I suppose the word would be scarred?” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I was burned by something that happened to me, something that was my fault. I can’t just assume the same thing will happen again, but that’s what I’ve been doing, and it’s been harmful to our relationship. So yes, I do need to apologise. Especially if my actions are being detrimental to another’s growth.”

	 

	Amber nodded slowly. “Okay. Well, cool. That was. Real adult.”

	 

	Morgan smiled a little. 

	 

	Amber returned it. 

	 

	She learned that Morgan had a really nice laugh.

	 


Chapter Sixteen:

First Year Orientation

	 

	Amber woke up to the buzz of her phone rattling against the side of her bed. She’d wedged the phone between the mattress and bedframe so that it would be easy to find if she had to look at the time. She regretted that now; the rumble was faint, but persistent and annoying.

	 

	Yawning, Amber rolled over and pulled the phone up, pressed the home button, and blinked at the bright light until the time registered. Nine. She knew that. Then why did I put it there in the first place?

	 

	There was a message waiting for her, a text from a number labelled Norumbega Academy Council.

	 

	Miss Green. Please present yourself before the Administration Building for First Year Orientation at 1000 hours today. —The Council of Norumbega

	 

	Amber let the phone drop onto her bed and sighed. She almost fell asleep again, but the guilt and the sound of someone moving in the main dorm-room kicked her into action. A change of clothes later and she stumbled out of her room, face wet from splashing water over her eyes and mouth tasting minty fresh.

	 

	Morgan was rifling through the cupboards in their little kitchen area, already dressed and looking ready for business. 

	 

	“Hey,” Amber said. “Did you get the text too?”

	 

	“I did,” Morgan said. “We’re out of cereal.”

	 

	“Ah, sorry,” Amber said. She might have been the one to polish off the box the night before. “My bad.”

	 

	Morgan stopped searching, sighed a little, then straightened back up. “In that case, I suppose we’ll have to go out for breakfast.”

	 

	“Won’t that make us late for orientation?” Amber asked.

	 

	“I don’t intend to participate,” Morgan replied. “It’s voluntary. Besides, I’ve been around enough and I doubt I’ll learn anything.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. She shrugged. “Can I stick with you then?”

	 

	Morgan’s brows rose just a little. “Certainly. Breakfast? It’s mostly eggs and ham and potatoes. They don’t bother with anything too impressive. The hashbrowns are great though.”

	 

	Amber’s stomach grumbled its approval. “I could go for… all of that. And maybe some coffee.”

	 

	Morgan nodded. “We need a coffee machine in here.”

	 

	“We really do,” Amber agreed. “Think we can buy one?”

	 

	“We can order it,” Morgan said. “It’ll take a bit to arrive.”

	 

	They left the dorm and headed for the cafeteria. Halfway there, Amber’s phone buzzed as she received another text. This time it was from Norumbega Administration.

	 

	Miss Amber Green. This is to inform you that your allowance for the month has been added to your cryptocurrency account. Access is locked behind a biometrics check. Please use the official app. If you need additional financial assistance, please contact the Administration.

	 

	“Oh hey, I have money now,” Amber said. “How do I see how much I have?”

	 

	Morgan helped Amber find the right app and log in using the phone’s camera to take a picture of her face, then a print of her thumb. The app displayed her main account, currently filled with 900 Agarthan credits. 

	 

	“Is that a lot?” Amber asked.

	 

	“You could trade it one-to-one for USD in town. I’d advise against that, though. The Agarthan credit is a limited currency, so it’s worth a lot more. About the same buying power here though, but then everything here is super expensive to ship.”

	 

	“I think I understood that,” Amber said. 

	 

	“Let’s put it this way,” Morgan said. “The conversion the other way is about twelve USD to every one Agarthan.”

	 

	“So we’re being fleeced?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Only if you convert your money to USD through the official channels,” Morgan said. “There are money changers that will do it for a fair-er price.”

	 

	Amber nodded along. “So how much is breakfast?” 

	 

	“Five Agartha,” Morgan said. “You have enough to buy six meals a day.”

	 

	Amber nodded. She was doing exactly that math in her head. “So some money to spare for toiletries. Isn’t that a big allowance? Why not just give us free meals and stuff?”

	 

	“You have the student council to thank for that. They passed this thing a few years back, about sharing the wealth that we make. You’ll be making a lot more once you go out in the field.”

	 

	“Huh,” Amber said. She wanted to ask more, but there was another more pressing question in her mind. “These phones can’t call home, right? To Earth?”

	 

	Morgan shook her head. “Phone signals… radio? Can’t pass through dimensions. I… think? Honestly, I’m not well versed in the subject, but you can’t really call anyone. There’s the internet, but it’s really slow. No live streaming or anything.”

	 

	“So if I want to contact someone on Earth?” she asked. It felt weird talking as if she was on another planet, though she supposed that that was the case, technically. “Do I have to write a letter?”

	 

	“Or an email.” Morgan gestured towards the north side. “I’ll show you where to send things later.”

	 

	Amber nodded. I need to send something to dad. I’ve been here for… three days now? No, two and a bit. Still, that long and no contact. I’m not winning daughter of the year prizes here. 

	 

	The cafeteria wasn’t as full as it had been the day before at lunch, but it wasn’t exactly empty either. Team Glasir wasn’t around, though Amber did recognize some of the magicals in passing. Not by name, but she’d seen them around. 

	 

	They had breakfast. Amber paid for both of their meals, insisting that she owed Morgan that much at least, then picked up a few eggs, a fistful of bacon, and a bit of every sort of meat they had available. The hash browns were perfect, crisp and fresh.

	 

	Amber tucked in, shovelling food down in a way that would have made her blush if she hadn’t seen a dozen others doing the same. She wondered what the food budget for the school was like, then decided not to think too much.

	 

	When she’d finished cleaning off her plate with a bit of toast, she leaned back and chewed while nursing the bump of her belly. “I’m full,” she said.

	 

	“Did you want to go to the post office?” Morgan asked. “They have paper and pens and all that on-location.”

	 

	Amber paid a bit more attention to her new sense of time, noted that it was past ten already, then sighed and got to her feet. “Sure.”

	 

	The post office, as it turned out, was on the other side of the academy. They would need to cross the bridge over the passage in the middle, then walk in the direction of the administration building. As they crossed over, Morgan pulled Amber to the side a little, and they both watched as a group of two dozen boys and girls in normal clothes followed after a tall girl in the school’s uniform and a capelet, and a familiar young woman in a smart dress.

	 

	It was the same girl that had questioned Amber the day of the explosion. 

	 

	“I guess that’s the new class,” Amber said. 

	 

	“I guess so,” Morgan agreed. “Usually you’re meant to chant ‘fresh blood,’ over and over as they pass, but seeing as how we’re both in the same year, that might be in poor taste.”

	 

	“Really?” Amber asked. “Like a hazing?”

	 

	“Rituals are pretty important,” Morgan said. “We have classes about them.”

	 

	Amber snorted. “Seriously? Do we do horoscopes too?”

	 

	“No, those are stupid, but we do hang garlic out over the doors when there’s a red moon.”

	 

	“Why?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan shrugged a shoulder. “Vampires.”

	 

	Amber realised she wasn’t following Morgan a moment later, then jogged to catch up. “Are we talking Bram Stoker or Twilight here?”

	 

	“Do you want a sparkly young man to sweep you off your feet?” Morgan asked. There wasn’t a hint of teasing in her tone, but Amber felt it anyway. 

	 

	“No, I just want to make sure my blood stays in me.” She walked on for a bit, then narrowed her eyes and looked at Morgan. The girl had a certain beauty to her. Hard and severe, like one of those old actresses in a silent movie. She also had a tiny smile on. “You were messing with me!” Amber said.

	 

	Morgan’s smile broke a little. “Nonsense. I’d never fool around about vampires. Big sparkly men that come up and glow in the sun. Terrifying they are.”

	 

	Amber punched Morgan in the shoulder, but she couldn’t help but laugh. “Crap, you had me going.”

	 

	“We do watch out on nights with red moons. There are some shadow creatures that can move easier when there’s less moonlight. Some monsters do only show up on those nights, but none around this region.”

	 

	“Monsters are regional?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Generally, yes,” Morgan said. “And that’s the post office.”

	 

	As it turned out, the post office was wedged into the bottom floor of a rather normal looking house. An obvious addition that hadn’t been there when the home was built. Amber found cubicles and lockers within, and a wall with a poster explaining how to send a letter or package. There wasn’t anyone around, but there was a desk and some stationary to the side.

	 

	Amber sat, Morgan giving her plenty of space, and she wrote a letter to her dad. It wasn’t very detailed. She was alive, she hoped he was okay. She’d write again and would appreciate hearing back from him. 

	 

	The letter was dropped into a box with instructions on the top to find and give it to her dad. Morgan assured her that the people taking care of things were good about that kind of situation.

	 

	“Thanks,” Amber said as they stepped out. 

	 

	“No problem,” Morgan said. 

	 

	Amber was about to ask what her teammate wanted to do next when Morgan grabbed her by the back of the collar and yanked her back. She flailed for a moment, confused and just a little angry.

	 

	Then a girl nearly crashed into the ground just a step or two before them. Nearly, because she came to a hovering stop a few inches off the ground. “Found ya!” she cheered.

	 

	Morgan let go of Amber, then patted her shoulders with her free hand. Her other hand lowered to her side, and Amber had the impression she was a twitch away from summoning her sword. “Were you looking for us?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“Maybe,” the girl said. She pointed to Amber. “I was definitely looking for the carrot top.”

	 

	Amber eyed the girl up and down. Blonde hair, with the tips dyed blue. She had pale eyes, a faint bluish colour. Her coat, complete with a sort of capelet held in place by some straps, was a bright blue, and just long enough that it was competing with her skirt to cover her legs. It wasn’t a magical girl outfit, not unless those came with designer logos on the breast. Perhaps most noticeable of all was that she was sitting on a floating stick. 

	 

	Not a stick, a broom, Amber realised as she looked back to the bristles on one end. They were held together with a blue ribbon. 

	 

	“Calm down, blondie,” the girl said. “I’m her teammate. Uh, hi, by the way.”

	 

	“You’re on my team?” Amber asked.

	 

	The girl nodded, then yanked her phone out of a breast pocket. There was an image of Amber on it, and below that a map. She could just make out an icon which, if she was reading it right, pointed to right where they were now. “You left your tracker on.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said.

	 

	“Orientation got boring, especially when I noticed half the team was gone, so I ditched.” She looked to Morgan, then back down to her phone. “Oh hey, you look a bit different.” When she raised her phone again it had an image of Morgan, looking… brighter, with an almost goofy smile on.

	 

	“I imagine that I do,” Morgan said. “Do you have a name, since you have us at something of a disadvantage?”

	 

	“Cassy,” the girl said as she tucked her phone away. She gripped onto the haft of her broom even as it rose up, then with a backwards twist fell and spun around to land on her feet before them in an exuberant bow. “The blue… uh… I haven’t come up with a cool nickname yet, but it’s coming. Comet, maybe?”

	 

	“Pleasure,” Morgan said.

	 

	Amber had the impression that she was going to have to play referee in a moment. 

	 


Chapter Seventeen:

Cassy and Jade

	 

	Cassy grinned at them while her feet kicked back and forth like a pendulum. It actually bothered Amber a little that they weren’t moving at a steady beat. “Wow, you’re both quiet, aren’t you?” she asked.

	 

	“I think you’re confusing politeness for quiet,” Morgan said. Her voice was completely even and devoid of any emotion, and yet still somehow conveyed how annoyed she was with their new blue-haired teammate.

	 

	Amber sighed and rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “Okay, that’s not going to work,” she said. “Cassy, Morgan, let’s try to get along, please?”

	 

	Cassy raised both arms in surrender, then wobbled a bit to stay seated atop her broom. “Hey now, don’t look at me. I just wanted to say hi.”

	 

	Amber nodded. “Alright, fine. I think you just caught us off guard is all. Kind of surprised us. We weren’t expecting you to fall out of the sky.”

	 

	“Ah, damn, that’s fair,” Cassy said. Her broom lowered and her feet touched down. Standing up, she swung the broom around and held it out behind her head, arms looping around the haft. “So, do you want to redo the intros?” 

	 

	“I… sure,” Amber said. “That wouldn’t be that bad. If we’re going to work together, it would be nice if we all got along.”

	 

	Morgan nodded. “That’s true.”

	 

	Cassy’s smile returned full-force. “Brilliant! So, I’m Cassy, Cassy Bleriot, magical girl extraordinaire. Ah, that doesn’t matter as much here, does it? Well, whatever. I can fly and make gravity my bitch.”

	 

	Amber nodded, then snuck a glance at Morgan. She’s definitely not going next. “I’m Amber Green, but I don’t think we care much for family names. Uh, I’m pretty new here, despite being here for a day or three. My power allows me to… I don’t actually know, really. Time stuff.”

	 

	“I thought it allowed you to predict the future?” Morgan asked.

	 

	Cassy’s eyes widened. “Whoa, that’s cool. Tell me, am I going to find a cutie with a nice ass while I’m here?” 

	 

	“Uh, no,” Amber said. “I mean, I can kinda predict the future, I guess, but that’s more like a side effect than how it actually works. Honestly, I’m hoping we have some sort of power testing thing so that I can figure it out.”

	 

	Morgan nodded along. “That’ll be one of our first courses. Don’t worry.” She sighed. “As for myself, I’m Morgan Armstrong. I’m afraid I have no magical specialty.”

	 

	“Wait, really?” Cassy asked.

	 

	Amber noticed the slight narrowing of Morgan’s eyes and jumped in. “Morgan’s really experienced. She’s pretty great.”

	 

	Cassy hummed. “So, Armstrong, eh?” she asked before reaching out to squeeze Morgan’s bicep. “Damn girl.”

	 

	Morgan pulled her arm back very carefully. “Please don’t fondle me,” she said.

	 

	The shorter girl backed up. “Sorry, no fondling without permission,” she said. “So, we’ve introduced each other. Now do we get to have fun? I heard there was some good shopping to be had around here.”

	 

	“We could go do some training,” Morgan said. “It encourages discipline and focus.”

	 

	If that wasn’t a targeted comment, I’m a duck. “I don’t mind either way,” Amber said. “But if I had to tie-break, um… wait, we’re supposed to have four members, right? Do you think the last member of Svalinn is around yet?”

	 

	“Oh yeah,” Cassy said. She snapped her fingers and brought her broom around so that it landed bristles down. The staff stayed upright even when she wasn’t touching it. “I saw her with the others at orientation. Little Asian girl.”

	 

	“You’re not so tall yourself,” Morgan said.

	 

	Amber looked up to Morgan, who had half a head on her, then down to Cassy who was half a head shorter. “Right,” she said. “Maybe we can go find her and then… lunch or something? Just get to know each other before classes.”

	 

	“Eh, are teams that important here?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“What do you mean?” Amber asked. The two times she’d seen magical girls with her own two eyes they’d been in teams. 

	 

	Cassy shrugged, then leaned to the side while gripping onto her broom. “Just wondering.”

	 

	“They are,” Morgan said. “If only to have a broader range of specialties, and because some nightmares cannot be faced alone. Now, if we’re going to find our last teammate, we should probably catch up to the orientation group.”

	 

	Amber nodded. They were still before the post office, in an otherwise quieter part of the academy. There were lecture halls across the street from them, and some teacher homes nearby, but nothing that really inspired much traffic. 

	 

	“I’ll scout ahead, I guess,” Cassy said. 

	 

	Before anyone could protest, she set one foot near the base of her broom, and then shot off into the sky above.

	 

	Morgan shaded her eyes with a hand and watched her go. “That girl’s going to be trouble,” she muttered.

	 

	“She seems nice?” Amber tried.

	 

	“She seems careless,” Morgan said. “But, I suppose we’ll have to see. Flight is useful to have on a team.”

	 

	Amber rubbed at the back of her neck. “Yeah, I guess. It’s pretty cool, at least. I just hope we all get along. I don’t think spending three years with people that I dislike would be amusing.”

	 

	Morgan made a noise at the back of her throat. “Well, I find you agreeable so far, so you wouldn’t be surrounded by people like that. At least, if you like my company back.”

	 

	Wow, that was awkward. Amber smiled at Morgan. “I like you too, so far.”

	 

	Cassy chose that moment to swoop back down. “Found them! They’re on the other side, in the bit with all the shops.”

	 

	“Alright,” Amber said. “Should we join them for the rest of the tour, or?”

	 

	“Hell naw,” Cassy said. “The girl giving the tour is unbelievably boring. Let’s do one of those things where you pull someone out of like, a dangerous situation.”

	 

	“An extraction?” Morgan asked.

	 

	Cassy snapped her fingers and pointed to Morgan. “That’s the one. I’ll fly in and yoink her right out of the group.”

	 

	“That’s a bit conspicuous,” Morgan said.

	 

	“I don’t know what that means, and I don’t particularly care,” Cassy said. She twisted to one side, then the other, her broom wavering under her. “So, we going?”

	 

	“Let’s just walk over, introduce ourselves, then ask, uh, the girl to come out?” Amber said. “It’s a bit less obvious.”

	 

	“Fine,” Cassy said. “You can do the asking though. That girl leading the others didn’t like me.”

	 

	“I can’t imagine why,” Morgan said.

	 

	It earned her a rather rude gesture from Cassy, but it was delivered with a smile. Amber took off, heading towards the south side. Cassy and Morgan followed after her. 

	 

	They crossed the bridge, pausing only to watch a couple reunite in the middle with a pair of big hugs that turned into a sweeping spin all across the path. “I guess some students are returning now?” Amber asked Morgan.

	 

	“We have two vacations in the year, once every five months. A lot of the second and third years have been returning in the last week.”

	 

	“Just two months off?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“Our curriculum is fairly fast here,” Morgan said. “And we need to fit in a lot of courses that aren’t part of the standard college or high school set.”

	 

	Cassy spun her broom around so that she was flying while facing Morgan. “Like what?”

	 

	“Classes on fighting monsters, general combat classes, some military doctrine courses. The nightmare identification and handling course is long too.”

	 

	“Oh, god that sounds awful,” Cassy said. “Normal school is already too much work.”

	 

	“A good work ethic is paramount to being a successful magical girl,” Morgan said.

	 

	Cassy snorted. “Not that kind of magical girl I want to be. I want to magical girl myself out of any responsibilities, thank you very much.”

	 

	Amber chuckled, and while Morgan looked a little indignant at the response, it was worth it to see Cassy’s proud smile. 

	 

	They reached the south side, then, with some help from Morgan who pointed her in the right direction, started off towards the area of the academy with the shops. It wasn’t too difficult to find the group doing their orientation from there: they were the only band of boys and girls in plain clothes. Also, they were the only group larger than four. 

	 

	A faint chant of ‘fresh meat, fresh meat’ was being muttered in low tones by some girls off to one side. 

	 

	Amber turned to her teammates. “You guys want to stay here? It’ll be easier to sneak out if there’s only one of us.”

	 

	“Certainly,” Morgan said. 

	 

	“Sure thing, carrot-top,” Cassy agreed. “You know what she looks like?” 

	 

	“Ah, no, I don’t,” Amber admitted. 

	 

	Cassy pulled out her phone, the standard-issue academy sort, and flicked through the password screen to get to a team dossier. She switched to the file belonging to their last teammate.

	 

	“Jade Singer,” Amber read. The image on screen was of a pale girl with asian features and dark hair with a pair of pink bows in it. She’s cute. “Alright,” Amber said.

	 

	She waved her teammates—and maybe friends—goodbye, then moved over to the orientation group. The girl at the front, the only one wearing the proper academy uniform with a capelet over it, twitched her eyes over to Amber as she approached, but she didn’t say anything as Amber slipped into the crowd. 

	 

	Finding Jade took a moment. The girl at the front was talking about money of all things, and how each student of the academy was responsible for their own meals and purchases using their allowance. I can almost understand why Cassy ditched. She’s droning on.

	 

	The magicals around her seemed vaguely interested, but most were gawking at all the shops and stores around them. Amber didn’t have the luxury of doing that much.

	 

	She found Jade near the back, almost missing her since the girl was making herself small with a big hoodie to hide her features. 

	 

	Amber shifted over to the girl’s side as the group started to move on. “Hey,” she said.

	 

	The girl peeked out from behind her hood to look at her, then looked forward again.

	 

	“Um, my name’s Amber. I’m on your team. Team Svalinn.”

	 

	“Oh,” was the girl’s response. Amber wasn’t even sure she heard it, it was so quiet.

	 

	“Hey, so, uh, the other girls and I wanted to come over and steal you away from this group? Maybe have lunch?”

	 

	Jade blinked, then placed a hand on her stomach. I bet she’s just as hungry as I am. “The orientation?” Jade asked.

	 

	“We have one girl that’s really experienced, and I’m sure with the four of us we can figure out anything you miss. You have your phone and such, right?”

	 

	Jade nodded. 

	 

	One new teammate talks too much, the other not enough. Brilliant. “Come on, we won’t bite. Well, Cassy might, I don’t know about her yet, but Morgan’s more the stern warning sort.”

	 

	The girl nodded again. “Alright,” she said. 

	 

	Grinning, Amber took Jade’s hand and pulled her back and out of the group. “They’re waiting over here,” she said as she gestured to where she could see Cassy poking her head out around a corner. 

	 

	When she brought Jade over, it was to find Morgan standing nearly at attention, hands tucked at the small of her back, and Cassy was sitting astride her broom ankles linked under her. “Yo!” Cassy said. “Jade right?”

	 

	Jade nodded again. “Yes. Jade Singer. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She carefully extricated her hand from Amber’s and bowed a little. 

	 

	“Nice! I’m Cassy the Comet!”

	 

	“Because you’ll burn up when you inevitably come crashing down?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“Ouch,” Cassy said. “I’m still working on the nickname.”

	 

	“I don’t think you need one,” Amber said. “I’m Amber, but I think I’ve said so, and that’s Morgan.”

	 

	Morgan nodded. “Morgan Armstrong,” she said. “Pleased to meet you.”

	 

	Amber grinned. Her teammates seemed to be getting along. There were going to be some kinks to work out, she was sure, but then, those were the sorts of things that took a little time and some effort. 

	 


Chapter Eighteen:

Schedule

	 

	Amber stumbled out of her room maybe ten minutes after Morgan banged on her door. She’d heard the blonde doing the same to all the other doors on her floor, so she wasn’t the only one being tortured by being woken at seven thirty-two.

	 

	“You’re ready,” Morgan said as she looked Amber up and down. 

	 

	Amber started to nod, then cut herself off with a yawn. “Yeah,” she finally said.

	 

	Jade was sitting on their couch, a satchel open on her lap and books stuffed within. Two more bags just like it were waiting on the dining table. “Your school supplies came in,” Morgan said. She tugged one of the bags closer, looked at the label fixed to it, then gave it to Amber. 

	 

	Amber opened it to find some books within, a small laptop, and some pretty standard school supplies, most still in their packaging. There was a note atop it all that she pulled out.

	 

	The first half was all generic bureaucratic stuff. It was the table at the bottom that caught her eye.

	 

	
		
				Year One Schedule

				 

				 

				Student

				Team

				 

		

		
				 

				 

				 

				Amber Green

				Svalinn

				 

		

		
				 

				Monday

				Tuesday

				Wednesday

				Thursday

				Friday

		

		
				Morning

				Agartha Studies

				High School EQ

				Magic Theory

				Magic Theory

				High School EQ

		

		
				Lunch

				 

				 

				Ethics / Elective

				 

				 

		

		
				Afternoon

				High School EQ

				Combat Training

				Agartha Studies

				High School EQ

				Combat Training

		

	

	 

	 

	She looked over the list quickly, then frowned as her sleeping mind started to engage. “Hey, are we supposed to have this many classes?”

	 

	Morgan looked over to her, then peeked at her table, which she turned to help the taller girl read. “That seems normal, yes?”

	 

	Amber hummed to herself. “What’s ‘High School EQ’?”

	 

	“That’s your high school equivalency class. Pass that, and you get a high-school diploma. It’s math, physics, English, and history all rolled into one three-hour slog.”

	 

	“That sounds awful,” Amber said. 

	 

	“It’s not too bad. You get some classes as a group, and the rest with a tutor to help you through everything. They’re usually really good,” Morgan said. “The tests are pretty hard though, so it’s worth attending.”

	 

	A tutor for every class? Or one for all of them at the same time? And do we each get one individually? That sounds expensive. “Alright. When’s, uh, ‘Agartha Studies’ start?”

	 

	“Nine,” Morgan said. “It ends at noon.”

	 

	Amber blinked. She didn’t need a watch or anything to tell her that it wasn’t even eight yet. “Uh?”

	 

	“If you don’t want to starve all morning, then you need to get to the cafeteria early,” Morgan said.

	 

	That made perfect sense. “Alright, cool. Where’s Cassy?” Their team’s second (mostly) blonde wasn’t anywhere in sight. 

	 

	Morgan’s face set into an expressionless mask, and whatever good humour she’d gained from answering Amber’s questions faded. “She’s still sleeping, I suspect. I’d leave her behind and let her learn her lesson when she starves mid-class, but I do want to be a good teammate.”

	 

	Amber rubbed at her eyes. “I’ll knock on her door,” she said before trudging over to Cassy’s room. The night before, the four of them had enjoyed a rather awkward meal at the cafeteria. Jade was very polite, but incredibly reserved, and it was a chore to get her to break out of her shell. Cassy was quite the opposite, dominating a lot of the conversation with questions, then prattling on before anyone had time to answer.

	 

	Morgan had been Morgan, which is to say, she had been cold and polite, but a lot more reserved than when she was alone with Amber. And Amber had… Well, I tried. Getting people to become friends was never her forte. She vaguely remembered asking people to be friends in grade school. After that, she didn’t know how she made her other friends. 

	 

	Mostly via proximity, I guess.

	 

	She knocked on Cassy’s door. “Hey! Cassy?” 

	 

	There was no reply. 

	 

	Amber knocked again, then a moment later, knocked a little harder with the flat of her hand. “Cassy! Breakfast, then classes!” 

	 

	The door swung open, and a bleary-eyed, dishevelled Cassy stood before Amber. Her hair was a tangled mess; not the artful air-mussed style she’d worn the day before, but more the hair of someone who slept with their hair wet. “I hate you,” she greeted Amber.

	 

	“That’s nice,” Amber said. “Classes start in a bit, and I don’t think you can show up like that.” She gestured to Cassy, who was currently in a pair of pyjamas that looked like they were about four sizes too big. The shirt drooped down to one side, and her pant legs were so big around that they looked like Cassy could fit both legs in any one. 

	 

	“Urgh,” was Cassy’s response. She swung the door, but not hard enough for it to actually close. Then she moved over to her bed and flopped down into it face first. 

	 

	“You’re not coming?” Amber asked.

	 

	Cassy replied, but it was into her blankets, and Amber couldn’t make out more than a mumble and possibly some swearing. 

	 

	“Come on, we can’t just leave you back here.”

	 

	“What time is it?” 

	 

	“Seven thirty-seven,” Amber said. 

	 

	Cassy grumbled. “I need at least… when did we go to bed?”

	 

	“We went to bed at eight twelve,” Amber said. 

	 

	The girl looked up. “How do you know that down to the minute?” 

	 

	“Side effect of weird time magic,” Amber said. 

	 

	“That’s like… Uh.” If she was going anywhere with that thought, it was lost when she closed her eyes and stopped moving for a bit.

	 

	Wait, did she just fall asleep? I can’t believe I’m doing this. 

	 

	Amber stepped into the room and moved over to the drawers. There were a few bags in the room, the sort that she’d expect to see in an airport. It made sense; Cassy and Jade had had time to pack some things from home before coming to Agartha.

	 

	She opened Cassy’s cupboards and found them empty except for her school clothes left on the bottom. She figured the girl didn’t have time to hang anything, or otherwise unpack her things yet. She picked out a set of the school uniform, then frowned. It was way too big. 

	 

	“Cassy, your uniform isn’t in your size.”

	 

	Cassy mumbled, then turned around. ‘What?” 

	 

	“Your uniform. It’s like, three, maybe four sizes too big.” Amber brought the skirt down over her own waist and tugged at the band. She didn’t exactly have the smallest hips, but she was pretty sure she could fit one and a half Ambers into Cassy’s skirt.

	 

	“The hell?” Cassy said as she got up. She swiped the skirt away, pressing it against her front before glaring at it. She flung it to the floor. “I need another uniform.”

	 

	Amber nodded. “I have spares. You’re a bit smaller than me. I think… Morgan’s shirts are too, uh, big, but Jade’s might fit? They might be a little small.”

	 

	“I don’t mind showing off some abs,” Cassy said.

	 

	“Is anything wrong?” Morgan asked as she poked her head in.

	 

	Amber shrugged. “Cassy’s clothes are the wrong size.”

	 

	“All of them?” One of Morgan’s eyebrows rose.

	 

	Cassy moved over to her wardrobe, then started pulling blouses and sweaters and jackets out of their neat piles. They were all quite obviously too large. “Damn it,” she seethed. “This has to be some sort of joke.”

	 

	“Well, the administration building did get blown up,” Amber said. “Maybe they sent you someone else’s clothes?” 

	 

	“I’ll ask Jade if she’s willing to give you a blouse,” Morgan said. 

	 

	Amber got to discover that Cassy was rather shameless as the girl started to undress right then and there. She looked at her for a moment before the blood rushing to her face seeped into her brain and she snapped to attention. “I’ll get some things,” she said before running off. I wasn’t staring.

	 

	Soon enough, Cassy was dressed. Her blouse was a bit small and rather tight, and even with a sweater on, she still had part of her stomach exposed, but if anything, she seemed rather pleased with that. 

	 

	“Alright, breakfast?” Amber asked. Her own stomach, hidden as it was, grumbled its approval at the idea. 

	 

	Cassy’s face twisted in disgust for just a moment, but she nodded, and when the others left, she was with them, broom and all. 

	 

	Morgan led the way, with Jade a step or two behind her, and Amber and Cassy taking up the rear. “Morgan’s so much taller than Jade,” Cassy said. “She could be her mom from back here.”

	 

	“I heard that,” Morgan said.

	 

	Jade turtled up a little, reaching up and tugging at her scarf so that it covered her lower face a little more. 

	 

	I have to ask about that scarf one day.

	 

	Breakfast was had, the group arriving just before the first wave of other students. Amber had her fill, and was willing to forgive Morgan waking her up so early when she saw others rushing in and the line to the buffet stretching out all around the edge of the room. There were a lot of boys and girls complaining about how they were starving. 

	 

	Once everything was gone, and their plates cleaned—Cassy didn’t eat much. Did she snack in the night? That would explain the sleep—they got up and headed out. Morgan once again knew where they were going. 

	 

	They crossed the bridge and headed over to the lecture halls. There were some upper-year students milling around already, but Morgan ignored those and moved over to one of the halls that had a sign hanging out front. First Years. Agartha Studies. 0900–1200.

	 

	They filed into a room that Amber imagined could have been in any old college. There were rows of seats to one side, each row on a level higher than the one before it with steps to the side to access them. At the front was a blackboard over which a large screen hung suspended from the ceiling with a screensaver playing across it. 

	 

	The teacher’s desk was off to the back, a young man in a plain uniform sitting behind it, and next to him were two more adults: a silvery-black-haired man in a tweed jacket and jeans, and a woman in an officer’s outfit. 

	 

	“Where do you want to sit?” Morgan asked.

	 

	There were three rows per level, each with four seats in them, and five levels in all. “Middle-middle?” Amber asked. 

	 

	“Not way at the back?” Cassy replied.

	 

	“That’ll just make it easier for us to fall asleep,” Amber said.

	 

	Cassy nodded. “Exactly.”

	 

	In the end, they settled for the fourth row back, right in the middle. Soon, more students were filling the room. Only about half the seats were taken in the end when Amber’s internal clock struck nine.

	 

	The woman in the officer’s uniform straightened and moved to the front of the blackboard, clearing her throat for attention. It still took some time for people to get settled.

	 

	Cassy leaned over a bit. “Anyone else getting McGonagall vibes?” she asked.

	 

	Surprisingly, Jade was the first to nod. 

	 

	“Everyone, welcome to your first lesson at Norumbega Academy. You should all have received your courses by now. We expect only the best from you, which includes a lack of tardiness and proper behaviour when in class. If you have difficulties, do inform a member of staff, and we will do what we can to assist you. This isn’t a lesser school on Earth where the safety of the school and its budget comes before the comfort and abilities of our students.”

	 

	The woman pushed up a pair of spectacles, and Amber could see what Cassy meant.

	 

	“Before we begin, our principal would like to have some words with you. His name is Headmaster Williams, and any other names, even those given by him, are to be entirely ignored. Thank you.”

	 

	Amber blinked. What?

	 

	Then the man in the jeans stepped up and grinned at them. “Hey guys, I’m Headmaster Woden Allfather, and I want to welcome you all personally to our fine academy!”

	 


Chapter Nineteen:

Threat Levels

	 

	Amber found herself on the edge of her seat as the headmaster stepped up before the class and smiled at them all. 

	 

	He was a strange-looking man, his suit jacket just a little rumpled, and his shirt underneath straining to stay on over his muscular frame. The jeans and swept-back blond hair gave him the air of someone that better belonged in a gym, not a classroom. He grinned at them all, and Amber wasn’t sure if he was winking or if he just had trouble with one eye. 

	 

	“I don’t want to take too much of your time, especially not the time you’ll be spending learning. Education is, after all, the second most important thing you will be learning here.”

	 

	He nodded and his posture relaxed a little. 

	 

	“My name is Thors Allfather.” At the back, the woman in the officer’s garb pressed her hands over her face. “I have been here for some years, and I’ve seen many students come and go. I’m incredibly proud of having taught each and every one, and I hope that all of them look back on their time here fondly.”

	 

	He started to move across the front, a slow, measured gait accentuated by soft gestures from his arms and hands. 

	 

	“You might have caught on to me saying that your education here is the second most important thing you’ll come away with. That is because, as wonderful as knowledge may be, it pales in comparison to the importance of the bonds you will form with your teammates, with your fellow students, and with your own souls. We only have three years together. I hope that they are some of the best years in your lives.”

	 

	He bowed, and a few of the girls at the front started clapping. 

	 

	Amber joined in a moment later, as did her teammates.

	 

	“Thank you,” the headmaster said. “I’ll now leave you in Mister Erickson’s capable hands. Remember, if you need any assistance, with anything at all, my office is always open, day or night.”

	 

	There was a small murmur that rose with the headmaster waving them goodbye, spoke a few words with the man Amber suspected was their professor, then left along with the officer woman.

	 

	“What did he say his name was?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan sighed. “It doesn’t matter. It changes every day.”

	 

	“Is he, uh, Odin?” Amber asked. She wasn’t that well-versed in Norse mythology, but she wasn’t completely ignorant.

	 

	“Who knows?” Morgan said.

	 

	Shouldn’t we all be a little more concerned about this?

	 

	“Alright!” The next man to step up was far younger, and unlike the headmaster, looked a whole lot more normal. He was young for a teacher, maybe in his late twenties, and in good shape. Just a hint of a five-o’clock shadow and wind-swept hair gave Amber the impression that he was either not entirely ready, or was a very casual man. She could see a few girls some rows down whispering between each other. 

	 

	Crushes on the teacher already? Or just checking him out?

	 

	“As the Headmaster said, I’m Professor Erickson. I won’t bore you with the details, but I will say that I’m an Agarthan, born and raised right here in Norumbega. I wanted to be a teacher, so I travelled to Earth to get my degree some years ago. And now here I am.” He smiled wide, then spun towards the screen behind him. 

	 

	After fishing out a small remote, Professor Erickson turned off the screensaver to display what looked like a class curriculum. 

	 

	“Agarthan Studies, year one, will cover three broad topics: the history of Agartha as we know it, common rituals and mythology, and most important of all, the taxonomy, classification, and threat assessment of the creatures of Agartha. You probably heard people refer to those as monsters or nightmares, which are also acceptable, but less accurate, terms.”

	 

	He clicked on a button, and the screen filled with two rows. The first horizontal one wasn’t labelled yet, but the vertical was marked ‘Threat Rating’.

	 

	“This is where we will begin: the systems which the military, the people of Norumbega, and the local magicals use to determine the threat posed by a creature of Agartha. Today we’ll be giving these a quick overview, and in the following weeks, we’ll be covering the history of these systems and how they were formed. Fortunately, that tends to tie in well with the formation of most of the walled cities of Agartha.”

	 

	Professor Erickson clicked on another button, and the first row filled in. 

	 

	“We’re going to jump into the deep end a little to start off. These are the classifications we use as a shorthand when determining the level of danger posed by a creature of Agartha: thinking, moving, bio, ghosting, tanking, swarming, camo, and fixing.”

	 

	Amber ran through the list in her head. It helped that it rhymed a little. 

	 

	“When you learn about a creature, you will often see those same words with a number next to them, from one to five. There’s a threat level zero as well, usually reserved for things that are more annoying than dangerous. You might encounter a pixie in your time here; they’re a rank-zero threat. Anything you can handle with a flyswatter isn’t really worth considering.”

	 

	A few of the students laughed, but Amber didn’t join in. For all that the teacher’s tone was jovial, Amber felt like… well, I don’t know, exactly. Morgan was taking it seriously, even if both Jade and Cassy weren’t paying as much attention. This feels like it’s more important that he’s letting on.

	 

	The professor pressed another button, and the screen switched to a simple graph. 

	 

	
		
				Threat Level

				 

				Deployment

		

		
				One

				Threat can be eliminated by a single individual.

				Squadron

		

		
				Two

				Threat requires specific tools or training.

				Squadron - Specialist

		

		
				Three

				Threat needs to be carefully evaluated and eliminated using specialized units or methods.

				Battalion / Support

		

		
				Four

				Threat requires planning and preparation to face. Negation preferable.

				Magical Assault

		

		
				Five

				Threat requires immediate, full-scale evacuation.

				N/A

		

	

	 

	“For the purpose of most threats, a single magical is considered to be on par with a squadron, and a fully-trained magical girl team is the equivalent of a modern battalion. Note that even then, that isn’t enough to take on a level four threat.”

	 

	A boy to the side raised his arm, and the professor pointed to him. “What’s a level five like, then?”

	 

	The teacher’s smile was a little fixed as he answered. “A level five threat is answered by evacuating the region. Fortunately, those are rare. The most recent example.” He paused and turned his head to the left.

	 

	Then he spat on the floor. Not just the one time, but twice more after.

	 

	What?

	 

	Amber wasn’t the only one that looked confused.

	 

	“The most recent example,” the teacher continued as if he hadn’t just done something gross. “Is Baba Yaga, in what would be Russia on Earth. The Russian Academy, as well as an entire city, was lost. She constitutes a level five threat.”

	 

	Amber looked to Morgan, her source of answers, and found the taller girl holding back a small smile. “Ritual,” she muttered. “To avoid attracting evil.”

	 

	The teacher clicked his little remote and a slide appeared on-screen.

	 

	
		
				Thinking

				Moving

				Bio

				Ghosting

		

		
				Cognitohazards:
Abilities related to corrupting perceptions and thoughts.

				Movement:
Abilities related to changing locations, usually in a rapid way.

				Biohazards:
Abilities which constitute hazards to the health of those in the vicinity.

				Ephemeral:
Abilities related to dimensional shifting.

		

		
				Tanking

				Swarming

				Camo

				Fixing

		

		
				Physicality:
Capable of resisting great amounts of damage/force.

				Hives:
Threats that attack in large numbers (usually of a low rating individually).

				Shifting and Hiding:
Threat is capable of disguising itself as something else, or of infiltrating ranks.

				Constructs:
Threat capable of deploying and using complex or magical tools.

		

	

	 

	“These are the eight categories into which we fit most threats. Some—many, in fact—will receive threat ratings in two or more categories. A Black Annis, a creature we’ll be learning more about later, is considered a Fixing—often shortened to just ‘Fix’—two, whereas a Jersey Devil is a Bio one, Moving one. We always give creatures a general threat rating, usually a combination of the previous ratings, but it also takes into account factors outside of those that require specialized training to tackle.”

	 

	Amber leaned back and tried to keep up as the teacher started talking about the history of the system. It was interesting to hear how it had changed over time, and she felt like she was slowly being fed little spoonfuls of information about the strange world she was now in, but at the same time… it was a class.

	 

	Cassy didn’t even try to hide it. She slumped onto her desk and went straight to sleep. Jade edged away from her a little. She looked like she was paying attention, but her frequent glances down revealed otherwise. 

	 

	She had an audiobook playing on her phone, and Amber could just make out the wires hidden under her long scarf. 

	 

	She was determined to pay attention, so she did, but by the time noon rolled around, she was feeling a little fuzzy and in dire need of a break.

	 

	Professor Erickson looked to the clock over the entrance and nodded. “We’re two minutes to noon. How about I let you all out a little early today? Our next class is on Wednesday, when we’ll start talking about the most common monsters in this region of the world, and eventually those against whom you’ll be testing yourselves. Have a good lunch everyone.”

	 

	Amber and Morgan stood, and Jade jumped in her seat as she finally registered that something was happening. She was quick to pick her earbud out while trying to make it look casual. 

	 

	“Alright,” Amber said. “Lunch. At last.”

	 

	“The classes are a little intense,” Morgan said.

	 

	“I felt that, yeah,” she agreed before reaching down to shake Cassy awake. “Come on, Cassy. Food.”

	 

	“Urgh,” Cassy said as she raised her head and looked around. “Ah, damn.”

	 

	Amber and her team gathered up their things and were about to head on down when someone tapped Amber on the shoulder. She turned and came face-to-face with someone vaguely familiar. 

	 

	“Hey,” the girl said. Her voice was low and husky, and she was idly playing with a little medallion hanging from a choker. “Remember me?” she asked.

	 

	Amber put two and two together. “Oh! Uh, you’re the girl from the… gym.”

	 

	“The one you saw naked, yeah.”

	 

	Cassy’s head snapped up. “What was that?” 

	 

	Amber looked back to her team and found the two newest members paying her a lot of attention all of a sudden. “Uh, the occupied sign wasn’t up, and I kinda opened the door. It was an accident.”

	 

	“Sure,” Cassy said. “That’s a likely story.”

	 

	The girl laughed. “It really was. I’m Evelyn, of team Helskor.” She gestured behind her where three other girls were grabbing their things from the seats right in the topmost corner. “You guys are heading out for lunch, right?”

	 

	“Yeah,” Amber said. 

	 

	“Awesome. One of these days we should get our teams together, grab one big table.”

	 

	“Why not do that now?” Cassy asked.

	 

	Evelyn grinned. “Too early, I think. We need to get all of that team spirit stuff going. You know, so that we’re better off later.”

	 

	“Right,” Amber said. I think I know what she’s talking about.

	 

	Evelyn’s team moved on by, with only one of the girls stopping by her side. She started at Amber, wide-eyed. “Anyway, we’ll do intros one of these days, alright?”

	 

	“Sure.” Amber waved her off, then turned to her team. “That was nice?”

	 

	“She was,” Cassy said with a lecherous grin. “Bet she was nicer in the buff, huh?”

	 

	Amber decided to ignore that. “So, lunch?” 

	 

	And I can start figuring out how to get the four of us to form some sort of proper team. As it is, we’re just four strangers, and I have the feeling that that won’t be for the best later. Not if we’re going to be fighting actual monsters or anything.

	 


Chapter Twenty:

The Best Money Can Buy

	 

	Amber expected her afternoon classes to be with her team. So she was taken aback a little when they were directed to a large room with desks in it, each spaced out far apart from their neighbours. At each station was a computer, with a different person’s image behind the screen.

	 

	Amber found the desk with a placard reading A. Green, and sat down. 

	 

	“Hello,” said the person on screen. 

	 

	She was older, in her mid-thirties, and had a pair of glasses perched on the end of her nose. From the background, Amber guessed she was in some home office. “Hello?” she said.

	 

	“You’re Amber?” the woman asked. So it wasn’t a video, but a live feed.

	 

	“Uh, yes. Amber Green.”

	 

	“Wonderful! I’m Gwen, I’ll be your instructor for a few classes starting today. I’m supposed to give you the basic layout of the course, is that alright?”

	 

	“Sure,” Amber said as she settled in. She could hear a dozen other, similar conversations around the room. There was a teacher at the very front, but he looked a bit distracted. 

	 

	Gwen grinned. “Alright then. Your course was set up based on your transcripts from your last year in high school. For the next five months, you’ll be going through the equivalent of a junior year education, though it will be abridged a little. Then for the last half of your first year, you’ll be going through senior year courses, as well as college prep.”

	 

	“Okay,” Amber said. So I need to cram two years of school in one. Awesome.

	 

	“No homework, so don’t worry about that, and I’ll be there the entire time to make sure you’re learning at your own pace. If you need more time, or want to push yourself harder, we can do both.”

	 

	Amber nodded. “Alright, so where do we begin?”

	 

	“How about math? From what I can see, you’re fairly decent at that. Maybe a quick refresher, then we can work through some exercises together and make sure you’re not too rusty.”

	 

	Holy crap, this is sounding expensive. Amber couldn’t help but tally up the cost of a teacher—which admittedly wasn’t too much, from what she heard—then multiply it across every magical in the room. “Math sounds good,” Amber said. 

	 

	Gwen smiled, and the screen split. “You’ll need pen and paper if you want to work these out. You should find some in your desk already.”

	 

	Amber searched around and did, in fact, find both. They didn’t even have normal disposable pens, but nicer ones, with the academy crest and rubbery grips on the end. Really?

	 

	Gwen and Amber covered the same sort of math Amber had been doing for a while at school, each exercise followed by another that was just a little more complicated until Amber was running into problems that she didn’t know how to solve. Gwen seemed quite pleased with the progress though, and said she was glad that she still had something to teach.

	 

	An hour and a half into the lesson, Gwen asked Amber if she needed a break, and on saying that she didn’t, they switched over to chemistry instead. Gwen mentioned hands-on labs later in the year, but that they would cover the more bookish side of things first. 

	 

	In the end, Amber said goodbye to Gwen just as the lessons ended, then stood up to stretch. Her head felt a bit floaty, with so much stuff crammed into it all at once, but it had been… nice. Nicer than sitting in a class with thirty others and waiting for them all to catch up to where she was. 

	 

	So, that’s what Morgan meant by teaching at your pace.

	 

	She looked around and found Jade standing up one row over. The girl’s scarf had fallen a little, so she was pulling it up to cover her face again. Morgan was off at the far end, and Cassy was drooping against her desk on the opposite end of the room.

	 

	“Hey,” Amber said as she moved over to Jade. “How’d you find the lesson?”

	 

	Jade looked up to her, and something seemed to click in the girl’s eyes. “It was great. My tutor let me skip by some things. I think I might be able to skip most of this year if I work hard at it. My English skills are a little bad though.”

	 

	“Your English?” Amber asked.

	 

	Jade nodded. “It’s my second language.”

	 

	“Really?” Amber asked. “You don’t have an accent.”

	 

	The girl blinked. “Why would I? You only have an accent if you don’t practice or don’t listen. That’s what my mom says, at least.”

	 

	“She’s bilingual too?”

	 

	“Polyglot,” Jade said. “Five languages.” 

	 

	Damn. “And you’re just at the two?” Amber asked.

	 

	Jade’s eyes were rather expressive in the way they pouted. “Just two, yes. Mom says I should learn more before I get too old.”

	 

	“Two’s plenty impressive,” Amber said. “I only speak English.”

	 

	“American English,” Jade confirmed with a nod. “That’s half a language already.”

	 

	Amber blinked, then snorted. She hadn’t expected the joke, let alone a joke delivered with an entirely straight face. There wasn’t a hint of humour on what she could see of Jade’s visage too. 

	 

	“Any plans for this evening?” Amber asked.

	 

	Jade shook her head. “Not really.” she shrugged. “Scroll through Facebook?” 

	 

	“I guess,” Amber said. “That sounds a bit… I don’t know, mundane? We’re magical girls, right? We should be doing magical girl things.”

	 

	Jade tilted her head a little, then hummed. “I guess. I kind of thought this would be more like, ah, nevermind.”

	 

	“We should find something to do together,” Amber said. “Uh, I mean, the four of us.”

	 

	Jade nodded. “That would be fun.”

	 

	“Yeah!” Cassy agreed as she bounded over. “We can start by shopping.”

	 

	“Shopping?” Amber asked. “Oh, right, your clothes. I think you can get new things just from the admin’s office.”

	 

	Morgan arrived next and crossed her arms. “Or at the gymnasium. Which is a place we should probably consider visiting anyway.”

	 

	“God no,” Cassy said. “And I meant shopping-shopping. There’s stores here, right? I flew over them. I need clothes, proper clothes.”

	 

	“Didn’t you bring any?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Yeah, but not enough. I’ve got a serious need for some proper clothes. These uniforms are, well, they’re alright, you know?” 

	Amber looked down at her uniform. It was nice. Kinda preppy, but not in a bad way. “I… suppose? A bit of shopping then? We can do dinner after, then maybe stop by the gym for an hour or so. Might as well get some training wherever we can.”

	 

	Morgan nodded seriously, and Cassy seemed part excited and part reluctant. 

	 

	They headed out, exiting the class behind the majority of the other first years. Cassy hopped onto her broom and floated ahead of them, legs kicking out in a quick, excited rhythm. The rest of team Svalinn was a little more restrained. 

	 

	“So,” Amber asked as she walked between Morgan and Jade. “We’ll be getting combat training stuff later, right?”

	 

	“And magical training too,” Morgan said. “Depending on your abilities, one might be more interesting than the other.”

	 

	“Right,” Amber said. “So, is combat training a group thing, or mostly one-on-one?”

	 

	“One-on-one for the first half of the year, then as a group later. Usually you’re pitted against others in the same year, or groups one year above.”

	 

	“That sounds harsh,” Jade said.

	 

	Morgan wiggled her hand before her in a so-so gesture. “It’s worth it. Some lessons are more tactical: how to handle certain monsters and such. You need to approach them the right way in order to make defeating them easier. There’s also field training later.”

	 

	“That sounds awful,” Cassy said as she floated closer. “No toilets out in the field.”

	 

	“Plenty of bushes,” Morgan said.

	 

	The way Cassy’s nose wrinkled almost set Amber to laughing. 

	 

	“We should work on teamwork stuff then,” Amber said. “Get an edge on the other teams, right?”

	 

	Morgan hesitated a little, then nodded. “That’s not a terrible idea. I’m not too sure how to train that kind of thing though.”

	 

	She does strike me as a bit more of a soloist. For that matter, so does Cassy. And I don’t know about Jade. This might be complicated.

	 

	The shopping area was busier than Amber would have expected. Girls, some she imagined were in their second or third years, were gathered around and chatting or pointing at things in windows. There were some magical boys too, but far fewer. 

	 

	Is it sexist to assume it’s because shopping is a girl thing? Amber wondered.

	 

	“Okay,” Cassy said as she leapt off her broom and placed her hands on her hips. Her broom floated up behind her and hovered in place. “We need to be methodical here. I say we start from the left, then work our way around. No skipping shops.”

	 

	Amber looked at the shops, maybe a dozen in all. It reminded her a little of her very few trips to the city to pick something up. The stores were all individual buildings, brick and mortar, with ads and logos that were very much on the minimalist and unobtrusive side. It felt like a high-end shopping area, which she supposed was the case. 

	 

	The busiest place by far was a Starbucks set in the middle of the street with a little terrace out front. Some of the shops were entirely empty. Only a couple of hundred students. Can’t expect even a quarter of them to be here. That’s… not a lot of customers. 

	 

	“The numbers don’t add up,” Amber said.

	 

	“You’re right,” Jade agreed. “Even with just two employees per shop, there would be a quarter as many employees as there are students.”

	 

	Morgan stepped past them, towards the very first shop on the left. “You’ll see,” she said.

	 

	With that enigmatic statement spurring them on, the girls followed Morgan over to the shop. It was a leather boutique, the name sounding Italian, and the purses and coats hanging off the mannequins within looking expensive. 

	 

	Morgan opened the door for them and let them into a store that was, surprisingly, nearly empty of stock.

	 

	It was nice, with pedestals for the things being sold, and plenty of place to walk around, but there weren’t any racks like Amber expected. 

	 

	“If you see something you like,” Morgan explained as she pulled out her phone and flicked it on, “you turn on your purchase app and scan it.” She did just that to a big purse to one side, and an image of it appeared on her phone, price hovering above and details below. “Buy it, and it’s sent to our dorm within the week.”

	 

	“This whole place is like an online shop?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“There’s a catalogue for every shop,” Morgan confirmed. “The actual shops are mostly to let you touch and feel things before buying them. No employees. Well, there are some, but they’re not here all the time.”

	 

	“This is strange,” Jade said as she carefully poked at a coat on a mannequin. 

	 

	“You have no idea how much money the academy makes from renting these places out,” Morgan said.

	 

	“But why?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan shrugged. “Fashion, or something? They get to claim that they have an exclusive storefront on Agartha, with pictures and all.” She turned to Cassy who looked like she’d just found heaven or was experiencing a religious moment. “So, you need any of this junk, or can we move on?”

	 

	Amber resisted the urge to palm her face.

	 


Chapter Twenty-One:

Timey-Wimey

	 

	Amber had hoped that she’d learn a little about her teammates while shopping with them. 

	 

	That didn’t exactly happen.

	 

	Sure, she discovered that Cassy really enjoyed buying clothes, and that Jade, once she opened up a little, had a keen eye for cute things, but that was it. It was still enjoyable though. Amber was a little too frugal to buy much, but she did get some jeans and a nice blouse, as well as some PJs from a catalogue. 

	 

	Cassy tried to push her to get more; the flyer was certainly burning through her allowance, but Amber was reluctant to spend money at the best of times.

	 

	The only one that clearly didn’t want to be there was Morgan. The taller girl eventually begged off to head to the gym.

	 

	They all met again for supper. The conversation mostly stayed on the topic of favourite foods and brands, and whether their Agarthan Studies professor was cute or not. 

	 

	The evening wasn’t productive, but it was pleasant enough.

	 

	The next morning rolled around, and Amber found herself actually eager for her first lessons of the day. It’s actually kinda fun? Didn’t think I’d ever be saying that about school.

	 

	Waking Cassy up took some effort, the girl grumbling and complaining the entire time: so much so that they were almost late for breakfast. Cassy spent that time slumped on the table, and barely ate a bite off her tray. 

	 

	Amber imagined that she was going to be a nightmare for whichever instructor she received. 

	 

	Math lessons turned to physics, and they touched on some English and world history before morning classes ended. 

	 

	Amber rejoined her team, and they headed out for lunch. “So, our next class is Combat, right?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan was the first to nod. “It is. It’s also likely one of the most important classes we have.”

	 

	“I hate gym,” Cassy said. She seemed to be trying to prove that by riding slumped over her broom instead of walking next to them. Even the broom was moving slowly. 

	 

	“It’s not gym class,” Morgan said as they crossed the bridge between the north and south ends of the academy. “It’s a combat class. You learn how to fight, and how to kill. It’s physical, sure, but this is a lot more involved. It’s a lot more serious than just being told to run around and do a few push-ups.”

	 

	“Do we get hurt?” Jade asked.

	 

	Morgan started to shake her head, then stopped. “You can? If you’re not careful, and if you don’t pay attention. I’d be more worried about hurting others.”

	 

	“What’s that mean?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“It means that we’ll likely be training as a team first, before we ever train with any other teams or against any monsters,” Morgan said. “We have a good month of training with just the four of us, an instructor, and a Seelie.”

	 

	“The school has a lot of combat trainers?” Amber asked.

	 

	“It’s usually an alumni,” Morgan said. “Or one of the upper-year students that took a small course. And the Seelie is… it’s a Seelie.”

	 

	“Do they even know how to fight?” Cassy asked. “They’re a bit squishy looking.”

	 

	“They know enough,” Morgan said.

	 

	Amber walked on while trying to imagine what the class would be like. She knew she didn’t have long to wait before finding out, but it still occupied her mind as they arrived at the cafeteria and started loading up on food. 

	 

	Cassy still didn’t take much. That is, she took as much as a normal person would eat, but Amber and Morgan and even Jade had plates filled to the brim and were pigging out while Cassy picked at her meal. 

	 

	“Are you okay?” Amber muttered when Jade and Morgan got up for seconds. 

	 

	“Huh?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“You’re not eating much,” Amber said. “Do you feel alright?”

	 

	“Oh, yeah, I’m fine,” Cassy said, dismissing Amber’s concern with a wave. 

	 

	“If you need anything, I can run over to the dorms and get you stuff. I… should really start carrying a purse around.”

	 

	“It’s fine,” Cassy said.

	 

	Amber didn’t press it, she just stood and got her own plate refilled. I’ll have to keep an eye on her, just in case. I’m downing a day’s worth of food every meal, and I’m still peckish after. She must be starving.

	 

	She decided to ask Morgan about it later, and maybe drag Cassy to the infirmary if she thought the girl actually had something going on, but her increasing anxiety over combat class—not to mention another plateful of food—pushed that aside. 

	 

	Once they’d finished eating, the team started making their way back, though they still had time to spare.

	 

	“I wish lunch wasn’t as long,” Morgan said. “It doesn’t take an hour to eat, and that leaves you with some time on your hands, but not enough to do anything. Working out for five minutes isn’t worth the hassle of getting changed and showering, and it’s rare that we ever get any sort of homework.”

	 

	Jade looked up to Morgan, then back to Amber. “We could investigate?” 

	 

	“Investigate?” Amber repeated. 

	 

	The shorter girl nodded. “That explosion thing. Some of the girls at orientation were talking about it before it started. They heard that they made background checks on all of the new students because of it, and when I went to the administration building, there was a whole crew doing renovations.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. “Morgan and I were there for that. The explosion, I mean.” Amber was suddenly aware of Cassy and Jade looking her way. “It was… rather scary?”

	 

	“No one was hurt beyond the ability of magic to heal,” Morgan said. “Though I think some of the staff were traumatised?”

	 

	“I can imagine,” Amber said. “Seeing your workplace blow up, that’s got to be a bit scary, even when you return later.”

	 

	“Hey, don’t skip ahead,” Cassy said. “Give us the deets.”

	 

	Amber shook her head. “There’s not too much to say? I saw a pink-haired girl walk into the bathroom, then run upstairs, then everything exploded. Uh, then, before any of that happened, I told Morgan that there was going to be an explosion, and she helped evacuate everything before the explosion happened.”

	 

	“Uh, what?” Cassy asked.

	 

	Morgan was eyeing her from the corner of her eye too. 

	 

	“My power, it’s got time travel-y things,” Amber said.

	 

	“Like a seer?” Jade asked.

	 

	Amber shook her head. “More like, um, I have a personal Delorean. We have magic lessons tomorrow, right?”

	 

	“We do,” Morgan confirmed. “You still need help with your powers?”

	 

	“I’m kind of reluctant to use them too much. They’re very, uh, I don’t know.”

	 

	“Timey-Wimey?” Jade asked.

	 

	Amber pointed to her. “That.”

	 

	“You know that time travel is almost as bull as my own power, right?” Cassy asked. “Bet I could still take you though.”

	 

	Amber didn’t have time to really poke at that, since they’d arrived at the building where their next class would be taking place. It looked like one of the lecture halls, but on entering—and following a sign with their team’s name on it and an arrow—they were led into a large, open room. 

	 

	She felt a shiver running down her spine as she moved in, but nothing in the room should have inspired that. It wasn’t even cooler than the hallway they’d been in.

	 

	It reminded her a little of a basketball court, the floors all polished wood, the walls covered in blue pads, and industrial lights hanging down from above. 

	 

	In the middle of the room, on the only chair around, was a brunette in an academy uniform, her back bent and her eyes closed as she faced the ceiling. A Seelie with a…

	 

	Is that an army helmet? A teeny tiny army helmet?

	 

	The Seelie sat on the girl’s lap, unblinking eyes looking at team Svalinn while the girl rubbed along its back. “Hello, Team Svalinn,” the creature said. “We, that is, Wendy here and ourselves, have been eagerly awaiting your arrival!” 

	 

	“Heya, kitty cat,” Cassy said. She placed her broom horizontally in the air and sat on it. 

	 

	Jade, surprisingly, hopped back and sat next to Cassy. The broom wavered a bit, but held. Jade shrugged when Cassy looked down at her. “I was curious.”

	 

	Morgan nodded to the Seelie, set her feet, and crossed her arms. “Hello Seelie, hello Wendy.”

	 

	The girl’s eyes opened, and she leaned forward until she was sitting up. “Yo,” she said.

	 

	The image of professionalism, this one. “Hello,” Amber said.

	 

	“So, you’re team, uh…” the girl paused, then looked down to the Seelie who turned its head up to meet her gaze.

	 

	“Svalinn,” the Seelie said.

	 

	“Yeah, that,” Wendy said. “I’m Wendy. I’m going to teach y’all how to fight things, I guess.”

	 

	“You guess?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“Yeah,” Wendy agreed. “So.” She clapped her hands, grabbed the Seelie and placed it on the ground, then bounced to her feet. “How should we start this?”

	 

	Amber shifted. “Shouldn’t you, uh, know?”

	 

	“Oh, right, I’m the teacher… shit.” Wendy scratched at the side of her nose. “I’m shit at teaching. My team leader said I had to do it ‘cause I needed to learn though. Make me a responsible woman, or something. Anyway. Fighting’s easy. Just hit things ‘till they die. If you’re having trouble, get better so you can hit things more and faster. And harder, I guess. That’s important too.”

	 

	“This is just sad, Wendy,” Morgan said. “Didn’t Samantha give you any prep, at all?” 

	 

	“She said I had to learn to do it myself!” 

	 

	“Did you?” Morgan asked. Somehow, she managed to stand even taller and towered above their teacher. 

	 

	Wendy looked away. “Fine, I’ll try harder next time. Uh, this is your first hands-on-y class, right? Yeah, bet you don’t even know how to transform and stuff. We can work on that, right?” She looked to Morgan as if to confirm that it was a good idea.

	 

	Morgan nodded. “Yes, that would be a good place to start. After that, you should assess everyone’s combat potential.”

	 

	“Oh yeah!” Wendy said. “So, y’all get to transforming, then I’ll beat you up.”

	 

	“No,” Morgan said. “That’s… do you want me to lead the class?”

	 

	“I mean, no? I’m supposed to do it.” Wendy said.

	 

	“You’re doing a terrible job,” Morgan said

	 

	Wendy huffed. “No I’m not! We’ve barely started. Right girls? I’m not doing so bad?”

	 

	Amber looked away, and she noticed Jade tugging her scarf up a little. Cassy gave her a big thumbs-up. This isn’t as clear-cut as I would have liked. 

	 

	Morgan shook her head and gestured with one hand towards the Seelie. “Do you approve of this?” 

	 

	The Seelie tilted its head to the side as if considering, then nodded. “We do. The growth of a magical girl is important, and that includes learning how to interact with others. Seeing Wendy learn is wonderful. At the same time, this has yet to impact the growth of team Svalinn. If we sense otherwise, we will act to rectify things.”

	 

	“Alright! Sammy always said I needed approval before I could do fun stuff, and that sounds like approval to me!” Wendy cheered. “Okay, Morgan, you can transform already.” She pointed to Amber. “Get dancing.”

	 

	Amber wanted to protest, but she figured it wouldn’t be a bad idea to set the example. She closed her eyes, tossed her bags to the side, and stepped away from the others. Closing her eyes didn’t stop her from hearing Cassy’s giggling as she swayed her hips and swung her arms around like a clock. 

	 

	Her costume settled on her between two ticks of the clock, and Amber shifted back to stand normally.

	 

	“I’ve seen weirder,” Wendy said. 

	 

	“Thanks,” Amber deadpanned. “So, is there actually going to be any training today?” 

	 

	“Yeah yeah,” Wendy said. “Don’t get your panties knotted up. I swear. How about you get next, uh… Jade?” 

	 

	“That’s me,” Jade said. She jumped off of Cassy’s broom and stood a little to the side.

	 

	Amber noticed the bit of pink in the girl’s cheeks. That didn’t stop her from watching.

	 

	Let’s see what Cassy and Jade can do. 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Two:

Putting on a Show

	 

	Amber was kind of glad that she transformed first; it gave her the opportunity to sit back and watch the others without having to worry. 

	 

	Jade stepped up and took a deep breath. “I’ve only done this once or twice,” she said. “The Seelie warned me against transforming on Earth in case I was pulled here. Please forgive me if my transformation isn’t entirely accurate.”

	 

	“Nah,” Wendy said. “You’re a newbie, newbies gonna new…b.” She frowned. “Basically, take your time.”

	 

	Jade nodded and tugged at the end of her scarf. 

	 

	Amber expected it to tighten, but instead, like some sort of writhing snake, the scarf began to undulate and spin around Jade. Even when she let go of the end, it continued to spin and lengthen, like the cord on a spinning top.

	 

	Jade twisted in the middle, the scarf cocooning her until Amber could only just catch glimpses of pale flesh within the shifting banner. Then it settled, and the scarf snapped back around and landed on her shoulders like some sort of shawl.

	 

	Jade shook her shoulders loose and smiled at them. “That’s it,” she said.

	 

	Her costume was a soft pink, a sort of half-skirt that covered her sides and rear and left her front exposed where she was wearing some shorts. Thigh-high socks faded into a pair of clean mary janes, and her shirt, which exposed just a slip of tummy, was decorated with little ribbons at the neck and cuffs. 

	 

	“Nice,” Cassy said. “But mine’s better.”

	 

	Amber shook her head. “At least you don’t have to dance,” she said.

	 

	“I need to, ah, dance a little inside my cocoon,” Jade said. “It’s somewhat mortifying to think that someone might see me, but it’s not that bad, I think.”

	 

	“Yeah, she doesn’t need to clock dance, at least,” Cassy said.

	 

	Amber shot the blue-haired girl a glare, but it wasn’t that powerful. She agreed with her, which made it hard to be angry about it. 

	 

	“How about you show off, then?” Wendy asked. 

	 

	Cassy hopped off her broom, then directed it to stand upright next to her. “No problem,” Cassy said.

	 

	She started by walking a circle around the broom. Amber wondered when she was going to start, when Cassy grabbed the middle of her weapon and let herself fall down. Halfway to the ground, she gracefully raised one leg up, her hand trailing across her now bare thigh—

	 

	Amber snapped her eyes away and tried to get the burning of her cheeks under control. It didn’t help that she could still see Cassy’s dance from the edge of her vision. It involved a lot of gyrating and spinning on that broom of hers, all the while parts of her costume appeared in puffs of thin, barely-obscuring fog. 

	 

	“And that,” Cassy said as she kicked over and landed on the points of her feet. She walked around her broom again, but did it while swaying her hips in a way that had Amber’s cheeks reddening all over again. “Is how you transform.” Her voice was husky and just a little breathless.

	 

	Amber looked to the others. Morgan was in a similar state as her, and Jade was… just staring. Wendy clapped her hands. “That was hot!” 

	 

	“That’s… no,” Amber said.

	 

	“No?” Cassy repeated. She placed her hand on her hip and pouted. “What do you mean, no?”

	 

	The costume was all pale blues with darker highlights, with a skirt that wouldn’t pass muster in any school, a button-up blouse with too few buttons, and a huge, wide-brimmed witch’s hat that had more cloth making it up than the entirety of the rest of Cassy’s outfit. 

	 

	It does look good on her, Amber thought before banishing that line of thinking. “What if children see you transform?” Amber asked.

	 

	“There aren’t any kids around here,” Cassy said.

	 

	“It’s… obscene,” Amber tried.

	 

	“Yeah, that’s the whole point of it,” Cassy replied. “I’m very hot, and I want everyone to know it.”

	 

	Wendy gave her a thumbs up. “You go girl.”

	 

	Cassy grinned back, then hopped onto her broom and rode it side-saddle a few feet in the air. “Thanks, Wendy.”

	 

	Amber wasn’t sure if she should say something, but the Seelie speaking up put a stop to that idea. “Every magical’s gift is uniquely suited to them. This often extends to their dress and how they change. It’s an expression of their inner being, to an extent.”

	 

	“So, Cassy’s inner being is a stripper?” Amber asked.

	 

	Cassy laughed, legs kicking out. “And yours is a grandfather clock.”

	 

	“Alright, enough bickering,” Wendy said as she hopped off her seat. She grabbed the army-hat-wearing Seelie and placed it on her shoulder, where it somehow managed to cling on without issue. “Morgan, you’re last.”

	 

	Morgan nodded. She extended a hand to the side, and a sword, long and narrow, appeared in it. She flicked it up then down while taking a half step forwards. In the space between those two flicks, her costume appeared. 

	 

	Under a second. Jade takes a good ten seconds, and Cassy’s… show, takes fifteen seconds.

	 

	“Not exactly flashy, huh?” Wendy asked.

	 

	“I try not to be,” Morgan replied evenly. “Now that we’ve proven we can transform, are we actually going to train?”

	 

	“Oh? Yeah yeah, uh, maybe start with what your powers allow you to do? That’s a good place to start, right?”

	 

	Morgan nodded slowly. “It’s good to let your allies know, yes. Shall I begin?”

	 

	“Yeah yeah, sure,” Wendy said. “Then we can all take turns beating each other up.”

	 

	“We’ll see about that,” Morgan said. “As for myself, I have no powers. That’s all. Next?”

	 

	“Uh,” Wendy said. She looked to the Seelie for guidance.

	 

	“Morgan’s power isn’t one so obvious to see as that,” the Seelie said. 

	 

	“That’s super helpful,” Wendy said. “So, stripper girl, you’re next.”

	 

	Cassy grinned. “Can I demonstrate?” she asked.

	 

	“Yeah!” Wendy said before anyone had time to protest.

	 

	Cassy’s broom rose, and she spun around so that she was sitting as if upside-down in the air. And then the ceiling became the floor and Amber yelped as she tumbled into the air, falling upwards towards the lamps that had been above.

	 

	Halfway there, the floor became the floor once more and Amber crashed into the ground with a wallop.

	 

	“Oops,” Cassy said.

	 

	Amber groaned and looked up. Morgan had her sword planted in the ground, and Jade had landed on her scarf, which had uncoiled to form a cushion. She wasn’t sure what Wendy had done, but the girl seemed entirely unhurt. 

	 

	“What was that?” Amber asked.

	 

	“I switched gravity around,” Cassy said.

	 

	Amber stared at the ceiling some more. “Could have warned us,” she said.

	 

	Cassy laughed and floated over with her broom. When she was above Amber, she reached her hand down for Amber to grab. “Sorry?”

	 

	Amber took the offered hand and pulled herself to her feet. “I’m fine,” she said. “Just wasn’t expecting it.”

	 

	“I’ll warn you next time,” Cassy promised.

	 

	“Can you pick the direction the gravity pulls towards?” Morgan asked. “And do you need to take into account normal gravity?”

	 

	“Uh, yeah,” Cassy said. “But it’s easier to think about it as turning one direction to down. Like, make ‘left’ be ‘down’. Can’t switch it up too quickly either. And… I think it cancels normal gravity?”

	 

	“What’s the range?” Morgan added.

	 

	Cassy shrugged. “Dunno.”

	 

	“We’ll have to test that, as well as your deployment speed, and some sort of code so that you can tell us when you’re going to use your power, especially if we’re in the area of effect.”

	 

	“You’re making it sound less fun by the minute.”

	 

	“I just don’t want any of us to get hurt,” Morgan said. “It’s a strong power, don’t get me wrong, it’s just a little indiscriminate in its application.”

	 

	“Yeah,” Wendy agreed. “Bet you could mess up some other team’s formations with that, or send them flying into walls and stuff. It’s a neat power.”

	 

	That bolstered Cassy’s mood a bit. “Yeah, it is pretty awesome. Also, I can fly, obviously. I need the broom through, otherwise it’s really messy.”

	 

	“Can you fly without?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“Eh,” Cassy wiggled her hand from side to side in a so-so gesture. “I can fling myself around. But it’s too hard to adjust things quickly, so I avoid doing it.”

	 

	“Might be worth practicing, just in case,” Morgan said.

	 

	Cassy flopped to the side and draped herself across her broom. “Practice is for losers,” she muttered. “Someone else do something, I’m O-O-M.”

	 

	“Oom?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Out of magic,” Morgan replied. “It’s a shorthand. And I doubt one use of your power took up that much magic. If that’s the case, we’ll need to add efficiency training to the list of things to do.”

	 

	Cassy groaned harder.

	 

	“Should I do next?” Jade asked.

	 

	“Go ahead!” Wendy said.

	 

	Jade nodded, then flung her arm to the side. Her scarf speared out that way, not so much unwinding from her neck as simply growing longer and thicker until it was as big around as Jade herself and sifting through the air like some sort of giant purple snake.

	 

	“I can make my scarf move and stretch out like this,” Jade said. “And I can form barriers with it, as well as use it as a sort of whip.” The end of the scarf coiled, then snapped at the air with a crack. 

	 

	“That’s neat,” Wendy said.

	 

	“Ah, I can do more,” Jade said. “Is there anything you could throw at me? Something not too important?”

	 

	Wendy looked around, then grabbed her chair. “This good?” she asked.

	 

	Jade nodded.

	 

	The chair, just one of those metal folding chairs that Amber had seen a million of, flew across the air on a straight path for Jade’s head.

	 

	The scarf flashed out, splitting at the end to become a mass of cloth-covered tendrils that crashed into the chair and wrapped around it. Before the chair had moved another metre, it was fully wrapped, then the scarf constricted and reformed as a single thick layer of yarn which became smaller and looped around Jade’s neck.

	 

	“Where’d the chair go?” Wendy asked. “I hope they don’t make me fill out a form for that.”

	 

	Jade shook her head. “No, it’s fine. Anything I wrap in my scarf can be sent to another dimension.”

	 

	“You have a pocket dimension in your scarf?” Cassy asked. “Can you put anything in it?”

	 

	“I think so?” Jade asked. “I haven’t put anything living in it.” She gestured, and a coil of scarf unwound itself and spun into a cocoon. When it unfurled, the chair clattered to the ground, seemingly undamaged.

	 

	“We’ll need to see if you can capture living things,” Morgan said. “And the dimensions of the things you can grab.”

	 

	“I agree,” Jade said. “The biggest thing I’ve tested it on was a car. It doesn’t seem to depend on time, but it does take longer to wrap something bigger up. The scarf can move somewhat independently too.”

	 

	“Can you use it to help you move?” Morgan asked.

	 

	Jade nodded. “A little. Like a grapple, I suppose. It can help soften landings too. It’s very gentle when I want it to be.” She reached up and grabbed onto the part of the scarf covering her mouth and lower face, then squished it tight with both hands. 

	 

	Morgan looked like she was doing some mental math as she regarded the scarf. “How long can you stretch it out? Do you lose control after a certain range?”

	 

	“I haven’t thought of testing that,” Jade said. “It doesn’t feel like control would be an issue though.”

	 

	“Interesting. And how much magic does it use?”

	 

	“Not too much, but some. It’s fairly constant. I think the more scarf I use, the more magic it takes. Capturing something uses a lot more magic, but just to send and retrieve things is pretty cheap.”

	 

	“Any other weapons?” Morgan asked.

	 

	Jade shook her head.

	 

	“We might have to get you some standard weaponry then. The scarf seems good at short and medium ranges, and it’s definitely going to be handy as a defensive tool, but some engagements are long-ranged,” Morgan said. 

	 

	“You want to give her a gun?” Amber asked.

	 

	“She has a pocket dimension,” Morgan said. “If it doesn’t cost anything to keep things stored, she could carry an armoury with her.”

	 

	Jade blinked. “I wouldn’t mind that.”

	 

	“She could carry our stuff from class to class,” Cassy added.

	 

	“I might mind that,” Jade said.

	 

	Amber stood a little taller, it was her turn, judging by the attention turning her way. “I don’t know the limitations of my power yet,” she said. “But I know that it tends to use a lot of magic. Basically, I can send things, people, and myself, back in time.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three:

Cooler Than You

	 

	“Yeah, no way,” Cassy said. She crossed her arms and shook her head. “You can’t have a power that’s cooler than mine. That’s cheating.”

	 

	Amber blinked. What’s that even supposed to mean? “It’s really my power,” Amber said. “I can send myself back in time. So far it’s not much more than a minute or two though.”

	 

	Morgan made a noise that, with a lesser girl, would have been a gasp. “The explosion. You were certain it was going to happen before it did.”

	 

	Amber pointed to her. “That’s right. We were caught in it the first time. I didn’t mean to use my power, but it just activated on its own.”

	 

	Jade raised a hand. “I don’t mean to doubt you, Amber, but could you provide any sort of proof? It would put our doubts to rest.”

	 

	“She could predict something,” Morgan said. “A dice roll, or a random number.”

	 

	“I… don’t know if that would work,” Amber replied. “Too many really small variables. What about… a password. Can you all pick one?”

	 

	“Maybe you can read minds or something,” Cassy said. 

	 

	“Then I’d just tell you that I could read minds,” Amber said. She had to resist the urge to roll her eyes.

	 

	Morgan moved to the side of the room where she’d tossed her purse on entering and pulled out pen and paper. “You can bring things back with you, right?” she asked.

	 

	Amber nodded. “I can, I think.”

	 

	“Then we’ll just write the answers to a question Wendy asks us on these, and give them to you. The handwriting should be hard to fake, and the answers will be different for each of us,” Morgan said.

	 

	Wendy gave Morgan a thumbs-up. “You’re real smart. That should work, right?”

	 

	Amber nodded. “As long as you don’t change questions, sure.”

	 

	“Why would I do that?” 

	 

	“Because from my point of view, you’ll be… you know what, nevermind.” The more I say or do, the more I’ll have to do again with the next loop, and all exactly the same way. This is getting complicated already.

	 

	“Okay!” Wendy said when Morgan had passed around pen and paper. “What’s the best kind of dog?”

	 

	Team Svalinn wrote down their replies, then Morgan took them and looked up to Amber. “I realise now that if you did go in the past, you’d already have these.”

	 

	“But I haven’t yet,” Amber said.

	 

	“But you… will have had?” Morgan said. “Once you go back and return to this time?”

	 

	Amber rubbed at her forehead. “I guess?”

	 

	“Maybe time isn’t linear?” Jade asked. 

	 

	Is this what Morty meant about annoying physicists? “Who knows. Want to give me those papers?”

	 

	Morgan handed them over, and Amber, lacking a place to put them, tucked them into one of the knife sheaths under her jacket. 

	 

	“Alright,” Morgan said. “So… do your thing, I suppose.”

	 

	Amber shifted, then focused. I’ve done it before. Never on purpose, but that shouldn’t matter. I just need to grab… this thing. She wrapped a metaphorical hand around the strange new magical organ she felt. And then I… will myself to—

	 

	Something clicked into place, and Amber felt her sense of time become disjointed, like looking at two unsynchronized clocks at the same time. One, she knew, was the present, the other was… also currently the present, but pushing a bit of magic into it made that timer spin backwards. Every additional second cost a bit more magic than the last. 

	 

	I think last time I just flooded that without thinking. So, how far back do I need to go?

	 

	She didn’t pay as much attention to the time as she did to how much magic she was using. It was a lot. She couldn’t define how much, exactly, but when reality snapped back into place, she felt as if she’d just used up a hefty amount of what she’d gathered naturally.

	 

	She glanced around. Cassy was swinging her legs on her broom and grinning at Amber. “And yours is a grandfather clock,” she said. 

	 

	Huh? Wait, no, I remember her saying that. Morgan was the only one that seemed to notice Amber’s confusion. Just need to act natural.

	 

	“Alright, enough bickering,” Wendy said as she hopped off her seat. She grabbed the army-hat wearing Seelie and placed it on her shoulder, where it clung to her without issue. “Morgan, you’re last.”

	 

	Amber watched Morgan swipe her sword around and return to wearing her costume. The sense of deja-vu was intense, but manageable. 

	 

	Cassy demonstrated her powers, and this time, Amber landed on her feet, arms windmilling for balance. Then Jade waved her scarf around, and Morgan explained what she could about her own power.

	 

	Soon enough, it was Amber’s turn to explain herself. I’m off by about two seconds. Because I caught myself?

	 

	Amber stood a little taller, it was her turn again, for the first time. “I don’t know the limitations of my power yet,” she said. “But I know that it tends to use a lot of magic. Basically, I can send things, people, and myself, back in time.”

	 

	She looked towards Cassy in time to see her cross her arms. “Yeah, no way. You can’t have a power that’s cooler than mine. That’s cheating.”

	 

	“It really is my power,” Amber said. Am I on-script? “I can send myself back in time. So far it’s not much more than a minute or two.”

	 

	Morgan nodded slowly. “The explosion. You were certain it was going to happen before it did.”

	 

	Amber pointed to her. “That’s right. We were caught in it the first time. I didn’t mean to use my power, but it just activated on its own.”

	 

	She looked to Jade just as the girl started to raise her hand. “I don’t mean to doubt you, Amber, but could you provide any sort of proof? It would put our doubts to rest.”

	 

	“She could predict something,” Morgan said. “A dice roll, or a random number.”

	 

	“I don’t know if that would work,” Amber replied. I still don’t. “Too many really small variables. What about a password?”

	 

	“Maybe you can read minds or something,” Cassy said. 

	 

	“Then I’d just tell you that I could read minds,” Amber said.

	Morgan moved to the side of the room where she’d tossed her purse on entering and pulled out pen and paper. “You can bring things back with you, right?” she asked.

	 

	Amber nodded. “I can.”

	 

	“Then we’ll just write the answers to a question Wendy asks us on these, and give them to you. The handwriting should be hard to fake, and the answers will be different for each of us,” Morgan said.

	 

	Wendy gave Morgan a thumbs-up. “You’re real smart. That should work, right?”

	 

	Amber nodded. “As long as you don’t change questions, sure.”

	 

	“Why would I do that?” 

	 

	“Because from my point of view, you’ll be… you know what, nevermind.” Right, that’s what I said. I’m on-track, I think.

	 

	“Okay!” Wendy said when Morgan had passed around pen and paper. “What’s the best kind of dog?”

	 

	Amber watched her teammates write down their replies, then Morgan took them and looked up to Amber. “I realise now that if you did go in the past, you’d already have these.”

	 

	Amber smiled. “Yeah, it’s really strange.”

	 

	Cassy waved her paper around. “‘Kay, I have mine, now what?”

	 

	Amber reached into her jacket and pulled out three sheets of paper. She unfolded them and set them onto the ground, answer-up. Morgan had picked ‘German Shepherd’ in a neat, very tidy handwriting. Cassy’s answer, in a very messy hand, was a little strange. ‘All dogs are good dogs!’ Jade had a nice bubbly cursive that spelled out ‘Shiba Inu’. 

	 

	“No way,” Cassy said. She placed her page next to the other page that she’d written on. The handwriting and everything was exactly the same, down to the tears on the page. 

	 

	“Impressive,” Jade said. Hers was also identical.

	 

	Morgan placed her page next to the original. ‘Cats are better,’ was written in her neat script on it.

	 

	Amber stared at the different messages. “What?” she asked.

	 

	Morgan’s lips twitched up. It was a very smug twitch. “You flinched.”

	 

	“Wait,” Cassy said. “She didn’t time travel?”

	 

	“Oh, she did,” Morgan said. “But her magic depleted all at once, just before you used yours, Cassy. And she landed in a way that was… a bit too good. No offence.”

	 

	Amber shook her head. “You knew about my power then?”

	 

	“No, but you told me about it a minute or two later, so it wasn’t hard to recall you acting strange some time ago, then asking myself what I wouldn’t write on that sheet.”

	 

	“I’m really confused,” Cassy said.

	 

	Morgan patted her on the shoulder. “It’s alright,” she said. 

	 

	“Right,” Amber said as she stood up. She froze when the papers on the ground wavered. Those that she had taken with her. The papers faded a little, then blinked away. “Uh.”

	 

	“Two copies of the exact same thing can’t exist twice?” Jade asked. “Though, one of them was a little different.”

	 

	“I said I wasn’t sure how any of this works,” Amber said. “It feels… yeah, that was at the exact same time as when I jumped back.”

	 

	“But you didn’t jump back again,” Jade said. “So it’s not a fixed loop?”

	 

	Amber shrugged. “I honestly have no idea.”

	 

	Wendy squatted down and poked at the papers on the ground. “Cool. Time powers are always trippy. We had a girl when I was in first year. She was two years ahead. She could stop time for herself. Really nasty to fight.”

	 

	“The Seelie said that I wasn’t the first, right?” Amber asked the nearby cat-thing.

	 

	The Seelie nodded. “You are not the first to have been blessed by time. Nor are you likely to be the last. Though your gifts are just as unique as any other.”

	 

	“Cool,” Cassy said. “So can you go back, clone some money, and then spend it really fast before it poofs away?”

	 

	“Your first thought was how to use her power to steal?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“It’s not stealing if she pays for stuff. It’s not her fault if people don’t, um, make sure their cash is in the present.”

	 

	Amber chuckled. “I don’t think I’d do that. Ah, I can also repair things, or at least, send them back to before they were damaged?”

	 

	“Oh!” Wendy said. She ran over to her chair, the same one Jade had stored in her scarf, and held it up with one hand. She punched the base of it, leaving a heavy dent in the middle of the thin steel seat. “Here, fix this!” 

	 

	Amber took the chair and frowned at it. It had only been a few seconds since it was damaged, so… she opened the tap on her magic and tried to keep a handle on it as it swept into the chair. The chair popped out of her hands and reappeared back where Wendy had picked it up. It was dent-less.

	 

	“Huh,” Cassy said. “That wasn’t very flashy.”

	 

	“My power’s not flashy,” Amber said.

	 

	“But that’s like, half the point of having powers in the first place.”

	 

	Morgan sighed. “It’s fine. In fact, that’s more than fine. You can heal too, right?”

	 

	Amber nodded. “I can. I wouldn’t want to experiment with that just yet. I did it once, but it was an emergency, and, yeah, I’d rather practice with someone who knows how to heal around.”

	 

	“That’s probably for the best,” Morgan said. “So, that was it for power demonstrations?”

	 

	“Yeah, I guess so,” Wendy said. “You guys want me to set up some practice dummies? You can let loose on them with your powers or whatever. Try to get a hang of things. That’s what my team did for a while, at least until we got good.”

	 

	“That actually sounds reasonable,” Morgan agreed. “I’ll help you set things up.”

	 

	Amber picked up the papers, only lingering a little over Morgan’s copy. “Right, I’ll help too.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Four:

Getting Good, but Slowly

	 

	Amber glared at the dummy. It was wobbling a little, tipping back and forth and bleeding off excess energy with every shift. Six knives were planted in its chest, the last still trembling a little.

	 

	“Not too bad,” Morgan said.

	 

	Looking away from the target, Morgan took in her team. Jade had abandoned practicing with her dummy to train with Wendy. Their senior was slowly going through the motions of some sort of martial art thing while Jade watched. 

	 

	Cassy was frowning at three dummies which were currently laying on the floor. She had her broom in both hands, holding it as if it was a baseball bat instead of a cleaning tool.

	 

	“My aim’s a bit off,” Amber said. She pointed to the dummy which was only a few metres ahead. “I was aiming for the head with that last one.”

	 

	Morgan eyed the rather spread out way her knives had hit. Amber was a little disappointed in herself. She expected to be better at using her magic-given weapons. 

	 

	“Have you ever used throwing knives before?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“No,” Amber said.

	 

	Morgan shrugged. “You hit six out of six throws, point-first, with under an hour’s practice. That’s better than you’d expect from anyone normal.”

	 

	“But we’re not normal,” Amber said.

	 

	“That’s true,” Morgan. “Still, it doesn’t mean that you don’t need to practice. Your combat instincts will give you a great initial shortcut, but they’re not everything. You need to refine them, see how to act in different situations and repeat your practice until acting becomes second nature.”

	 

	Amber nodded. It makes sense, I guess. We get a boost, but not everything is given to us on a silver platter. If that was the case, we wouldn’t need the academy. “I’m trying to come up with different things,” Amber said as she reached towards her knives. She could kind of feel them, like knowing where her hands were even with her eyes closed.

	 

	A tug at her power and the knives flew backwards, one after the other, and Amber caught them out of the air. 

	 

	Morgan tilted her head a little. “That wasn’t telekinesis… did you rewind them?”

	 

	Amber nodded. “Yep, back to where they were before. Or, nearly, I can kind of cut it off when I grab them.” She wiggled her hands, three knives pinched in each. “Might be handy.”

	 

	“I can imagine, yes. But won’t that limit your movement if the knives go right back to where you were?”

	 

	“Maybe. I don’t think they’ll return to me, so… yeah, basically. I think I could get them to return to me? Maybe? Until I figure that out, it does mean that I can basically un-throw a knife, maybe hit someone from a strange angle.” Amber tucked her knives away except for one. “Look, at the bottom of the handle? There’s this sharp bit.”

	 

	She opened her hand to show one off. The blade was double-edged and maybe four inches long, almost leaf-shaped, with a handle that was just big enough for her hand to wrap around. The pommel continued the shape of the blade, ending in a stubby curved edge that was still fairly sharp.

	 

	Morgan took the knife and expertly flipped it around. “Oh, I see. That’s clever. You’ll need to keep in mind where your enemies are, and if they’re travelling through a space where your knife was. When they come back, they flip the same way, right?”

	 

	“Yeah,” Amber said. “At least, I think.”

	 

	“And if there’s something in the way, what happens to it if the knife hits it while rewinding?”

	 

	Amber shrugged. “I don’t know. Want to move a second dummy over? We could try it.”

	 

	Morgan got a second dummy from the back of the room. One of the walls was actually a sliding door with some equipment stored behind it. Amber flung her knife to the dummy ahead of her, then waited until Morgan placed a dummy in between her and her target. “Go ahead,” Morgan called as she stepped back.

	 

	Amber focused, then twitched her power.

	 

	The knife that was embedded into the dummy flew backwards towards her, then smacked into the dummy before her. The dummy tipped a little, but held in place.

	 

	“Looks like it just flew as hard as you first threw it, but backwards,” Morgan said. “Not too bad. Might be useful for a sort of trick-shot with someone who doesn’t expect it.”

	 

	Amber nodded. “Cool. I can throw the knife without spinning it too, but it doesn’t feel as good. And I can just, uh.” She squinted a little and tapped into her magic again. Less so than when trying to rewind the knife, but still, a little chunk of her magic left her. 

	 

	Her knife appeared in her hand without much fanfare. 

	 

	“Oh, you can snap it back to your position,” Morgan said. She looked at the dummy’s back and nodded. “Leaves a nice gouge too. Might be good for monsters that can bleed. Any issues with your position when you do that?”

	 

	“Uh, no? Doesn’t feel like it,” Amber said. “It just returns to me.”

	 

	“So similar to resummoning a weapon then,” Morgan said. “That’s a trick you need to learn eventually.”

	 

	To demonstrate, she summoned her rapier and casually flung it to the side. The tip sunk into the farthest dummy’s head almost hard enough to tip it backwards.

	 

	Morgan sliced her arm to the side, and her sword disappeared in a green flash and reappeared in her hand. “Like that.”

	 

	“Neat,” Amber said. “Everyone can do that?”

	 

	Morgan nodded. “Pretty much. Some magicals have strange weapons though. Our teammates foremost among those, I think.” She pointedly looked over to the side where Cassy was whaling on a dummy with her broom. 

	 

	“Right,” Amber said. “We’re going to have to find, um, creative ways to work together, I think.”

	 

	Morgan chuckled. “Let’s hope our first deployment isn’t too soon.”

	 

	“What’s that like?” Amber asked.

	 

	“For a new team? We’ll probably just be sent out to kill some pixies or to clear out some rodents in town.”

	 

	“Rodents, like mice?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Nah, Agartha has these huge, really aggressive rats. Class One threats, if barely. They can be taken out with a shovel, but they’re still dangerous for normal people when they swarm.”

	 

	“Wow. I can’t wait to go rat-hunting,” Amber deadpanned.

	 

	Morgan’s lips twitched just a little. She turned away from Amber and looked towards the others. “What time is it?”

	 

	“Two fifty-seven,” Amber said.

	 

	The blonde clapped her hands. “Alright everyone, I think that’s it for today.”

	 

	“Alright!” Cassy cheered. 

	 

	“For our next class, I think we should do some actual combat training,” Morgan said. “It’ll be good to put everyone through their paces, see what we can do, even if it’s just against each other.”

	 

	Wendy snapped a salute. “I’ll get us some space on a training field,” she said. “Can you remind me to do that?” she asked to the side.

	 

	Amber had almost forgotten the Seelie watching over them. The cat-like creature nodded. “We can do that,” it said, both tails twitching behind it.

	 

	Amber closed her eyes and focused a bit, her costume disappearing with a blink and leaving her in her school uniform. When she reopened her eyes, Morgan had done the same, and her teammates soon followed her example. “So, lunch?” she asked.

	 

	Team Svalinn said goodbye to Wendy, who seemed quite pleased with herself, and they filed out of the building and onto the streets of Norumbega Academy. “So, we just eat, then do nothing again?” Cassy asked as she sat on her broom again. “That’s kinda boring.”

	 

	“We could go shopping again,” Jade tried.

	 

	“We did that already; you can only do so much before it gets boring,” Cassy said. Her broom sped up a little and she hovered over to Morgan’s side. “Hey, are you still doing detective stuff?”

	 

	“Detective stuff?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“Yeah, with the explosion thing? Bet we’d be real popular if we found the pink-haired bitch,” Cassy said.

	 

	“Wouldn’t that be too much work for you?” Morgan asked.

	 

	Cassy glared over to Morgan. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.

	 

	“Girls,” Amber said. “Please, we don’t need drama.”

	 

	“She’s the one that started it,” Cassy said, a finger pointing right at Morgan. She bounced off her broom and started walking next to them. “But I can be the better girl here. What do you guys want to do? Because spending the night on shitty Netflix isn’t what I had in mind when I became a magical girl.”

	 

	Morgan hesitated, then sighed. “Sorry, I suppose. And there are a few things to do. Depends on what you want to focus on. There’s training…”

	 

	“Nah,” Cassy said.

	 

	Morgan rolled her eyes and Amber had to hold back a laugh.

	 

	“We might do some training a few days a week,” Jade said. “I don’t mind studying. And Wendy said that I should practice some martial arts, since I don’t have a weapon-weapon.”

	 

	“That’s a good idea,” Morgan said. “Maybe three days a week we can spend a few hours at the gym and track, get into better shape.”

	 

	“That sounds awful,” Cassy said.

	 

	“I don’t mind it,” Amber said.

	 

	Cassy slumped. “This is worse than being bored. There has to be something to do here, c’mon!” 

	 

	“We could join a club together,” Morgan said. “Last year…” She shook her head. “It’s best when a whole team joins a club as a group. It sounds stupid, but more time spent working together helps, a lot.”

	 

	“That sounds nice,” Jade said. “What kind of clubs are there? Are they student-organized?”

	 

	“There are martial arts clubs, some for weapons training. The kendo club and the HEMA clubs are usually pretty busy.”

	 

	“HEMA?” Amber asked. “Like… European swords?”

	 

	“That’s the one, yeah,” Morgan said. “I participated a bit last year. Good training.”

	 

	“No!” Cassy said. “Not more training. We need to do something fun. Fun!”

	 

	Morgan pulled her phone out and started tapping away at the screen. She holds her phone like an old lady, tapping with her index instead of using her thumbs.

	 

	“There’s… dancing, drama, arts and crafts, there’s a charity club too,” Morgan said. “There aren’t that many of them active yet.”

	 

	“There aren’t that many students,” Amber said. “There’s what, less than two-hundred? If there are ten people per club, that’s just twenty clubs, and I bet there are plenty of girls that aren’t in any of them.”

	 

	“Some girls are in two or three,” Morgan said. “It’s pretty easy to start one. You’ll see new ones pop up during the year, and some close as soon as the girls who really ran it leave.” Morgan wiggled her phone. “The charity club is an older one. They’re pretty popular.”

	 

	“That sounds hyper-boring,” Cassy whined. “Is there a flight club?” 

	 

	Morgan shook her head while scrolling down, then her eyebrows shot up. “There is.”

	 

	“Wait, really?” Cassy asked. “Hell yeah, let’s join that.”

	 

	“One second,” Morgan said as she tapped something. “It’s… one of the clubs that’s partially run by the army.”

	 

	“Interest dropping,” Cassy said.

	 

	“It teaches you how to pilot helicopters and small rotary-engines, prop planes, and drones,” Morgan said.

	 

	“Interest rising exponentially!” Cassy cheered. “That sounds rad!”

	 

	“I don’t think they’d actually let you fly anything like that solo,” Morgan said. “It looks like it’s mostly sims, but you get to ride with some pilots during training flights and such.”

	 

	“Still kinda cool,” Cassy said. “I always dreamed of carpet-bombing a forest.”

	 

	“You have some pretty unique dreams,” Amber said.

	 

	“I’m a unique kind of girl. Is there a fashion club too? I need my flight-suit to match my hair.”

	 

	Jade shook her head. “I think the flight club might be neat, but I’m not too keen on fashion. Is there a knitting club?”

	 

	Cassy looked at Jade as if she had turned into an alien. 

	 

	“I think the flight club idea is cool,” Amber agreed. “We can join more than one, right?”

	 

	“Of course,” Morgan said. 

	 

	“Then maybe we do that one together, and do one other apart? Or in twos? Just to try things out until we find something fun,” Amber said.

	 

	“That sounds fair,” Morgan said. 

	 

	Amber grinned. “Right, now let’s please get to lunch. I’m famished.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Five:

Please Talk About Flight Club

	 

	“Just like that?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan shrugged both shoulders then dabbed at her lips. “It’s only… four and a bit? Not even. If we send in the request now, I’m sure they’d move to accommodate. It’s only once everything is set up in a week or so that there are schedules and the like.”

	 

	Amber hummed to herself and speared another potato with her fork. “Well, why not? It sounds kind of fun.”

	 

	Morgan pulled out her phone and set it between her tray and Amber’s. The four members of Team Svalinn were around a table in the cafeteria. I think I’m spending nearly as many waking hours here as in our dorm. The room wasn’t empty, but other than their team, there weren’t that many others. 

	 

	Jade was polishing off her plate across from Amber, and Cassy was frowning at her meal while picking away at it. Morgan cleared her throat and tapped two fingers onto the table next to her phone. “Just got a text back,” she said. 

	 

	“That was fast,” Jade commented.

	 

	“I suppose so,” Morgan said. “This is from a… Lieutenant Garnt, with the Airforce. They’re saying that there’s a training flight from the flight club heading out at five this afternoon.”

	 

	“So, we wouldn’t be the only ones to join,” Amber surmised. “That’s not bad. Do you know which teams are there?”

	 

	Morgan shook her head. “It doesn’t say. Not even a number of people who joined. I think they’ll be posting more about it later in the week, if this year is anything like that last.”

	 

	“So wait,” Cassy said. She wiggled her fork in Morgan’s direction. “You repeated the year, right?”

	 

	“I did,” Morgan admitted.

	 

	“Huh, cool. I’m not the only one that’s shit at doing homework and stuff,” Cassy said. She chewed on one last bite from her salad and set her fork to the side. “Should we get going?”

	 

	Amber eyed Morgan to make sure she wasn’t hurt by the comment, but the older girl seemed unphased by Cassy’s… Cassy-ness. “Yeah, sure. You ready too, Jade?”

	 

	“I suppose so,” Jade said.

	 

	Amber led her team out, but stalled once she was outside. “So, where are we going anyway? I’m assuming somewhere with planes and such but, uh.”

	 

	“I can show you,” Morgan said. “In the second half of the year, some of our Agarthan Studies classes have things with the military—how to fight certain monsters and the like—and our combat classes have a few lessons on air-drops.”

	 

	“Air drops?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“Launching yourself from a helicopter to reach a target faster,” Morgan explained.

	 

	“Awesome,” Cassy cheered.

	 

	Jade wore a complicated expression at that. “Is this a good time to mention that I’m not too fond of heights?”

	 

	“You seemed alright with us joining a Flight Club,” Amber said.

	 

	“I’m not afraid of heights. I’m just, you know, not keen on falling from them,” Jade replied. “I know we’re all magical girls. We can probably land like cats, and even a crash probably wouldn’t be that bad. I just, well, I’d rather not.”

	 

	“Are you okay with the club idea then?” Amber asked. “We could find something else everyone agrees on.” Cassy didn’t seem too happy with that idea, but Amber figured she could placate the flyer later. 

	 

	Jade sighed. “No, I want this. Spending time with the team, as well as learning to overcome a rather childish fear. Two birds with one stone and all that.”

	 

	“I don’t think being afraid of falling to your death is childish,” Amber said.

	 

	“It isn’t,” Morgan agreed. “But it is something that’s better overcome sooner than later. I suppose I ought to applaud your bravery, Jade.”

	 

	“Um, thanks?” Jade said.

	 

	Morgan led them next to the bridge in the middle of the academy, then down a set of stairs to the passage splitting the school in half.

	 

	“What’s up with this place? These walls, I mean,” Cassy asked as she pointed around.

	 

	“They’re meant to funnel in enemies so that they can be struck from all sides,” Morgan said. “The multiple exits means that a rallying force can swing around the outer walls and hit an adversary from any direction too.”

	 

	“Military nerd, aren’t you?” Cassy asked.

	 

	Morgan didn’t deign to answer. 

	 

	“I think it’s cool,” Amber said. “Knowing how all of this works, I mean.”

	 

	Cassy laughed and skipped ahead a bit before hopping onto her broom. “Sure, sure,” she said as she slumped down. She almost looked tired. Post-meal nap-time? Although she didn’t eat much again. 

	 

	“Thank you, Amber, I appreciate it,” Morgan said. 

	 

	She shared a quick, very small smile with Amber before she continued on her way, head held high.

	 

	Cassy chuckled and Amber worked to ignore her.

	 

	They left from one of the small doors next to the main gate at the end of the passage, the same one that Amber had first used to arrive at the academy. “It almost feels weird to be outside again,” Amber said as she looked around at the open fields and the rocky outcrop that marked the space where the cliffs overlooking Norumbega began. 

	 

	“We’ve been outside a fair bit, haven’t we?” Jade asked.

	 

	“I mean, outside of the walls,” Amber said. “It’s like… uh, are you guys from rural places?”

	 

	“I’m from New York,” Cassy said. “Like, the actual city part of the state.”

	 

	“And I’m from Boston,” Jade said.

	 

	“Really? You don’t have the accent,” Cassy said.

	 

	Jade smiled. “I know. You, on the other hand, do.”

	 

	Cassy frowned. “What? Nah, I speak normal.”

	 

	“I don’t think you’ve said a normal thing in your entire life,” Morgan said. 

	 

	Amber held back a giggle at that. “I’m from this little town called Hollowpoint. Really small. Lots of fields and forests all around. We had to drive an hour to get anywhere important.”

	 

	“We had to drive an hour to get down the block,” Cassy said. She sidled up to Morgan. “What about you, miss up-tight? Where’re you from?”

	 

	“Washington,” Morgan said. “The capital, not one of the little towns called Washington around there.”

	 

	“Yeah, that tracks,” Cassey said. 

	 

	One of Morgan’s eyebrows rose. “Was that an insult or just a comment?”

	 

	“Bit of A, a bit of B.”

	 

	“Cassy,” Amber said. “Please.”

	 

	Cassy raised her hands before her in surrender. “I’m just teasing.”

	 

	Morgan pointed off to the side, where a dozen buildings were laid out in neat rows. Not nice ones either, but simple pre-fabs. Some, especially those near the cleared strip running out on the other side of the base, were large and tall. Hangars, Amber guessed. The nearer buildings looked more like sheds, barracks, and administrative buildings. 

	 

	She noticed the fence around the entire compound for the first time as they came closer. It was opened, with a couple of little towers along its length where men and women in uniform were standing. 

	 

	“That’s an eyesore,” Jade said.

	 

	“What’s that?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“The base. It’s all grey and flat. The academy looks like it belongs. The stone is local, the buildings are, I guess aesthetic would be the right word. These buildings, the army ones, are all function over form.”

	 

	“I guess that’s normal,” Amber said. “The academy has been around for a while.”

	 

	“And shipping materials to build something nicer would be expensive,” Morgan added. “I don’t know if this base was ever meant to be permanent.”

	 

	As they crossed the gates, a couple of young men jogged over to them and saluted. Amber wasn’t entirely sure what to do, but Morgan just took out her phone, opened one of the apps on its main page, and turned it towards the soldier.

	 

	She fished out her own and found an ‘identification’ applet on the front. Opening it showed a sort of school ID, with her image next to it, and a lot of gibberish she didn’t understand next to her age and gender and height. 

	 

	The guard checked their IDs, then indicated that they could wait in an open spot nearby.

	 

	Team Svalinn stopped a little ways into the base. It wasn’t the busiest place Amber had ever seen, but there was a lot of movement with groups training off in a yard, lighter vehicles moving here and there, and trucks being loaded and unloaded at a few of the warehouses. 

	 

	“Do they do much here?” Amber asked. Don’t really have a point of reference to tell if this is a big base or not.

	 

	“It’s a full forward base,” Morgan said. “And it’s been one for long enough that the name is starting to wear thin.”

	 

	“Huh?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“I think that’s for us,” Morgan said as she nodded ahead.

	 

	An SUV rolled over towards the gate and turned ahead of them so that its side faced them. A young woman in a digital-camo uniform leapt out of the driver’s seat and moved over to them at a brisk pace. She stopped some metres away and fired off a quick salute. “Hello Team Svalinn, I’m Corporal Dean. If you want to follow me, I’ll be leading you to Lieutenant Garnt over by the runway.”

	 

	Amber looked to her teammates, then followed the corporal into the SUV. It was a plain thing, stripped of all the bells and whistles that made a car comfortable, but it had seats for all of them, and even room for Cassy’s broom once she wedged it in.

	 

	“You know, you could dismiss that,” Morgan said as she squeezed into the back. It left Jade, the smallest of them, sitting in the passenger seat in the front while the rest were sardined in the back. We could have thought of that some more.

	 

	“This thing is awesome, I’m not letting it go,” Cassy said. “You don’t nag Jade about her scarf.”

	 

	“Her scarf never poked me in the ribs,” Morgan said.

	 

	Amber wondered when they would arrive. Being between the two was somewhat less than pleasant.

	 

	Jade turned around so that she was facing them, but mostly she was looking at Amber. “How long before they start making out?” she asked.

	 

	Huh? “You mean.” She pointed to both sides, and Jade nodded. The smaller girl was entirely ignoring the protests from the other two. “I don’t know. They don’t have the right kind of chemistry, I don’t think.”

	 

	“Really?” Jade asked. “I find that Cassy has this… brat vibe, and Morgan definitely has that mom style going for her.”

	 

	“Uh,” Amber said. “No comment?”

	 

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” they both said in unison.

	 

	“I ship it,” Jade said, entirely too seriously.

	 

	Amber imagined that if the poor corporal had any illusions about the grace of magical girls, it shattered as Morgan and Cassy broke out into an argument about how they very much did not like each other. 

	 

	The SUV slowed to a stop. They hadn’t driven more than a couple of miles from the edge of the base to the other side where a few hangars were waiting with their doors opened and aircraft waiting within. 

	 

	Amber climbed out and thanked the corporal, then felt silly as the woman came out of the car and escorted them towards one hangar in particular, where a team of technicians in overalls were pulling a helicopter out with a little tractor. 

	 

	They weren’t the only magical girls there, Amber discovered. There were two other teams, both some that Amber recognized. 

	 

	“Amber!” Jess called out. She was hanging off of Oli’s back like some sort of limpet. “And the rest of your friends. What’s up! You coming to kill some monsters with us?”

	 

	Amber shook her head. There was team Glasir, the four girls standing to one side. And deeper in, just on the inside of the hangar proper, was another team of four girls. Amber only recognized Evelyn from the bunch, but the other three had to be her teammates.

	 

	“Hey there,” Amber said. “Are you guys here for the Flight Club? Ah, should I introduce my team?”

	 

	Cecilia from Glasir grinned. “Sure! Pleased to meetcha, girls. We’re just about to take off to do a quick bombing run before it gets too late. Wanna join us?”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Six:

Get in the Choppers, Please

	 

	There was the long, drawn out moment. An awkward one, where both sides weren’t quite sure what to do or say. 

	 

	Up to me, I guess.

	 

	Amber stepped up until she was next to Morgan. Close enough that her shoulders almost brushed the taller girl’s. She smiled at team Glasir. “Hey guys. Nice to see you.”

	 

	“Likewise!” Jess said. She was currently riding piggy-back on Oli, who barely seemed to notice that she had someone clinging onto her. “Tell us about your team!”

	 

	Amber nodded and half-turned to gesture to Cassy and Jade. “This is Cassy, our team’s flyer and expert in all things fashionable. And that’s Jade, she’s got a really cool scarf.”

	 

	“Wow, a cool scarf, what a ringing endorsement,” Jess deadpanned.

	 

	Grinning, Amber shook her head. “You don’t get it, it’s a really cool scarf.”

	 

	Jade tugged on the end of said scarf and it writhed around like a coiling snake, part of it wiggled up to cover her mouth a bit more. Jade is surprisingly outgoing most of the time, but she looks shy. I’m starting to think she’s just playing into the stereotype. 

	 

	“Oh, uh guys, this is team Glasir, they saved my hide when I first got to Agartha. That’s Cecilia, Jess and Oli, who are either an item or are very, very good friends, and uh,” Amber hesitated as she looked to the final member of the team, the shorter brunette with the quarter-staff. “Emilia, right?”

	 

	The girl nodded once.

	 

	“Hey guys,” Cecilia said. “Nice to see two teams that are already getting along.”

	 

	“Is that Evelyn’s team back there?” Amber asked. It was hard to miss the girl and her teammates, seeing as they were all gathered not two dozen metres away, but she had to ease into the conversation somehow. 

	 

	“Yeah, team Helskor,” Cecilia confirmed. “They seem pretty nice so far. You’ve met?”

	 

	“They’re in the same year,” Jess said. “Of course they’ve met.”

	 

	“Eh, we didn’t interact too much with the other teams until a few weeks in when we started doing group stuff,” Cecilia said.

	 

	“Oh, I’m pretty sure you tried to interact with that boy in team Tarnkappe,” Jess said.

	 

	Cecillia mock-glared at her teammate. “Shut up you. He was cute.”

	 

	Cassy stepped up, broom held across her shoulders with her arms draped over the handle. Amber didn’t miss the way Jess and Oli stared at Cassy’s stomach, nor did Cassy herself, if Amber were to judge by her grin. “So, you girls are part of the flight club?”

	 

	“First rule of flight club,” Jess said. “Is never stop mentioning flight club.”

	 

	Cecilia laughed. “It’s pretty fun. Most teams get their own specialities in later years, and we went all-in for rapid response stuff. It’s why we’ve got our own chopper.”

	 

	“You get a chopper?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“Well, it’s the Air Force’s, but it has our name on it,” Cecilia said.

	 

	“We got one of the techs to agree to add some decals to it, but we can’t decide what to put,” Jess said. “I want a hot naked chick riding a bomb, but Cecilia vetoed that.”

	 

	The team’s leader sighed. “You’ll just get some CO’s panties in a twist and then no one will be allowed to have decals.”

	 

	“What do us first-years get to do, then?” Amber asked.

	 

	Cecilia rubbed at the back of her neck. “They try to make some of it more fun, but a lot of it is learning and memorizing things. It wasn’t until year two that we got to really do things.”

	 

	“That’s lame,” Cassy said. Her broom lifted, and with her arms around it, that left her hanging a foot off the ground. “I can fly already, you know?”

	 

	“Neat,” Cecilia said. “You’ll get to fly a bunch with some boring missions, and they might let you sit on as a co-pilot on some of the helicopters. They have four seats in the cockpit, so you get to play with the least important things.”

	 

	“I got to launch rockets at a nest of boogeymen once,” Jess said. 

	 

	Cecilia rolled her eyes. “If you pass the tests and such, then by next year you can co-pilot prop-planes and spend more time in the simulators. It’s pretty cool. This year we’re supposed to get enough hours in to fly basically solo.”

	 

	“Basically?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“I mean, the planes aren’t yours, you can’t take them for a joy-ride.”

	 

	“Not with that attitude,” Cassy said.

	 

	Their conversation stalled when a young soldier moved over to them, a clipboard held before him. “Hello everyone, we will be starting in just a moment. If you could join us, please?”

	 

	“Hey,” Cecilia said, stalling the soldier. “What are you planning to do with them today?” 

	 

	“Introductions and a demonstration flight,” the soldier said. “Lieutenant Garnt is in the hangar now,” he replied.

	 

	Cecilia nodded, then turned to her team. “We could bring them with us. We’re heading out with two choppers, there’s room for six in each.”

	 

	“Oh, the fresh meat would get to see us at work,” Jess said.

	 

	“Go with you guys where, exactly?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Someone spotted a nest maybe half an hour’s flight from here. We’re going to burn it out. Simple as a mission can be. We shouldn’t even step out of the chopper at all,” Cecilia said. “Should be plenty safe. I’ll talk to Garnt if you want me to.”

	 

	Amber looked to her team, and they all seemed ready to shove the choice onto her, though Cassy did seem eager. “I think that would be fine,” she said. “As long as we can include team Helskor too. It wouldn’t be fair to play favourites.”

	 

	Cecilia nodded along, then marched into the hangar to bee-line towards a man standing by a whiteboard. Amber and the others followed her in.

	 

	The hangar was… a hangar. Amber had never visited one before, but she’d seen them in movies and TV shows. Her dad loved old war documentaries, and she could remember falling asleep on the couch a few times to the tune of a man talking about tactics and history. The hangar she was in was little different to those she’d seen then. 

	 

	The walls all curved up above, and there were tool-boxes and other things waiting by the sides. A plane with a tarp over some parts of it sat at the back. Not a big jet or anything, but a prop-plane with two propellers back-to-back at the front of it, and its engine cowling opened to the side for maintenance.

	 

	The place smelled like oil and grease and exhaust fumes, but the few people she saw there didn’t seem to mind.

	 

	Two rows of four seats were set out before a whiteboard and the lieutenant that Cecilia was talking to. He was an older man, maybe in his thirties, and for all his straight-backed posture and tight uniform, he managed to look quite excited as he spoke with Cecilia.

	 

	Team Helskor moved toward the seats, and in doing so, ran into team Svalinn. “Hey Evelyn,” Amber said.

	 

	“Amber!” Evelyn cheered. “You guys are joining the Flight Club?”

	 

	“I think so,” Amber said. “We’ll see after this, I guess.” She gestured to the three girls with Evelyn. “We haven’t actually been introduced yet. I’m Amber, this is Morgan, Cassy, and Jade.”

	 

	Evelyn turned to her teammates. “Let me do the honours then. This is Mary.” She gestured to a shorter girl with her hands folded behind her back. Mary smiled and pulled an arm out to wave. “That’s Victoria.” Victoria, a tall, black-haired girl, nodded. She looked like a serious young woman, but not on the same level as Morgan. “And this is Margaret.”

	 

	Margaret stepped up, eyes locking onto Amber’s for a moment before she looked down, blushed, then mumbled something before hiding behind Evelyn. 

	 

	“Uh, okay,” Evelyn said. “Anyway, pleased to meet you all.”

	 

	They didn’t have time for much more than that before the lieutenant, Garnt, asked them all to sit down. “I intended to go over a few things today, but magical girl Cecilia here has brought up a suggestion that I think sounds quite reasonable, so I’ll extend that offer now, and we’ll see from there. If you’re interested in seeing some of what the flight club offers, then your two teams can join team Glasir aboard a pair of Black Hawks heading west to clear out a nest. It’s the kind of simple mission that being part of the flight club allows you to participate in as of your third year. Are you interested?”

	 

	Team Svallin unanimously agreed, and Heskor did as well, though it took a bit of whispering between them before they did so.

	 

	“Brilliant. Then let me go over an abridged version of our introductions,” Lieutenant Garnt said. “The flight club is a joint Norumbega-Air Force operated club that meets here, in this maintenance hangar, once a week. Our activities are separated by year, but mostly include lessons on flight operations and piloting. You get to join in on training flights, learn to pilot simple aircraft like that AT-8 Trainer over here.” He gestured to the plane at the back of the hangar.

	 

	Amber found herself a little eager, but also somewhat reluctant. I just want an instant payout, instead of having to learn anything, but it might be worth it.

	 

	“Our goal is for members of the club to get a full civilian pilot licence by the end of year one, and a total of twenty-hours of flight time by the end of year two. Basically, you’ll be trained to solo-pilot a small, single-engine craft in standard meteorological conditions.”

	 

	“So no fighter jets?” Cassy asked.

	 

	The lieutenant grinned. “I’m afraid not. The qualifications to become a fighter pilot are a bit more complex, but this is a club that leaves you with something handy at the end. It’s the kind of experience that will make it easier to join certain combat teams in the future. Over half the magicals in the current rapid-response roster were members of the flight club.”

	 

	Morgan raised a hand, and Garnt pointed to her. “Yes?” he asked.

	 

	“Is this like the firearms club, where you get some military-grade certifications after some time? Or are all the certifications civilian-grade?”

	 

	“Civilian, I’m afraid. They are accepted by the FAA, Transport Canada, and the SCT. Basically, you can fly a civilian craft anywhere in North America. A few teams have used light aircraft to reach Agarthan breaches in hard-to-reach locations before.”

	 

	Morgan nodded. “Thank you.”

	 

	“Any questions? Usually I have graphs and images, but a ride-along is a lot more amusing.” The officer might have been an adult, but the gleam in his eye belonged more on the face of an excited kid. 

	 

	Seeing as no one had any objections, the lieutenant nodded and gestured to team Glasir. “Alright,” Cecilia said. “I guess you can come with us. We have flight uniforms for most things, but since we’re doing more magical stuff today, I don’t think we’ll need those. Just your normal costume should do.”

	 

	Everyone got up and started following team Glasir out.

	 

	Next to the hangars were the pads where helicopters landed. Amber recognized the location a bit, from when she arrived at the academy, though it was a little vague. She hadn’t been paying as much attention as she could have that night. 

	 

	“How do you wanna split things?” Cecilia asked, “We have room for six per chopper. I’m thinking two from each team per chopper? It’ll give everyone a chance to mingle.” the magical girl had to raise her voice. Two of the helicopters on the pads were starting up, propellers spinning and creating a wind that could be felt even as far away as they were. 

	 

	“How do we choose?” Amber asked.

	 

	Cecilia blinked, then pointed to Amber, Jade, and two girls from team Helsket, Victoria and Evelyn. “You four with me and Jess, the rest with Oli and Emilia.”

	 

	“You’re splitting me and Oli up?” Jess asked.

	 

	“Don’t need to traumatise the newbies,” Cecilia explained. “Come on, Jess and I will be in the Glasir chopper!” 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Seven:

Black Hawk

	 

	Cecillia led them to the Glasir helicopter, her back bent, and a hand holding her hair down while the wind from the chopper whipped her black and yellow costume around. She opened the side door leading into the Black Hawk, then waved them in. 

	 

	Amber jogged over and jumped in, then turned to help Jade up. Her teammate was clutching onto her scarf as it flicked around madly. Then it was Victoria and Evelyn’s turn to get in. The Glasir girls were the last aboard, and Jess pulled the door closed. 

	 

	Amber looked around the little cabin. It was familiar, of course, but she hadn’t been paying all that much attention the last time. 

	 

	Cecilia opened a panel on one wall and pulled some headphones off of little hooks. She passed one to each of them, then pointed to the little controls on the side. “Set it to Alpha Six Six Two!” she shouted. “Make sure it’s on.”

	 

	Amber fiddled with the controls for a moment, then plopped the headset on over her head. It squished her magical girl costume’s hat, but it fit fine otherwise. “Is it working?” she asked. 

	 

	“Sounds like it,” Jess said. The roar of the rotors was still loud, and Jess’ voice sounded tinny and strange, but at least they could be understood without screaming. 

	 

	“Sound check,” Cecilia said.

	 

	“Jess here,” Jess said as she plopped herself down against a wall. 

	 

	Amber sat down, then noticed that no one was saying anything. “Um, Amber here.”

	 

	“Jade here,” Jade said. She sat down next to Amber, shoulder rubbing against shoulder. 

	 

	The two Helskor girls sat in the middle where a little bump served as a seat. “This seems to be working,” Evelyn said.

	 

	“Victoria here.”

	 

	“Alright,” Cecilia said. “It’s standard to go over a mission before takeoff, just to make sure everyone’s on the same page.”

	 

	Everyone nodded, and Cecila grinned. 

	 

	“Right, this is a simple extermination mission. A nest of boogeymen was spotted some twenty klicks away from Norumbega to the east. That’s within the operational yellow-zone, an area that’s meant to be low in monster activity. We’re going to make it lower by bombing the crap out of them.”

	 

	“We have bombs?” Jade asked.

	 

	Cecilia pointed out the window of one door to a big drum-like thing fixed to the helicopter’s side. “Past the GAU-19 autocannon is the pod with nineteen unguided Hydras, and on the other side is another GAU-19 and four Hellfire AGMs—the ones with HE warheads. There’s also a crew-served M-134 minigun on each door, but in most cases, a magical girl’s ranged armaments are sufficient. Plus, few magical girls have the training to use one of those effectively, so it’s usually just better to use your own weapons or wait until we’re close enough to do a hot drop.”

	 

	“Did you understand any of that?” Jade asked. Unfortunately, her voice was carried over to all the others, setting off a round of snickers while Cecilia looked like she was holding back a pout.

	 

	“Ceci here gets off on seeing big explosions,” Jess said. “She’s bombsexual.”

	 

	“I’m not… bombsexual,” Cecilia said. “I just have a healthy respect for high explosive ordnance being rained down on things that annoy me.”

	 

	“Mmhmm. Keep telling yourself that,” Jess replied.

	 

	“So,” Amber said to try and get things back on track. “We’re going to the boogeymen’s nest and we’re going to just fire missiles at it?”

	 

	“You got it,” Cecilia said. “Once we’ve hit, team Glasir will do a drop and sweep the area on foot. It’s a five minute operation. Boogeymen are a level one threat; Camo one, technically, but they barely deserve that. They’re easy to take out, but can be a threat to civilians.”

	 

	“They like kidnapping kids and people who look slow or injured,” Jess said. “Nasty monsters. We kill them with prejudice whenever we can before they start over-breeding.”

	 

	“Over-breeding?” Victoria asked. Amber couldn’t pin a personality to the Helskor girl yet. She seemed a little aloof though. 

	 

	Jess grimaced. “You’ll probably learn about it later, but they use living flesh to breed. That means that every time they kidnap someone, there might be two or more of them added to their number. I think it was El Dorado that was nearly overrun?”

	 

	“That was a bit exaggerated,” Cecilia said. “But yeah, they had a whole swarm of boogeymen hit this little agricultural outpost. Lots of civilians died before the academy responded in force. It was a big cock up. Some lieutenant wasn’t sending out extermination missions but was claiming the ammunition used up on them and pocketing the difference.”

	 

	“Was it a lot of money?” Jade asked.

	 

	“Each hellfire costs about seventy grand USD. More to ship them here,” Cecilia said. “We fire one per nest if it’s a small one, sometimes two or three if the first impact wasn’t on-target. That’s not a lot compared to losing an outpost though, so some asshole got reamed.”

	 

	Something crackled and Amber looked around, then a man’s voice intruded over their line. “Hello team Glasir and company, this is the co-pilot. We are just about to take off. Please keep all of your limbs on the inside of the machine and all monster limbs on the outside. Don’t play with the M-134s unless you know what you’re doing, and get a GPS marker before jumping out so we know where to pick you up. We are about to be given clearance to take off where we will be joining with Goofy Oh-Two and heading to our target destination.”

	 

	Cecilia grinned and tapped something on the side of her headset. “Thanks James. Keep us informed of any pretty sights; we have newbies to impress.”

	 

	“Noted,” the co-pilot replied. “Switching back to main comms now, ping if you need anything.”

	 

	Cecilia clapped her hands. “Alright, hang on, sometimes the wind around here is a bit weird because of the cliffside.”

	 

	Amber felt Jade’s hand touch her leg. She looked down, saw Jade blushing under her scarf, then smiled at her. Must be nervous. Amber grabbed Jade’s hand and squeezed it, trying to reassure her that things would be alright.

	 

	The Black Hawk shifted, its engine picked up, and it slowly, gently, rose off the ground and took to the sky. They flew around in a tight circle around the landing area, then moved upwards through a bit of turbulence until Amber felt them slowing down. 

	 

	“We’re at cruising altitude,” Cecilia said. “Alright, so, how have you guys been enjoying Norumbega so far?”

	 

	“It’s nice,” Evelyn said. “The facilities, the dorms, the shops, it’s all very well done. I almost feel out of place here, it’s so rich.”

	 

	“Nonsense,” Victoria said. “It’s only normal. They want to make sure we’re treated as we deserve.”

	 

	Elitist much? “Other than that explosion on my first day here, it’s been alright,” Amber said. “The classes are nice, though I think we might be lagging behind in combat class already. Other than Morgan, none of us seem super into fighting.”

	 

	“Really?” Cecilia said. “That’s a bit strange, but we’ve had non-combat teams before. One team that graduated last year was entirely made up of healers.”

	 

	“That seems unbalanced,” Jade said.

	 

	“Only one of them was a healer when he started,” Jess said. “The other three found out that their powers could heal later on. They lost pretty much every team combat exercise, but nobody minded.”

	 

	“Is there a lot of competition?” Jade asked.

	 

	“A bit,” Cecilia said. “Teams are ranked, since that helps some of them try harder. And when there are inter-academy things, it’s usually the top-ranking teams that get to represent the school.”

	 

	“Ohh, when’s the next competition?” Evelyn asked.

	 

	Jess laughed. “Next year! It’s every other year.”

	 

	“But we’re only here for three,” Evelyn said. “That means some people will only get to participate once.”

	 

	“Luck of the draw,” Cecilia said. “We competed last year. Got trounced by the French.”

	 

	“Are the French strong?” Jade asked.

	 

	Jess barked a laugh. “Every magical is strong, we just got a lot of bad match-ups. Oli was super irritated about the whole thing.”

	 

	Cecilia pulled out her phone, and Amber caught sight of a map on its surface. The map was moving along at a decent pace. 

	 

	“GPS?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Agartha’s equivalent. No satellites in orbit here, so it’s all radio. Works fine though. We’re maybe three minutes out from our target.”

	 

	Amber shifted a little, noticed she was still holding onto Jade’s hand, then decided there was nothing to it and cleared her throat. “So, Evelyn, how’s Helskor coming along?”

	 

	“Not too bad. Most of the girls are super friendly. Margaret is a bit shy though; we’re trying to break her out of her shell, but it’s slow going.”

	 

	“That’s alright,” Amber said. “New school, new people… new planet, technically. I can see why someone naturally shy would feel out of place.”

	 

	“Yeah, figured as much. She’s really nice though, so we’ll figure it out. So far we’re doing pretty well in training, too.”

	 

	“That’s great,” Amber said. “We’re still working out the kinks, I think.”

	 

	Jade nodded. “Mostly with Cassy and Morgan, I think? Amber’s a great leader so far.”

	 

	Amber blinked. “Leader?”

	 

	Her shorter teammate looked up to her. “You’re the team’s leader, right?”

	 

	“I thought that was Morgan?”

	 

	“But Morgan usually sees if you want to do things first,” Jade said.

	 

	“I thought she was more… you know, asking everyone?” Amber tried. I think I would have noticed being suddenly elected as team Svalinn’s leader. 

	 

	Jade shook her head. “No, I think you’re the team leader. Evelyn is hers. That’s super obvious from the way the others act, and Cecilia has a ton of top bitch energy.”

	 

	“Top bitch energy?” Cecilia repeated. She grinned. “I like it.”

	 

	“You would,” Jess muttered.

	 

	Amber shook her head. They were being silly again. She abstained from joining in, but did listen as Jess and Cecilia bickered back and forth, with Evelyn and Jade interjecting where they could. Mostly the talk turned to gossip about teachers and the scandals that had happened in the last year. Who slept with whom, and who was caught doing what and where. 

	 

	Amber listened in, but didn’t add much to it. Jade asked questions, and Amber was beginning to suspect that her shorter teammate was the sort of girl who had a finger on the pulse of wherever she was when it came to rumours. 

	 

	She looked out the windows. They were long past Norumbega and the military base. Below them were acres and acres of cleared forest, clean-cut fields with nothing but stumps and lines of fencing with dirt roads on their inner sides. She noted some all-terrain cars bumping along, roof-mounted guns pointed away from the city. 

	 

	It wasn’t like any place she’d seen on Earth. Then again, other than her short stint at Camp Chet, she’d never really seen many military places. 

	 

	The Black Hawk dipped and turned a little, and she was able to make out the other craft flying alongside theirs. 

	 

	Her headset crackled. “One minute to target area,” the co-pilot said.

	 

	“Acknowledged,” Cecilia replied. 

	 

	The line cracked again. “You guys want to see this up close?” Cecilia asked. “The backdraft is a bit dangerous, but we’re all mostly fireproof.”

	 

	“Uh,” Amber said.

	 

	“I’d love to!” Evelyn overrode her.

	 

	As the helicopter dipped, Cecillia stood, grabbing onto a harness hanging from the ceiling, and opened the side-door. The forests were coming closer as they lost altitude, trees whipping past so quick they were little more than green blurs below.

	 

	The radio cracked again. “Circling target now. To our south-southeast. That ridge.”

	 

	Amber squinted against the wind even as Jade’s hand tightened around hers. “It’s fine,” she told the shorter girl. 

	 

	Leaning to the side, Amber looked around, and was helped by Cecilia pointing at something in the distance: a stony outcrop, cutting across part of the forest. There was a large clearing before it, and in that space, she could only just make out a few forms moving about.

	 

	“Jess, confirmation?” Cecilia asked.

	 

	Jess knelt down by the door and flicked her hand so that a wand appeared in it. She spun it around, and the air warped. “Can see them. Six Bogie Bogeys, I see… a small cave? Was that part of the briefing?

	 

	“Just said some sort of natural habitation, I guess that fits,” Cecilia said. She tapped her headset. “Lead, we can confirm targets. Six lifeforms. Monsters. No living civvies.”

	 

	Someone must have said something because she nodded then turned to the others while grinning. “Watch this!” 

	 

	Amber winced as a missile took off on the side opposite where the door was opened. The other helicopter held position, ready to fire a Hellfire of its own if need be. The missile darted across the sky, almost faster than Amber could track, and a single flaming explosion rocked the forest.

	 

	“Hit! Let’s go pound that LZ!” Cecilia cheered.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Eight:

Low-Altitude, No Opening

	 

	The two Black Hawks hovered in wide circles, keeping at least a hundred metres between each other as they flew relatively slow orbits over the smoking ground below. After the Hellfire missile impacted, both helicopters had peppered the area in smaller rockets that had sounded almost like popcorn going off compared to the first blasts.

	 

	Now the area around the monster’s lair was filled with a dozen smoking divots and a scorched crater. The few fires that had started had gone away fairly quickly, and there was still plenty of greenery around, even in the blast area. Those few explosives hadn’t destroyed everything. 

	 

	“It’s not as blown up as I thought it would be,” Evelyn said. She’d stood up, a hand gripping a rail above for balance.

	 

	“That’s what I was thinking too,” Amber admitted.

	 

	Cecilia nodded. “For soft targets like boogeymen, especially without any civvies around, we use fragmentation rockets. Not as much fire and a weaker bang, but everything within fifty yards gets peppered in shrapnel. An autocannon could be used to a similar effect, but unfortunately, the Black Hawks we use are only equipped with heavy machine guns.”

	 

	Amber nodded, politely ignoring the wistful look on Cecilia’s face. It made sense. Boogeymen, she knew from grisly experience, weren’t all that strong; not if a normal girl with a Louiseville Slugger could take one out. A big explosion would probably do the trick.

	 

	Cecilia tapped her headset. “We’re doing two drops. Can you give us a synced countdown with Goofy Oh-Two?”

	 

	“Roger that,” the co-pilot said. “Timing things now. I’ll be starting on ten in a moment.”

	 

	Cecilia nodded and turned towards the other aboard the helicopter. “I won’t be able to hear the countdown; I’ll need one of you to wave me and Jess off.” Evelyn raised a hand, volunteering herself. “Once we’re down, we’ll look around, then signal the choppers back. Shouldn’t take more than five.”

	 

	“Do you have a parachute?” Victoria asked. 

	 

	“Nah, we’re doing a LANO drop,” the older magical girl said.

	 

	“A what?” Evelyn asked.

	 

	“A Low-Altitude, No Opening. We’re jumping straight to the ground with no equipment,” Cecilia said. “It’s standard stuff.”

	 

	“The air-force boys call them ‘lol no’s because there’s no way they’d try it,” Jess added. 

	 

	They continued to turn around the burned craters, but were slowing down until the co-pilot spoke up. “Ready for deployment on my mark. Three, two, one… mark!”

	 

	Evelyn’s hand dropped.

	 

	Cecilia placed a foot right on the very edge of the cabin, then stepped forward. Her foot rolled over the edge, her knees bending until it looked as if she was squatting perpendicular to those sitting within. 

	 

	Her legs shot out, and the girl blurred forwards even as the helicopter rocked a little.

	 

	“Show off!” Jess said as she tossed her headset to Evelyn, then leapt out after her teammate. The girl waved her wand in the air and created a platform that she jumped off of, then another, then another, like a magical, OSHA-violating spiral staircase. 

	 

	Amber felt Jade’s grip on her hand tighten. “I don’t think I could do that,” she said.

	 

	“You mean, um, jump out of a perfectly usable vehicle without any ropes or parachutes or anything?” Amber asked.

	 

	“We’re at least thirty metres off the ground,” Jade said. “Any normal person would splatter on landing.”

	 

	“I’m sure team Glasir had training for that. Jess seemed to have her own landing technique. Maybe you could work out something like that?”

	 

	“I suppose. Given enough room I could turn my scarf into a parachute,” Jade said. She squeezed Amber’s hand again, then visibly shivered. “Just the thought of it is giving me goosebumps.”

	 

	“I don’t know, it seems kind of fun,” Evelyn said.

	 

	“You would say that,” Victoria shot back. “I’m with, uh… Jade? Yeah, jumping from this high is suicide.”

	 

	“Come on,” Evelyn said. “It’s not that bad. We’re magical girls! Where’s your sense of adventure and your love for action?”

	 

	“It’s buried under a healthy respect for Newtonian physics and their interaction with my body,” Jade said. 

	 

	“Bah, we’ve got magic. Tell physics to take a break.”

	 

	“Do you have magic that would help you survive a fall like that?” Amber asked. “I sure don’t.”

	 

	Evelyn shook her head, then paused and seemed to think about it. “I don’t know. Maybe?”

	 

	The twin Black Hawks continued to circle around, and Amber leaned a little to the side—still holding onto Jade—to see the ground below. She could make out Jess, Oli, and Emilia on the ground, then Cecilia’s costume flashed yellow and she was able to spot her too. 

	 

	The four girls of team Glasir were moving in pairs around the spot they’d bombed. Oli raised something that looked disturbingly like an arm, then flung it out into the woods. They looked fairly relaxed, poking at something so dangerous.

	 

	“Magical girls are weird,” Amber said.

	 

	There was some laughter over the headsets. “You just noticed?” Evelyn asked.

	 

	“No, but… well, it’s not always super obvious,” Amber said. “Sometimes you all act so normal.”

	 

	“You?” Jade repeated. “You’re one of us.”

	 

	“Oh, right.” Did I just forget that I was a magical girl too?

	 

	Evelyn laughed, and Amber noticed the other two girls smiling. She felt her ears warming a little. “That’s precious. Did you fail to notice that you were in a costume too?”

	 

	“Shut up,” Amber said rather petulantly. There was no bite to it though. 

	 

	“Hey, looks like they’re done,” Victoria said.

	 

	Below, team Glasir had regrouped in the centre of the new clearing, and Oli was waving her arms up at the helicopters. 

	 

	Their Black Hawk moved back a ways, and the other slid in over the group, a pair of black cords dropping down onto the ground where Oli and Emilia grabbed on. They were soon whisked up into their chopper. 

	 

	Cecilia and Jess were next. 

	 

	Their helicopter hovered over the smoking craters, and something buzzed as a pair of cords dropped down from the edge of the helicopter, right above the door. A little while after, the motors whined again, and Cecilia and Jess appeared, each holding onto their cord with one hand and their foot in the loop at the bottom. “Hey,” Cecilia shouted as she stepped in.

	 

	Jess grabbed her headphones and snapped them on, then sat down across from Amber and Jade. “That was boring.”

	 

	“Did you find anything?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Nothing interesting,” Cecilia said. “There was an ice cooler, or what was left of one, near the centre of the target area, but I think the boogeymen just dragged it over from an outpost or something.”

	 

	“Oli found some body-bits. But they were all really dead,” Jess said. “Boring.”

	 

	“Boring is good,” Cecilia said. 

	 

	Amber agreed. Though I kinda wish we’d gotten to do more than sit back here and watch. Doing patrols like this every day must be kind of boring.

	 

	The headphones crackled. “Welcome back aboard,” the copilot said. “We caught something on IR to the south. We’re going to set our side that way, could you take a look? Object is about two kilometres out, due south-southeast.

	 

	The helicopter turned and faced the huge forests of Agartha. In the distance, Amber thought she could make out some water—the ocean, maybe. 

	 

	Cecilia tapped her headset. “Acknowledged. Give us a minute.”

	 

	Jess rolled her eyes, shifted, and flicked her wand out again. She drew a circle in the air, and Amber watched as it warped and wavered, then the air about a metre ahead of Jess became almost like a solid piece of glass. 

	 

	Everything in the surface was warped and deformed on the edges, but in the centre, the distant woods were made wider and easier to see.

	 

	“Which direction?” Jess asked.

	 

	Cecilia talked to the co-pilot a bit, then pointed off towards the back a little. “That way. About two klicks out, so… see that ridge over there? That’s way more than two, so between us and that.”

	 

	Jess moved her wand a little, the glass dome moving with it. 

	 

	“What kind of magic is that? If you don’t mind me asking,” Jade asked. 

	 

	“It’s ice magic,” Jess said. “It’s what I do. Undeniable proof that I really am a cold-hearted bitch.”

	 

	“You wish,” Cecilia said. “I saw you crying while watching Shrek.”

	 

	“That’s a very emotional movie for me!” Jess said. 

	 

	Amber grinned and leaned forwards to see out of the ice dome. It was nearly crystal clear, but she could see a bit of frosting on the very edges. The helicopter was holding steady, but even so, it swayed a bit, and Jess’s motions made the ice move too.

	 

	Amber was looking, just out of curiosity, then she saw Jess’s magnifying pane move over something. “Wait, to the left,” she said. “Yeah, a bit higher.”

	 

	Jess complied, walking the image in the magic dome over more trees and little streams and rocky outcrops until she flashed past something grey. She brought it back. “Well, that’s different.”

	 

	Amber agreed. The forest was pretty much all the same, but Jess’s ice was zoomed into what looked like an old pillbox: a small cement bump, covered in branches, leaves, and a layer of dirt, but one that looked like it had been washed off.

	 

	Cecilia tapped her headset. “We see something. Looks like a bunker. Old. Abandoned looking.”

	 

	“We caught heat from that way. Thought it might be a big nasty,” the co-pilot said. “Do you want to check it out?”

	 

	“Let’s do a fly-by, at least,” Cecilia said. “Get the grid coordinates and ping base. It could be some old base or outpost or something.”

	 

	“Roger that, pinging base now.”

	 

	Cecilia shifted to look back at them all. “Sorry about that, girls. You never know when this kind of stuff pops up.”

	 

	“Have you been on a lot of patrols?” Jade asked.

	 

	Cecilia nodded. “Oh yeah. Starting in year two, especially the second half, you get to go out on team patrols at least once a week. It earns you some good money too, especially if you see combat.”

	 

	“Combat?” Jade repeated.

	 

	Jess scoffed. “It’s mostly boogeymen, sometimes rats. The rats are worse. Oh, there was that one time with the slendermen, and the Nalusa Falaya that ambushed us.”

	 

	“Wait, slenderman?” Amber asked.

	 

	“They’re these lanky guys that live in the woods,” Jess said.

	 

	“Like the meme?” 

	 

	“Yeah, but scarier cause they’re real,” was Jess’ reply.

	 

	Their helicopter shifted and started heading out towards the south. Amber saw the other chopper, Goofy Two, moving out a bit ahead of them. They turned and started to run circles around something on the ground. All of the girls leaned down and forwards, looking at the little base half-hidden in the foliage. 

	 

	Someone stepped out of the front of the base. A person wearing long, black robes.

	 

	“Is that…” Jess began.

	 

	“Shit! Evasive!” 

	 

	The person with the black robes raised something: a long tube with what looked like a plaque on the front and a trigger under it. Amber wasn’t an expert with weapons or anything, but she recognized a rocket launcher when she saw one.

	 

	There was a flash.

	 

	A bright ball zipped through the sky, too fast to follow.

	 

	The world turned to fire before Amber could blink. 

	 

	One moment she was hanging onto Jade, the shorter girl screaming, the next she was in the air, fire and metal falling around her, the trees approaching—

	 

	Amber gasped and sat up in her seat.

	 

	The others in the helicopter looked at her; most of them, at least. Jess was still holding up her ice pane, they were just hovering.

	 

	“Oh, shit,” Amber said.

	 

	“Are you okay?” Jade asked.

	 

	Amber looked at her, took in the face that was, a moment ago, screaming.

	 

	Amber started breathing hard. “Oh, oh, wow,” she said.

	 

	“You okay?” Cecilia asked.

	 

	“We were attacked,” Amber said. “Uh, some person, black robes, with a rocket launcher.”

	 

	“What are you on about?” Jess asked. Evelyn and Victoria were looking at her, just as confused.

	 

	“Uh,” Amber said. How do I even begin to explain this? “Jade, you know how my power works?” 

	 

	“Yeah,” Jade said.

	 

	“We went to some base, over, um, there. That way. We were flying over when someone shot us out of the sky. I think I died?”

	 

	Jade’s grip on Amber’s hand became almost crushing, but it was a point of contact, a reassurance. “Amber can kinda see the future,” she said. “If she says we were attacked, I believe her. Um… not were… but will be.”

	 

	Cecilia and Jess looked to each other. “I think we need to report this.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Nine:

The Gossip is Ambushed

	 

	“Okay,” Cecilia said. She shifted on her seat and leaned towards Amber, even though they were talking over their headsets. “Explain everything.”

	 

	“There’s not much to say,” Amber said. “Jess saw something, it looked like an old bunker. You mentioned contacting the base, I think, to make sure it wasn’t some old outpost, then we flew over. Someone came out. I couldn’t make out much about them. They had like, a black robe on? And they had a big rocket launcher.”

	 

	“A rocket launcher?” Jess repeated. “Like an RPG?”

	 

	What? Aren’t those games? “Uh, just a big tube? It was grey? I didn’t see much after they fired. Everything sorta exploded.”

	 

	“I’m calling this one off,” Cecilia said.

	 

	“What?” Jess said. “You can’t! There’s someone out there willing to shoot at us!” 

	 

	“Yeah, and we have newbies aboard. If it was just Glasir, I’d drop us here and run over to the bunker or whatever, but it’s not just us.”

	 

	“I wouldn’t mind helping,” Evelyn said.

	 

	Victoria nodded. “Likewise.”

	 

	Jade shifted. “I wouldn’t mind, as long as we’re on the ground. My fear of falling was calming down, but mentions of rockets and mid-air explosions aren’t reassuring me much.”

	 

	“I’ll ask the other girls,” Jess said.

	 

	“I said we should go back,” Cecilia said.

	 

	“This is now a democracy,” Jess said. 

	 

	Cecilia glared. “What? I thought I was team leader?”

	 

	“We’re in a US Air-Force plane; if the US military is good at anything, it’s imposing democracy on people that don’t want it. Deal with it,” Jess said. She fiddled with her headset for a bit. “Yo? Y’all hear me?”

	 

	Amber looked out and could see the girls aboard the Goofy Two. Some of them waved.

	 

	“So, our local time-seer chick just told us that some punk with an RPG blew us up in a future that didn’t happen yet. Y’all wanna mess them up?”

	 

	Amber could already imagine the replies. She didn’t know Evelyn’s team well, but Cassy and Morgan would both agree, though with entirely different degrees of enthusiasm. Oli would be all in, and Emilia would probably agree too. 

	 

	“I’m with Cecilia on this one,” Amber said. “But if you’re all going to head out, then I will too. We should have some sort of plan. Not just… run in like idiots.”

	 

	Cecilia rubbed at her face and said some things that Amber hoped weren’t being recorded by anything. “Fine. Let me ping base again. We’ll call this a rapid probe. And I’m calling in some infantry support to someplace nearby. God, we are not equipped for this.”

	 

	Everything started happening quickly after that. The two Black Hawks moved on, circled around, then dipped down behind a line of hills maybe ten miles from where Amber remembered the bunker being. 

	 

	The helicopters touched down. Jess wanted to drop, but Cecilia nixed the idea since teams Svalinn and Helskor weren’t trained for that. As soon as everyone was on the ground and cleared of the rotors, the Black Hawks rose back up and moved away.

	 

	“They’ll be on a holding pattern,” Cecilia said. “We can call in an airstrike whenever, which is a nice bonus.”

	 

	“Yo! Did you miss me?” Cassy asked as she skipped over.

	 

	“Hey,” Amber said. Jade’s reply was a quick nod. “Did you have fun?”

	 

	“Hell yeah! Spent the whole time chatting with M and M and annoying Morgan.”

	 

	M and M? Oh, Margaret and Mary, right. “That sounds… kind of awful, actually. Glad I was with Jade the whole time.”

	 

	“Girls,” Cecilia called out. “Since I don’t want any of you dying, I’d appreciate it if you paid some attention.” She scraped a foot across the ground, then knelt down and pressed her finger into the dirt. “We’re about here. The bunker is around here. That’s a good eight miles away if we move in a straight line. We’re in a heavily wooded area. There is no moving in straight lines. We can’t afford to get lost either. So, we’re all going to turn on our phone’s tracking. Glasir will take point, Svalinn and Helskor will take the right and left flanks respectively.”

	 

	Amber nodded along.

	 

	“It is now… five twenty. That gives us an hour and forty minutes until seven. We cannot be in the woods at seven. No exceptions, no ifs ands or buts. If I see that we won’t make it to the bunker with at least an hour to spare on arrival, I’m turning us around and calling in the Black Hawks, RPGs be damned.”

	 

	“You don’t want to miss supper time?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“Seventh Hour Men,” Cecilia said in a tone that brooked no argument. “We don’t mess with them unless it’s a damned emergency. The usual method of dealing with one of those involves heavy artillery and grid coordinates.”

	 

	Cassy raised her hands, surrendering before Cecilia’s glare. “Alright, if you say so.”

	 

	“I do. We’re moving out now. Glasir’s going to take the brunt of the fighting. Stay out of it if you can. Do both teams have ranged combatants?”

	 

	Evelyn nodded. “I have shadow magic. Margaret has throwing knives and can teleport,” she said.

	 

	“I’ve got throwing knives too,” Amber said. “I think that’s it for range though.”

	 

	“The rest of Svalinn is mostly melee-ranged,” Morgan confirmed. “Cassy might be able to assist at range, but I don’t trust her accuracy yet.”

	 

	“Hmph,” Cassy replied, but she didn’t disagree.

	 

	“Alright. Support your ranged attackers, stay out of the heavy fighting. Keep an eye on your magic usage, you don’t want to go OOM mid-fight. We don’t have a dedicated healer, do we?”

	 

	“Amber,” Morgan said.

	 

	“Barely,” Amber replied. “It’s less healing, more… time stuff.”

	 

	“Right,” Cecilia said. She stood up and stretched. “We’re going to be running until we’re closer. Emilia, I’m trusting your senses on this one. Anyone here have extra senses?”

	 

	“I can fly,” Cassy said. ”That’s like, a sense of coolness, right?”

	 

	Cecilia thought on it for a moment before shaking her head. “I don’t think having anyone in the air is a good idea when they’ve already proven they can take out aerial targets. You’d be turned to giblets if a rocket hit you.”

	 

	“Hey, I’m pretty flexible in the air,” Cassy said.

	 

	“That was a negative,” Cecilia said. “Anyone else?”

	 

	“I can sense shadows, but that’s entirely useless in a place like a forest,” Evelyn said. “Sorry.”

	 

	“That’s fine. Keep your ears peeled and your eyes open. Let’s go!” 

	 

	Cecilia took off at a quick jog, and within a second, all of team Glasir was behind her. It took a couple more for the other two teams to get into gear and start running after them. We are so not ready for this.

	 

	They dove into the woods, and Amber encountered the first problem. These weren’t the nice manicured forests she’d visited before, but a real, unclaimed territory. There were bushes everywhere, fallen trees blocking paths, and the terrain was entirely uneven. 

	 

	Team Glasir were having an easy time of it, bouncing from tree to tree and diving over bushes as if they weren’t even a challenge. 

	 

	Amber and her teammates, on the other hand, broke apart their little formation at the first tree as half went one way and the others went the other. 

	 

	“Damnit,” Amber swore.

	 

	A glance to the side showed team Helskor with the same issue, though Evelyn was calling out commands and soon they were running single-file.

	 

	“Morgan, take the lead. Try to go around anything too complicated. I’ll be at the very back. Jade, get behind Morgan, Cassy behind her.”

	 

	They formed up a little. It wasn’t perfect, but with Morgan finding an easier path ahead, it wasn’t that bad. The more experienced girl was quick to slice bushes apart with her sword, and she didn’t run nearly as fast as Amber suspected she could, allowing the others to keep pace.

	 

	The run was… not exhausting. It was a jog, the sort she’d done plenty of times for PE class and before soccer practice. It got her blood pumping as she felt herself de-stressing a bit, even as her mind raced over what they could be running into, but she knew that she could push herself a whole lot harder. 

	 

	Cassy, of course, was just flying along, and Jade was stumbling after Morgan, the shorter girl proving to be a bit clumsy, but still keeping up without complaint. 

	 

	Sooner than Amber would have expected, Cecilia raised an arm, and the entire group slowed to a stop. “It’s just ahead,” she said once everyone was caught up. “Sense anything?” she asked Emilia. 

	 

	The shy girl shook her head.

	 

	“Okay then,” Cecilia said. “We know there’s at least one of them, and they have military-grade equipment. Probably the ability to use it well too, so either a human, or one of the near-human monsters. Or someone possessed.”

	 

	“That doesn’t sound good,” Cassy said.

	 

	“It isn’t,” Cecilia confirmed. “Glasir is going in hard and fast. We’ll try to take them out without killing anyone, so while we’ll be moving fast, we’ll be holding back our blows. Jess, you’re on the left, Em on the right.”

	 

	Both girls nodded.

	 

	“Oli and I are taking the middle route. We clear the surroundings, then see about hitting the bunker itself. No sense in rushing in. Got it?”

	 

	“Got it,” Amber said. The others gave their own terse agreements.

	 

	“Okay then,” Cecilia said. She pulled out her phone and tapped a few things. “Signal’s fine out here. We’re kind of ridiculously close to the base… And sent. Let’s do this.”

	 

	They continued into the forest. Amber tried to pay more attention even as the rising tension formed a ball in her gut. I’m not ready for this kind of thing.

	 

	Birds sang, chirping and whistling, and she jumped when she saw a deer in the distance hopping away. The trees hid squirrels and chipmunks who stared with chubby cheeks as the group of magical girls ran past.

	 

	Cassy slowed down a little to hover next to Amber. Not that she had to slow down much, they were running much closer together now. “I’ve been wondering,” she asked.

	 

	“Yes?” Amber asked. 

	 

	“What’s a group of magical girls called? Like not us. We’re four, so it’s a team, but what’s a bigger amount called? A bunch?”

	 

	“What?” Amber asked. She shook her head. “I don’t know. Is it important?”

	 

	“A bit? What if we want to intimidate someone. ‘Don’t mess around, there’s a whole bunch of us here.’ But what if a group’s called like, a murder?”

	 

	“That’s crows,” Jade said.

	 

	“I look good in black too,” Cassy replied.

	 

	“I heard troupe,” Morgan said.

	 

	Cassy scoffed. “No, that sounds stupid. Like we’re clowns.”

	 

	“What about a gaggle?” Jade asked.

	 

	“A gossip, more-likely,” Amber muttered.

	 

	Cassy giggled. “Oh, a gossip of magical girls! I like it.”

	 

	“If it’s a small group, it’s a friendship of magical girls,” Jade said.

	 

	“That’s cute,” Amber said. Is Cassy trying to distract us on purpose so that we don’t get nervous? Is… is she smart enough to do something like that?

	 

	“Quiet,” Morgan said.

	 

	Ahead of them, through the trees and at the bottom of a dip in the landscape, was a building. Grey stone walls, with sides covered in a smattering of ivy and climbing vines, formed a stubby building. Part of it rose up a little higher, with a door in that higher section. 

	 

	Amber realised that what she’d seen from the Black Hawk wasn’t someone stepping out of the building and into the forest, but someone stepping out onto a greenery-covered roof. 

	 

	Team Glasir split, Cecilia and Oli jumping out ahead of the others. The air whistled as they flew towards the upper section of the building. 

	 

	Someone jumped out to meet them in mid air.

	 

	Amber couldn’t have followed the action just a week ago. As it was, things happened so fast she almost missed it. Cecilia slashed out with a sword, and it was parried by another blade in the hands of a black-clad figure. Oli flipped over to kick them in the back, but they spun around and ducked under the blow, all in mid-air while falling. 

	 

	The black-robed figure landed right in front of team Svalinn. “Idiots,” they hissed a moment before shooting out towards Amber’s team sword-point first.

	 


Chapter Thirty:

Fight to Flight

	 

	Amber gasped, foot backing up and catching on one of the many roots crawling over the ground. The black-clad monster’s sword came closer and closer, glinting in the sun with murderous intent. 

	 

	Then Morgan stepped up before them. “It’s a magical,” Morgan warned. Her rapier sliced out and banged against the enemy’s sword. 

	 

	The clash of metal on metal wasn’t like in the movies, no weak ‘clink’ or a pretty ring. It sounded more like someone had dropped a pair of H-beams atop a scrap heap, a bang-clang that made Amber flinch back.

	 

	The black-robed magical bounced back, robes shifting to reveal a very human body beneath. Their hood, deep and dark, cast shade over a featureless black oval that served as a mask. “You should not have come here,” they said. He said. The voice was deep, masculine, and yet still young.

	 

	“Get bent!” Cassy yelled as she gestured forwards, then up.

	 

	The magical flew into the air, spinning as they did so. Chains shot out from under their robes and stabbed into the ground, turning their upward flight into a downwards swing even as the metal jangled.

	 

	Morgan swore and jumped backwards, trying to place herself between the magical and Cassy who stared, wide-eyed, at the approaching spectre.

	 

	The magical’s sword stabbed out, and Cassy screamed as it struck her.

	 

	Blood splashed, and soon Jade was screaming too.

	 

	Amber hissed and flicked magic into her magical core. 

	 

	“Get bent!” Cassy yelled as she gestured forwards, then up.

	 

	“They have magic chains!” Amber screamed.

	 

	The magical spun in mid-air, chains sliding out of their robes, then stabbing into the ground to halt their upwards motion and turn it into a downward swing.

	 

	Amber tugged knives out from under her jacket and threw them as hard as she could between the magical and Cassy.

	 

	Morgan swore and jumped to place herself between Cassy and the magical, but it wasn’t necessary; their new enemy twisted out of the path of Amber’s first volley of knives, then swore as Amber tugged on her magic and had the knives race back into her hands.

	 

	“Form up!” Morgan called.

	 

	“How?” Cassy shot right back.

	 

	Amber looked to the other teams, expecting to see them rushing in to help. Instead, what she saw had her stomach sinking. 

	 

	Another figure in black was attacking team Helskor. They had a large sword in hand, with an end that was thicker than its middle. Every swing shifted the vegetation around them, and they swung with a speed and ferocity that Amber had a hard time following. 

	 

	Emilia and Jess were there, flinging bolts of eye-searing magic and stabbing at the enemy with icy spears while team Helskor backed up and regrouped.

	 

	Ahead, Cecilia and Oli were fighting a girl in black wraps with a halberd, the heavy weapon slicing and swinging through the air so fast it was a blur. Whenever it touched the rocky platform they were on, it would send showers of chipped rock flying. 

	 

	Another figure stepped out from the stone building and raised a rocket launcher.

	 

	Amber screamed a wordless warning as it turned towards her team and the figure fired.

	 

	Then Cecilia shifted, a burst of wind propelling her in the path of the rocket. Her sword swung around lightning-fast, and the projectile was sliced apart down the middle. Amber expected an explosion, but the two halves just thumped and rolled across the grassy ground.

	 

	“This is Glasir!” Cecilia shouted. “We need immediate reinforcements on my position. Encountered four tangos, threat level four. Repeat, four tangos, level four, requesting immediate evac!” 

	 

	Amber refocused on the chain-wielding enemy. He had landed a little ways away and was shifting his shoulders as he looked over their team. He raised his sword, pointing it towards Morgan. “I didn’t want to have to fight any of you, sisters.” He shifted. “You can still leave.”

	 

	“Like hell,” Morgan said. 

	 

	“Then you’re going down first.”

	 

	Amber moved closer, knives in hand. Her legs trembled a bit, and she saw Jade breathing hard, but Morgan stood before her, back straight, brows knit. Amber took a bit of strength from the taller girl’s confidence. As long as Morgan thinks we have a chance, then it’s likely that we do. It’s four on one.

	 

	The fight over with team Helskor didn’t look too bad either. They were pressing hard against the black figure with the falchion, using the shadows to try and grab them while Jess and Emilia flung magic and icey darts at their opponent.

	 

	As soon as they win, it’ll be ten on one for this guy. “Surrender,” Amber said. There was a faint tremble in her voice, and she cleared it with a cough. “Surrender, and we won’t have to fight.”

	 

	The man shook his head. “Don’t act like you’re the good guys in this. As misinformed and lied to as you have been, you still serve on the wrong side. The future will reveal the deceit you’re living under soon enough.”

	 

	“Wow, are you going to monologue?” Cassy asked. “You’ve already got the outfit from Cults-R-Us. Do you sacrifice babies sometimes, or is that too edgy for you?”

	 

	The man sighed. “You don’t seem to understand.”

	 

	“Oh, oh crap,” Cassy said with a terribly false gasp. “You’re so deep. So mysterious. I couldn’t begin to dig into your deep, dark past. Are you wearing mascara under that mask? Do you listen to emo pop?”

	 

	“Your insults are a bit petty,” the man said. Then he flashed forwards.

	 

	Amber flung a knife out, the reflex catching her off-guard, but it didn’t stop the black-clad man at all. He merely flicked the blade out of the air with the tip of his sword a moment before Morgan crashed into it. 

	 

	The two traded a pair of quick blows, then parted, but only for as long as it took for a pair of chains to whip out from under his robes and spear towards Morgan.

	 

	Amber shook her head. Think! No, don’t think, act! 

	 

	She recalled her knives, felt them smack into her hand, and threw them at the villain again a moment before she started running. She kept Morgan between herself and the man, even as she reached down and pulled out a pair of chakram from beneath her jacket. 

	 

	She didn’t hold any illusions of being able to fight him head-on, not if Morgan was doing her best and only just holding him off. She could, on the other hand, help and try to tip the balance. 

	 

	“Cassy, down is right!” Amber called.

	 

	“What? Oh, got it!” 

	 

	The man groaned as Cassy turned in mid-air, and he was flung to their right. Amber threw one of her knives, well ahead of where he was, then flung the other chakram a moment later.

	 

	He batted the one coming for him head on… and completely failed to see the one returning to her from behind.

	 

	Not that it mattered.

	 

	Amber’s stomach fell as the returning chakram missed entirely. 

	 

	The man landed on a tree, standing upright on its side as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

	 

	“Uh, going OOM,” Cassy said. She sighed, and her magic puttered out.

	 

	“Cassy, move!” Morgan yelled.

	 

	The man shot forward, past Amber and around Morgan on a direct route towards Cassy. “Oh, shit,” Cassy said.

	 

	Jade screamed, arm shooting forwards and casting her scarf ahead of her. The fabric stretched and grew and splayed itself out like the hood of a gigantic cobra. 

	 

	The magical cursed and spun out of the way, right towards Morgan who was ready to meet him with a downwards swing of her sword.

	 

	Metal clashed on metal, the forest ringing with the twin blows, then the magical disengaged just as Amber fumbled out another knife and threw it where he’d been. 

	 

	Leaping backwards, the man flicked his sword to the side and moved his head, scanning them and the woods around. “Damn,” he muttered.

	 

	There was a crash that had Amber almost jumping out of her skin. Something, someone, tore through the centre of a tree, hit the ground hard enough to make it shake, then rolled a few times, wooden chips flying all over the place. 

	 

	The tree groaned and started to list to the side, the sections around the rather large gash in its trunk snapping as it bent, but it held.

	 

	Amber blinked as the form on the ground moaned, then started to rise. It was one of the black figures, the one with the falchion that had been harassing team Helskor. 

	 

	“Got ya, bitch!” Jess cheered. She was standing some ways away. It didn’t take much for Amber to trace the straight line from her to where the injured magical was. The faint glimmer of magic in the air between them certainly helped. 

	 

	The man swooped over to stand by his comrade. He looked around, then tapped her with the side of his foot. “Can you stand?”

	 

	Amber flung a brace of knives at them, but he sliced them out of the air with contemptible ease.

	 

	“I can,” the woman said. “Kids swarmed me.”

	 

	“Did you hear four?”

	 

	“Yeah.”

	 

	Morgan ran to Amber’s side and paused. Team Helskor, looking a bit windswept and ruffled, but alive, were gathering together too. A glance over her shoulder revealed Jade and Cassy coming over as well. Ten on one, if they discounted the injured, looked like very good odds to Amber.

	 

	Then the two figures in black dropped to the ground.

	 

	Morgan spun around. “Cover!” she screamed.

	 

	Jade’s scarf deployed, forming a wall, but not before something exploded nearby and a wash of heat raced over the group.

	 

	Amber ducked down as rocks, some as big around as her head, came raining down around them. An icy wall appeared over team Helskor, and Jade’s scarf grew wider and was soon absorbing the rocks that would have hit them.

	 

	“They’re running!” Morgan said.

	 

	The two magicals were, indeed, darting away. Soon, another two joined them, and one of their members picked up the injured woman.

	 

	Cecilia was on their tail for a bit, but she stopped and watched them go. “Hold!” she called back. “We’re regrouping before we do anything else.”

	 

	“Where’s Oli?” Jess called.

	 

	“She’s in that pile of rocks,” Cecilia said. “Go make sure she’s okay.”

	 

	Amber had a pair of knives in her hands again. She couldn’t recall grabbing them, but they were there. She looked around, searching for the next fight, the next enemy, but there wasn’t anything.

	 

	Morgan put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s done,” she said. “Let them disengage.”

	 

	“Morgan’s right,” Cecilia said as she walked over. Jess rushed to one of the piles of rock, located where that bunker had been, and was soon pulling a dirty but otherwise fine Oli out of the rubble. “Let them go. They’re pretty damned strong, and I wouldn’t want to get caught flat-footed in a chase. Besides, we don’t have time.”

	 

	Amber blinked. Her internal clock told her it was six twelve PM. A whole four minutes since they’d been able to see the bunker with their own eyes. 

	 

	Morgan turned to the rest of the team, locking eyes with Amber for a bit. “We need to set up a watch. With team Helskor would be best.”

	 

	“Right,” Amber said. No allowing the enemy to sneak up on them. “Cassy, can you still fly?” A scout would be nice.

	 

	“Nope,” Cassy said. She was sweaty, and looked as though she’d just done an hour’s cardio. “I’m way out of magic.”

	 

	“Oh,” Amber said. “Alright, then, ah, let’s go wait by team Glasir. We probably shouldn’t all group up too much, but we need to stay near each other.”

	 

	“Evac is coming in hot,” Cecilia said. “You girls get ready, we’ll be lifted out of here in a minute.”

	 

	Amber could already hear the helicopters thumping closer. 

	 

	She should have felt relieved, she knew. Instead, her anxiety only piled on. What the hell happened here?

	 

	It was the question at the top of her list, but it certainly wasn’t the only one. 

	 

	She met Morgan’s eyes, and the taller girl shook her head. “Later.”

	 

	“Yeah, okay.”

	 


Chapter Thirty-One:

A Small Push

	 

	Glasir One and Goofy Two hovered above, throwing down enough wind that Amber ducked her head down even as loosened leaves were sprayed all over. Ropes came whizzing down to clatter on the ground below the helicopters, and soon Cecilia and her team were directing everyone to one helicopter or another. 

	 

	This time neither team Svalinn or Helskor were split. 

	 

	Amber watched Morgan step up to one of the ropes and slide her feet into the loop at the bottom. She grabbed onto a little handle dangling out of the side of it, then waved at the helicopter. Her rope went taut, then started pulling her up. 

	 

	Amber nodded and moved to the other rope, then turned to see where her teammates were. Jade was nearby, hands together, eyes wide, and knees knocking together. “Ah, I don’t know if I can do that,” she said.

	 

	Right, afraid of heights. “We could go together,” Amber said. “Or you go before. If you fall, I’ll loop back in time, stop you from ever going up.”

	 

	“Um, that’s somewhat reassuring, but if I do fall the first time, you won’t know that yet because it hasn’t happened. So no matter what, I’ll get splattered at least once before you undo it.”

	 

	She didn’t know how to reply to that, exactly. 

	 

	Then Cassy swooped up behind Jade and scooped her up in a princess carry. “Come on,” she said a moment before falling back onto her broom. Jade screamed as Cassy shot up into the air and into the open door on the helicopter’s side. 

	 

	Amber blinked. Well, alright. She placed her foot in the loop, then waved at the helicopter while grabbing the handle. 

	 

	The rope tugged her up, smoothing off to a gentle glide that ended just as she came level with the open cabin.

	 

	Morgan was sitting within a headset in her hands already extended for Amber to grab, and Cassy was cringing back from where a red-faced Jade was smacking her with the end of her scarf. 

	 

	“You okay?” Amber asked as she grabbed one of the handles by the ceiling. The ropes lowered again, presumably to pick up some of team Glasir.

	 

	Jade huffed, moved to the side, and plopped herself down next to Morgan. “I’m fine,” she said. “If Cassy here had warned me, just a little, then maybe I wouldn’t be quite so angry.”

	 

	“Hey! I kinda warned you. Scooping you up should have been plenty of heads-up,” Cassy defended herself.

	 

	Morgan just shook her head. “Be a bit more considerate.”

	 

	“Yeah, sorry, sorry,” Cassy said. 

	 

	Amber sat on Morgan’s side, opposite Jade, and Cassy leaned against the far wall and let herself fall onto the floor so that she was sitting with her legs outstretched. The ropes on either side of the cabin hummed, and soon Cecilia and Jess were back aboard. The older magical girl picked a headset from the racks at the front and slid it on. “Okay, Glasir One, we’re full. Get us to base ASAP. Have you transmitted the coordinates? Right, nice. Glasir lead out.”

	 

	“That was kind of thrilling,” Cassy said. “But I’m dead tired.”

	 

	“Really?” Jade asked. “I didn’t enjoy the fight, but I feel wired. Like I just drank a few energy drinks or something.”

	 

	“That’s usually how you feel post-fight,” Jess said. She poked Cassy’s leg. “How tired are you feeling?”

	 

	“Uh? Very, I guess?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“You use up a lot of magic?” the older magical girl asked.

	 

	Cassy nodded. “Yeah, a good chunk. I’m a bit better now, but I was nearly out in the fight.”

	 

	“Hmm, newbies,” Jess said.

	 

	“Hey!” 

	 

	Cecilia shook her head. “Jess is right. You’re all new. Shouldn’t have been anywhere near that intense a fight yet. You’ll probably be using a lot more magic than you need to until you get more experience and become a bit more efficient. Just keep up your practice and it’ll get better. Oh, and eat a big meal tonight.”

	 

	“Who were they?” Amber asked.

	 

	“I have no idea,” Cecilia said. “Hostiles, with magic and their own weapons. They seemed human to me, but it’s not impossible that they weren’t.”

	 

	“Did we piss off some forest elves or something?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“Hah!” Jess barked. “No, elves around here are a lot more… Santa Claus, a lot less Tolkein.”

	 

	“Wait, is Santa Claus real?” Jade asked.

	 

	“You’ll just have to be a good girl and wait until Christmas to find out, won’t you?” Jess asked with a shit eating grin.

	 

	“They had magic,” Morgan said. “Those chains our opponent had, they were similar to Jade’s scarf. I didn’t see if the others you fought had powers, but I suspect they did.”

	 

	“Yeah,” Cecilia said. “One had a pocket dimension thing. Not sure about the other two, but it’s likely.”

	 

	“So they were magicals like us,” Morgan said.

	 

	“Maybe not like us,” Cecilia said.

	 

	Morgan leaned back, arms crossing. “Close enough that we should treat them the same way. We had a very clear numerical advantage there, and they still held their own. Had they not retreated, we might have had some injuries on our side.”

	 

	“We did alright,” Jess said. “Nailed one of them pretty hard.”

	 

	Morgan gestured to Cassy, then to Amber. “Cassy was nearly out of the fight, and Amber was nearing exhaustion. I didn’t pay as much attention to team Helskor, but at least one of their members was entirely unready to fight. Cassy was saved by Jade, and Amber was running interference. I don’t know if I could have taken on our opponent solo.”

	 

	“You were holding your own,” Jade said.

	 

	“Better than any of us,” Amber added.

	 

	Morgan shrugged. She didn’t look at the girls on either side though. Is she blushing, just a little?

	 

	“I’m good enough to know that I was out-matched,” Morgan continued. “My point is, they had training, or at least some experience fighting. Maybe not from an academy, but that wouldn’t surprise me either. I’d put them on the level of a second or third year, at least.”

	 

	Cecilia bit her lower lip. “Damn. Okay, we need to report all of this as soon as we land.”

	 

	A glance out the side revealed that the sun was starting to set. It was just a bit past seven o’clock, according to Amber’s time-sense. Soon, they were flying past the rows of fencing around Norumbega, and finally over the city proper. 

	 

	The two helicopters swung around and slowed until they could come in for a gentle landing atop some waiting platforms.

	 

	Last time, when Amber had arrived, there had been mechanics waiting, and a few soldiers in the distance watching. Now there were also entire teams of magicals. At least a dozen in all, most of them looking to be about Amber’s own age, but they held themselves with the kind of poise that she’d expect to see in a hunting tiger, instead of just a bunch of bored teens. 

	 

	The rotors spun down with a whine and everyone jumped out of the helicopters even as maintenance people rushed closer.

	 

	The three magical girl teams met on one side, where the woman that had introduced the principal the other day, the principal himself, lieutenant Garnt and a single very small girl were waiting. “Welcome back,” the principal said. 

	 

	“Sir,” Cecilia said. “We’re all back, and in decent form.”

	 

	The principal’s assistant nodded. “We need you to debrief.”

	 

	“If you feel like it,” the principal added. “The army and the academy would appreciate it, but it’s up to you. You can do it here or in the academy proper.”

	 

	Cecilia glanced at her team, and the two others. “The academy, sir,” she said. “At least for team Glasir.”

	 

	Amber blinked when all three of her teammates looked to her. “Uh, the academy for us too,” she said. 

	 

	Evelyn nodded. “Likewise for team Helskor.”

	 

	“Wonderful!” the principal said. “Now, follow Professor Ploof here, and she’ll bring you over to somewhere where you can relax for a moment before we bother you with a bunch of questions.”

	 

	Professor Ploof, as it turned out, was the small girl standing in the group. She nodded and took off towards the academy, as if expecting them all to follow. 

	 

	Amber and the others hesitated, but they soon trailed after the girl. “Is she really?” Amber began to ask. 

	 

	“Yes, I am,” the girl snapped. She sighed a moment later. “Forgive me, I was woken up for all of this. I don’t like kerfuffles like this.”

	 

	“Oh, sorry,” Amber said. She eyed the girl from behind. She was wearing a magical girl costume, a big dress that looked normal until mid-waist, which then poofed out and became a sort of round ball that ended by the girl’s knees. It was covered in ribbons and tassels, and done up in a soft, pastel pink with baby-blue highlights. It was the least-threatening dress Amber had ever seen.

	 

	“We’ll be splitting you up by teams,” Professor Ploof said as she pulled out a phone from the folds of her dress and started tapping away at it. The phone was just a bit too big for her, so she had to shift it around whenever she wanted to press a button in the middle of its screen. 

	 

	‘Right,” Cecilia said. “The others over there, they look like vets.”

	 

	“They are,” the professor said. “One team tied to the base, another team of veterans tied to the academy, and one of the five teams from Norumbega. All alumni teams. You probably don’t have anything to worry about.”

	 

	“Neat,” Cassy said. “Anyone we know?” She looked at the others who were looking at her. “What? I had posters back home. Which girl doesn’t?”

	 

	They moved through one of the little doors next to the academy gates, then up a staircase and into the academy proper. It was a little strange moving around the academy when the sun was well on its way to setting, and the only illumination was from the streetlights all along the roadways. Amber had been out this late the day she’d first come, but that felt like forever ago. 

	 

	A few of the students that were still out watched them all moving past, but it was probably not too bizarre to see a bunch of magical girls with a professor, even if the professor didn’t look like one, and they were all in-costume. 

	 

	They arrived at the Administration building, and Amber looked around for any signs of damage left over from the explosion. There was a large dumpster nearby, and some construction equipment on pallets with tarps above them off to the side, but the building itself looked fine. 

	 

	Professor Ploof brought them across the lobby and to some rooms at the back. “Right, your team here. Your team there. And you guys there,” the girl said as she pointed them to different rooms. “We only have one room for interrogations and such, so it’ll have to be one group at a time. I’ll have someone bring over lunch in a few minutes. You kids must be starving.”

	 

	Cassy snorted, but a deadpan look from the professor had her clamping up.

	 

	Soon, team Svalinn gathered in a little waiting room with a few sofas, some chairs, and a vending machine in the corner. It wasn’t so much a waiting room, Amber realised, as it was one of the Admin building’s break rooms. There was even a little window overlooking the walls behind the building. 

	 

	“Snacks, anyone?” Jade asked as she moved over to the vending machine. She poked at it with her phone, and soon a candy bar fell to the tray at the bottom.

	 

	“I could use something, yeah,” Amber said.

	 

	“Likewise,” Morgan said.

	 

	“I’m good, thanks.”

	 

	Amber looked at Cassy. “No, eat something,” she said. “You were out of magic earlier, and we moved a lot.”

	 

	“I’m fine,” Cassy replied. 

	 

	“I think Amber’s right,” Morgan said. She stood and moved to the machine. “There’s… nothing healthy here. Well, whatever. What do you want?”

	 

	“I said I’m good,” Cassy replied.

	 

	Amber bit her lip. Now’s not the time, but then… we might be waiting for a while, and there’s no leaving this room until then. Maybe now’s the best time. On the other hand, this is trapping her.

	 

	She sighed. “Cassy,” she began. Maybe just a small push.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Two:

Confrontational

	 

	“What?” Cassy snapped. The girl stood up and paced over to the side where she could lean against a pillar. 

	 

	The divide in the group was rather stark. Amber and Morgan and Jade all within a pace or two of each other, and Cassy separated from the rest. This isn’t great.

	 

	“Cassy,” Amber repeated. “Come on, we’re just worried.”

	 

	“That’s fine,” Cassy said. “But keep it to yourself, alright?”

	 

	Morgan huffed. “We’re meant to be a team, aren’t we? That kind of attitude isn’t helpful.”

	 

	“What’s not helpful is you not minding your own business. You don’t see me complaining about the rod you shoved up your own rear.”

	 

	Morgan sat up straighter, brows furrowing while Jade held back what was no doubt an inappropriate giggle. “Girls!” Amber snapped. Morgan and Cassy jumped. “No. Just no. I don’t want to see you fighting.”

	 

	“Yeah, I don’t want to fight either,” Cassy said. 

	 

	Amber nodded. “Fine, so we won’t fight. No drama, alright? We’re a team, and I want us to be friends.”

	 

	“Cool,” Cassy said. It didn’t sound to Amber that her heart was in it, but she took the tiny victory where she could.

	 

	“Good,” Amber said. “So… do you want to talk about it? If you’re not ready now, that’s okay. We can do it later, or maybe you can talk with someone else if it’s more comfortable for you.”

	 

	“Talk about what?” Cassy asked. “You’re making it sound like you’re my mom who found drugs in my room or something.”

	 

	Amber shifted. Do I really want to do this?

	 

	She knew that Cassy had some sort of problem with eating. She’d heard stories of girls that were anorexic getting into all sorts of trouble when their body needed more food than they were taking in. Cassy eats enough to be safe, for a normal person. 

	 

	On the other hand, Amber was a little leery to start any sort of fight. No, it wouldn’t be a fight, Cassy does have a problem, and… and is it our job to try to do something about it? Should we just report it and let the academy figure it out?

	 

	“You ran out of magic today, right?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Yeah, that’s what happens when you use it,” Cassy said.

	 

	“And you’re not hungry now?”

	 

	Cassy’s expression became pinched and she didn’t meet Amber’s gaze. “I’m fine. Can we stop with the questions?”

	 

	“…No.” Amber shook her head. “Cassy, I’ve been looking at how much you eat. I’m not any sort of expert or anything.”

	 

	“So keep your opinion to yourself, then.”

	 

	“But,” Amber continued as if Cassy hadn’t spoken. “But I know that magical girls need to eat a lot more. I don’t know why, I guess we’ll learn about it eventually, but we need to eat more than normal people.”

	 

	“It’s fuel,” Morgan said. “Our bodies burn magic as well as calories. We have new organs that are constantly hungry for more magic. We get that naturally, from just living, but it sends signals to our body that we’re hungry whenever our magical reserves aren’t overstuffed. It actually fades after a few years. Your body learns to cope with the fact that food won’t feed the new organ. It’s not even a real organ. You get better eventually.”

	 

	“Better how?” Jade asked.

	 

	“I… don’t know, exactly. It’s been a year since I had a lesson on it, and it wasn’t the most interesting at the time,” Morgan said. “Basically, the same thing that makes it so that our bodies are at their peak means that we digest food faster and our metabolism runs hot. The magical organ isn’t actually an organ, it’s not a physical thing, but it does interact with your body in weird ways.”

	 

	“So, the long and short of it is that we need to eat more,” Amber said.

	 

	“Basically… You could live on fewer calories, but eventually your body will think that you’re basically starving. It doesn’t matter that we’re at peak if our bodies start cannibalizing us. Then our magic tries to fix things, which burns through our reserves, which tells our body that we’re hungrier…”

	 

	“Damn, that’s awful,” Jade said. She looked down at the little cake in her hand, a bright pink log with sprinkles atop it. She shoved it in her mouth and started chewing. “You guys want anything?”

	 

	Amber nodded. “Yeah, sure,” she said before eyeing Cassy. “You haven’t been eating enough.”

	 

	“I’ve been eating plenty,” Cassy said.

	 

	“Maybe for a normal girl. You’re not normal,” Amber said. 

	 

	“Speak for yourself, red,” Cassy snapped.

	 

	Amber gestured toward Jade, and the shorter girl underhanded something that Amber snapped out of the air. “They have Twinkies?”

	 

	“Chocolate ones!” Jade cheered. She poked the vending machine some more and soon came to sit next to Morgan, her scarf turned into a basket that she filled with chips and cakes and candy bars. 

	 

	Amber flung the junk food to Cassy who caught it. “Eat, please.”

	 

	“I’m fine,” Cassy said.

	 

	Amber shook her head. “I don’t know if you ran out of magic so fast because you didn’t eat enough or not, but… look, we’re just… argh, I hate this kind of thing.”

	 

	“Yeah, I think I know how you feel,” Cassy deadpanned. She crossed her arms, cake still in its wrapper.

	 

	I’m really not fit for this. “Okay, look, we’ll talk to someone about it, if they say that it’s fine, then you can eat as little as you want. But if it puts your health at risk, then we’ll do something about it, okay?”

	 

	“You know what you could do?” Cassy asked. “Mind your own business.”

	 

	“Your health is our business,” Jade said between bites. “Let’s face it, we’re in this as a team, which means that we need to rely on each other, but also look out for each other. One of us suffering means all of us suffering.”

	 

	“I’m not suffering,” Cassy muttered.

	 

	“Hmm, maybe not,” Jade said. “But it doesn’t look like that to us. Amber’s right though, we should see if it’s a problem first. Then we figure out what to do from there.”

	 

	“The academy has therapists,” Morgan said.

	 

	“I don’t need a therapist,” Cassy snapped.

	 

	“That’s what people who need a therapist usually say,” Morgan replied. “Hell, I used them, they’re pretty good here. Magical oaths of confidentiality and all that. Or you can talk to the Seelie. They’re… not human though. Their advice is very practical, but not always—I suppose it is logical, but it’s not always well-considered on an emotional level.”

	 

	“You know what I don’t get,” Jade said. “Why not eat more when you can? You realise how lucky we are, right? Most girls would kill to be able to pig out like this.”

	 

	“You’ll get fat,” Cassy warned.

	 

	Jade paused. She had a bit of chocolate on her lips and a small collection of wrappers in another ‘pouch’ made from her scarf. “Nah. Never saw a fat magical girl.”

	 

	“There’s a few, actually,” Morgan said. “Well, less fat more—” she made vague gestures in the air.

	 

	Someone knocked at the door, and it opened to reveal Professor Ploof, her arms raised to hold the door handle. “Hey,” she said. “Team Svalinn, are you all here?”

	 

	“We are,” Amber said.

	 

	“Good, good,” the professor said as she pushed the door open fully. A Seelie was riding on her shoulder, the cat-like creature holding steady despite there not being all that much room. “Could you follow me? This shouldn’t take too long. Team Helskor has already left, I’m afraid you drew the short stick.”

	 

	Jade’s scarf twisted in on itself, and when it unwrapped, the cakes and wrappers were gone. “We’re coming,” she said.

	 

	Amber, by dint of being nearest the door, followed Professor Ploof out first. She’s so small! She held back on making any comments about it; the girl might have been small, but she looked fairly serious, and no one had argued when she called herself a professor. Who knows, magic does weird stuff.

	 

	The tiny professor brought them to a room down the corridor. Amber was expecting white walls, some uncomfortable chairs, and a big two-way mirror to one side, but it was more like a lounging area, with a big leathery couch to one side and a poofy armchair to the other. 

	 

	“Come on and sit,” Professor Ploof said. She backed up to the armchair, put her hands on the seat, and with a little backwards hop, sat down and sank into cushions. 

	 

	Team Svalinn sat, all four of them fitting on the couch. None of them were very big, but the couch wasn’t all that big either, and they ended up sitting with shoulders bumping. “What kind of, ah, interview is this?” Amber asked.

	 

	“Oh, it’s nothing bad,” Professor Ploof said. “None of you are in any sort of trouble. You shouldn’t have been there in the first place, but that is hardly your team’s fault. Even if you acted poorly in a fight or in a dangerous situation, well, you haven’t had training on how to act yet, so you’re obviously not to blame.”

	 

	“So, what do we need to tell you?” Cassy asked.

	 

	The professor giggled. “Nice phrasing. I just need you to recount what happened, in your own words. More detail would be appreciated, but try not to embellish things. I have a pretty good picture of what happened already, but I want your perspective as well.”

	 

	Amber leaned forwards a little to look at her teammates, then when she saw that none of them were ready to speak, she bit the bullet. “I guess we should start this afternoon? We decided to see if we could join the Flight Club…”

	 

	Amber recounted their evening, with the others jumping in and adding details where they saw fit. Morgan was great when it came to procedures and the names of the pilots and officers, and Cassy had plenty of opinions to go around. Amber mostly stuck to giving as simple a recounting as she could.

	 

	What felt like an hour later, but was really little more than fifteen minutes, Amber ended her story. “And then we flew back to the base and met you when we landed.”

	 

	Professor Ploof nodded along. “Perfect, thank you.”

	 

	“Are we being recorded?” Jade asked.

	 

	“You are, yes,” Professor Ploof said. She didn’t move to show them any sort of recording device or anything.

	 

	“Is that legal?” Cassy asked.

	 

	The professor shrugged, looking for a moment like an innocent little girl. “There’s not much of a foundation for laws in Agartha. No constitution to build off of, or even much of a government. Norumbega Academy runs very much off of a sort of… common sense system. Don’t do things that could harm others and you’re fine to do whatever you want. There are rules, but they’re more guidelines to prevent students from hurting themselves.”

	 

	“Like what?” Amber asked.

	 

	“They’re on your phone, but if you want an example… there’s a rule against flying over and around the army base.”

	 

	“That’s lame,” Cassy said.

	 

	“We had a girl that got run-over by a jet coming in for a landing once,” Professor Ploof said. “She was fine after the medics got to her, but the plane had to be scrapped and the pilot got whiplash from the ejection.”

	 

	Amber blinked. Well okay then.

	 

	“We’ll do what we can to follow the rules,” Morgan said.

	 

	“Sure,” the professor said, clearly not caring all that much. “Now, do you mind if I ask a few questions? I’m mostly curious about the magicals you ran into.”

	 

	“So they were magicals,” Jade said, some of her first words since the professor arrived. 

	 

	“I think they were, yes,” Professor Ploof said.

	 

	“Who were they?” Amber asked. “They had… almost uniforms, and masks, and Morgan said that they were pretty experienced.”

	 

	“That, Miss Green, is very much the question of the day.”

	 


Chapter Thirty-Three:

Blush

	 

	Team Svalinn woke up the next morning and prepared for another round of classes and such. It was a little strange for Amber, to go from being part of what was obviously some grand kerfuffle, to just returning to a normal schedule as if nothing had happened. 

	 

	Their team was too green, too new to be kept in the loop, but it was obvious that something was going on. They’d talked about it the night before while grabbing a late supper and before bed. 

	 

	Amber spent the morning yawning and trying to reinvigorate herself before classes. There was the usual amount of trouble getting Cassy to wake up and get dressed, and then they were off for breakfast where Jade sat next to Cassy and kept adding food to the blonde’s plate whenever she was nearly done. 

	 

	It sparked a little fight, but Jade shut it down by threatening to bully Cassy into eating healthy portions. 

	 

	I don’t know if I should do anything about bullying others for their own good? Cassy seems miffed, but she did eat.

	 

	Their first class, which they arrived at early thanks to Morgan’s stern glare and Amber’s inability to not know how late they were, was Magical Theory.

	 

	Unlike their High School Equivalency class, which was more of a normal room, or their Agarthan Studies, which had a lecture hall to work from, their Magical Theory class was built like a lab: rows of waist-height tables with sinks built into them and hoods that could be lowered above. Cabins lined the sides and the front of the class was taken up by a teacher’s desk, a small podium, and a large television screen with a screensaver playing over it. 

	 

	Amber blinked at the Seelie currently sitting atop the podium. It was wearing a tall pointy hat made of purple cloth with yellow stars haphazardly sewn into it. 

	 

	“What’s that hat supposed to mean?” Amber asked.

	 

	“It’s obviously a wizard’s hat,” Cassy said.

	 

	“Cassy has a witch’s hat, she’d know,” Jade agreed.

	 

	“Pick any seat!” Someone said from the front of the class. There was a ‘hup’ sound a few moments later, and Professor Ploof appeared just over the edge of the teacher’s desk.

	 

	Svalinn moved to a row of tables near the middle of the room and stood there rather awkwardly while the Seelie stared and the professor dragged some papers out onto the desk. “So, you the teacher for this class?” Cassy asked.

	 

	The girl looked up. “No, the Seelie is. I’m just here for the human touch. The Seelie can be great sources of knowledge, but they’re not the greatest at delivering that in a digestible manner.”

	 

	“We try our best,” the Seelie said, its voice somehow carrying perfectly across the room. “But there is sometimes a divide in what we understand, and what magicals do. We presume that this is due to perspective and naturally occurring differences in the way we—and you—think.”

	 

	“They don’t do metaphors and analogies well,” Ploof added. 

	 

	Amber nodded long. “That’s cool. So what will we be learning? I mean, the class is called Magical Theory, but I don’t know enough to guess what that means.”

	 

	“We will explain shortly. We were even encouraged to give a demonstration today,” the Seelie said.

	 

	The class filled in, with team Helskor picking the row nearest Amber and her team with little waves, and soon enough the bell tolled, announcing the start of things. 

	 

	Professor Ploof hopped off her bench and walked to the podium next to the Seelie, setting some girls in the class to ‘aww’ing. Amber could understand them; the girl was dressed in formal businesswear, with a pencil skirt, blouse, and a navy jacket, all sized for a preteen. “I’m Professor Ploof…” she waited for the titters to end. “One of your magical instructors today. The first one who pinches my cheek will discover the joys of teleportation magic, and will be tested for their ability to swim in the main gymnasium’s pool. Don’t worry, some upper years have a swimming club practice right now.”

	 

	“And we are the Seelie,” the Seelie said. “Shall we begin?”

	 

	There was a pause, then a few students murmured ‘yes’, and the creature nodded. 

	 

	“Magic is complicated. Even we who are born into it do not understand all of its aspects and methods and reasons. But there are ways of harnessing magic to bring it to use. These methods have been widely divided into broad categories. We do not always agree with these, but for ease of teaching, they seem best.”

	 

	The Seelie looked to Professor Ploof, who pulled out a remote and flicked on the screen behind them.

	 

	“The first,” the Seelie said as a word appeared on the board, “is ritual magic, wherein an action is taken, and through that action, a result is achieved that is beyond the abilities of the purely physical.”

	 

	“An example,” Professor Ploof said, “would be casting a ritual in order to assure a certain result. Luck on a test, a better harvest, warding away evil, et cetera.”

	 

	The Seelie nodded. “Some rituals are simple. That generally means that they are quite weak, yet in their repetition, they become stronger. Oaths sworn with the shake of a hand by two beings of magic are quite common.”

	 

	The screen filled with a description of ritualistic magic: a very dry description. 

	 

	“Ceremonial magic is ritual magic on a more complex level,” the Seelie continued. “These magics expend reagents and items, using their potency in order to fuel a ritual and cast what is essentially a single powerful spell.”

	 

	“We get one magical every two or three years that focuses on ceremonial magic,” the professor said. “They’re elaborate and complex, often very expensive, and their effects are rarely very powerful in the moment. But, they can do things like encourage rainfall and clement weather, ward off storms, make an area inhospitable to creatures who have malicious intent, and make it so that people participating in the ritual or living in a target area have better health,” Professor Ploof added. “What ceremonial magic lacks in immediate power, it makes up in strength over time and versatility.”

	 

	The Seelie spun around in a quick loop. “And finally, there are more traditional spells. These are far less efficient than most other sorts of magic, but they are powerful, and can be cast in an instant. Magicals often use these as part of their gift-given power, manifesting as everything from manipulating space to causing the air to combust. They are will, empowered by magic, forcing a new order upon the world.”

	 

	“That’s your bog-standard magical stuff,” Ploof said. “That includes a lot of the physical enhancing you’ll be doing to move, but also things like casting spells in a fight. Most magicals at least learn how to fling a fireball around, if only because it’s amusing.”

	 

	The screen behind them flashed with the final category of magic. 

	 

	“There are more magics, as many as there are people willing to cast them. But an education into the depth of spellwork and magic would take more than the few years we have here, and for your task, you need only know the basics.”

	 

	Professor Ploof nodded. “You might have had science and chemistry classes before? The same rules apply here. Be careful, and keep in mind that what you’re using is more than just a tool, it’s a magical tool. One more thing: you are strongly encouraged to ask questions here.”

	 

	A brave soul in the front row raised his arm. 

	 

	“Yes?”

	 

	“How old are you, professor?”

	 

	The girl at the front glared. “Questions about the class.”

	 

	No one raised their hand, so the Professor nodded to the Seelie. 

	 

	“Very well then, this year, after some deliberation, we have decided upon a very simple ritual, one that has been used by humanity for a long time. You should find everything you need beneath your tables.”

	 

	“We didn’t do a ritual last year,” Morgan muttered.

	 

	Amber looked at her, then shrugged. “Trying something new?”

	 

	“Miss Armstrong is correct,” Professor Ploof said. “Last year there was no ritual. The year before, there were… some difficulties with the example ritual used.”

	 

	A hand raised. “What was it?”

	 

	The professor sighed. “The Seelie decided to show everyone a fertility ritual.”

	 

	The class broke out into inappropriate titters, and even Amber held back a surprised laugh.

	 

	“Did it work?” Cassy asked.

	 

	Professor Ploof ignored her. “You’ll find a small packet of seeds, a rock, a plastic container with some dirt, and a small measuring cup,” she said. “Please set everything onto the table before you, then use your sinks to fill the cup halfway with water.”

	 

	Morgan set the container down while Amber placed the other things on the table, then filled the measuring cup to exactly half, or as best she could tell. A glance to the side showed that Cassy had already poked at the dirt in her container, and that Jade was now covering it with her scarf to prevent further poking.

	 

	“This ritual,” the Seelie said, “is one originating with the Trobriand people of Earth. It is one meant to assist in the growth of yams, a food that is and was important to their culture and diet. This is a modified ritual, one that profits from being cast by someone who is already magical.”

	 

	Amber nodded. This is actually kind of exciting.

	 

	“Right,” Professor Ploof said. “Pick a seed from your little bag and plant it in your manure-rich soil.”

	 

	“What!” Cassy shouted. “Ew!” 

	 

	A few laughed as Cassy opened the tap and started washing her hands. Professor Ploof looked like someone stretching out their already-thin supply of patience as she watched Cassy wash off and then try to dry her hands using Jade’s scarf, only for the smaller girl to swipe the scarf away. 

	 

	“Now, if you’re quite done, the actual ritual. The stone you have is a round, flat-sided stone, made smooth by the movement of an ocean shore. Using a piece of chalk—top right drawer—draw this symbol as best you can on the rock.”

	 

	A symbol appeared on the screen. 

	 

	“Are you good at drawing?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“Not particularly, but I can manage,” Amber said. She was quickly given the chalk, and tried her best to draw the symbol she saw onto the rock. It was close enough, she figured.

	 

	“Now, take a seed and plant it in. Once it’s about two knuckles deep, take the rock, and with each of you holding to one side of it, circle around the dirt twice clockwise.”

	 

	Amber and Morgan did so, their fingertips warm as they touched over the stone. 

	 

	Amber felt… something, in the pit of her stomach.

	 

	“The next step is to add the water. Pour it slowly; you want to avoid breaking the circle you’ve created.”

	 

	Amber took the measuring cup with her free hand, still not letting go of the rock she held with Morgan, and gently poured water over the hole which they’d placed a seed in. 

	 

	“Another circle, counter-clockwise this time. If you feel your magic reacting, let it, though don’t push it.”

	 

	Morgan took the lead this time, and Amber felt her face flushing. “Weird magic, huh?” she said.

	 

	“Yeah.”

	 

	When their circle came to an end, both girls paused.

	 

	There was something green poking out from the tiny hole Morgan had made. As they watched, it sprouted up, slowly but surely. A leaf that grew and blossomed, and beneath it little leaves pushed into the dirt, growing from hair-thin to as big around as a pencil-lead.

	 

	“Does everyone have a sprout?” Professor Ploof asked.

	 

	Amber looked up. The other students had something similar before them, though some were smaller and others larger.

	 

	“Well done! You’ve cast your first successful ritual. A normal, magicless person doing this on Agartha would see a tiny sprout grow in a day or two. A normal person doing this on Earth would have an impact so small it would barely measure.”

	 

	“The one who casts a ritual—and how they do so—is one of the greatest determining factors in a ritual’s success,” the Seelie with the wizard hat said. “But you have all year to learn about that!”

	 

	Amber let out a long breath.

	 

	“Are you okay?” Morgan asked.

	 

	“I… yeah, that was somehow, hah, kind of magical?” She looked up and met Morgan’s eyes. 

	 

	“Yeah, I guess it is.”

	 


Chapter Thirty-Four:

Ethics

	 

	There was no time for lunch after Magic Theory. 

	 

	At least, that’s what their schedule said.

	 

	The moment the bell rang, Morgan started walking towards the door. “Come on, hurry!” she said.

	 

	Amber jumped and followed after her, and soon she was joined by Cassy and Jade. “What’s going on?” she asked.

	 

	“Ethics starts in ten minutes, and it’s only one building down, but the cafeteria is all the way across the school,” Morgan said. “If we don’t run there, we won’t have anything to eat during class.”

	 

	“You can eat during class?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“You’re not allowed to, but it’s ethics,” Morgan replied.

	 

	Amber jogged after her. “I feel like I’m missing something here.”

	 

	Morgan shook her head, pony-tail bobbing with the motion. “I was going to tell you last night, but then last night was a bit hectic. Ethics is one of those classes that everyone skips.”

	 

	“Wait, you skip classes?” Cassy asked. She hopped onto her broom and darted ahead the moment they were outside, floating upside-down in front of Morgan. “Morgan. Born-with-a-rod-up-her-rear Morgan. I-pay-my-taxes-on-time Morgan. You skip classes? You know how to play hooky, to skive?”

	 

	“Skive?” Jade asked.

	 

	Cassy spun around so that she was sitting up. “It means to skip class.”

	 

	“I know what it means,” Jade said. “But it sounds like you’re some British punk when you say that.”

	 

	“I can use fancy words.”

	 

	“Pretty sure it’s not fancy,” Jade replied.

	 

	Morgan sighed. “Yes, I’ll skip ethics class. It’s in the middle of lunch. I don’t know why anyone would expect any less. It doesn’t teach you anything important, and it’s not graded.”

	 

	“So, the secret to Morgan is grading here, huh?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“Pardon?” Morgan said.

	 

	“I get it. So if I start grading you on how good you are at relaxing, will you strive to excel?”

	 

	“Isn’t that usually an Asian stereotype?” Jade asked. “I’m usually the one that’s the butt of that joke.”

	 

	Cassy dismissed it with a wave. “Nah, you’re cool.”

	 

	Jade snorted. Still, Amber noticed the shorter girl’s eyes dipping to the sidewalk and her cheeks warmed up just a pinch. “Thanks. Really boosting my self-esteem. So, Morgan, you said that class starts in ten?”

	 

	“She said that over two minutes ago,” Amber said. 

	 

	“Yes, which is why we’re rushing,” Morgan replied. 

	 

	They weren’t quite rushing. At least, none of them were doing more than walking at a brisk pace. Perhaps a little faster than usual, but not too much so. Jade was the only one that was having a hard time finding a good pace on account of her height. 

	 

	They arrived at the cafeteria only to find a stand at the front, a little table with a girl and a boy standing behind it. On the table were little tin lunch boxes, colourful ones, with what Amber immediately recognized as popular magical girl teams in bas-relief on the front. 

	 

	“Hey there!” the girl said. She put on a smile for them, one that immediately pinged Amber as too big to be entirely genuine. “Are you here for pre-ethics lunch?”

	 

	“We are,” Morgan said. “I don’t recall… any of this?”

	 

	The girl shrugged. “It’s new? The teachers that run the ethics course were tired of having to clean up scraps of food all over post-class, so in an effort to keep people showing up, they asked the student council to provide lunch boxes.”

	 

	“Do you think it’ll work?” Cassy asked.

	 

	“Not a chance in hell,” the girl replied. “That class is boring and a waste of everyone’s time. It’s why the student council forced it to be in the time-slot it’s in. But hey, it’s something to keep us occupied during our lunch. You’re Morgan, right?”

	 

	“I am,” Morgan said. “I suppose we’ll take four?”

	 

	“What’s in the boxes?”

	 

	“Quiet foods,” the girl said. “It only takes one jerk with a pack of chips to make Ethics even worse than it is.”

	 

	“And here I thought I’d be useful,” Jade said. She took a box, taking a peek at the contents before setting the edge of her scarf on the table and placing four boxes atop it. The scarf wrapped around them, and then loosened, the boxes all gone. “Thank you,” she said.

	 

	“No problem. Don’t fall asleep!” the girl said a moment before turning to the boy next to her to keep talking. 

	 

	“Everyone’s really selling this class, huh?” Amber asked as they started back.

	 

	“It’s not that bad,” Morgan said. “But yeah, it’s not the best.”

	 

	“Then why do we even have it?” Cassy asked.

	 

	Morgan shrugged. “Government stuff.”

	 

	That was all the explanation they received from Morgan before they arrived at one of the older buildings on the campus. A sign out front helpfully pointed them in the right direction. 

	 

	The class where ethics took place had rows of desks, each one with four seats to them, all facing a blackboard. It was, to Amber’s eyes, the most normal classroom they’d been in so far. It even had those uncomfortable blue seats with the long narrow holes at the back. 

	 

	Amber sat in the middle, Jade to one side, Morgan to the other, and Cassy on Jade’s other side, keeping as much room between the team’s two more argumentative members as possible. Well, Morgan’s not so much argumentative as she is obstinate. Cassy definitely is though.

	 

	Jade had to be in the middle too, of course. She had their food. 

	 

	Amber and the others put their bags across their table, then Jade unwrapped her scarf a bit and stretched it out before them, unrolling it and making the four boxes she had appear in the same motion like some sort of fish diving out of the water, only the water was thick, wooly cloth. 

	 

	“You got some flair going,” Cassy said.

	 

	“I’ve got to, it’s my only weapon right now,” Jade said.

	 

	“We’ll bring you to the armoury. I think we can sign out some non-lethal practice firearms.”

	 

	Cassy leaned forwards. “What’s that?”

	 

	“Airsoft guns, mostly,” Morgan said. “You can carry them around with you on campus.”

	 

	“Isn’t that dangerous?” Amber asked.

	 

	Morgan gave Amber a flat look, which wasn’t all that different from her normal look. “You have time-travelling knives on you at all times.”

	 

	“Ah… right.”

	 

	Amber opened her lunch box and found it packed to the brim. There were little packages with fruit snacks, a sandwich in a plastic container, some actual fruit in another, and little crackers and cheese, everything all tucked away nice and neatly. 

	 

	“Huh, it’s a field ration pack,” Morgan said.

	 

	“Aren’t those usually MREs?” Jade asked.

	 

	“I think they tried giving magicals MREs once,” Morgan said. “There was a riot. That’s probably just a rumour, actually, but still. We get good field rations. You can usually trade them around too. I have the… tuna sandwich?”

	 

	Amber shrugged and started to eat her own. There was only a minute until class was due to start, so she rushed a bit, but she could still appreciate the meal. Tomatoes, some slices of a strong cheese, and what she suspected was ham on rye bread: it was pretty nice for a sandwich that came in a box.

	 

	The other students rushed in, some with their own boxes, most without. 

	 

	The haves soon became the focus of the have-nots’ envy.

	 

	I’m so happy Morgan’s on our team. Amber found a juice box, opened it, and took a pull to wash down the bread. 

	 

	That’s when their teacher came in, a shorter man, with thick glasses and a sweater vest who came to stand before the class. “Hello everyone,” he said.

	 

	“Oh boy,” Cassy muttered.

	 

	Amber winced. The man had said all of two words and she could already sense how bad he was at public speaking.

	 

	“Today will be your first—introductory—class to Ethics: a subject that many of you might dismiss, but that is incredibly important. After all, you must know your place in society, and your rights, when choosing how to act.” 

	 

	The teacher began to pace. 

	 

	Amber returned to eating her sandwich. 

	 

	“Magicals, upon becoming magicals, are still citizens of their respective countries. Despite this, they—that is, you—are subject to additional laws and restrictions.”

	 

	Amber stopped chewing. 

	 

	“For example, a magical boy or girl cannot own a business.”

	 

	“Why not?” Cassy asked.

	 

	The teacher blinked, his mouth working. “Um, please save your questions for after the lecture. Though, yes, I suppose… mostly it comes down to what most countries call an unfair advantage. Magicals who try to own a business often do so while using skills and magic that are beyond what a normal person can do. For example, a magical that can mass-produce something out of thin air using magic could out-produce a factory.”

	 

	He cleared his throat. 

	 

	“There have been cases where exceptions were made, but these vary from country to country. In France, a bill was recently passed allowing a magical to sell healing items. That wouldn’t yet be legal in North America.”

	 

	“That’s bull,” Cassy muttered.

	 

	“Magicals are also prohibited from participating in lotteries, and most gambling establishments have a no-magical rule. All it takes is one magical boy or girl able to predict the future to throw such games of chance out of order. At the same time, you can generally expect decent remuneration for your work.”

	 

	The teacher stepped to the side, and with almost comical slowness, drank some water from a bottle. 

	 

	“Ah, yes, now, ethics aren’t just about what you cannot do, but what you should do. As a magical, you have powers and abilities beyond those of normal people, things that make you exceptional!” 

	 

	He cleared his throat. 

	 

	“We expect that those of you who can save others, who have miraculous powers and who have obtained incredible wishes, will use these to the betterment of mankind.”

	 

	Amber shifted in her seat. I mean, yeah, sure, but he’s making it sound like… I don’t know. An obligation?

	 

	“This class will go over ethical situations, and your responsibilities within those situations. It is, of course, an elective course, with no test at the end of the year, but you are nonetheless strongly advised to participate.”

	 

	Morgan shifted forward, crossed her arms next to her empty lunchbox, and put her head down. 

	 

	Amber stared. Then she saw that the other girls were also staring.

	 

	“If she’s doing nap time, then you can bet I am,” Cassy muttered. 

	 

	Amber looked around and saw that the other students, the other magicals, were either frowning at the teacher, or had started to follow Morgan’s example. Some of them surreptitiously stood up and were sneaking out of the room; one boy even left an illusion of himself behind. 

	 

	More were on their phones, or whispering to each other as the teacher droned on.

	 

	It’s impossible that he doesn’t see all of this.

	 

	Morgan sighed. “First class is an obligatory class,” she whispered. 

	 

	Jade and Amber leaned closer. 

	 

	“The Earth government insists on it. Some conservative meatheads. To teach us about our duties and all that. It’s propaganda, but the really boring sort.”

	 

	“So is anything he’s saying true?” Jade asked.

	 

	“Maybe, but honestly, as long as you’re not acting out too much, no one cares. We’re a solution to a problem that no one else can fix.” Morgan shrugged. “Trying to control magicals too much ends up with stuff like the China incident, so we get these boring, skippable classes with a teacher that knows we won’t be paying attention to placate some politicians back on Earth.”

	 

	A bit more political than I expected lessons to be. She yawned, then stretched out onto the table next to Morgan. “Well, I guess it’s nap time then.”

	 

	Morgan gave her a faint smile.

	 

	Weird seeing her act like this. 

	 

	The teacher droned on and on, but soon only he heard himself.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Five:

Inglorious End

	 

	After Ethics was another class in Agartha Studies, and Amber was genuinely looking forward to it. The teacher’s not boring, and the class is actually fun. 

	 

	Team Svalinn found their places near the back of the class. They weren’t early, for once, even with Morgan pushing them to walk over to the other building a little faster. There was barely any pause between ethics ending and the next class, so they weren’t alone when finding their seats.

	 

	“Okay, this is too much,” Cassy said as she flopped down onto her seat. “Two classes in a row? Fine. But three? With no pause in between? That’s a crime!”

	 

	“It’s why Ethics is skipped so much,” Morgan said. 

	 

	Amber nodded along. “I get it. Are there any other classes we can skip?”

	 

	“I don’t think telling any of you would be a good idea,” Morgan said with a shake of her head. “That would just encourage Cassy to skip more of them, and I have doubts about her grades already.”

	 

	“Hey!” Cassy said. “This is stereotyping! Just because I’m the hot one on the team doesn’t mean I’m bad at school stuff. I’ll have you know I got good grades in school, despite any classes I might have slept through.”

	 

	“Wonderful,” Morgan said. 

	 

	Amber sighed and shared a long-suffering look with Jade. At least I’m not alone in suffering. “Should we stop them?” Amber asked. “Maybe one of us can sit between them?”

	 

	“Nah, let the tension build; it’s good for their romance,” Jade said.

	 

	And just like that, both Morgan and Cassy turned their attention—and mock-anger—on Jade.

	 

	Amber stood up with a glance to her internal clock. She had a minute or so before class started. “I’ll be right back. I need to use the washroom.”

	 

	I should have asked Morgan for directions, she thought as she left the auditorium. There weren’t any signs pointing to the ladies’ washroom around, not even in the main corridor splitting that school building apart. So Amber took a guess and walked down the length of the corridor opposite the entrance. 

	 

	That’s where she ran into Professor Erickson. “Hello,” he said with a cheerful smile. 

	 

	“Hello professor,” Amber replied. “Um, this is a little embarrassing, but do you know where the washrooms are?”

	 

	The young man stopped, adjusted the file folder he was holding to free up a hand, then he pointed behind him. “It’s not quite as close as would be convenient. Down the corridor, to your right, then it’ll be to your left. If you get to the maintenance closet, you’ve gone too far.”

	 

	“Thanks!” Amber said. “I’m sorry if I’m a little late to class.”

	 

	“It’s fine,” he said as he continued on his way. “Just don’t make too much noise when you come in.”

	 

	Amber nodded before continuing down the corridor at a brisk pace. She didn’t want to stand out by arriving to class any later than she needed to. She found the washroom, a surprisingly modern one considering the age of the building, and did what she had to do.

	 

	It was when she was stepping out that Amber saw something: a flash of pink, from the corner of her eye.

	 

	What?

	 

	It had been around head-height, and had disappeared as soon as it slipped around the far end of the corridor. 

	 

	Amber looked towards where her classroom was, then back towards the corner. She hesitated a moment before she started to walk deeper into the building.

	 

	It was well lit, and there were some windows along one side of the wall. Still, it somehow felt like she was walking along an empty street; a place that was familiar, and yet dangerous. 

	 

	Amber peeked around the corner, her head moving out, then back into cover. Nothing.

	 

	Maybe I imagined it? Or maybe it is something… damn it.

	 

	Amber started down the passageway, this one following along the back of the building. She slowed down before one room. The door was opened, and she looked in quickly. It was a pretty standard office: some desks, piles of looseleaf papers next to closed laptops, the walls covered in posters and calendars. Just a teacher’s room.

	 

	There were only two more doors before the corridor ended: an exit out the back, and a room with ‘Janitor’ marked across its door. 

	 

	Amber moved to the janitor’s closet first. The door was slightly ajar. 

	 

	She reached out and wrapped her hand around the handle, then tore it open.

	 

	Amber didn’t know who was more surprised. Herself, or the pink-haired magical girl squatting down, both hands in a safety-yellow bucket where something that looked a lot like a bomb to Amber’s untrained eye was resting. 

	 

	“Shit,” Amber said.

	 

	The girl leapt forwards, her hand extending towards Amber.

	 

	Amber slapped the arm aside. Then the girl’s other hand rammed her in the gut, four fingers digging into Amber a moment before a hot blast of pain cut into Amber. Her eyes met Amber’s. Sea-foam green that clashed with her bright hair.

	 

	Amber gasped, then swung a fist at the magical girl who spun around and ducked under the blow, her hand, now armed with five-inch nails, tearing out of Amber’s chest.

	 

	No!

	 

	The magical girl brought her non-bloodied hand up even as Amber bent over double, hands grasping at the pain in her gut.

	 

	The hand came down.

	 

	Everything paused, the image holding for a moment as the girl’s hand rested right over Amber’s exposed neck, all four of the girl’s fingers pressing down into the side of her throat.

	 

	Amber gasped and stumbled back.

	 

	Her butt bumped into a stainless steel sink, and she took a deep breath before grabbing the edge of the sink behind her.

	 

	This is… She blinked, taking in the time. 

	 

	The bathroom, just after she entered it. Three minutes before…

	 

	Amber swallowed and tried to sooth her racing heart. 

	 

	“That… that bitch!” Amber swore. She stepped away from the sink, arms raising up in a quick and familiar dance. It took a few seconds, but soon she was in her costume. She pulled her phone out and dialled Morgan’s number even as she raced to the door.

	 

	She opened it right in front of a girl that she didn’t recognize. Plain brown hair, the same uniform Amber had been wearing just moments before…

	 

	No, those eyes, I’ve seen them before. Pale green, like sea-foam.

	 

	Amber swung a fist at the girl, who went from confused to surprised as Amber’s fist connected with her cheek.

	 

	She stumbled to the side as Amber pushed her fist harder and ignored the slight pain in her knuckles.

	 

	The girl had a bag. A plain, boring school bag, the sort Amber had seen plenty of times and dismissed just as often. The bomb.

	 

	“Amber?” Morgan’s voice, from her phone.

	 

	She glanced down at the phone for just a moment. “Morgan, in the corridor, I need—”

	 

	A gunshot.

	 

	Loud, like thunder booming right in front of her.

	 

	Amber coughed as something punched into her ribs. 

	 

	The girl had a gun.

	 

	That’s hardly fair, she thought faintly. 

	 

	Her back foot found purchase and she started to move forwards again, cocking her fist back for another punch.

	 

	The girl slapped Amber’s hand aside with the same arm holding her gun. Another shot, this one ruffling past Amber’s head, but almost blowing her eardrum it was so loud.

	 

	Amber winced, and almost failed to see the girl striking out with two fingers pointing forward, her nails darkening and growing longer even as they shot out towards Amber’s eye.

	 

	No! Not again. I need to go back again, farther, much farther. 

	 

	Her magic started to respond, but it was slow, just a little sluggish.

	 

	Amber screamed as the nails dug into, then through her eye.

	 

	Time

	 

	Time

	 

	Time

	 

	Time snapped.

	 

	Amber woke up with a cough on the floor next to a pile of vomit. There were beans in it, she noted idly. Her vision was… acute. Sharper than it had ever been. 

	 

	No… that’s not right. 

	 

	She heard someone running over, then a gasp from the doorway.

	 

	A look up revealed a nurse, hand over her mouth. “Oh! Wait! Wait, I need,” the woman said before running off. 

	 

	Amber climbed to her feet. She felt… fine. A little shaky. It was the wobbliness of her legs after a hard run, but all over. It was fading fast. 

	 

	Fading…

	 

	Amber looked up, at the bed, at her dad resting on it, at the Seelie staring at her with its head tilted to one side. “How curious!” 

	 

	 

	END OF LOOP ONE
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