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To the Stars



Omake: A Moment’s Relaxation






Chapter 1


— Chapter 1 —



So while we’re discussing new material (Hooray new readers!!!), here’s an RP thing that I managed to badger Hieronym into doing with me. Copyediting was done by PolosElite23 so obviously it’s riddled with errors who did a good job, so much appreciated! It’s set at some point after the Wormhole Mission, possibly during a lull at Eurydome. Obviously, Emma would be a decade or so older in this, and I chose not to RP with her as such. As a result, none of my contributions to this should be considered canon to anything. I will let Hieronym decide if any of this is canon to TTS.




— Crasian01 aka El Conservatore, sufficientvelocity forum post, Nov 15, 2014



Haha, very funny… But you are welcome, Senpai…




Senpai noticed me! :D




— PolosElite23, sufficientvelocity forum post, Nov 15, 2014






In between lulls at the front, Shizuki Sayaka liked to plan “small” family retreats to tropical planets. On a certain planet, a certain coastline was filled with plenty of wide, sunny beaches, excellent weather, and clear, shimmering shallows to swim around in. Bars liberally dotted the shore, and served food of high quality. It was something that only a Matriarchy could possibly own for themselves, and rent out occasionally to guests doing the interstellar tourism thing. It just so happened that Ryouko and Emma had free time during the latest retreat Sayaka had planned. They were free to bring whoever they wanted, but their party size limited to no greater than four.

Emma floated on her back in the shallows, drifting serenely with the slowly rising tide, the sun overhead, shining through a slightly-purple sky, made it difficult for her to actually nap, but lying there made for some nice pseudo-meditation. Her head bumped against something hard, making her open her eyes. She’d managed to drift into the bar.

Heh. Clearly a sign from the Goddess.

Emma pulled herself over the ledge. There were a few other guests there, either partaking in some food, some drink, or both.





Ryouko peered out at the ocean from her spot on the sand, listening to the waves roll in. It was odd, she reflected, that even though beach episodes were a staple of various shows she had watched as a child, so few people ever actually saw the beach. It was a simple function of population growth—with limited beach and plenty of people trying to go, access had to be highly limited for the beach to be tolerable at all, and was generally granted by lottery.

So she was told, anyway. Her parents had never really been interested, so she had never been there. Indeed, her mother was still off somewhere with Asami, trying not to look bored without a specimen to examine.

Underneath the giant umbrella that Asami had conjured up from somewhere, she mused that going to the beaches was, as an experience, much more friendly to those without lingering physical insecurities. Perhaps someone such as Mami.





Whiskey bottle and glass in hand, Emma considered her options. The bar itself wasn’t bad, and the breeze was kind of nice. There were also some small tables for standing or leaning against, various members of the Matriarchy currently using them to chat and snack on some fried nibbles.

Then again, they were all also significantly older than her, and drinking alone was never any fun. Was there anyone…

…Aha, there, a magical girl about her age, out there under an umbrella. Not too far from the bar, so probably worth the effort. Emma pulled another glass to her from behind the bar telekinetically, and set off across the beach.

“Hey,” she called when she was a reasonable distance away. “You mind if I join you? I come bearing gifts.”

Ryouko regarded the girl that had disturbed her reminiscence. Blue eyes, brown hair—European looking, perhaps. She was offering her alcoholic drinks.

“I suppose,” Ryouko said, wondering what Asami would think of her drinking with random strangers. Well—drinking as a figure of speech. Not actually liking the taste of whiskey, she was going to do her best to avoid actually drinking any of it.

“Cheers,” said Emma. She dropped down beside and placed a glass next to the Ryouko’s hip. The whiskey bottle came with a corked top, which came off with a pop. As was polite, Emma poured for the other girl first, the usual nominal shot, and then poured herself one. Although, Ryouko probably couldn’t handle much alcohol, considering how slight she appeared.

Though of course, implants, but it could be amusing if she managed to convince the girl to turn off said implants and play a few drinking games.

“My name’s Emma Sinclair,” said Emma, setting her glass aside to reseal the bottle. Her nomenclator told her that yes, this was in fact the Hero of Orpheus. Still, it seemed… too forward, to just go with that. “What’s yours?”

Ryouko, who had already learned the other girl’s name via nomenclator, was briefly puzzled by the question. Was the girl playing at something? People within the Shizuki Matriarchy were generally quite good about ignoring her celebrity status, it seemed, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t avoided her share of fans, or merely gawkers. Was the girl trying to overact, pretending not to know her, or had she merely just not looked at the news at all?

You should probably say something now, Clarisse commented.

“Right, uh, the name is Shizuki Ryouko,” Ryouko said, wincing slightly as she realized she had answered Clarisse out loud. She let it hang at that, wanting to see what the other girl said. With one hand, she shifted “her” glass of whiskey subtly behind her back—or as subtly as she could manage, at least.

“Nice to meet you Ryouko,” Emma said. “Enjoying the celebrity life then?”

It occurred to Emma that under normal circumstances, she would probably be a lot more jittery. But as strange as it sounded, that float in the ocean had made her feel very mellow. It was a bit like the feeling she got in the gap just between engagements, before she dived back in to move to the next objective. And, really, nobody else was making that big a deal about Ryouko, and it was probably best to not break the trend.

Oh, so the girl did know who she was. “I suppose,” Ryouko said. “It’s interesting.” Neutral, vague, and unfalsifiable. The best kind of answer in situations like this. And now it was time to deflect: “I see you were at the frontlines fairly recently. I’m sure you get this a lot, but how was that? If you don’t want to say anything, I understand…”

“Eh well, that depends on what you mean by ‘how it was’,” said Emma, shrugging. She took a swig of whiskey. “I got to blow things up, so that was nice. Lost half my platoon trying to hold off an attack, so there was that too.”

Emma leaned back on her elbows and drained her glass, then began pouring another.

“But well, I guess, overall, it could have been a lot worse. After your thing at Orpheus, we got a bit of a reprieve. I think the squid didn’t expect that sort of shit, and a lot of shifting around happened on their end. We’ve been trying to make what gains we can, but the nature of the front is still essentially static.” Emma tapped the cork back in. “Are you planning on heading back soon? We could use some stupid-OP teleports to break the stalemate.”

Ryouko started to give an honest answer, then remembered that there was a good chance that whatever she said would end up on the Internet within an hour. The reporters had already learned about Eurydome and, even though the wormhole science thing made complete sense, stupid rumors were already crawling the forums. Ryouko, who had always been an avid lurker of said forums, had gained a new perspective.

“Well, to be frank, at my current ranking, I go wherever they tell me to go, more or less. I can hardly do much otherwise. They have me stationed in a lab working on wormholes, but there’s a part of me that wants to go back out there.” It was approximately true, at least.

“So what’s your status in the Matriarchy?” Ryouko asked, keeping her tone as neutral as possible.

Emma frowned, but didn’t press the issue. Celebrities got… allowances, apparently.

“Well, I dunno how much you know about the Burnside-Sinclair Family, but I’m technically part of that… I guess sub-branch of the Shizukis. My parents run Hashimoto and Sinclair Investments and Securities, so there’s that I guess. I guess I don’t know too much, I’ve never looked into it in detail.” A swig. “Also, I think I’m being cherry-picked to be, ahem, ‘encouraged’ to date this boy I’ve worked with a lot. So there’s that.”

Frankly, Ryouko wouldn’t know Hashimoto and Sinclair from Laurel and Hardy, and it didn’t seem this Emma girl knew enough about the family to know that Ryouko wouldn’t know about it. Ryouko preferred that, since the ones more enmeshed in the matriarchy tended to be incredulous Ryouko wasn’t pushing people out of her way to climb in.

More immediately, though, she felt sympathy. All the marriage proposals she had gotten since contracting—a phenomenon that had only gotten more pronounced after Orpheus—had given her a taste of what it felt like to be pushed to get married quickly, and Asami—well, actually come to think of it, she had a hard time explaining why that was different, except that her parents didn’t seem to be involved.

She remembered Azusa, who had apparently tried to seduce her in a bar. It seemed, in retrospect, ham-handed, but it had started to work. Had Emma gone through something similar?

“Well, I suppose it depends on if you actually like this boy,” Ryouko said, since that sounded like a reasonable thing to say. She had learned her lesson about making assumptions—if she had expressed sympathy, there was a small chance Emma would be offended. Well, she hoped she had learned her lesson, anyway.

Emma looked away, raising her glass to her lips. “Well…”

Truth be told, she’d actually double checked with Ryouta to see if he was coming to the retreat as well, and they’d made plans to meet up later for dinner. Ayane was around somewhere too, and the idea was to catch up about all the various things in their lives. Whether this was some strange three-way date, Emma preferred not to think about. Politics getting into her friendships was… distasteful, at best, and sundering at worst. No, if there was anything between them, Emma was entirely willing to let it evolve on its own. Clan politics were bullshit and unless something really pressing came up, she preferred to let Anna and her parents do whatever it was that they did.

“….I mean, he’s nice,” Emma hedged. “So… it could be worse? I dunno. We kind of get split up a lot because of work, and it’d be problematic because of bias and stuff, but…”

Ryouko wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t exactly experienced in giving advice. That being said, Emma sounded like she might have been defaulting into a relationship she didn’t really want, which Ryouko suspected was a bad idea. But she didn’t want to say that.

She wondered if Emma knew about Asami. Emma didn’t seem like the type to follow celebrity gossip, but…

“I see,” Ryouko said. “Well, it might be worth getting to know him better, but I, uh, wouldn’t just get into a relationship just because he’s nice.”

Emma was fairly sure she was starting to go red. “Well I mean, when I say ‘nice’ I mean… like… nice,” she said. “We’ve uh, sort of never talked about it. But…” She trailed off. It was a pleasing mental image, and honestly wasn’t something that Emma would totally object to. “…well, it’s complicated, is what I’m saying,” said Emma. She hid behind her glass again. “A-anyway, what about you? Do you have your eye on anyone? Or someone you’ve already hooked up with?”

Ryouko reconsidered her previous assessment. Emma had briefly gotten the face of… well, of Asami, on those occasions when she was looking at Ryouko and clearly thinking about something lascivious. That was probably a sign of lust, if not necessarily of love. It was… sufficient, she supposed? Best not to press her on it.

As for Emma’s next question, clearly a distraction from the topic at hand, Ryouko figured it wouldn’t be terrible to mention Asami, since the world already knew she existed. “Oh, yeah, I, uh, live with a girl I met during training,” Ryouko said, astounded by how blasé she sounded saying it. “We’re dating, I suppose.”

Emma raised an eyebrow, taking a sip of whiskey. “You suppose. How does that work, exactly?”

Ryouko narrowed her eyes slightly. She suspected they both knew what it meant. What sense was there in asking for more details? “Well, what did you mean when said this boy was nice? I suspect the meanings are similar.”

“Oh you mean like that then,” said Emma, grinning. She knew full well what Varsha and Rebecca got up to, after all. “Hehe, well then.” It would probably be very funny to watch Ryouko react to Emma implying something extremely lewd about the relationship, but Emma suspected that this would cross the line a bit too aggressively. She instead took another drink of whiskey.

“Do you have any hobbies then, Ryouko?” asked Emma. “Something to do when you’re not at work?”

As expected, Emma had dropped the topic and moved onto something lighter. Unfortunately, Ryouko didn’t really have an answer to the light question. What did she do besides go to the lab? “Well, I browse the Internet a lot, if that counts,” Ryouko said. “Frankly, I have a lot to think about and…” Well, if she had had hobbies, she wouldn’t have made the wish she had.

“Well,” she finished, shrugging. “What about you?”

“Ah, I do football,” said Emma, grinning again. “I actually was working on going pro! I made team captain of London South before I turned fourteen! But then, ah-” Emma’s face abruptly fell, and she took a swig of whiskey. “Then my parents… intervened.”

Emma paused and stared moodily out at the water.

“…well yeah, that happened I guess,” said Emma, pushing past the moment. “Still, I play whenever I can. There’s a small football ministry that my Chaplain runs, so I play with the others when I’m off duty. And it’s fun to run around with the civvies when I rotate back from the front, though I have to remember not to kick too hard and break someone, hehe.”

“Oh, I see,” Ryouko said, for lack of much else to say. She never knew how to respond to someone who was enthusiastic about something, and… didn’t quite want to talk about religion at the moment.

“Parents can be awfully odd sometimes,” she said, replaying the conversation and finding a topic to talk about. “My mom is with me, but she’s really… science-focused. I don’t know how else to put it.”

Emma wrinkled her nose. “What, like she keeps thinking about how to, like, synthesize armor from sea shells?”

“Pretty much.”

Emma raised an eyebrow. “…Okay then. Well that’s… interesting. Is she at least enjoying the free food and drink? Or the beach? Because this is a pretty fantastic beach.”

“I think she enjoys spending time with me. I guess that’s the only way to put it.”

“Well that’s good I guess,” said Emma. She took a drink from her whiskey. “Wait, so you have been in the water though? It’d be really sad if you showed up and never actually went swimming.”

Ryouko wondered if she should lie. After all, the objective of such a question was always to eventually force one to go into the water.

Maybe I should say I have bad memories due to dying in the water during simulation training…

“Well, I don’t really see the point of swimming,” Ryouko said ultimately. “We’re all more than capable of swimming, and we can both smell what’s in that water.”

“Well sure, but I mean…” Emma gestured vaguely at the sparkling, clear water. The smell of a vast variety of aquatic life was extraordinarily pungent, especially compared to the crisp cleanliness of water from a fountain or replicator. Even so: “…I mean, we have both slogged through worse, haven’t we? At least in the sims.”

“Well, yes,” Ryouko said, “but there’s also plenty of decomposing material, fecal matter… Query your nasal implants. As long I don’t have a reason to be in that, I feel I’ve earned being a little squeamish.”

“But…”

Emma gave Ryouko a look of incomprehension.

“I mean… I guess that’s fair, but it seems like such a waste. It’s right there, and it’s crystal clear, you can see all the way down hundreds of feet farther out. It’s beautiful. Why wouldn’t you go out and enjoy it?”

Ryouko shrugged. She did not particularly like being guilt-tripped like this, but the simple fact was she had very little appreciation for aesthetics. It frustrated Chiaki to no end, given her friend’s belief that, apparently, violins contained the meaning of life, but it was the simple truth.

“Well, have you gone swimming?” Ryouko asked.

“Of course!” said Emma, waving her glass at the bar. “I just got out of the water actually. It’s really relaxing, floating on your back and just drifting with the tide or the wind. My TacComp gives me a heads up if I’m drifting out past one hundred meters, and I swim back. And I was with Ryouta yesterday, we went snorkeling out at the kelp beds and got a lot of really cool photos of the local wildlife. There’s even a service where they fly you to one of the coral pillars further out, and you can skydive out to land on the top of the pillar. I went with Ayane, it’s great!”

“I see,” Ryouko said, using the ‘I’m interested, really!’ voice she had learned with practicing on Asami. Alien kelp beds sounded like exactly the kind of thing Asami might wax poetic about, actually—and so Ryouko resolved immediately to make sure Asami didn’t hear about them.

“I remember a water mission we were sent on in a simulation, once,” Ryouko said, selecting a slightly-related topic from whatever mental flotsam she could find on the surface of her mind. “It was a world that was contested enough to actually be worth using surface vessels on, which is a bit novel. I remember I was assigned to teleport explosives into alien ships from afar, and—”

Ryouko found herself at an abrupt loss for words, realizing that she had absent-mindedly wandered into a mine-field of a topic. The aliens had got her, blowing apart her abdomen, and she had fallen into the water, and she remembered how eerily beautiful the kelp forests had looked, as she sank slowly deeper into water, trying to remember that she should try to teleport out.

It was Asami who had pulled her out, using one of her gravity tricks to buoy her back to the surface, and bring her back to an infirmary. Asami had talked her through the early parts of the healing process, and—

“—well, I guess it’s a special memory for me and Asami-chan? Kind of? I don’t really know where I was going with this.”

Emma went very quiet as Ryouko paused. It was one of those pauses, the sort that she’d seen before and had made herself. The kind where you were remembering something that was painful, but also kind of good, and that you sort of wanted to forget and not deal with but also wanted to keep because it was important. It was the kind of memory that made you stop in the middle of the street and need to duck into a nearby bathroom because Goddess damn it you were going to cry and you were right there in public but also not because it was so vivid.

Emma drained her glass. She… she had a lot of those types of memories.

“Yeah. I know what you mean.”

The cork stopper popped as Emma pulled it out of the neck of the whiskey bottle. Amber liquid splashed into her glass.

Looking at Emma, Ryouko felt the mood shift. This had not been a good choice of topics. Emma appeared to have memories of her own to deal with. Perhaps they all did.

“You know, I wonder what it’s like to be as old as, say, Tomoe Mami,” Ryouko said. “I would worry about all the things I might have forgotten, after so much time. Though I guess there’s implants. I don’t know, really.” She kicked the sand lightly. “Well, things generally turn out alright, right?” she said, smiling slightly, deliberately. “You mentioned you were religious? It does help to imagine there’s something to watch over it all.” She realized even as she said it that it was an odd thing for her to say, but her experiences with the Goddess had, it surprised her to realize, brightened her outlook on life. It really did help to imagine there was someone out there, trying to arrange a happy ending to things, even if perhaps sometimes they got a bit meddlesome…

Emma smiled, a trifle bitterly. “I guess,” she said. “Still, it doesn’t—”

—Just go, I’ll handle things here—

Emma swallowed. “It doesn’t bring back the dead.” She sighed, taking a long drink, and winced as the alcohol burned.

“Well anyway. Sorry for getting depressing. You’re right, of course, the Goddess protects and stuff. It’s difficult to remember that sometimes. Thank you for reminding me.”

She was quiet for a moment, lost in thought as she stared into her glass. The color of the whiskey was a little lighter than she was used to, simply because traditionally, whiskey was made with oak. This one had been handmade, since of course the Shizukis could afford to buy it by the case, and the distillery had used a local kind of tree. It made the beverage lighter in color, but also a touch more bitter, with a silky finish if you bothered to drink your whiskey properly with a bit of water. Emma held the glass up to the sun, watching the light refract through the glass, the beverage, and back through the glass. The color reminded her of Ayane’s gem.

“You know, being as old as Mami-san wouldn’t be that bad, I don’t think,” said Emma, still looking at the refraction. “There’s a lot of bad memories you’d remember, obviously, but you’d also have a lot of good ones, wouldn’t you? And, well, why would you dwell on the bad ones? Better to dwell on the good ones, and try to make more, right?”

Emma dropped her arm back down, still looking at the glass and swirling the liquid around gently. “Bah. This war is making me age prematurely. We’re not supposed to talk like this until we’re what, a hundred, right?”

With a snort, Emma finished her drink with a gulp and stood up, brushing the sand off her where it itched and clung. Sitting around philosophizing wasn’t what she’d come here to do. She held a hand out to Ryouko. “C’mon, you should come and swim! At least try wading out a bit, it’ll be fun!”

Ryouko sighed. It was normally inevitable that she would end up swimming, simply because there too much emotionality going on in the area. There was, however, one significant caveat—she couldn’t simply wander off, leave their things unattended, and then leave Asami and her mother to scratch their heads wondering where she was. She could simply message, but telling Asami: “Hey I’m going swimming with this girl I just met” seemed like a bad idea.

“Maybe, but…” Ryouko paused for a moment, then decided she had to just say it. “I’ve got a girlfriend, and I can’t really just go swimming with someone I just met. At least I don’t think.”

Emma paused.

“Ah, shit, yeah, that’s right,” she said, scratching her head sheepishly. “Yeah it’s… it’s not really kosher. Well how about…” She quickly queried her TacComp for the services in the area. “…Oh hey, beach volleyball. Let’s do that then! You were just sitting around anyway, and if you’re going to be at the beach you may as well do Beach Type Things.”

“I suppose, once my, uh, family get here,” Ryouko said, hesitating on calling Asami family. She had looked up what beach volleyball was on the spot and it seemed… reasonable, even if the online forums seemed oddly devoted to treating players as eye candy.





They did, of course, wait until Nakase and Asami returned after their trip to get ice cream and getting sidetracked by a particularly interesting cluster of flowers. The ice cream had of course melted in the sun, but potential daughter-in-law-and-mother-in-law-bonding had occurred, and so the trip was probably overall a plus.

Asami had given Emma an inscrutable look and been somewhat distant during introductions. The immediate taking of Ryouko’s arm afterwards had been more indicative of her opinions. Nakase, meanwhile, had been more generally pleased to meet new people, and had opted out of play, honestly more entertained watching. Emma had a nice conversation about fluid dynamics with her while she waited for Ayane to respond to a message asking her to fly over for the volleyball game.

“Well, part of the issue— er, hold on, sorry,” said Emma, pausing her discussion with Nakase. “It’s probably Ayane calling.”

Emma stepped away to enter the call, leaving Nakase to talk with her daughter and potential-daughter-in-law. “Hey Ayane.”

“Emma, do you realize who you’re proposing we play volleyball with?!” asked Ayane. She had the sort of expression typically reserved for pulling a particularly entertaining acrobatic maneuver. “That’s Shizuki Ryouko!”

“Yes… and?” asked Emma.

“She— Emma, it’s— you saw the updates! How are you so—?!”

“Well, I guess I did spend more time talking with her than you have, so—” said Emma.

“You had a conversation?!”

“Oh for crying out loud, Ayane, she’s not special or anything,” said Emma, rolling her eyes. “Or I mean, she is, but it’s not like she’s playing it up, and everyone else here is just sort of ignoring the fact. Just chill, treat her like a normal person.”

Ayane hopped in place in the video call and made an odd keening noise.

“…So are you coming to play or not?” asked Emma.

“Yes of course I am!” said Ayane. She made an excited noise and transformed. “I’ll fly over, it’ll be faster.”

“Wait, wait, bring your swimsuit!” said Emma before Ayane ended the call. “Beach volleyball, you know.”

“Oh, right, yeah,” said Ayane. “I’ll head back to my room first then. I’ll uh, see you guys in… fifteen minutes?”

“Sure.”

“Okay. Hee, I get to play volleyball with Shizuki Ryouko!”

Emma ended the call with another roll of her eyes.





Nakihara Asami watched from a distance as the new girl talked with someone on the phone. Emma, her name was. Apparently the girl had just walked up while Ryouko was alone, offered her a drink, and stuck around to talk. That was unusual, given how passive Ryouko could be sometimes to outsiders.

I don’t believe it, Asami thought. It’s too fishy.

Ryouko had told her about Shizuki Azusa, the girl who had approached Ryouko at a bar to try and take her home with her, at the apparent behest of the Shizuki matriarch. Shizuki Sayaka claimed she was alright with Asami, but her actions made it clear she wasn’t. Who’s to say she wouldn’t try again? That was exactly why Asami had been willing to come on this little vacation, when normally she would have stayed away from a family that had insulted her like this.

Chatty, willing to put up with Ryouko, insensitive to her celebrity status… and with a much better beach body than either of us. I’ll have to keep an eye on her.

And of course, the suggestion of beach volleyball, a sport almost designed to show off cleavage, which would also give Emma an excuse to bring a “friend”, who would probably do her best to distract Asami.

Yes, it all makes sense. I didn’t bag Ryouko by being naïve.

Asami stroked her chin thoughtfully. She would have—

“What are you thinking about, Asami?” Ryouko asked. “You’re not normally this quiet. And we’ve just been standing here for five minutes.”

“Oh, no, nothing important,” Asami said. “I was just thinking about an excuse to get your mom out of the room tonight.”

“Ugh, that’s all you ever think about,” Ryouko said.

Asami smiled at her, a little indulgently, a little suggestively. She still wasn’t sure if Ryouko really didn’t care much, of if she was just tsundere. Certainly, it seemed—

She shook her head at herself. Ryouko was right. It really was all she thought about, sometimes. How appalled she would have been at herself, just a few months earlier.

“Come on, let’s go get some shaved ice,” she said, grabbing Ryouko by the arm.





Ayane landed with a flash of amber. She detransformed into her swimsuit.

“Jeez, what took you so long?” asked Emma. “Everyone got bored and went to get shaved ice!”

“ch-Eep! I’m sorry—!”

“No, no, it’s fine, it was a joke, sheesh,” said Emma quickly, waving her arms. She patted down Ayane’s bangs. “Jeez, don’t get so worked up. It’s just some girl named Ryouko.”

Ayane seemed to fight the urge to implode.

“Calm down,” said Emma, placing her hands on Ayane’s shoulders and gently shaking her. “Ryouko doesn’t really want to be that famous anyway, she’d like it better if you were chill, y’know?”

“Y-yeah, of course,” said Ayane. She took a deep breath, paused, and then breathed out slowly. “…Okay. I guess I should go introduce myself?”

“Yeah, probably.”

“Alright. I’ll go do that,” Ayane said as drones flew by to begin setting up the volleyball net. “Uh… wish me luck?”

“Beh, you don’t need it,” said Emma, rolling her eyes. Ayane smiled back at her and walked past, brushing against her shoulder. It tingled.





After much discussion, the game finally got underway. Ryouko and Asami had formed Team Singularity, and Emma and Ayane were Team Reentry. Team Singularity won the virtual coin toss for who would serve first, and the two teams squared up on either side of the net.

“Okay so, Standard Rules apply,” said Emma. “No magic, but speed and strength enhancements are valid. Three sets up to 11, and you need a two-thirds majority in sets to win. Everyone cool with that?”





Well, that’s unusual, Asami thought, watching Emma and Ayane interact. They seemed to have a bit of tension going on, if it wasn’t her imagination.

She liked to think she was good at picking up that sort of thing, but she couldn’t be sure. She would still have to be careful, but…

Hmm, maybe there’s something else going on here.

It gave her a plan, anyway. If nothing happened, then she was being too paranoid. If Ayane started talking to her to try to pull her away from Ryouko, then she could counter by trying to imply things about her and Emma. It would be stereotypical for her to start trying to set up other girls, seeing in others a copy of her and Ryouko, but that was not a bug, but a feature. At worst, Ayane would get a little flustered.

Or… maybe I’m way overthinking things, Asami thought.

Ah, well, what’s the worst that could happen?





Speed and strength enhancements are valid.

Ryouko and Asami had shrugged their way through deciding who would serve first, with Ryouko taking the initiative.

It is legal to jump while serving, Clarisse commented. Might I suggest something?

Ryouko absorbed Clarisse’s idea for a moment, and shrugged, deciding she might as well try it.

Holding the ball in her hand, she took a breath.

Then she jumped straight up into the air—as high as she could, far higher than any human could manage—and spiked the ball straight towards the top of the net, towards the front right corner of the other side of the court.





Emma and Ayane slipped into their usual combat rhythm. Emma at the fore, Ayane at the rear, and a constant stream of telepathy between them. With the ball rocketing downwards, Emma leaped sideways to get underneath the ball, then bumped it upwards. Her arms absorbed much of the energy, and the ball arced gently as Ayane slid into place beneath, and nudged it into position.

Well, it wasn’t perfect. The bump hadn’t been at quite the right angle, and Ayane’s nudge hadn’t been ideal as a result. It was a bit low, and skewed too close to the net to be an easy shot. It wasn’t as if they were volleyball prodigies, and Emma wasn’t allowed to use her feet.

Still, it was good enough. Emma leaped upwards and considered her options with a sportswoman’s practiced calm. From her point of view, spiking the ball directly downwards was difficult. The net was too close for a shot like that, even though it would be ideal. Firing it back towards the rear-left quadrant was probably the easiest shot, and also the most easily countered, and firing it towards Ryouko was just a terrible idea overall. Emma wasn’t totally confident she could pull off much trickier things though.

Asami, suggested Ayane.

Too direct?

Yes, but the net—

Oh right—

Just past—

Yeah, worth a shot.

Emma tilted herself slightly, then aimed above and to the side of Asami’s head. If Asami reacted in time, which she would, she might bounce the ball into the net just because of the angles and such. If not, it would whiff past into the sand and score Team Reentry their first point.

She fired, the ball whizzing down and—

—heading straight for Asami’s nose?!

Shit!





Asami had expected many things, but she hadn’t expected the ball to head straight for her. Thankfully, her reflexes triggered, but without being transformed, she was only able to dodge at a speed that was somewhat superhuman. The result was that the ball socked her in the side of the head, sending her eyes ringing and her dropping the one knee.

“Oh shit, I’m so sorry!” she could hear Emma saying, as the world spun for a long moment.

Before she knew it, she found Ayane knelt next to her, hand on her back.

“You okay?” the girl asked. “I apologize for my friend. She can be pretty bull-headed sometimes.”

Ryouko was on her other side. She hadn’t said anything, but she didn’t need to.

“Y-yeah, I’m fine,” Asami said.

“She probably has a concussion,” Ryouko’s mother said, looming over them. “She’s a magical girl; she could heal that herself easily, but it’s probably better if we go get her some treatment. I think—”

“No!” Asami said, jumping up, wobbling a little. “I’m okay—I’m fine.”

Nakase-san was probably right, but she was damned if she was going to let Emma’s clever little trick get her out of the way. She hadn’t anticipated this, it was true—but this was just round one.

She looked at Emma, and smiled, doing her best to keep any obvious malice from leaking into it—but she smiled nonetheless.





Emma smiled back shakily.

That was… that was the scary sort of smile that meant Emma was totally going to pay for that later.

Emma, please try not to damage the celebrity’s girlfriend, Ayane sighed telepathically as she moved back to the rear of the court. That was really dumb.

Hey, it was your idea, Emma argued. I just followed through.

I didn’t say to aim for her head.

Well it’s a… good target?

Emma could feel Ayane’s unamused stare on the back of her head.

Well, alright, fine, it wasn’t the greatest plan given the situation, and I promise not to do it again, said Emma. Okay?

Okay, said Ayane, shaking her head. “Ah, Nakihara-san, why don’t you guys serve again? As an apology.”





Asami took a breath, imagining what she might do on her serve. Ryouko had offered to take the serve again and, really, that probably would have been the most logical thing to do. Asami had shaken her head no, though. She wanted revenge.

The petty thing to do would have been to try to spike it back in Emma’s face. But that was ultimately pointless, and Emma would totally see it coming. Instead, she had to assert her superiority, and how else to do it than by actually winning a game? That would impress Ryouko, she thought… well, assuming Ryouko could be impressed by something like that.

It wouldn’t be easy, she knew. Emma had the look of an athlete, and for all she knew Emma actually played volleyball. She had to be tricky.

She took another breath. According to the Internet, it was possible on a serve to float the ball just over the net and have it fall suddenly. No one would expect something like that from her, but she had to execute it well—if she failed, she’d either hit the net or hit it too high, inviting the easy return spike.

She took a final breath, tossed the ball, and tried it.





Emma watched closely as the ball swung upwards towards the net. It was spinning slowly, arcing just high enough to go over the net…

…into Emma’s waiting hands. She lofted it upwards into a gentle, floating arc that drifted in the breeze. The ball neared the peak of its arc…

…and Ayane slammed into it, spiking it hard downwards towards the empty quadrant beside Ryouko. It wasn’t a great shot, and the power behind it was more than matched by the other magical girl. Emma quickly began scooting backwards as Ayane began to drop back to the ground.





Asami was surprised—and disappointed—when Emma slid in easily to return her serve, even setting up an easy spike for Ayane.

Ryouko returned it easily, however, somehow anticipating where the ball would go. The ball lofted into the air above near Asami. She knew what she had to do with it, but the question was: where?

Her eyes slid over the opposing side of the floor. There was only one place that made sense.

She jumped, aiming a spike for Ayane’s feet.





There were few ways for that to have gone, honestly.

Emma winced as Ayane landed right on top of the ball and tumbled to the ground.

“You okay Ayane?” asked Emma.

“I’m fine,” said Ayane, wincing as she rolled an ankle. “Good shot, Nakihara-san. 1-0, to you two.”

Emma lined up to serve. Mmm… probably best to keep it simple. Asami and Ryouko were standing at opposing sides of the court. Maybe…

Emma tossed the ball upwards, then sent a simple, if swift, serve out towards the general area of the back corner, behind Ryouko and to the side of Asami. With some luck, the response would be a little slow.





Ryouko tracked the ball as it sailed over the net. It was heading for the rear of the court, and she slid backwards, towards the spot where it would land, preparing to hit it up into the air. While she was physically capable of returning the shot over the net, the rules of volleyball allowed for multiple hits for a reason—a ball this large often could not be returned well from the rear of the court. She’s have to rely on Asami to get it over the net.

I’ll take care of it, Asami thought to her. Just head for the net.

Long combat experience, as well as simple life experience with Asami, had trained her not to question something like that. She switched directions, heading for the net at a slight angle, so she could see Asami hit the ball. She bent downward, preparing to jump.

Asami lofted the ball into air over the area of the net, and Ryouko instinctively jumped to follow it, using her inhuman jumping abilities to loft herself above the ball.

The obvious choice was to spike the ball, and she was already committed, but as she raised her arm to smack it toward the back line of the other court, she could see Emma already tensing to recover it and Ayane sliding backward slightly.

So, taking advantage of her altitude, she instead smacked the ball nearly straight down, towards the front of the court, so that Ayane would have to change her direction 180 degrees to recover it.





Ayane chirped in alarm as she was forced to shift her weight back, the momentum making her feet slide in the sand as she struggled for purchase in the shifting granules. A desperate lunge that—

—bounced the ball off at an awkward angle, glancing off her wrist badly, but just high enough that Emma could get underneath by dashing forward and bouncing it up high again and—

—Ayane recovered, dashing forward and twisting in midair to try and get a good shot, but the angle was simply too poor, and she had to settle for a shot that was traveling at only normal-human pace.

…we’re going to lose another point, she commented dryly to Emma as the ball moved in a lazy arc towards Asami.





Seeing the returned ball, it was everything Asami could do not to smile.

The speed of the traveling was slow enough that Asami was able to get a bit of running start. She jumped into the air—elegantly, she hoped—and readied another spike. The other side was in disarray, and it was likely she could get the point by aiming for the vacant back corner of the corner, abandoned by Emma in the desperate lunge forward to recover the ball.

Still, Emma was already pedaling back hastily, anticipating the shot. Hadn’t Ryouko just bamboozled them by doing the unexpected? What would they least expect at the moment?

She shot the ball forward, as fast as she could, directly at Emma.





As expected, the ball was returned at velocity.

As not expected, the ball went almost straight towards Emma. She had a fraction of a second to react, but the sand shifted far too much for Emma to be quick enough in an untransformed state. The ball smacked hard into Emma’s gut. She tumbled to the ground, winded.

“Ah crap, you’re alright?” asked Ayane, landing and jogging over worriedly.

“I’m fine,” said Emma, picking herself up. “I’ve been hit harder in combat.”

“Yeah well, you were transformed then,” said Ayane. She reached down and pulled Emma to her feet.

“Well, also football.”

“Oh that’s right,” said Ayane, chuckling slightly. “You’re a jock. Ready to go?”

“Yeah,” said Emma, dusting herself off and turning to look across the net at Ryouko and Asami. The latter appeared to be carefully hiding a triumphant grin.

Well then.

“2-0, to you,” said Emma, nodding respectfully with a smile. “That was a good shot, Nakihara-san! You two work very well as a team.” As she turned to head back to the service line, her smile shifted into an almost gleeful grin. She had never felt this psyched to be losing in her entire life. But it meant that she was finally, finally, back in a competitive sport, and that felt good.

The game progressed with neither side yielding much ground. Neither team had played before, and they were running purely off of past experience with their teammates and iffy analogies between team combat and team sports. The end result was a confused mishmash of a game, with both sides pulling from training and from combat experience to create elaborate gambits that often were highly unpredictable, but also tended to fail spectacularly.

In the end, victory lay with the couple. Emma and Ayane had optimized their teamwork around shock and awe, and it showed in their play style. Their tendency to move onto the net allowed them to dominate when they could, but left them too open in the rear. It was something that, in battle, would have been covered by other teammates, but here handed them a loss.





The group had moved to the nearby ice cream stand, and were sitting at the end of its dock with their feet dangling in the water. Asami had taken pains to superimpose herself between Ryouko and Ayane, with Emma at Ayane’s other side. Ryouko’s mother had wandered off. Something about seashells.

“Ah, that was a good game,” said Emma around her ice cream. It was a light blue, and slightly tangy. The proprietor had sprinkled a bit of sea salt over top, which contrasted well with the sweetness and the cream. “You two work well together!”

Asami frowned at the comment. It didn’t sound like something someone who was really trying to get between the two of them would say. There was the possibility that Emma was playing some kind of mind game, but that seemed unlikely at this point.

Well… she needed to test something.

“You two aren’t bad either,” she said. “You two sure there’s nothing going on?” She elbowed Ayane playfully, making sure she got that it was a joke—a half-joke, anyway. It was a bit ham-handed of her, but she could see how they reacted.

It took Emma and Ayane a moment to process what Asami had said. Then, in unison, they flushed red.

“W-well, it’s just we’ve been in combat together for a while now,” said Ayane, smiling at Asami. “We were in the same training cohort, and I got assigned to the CAS Magi in the same division as Emma. We’ve been able to fight together a lot, so it’s natural that we have good teamwork.”

Emma kept quiet. She wasn’t sure she could speak without stammering. Ugh.

Asami didn’t buy it. The reaction made it obvious there was something going on, and they were either in denial or not public about. Her choices now were to drop the topic or lay it on thick. She chose to lay it on.

“That doesn’t sound like there’s nothing going on,” she said. “Maybe we should leave the two of you alone, hmm? A relationship can have rewards.”

Ayane laughed nervously. “Well, I mean, I’ve told Emma before that if she ever feels the urge, I’m open to something, but…”

Silence.

Ayane jabbed Emma hard over telepathy.

“Nn! Ah- that is, I mean, I’m not really into girls,” said Emma quickly. “It’s uh, yeah. So um… yeah.”

Ayane restrained the urge to facepalm. That was literally the least convincing statement she had ever heard.

Hearing that, Asami had to laugh a little inside. It was the least convincing statement she had ever heard. She glanced to her side, at Ryouko. She wondered what Ryouko would say, about the “benefits” of relationships, if she were being honest. Truth be told, the girl often just didn’t look that into it. Sometimes, it took a little… encouragement.

She shook her head at herself. Now was not the time to daydream.

Emma and Ayane were cute and… probably not up to anything nefarious, she decided. She wondered how she could get them to admit their feelings.

She realized she was doing the stereotypical thing, but it couldn’t hurt to have a little fun…

Well, she had an idea.

“You know, we’re all here for another couple of days,” she said. “I know it’s not exactly the thing to be doing at a beach, but Sayaka paid for an amazing VR game terminal. There’s this game my friends have been recommending, that I think we should try. She even paid for time acceleration, so we wouldn’t waste too much of our trip. What do you say? We can do it tomorrow?”

Oh thank the Goddess. “Yes that sounds great!” said Emma, latching onto the new topic with a voraciousness matched only by some of the more unpleasant and aggressive leeches in the Guinglia Sim. “It’s installed in the basement of the hotel, right?”

“Yeah it is,” said Ayane, breathing her own mental sigh of relief. That had been a close shave. “Do you guys want to meet for breakfast, and then we’ll head down?”

“Oh yes, sure,” Asami agreed, watching Ryouko nod. Ryouko was a cerebral girl, and exactly the type to like a VR game. It would work.

The game she was thinking about, of course, was an RPG. The plot was tailored to suit two to ten players, with the computer filling the roles of any missing players. The four of them would of course slot into the entries reserved for two amorous couples.

Asami did not intend to mention that to anyone beforehand, of course.





Chapter 2


— Chapter 2 —


Goddess, did you understand any of that? Emma thought into the group chat, at the end of an opening cutscene that had seemed to take forever. It was flashy, sure, and it was cool flying over battle scenes like an eagle, but it was also madly confusing: it seemed like a long montage of people and pointy-eared people and short people shooting at and stabbing ugly monsters, and there was this stupid—but majestic—voice talking her ears off about some goddamn ring.

It made sense to me, Ryouko thought. So apparently, they made these rings—

No, it’s okay, no one needs to know any of that, Asami thought. The game works on its own, supposedly. The plot’s starting!

Asami was right. After the “cutscene” had ended, she had been plunged into a sort of gray, misty darkness, clearly a pause inserted by the game designers to give players a chance to breathe. Now, though, the world was brightening, and if she squinted, she could—

Emma gasped, or thought she gasped, but instead she found herself seated inside some kind of courtyard, inside a manor. She could hear water running, see sun reflecting off the cobblestones in front of her, feel the coolness of the shade she was sitting in, and even smell something… trees…? in the air. Old lady Shizuki really hadn’t skimped on the VR setup.

She felt someone braiding her hair.

“It’s alright, m’lady,” a voice behind her said. “I’m sure you’ll find love someday. Just because none of the gentlemen who have been introduced to you…”

Is that Ayane? Emma thought incredulously, as the voice babbled on, but then she felt her own lips moving:

“I know, Enidara,” she sighed. “It’s just…”

Then she understood. It was part of the simulation. The game introduction had warned them that some parts of the plot were “locked”, and you couldn’t control your character’s actions. You could skip if it freaked you out, but it was highly recommended you stick with it to understand the plot.

I can’t believe I let the others bully me into being the princess, she groaned mentally.

She felt herself sigh again. “It’s just that there’s been so many, and mother is getting very anxious. You know as well as I how tenuous the political situation is, and I fear for my own future. If the kingdom is to maintain its power, I will need to marry someone.”

“It will be fine, m’lady,” said Enidara firmly. “All will come to rights, in the end, and I will always be by your side.”

Emma blanched internally as she felt herself turn and take Enidara up by the hands. The game had modified their characters’ appearances to resemble themselves in real life. It was disconcerting, holding Ayane by the hands and looking meaningfully into her eyes before saying: “I know, Enidara, and thank you. Truly, I would not be able to make it through my days without you.”

Oh Goddess, Ayane muttered, her character turning quite red but smiling. “You flatter me, m’lady. You are more than capable.”

“Be that as it may—”

“My lady Gwenhwyfar!” called a voice from the courtyard entrance.





Ryouko heard her voice ring out over the courtyard, and saw Emma’s character turn to look at her. Then she followed with:

“Your mother has summoned you to meet with her in your room. She wants to speak with you.”

“Gwenhwyfar” got up, walking over to the doorway where Ryouko and Asami’s characters—Arduin and Elanel, if she remembered right—awaited her. Enidara trailed behind her mistress, head bowed politely.

Ryouko felt herself glance over at Elanel, decked out regally in ceremonial armor, as she herself was, as she could tell from the weight of the damned metal on her shoulders. She had forgotten what it was like, not having magical strength. It felt like she was lifting a whole other person on her back.

“You don’t always have to follow me around, you know,” Gwenhwyfar said as she walked into gloomy hallways of the building with the three of them in tow. “If you two were willing to take a little break, we’d both be happier. Not that I mind your company, but some privacy—”

“It is our duty, m’lady,” Elanel said, holding an arm up to her breastplate ridiculously. “We’re your bodyguards; it’s what we do. Besides, what would we even do with a break?”

Ryouko felt “Arduin” turn her head to look at Elanel, then felt her own eyebrows raise suggestively.

“I think I would have some ideas,” Arduin said, as Ryouko groaned internally. The body language being thrown around, and the blush Elanel was starting to have, made it quite clear what these “ideas” were.

She felt Gwenhwyfar’s eyes on the two of them.





There was a brief pause before something clicked and Emma felt firmly in control of her body.

“Bloody fucking hell, how did you convince me to do this?” Emma immediately burst out, picking at the drapey dress that covered her body. “I—what—”

“Don’t be shy, Emma, it suits you!” said Ayane, covering her mouth to hide a laugh.

“Oh come off it, Ayane!” said Emma, pouting. “It’s a dress. I never wear dresses. How do you even move in these things.”

“Aww, but you look nice!” said Ayane. She patted Emma consolingly on the shoulder. “I think you only have to wear this for a few scenes, so you only have to put up with it for a little longer.”

“Hmph,” said Emma testily as she stepped forward, following the game’s autogenerated path towards “her mother’s chamber”. “And what’s with this arranged marriage stuff? Asami, you didn’t mention this when you were picking out the game. I’m not going to have to do something gross like pretend-marry someone, am I?”

“Oh no,” Asami reassured immediately. “Trust me. Your mother is about to try to make you, but it’s not going to happen, don’t worry.”

You’re not worrying about the right thing, Asami thought to herself.

“Well? Do I have to go talk to ‘my’ mother?” Emma asked.

“No, this is just a bit of a chance to stretch your limbs, get used to things,” Asami said. “We don’t have to visit your mother until we’re ready to continue with the plot. For now we can explore, eat, whatever. I’m not sure what to suggest, though.”

Emma sighed. She could put it off or something, but…

“Fuck it, let’s just get it over with. Then I can get out of this damn dress.”

The remaining walk to her “mother’s chambers” was short. The game presented a choice here. They could either let the VI control their dialogue, which would do what it would do, or they could try and work their way through the scene via prompts.

“Yeah, I’m going with that,” said Emma immediately. “Ayane, you going to follow prompts or go with the VI?”

“Mmm, I think I’ll let the VI guide me again, if its all the same to you,” said Ayane. She ran her fingers through her character’s hair. “I wouldn’t want to mess this up.”

“Eh? It’s just a game.”

“Well, yes, but we are supposed to be playing specific characters, aren’t we?”

“Yeah, I guess. Anyway, we’re all ready?”

A round of nods.

“Right then,” said Emma, before knocking on the door. “Ahem. Mother? You sent for me?”

“Ah, yes, Gwenhwyfar, please, come in,” said the mother. The doors opened, pulled apart by two footmen. The chambers beyond were brightly lit by skylight, and a small fountain cast a merry sound over the room. Emma’s “mother” sat at the end, and to her left was a young man with pale blue eyes and blonde hair. He was rather plain looking, and stood respectfully as Emma entered.

“Gwenhwyfar, this is Prince Alderrung, of the Mountain Vale,” said the mother, gesturing at the young man. “He comes seeking your hand in marriage.”

“A-ah, I see,” said Emma. “Good afternoon, Lord Alderrung. I trust you had a pleasant journey?”

“Indeed I did, Lady Gwenhwyfar,” said the young man. He bowed deeply at the waist. “Of course, while your lands are beautiful, none of it was as fair as yourself, m’lady.”

Don’t you call me your lady, prick. “Thank you, m’Lord,” said Emma. “Your compliments are greatly appreciated. How long will you be staying in the Elkenhorn Valley?”

“Ah, well, I suppose it would be best if your mother were to elaborate,” said Alderrung, retaking his seat.

“Yes, it would be,” said the mother. “Please, take a seat, dear.”

Emma felt a shot of foreboding go through her as she gathered her skirt and sat down as regally as she could. This was hitting far closer to home than she had expected.

“As you know, after your father’s passing at the Battle of Walpurgis our family has had trouble politically, particularly in mustering the military strength to combat the orcs which have infested our lands,” began the mother. “As it is, the Mountain Vale has had their own troubles with goblins on their mountain slopes. After some time, we have decided that our mutual problems could be solved by an alliance across the hills, strengthening both our fiefdoms and allowing for mutual defense in times of need. It is, of course, unlikely for the orcs and the goblins to mount the field of battle simultaneously. In order to cement this allegiance, a marriage between the heirs of our lands is required.”

Yup, that went south just as quickly as Emma expected. She felt Ayane put a hand on her elbow. “I—what? Mother, you’re not suggesting—?”

“I am, Gwenhwyfar,” said the mother firmly. “We cannot allow this state of affairs to continue. Everyday, orcs come closer to the capital. It is already a situation close to desperation. I love you, my child, and wish you happiness, but…”

Emma felt a small amount of relief as she made eye contact with the mother. At least the woman felt sadness at this act.

“…but the lives of the people we rule are of greater need,” the mother finished. “I am sorry, my dear, but without this, we condemn our people to death.”

“This—I cannot do this!” said Emma, standing up angrily. “Surely there is another way! Is there no bargain that can be struck? No agreement to be made? Is my life truly the only price that can buy this allegiance?”

“For what it is worth, Lady Gwenhwyfar,” said Alderrung softly. “I do not do this with a glad heart. You deserve your happiness. But for the sake of my family and my lands, I am willing.”

“Yet you do not make as great a sacrifice as I!” said Emma, whirling upon Alderrung as sparks of magic twitched between her fingers. “For you are a Lord of your own keep, and shall return to your keep as your own master! Meanwhile, I will accompany you to a strange land not of my own, with only my handmaiden and my bodyguard to accompany as familiar faces in the midst of strangers. Do not speak to me as if you understand my pain, for truly you never can, nor shall!”

“Peace, child,” said the mother calmly. Her voice was like the thunder of a landslide, despite its soft tone. “Your anger is understandable, but do not turn it upon our guest so harshly. Retire to your bedchamber, as Lord Alderrung shall retire to his. An evening’s rest shall cool tempers and tongues, and in the morn’ we will make arrangements to the satisfaction of all.”





“So now what?” Emma asked, as they stepped back out into the hallway.

“Consult your inner quest list,” Asami said. “It should tell you. We’re free to do what we like unless you enter your bedchamber, which will trigger automatic nightfall. Otherwise, we can hang around outside as the hours pass. We should probably look around; there might be sidequests.”

“Quest list?”

“Think about it a little.”

Emma tilted her head, trying to do as instructed. Ryouko did the same.

Almost immediately, a list popped up on the side of her vision.

Main Quests: 1) Escort Gwenhwyfar to her bedchambers (will trigger nightfall and advance plot)

Side Quests: None

Note for New Players: Don’t be in a hurry to continue! Look around; it’s a long time until nightfall, and you may find some interesting auxiliary activities to do, with interesting rewards.

“So that’s where you’ve been getting your secrets from!” Ayane said, glancing at Asami.

“Didn’t any of you pay attention to the instructions?” Asami asked.

“You’re the one who rushed us through it!” Ayane rebutted.

“Okay, look,” Asami said. “So if you focus on the current main quest, it’ll even give you a little arrow to where you need to go if you want to do it. That will only happen if the location is something you should reasonably know, though.”

“Ooo,” Emma exclaimed, as Ryouko tested this and got the predicted arrow, transparent blue and discreet in the corner of her vision, yet somehow drawing her attention. She looked away and the arrow disappeared.

“What happened if we don’t make it back to her bedchamber by nightfall?” Ryouko asked. “Does the game wait for us?”

“I don’t know,” Asami said, shrugging. “It deals with it somehow.”





Man, that was nice. Just like in combat, except without the threat of being blown up.

“Well then, let’s explore,” said Emma. “Any suggestions?”

“Check your minimap,” said Asami. “See, it will show you all the regions your character knows about.”

A moment while everyone else took a look…

“Let’s try out the practice arena,” said Ayane quickly. “I’d like to see what we can do.”

It took a moment for Emma to realize what she meant. “Wait, don’t we just have our usual magic?”

Emma could hear Asami sigh quietly.

“No, Emma-san, we picked our character classes earlier, remember?”

“No?”

“Well then what did you think the ‘select class’ screen was all about?”

“I, uh… didn’t really pay attention…”

There was a moment of astounded silence.

“How did you survive the front?” asked Ayane. “I mean, sure it wasn’t the best explanation—”

“Hey!” protested Asami.

“—But this is important information! What did you choose?”

“Uh, I think it said healer?”

“Oh Goddess,” said Ayane, burying her face in her hands. “I left it at the default because it seemed good for the story, but that’s the worst choice ever for you.”

Emma looked increasingly bewildered.

“No? Not following? Ugh, just, Asami-san, you explain,” said Ayane with an exasperated sigh.

“Alright, so I know you’re not really familiar with this kind of game,” Asami said. “But the upshot is, the game divides the players of the game into different classes based on what they can do in combat and their strengths and weaknesses. For example, an offensive mage like Ryouko here primarily focus on attacking with spells, but is vulnerable to being attacked at short range.”

“So it’s like the different types of magical girls,” Emma said.

“Yeah. Before the game started, you were supposed to choose which class you wanted to be. By default, Gwenhwyfar is a healer, and it matches the plot best, but if you choose something else, the game VI will reshape the plot so it makes sense. That’s really all there is to it. I thought I told you and Ayane to choose whatever made sense.”

“I didn’t feel like explaining,” Ayane groaned, putting a hand to her hand, realizing that it was her fault. “I thought going with the plot would be fine.”

Emma looked around at the others.

“So what does a healer do?” she asked.

“It describes it if you check your internal manual, but from what I know it’s standing in the back and casting heal spells on anyone who needs healing,” Asami standing.

Emma stared back at her.

“And avoiding any contact with the enemy otherwise,” Asami finished.

“That sounds horrible,” Emma said, genuinely appalled.

“Well, read the manual,” Asami said. “Maybe this game is different. Actually, that’s not a bad idea. We should read about our classes, their combat strengths, and what skills they can learn as they level up.”

“Level up?” Ayane asked.

“The way games of this sort work is,” Asami said, sighing, “every time you kill an enemy you gain experience points, and once you get enough, they increase your ‘level’, which basically tells you how strong you are in combat. Since it’s the start of the game, we’re all at level one.”

“That sounds stupid,” Emma said.

“Let’s just all take a moment to read our class manuals,” Asami said, ignoring Emma. “I think it will all make sense then.”





Emma frowned mightily as she read the manual and walked slowly in the direction of the practice fields. Experience points were exactly as stupid as she thought they would be.

“Because clearly, you learn things instantly,” said Emma. “Ugh.”

The “skill tree” was just as bad. At least there was a specialization called “Field Medic” that let her have some offensive abilities.

“I can’t believe you have to actually spend magic removing poison,” Emma continued, folding her arms. “And healing cuts. Why don’t cuts heal themselves?”

Asami sighed again. “Look, I’m sorry you’re having issues, but at least keep it to yourself, Emma-san? I can’t concentrate with you talking all the time.”

“Fine, sorry.”

Ayane, meanwhile, was looking increasingly concerned as she read through her skill tree. “These all need me to be standing still? Why am I standing still? Don’t they know that just gets you killed?”

Asami turned her gaze to Ayane.

“Ah, sorry Asami-san,” said Ayane sheepishly. Emma, a lot of this stuff is about shields. We should have switched.

Really? asked Emma. That would have been smart. Do you have a nice AoE blocker?

Er, yes, actually.

Ooh, yeah, you should pick that up soonish then. They’re good for ambushes, but you really need to plant your feet.

Really? Won’t that leave you vulnerable?

No, see, what you do is you flash the shield, then charge in with your entire platoon before they can react. Shock and awe, you know?

I… I guess?

Emma sighed. Look, I’ll help you with it, okay? When I’m not trying to figure out this healer crap.

Well here, there’s that field medic specialty, right? asked Ayane. You want to do hit and run with that class. I can help you, let me take a look.





Ryouko had browsed her skill tree only cursorily. She was an offensive mage, which apparently meant she was supposed to avoid getting hit by attacks and cast a wide variety of elemental-themed damage spells. Ice, fire, lightning, earth… area of effect and single target. That kind of thing. It all sounded really flashy. The class was designed to reward clever thinking and environmental manipulation, as well to synergize with some of the other class skills. She had a good deal of specialization options, ranging from direct damage, to crowd control, to focused on helping allies.

That was what it said in the description, anyway, and she didn’t feel terribly interested in reading all the possible skills in the tree, as long as she got the gist of it. She supposed she would see what it was like, though she had the feeling she would miss being able to escape a situation on demand with teleportation—though, in fact, there was a teleportation skill buried in the skill tree.

What’s your class like? she asked Asami. She could have just read it herself, but she had learned that it was often better to exchange information socially, rather than just read things silently. Positive interactions, as Clarisse would say.

Speaking of which…

Yeah, I’m still here, Clarisse thought. There hasn’t really been much for me to say, honestly.

I’m mostly a bowman, Asami thought, finally. Most of my skills involve crazy trickshots and multishots. Focused on long-range and critical hits, though I can take some short-range skills. Ideally, I need someone to attract attention while I shoot everything in the eye. Fortunately, I think that’s what Ayane is for, though I’m not sure she will like it.

Ryouko nodded thoughtfully, then glanced over at Ayane and Emma, who were whispering to each other fervently.

“Hey, let’s go try things out on the practice field,” Ryouko suggested. “According to the game manual, the rules of reality in the game are suspended, so it’s impossible to die or be injured.”





Emma and Ayane glanced at each other.

“Sure,” Emma said pensively. “We’ll… see what happens.”

The practice fields were literally a small field, about an acre, with a series of changing rooms and several sheds full of equipment on one end.

“Okay, so the point is to hang back and then run in when someone takes damage, right?” asked Emma, reviewing what she and Ayane had gone over a few minutes earlier while she pulled the dress over her head.

“Yes, and try to overcome the urge to stand your ground,” said Ayane one stall over. “You have to keep giving ground, because the alternative is instantly dying.”

“Right, and you have to do the opposite,” said Emma, pulling on a pair of leggings. “Hold your position and advance if needed, but you can’t pull back until everyone else is clear.”

“R-right,” said Ayane. “That’s… that’s going to take getting used to.”

“Well that’s why we’re going to practice, right?” asked Emma, pulling a tunic on as well. She skipped the rest of the dressing sequence, and flexed her arm and its paltry leather padding. “Bloody hell, this is too exposing. I don’t have enough armor.”

“Yeah? Well, I can barely move,” said Ayane. They stepped through their respective doors simultaneously to review the other’s clothing.

“Damn, that looks awesome,” said Emma, circling around Ayane with an appreciative eye. “The plates all interlock like scales and there’s no gaps at the joints. It pays to be royalty, apparently.”

“Thanks,” said Ayane grimly, raising an arm and letting it fall back with a clank. “You look nice too. The belt shows off your hips.”

Emma felt herself blush. “A-ah, whatever, it’s just there to hold some potions, it’s nothing that useful. Let’s get out there, the others are waiting.”





Without any particular guidance, the four of them began executing various skills from their paltry level one skill sets. A set of indestructible practice dummies had been set up, and Ayane began vigorously slicing and bashing one of them with a sword, with an alacrity that no one would have credited someone wearing that much armor. It looked clumsy, but Ryouko wouldn’t have wanted to be on the receiving end of that.

Huh, the weight doesn’t seem to matter as much once I’m in combat, Ayane thought.

I think it’s a game thing, Asami thought.

The girl raised her bow, adroitly firing a set of arrows into another practice dummy. Thonk, thonk, thonk.

Nothing to it but to try, Ryouko thought, raising one arm, her other arm holding a useless-looking wooden staff.

A ball of roaring fire shot out of her hand, warming her palm and blowing her hair back slightly. It impacted the dummy with a satisfying fwoosh, lighting it on fire for a moment. Ryouko blinked.

That felt… pretty good, she thought.

“See if you can block this,” Asami said, firing an arrow in what seemed like a random direction.

The arrow immediately turned, heading directly for Ayane—who immediately bashed it out of the air with one fist.

“That’s magical girl speed,” Ayane said. “It feels weird that I can’t do it in other situations.”

“What am I supposed to do?” Emma demanded, watching the other three. “All I have is a heal spell and a protection spell. Does one of you want to get injured so I can heal you?”

Ryouko turned to face Emma, raising her hand in an obvious fashion.

“Will the protection spell block this?” she asked.

“Uh, I think,” Emma said, pushing her arms outward to invoke the spell, a faint shimmering appearing around her.

This time, the fireball that shot from Ryouko’s hand seemed to disappear just in front of Emma, and then the shimmering faded.

“Oh,” Emma said.

“Let’s try a combo,” Asami said. “The manual says there are a variety of combined actions we can take, even at level one. For example, we have a full team “Human Meteor” technique. We should try it.”

The others glanced at each other, and Ayane shrugged, metal shoulders moving ponderously.

“Okay,” she said.

Asami turned, pulling a full flight of arrows from the quiver on her back with inhuman speed. She began firing them in flurries, swarming the area around one of the dummies with a rain of arrows. Ayane charged forward, jumping high into the area—

Emma cast a protection spell on Ayane, focusing the shimmer in front of the girl—

Ryouko enchanted the shield with a scorching red fire—

And Ayane slammed into the dummy, fire and shield and momentum shattering the wooden scarecrow with a boom and cratering the ground, which flew up in sizable chunks.

She stood back up slowly, then stepped back.

“Whoa,” she said, as the scarecrow rematerialized in its previous location.

“That was pretty impressive,” Emma said, blinking.

Yeah, Ryouko thought. She wondered, though, how exactly these “skills” worked for Ayane and Asami. It was one thing to raise one hand and order a fireball to appear; it was another when your skills were physical, and involved movement and speed. How did the game enable you to do that?





They did a few more practice rounds before they ran out of “magic”. They would need to wait for their “magic” to recharge before they could continue, but on the whole it wasn’t that much crazier than combat. Of course, being a practice ring, there was an infinite supply of “magic booster” potions in a crate nearby, and Emma could make more with some herbs or from her own magic pool. Still, they wouldn’t really know what it would be like until they went into combat, and so there was little point getting used to something they were already used to.

“So is the event supposed to just happen immediately, or do we have to wait a bit?” asked Emma as the party traipsed into “her” bedchambers. It was actually a suite, with two bedrooms and a living/eating space. “I’m actually kinda hungry…”

“That’s because you’re always hungry,” said Ayane with a snort. “I think there’s a break though, right Asami-san?”

“Yes, it’s only for a few minutes unless you want to extend it,” said Asami. She sat down at the table in the middle of the living area, pulling out a chair for Ryouko. Emma did the same for Ayane before taking a seat. They’d changed back out of their training clothes, much to Emma’s dismay.

“Well, I guess we wait then,” said Emma. A waiter with a tray of cookies came in, dropped the cookies off, and left. They all sampled the food. Emma noted the unusual mixture of earthy herbs with bright fruit flavors.

Outside, time spun past, and twilight came in less than a minute. Then the sun went below the horizon, casting everything into darkness even as candles and torches automatically lit themselves.

“Oh, there’s a cut scene,” said Asami, blinking as she and Ryouko began to go transparent. “Ah, we’ll be back in a bit I guess?”

“Sure?” said Emma and Ayane, before their party members disappeared. Then in the distance, the sound of a loud explosion.

“What was that?” asked Emma, even before her character’s prompt came up. “Enidara, did you hear that?”

“I did, m’lady,” said Ayane, standing and facing the door. “Please, stay behind me.”

“The orcs should not be able to make it over the walls, even if they were so foolish to attack us,” said Emma. “Please, do not hurt yourself protecting me, Enidara.”

“It is my duty, m’lady,” said Ayane, giving Emma a smile over her shoulder. “Do not trouble yourself.”

The sound of running feet from outside carried into the room. Ayane and Emma tensed, then relaxed as they realized the footfalls were just about right for—

—Ryouko and Asami to burst into the room, their armor scorched and dinged. Two bags of clothing and supplies were slung over each of their shoulders.

“We’re under attack,” Asami growled as Ryouko turned to cover the door. “Milady, they’ve taken the outer wall. It’s a massive horde, of orcs and goblins. Unprecedented. We don’t have the men, you must evacuate.”

“What? Impossible!” said Emma. “Surely the soldiers can—?”

“Ten thousand stand against the walls, climbing over themselves to reach us,” said Ryouko grimly. “There is no time, the fighting will reach us soon. Quickly, you need to change into your battle gear and prepare to depart. It is likely we will need to fight our way out of the city.”

The cutscene ended.

“So did you actually have to fight anyone?” asked Emma as she rapidly stripped and began pulling on leggings and a tunic similar to what she had at the training ring, but clearly made to order for her. The tunic especially was much better: less billowy, and made of a heavier material that would resist impacts. The leather pads were cinched tight against her, leaving her excellent freedom of movement. “Oh wow, this is actually really good equipment. I completely expected my boobs to be flopping around.”

Ayane reached over and whacked her upside the head with a gauntleted hand. “Emma.”

“Ow, sorry, sorry,” said Emma, rubbing at her head. “It’s just that nobody gets how important support is—”

Ayane raised her hand threateningly, glaring at Emma over the top of a helmet held in front of her chest. “This is entirely the wrong place to be complaining about how nobody understands football,” she said, before pushing the helmet onto her head and strapping it into place.

She looked up at the Ryouko and Asami, the latter of whom was looking pointedly at a far corner, blushing about something.

“Anyway, I think we’re all ready for the next part,” Ayane finished.





They hurried through the hallways of the manor, which seemed to swallow them in ominous darkness, blackened by the moonless night. The sounds of distant screaming and metal clashing with metal accompanied their journey, seeming to be amplified by the acoustics of the building.

“It is a travesty that the orcs and goblins have gathered so much strength after the death of their master,” Elanel said, as her armored boots clattered on the floor. “We were assured that this would be an era of peace. Instead—”

“All evil needs is for good to lack vigilance,” Arduin interrupted. “I think this will be a lesson for those kings who thought it unnecessary to patrol this section of the world.”

“I would like to think that we will be alive to witness this lesson taking hold,” Gwynhyfar quipped.

“Where are we going, m’lady?” Enidara asked, as they headed for the rear of the manor.

“Long ago, before this city was a city, when my family built this manor, they included a secret tunnel out deep into the mountains, precisely for this kind of situation,” Gwynhyfar said. “With luck, we’ll all make it there, and then we can make our way back to another city.”

They rounded a corner and Gwynhyfar gasped as they ground to a halt.

A small collection of armored bodies lined the hallway, freshly dead, most still dripping blood from gaping wounds.





There was a surreal moment, where Emma forgot that she was in a game. For a brief second, the armored bodies were not clad in shining metal, but in dark polycarbide plating. The hall was made not of shining marble but of concrete, and the enemies on the far side were multilimbed aliens, their weapons raised and ready to fire. Emma reached for her magic and—

—gasped, then took a step backwards, drawing the short sword at her side, pulling at the magic of the game and casting a damage resistance spell onto Ayane as she surged past, her class’s shimmering barrier flashing into place. Ryouko followed swiftly behind, fire sparking between her fingers. Ayane drew back her bow and sent an arrow down range, threading between Ayane and Ryouko to slam through the eye of an orc. The small advance party roared even as their ally fell, raising sword and shield to crush the four girls before them. Ayane stepped backwards to—

—grit her teeth and shift her weight, throwing her arms forward and creating a wall of light. The charging orcs bounced back, leaving themselves open to Ryouko and Asami. Emma saw one, two, three arrows zip past her, tearing into the enemy troops with brutal efficiency. It took but a moment for Ryouko to finish them off by summoning spikes through the floor and impaling the enemy.

They all paused.

“That was… easier than expected,” said Ayane, looking down at her hand and flexing it consideringly. “That was a lot easier than expected.”

“You have to remember, these games are designed for civilians,” said Asami, looking rather self-satisfied. “The VI is never going to be able to compensate for a four-person magical girl team, even if we’ve never worked together in combat before. We’re just that much better than the typical civilian team, especially at this level.”

“That was pretty good with the spikes, actually,” said Ayane, turning to Ryouko and nodding at her. “Quick thinking, on your part.”

Ryouko shrugged. “I have a friend who does it a lot.”

“Remember that one time Meiqing wiped out an entire convoy escort in one go?” Asami said.

Ryouko nodded. “That’s what I was thinking of.”

“Anyway, we should continue,” said Asami. She drew another arrow and nocked it, ready for more enemies. “Everyone ready?”

Emma nodded with everyone else, trying to quell the unease in her gut. She’d… not really accomplished anything in that round of battle.

She really didn’t like that feeling.





Ryouko frowned, feeling something nagging at her awareness. It was like when Clarisse was trying to get her attention subtly, but—

“Ah,” she vocalized as the notification unfurled itself in her consciousness.

“It says that the party has reached level two,” she said, getting the attention of the others and reading directly from the notification. “We have reached a pause in the story where we will have time to make decisions, so the game has decided to inform us.”

The others looked off at various corners of the room, accessing the internal interface, while Ryouko grappled with a choice of lvl 2 stat boosts and spell. Deciding not to think about it too much, she chose a freezing spell that restricted movement. That seemed more useful to her than a stronger fireblast, which she could always get later if she had to. As for stats… well, if she was going to stay in the back casting spells, she might as well be as effective as possible at it, so she raised the stat that boosted spell-power and casting alacrity, which was, mysteriously enough, called “Intelligence”.

Then she looked up. The others were still deciding, but she felt her attention drawn to one of the human corpses on the floor. It was dressed in fancier armor than the others and—

Still breathing? she thought as she watched the chest piece rise slowly, fitfully.

Then she realized the noble’s eyes were still open, fluttering slightly as they tried to keep fixed on Gwynhyfar.

The others seemed to be done with their choices, so Ryouko said:

“Hey, I think this guy is still alive. Emma, you should try to heal him.”





Emma had gone hard into the field medic specialization. There had been three options available to her. One was an enhanced health spell which healed up to 50% of an ally’s health. The second was a boost to her ability to increase an ally’s damage resistance, and the final option was a new shield spell, allowing her to intercept an attack of less than 20 damage.

Obviously, she took the new shield spell. That would be incredibly useful. Better to prevent an attack from landing than to heal one that had already hit. They all had about 150 “health” before they croaked, and it didn’t seem all that reasonable for an attack to do 13% damage to a player this early in the game.

“Hey, I think this guy is still alive. Emma, you should try to heal him.”

Emma looked up from where she was assigning stats. The man in question was, apparently, Lord Erwyndale, one of Gwenhwyfar’s suitors. But what was he doing here?

“One sec,” said Emma, quickly dropping her new stat points into Dexterity and Intelligence and moving over. She felt a cutscene take hold of her.

“Lady -cough- Gwenhwyfar,” said Erwyndale weakly. “I am glad -wheeze- to see you are safe. Your -wheeze- companions are strong. That is good.”

“Be still, gentle knight,” said Gwenhwyfar. “Your wounds are grievous, but I shall attend to them. You will see the morn, yet.”

“No -cough-,” said Erwyndale. “No I am -cough- I am too far gone, m’lady. Save your magic, I -gasp- I am beyond your aid.”

Emma gagged as she felt her character’s eyes well up.

“I thought -cough- if I could save you from this calamity, m’lady -gasp- you would love me. So I came here with my bodyguard. Foolish vanity. And yet, I am glad that I have -gasp- saved you nonetheless.”

“No, no, please, do not depart from this good earth yet, my lord,” Gwenhwyfar choked out, her hands lighting up with magic. Emma rolled her eyes internally, feeling very embarassed, as Gwenhwyfar tried desperately to save Erwyndale. “See, already your wounds close, and the color begins to return to your cheeks!”

“Haah, yes, a bit,” said Erwyndale. He smiled up at her. Both of them knew it wasn’t enough. “Save your magic -cough- m’lady. Please, you will -gasp-. You will need it.”

Lord Erwyndale stared up into her eyes, smiling mildly, and Emma could see the resignation in his eyes. It wouldn’t be long now.

Gwenhyfar knelt there a moment longer, holding the man’s hand, and the others did not point out that this was not a good time to linger. If it was only for a moment…

Then the light faded from his eyes, and Emma felt a single tear trail down her character’s cheek. It wasn’t badly done, to be fair, but she still felt incredibly self-conscious.

“Let’s go,” Arduin said, putting on hand on her shoulder. “We cannot linger.”





They advanced through the rest of the manor, stopping to defeat the occasional small group of orcs, running the entire way—and incidentally reaching level three. Finally they arrived in one of the rear storehouses of the manor, and Emma felt herself sucked into a cutscene.

“You see these priceless barrels of ancient wine?” Gwynhyfar said, kicking a barrel inside the dank, torchlit warehouse. “There’s nothing in them but water. It’s actually to block a doorway. There’s a mechanism here somewhere, one of the torches…”

She reached up towards one of the unlit torches, but froze as the room seemed to shake slightly.

They glanced around, not seeing anything, but then one of the side walls started to fracture, bits of well-hewn stone falling to the floor as it cracked…

“Get down!” Enidara warned, pushing Gwynhyfar down and attempting to shield her with her body.

The wall blew open, Arduin and Elanel dropping to the floor simultaneously as Enidara attempted to shield them all with a protection spell.

But it was no explosion that had broken the wall. Instead, a monstrous troll stepped into the room, stone floor cracking underneath its feet. It was as tall as two men, its head grazing the ceiling, and it was as wide as Gwynhyfar was tall. Its massive, bloated chest was covered with old arrow scars and it carried an enormous metal mace as a weapon. In short, it was ugly, it was brutish, and it smelled terrible.

The cutscene released them from its hold, and Elanel immediately fired two arrows at the monster’s head. One grazed the side, and the other seemed to simply bounce off its skull.

Enidara and Arduin shared a glance, and Enidara charged directly forward. Gwenhyfar blessed her with a protective shield, and Arduin charged it with fire. The collision was explosive, blowing a shower of rubble into the air, and for a moment they couldn’t see what had happened.

Then Emma heard a low rumbling sound, almost like… laughter.

She saw for a moment the laughing monster, front seared and slightly blackened—

—and then she saw Ayane flung forward into the far wall, armor broken and shattered, bleeding. She slammed into the wall with a sickening crack.





Funny thing, this game. It simulated combat high shockingly well.

Working without the combat UI was a little annoying, but she’d done it before. She had to get to Ayane and shield her while the other girl got back to her feet. A few vortex spheres should throw the enemy back, and a shield would cut down on the amount of damage they took. Emma pulled on her magic as she ran, the familiar ripple of wind—

—nonexistent, bringing her nearly to a halt in shock. She tripped, tumbling over herself. The troll seemed to cackle, slamming its mace into the ground as she rolled aside. She leaped to her feet, dodged back again as the mace swept at her legs, twisted to the side and jumped up to—

—sprawl onto the ground, gravity pulling her harder than it seemed it ought to. What happened? How did she miss the jump? What was—

“Emma!”

A flash of light, and the troll stumbled back with a roar. Emma felt herself get pulled up by the arm.

“Get behind me!” Ayane shouted, as the troll yelled something vulgar and charged back in, oblivious to the arrows Asami was sending into its flesh. Ryouko shouted something about her mana. The troll brought its mace down.

With a loud cry, Ayane raised her arms and stopped the mace cold.

“Take it down!”

A squad of knights burst through the hole in the wall, directed by Lord Alderrung. He was wreathed in fire, armor gleaming in the light of his own magic as he raised his sword. “Harken to me, foul creature! I am Lord Tuor Alderrung, Prince of the Mountain Vale! Your presence here is a curse and an offense to the blood my people have shed in defense of this world! Die by the hand of my guard and myself, for your existence is forfeit!”

“Move, m’lady!” said Ayane, pushing Emma along as Lord Alderrung’s guard charged forward, barrier spells hemming in the troll. “Lord Alderrung! I bid you thanks from my lady for your timely intervention!”

“Think naught of it, dear handmaiden,” said Alderrung. “Lady Gwenhwyfar, your mother has already departed, for the way through to the stables has already been blocked,” he continued, turning to Emma. “She sends word to travel by secret paths you know of and meet her at my family’s keep.”

“What about yourself, Lord Alderrung?” Emma felt herself say. “What of you and your men?”

“The castle guard will fall back in order, to march to the Mountain Vale. We will join them, do not worry yourself.”

Gwenhwyfar looked up at Alderrung, and cast a spell on him. “For your protection, m’lord. Fare thee well.”

Lord Alderrung nodded. “My thanks, m’lady. Now onwards! Fly!”





It took Gwenhwyfar only a few moments longer to figure out which torchholder to pull. As soon as she did so, they heard an ancient mechanism coming to life and then, moments later, the fake wine barrels moving to one side, revealing an odd stone slab covered in glowing veins of… Ryouko had no idea. In any case, there was an obvious hand-shaped depression in the middle, and the moment Gwynhyfar put her hand to it, the slab seemed to shimmer, then vanish entirely.

“Woah,” Ayane said, now that she was free from the cutscene.

“It’s a simulation,” Asami said, “It’s not that amazing. Come on.”

The four of them had each thoughtfully grabbed torches off of the wall for what promised to be a very gloomy and dank tunnel. The warmth of the flame felt pleasant on Ryouko’s hand, which she suddenly realized was quite cold, and the mysterious stone slab reformed itself behind them once they reached the staircase. Ryouko could hear the wine barrels moving back into place.

And yet as they descended a steep stone-hewn staircase, they realized that the torches were quite unnecessary. The walls were thickly veined with the same material that had illuminated the stone slab earlier, giving the tunnel an almost cheery moonlit quality. Indeed, the steps of the staircase were finely carved, the walls were flat to the touch, and the staircase even had handrails! It showed an almost modern quality in design, and Ryouko wondered what powered the veins in the wall.

Ayane extinguished her torch with a cloth, and moved to toss it on the floor, but Ryouko grabbed her arm.

“Put it in Asami’s sack,” she said. “It might come in handy later, who knows?”

Ayane nodded, and the four of them extinguished their torches. Emma seemed slightly out of it, needing Ayane to shake her shoulder before blinking and putting out her torch. Still soaked in oil and carefully wrapped, the torches were arranged neatly into Asami’s sack, which seemed oddly capacious for its size.

“I wonder how long this tunnel is?” Ayane said, placing her hand on the wall as they walked.

“Given the way it’s supposed to run deep into the mountains, it has to be really long,” Asami said thoughtfully. “Miles, even.”

“Just as long as there’s no more surprise trolls down here, I’m okay with walking,” Ayane said.

“I wonder how the ventilation in this tunnel works,” Ryouko said.

And yet, in what seemed like only a few minutes, they reached an ascending staircase, the twin of the staircase they had come down on.

“We can’t even be out of the city yet,” Asami said. “Granted, it was more of a village than city, by Earth standards, but…”

They reached the end, another stone slab with a hand depression that Emma opened, with no cutscene this time. The slab vanished, and the smell of a forest wafted in-ward, the light outside briefly glaring. They stepped outside, heads turning in every direction, and found that they had exited the side of a cliff wall, shaded by moss-covered, giant trees. The ground was covered in moss and fallen leaves, and, judging by the nature of the plants, they were deep in the woods.

It was impossible to tell where they were, and no trails indicated where they were to go. The sun was up somehow, even though it should have still been night. Just how long had they spent in that tunnel?

A message appeared in Ryouko’s quest log.

Main Quest: As Gwynhyfar well knows, the trees in this area were enchanted by her ancestors. Follow the direction of the moss on the trees.





Emma was very quiet after her character finished its cutscene. Well, very quiet for her, anyway. They trekked relatively quietly through the forest, occasionally scaring up an animal but generally not doing much.

“Hey, did you get hurt back there?” asked Ayane, coming up beside Emma where she was walking at the head of the column. “Er, well, it’s a bad question, but you get the idea.”

“Hm? No, I’m fine,” said Emma.

“No, you’re not,” said Ayane bluntly. “Something’s got your head screwed on backwards. What’s up?”

“Nothing, really,” said Emma. She gave Ayane a little smile. “I just had a bad moment there, that’s all. The war, you know.”

Ayane smiled back at her, reached down, and squeezed Emma’s hand. “Yeah, I know. It’ll be okay.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Emma. She looked down at the forest floor, letting go of Ayane’s hand as she did so. “You, uh… you saw how I tripped.”

“Mmhm,” said Ayane.

“When that troll was about to… to attack, I went for my magic, and I couldn’t feel it,” said Emma, swallowing. “It wasn’t… I didn’t like it.”

“No, it couldn’t have been fun,” said Ayane. “At least the rest of us get magic that feels reasonable. Or at least, mine does. But healing magic’s a different ball game.”

“Heh, like trying to play basketball with your feet,” said Emma. “Well, I’ll get over it.”

Ayane slapped Emma on the shoulder. “Yeah, you’ll be alright. Did you head for the field medic promotion?”

“Yeah, the new spell’s called Deflector,” said Emma, grinning. “It’s actually really cool, I need to think about how I could do it in real life. What happens is—”

“HEY YOUSE!” shouted a deep voice from up the hill. “STOPPA DERE!”

“Shit, contact right!” Emma shouted, ducking behind Ayane as the latter projected a shield, intercepting a series of crossbow bolts directed at them.

“Ryouko!”

“Right!”

A small fireball went streaking out, splashing against an orc’s upraised shield. The arrow that followed it was not blocked, however, and ripped through the orc’s eye socket, through the back, and into the brain.

“They’ve got shields!” shouted Emma.

“I can see that!” Asami shouted back, taking aim and sending an arrow zipping into another shield. The orcs charged, swords raised. “Freeze them, Ryouko, I’ll try to—!”

“No, armor to the front!” countermanded Emma. “Ranged to the back, Ryouko, give covering fire over head. There’s too many to fight!”

“What do you—!”

“Up the hill!”

Asami drew and fired, then looked up. “Wha—it’s a whole company!”

“Yeah, run!” Emma shouted, grabbing the girl as she ran past. “Ayane how’re you doing!”

“Fine!” Ayane shouted, pushing back an orc before whacking its head from its shoulders. “Little bruised!”

“Ryouko?!”

“Getting a little low on mana!” Ryouko shouted back, swiping a hand and pinning an orc in place.

“Potion your way!” Emma shouted, pulling a flask off her belt. She bit her lip, filled it with shining blue fluid from her magic, capped it, and threw it through the air at Ryouko. “Catch!”

Ryouko snatched it out of the air and chugged it rapidly, choking when she spotted an orc coming her way. She clamped the bottle between her teeth, raising her staff instinctively like she was firing her arbalest to—

—quickly spin the staff away when Ayane appeared, slamming into the orc with a roar and throwing it into a tree.

“Move!” Ayane shouted, pushing Ryouko along as the latter finished up her mana bottle. “We can’t stay here!”

“Caves!” Asami called out, pointing.

“Into the caves, go!” Emma shouted.

“We’ll be cornered!”

“We’ll be surrounded otherwise!” said Emma. “We can cover the entrance with just the four of us. Run!”

They abandoned all pretense of a fighting retreat, bolting for the cave entrance. Asami got there first, drawing up at the mouth and sending arrows zinging into the crowd of enemies. Emma followed, skidding through the mouth and pausing to cast Deflector on Ayane and Ryouko. The two of them danced backwards, moving haltingly back but delaying the advance effectively once more, then spinning and diving into the cave. Ryouko picked herself up, then tore the earth upwards to block the entrance.

The orcs pounded futilely at the stone that now sealed the cave, save for a single gap for air at the top.

“Well,” said Emma, giggling slightly as she leaned against the wall. “That was certainly something. Just like that one fight, eh Ayane?”

“Heh, yeah,” said Ayane, wiping digital sweat from her brow. “Went better though. No casualties this time, except for the enemy.”

“Anyway, now what?” asked Asami. She didn’t look very happy. “We’re trapped now, and the orcs will get through eventually.”

“Now? We go down,” said Emma, gesturing at the back of the cave. “We’ll go somewhere and do something. Better than staying here. Let’s move out.”





Unlike the unexpectedly friendly escape tunnel, this cave was dank, dark, slimy, slippery, and every other negative attribute one might ascribe to caves. Its only saving grace, in Asami’s estimation, was the patches of phosphorescent moss that occasionally lined the cave walls, helping to brighten an otherwise pitch-dark walk—even if it cast the rocks of the cave in an eerie blue glow. She knew very well there were no species of moss native to Earth that glowed that bright or in that color but she wasn’t going to complain now. Besides, there were several species of alien organisms that fit the description.

As the light of the narrow opening they had left in the cave entrance faded behind them, they remembered the torches in Asami’s rucksack which, she had realized, indeed did look larger on the inside than the outside, something she ascribed to game mechanics, and could easily be hand-waved as magic or something. It was times like these that Ryouko’s foresight truly impressed her. It was easy to forget about something as trivial as light, especially when you were used to military-grade optical implants.

“Isn’t it a bit early for that?” Emma asked as Asami made the suggestion, drawing the torches out of the bag for Ryouko to light. “It’s still bright.”

The others traded a look, as well as they could in the nearly pitch-black.

“Are you serious?” Ayane said. “I can barely see! I almost tripped on that rock back there.”

Emma looked at her quizzically.

“It looks fine.”

“No, I agree,” Ryouko said. “I can’t see a thing.”

“Me too,” Asami agreed. “Maybe the healing class can see in the dark?”

“It doesn’t say that,” Emma said, sounding confused. “But now it says I have something called “Darkvision”. That wasn’t there before.”

“Well, it’s useful, I’m sure,” Ayane said. “But the rest of us need to see too. Ryouko, light the torches.”

Ryouko did so, and Asami could finally see that the cave they were in… looked like a cave. No interesting crowds of bats or anything like that, even if it would have broken up the monotony. Well, at least they could see where they were walking.

“Oh, it says I got an achievement,” Ryouko said. “‘Foreseeing the light’ or something. I get twenty experience points.”

“Are we even sure this cave goes anywhere?” Asami asked, as Emma started walking again. “I’m not even sure those orcs are still following us.”

“I don’t know,” Emma said. “But this game map is telling me to go deeper into the cave.”

Again the others shared a look, this time illuminated by the orange glow of torchlight.

“None of us have that,” Ayane said.

“I don’t know, it’s what the game says to me,” Emma said. “Says my character feels drawn there or something. Ah.”

Emma stopped abruptly, and a moment later their torches illuminated what she had seen: an immense natural chamber, filled with stalagmites and stalactites, water dripping from the ceiling slowly. There were several open paths they could see.

“Well, if nothing else we can probably lose the orcs here,” Asami said sardonically.

“This way,” Emma said confidently, pointing at a random-looking cave and starting to walk.

Asami looked at Ryouko, who shrugged, shoulders moving under the leather shoulderpads of her mage costume, then started to walk forward.

Asami paused for a moment.

You know, I think I like this combination of tight pants and short shirt on her, she thought to herself, eyes wandering down Ryouko’s exposed back. Very… well maybe I’ll buy her something later.

Then she hurried to follow.





Emma had this sinking feeling as she followed the glowing pink line in the ground. This was starting to have all the hallmarks of a classical medieval contract making. If the game made an Incubator appear, she was going to quit out of sheer frustration.

“Heh, I guess this makes us all the supporting characters, huh?” asked Ayane. She and Emma were again at the head of the column.

“Well… I guess,” said Emma, looking down at her character’s hand. It was no different from her own, but it was surreal seeing it in the thin, lightly padded gloves that the healer class wore, rather than her own heavy battle gloves. “Honestly, I’d rather we switched, you know? You’re adapting nicely though.”

“Thanks,” said Ayane, blushing a little. “You’re doing pretty well from the back too. It, uh—” was really hot “—was impressive, the way you took command back there.”

“Ah, it wasn’t anything special,” said Emma, blushing. “You know I do that all the time in combat.”

“Well, yeah, but it’s different, you know? There it matters. Here, it’s…”

It’s possible to watch you be beautiful…

“…It’s?” asked Emma.

Ayane blinked, realizing she’d trailed off. “It’s not as big a deal, is all, and you can see how you behave without being too worried about getting hit, and stuff.”

“Still need to be careful though,” said Emma. “Don’t get too distracted, m’kay?”

“Yeah,” said Ayane. She smiled at Emma. “You don’t have to worry about me, we’ve done this before, right?”

Emma nodded and smiled back. “Right.”

A cutscene pulled at her. Emma blinked, then began following the prompts of the story.

“Do you feel that?” she asked. “It feel like… like…”

To Emma’s great alarm, a pink glow suffused her character’s body, motes of bright light appearing from the ground below, floating slowly around her, twinkling slowly like so many stars.

“M’lady?!” asked Ayane, alarmed. “M’lady, what is happening?!”

“Ladies of the land above, I bid thee welcome,” Gwenhwyfar whispered. Her voice echoed throughout the space as if spoken by ten thousand men, women, and children. “I am the Amulet of Ser Zainjai. I have slumbered here for countless years, but with your arrival it is finally time for me to return to the surface.”

“What have you done to my mistress?!” hissed Ayane, furious. Emma! What’s happening?!

I don’t know! “I have done nothing to harm her… handmaiden. Yes, this is good… you will serve nicely…”

“Let her go!”

A ripple of pink blasted out of Emma. “Do not raise your voice to me, daughter of lesser scions. I am a servant of the Elven Kingdoms, forged to counter the Dark Lord, yet found to be insufficient in battle. Now, though, I may return to the surface and—”

“The war is over,” said Asami. “The war has been over for many years. The Dark Lord was defeated by Men, not by Elves.”

“…No… No, it cannot be true!” the Amulet snarled. “No… No I will not accept this until I see it for myself!”

Emma felt herself turn and run down the cave hall. AYANE! she had time to cry, before the game cut to a loading screen.

“EMMA!” Ayane screamed, bolting forward as Emma disappeared.

“Ayane, wait—!”

It was too late. The other girl had already disappeared.

“Dammit, come on!” Asami sighed, running after.





Emma came to kneeling at a dais, the amulet pulsating upon it while her character stared at it blankly. What is going on? This is—what is this?

“Gwenhwyfar!” Ayane’s character cried, skidding into the room. “M’lady! Let her go, you villainous trinket!”

“Yes… I see now,” said the Amulet through Emma, apparently not noticing Ayane come in. “Yes, while the Dark Lord is gone, his minions remain. Therefore, I shall regain my honor and purpose on the field of battle.”

“You will do no such thing,” Ryouko’s character growled, striding in with Asami at her side. “We are our ladyship’s personal guard, and you will relinquish her this instant!”

“But this body is weak,” Emma felt herself murmur. “I will need more than one bearer…”

A column of pink light crashed down from the ceiling, enveloping Emma. She felt herself float upwards.

Who? Who shall I choose? asked the Amulet. Choose, dear youngling, for it would be uncharitable for me to do otherwise.

Fuck you! Emma blasted back. Let me go!

Very well, then I shall search your mind for a suitable bearer, the Amulet thought. A ripple of images crossed Emma’s mind, all centering around Ayane.

Don’t you dare, you son of a—

…Yes …the handmaiden. Yes this is a good match.

NO, STOP—

Emma’s vision snapped to black instantly, leaving her reeling. Her arms tingled. The familiar feeling of adrenaline and combat drugs was rapidly clearing, her TacComp clamping down on the instinctive attempt to violently end a threat to Asami’s life. It took another second for her to get her heartrate under control, while the game popped up a gentle mauve-colored text:

Your vital signs indicate extreme distress consistent with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Would you like to abort?

Hahh… yeah, PTSD. That was a thing. Emma’s therapist had told her about it, after she’d cycled out of combat. She’d felt fine, if a little jumpy, but she hadn’t expected… this, to happen. In a video game of all places. A fucking cutscene.

Two buttons presented themselves to her. One was Blue, labeled in her vision as “Cancel”. The second was Red, labeled as “Abort”.

Emma’s hand went for the blue button. What a thing to freak out over. It was just a cutscene, some weird magic shit happening in a video game. It wasn’t real, there was nothing to be worried about. She’d seen worse when—

—Ayane’s body slammed into the ground with a crunch of bone and concrete. Emma was already moving, magic shimmering around her as cephalopod lasers converged towards Ayane’s prone form.

“We can’t stay here, Ayane!” Emma shouted, holding up a barrier with one hand while she punched forward with the other. A squid had its head consumed in a flash of wind and green ichor. “Can you get up?”

“Ah, m-my back,” Ayane hissed over telepathy. Emma saw her try to move out of the corner of her eye. “My b-back! Emma, I can’t move!”

“Are you sure?”

“My TacComp is reading zip from the waist down!”

Emma’s mind flipped through plans.

“Right, you’re going to have to hold on tightly. Your arms still work?”

“Can you make it? Leave my body behind if you don’t have time—”

“I’ll be fine, don’t worry,” said Emma. She took a knee beside Ayane. “Here, give me your gem, just in case, alright? I’ll tuck it in with mine.”

“R-right,” said Ayane, peeling hers off its setting at her collarbone and handing it to Emma. “You’re going to r-run for it?”

“O’course I am,” said Emma. She switched to TeamComm. “Popping smoke! Cover me!”

“Roger that!” called one of her soldiers over TeamComm.

“Upsy-daisy!” Emma said, yanking Ayane onto her back and sprinting for friendly lines as a dense cloud of nanoparticle smoke filled the air behind and around her. Laser fire immediately cut out, they’d make it—

—a dozen feet before an explosion threw Emma into the air, tumbling and spinning before she slammed into the ground. Ayane’s body landed nearby, mangled and shredded, having caught the majority of the shrapnel thrown out by the anti-personnel mortar.

“Ayane!” Emma cried, scrambling for the bloody mess that was her best friend. “Ayane, come on, talk to me—”

“They’ve got this place zeroed,” Ayane grit out over telepathy, her body unresponsive. “You have to run—”

“Fuck that shit I’m not leaving you behi—”

“You’ve got my gem, just get out of here and they’ll get me a new body,” Ayane said quickly. “I’m about to go unconscious, get out of here you stupid—”

Ayane’s body went limp.

Emma swore, instincts already screaming at her and her TacComp tracking incoming projectiles. A mortar began to explode, and she had just enough time to—

—gasp, falling backwards from the “Cancel” button and scrambling away. The text followed her. Emma slammed the “Abort” button as fast as she could.





The blackness shattered as Emma felt her consciousness get pulled away back into her body. Then the ceiling of the VR Lounge appeared, with their ensconced lighting and plain, white tiles. Emma scrabbled at the VR connections, even as a technician came hurrying into the room. She needed to get out of here.





Chapter 3


— Chapter 3 —


“Emma Sinclair has left the game,” the game pop-up said, glaringly red text bubble floating in mid-air. “Cut-scene has been paused. Do you wish to continue?”

The game world was now frozen, except for the three remaining players, who were allowed a limited freedom of movement. They glanced at each other, the consensus immediately clear—Ayane dropped out of the game, immediately followed by the other two.





When Ryouko opened her eyes again—her real eyes—she found the technician for the VR setup fussing over Emma, who insisted in between heavy breaths that she was fine, really—she just needed to get some water. It was obvious from her sweat-soaked hair that things were not, in fact, fine.

Ayane was at her side a few seconds later, wiping her down with her shirt sleeve, helping her up.

“What happened?” Ryouko heard Asami ask, as she got up from her chair.

“She triggered one of the game’s auto-eject features,” the technician said airily, eyes fixed on an informational display only she could see. “Reaction consistent with triggered traumatic memory. These games are perfectly fine for civilians, but sometimes with war vets you get a bad reaction.”

The technician’s eyes focused on Ryouko, and the woman blanched, realizing she was talking to other “war vets”.

“Anyway, I’d recommend you girls take care of her for a while,” she said. “The MHD has already been notified. Someone might be here shortly.”





Someone was indeed there shortly.

“No you are NOT fine,” Ayane growled, facing down a seated Emma with a glare designed to shoot down squid ground attack aircraft. “You WILL speak to the counselor alone or so help me Goddess I will shove my costume’s boots up your ass!”

Emma paled, but didn’t back down. “Oh come on, Ayane, we can at least wait until after the game’s over.”

“In my professional opinion, you cannot,” said the counselor, named Cathrin Demir. “It’s best to discuss these things sooner rather than later.”

“Well sure, but it’s not a—”

“SOONER, RATHER, THAN, LATER,” Ayane emphasized, narrowing her eyes and bearing down on Emma. “I’ll be coming with you to wait outside anyway, so it’s not like you’re stalling us.”

“Well actually—” began Asami. She received double glares, from Ayane and Cathrin, for her trouble. “Ah uh n-nevermind…”

“Please Emma?” asked Ayane, turning back. “Just, look, it’ll make me feel better, at least, even if it turns out to be a waste of time. And if it is a waste of time, Cathrin will figure it out in a few minutes and we can all get back to playing the game, okay?”

Cathrin nodded. “We do a basic diagnostic at the start of all these. If it’s just a bad moment, like if someone throws a snowball at you and you transform instinctively, then we’ll let you go.”

Emma gave them both dubious looks, then sighed. “Alright, fine.”





Ayane was very still as she, Ryouko, and Asami sat in front of the office Emma and Cathrin had disappeared into. The door was soundproofed, of course. It had been thirty minutes already, and it was seeming like it’d go longer. About twenty minutes into the wait, the girl had stood up and transformed abruptly, startling the other two girls. According to Ayane it helped to relieve her tension, though that didn’t really make sense to Asami..

To say that Ayane seemed worried about Emma would have been an understatement. Neither she nor Ryouko chose to comment on the slight waste of magic staying in a transformed state technically entailed. Instead, she nervously eyed Ayane’s soul gem, attached conspicuously on the clasp of her cloak, which seemed a bit darker than it should have been, though still within acceptable bounds.

“Are you alright?” asked Asami quietly.

“I’ll be fine,” said Ayane, without conviction.

“Use some grief cubes,” Ryouko said flatly, knowing that most magical girls kept an unused stock somewhere on them, for contingencies.

Ayane reached into her costume, retrieving two of the small pitch-block cubes, pressing them against her soul gem.

Asami glanced at Ryouko, who in turn had her eyes fixed on Ayane.

“So you two have been in a lot of combat?” Asami asked, addressing Ayane.

“Yeah,” Ayane said, shifting nervously. “Some of it was pretty harsh. Emma has been through a lot. If it’s starting to get to her…”

The girl’s voice trailed off.

“Well, maybe the MHD will approve a longer vacation after this,” Ryouko said hopefully.

Ayane smiled wanly, and Asami reflected that Ryouko and her had really been fortunate—or, more precisely, that she had been really fortunate that Ryouko’s special status had enveloped her as well, enabling her to avoid the front line Magi Cæli role she was otherwise destined for. Yes, they still entered combat sometimes, but that was generally on their own initiative.

“Well, at least you’ll be there for her,” Asami said.

She wasn’t sure what else to say, what else would be meaningful—except that she felt even more certain now that she had to get Ayane and Emma to appreciate their love for each other. It was no longer just fun—it was humanitarian.

She needed a different plan.





Emma sighed, then opened the door of the therapist’s office. Ayane quickly hopped to her feet with a flicker of amber.

“Are you alright?” Ayane asked.

“I— Cathrin says to get some rest,” said Emma, smiling softly. “It’s uh, leftover psychological fatigue, she says.”

That sounds… waffley, Ayane said over private telepathy.

It’s not that bad, Emma replied. Seriously, she said to just take it easy. The video game was probably just too emotionally charged.

“Well that sounds good,” said Asami out loud. “More vacation time, right? It’ll be good for you.”

Emma nodded. “Yeah, it will. Thanks. Sorry for cutting the game short.”

“Ah, it’s no trouble,” said Asami, smiling brightly. “I’ve been meaning to take Ryouko around to the Botanical Gardens anyway. Do you want to come?”

Emma and Ayane glanced at each other, then nodded. “Sure, sounds reasonable,” said Emma. “Want to go now? I figure we may as well.”

“Sure!” said Asami. She seemed vaguely determined to cheer up the situation by being cheerful, latching onto Ryouko’s arm and immediately breaking into excited chatter about the really interesting plants that she’d heard about. Ryouko nodded along.

We need to talk, Ayane thought over telepathy.

I’d… yeah, we should, Emma granted with a sigh. D’you think at the Gardens?

Ayane looked at Asami, then Ryouko.

I think we’ll want to give them some alone time, yeah, thought Ayane. It’ll be convenient.

Hmm? Wait, you don’t mean…?

Well somehow, I don’t think Asami’s the kind to pass up the opportunity, thought Ayane.

Heh, thought Emma, smiling. Well you know, Rebecca and Varsha were the same way.

Oh, there was that one time—

And then when we caught them—

Haha, oh man, that was great! thought Ayane, snickering privately. Though I can’t believe Rebecca had the gall to say we were just kicking them out so we could use it!

Emma laughed too. Oh man, those two.

We really need to contact them soon, thought Emma. I hope they haven’t broken up.

They’d better not, thought Ayane dryly. I have a bet with Renee. She needs to lighten up, that girl.

Yeah, well, after she went through what she did…

They reminisced some more as the party made for the entrance, then lapsed into comfortable silence as the car that had come to pick them up ferried them to the Botanical Gardens.





Going boring places your partner found interesting was part of the normal give-and-take of a relationship. This Ryouko knew, and so she forbore from saying anything when Asami announced a trip to the botanical gardens without any previous discussion.

Ryouko already knew plenty about the planet’s ecosystem, courtesy of the same Asami. The categorization of the ecosystem into plants and animals was a fairly natural division of the ecological niches, and had happened more or less independently on a substantial majority of worlds. It was not, however, mandatory, and there were planets that had a somewhat different arrangement. For instance, the resort world they were on, while ordinary-looking enough at the beach or on the ocean, had forests filled with “plants” jostling each other for sunlight, as well as practicing various forms of herbivorism. The planet’s larger animals were well-adapted to this, of course, but it made the forests, among other things, a dangerous place to sleep in—slow and weak the plants may have been, but the trees were more than capable of crushing a sleeper if they felt it necessary, and some were quite venomous.

It sounded mildly fascinating, even to Ryouko, but she also readily admitted she had no urge to see it up close, simulation experiences aside.

But here they were, standing on the threshold of a solid permacrete path stretching deep into what looked like a literal tunnel of trees, in front of a gate that announced they were entering the botanical gardens. Above them, she could hear rustling and see branches shifting slowly in a slow-motion grab for sunlight. Hardly any light penetrated through the canopy to the path below.

“Pleasant place,” Ayane said, irony clear in her voice.

Even so, Ryouko had to admit the arboreal tunnel had a certain splendor to it. Odd tubular flowers covered the inner surface, opening slowly for insects that landed on the tips of the flowers.





To Emma’s relief, the forest didn’t set off all of her combat instincts all at once. Whatever they did to keep the plants docile apparently worked brilliantly, because soon enough Emma and Ayane found themselves ambling slowly past a babbling brook, Ryouko and Asami some distance ahead. Overhead, the light of the system’s star broke through the canopy, the brook wide enough that even the tallest trees couldn’t make it fully across. In the wild, they’d simply step into the brook, but here the trees were apparently content stretching their leaves out to cast dappled shadows onto the mossy rocks and gravel road.

“You know there’s a walk out in Osaka’s nature preserve that’s, well, it’s nothing like this,” said Ayane. “The trees don’t move, obviously, and there’s more birds.”

“Well, there’s bat-like fauna here, right?” asked Emma. “

“Sure, but it’s not the same.”

“I guess.”

They were silent for a bit.

“I don’t mean to make things awkward,” said Ayane eventually, “but I’m… still interested, in a relationship with you.”

Emma paused, then sighed. “This is about me freaking out, isn’t it?”

“Of course.”

“I… I don’t think that’s why I panicked, back in the game.”

“Are you sure?” asked Ayane.

“…No,” said Emma. She rubbed her face with her hands. “It’s a complete mess. Between you and Ryouta, it’s like—.”

She stopped, swallowed, and sighed again.

“I dunno. I don’t know what it’s like. I’ve never had this problem before in my life. Football and combat are easier.”

Ayane couldn’t help but laugh. “Heh, all things considered, I’d agree. Data analysis is much more straightforward than-” she waved a hand between the two of them “-this.”





Ryouko and Asami found themselves eventually alone, in an isolated part of the garden. A line of what looked like small lily pads had formed on the surface of the pond they were next to, perfectly positioned to catch the sliver of light that shone in between the trees on both sides. No doubt they moved slowly to follow the sunlight as it shifted, and their languid jostling kept the surface of the pond a constant cacophony of ripples.

Ryouko smiled indulgently as Asami moved next to the row of pads, determined to collect samples for a small bag she had brought for that exact purpose. The plants did not take kindly to having pieces of themselves cut off, of course, and she had already been snapped at by quite a few plants—one of them, a viney growing thing, had even managed a death grip on her wrist, forcing Ryouko to cut it with scissors. The bag was constantly in slight motion, the clippings inside writhing in desperation, and Ryouko felt sorry for the poor things. She wasn’t sure how Asami could take it so unequivocally.

“They sure got rid of us pretty fast,” Ryouko said, peering back the way they had came. There was still no sign of Emma and Ayane. Of course, she could still faintly sense their soul gems, but…

“They probably think we’re tumbling in the grass somewhere,” Asami said, scowling at one of the lily pads, which refused to break off from the rest. “As if! Not where anyone could see us, anyway.”

Ryouko grunted, but couldn’t counter the comment. It was almost certainly true.

Asami looked up at Ryouko, giving up on the plant for a moment.

“You know,” she said. “It might not hurt Emma to take such a tumble, I think. Well, maybe. I would have to know them better before I could judge.”

“Don’t meddle so much,” Ryouko said, making sure her voice carried a tone of warning.

“I won’t,” Asami said. “I just sent them a copy of Kyouko’s guide. You know, for reading and enjoyment.”

“Asami!”

Asami snickered, then screamed slightly, as what appeared to be a root surged out of the water and tried to wrap itself around her ankle, pulling her towards the water.

Acting quickly, Ryouko slammed the heel of her boot down on the root, causing it to release Asami, who backed away from the pond hastily.

“It has quite a bite,” Asami said, breathing a little heavily, but smiling.

“Are you sure we’re allowed to take pieces of the plants?” Ryouko asked, for what must have been the fifth time.

“For the last time, yes,” Asami said. “It’s a scientific botanical garden. I got special permission.”





“So do you think they’re snogging by now?” asked Emma as she and Ayane sat on a small hill. It was another surprise feature kept present by the groundskeeper.

“Seems reasonable,” said Ayane. “But then again, I think I saw Asami with a sample-collecting kit.”

“Heh, geeks are gonna geek, right?” asked Emma. “Would you be doing the same if we went to an aviary?”

“Oh absolutely,” said Ayane, grinning. “Speaking of which, they do have one. It’d be cool to go visit.”

“Mm, maybe we’ll go later then,” said Emma. “Should we bring Ryouta?”

“That’d be good too,” said Ayane, nodding. She paused as a message from Asami pinged on her interface. “Eh? What’s this?”

“I’ve got one too,” said Emma, nodding at the message to open it. “What’s Asami— oh Goddess what the hell.”

“Bloody hell, Asami, really?” Ayane sighed, rubbing her nose. Asami had sent them each a… rather risque guidebook. About things. Many, many things. Truth be told, Ayane was very, very interested in these things.. “Why. Why did you think this was necessary.”

“…Well you know, if it were me, and I had a copy of this, and was sending it to Rebecca and Varsha…”

Ayane blinked, then chuckled. “Alright, fair enough, it’s pretty funny. Too bad Rebecca already has one.”

“Really?”

“Yeah she showed me once. I uh, ahem, recognize the pictures.”

“…Really.”

“Y-yeah. There’s a really important section about uh… um. Yeah. I’ll… just… let you read it.”

Ayane looked away, horribly embarrassed as Emma gave her a look of mingled surprise and… something unreadable. Ugh, stupid Rebecca and her stupid book. She’d flipped straight to the “Three or More Partners” section when she’d showed Ayane, and gotten smacked by Varsha for it. “I don’t share,” Varsha had said.

…sharing.

“You know,” said Ayane thoughtfully, “we could… just… not choose.”

Emma blinked, then looked at her askance. “Wait, what?”

“We could just not choose,” said Ayane. “I mean, it’s a perfectly reasonable thing to do.”

“No no no, I meant, what do you mean by ‘not choose’?” asked Emma.

“Oh, uh, well…” said Ayane, flushing again and looking away. She tucked her hair behind an ear and licked her lips. “Me and Ryouta could, um, share?”

Emma leaned away from Ayane, then leaned back forward. “…Share.”

“Y-yeah. Or um, I mean, not objectifying you anything, just uh, like we could do a, uh… a threesome?”

“No I got that, it’s just that,” began Emma, before breaking off and looking off down the hill. “It’s… I mean.”

“What is it?”

“It’s… it’s kinda weird?”

“K-kind of, yeah,” said Ayane, twirling a finger through her hair. “It’s, I mean, a lot of people do it. It’s not like the traditional family is actually upheld. We’re just taught it in civics.”

Emma made a face. “I mean, yeah, it’s… I dunno, I guess I never imagined myself in a… in a relationship. Like that.”

“Would you… would you be willing to try it?” asked Ayane.

“…Are you asking me out then, Ayane?” said Emma.

“Y-yeah, I guess I am.”

“We should talk to Ryouta about this.”

“But if he says yes?”

“T-then, um, I… I’ll…”

Ayane tilted her head, moving to look Emma in the eye. “…You’ll?”

Emma swallowed. “I’ll do it.”





From their vantage point about twenty meters away, Ryouko and Asami had heard practically the whole conversation. Not much escaped the combination of magical enhanced hearing and auditory implants, especially when the speakers weren’t even speaking quietly. Ryouko looked as passively as she could at the middle distance, trying to pretend like the overheard conversation didn’t embarrass her, while Asami smiled smugly.

So it’s like that, huh? Asami thought. Ryouta is a guy’s name, and I doubt he’s any older than either of them. At his age, there’s no way he’s turning an offer like that down. They’re in for an interesting time.

This is exactly why we hold private conversations with telepathy, Ryouko thought dryly.

Yeah, duh, Asami thought. Anyway, I’m glad I sent them the extended version of that book.

There’s an extended version? Ryouko thought incredulously.

Yeah. You see, Kyouko-san was never really interested in involving males, but she got a lot of requests about things involving them, so she got someone to write a few extra sections. Kyouko-san’s authorship has been an open secret, of course, but to this day no one has figured out who the mysterious second author is.

Uh-huh, Ryouko responded, not sure what else to say.

Yeah, people say all kinds of crazy things. Clarisse van Rossum, Tomoe Mami—personally, my money is on Shizuki Sayaka now. The stories you hear sometimes—she really went a little wild after her husband died.

Right, why do you have an extended version again?

Well, I mean, it’s extended. I just saw it, while I was browsing around because of, you know… Azrael… she has—

Asami stopped, as an “urgent” message arrived from a distant source.

Oh, it’s just a reminder to head to the family dinner gala, she thought, with slight annoyment. Doesn’t the old lady know that we all have automatic internal calendars now?

Ryouko had already gotten up, heading for Emma and Ayane. The situation had been making her uncomfortable, and this was an opportunity to end it before Emma and Ayane stopped being distracted and noticed the soul gem signals nearby.





Emma paused, then sighed.

“You know what I’ve just realized,” she said. “Ryouko and Asami are just down the hill. Have been, probably.”

“What?” yelped Ayane, turning to look. Indeed Ryouko was already making her way up, waving sheepishly.

“How did we—”

“Let’s just chalk it up to hormones and move on,” said Emma, sighing. “TacComps should suppress that usually, but since we’re not in a combat situation…”

Ayane blinked, then looked at Emma. Hormones? Emma, you realize what you’re saying?

Yes I realize what I’m saying, said Emma, looking away again and really, seriously praying that Ryouko and Asami would stick to the visual spectrum because Emma must be showing up on UV she was blushing so hard. Just… just… move on.

“So, uh, we couldn’t help but overhear…” started Ryouko, before Asami bounded up the slope and skidded to a halt in front of Emma and Ayane.

“We support it wholeheartedly!” she said grinning. “Good luck, you three!”

“Ryouta hasn’t even been asked yet,” said Emma flatly. Ayane slowly combusted.

“Mah, it’ll be fine,” said Asami, waving her hand dismissively. “Boys his age would be all over that in a heartbeat.”

“Uh huh,” said Emma. “Right. Anyway, did you come here because you wanted to be polite, or was there something else?”

“Well, we need to get going, to get changed for that gala Sayaka-san is holding,” said Ryouko. “We thought maybe it’d be best to apologize-” she glanced at Asami pointedly “-about being impolite at the same time.”

“Ah, yes, that’s true,” said Asami bowing. “I’m sorry for eavesdropping.”

Emma and Ayane looked at each other, before sighing.

“Apology accepted, it’s fine,” said Emma. “Just… jab us over telepathy next time, okay?”

Ryouko and Asami nodded solemnly.

The vehicle brought them back to their respective suites. Ayane and Emma were on the same floor in the resort’s hotel, if in different rooms, whereas Ryouko and Asami shared a private suite two floors up. Ryouta was one floor down, but was the only one out of the three groups who got a really excellent balcony.

“Do you want to go over this later then?” asked Emma as she and Ayane prepared to part ways. Ayane was closer to the elevator.

“I’ll be done changing pretty quickly,” said Ayane, nodding. “Maybe, uh, try to talk it over with Ryouta before dinner?”

Dinner, when they were expected to be there at least, wasn’t for another two hours. To be fair, a good number of the guests going to the gala were sufficiently high-ranked to warrant that amount of preparation. Literally the entirety of Emma’s family, for example. Her parents would be dressed in the latest fashions, and Anna was considered one of the more eligible bachelorettes tonight.

Emma, on the other hand, wasn’t expected to wear more than her formal dress uniform, as would Ayane. It was a sleek black suit, with white gloves and piping that matched their gem color. Subtle, and designed primarily to match just about anyone’s body structure, yet also impressive. Emma had turned heads when she walked down the aisle in it, during her promotion ceremony.

“What’s he wearing, just a standard tuxedo I think, right?” asked Emma.

“Yeah, Ryouichi and Ami are his family’s representatives today,” said Ayane. “His room is partitioned off actually, did you know?”

“No. That’s strange.”

“It is what it is, I guess,” said Ayane with a shrug. “We can probably talk to him in there though.”

“Without his parents noticing?”

“Well I mean, we’ll have to tell them anyway.”

“True…”

Emma paused, thinking.

“Let me get back to you,” she said finally. “Let’s get changed first, and I’ll think about it then.”

“Okay.”





Neither Ryouko nor Asami was a fan of Shizuki formal dinners.

It more or less boiled down to one thing: Ryouko and Asami weren’t married,  which apparently meant various distant relatives felt it perfectly appropriate to try to pry Ryouko away when Asami wasn’t looking, even without any directives from the Matriarch.

Further, despite the alleged formality of these dinners, Shizuki Sayaka was a party girl at heart, and was willing to overlook certain types of impropriety. For someone as staid as Ryouko generally was, it was problematic.

Hey, isn’t that that one girl who tried to seduce you once? Clarisse thought. You know, before Erwynmark’s funeral?

I’m not going to look, Ryouko thought, studiously ignoring the internal tug she felt from Clarisse. I’m going to focus on getting these hors d’oeuvres onto this plate.

She did as promised for a few seconds.

“Is something wrong?” Asami asked, noting her furrowed brow.

“Nothing is wrong,” Ryouko said, in a voice that suggested everything was wrong.

Is that couple over there making out? Asami thought, looking at two shaded figures behind a column on the other side of the dance floor.

Don’t look at them, Ryouko thought.

“Oh, it’s that boy Emma and Ayane were talking about,” Asami, pointing down the dance floor, and this time Ryouko did look.

The teenage boy looked starkly out of place in his tuxedo, among a crowd that was dominated by either teenage girls or older men. He also looked uncomfortable, standing between Emma and Ayane.

“Come on, I’m going to go feed them some alcohol,” Asami said, pulling Ryouko with her. Ryouko didn’t fight it; she was secretly interested in seeing how it went.





“I can’t tell if you two are insane or if I’m just too surprised to really comprehend what you’ve proposed,” Ryouta said over private-text.

“I mean, it’s not that unreasonable,” said Ayane.

“He means about the politics of it all,” said Emma. “Anna’d pitch a fit.”

“That doesn’t make any sense though—”

“It is what it is,” said Ryouta. “We need to talk to Mama and Obaa-san about it.”

“But if they say it’s okay?”

Ryouta glanced at Ayane out of the corner of his eye. The formal suit flattered the girl’s figure, her hair gathered back into a braid more elaborate than usual. He swallowed, and looked away from her hopeful gaze.

“I… I don’t want to rush into anything. Maybe. We should spend some time together, or something.”

“Hey, good to see you!” said Asami, bounding over with a tray of drinks. She and Ryouko were wearing ball gowns, presumably bought from the same artist if the designs were anything to go by. Both cascaded like water down their wearers, the material something synthetic and shimmery. Ryouta couldn’t help but notice that the designer had added a subtle touch: Asami’s dress shimmered green at the right angle, while Ryouko’s shimmered purple.

“I got these off of a waiter,” continued Asami. “I think it’s champagne?”

“It’s sparkling wine, from Terra Nova,” said Ryouko. “It says on Infopedia that Terra Nova has a lot of wineries making headlines in the industry, so I guess it makes sense that Shizuki-san would order some in.”

Emma chuckled under her breath. “Samsaran wine is better,” she said.

The whole group raised their eyebrows at that.

“Well, Motya says so at least,” amended Emma.

“Oh right, you fought together with a girl from there,” said Asami, passing out the glasses of fizzy alcohol. “I went and looked you two up, sorry for being a bit nosy, and I have to say, your records are very impressive.”

“Well, we’ve only done grunt work,” demurred Ayane. “There’s a reason everyone knows you two.”

“Knows my girlfriend, you mean,” said Asami with a small laugh. “But, well, it’s nice, sometimes, to ride the fame.”

“Ugh, you can have it,” Ryouko muttered.

The group shared a laugh.

“Ah, where are my manners, Ryouko, Asami, this is Ryouta Shizuki,” said Emma, gesturing at Ryouta. “He’s a friend of myself and Ayane.”

“How do you do?” said Ryouta, offering his hand politely. Asami and Ryouko shook it, and curtsied back to him when he bowed as well.

“Ryouta, I expect you already know Ryouko.”

“Yes, of course,” said Ryouta. “It’s difficult to avoid hearing about the Hero of Orpheus. I hope the family hasn’t been too intense, Ryouko-san?”

“Well…”

Asami moved subtly closer to Ryouko as the latter thought of a polite way to phrase her opinions.

“It’s been… interesting,” she said finally, and left it at that.

A pause.

“Tell us about yourself, Ryouta,” said Asami. “Emma’s mentioned you several times, and the impression we got was of a very interesting young man.”

“Ah, well, I’m merely a photographer,” said Ryouta, waving off the compliment. “Certainly nothing very interesting or important, in the grand scheme of things.”

Asami raised an eyebrow. “Forgive me, but the nomenclator says you do war correspondence. That sounds much more important than you let on.”

Ryouta smiled and shrugged. “Photography is merely an aspect of war correspondence, Asami-san, er may I?” Asami nodded. “Thank you. But as I was saying, photography is merely one aspect of war correspondence. It is important for everyone on the team to be working together in order for things to work out well.”

Polite, and humble. Or presumably so at least. Asami found herself impressed.

“How did you three meet each other?” asked Asami. “You’re very close. Was it on the job?”

“Yes, my first assignment coincided with their first deployment,” said Ryouta. “We were in some… interesting events together.”

Emma and Ayane shifted uncomfortably.

“But this is not good talk for a party,” said Ryouta. “The details are messy. What about you two? The tabloids are only good for nonsense. I’d like to know you more.”

“Well, we met during training,” Ryouko said, sipping at her drink. “Taking the contract really caused some issues with our personal lives, so I suppose we had something in common.”

“It can get lonely out there,” Asami appended, drawing a look from Ryouko.

She sipped at her drink also, thinking about whether to say more.

“You know, I have to say, the first few times I had to go into combat, I was pretty shell-shocked. I might not have made it without Ryouko here. Having a relationship like that can really improve your outlook on life.”

This prompted a glance between Emma, Ayane, and Ryouta.

“Well, perhaps,” said Ayane. “We have several friends who are in serious relationships. I think for us, it’s just a question of not having the time. Emma has terrible luck.”

“And then Ayane is always pulling me out of the fire,” said Emma, nodding. “When you keep cycling in and out of Medical, it’s… it’s difficult.”

Emma chose not to mention how she and Ayane had both gotten very blase about losing limbs by now.

“But, well, you try to stay positive, right?” Emma asked Asami. “You have someone you know you can depend on, and you stick together and try not to… get separated.”

Separation. Right. Emma didn’t really want to think about that.

Emma’s family chose this moment to appear, led by her father and mother. The former was in a sharply cut dinner jacket and looked as if he was ready to casually rob you blind at the poker table. The latter was in a conservative, but striking dress of deep maroon, with her hair done into a simple bun with a jeweled hair pin.

Anna came behind them. Emma heard Ayane gasp, and felt a pang of jealousy.

Anna Sinclair wore a backless, strapless dress that clung to her upper body in a manner that was just two steps back from scandalous. The curve of the dress’s hem just barely showed her cleavage, to which attention was drawn to by a single line of rubies embedded in a silver necklace. The back dipped halfway down Anna’s back, leaving her shoulders bare, the pale skin contrasting sharply with the deep blue, satiny fabric. The skirt was long, running from her hips down to her toes and somehow both voluminous and nearly absent. Each step she took clearly defined her legs, yet the waving fabric completely obscured any detail. Anna’s lipstick was a shade of red that made her lips pop, yet was still restrained and subtle. Her eyelashes had been teased, just a tad, with mascara, and a thin veneer of light blue eye shadow could be seen each time she blinked.

“Ah, yes, Anna is one of the most eligible girls here today, isn’t she?” said Ryouta slightly unnecessarily.





So I see Anna is on the prowl, Ryouko thought, glancing just a little at Asami, but not looking at her directly.

Yes, but on the prowl for male or female? Asami thought.

Probability suggests male, Ryouko thought. And it shouldn’t matter to you.

Well…

“Uh, Anna, this is Shizuki Ryouko,” Emma said in Standard, clearly a bit flustered by Anna’s getup. “You know, the famous one. And, her, uh, girlfriend Nakihara Asami. Ryouko, Asami, this is Anna, my twin sister.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Asami said, starting to bow, then transforming the motion into a curtsy. Ryouko followed in turn.

“Charmed,” Anna said neutrally, following their example. It was difficult to tell if she was acting unastonished to be meeting the Hero of Orpheus, or simply wasn’t all that interested at a gala full of the mildly famous. Either way, it was clear Anna had made it her mission to be as debonair as possible, and wasn’t going to let a few living legends get in the way of that.

They peered at each other for a long moment, Anna’s parents watching quietly from the back.

Then Ryouko blanched.

“Is something wrong?” Asami asked.

“No, nothing,” Ryouko said, shaking her head hastily. In truth, she had spotted her mother in the background, arm in arm with a man she had never seen before.

I know it’s her right since she’s divorced, but it feels… and don’t the Shizukis and Kurois have a feud? Wouldn’t that—

And then she blanched a second time. Her mother had spotted them and was approaching.





“Nakase Kuroi, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Emma’s mother, Catherine. “I hope that your research is progressing well.”

“Thank you,” said Nakase, nodding at Catherine with a smile. “I see business is going well for you. Your daughter looks absolutely stunning.”

“Thank you, miss,” said Anna, curtsying demurely.

“Emma, I seem to recall that my daughter and her girlfriend were to play a video game with yourself and Ms. Nakamura?” asked Nakase, turning. “How did that go?”

“Very well, thank you,” said Emma. She knew better than to mention anything about mashing the panic button in game. “We had a very good time together. I hope we can do it again sometime.”

“Of course, as long as Ryouko and Asami have no objections,” said Nakase. “I understand they take their personal time very seriously.”

“Ah, um, understandably so,” said Emma, caught slightly off guard at what she suspected was a dig at Ryouko and Asami. Nobody else seemed to have noticed. “They compliment each other very well. Personally, I find my time with Ayane and Ryouta to be very valuable.”

“I see,” said Nakase, nodding along. Emma restrained a grimace as her parents and Anna glanced discretely at each other, then her.

“And uh, pardon my forwardness, but who is this?” Catherine asked, gesturing at the man Nakase had brought with, who she had not chosen to introduce yet. Ryouko was practically radiating discomfort, and Emma was not sure if she had ever met the guy. Of course, introductions were not really necessary in the age of nomenclators, but it was still one of the best ways to hold a polite conversation.

“Ah, apologies, this is Dr. Mikhail Stuckwick,” Nakase, gesturing broadly. “I just found him here, actually, when I spotted you all. Apparently he’s the lab director for Adept Blue. You’ve heard of that, right Ryouko?”

“Ah, uh, yes,” Ryouko said blandly, thoughts torn between “Director Tao hates this guy” and “why is mama so friendly with him?”.

“We met a long time ago at a conference,” Nakase said. “He’s only indirectly connected to the Shizuki family, so I’m a bit surprised to see him here.”

“I’m pleased to meet you,” Mikhail said, addressing Ryouko in a rich baritone. “Your mother has told me a lot about you.”

He stretched out a hand.

His voice raised hackles on the back of Ryouko’s neck, as irrational as that seemed, but she had no choice but to respond by shaking the man’s hand. He smiled.

Steady, Asami thought. Your mother is divorced; this is normal. I know it feels weird. Have you met him before?

No, Ryouko thought, wishing she could spare the attention to look the man up on the internet.

Thankfully, Mikhail turned away from her, looking at Emma’s parents.

“Ah, Catherine Sinclair and James Sinclair I believe? I’m charmed to finally meet you. I’ve heard of you two, of course.”

“Likewise, Dr. Stuckwick,” said James, smiling. “Your research in high curvature gravity wells is sublime. Have you heard the latest statistics on startups in the colonies that are researching Applied Gravitonics? They jumped up by 60% when your latest series of papers were released.”

“Oh, that’s very flattering of you to say, but I’m sure it wasn’t just me,” said Mikhail. He nevertheless seemed pleased by the commentary. “The Institute for Theoretical Gravitonics does excellent work, after all, and a number of our other sister institutes published papers of similar importance at the same time.”

“So what’s the protocol for slipping away right now?” Emma asked Ryouta over textchat. “This is going to get really dull really quickly.”

“Actually I find it rather fascinating,” said Ryouta.

“…Really.”

“Yes, your sister just sent me an interesting article for background,” said Ryouta.

“…I see.”

“Sorry Emma,” Anna added a moment later. “Ryouta’s just told me he told you. I thought that since he’s a Shizuki, he’d want to know a little more. Did you get my care package?”

“Oh, right, I never thanked you for that,” wrote Emma. “Yeah, it was great. I didn’t know that chocolate came from a plant, originally.”

“Did you share any with Ayane?”

“Yeah.”

“Mm. Ayane, how did you like the chocolates I sent Emma?”

“Hm- oh, they were good, thank you,” said Ayane. “We had them after a particularly rough patrol.”

“That’s good,” said Anna. “Do you two spend a lot of time together out of combat?”

“Yes?” said Ayane, blinking.

“I see. Sorry to cut this short, but I think my cue is coming.”

Ayane, Emma, and Ryouta looked at each other. Her cue?

“So Anna, am I right in assuming you will be working at HSIS soon?” asked Mikhail.

“That’s right, sir,” said Anna, smiling demurely. “Since Emma will be away at the front for the foreseeable future, I will be managing both of our stocks in the company.”

“Ah, she’s grown up very quickly,” said James, giving Anna a proud look and seemingly restraining the urge to ruffle her hair. “Emma too. You recently got a promotion, yes Emma?”

“That’s right,” said Emma. “I’ve been promoted to First Lieutenant recently, after the Battle of the Mustahkal Heights.”

“Do you have any children, Dr. Stuckwick?” Catherine asked, before anyone could question Emma further.

“Please, call me Mikhail.”

“Mikhail then,” said Catherine, smiling.

“But to answer your question, yes,” said Mikhail. “He is a little older than yours, Catherine. What you say is true, they do grow up so very quickly.”

“Ah, Alexei, right?” said Anna. “I think I saw him when I walked in.”

“Yes, that’s right,” said Mikahail. He paused, sending a text. “Mm, he’s currently studying Theoretical Astrophysics with my colleague, Dr. Leifsson.”

Anna blinked, paused a moment, then nodded. “Ah, I see. That’s interesting. I was just reading about it actually, do you know any of the specifics?”

“No, but here is Alexei now,” said Mikhail. “Here, Alexei, this is Anna Sinclair, of Hashimoto and Sinclair Investments and Securities.”

“How do you do, Ms. Sinclair?” asked a rather plain looking young man, in a standard sort of tuxedo similar to what Ryouta was wearing.

“Please, call me Anna,” said Anna, offering her hand.

“Very well, it is a pleasure to meet you Anna,” said Alexei. He took her hand and kissed it. “And may I also say, you look stunning this evening.”

“Thank you,” said Anna, blushing despite herself. “Ah, and you look very nice yourself, Alexei. Your father was just telling us about your research.”

“Oh, I see, I hope it wasn’t too dull for you.”

“On the contrary, HSIS has been expanding its portfolio recently. Adept Blue’s research has been extraordinary. If I may, what was…”

Emma strongly resisted the urge to roll her eyes. So THAT was Anna’s play? Yeesh.

“Excuse me, but I think I saw one of my fellow platoon leaders,” said Emma, bowing to the group. “I’ve been meaning to speak to her.”

“Ah, yes, see you around then Emma,” said Anna, her eyes flickering to Catherine and James briefly. Ryouta was the only one who caught the subtle nod. “Will Ayane and Ryouta be joining you?”

“Ah, that’s perhaps best, thank you,” said Emma. “We were hoping to discuss some things about Ryouta’s upcoming assignment.”

“May we come to?” asked Asami, a hair too quickly. “Ah, Ryouko and I have been curious about war correspondence, and would like to learn more.”

Nakase raised an eyebrow in the background. Ryouko quickly nodded along.

“That’s fine,” said Ryouta. “I can give you a primer while we catch up. Emma, if you would?”





Ryouko wasn’t particularly interested in war correspondence, to be bluntly honest, but was glad for the excuse to leave the area. Her mother was divorced—of course she was—but the thought that her mother might seek to find new men to date had somehow never crossed her mind.

It just felt so alien, somehow.

So, along with the rest of the group, she sauntered over the table of hors d’oeuvres, content to grab more food and pretend to listen to Ryouta talk.

The peace was short-lived.

“Oh good evening!” a familiar voice said, halfway through Ryouta’s discussion of the importance of being on the battlefield in person.

Ryouko needed only a moment to process just who it was likely to be, then groaned inwardly.

Shizuki Sayaka, the Matriarch of their clan and the patron of this fine gathering, was in rare form, adorned in a feather dress that carefully toed the line between formal and too revealing. A small entourage trailed her, composed of adoring teenagers, a few older men, and two of her elder daughters.

“Matriarch,” Asami said, in rigid Standard, curtsying carefully, Emma and Ayane following her example. Ryouta looked flustered, and committed to a Japanese-style bow without saying anything.

Ryouko, who knew better, stayed straight.

“Auntie Sayaka,” she said, staying in Standard—though careful formal Standard.

“Oh, well, it looks like Ryouko-chan knows me best,” Sayaka responded in casual Japanese, rubbing Ryouko’s cheek fondly with one hand. “Girls, I prefer to be called Aunt and no older. Remember that.”

The teenage-looking matriarch smiled broadly, raising her petite wine glass to her ear before drinking it in one go.

“So how is the party treating you girls?” she asked broadly in Standard, emphasizing girls. Her gaze stopped at Emma and she continued:

“I heard you were feeling a bit unwell, Emma,” she said euphemistically. “I trust nothing was really wrong? Well, I’m sure nothing was really wrong that couldn’t be soothed with a little company.”

She winked broadly in the general direction of Ayane and Ryouta, holding out her wine glass to be refilled by one of the men behind her, then turned back, waiting for an answer.

Emma blanched, then flushed scarlet. “Ah, um, no, it was really very, very minor,” she said. “Medical checked up on me and that was it.”

“Ah, fair enough then,” said Sayaka, looking slightly disappointed. “In any case though, you are feeling better now?”

“Yes, thank you A-auntie.”

“That’s very good,” said Sayaka, nodding and bringing the wine back to her lips. “Well I hope the party isn’t any strain on you.”

“Oh, no, of course not,” said Emma. “I’ve haven’t really been here very long though.”

“Mm, I see,” said Sayaka, smiling around her wine glass. “What about you Ayane?”

“Ehm, yes?” said Ayane uncertainly. She looked nervous as Sayaka gazed at her unwaveringly. “I um, I like the wine?”

“Here, have some more,” said Sayaka. She casually snagged a wineglass passing by on drone-waiter and passed it to Ayane. “I really do prefer it to champagne, don’t you think? Would you like a bottle, perhaps? For later, or something?”

Ayane blinked as Emma took the opportunity to drink some more of the wine. It really was quite tasty. “Later?”

“With Emma, I mean. In bed. I wasn’t kidding about company helping your psychological state. Take it from someone old. It can be very helpful.”

Emma choked as Ayane stammered something unintelligible. Asami suppressed her laughter as Ryouko tried very hard not to facepalm.

“She’s your matriarch, do something!” Emma texted to Ryouta.

“What do you expect me to do?” Ryouta texted back.

“Well surely you’ve considered it at least?” Sayaka said. “I mean, you and Emma seem like you would enjoy each others company.”

“W-well we do, it’s just…”

Sayaka raised an eyebrow.

“I’m… we’re…”

Emma sent the text equivalent of an angry whack on the shoulder. “Ryouta!”

“Auntie, if I may interject,” said Ryouta smoothly. “While I appreciate that you think Emma and Ayane would be happier in a deeper relationship, my own observations on the matter are that they are very happy as they are.”

“Is that so?” said Sayaka, her gaze frosting over as she looked over to Ryouta.

“Yes, Auntie,” said Ryouta, nodding once but otherwise meeting Sayaka’s gaze with impressive calm.

Not that this meant much. He was clearly shaking.

Sayaka raised a speculative eyebrow. “Do you spend very much time with Emma and Ayane?”

“Y-yes I do,” said Ryouta. “We often spend our free time together, talking, or visiting interesting places. I skydived with them the other day, actually.”

“Hmm, interesting,” said Sayaka. She drank her wine thoughtfully, then held it out for refilling. “Interesting…. Ryouko-chan, tell me, do you think Emma, Ayane, and Ryouta would work well together as a threesome?”

Ryouko blanched, eyes wide. She had been perfectly happy to be the observer in this conversation, and had not expected to be pulled in like this.

“Ah, er, that is,” Ryouko began.

Tell her your fancy TacComp Version 2’s algorithms say yes, Clarisse suggested.

“My fancy TacComp Version 2’s algorithms say yes,” Ryouko echoed, grateful for the save, as inelegant as it was.

“You see? It’s a good idea,” Sayaka said, turning back to Emma. “Those algorithms are coded by the best social scientists.”

There was a moment of very, very still silence as Emma, Ryouta, and Ayane processed what had just occurred. Ayane broke the silence first.

“Well I mean, it seems reasonable…”

“Ayane!” Emma immediately burst out as Sayaka grinned smugly. “Wha- we were going to—”

“Oh?” said Sayaka, her grin growing. “Was this already in the cards then?”

“Ah- wha- no- I mean-” stammered Emma, trying and failing to backpedal.

“Oh ho, so it was!” said Sayaka. “Well very good then, congratulations!”

“But we—”

“Now, there’s a very nice beachside villa I have lying around that I think you three would enjoy immensely,” continued Sayaka. From Ryouko’s perspective, it was a bit like watching Asami plaster an entire platoon of squid to the ground. Or perhaps Meiqing making the ground eat them. Either way, really. “It’s only the one bedroom, which should be fine, a living room, and a kitchen. I’ve just had an overnight set transferred over, but if you’d like to stay longer just send me a message.”

“O-one bedroom?” asked Ayane, eyes wide. Emma and Ryouta had gone silent, quietly and slowly bursting into flame from embarrassment.

“Eh, you’ll be fine,” said Sayaka with a shrug. “In all honesty, the worst that can happen is you realize you don’t actually like each other as much as you thought you might. And you’re all three capable of handling that. So you may as well try it out, right?”

There was another moment of utter silence. It was true that nobody there was… opposed, to the possibility. And if Sayaka Shizuki herself was shoving them into a bedroom and locking the metaphorical door…

Emma shifted uncomfortably. It was a very very good thing she had a TacComp that was modulating her hormones, because by the Goddess they were raging right now.

“Well, I’ll leave it at that, I suppose,” said Sayaka airily. “I’ve just seen the governor of Armarek, so if you’ll excuse me…”

As quickly as she appeared, Sayaka Shizuki disappeared into the crowd. Ryouko tracked her for a moment, before returning her attention to the trio in front of her.

You should say something, Clarisse prompted.

Like what?

…my algorithms indicate that you should wish them good luck.

Ryouko resisted the urge to sigh and roll her eyes. Instead she stepped forward, put a hand on Emma’s shoulder, and looked her in the eye.

“Good luck,” Ryouko said firmly, before immediately heading for the drinks table.

Bloody friggen hell.





Asami shook her head in vague amusement, then turned to follow Ryouko to the drinks table. Shizuki Sayaka could be… blunt. It seemed centuries of life and power had bred into her a certain cavalierness, a certain willingness to discard social niceties when necessary.

Well, her job was done here. If Emma, et al. genuinely did not hit it off—well, she wasn’t going to force anyone.

She pondered if there was an empty spot for a male in their still unfinished game, and whether, after Emma’s previous reaction, that was a good reaction at all. Would it be best to go their separate ways? Was there an activity she could propose?





Emma, Ayane, and Ryouta spent the rest of the evening studiously avoiding the topic. Maybe… maybe if they ignored it long enough, they could forget the horribly embarrassing conversation they’d just been subjected to. It even worked, after a while, and the three of them had a good time together for the remainder of the party. They danced in turns, chatted with Ryouko and Asami (the latter more than the former), and placed bets on how many young men would fall for Anna’s charms by the end of the evening.

As the night grew long and the ability for the civilians to sustain activity waned, the party began to peter out. Emma, Ayane and Ryouta made their way towards the main doors, still giggly. The sparkling lights of the dance hall cast long shadows out onto the lawn as Emma, Ryouta, and Ayane made their way to the vehicles.

“Hee, did you see his face?” Emma asked, leaning on Ayane as she giggled. “Oh Goddess, I didn’t know Anna could pull off such a burn!”

“I don’t even mind losing my money, it was that great,” said Ryouta. He undid his bowtie as they walked. “Ten out of ten, would witness again.”

“Ah, heh, well, this is the part where we split up right?” asked Ayane. “We all came in different vehicles.”

“Yeah, I’ll see you guys tomorrow,” said Ryouta, nodding. “My family’s—”

The three of them paused as a notification appeared on their interfaces. A vehicle, specially reserved for the three of them, was waiting off to the side.

Ryouta was the first to react. “…I guess Sayaka-san was serious,” he said, swallowing slowly. “Uh…”

Emma and Ayane stood stock still.

“So what do you guys want to do about this?” asked Ryouta. “I… I mean. It’d be…”

He fell silent again. Ayane bit her lip and looked at the ground. The three of them, on their own, making their own decisions was one thing. The three of them having a relationship actively supported, by the Shizuki Clan Matriarch no less, was another.

Emma took a deep breath, then reached down and grasped Ryouta and Ayane’s hands.

“It’s kind of sudden,” she said breathlessly. Her heart was beating very quickly, and she had no idea what she was doing. But you had to take risks, sometimes, and this seemed like one of those risks. “It’s kind of sudden, but I think we should try it. We don’t have to actually do anything, but it’s a talk we need to have, right? So let’s… let’s go have a talk.”

Emma glanced at Ryouta and Ayane. They looked as nervous as she was. Hell she could feel their heartbeats in her hands. But neither of them shied away from her.

Quietly, without making much of a fuss, the three of them stepped into the vehicle waiting for them.





“You think they’ll be alright?” Ryouko asked Asami, as the two of them watched Emma and the others approach. “It’s really sudden for Sayaka-san to push them like this.”

“Alright?” Asami asked rhetorically, waving at the the others. “We’ll all be alright, Ryouko, as long as the squid don’t kill us all.”

Ryouko smiled. Love could grow on you.

“How eloquent. As always.”
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