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Dedication
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To my readers! Thanks for your patience—I know this took way too long. Thanks for buying my books, which allows me to write and publish more. I really appreciate it!
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Chapter One
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SWEAT POURED DOWN QUINN’S body like a Cygnus Secundus afternoon thunderstorm, and every muscle in her body trembled. She wouldn’t break—she’d never break. But holding this y’ga stance—standing on her right leg, bent forward, with her left leg raised behind her and her arms out to the side—was agonizing. As it should be—there was a reason the Sisters of Cygnus called these punishment poses.

“Release,” Sister Lashtar snapped.

Quinn gratefully dropped her left leg to the floor, pulled her arms into her sides, and stood upright. 

“Recover. Ten minutes.”

Slowly, Quinn sank to the floor, folding her legs below her body and lowering her forehead to the mat. Ah. Eventually, she got up the energy to turn flat on her back. She breathed, slowly and evenly, concentrating entirely on her breathing. The fading remains of resin-laden incense was sharp in her sinuses but soothing all the same, as was the silence.

“Penitents are released to drink and eat. In silence.” Sister Lashtar’s voice was as cold as a Cygnus Gliese winter night—Quinn didn’t remember a lot about Gliese, but she remembered those frigid, starry nights. Cygnus Secundus was warmer but far wetter—a clear night was rare. “Quinn, my office after the meal.” A faint sigh followed. Poor Sister Lashtar, stuck with all the tough cases, like Quinn. Lashtar led the Sisters for more than one reason, but her tough love approach was a cornerstone.

Quinn heard the rustle of clothing and the pad of bare feet. She knew the others were gathering bev-tainers and y’ga mats, more than ready to leave the Sisters’ meditation room, but if she moved, she’d have to think, and she didn’t want to do that yet. 

Something hit the bottom of her foot. When Quinn ignored it, the tapping continued, getting harder and switching feet randomly. Quinn sighed and opened her eyes. 

“Finally,” Nat hissed, brown eyes scowling at her. She held out a hand. “Come on. We need water and calories.” She glanced at the door, obviously hoping Sister Lashtar didn’t hear her.

Quinn took Nat’s hand and let the taller, older girl pull her up. Head swimming, she focused on a single spot on the wall and clung to Nat. Finally, she let go, pulled the rough-spun Sister’s robe Nat handed her over her head, and gratefully accepted the bev-tainer Brin handed her. Drinking slowly, she followed the two young women out of the meditation room, down the hall and into the dining hall. They lined up at the kitchen window, muttering, “Thank you, Sister,” as they took trays with stew, bread, and water and then headed to the front of the huge room. As usual, the scent of baking bread permeated the huge dining hall, and the clatter of hand-thrown clay pottery seemed loud in the silence of the Sisters of Cygnus’s orphanage. Quinn put her tray on the small table and turned to face the leadership table.

Sister Navarr stood and intoned, “May the Mother bless the food we are here to share. May the Mother bless our efforts to praise her. May the Mother bless us.”

“May the Mother bless us,” echoed back from every corner of the high-ceilinged room, Quinn joining in. She was blessed to be here, but sometimes boredom drove gratefulness and common sense right out of her head. Then, she’d find something she wasn’t supposed to see, and her anger wiped out every thought, including gratitude, like a lightning strike shattering a tree.

Sitting at the small punishment table at the front of the dining hall full of her fellow orphans, Quinn concentrated on eating her simple stew slowly. Why bother looking up? She’d only see the rest of the girls pointing and laughing at them, a practice the Sisters ignored, hoping peer pressure discouraged further bad behavior. 

Too bad for the Sisters that it didn’t work. Quinn smirked. She could care less what the “good girls” thought. She ate, trying not to think about what she’d found. But it was hard to concentrate on a negative. Still, she did so until she finished eating. She stared down at her bowl, watching the head table out of the corner of her eye. 

Finally, the leaders stood, bringing everyone to their feet, and they waited while Sister Navarr announced the work assignments. The leaders left, then the long table with the teenagers caring for babies and toddlers, another teen shepherding the young children, then the pre-teen table and finally, the few remaining teenagers without childcare jobs tonight. Most of them headed to the kitchen to pick up hot boxes containing their midnight meal—something to warm them during night watch. Quinn wished she was headed out with them. A boring night watch over the Sisters’ compound would be far preferable. For that matter, a terrifying night watch defending their fields and flocks against the huge, dinosaur-like wildlife would be better.

Quinn reluctantly followed the leaders out of the dining hall, Nat shooting a half sympathetic, half accusatory look at her as they split, Nat and Brin going to clean the kitchen. Quinn trudged up the stairs to Sister Lashtar’s office and knocked quietly. 

“Come in.”

She sighed and entered the dragon’s lair, standing in front of Sister Lashtar’s desk, looking straight ahead. 

“Well, here you are. Again.” Lashtar’s voice was dismissively disappointed. “Despite defining your limits, you insist on exceeding them, prying into things you have no right to know. Why?”

Why? Isn’t that obvious? Or is this a trick?

“I asked a question, Penitent Quinn.”

Well, she had little to lose. Why not give her the real answer? “Yes, Sister. After Ferra’s betrayal for credits, how can you ask any of us to trust you?” Their home destroyed, friends dead, fleeing Cygnus Gliese as refugees, all because of one woman’s greed.

A sharp inhale followed by silence. Quinn risked a glance. Sister Lashtar’s eyes were closed, mouth clamped shut. Uh oh.

Sister Lashtar exhaled ever so slowly and took in another deep breath. Her eyes opened, their icy blue pinning Quinn’s. “Penitent Quinn, we have outlined the processes and procedures we have put in place to ensure no one person has control of the Sisters ever again. Full Sisters are given full access to everything. You are not a Sister. I sincerely doubt you will ever be a Sister of Cygnus.”

Quinn gasped. Not be a Sister? What else would she be? She’d lived with the Sisters her entire life. She closed her eyes.

“Look at me.”

Quinn did so, examining Lashtar’s expression. Quinn found nothing on her pale, freckled, hollow-cheeked face.

Lashtar said, “I didn’t say that to hurt you, Quinn. But the women who become full Sisters aren’t prone to constantly breaking the rules, questioning every word. Nat and Brin tried to talk you out of this, didn’t they?” It wasn’t really a question.

“Yes,” Quinn admitted.

“I thought so. Nat is a natural leader, as are you. But she’s a leader by the book. You are not. The Sisters who thrive here need rules and consistent leadership according to those rules. Survivors of violence, disaster, and poverty require safety to heal and grow. Fairly enforced rules provide that safety. If you stay, you and Nat will clash constantly. You will stress everyone in leadership. You will be more stressed than anyone because you’ll never really fit in here, Quinn.” Lashtar said the last in a surprisingly sympathetic, gentle voice. 

“And besides that, your talents aren’t well suited to the Sisters. We have an agriculturally based, subsistence lifestyle. We teach net skills, y’ga, and other security skills, so those who choose to move on can support themselves in the wider universe. We have more than enough net expertise here already. You’ll be bored. And a bored Quinn is a dangerous Quinn.”

Quinn clenched her fists at her sides and clamped her lips together. She wasn’t sure if she would laugh, scream, or cry, so she didn’t say anything at all.

“Again, Quinn, I’m not saying this to hurt you. I’m telling you this because you already know it’s true. You just aren’t willing to admit it.” Lashtar tapped a work-roughened finger sharply on the desk once. “Or maybe you aren’t ready to admit it. Either way, the restrictions of the Sisters chafe you, like a too-tight set of boots. Even though you’re physically younger than Nat and Brin, you’ve outgrown this place.” She swept an arm, clearly indicating the entire compound of orphanage and farm, not just Lashtar’s office. 

Quinn swallowed hard and bit her lip. Where would she go?

“At fourteen, you’re younger than I’d like to send folding across the universe, but the net academy Katryn attended has a partial scholarship available.” Lashtar snorted. “And this is where your rule-breaking will come in handy. The scholarship’s upper age limit is thirteen standard years. You’re not a big girl, and I don’t think you’ll ever be big, not with your obvious heritage. You can easily lose a couple of years.” Lashtar’s mouth twisted. “And you are much more mature than your physical age.”

That was all true. It was hard to stay a little girl when you’d experienced war and you did the job of an adult. She’d been Sister Ani’s net security deputy for over a year. But she still looked like a little girl. Quinn had more in common with her predecessor, Katryn Phazeer of Lightwave Fold Transport, than her net talents. They were both tiny, with hair so black it was almost blue, big, slightly tilted brown eyes, and pointed chins. She looked like Katryn’s little sister or an anime action figure. 

Quinn bit her lip, trying to hold back her growing excitement. Katryn was almost legendary—raised as an orphan by the Sisters of Cygnus, she’d left for school, got a great job on a core-system world, fought Galactica Corporation, found the love of her life, Tyron, while running from Galactica’s wrath, and ended up with a net security position on Lightwave, since Tyron was Chief of Security. Most of the girls here prayed for an adventure and rescue like Katryn’s. While Quinn desperately wanted the schooling and job, she could do without the battle against a giant corp or being tied down to some man. Or barely making a living on a small fold transport, folding passenger shuttles across the universe without a schedule or guaranteed income.

Lashtar continued, drawing Quinn out of her spiraling thoughts. “The age requirement seemed suspicious, but the academy assures us they are trying to reach disadvantaged girls before they are trapped into a life of servitude and poverty. Katryn attended the same academy at the same age and Adzari doesn’t appear to have changed at all. Katryn did very well and had no problems.” Lashtar shrugged. “Well, until she went out on her own and decided to go up against Galactica Corporation. So, part of your punishment detail is this: you will investigate the academy, make sure it still is what it says it is, and you will create documents supporting your new age.” Lashtar snorted again. “Not that you will have any trouble with that, since none of you have real documentation by core standards.”

Quinn took her first real breath since arriving in Lashtar’s office. Off-world? To a net academy? It was a dream come true. A slightly scary dream but so exciting! She’d get away from all these ridiculous restrictions, the religious trappings, the steamy, sodden jungle of Cygnus Secundus, battling the wildlife for every meal. And she’d be on the net all day, every day. No more weeding, shepherding, building fences, clearing jungle, none of that. Learn more and more about the net, and how to infiltrate it and secure it, and—

“Quinn!” Lashtar snapped. 

She jumped.

“Don’t skimp on this research. Don’t assume you’re better than a school full of net experts. Your life is at stake, and you should know by now there are worse things than death.” Lashtar pointed a finger at Quinn. “Even though there are no indications Adzari Academy has changed, Katryn attended a long time ago. And there’s no way for us to come to the rescue if everything goes wrong.” She narrowed her eyes. “We’ll be sending you with a list of codes and phrases. You will check in. If you don’t, we’ll be asking Lightwave and others we know to check on you, but there’s no guarantee anyone will have the time or the ability. You will be alone and unafraid out there on a world halfway across the known universe in Canis Major. Do the work.” Lashtar’s expression was an odd combination of worry, pride, and sorrow.

“Yes, Sister, I will.” Quinn would do the research all right—she’d heard too many horror stories of slavery from the Sisters not to—but she wasn’t going to squander this opportunity either. Even if this school wasn’t the right one, there had to be another one out there. Net talents like hers were rare and she knew it. Plenty of beings wanted someone with her talent and would pay to see it grow. 

Sister Lashtar was right—Quinn didn’t belong here.

“And Quinn?” 

“Yes, Sister Lashtar?” She kept herself from bouncing around the room with joy, but it was hard. 

“The research is part of your punishment.” She smiled a slow, rather evil smile, her pale brows arching. “You are still obligated to all the others, including kitchen duty.” The smile grew. “You’re late. Go!”

Quinn spun and sprinted out of Lashtar’s office. Even though the nasty job of cleaning the kitchen’s grease traps waited for her, she was too excited to walk. Off-world! To a net academy! All day, learning net skills. 

She couldn’t wait.
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BRIN SQUEEZED HER TIGHT. Too tight. “Can’t breathe.” Brin’s arms loosened but didn’t let go. 

“We’ll miss you.” She set Quinn away from her at arms-length, hands on her shoulders, and shook her a little. “You’d better write.”

Quinn smiled. “Of course I’ll write. I’m going to a net academy. I’ll have way better connections to communications than we do here. Getting it here, to Cygnus Secundus, will be the problem.”

Nat pulled her away from Brin and into a slightly gentler hug. “I’ll miss you, Quinn.” She let go. “I won’t miss the trouble you cause, but I’ll miss you.” Her smile trembled. 

“I’ll miss you too.” She looked around the group of girls and women. “I’ll miss all of you. Stay safe.”

Sister Ani walked her to the shuttle’s short stairs. “Safe folds. You’re always welcome to come back.” 

Quinn laughed. “Thanks, Sister. I’ll be fine. How could I be anything but fine? You trained me.” She forced a chuckle. Now that her foot was on the first step, climbing up seemed to take far more effort than it should. She blinked back sudden tears and bowed. “Thank you for your teaching and patience.” With effort, she smiled. “I’ll succeed and make you proud.”

Ani nodded deeply in return, her black curls bobbing. “I am proud, Quinn. Whether you succeed or not, I’m proud of you. Don’t you be too proud to come back if you need to. This is your home, and you truly are more than welcome to return. May the Mother bless you and keep you from harm.”

Quinn sniffled but couldn’t say anything or she’d burst into tears. Ani gripped her shoulder, nodded with clamped lips, then turned Quinn’s body to the stairs and urged her up. She climbed, turned back, and waved at the hatch, unable to see through her tears. She forced herself inside.

“Come, Gentle Quinn, all will be fine.” The co-pilot, a Grusian named Keyser, led her to a seat and strapped her in. “It’s always hard leaving home.” Keyser turned away, strapping into her chair. “Ready for launch.”

The pilot, another Grusian named Hout, looked over his shoulder, “Small surge, then normal gravity. Sit back and enjoy the ride, Gentle Quinn. It will be approximately seven hours and ten minutes before we arrive at Fold Transport Frederick.” He flicked something in the holo in front of him. “Initiating thrust now.”

Quinn’s body pressed into the seat and she gasped, but the pressure let off before she even finished the breath. 

“Do you want to watch?” Co-pilot Keyser asked. Her dark blue skin, bald head, and big eyes marked her as alien, but Grusians were essentially human, DNA-wise. Or humans were Grusian—nobody knew why human-type bipedals were so common across the universe. “Once we’ve reached space, you can move around the cabin, use the galley and the sani-mod—but be ready to strap in if necessary.” Keyser chuckled. “I doubt it will be necessary—there’s not much traffic here.”

She nodded. “Yes, I’d love to watch our flight.” Quinn wiped the tears away with her hands. She didn’t want to miss any of this.

“Once we reach our folder, we’ll show you to your cabin and around the rest of the transport. You’re our only passenger so far, but we’ll fold space to at least three constellations, perhaps more, for cargo drop off and pick up.” She shrugged. “Maybe another passenger or two. We’ll make your fold to Canis Major and Omicron in six to ten days.” 

Keyser pushed a screen over to her, and Quinn accepted it into her e-torc’s public holo. It was a navigation display, showing their shuttle’s orbit in relation to the planet and a view of Secundus, receding rapidly. Before long, Secundus was just a marble of blue and green. Quinn sighed and swept the visual of the planet away, concentrating on the shuttle’s flight path to the fold transport.  

All the Sisters said she was welcome to come back, but Sister Lashtar was right—Secundus and the Sisters of Cygnus held nothing for her. She’d look forward and move forward. Be bold. With great risks came great rewards, and Quinn was determined to earn her share of rewards. With the net skills she’d develop at Adzari Academy, she could find a job anywhere in the universe, and she wanted to see all of it!
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Chapter Two



[image: ]


PURSER TRE SAID, “I understand now! Captain, our net is more secure, and we are much safer. We owe Gentle Quinn Cygnus a debt.” The brightness of her white teeth against her dark blue skin was dazzling and clearly displayed her happiness. 

Quinn smiled and shook her head. “No debt. I’m happy to help. I was bored.” Doing nothing was great for the first few days but after that? Dead dull. Folding space should be exciting, but it wasn’t. Without the announcement, she wouldn’t have even known they’d folded. She was thrilled to have something real to do. 

Captain Vaness looked up at the screen Quinn and Tre shared in the living area of the big cargo fold transport. “I agree with Tre. That,” he pointed at the screen, “is all tlhIngan Hol to me. We owe you a fold.” He walked away.

Quinn noticed the Grus didn’t like to argue—if they couldn’t resolve a disagreement, they simply dropped it. Sometimes, they’d discuss the point again a few hours later, but if they couldn’t agree, one of them did the same thing Captain Vaness just did—they left. Quinn had looked the oddity up—scholars said this was true of the entire species. 

Evidently, the Grus had a massive war in their system thousands of years ago, and a fold clock was destroyed. The Time Guild, as the fold clock owners and maintainers, were ruthless when one of their clocks was attacked. Everyone on both sides of the conflict had been annihilated by the Sa’sa, the only species in the Time Guild. The Sa’sa were a cold-blooded, hivemind species, strictly divided into task classes at the equivalent of their puberty. Warriors were the largest Sa’sa and the only ones who fought. Clock maintainers did just that—fixed the fold clocks. Humans found all the Sa’sa rather terrifying—they looked much like Old Earth dinosaurs. They were extraordinarily difficult to communicate with—they were always in groups of three, usually more, talking about a dozen different things all at once. A human had to somehow pick out the thread of the conversation they needed from the cacophony.  

Supposedly, the Grus lost something else during the Time Guild action, something critical to the Grus psyche if not their physical beings. No one but the Grus knew what the thing was, but Grusian mourning pairs still traveled the universe, dressed in dark, layered rags covering their entire bodies, warning others of the consequences of war. Or at least war involving a fold clock. They were almost a pacifist species; they would defend themselves when attacked but only if they couldn’t leave and destruction was certain. 

“I am glad the captain agrees we owe you a fold,” Pilot Hout said. “If you have more to do, please continue, but be aware we’ll make our fold into Canis Major in a few hours. Immediately after we check with the fold controllers, we’ll make the fold to Omicron and your new school.” He bowed and walked away, probably to the folder’s control center, someplace she hadn’t been. Co-pilot Keyser followed him. 

While Quinn no longer found the anticipation of fold thrilling, she was excited and a little nervous about the new school. Before she could say anything, Purser Tre also stood. “I must do my checks as well. Will we continue later?”

“Of course. It would be my pleasure.” After Tre left the folder’s common area, containing a kitchen, dining table, and some lounge chairs, Quinn stood and stretched. They’d been sitting for quite a while, working on the net, and it felt good to move around. She’d thought about asking if she could watch the pilots, but she’d looked up fold planning—it required a lot of higher math. Of course, most of it was done by net programs, but Quinn understood good pilots checked all the factors and the calculations. 

The most important was the destination designation. A pilot had to specify a fold destination in space and time. The time part was critical—she’d discovered that if the time was wrong, the fold transport never arrived. Speculation was the folder was destroyed or changed planes to an alternate reality because time travel didn’t seem to happen. Thus, the Time Guild fold clocks ensured the destination’s time was precisely known and tuned to a universal standard available only to the Time Guild. 

If she hadn’t helped the Grus secure their net, someday, some evil being could have interfered with their navigation and sent them folding to some unknown destination—or oblivion. Quinn shivered. She could only hope her relatively inexpert help was enough. The Grus had suffered enough over time and timing—they didn’t need more trouble. And the Grus on this folder were wonderful, friendly people. She’d hate to see anything happen to them.

She spent the time before fold in her cabin, memorizing the code phrases the Sisters gave her, along with the message designations for Lightwave, this folder and a few other fold transports the Sisters knew were reliable. Lashtar was surely overreacting—the latest information to make it all the way to Cygnus Secundus showed Adzari Academy was the same place Katryn had attended—but Quinn had promised Lashtar she would, so she did.

“All stations, we are go for fold to Canis Major.” Quinn pulled the harness over her body. The security seemed unnecessary—she’d never felt any movement during fold—but Purser Tre asked, so Quinn complied. Pilot Hout continued, “We will fold in five, four, three, two, and fold. We’ve arrived safely in Canis Major.”

Quinn sucked in a startled breath. That fold kind of ached. How odd. 

“Report any issues or problems to the captain immediately. Pilot out.” 

Releasing her harness, Quinn stood and stretched. She didn’t feel bad, but she felt a little...squeezed. How very strange. Humans didn’t feel fold. 

Purser Tre messaged her, asking for status, and she sent back a “status normal” message. The sensation was fading, so there was nothing to report. Maybe it was some sort of wrinkle in the space-time continuum? In a parallel universe, Quinn Cygnus was passing through the same spot? Quinn laughed at herself and headed back to the common area, ready to teach Purser Tre more net tricks.
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“SAFE FOLDS, QUINN CYGNUS,” Co-pilot Keyser bowed deeply. “We’ve enjoyed having you onboard. Thank you again for your help in securing our net. You have travel credit with us.” 

Quinn returned her bow, just as deeply. “Thank you for making my first fold transport so easy. I enjoyed working with you and hope to do so again. Safe folds.” She turned away and hopped down the stairs, enjoying the slightly lighter than standard gravity. Quinn followed the arrow in her holo to the arrivals lounge. Thank the Mother she’d spent a lot of time studying tourist guides to Canis Major and Omicron or she’d be sprinting back to the shuttle right now. 

Even though she’d immersed herself in a tourist simulation, nothing could have prepared her for the reality of a major spaceport in a big city. Quinn didn’t want to blink—she might miss something. Shuttles of all sizes and types waited on the port, and the port itself was surrounded by tall buildings, with huge holo displays showing advertisements for a dizzying array of products. She had no idea what most of them were or did. And under all the new sights, smells, and sounds was the terrifying realization that she was completely on her own.

Quinn stumbled and looked around a little wildly. She should probably pay attention to where she was going rather than trying to see everything all at once. But it was hard to focus with everything going on around her—and the fear. Forcing herself onward, Quinn strode to the large, low plain beige building marked “Arrivals” in Trade and entered. A long line of clear booths waited, green circles with “open” on some of the doors, and beings of many species occupying the ones with a red square. She entered the first green one she came to, tugging her small luggage float into the tiny room behind her. The sudden quiet and empty off-white room was soothing after the bustle of the spaceport.

“State your name and business on Omicron, and put your hand on the DNA sensor,” a female voice said. “You will be scanned.”

A square on the wall in front of her flashed stripes of white, red, yellow, and blue. She put her hand out, wincing at the bite of the sampler. “Quinn Cygnus, Academy Adzari student.”

“Do you have anything to declare?”

“No.” And she didn’t. Clothes and her e-torc were all she owned.

“Proceed.” The door clicked and slid open. “Welcome to Omicron, enjoy your stay.”

“Thank you.” Quinn left the small room, entering a huge, high-ceilinged space filled with hundreds of beings all hurrying somewhere, the chatter and hum deafening and the clashing scents slightly stomach-turning. She backed to the wall, waiting until she got a little more accustomed to the noise and bustle. Then she reengaged the navigation program and looked at her route. She had to go straight ahead, then take a slight left to the local pickup zone. A reminder pinged, and she messaged the Academy she’d cleared customs. 

A reply came almost immediately. “Pickup in five minutes. Look for Adzari lift van. The driver is Gentle Vincenz Coll. Human. Ask for his identification.” A pic of Gentle Coll followed. A heavy-browed, olive-toned round face, with small, deep-set dark brown eyes, topped with short dark brown hair, sat on top of a thick neck. A rather thuggish face but no one looked good in identifications pics.

Quinn sent back an acknowledgment and took a deep breath. Blowing out, she stepped into the noisy, slightly chaotic crowd and wove her way among the beings. With the crowds, she was extra grateful she wasn’t wearing one of the Sisters’ rather bulky robes; even the simple pants and shirt she wore were pulled this way and that by beings brushing against her. Most of the beings were human, but there were a substantial number of other species. The ones that stood out the most to her were the RRs. Short, bright orange cylinders with big goggles shading their eyes and high, squeaky voices, they seemed to travel in packs.

“Out of the way, station scum,” a large, dark brown fur-covered being rumbled, mowing down a couple of the RRs.

“Hey, leave them alone!” Quinn said, helping one of the RRs back to their feet. Or whatever it was that propelled them below those cylindrical bodies. “Go around.”

“Mind your own business, human,” the hulk of fur bellowed, pushing her aside with the back of its paw. 

Quinn stumbled but kept her feet. What a rude being.

The RR she’d helped bowed to her and skittered off to rejoin its pack, meeping and beeping madly. Quinn smiled and got back on her path to the pickup zone. Finally, she left the massive transit room and stepped out to a bewildering plethora of roadways and walking paths. She followed the green arrow in her holo, grateful to have a guide—this place was huge and confusing. At least it wasn’t raining. She glanced up—rain wouldn’t matter; tinted, translucent panels covered every walkway, probably to alleviate the impact of the dazzling blue-white sun.

Vehicles of every kind waited and drove or flew past, and beings of many species traveled the walking paths, some towing huge trains of luggage. Or maybe trade goods. The air still smelled of dozens of perfumes and strange scents, with a dry, dusty undertone that reminded her of the deserts of Cygnus Gliese just a little. Even with the shades above the walkways, the blue-white light was very bright, but her holo darkened it enough she didn’t have to squint. The shadows seemed very dark, and everything had a slight bluish cast, but her holo gradually adjusted for that as well. She peered past the roadways. What seemed to be vehicle parking structures and office buildings blocked any view of the city beyond. Eventually, Quinn reached her pickup point. 

Only a few moments later, a lift van with the Adzari Academy logo on the side pulled up and a tall, bulky human with olive-toned skin and dark brown hair, dressed in all black, stepped out, towering above her. “Quinn Cygnus? I’m Vincenz Coll,” he rumbled. He flicked something to her from his holo. 

Quinn pulled it up in her public space. Identification as Vincenz Coll, employed by Academy Adzari, and an Omicron registration for the lift van too. It could undoubtedly be fake, but the name and face matched the ones the Academy sent her. “Yes, thank you, Gentle Coll.”

“Just Coll. Is that all the luggage you’ve got?” He pointed at her small case. 

Before she could answer, he was tugging it away to the van. Quinn hurriedly released the luggage to him and followed him into the van.

He put her luggage in a bin. “Strap in.” He pointed to the seats behind the enclosed driver’s area at the front. “It’s an hour or so to the Academy, depending on traffic. There’s guides to the city waiting. They can answer all your questions. Once we’re out of the city, we’ll be crossing a protected forest area. Use that time to look at the Academy introduction so you know what to do when we arrive.” Coll swung into the driver’s seat and closed the door, leaving her alone in the big van. 

Okay then. Quinn sniffed. Guess she’d do what he suggested. She pulled up the guides and picked one that allowed her to select specific sites, rather than a general narration as they traveled. She’d studied the tourist guides, so she knew all the basics, but specific, detailed information about some of the sites might be interesting. She also needed to watch where they went, so if she had to get back to the spaceport, she’d know how without relying on her e-torc. 

They joined the stream of vehicles leaving the spaceport, traveling crowded roadways packed with every kind of vehicle, from single-seat lift bikes to massive bulk transports, all of them within a meter or two of the next. Since Coll didn’t have his hands on the controls, the traffic here must be all net controlled, something Quinn knew about but had never seen. Every time a new vehicle appeared next to theirs, Quinn jumped, sure they would collide. But they never did, and gradually, she relaxed. About the time she did, the bulk transporters mostly swung away to other roadways, and the huge buildings became smaller, so she could see the astonishing city. 

The spaceport was on a huge, flat plain below the city; the city enveloped the small mountain in front of her. The buildings alongside the vehicle way became smaller and shorter, finally becoming what must be houses for one or two wealthy families, surrounded by flowers or gardens. As the city ascended the hill, the buildings became bigger and taller, crowning the mountain and lancing up in crooked, angular spires of translucent plas and cerimetal like demented, shiny metal and glass stalagmites or hoodoos. They seemed to defy physics, but maybe the lighter gravity allowed that? According to the guide, they were lit with bright colors at night. Quinn couldn’t imagine what that would look like, but she hoped to see it someday. 

The lift van seemed to head straight into the center of the city, but as Quinn watched, they turned left, merging onto a major roadway that encircled the city. She stared, mesmerized by the huge structures holding millions of beings. Suddenly, they turned left again, and the city was behind her. The buildings became smaller and smaller, gradually turning into houses for the wealthy again, with lots of security surrounding them. 

Then, the dwellings stopped and dense, dark growth began. Quinn brought up the entry from the guide. Tetzlaff Forest, the only remaining native growth within five hundred kilometers of Omi city. Contact with the indigenous flora and fauna was risky and potentially dangerous—humans were allergic to much of it. Dangerously so, for some humans. Access to Tetzlaff was restricted and controlled. Researchers were required to wear isolation suits; most opted for soft armor because some of the wildlife was vicious and apt to attack upon sight or smell. Stunners didn’t work on most of the fauna either. The road twisted and turned, going around critical habitat, so the travel time was much longer than the straight-line distance would imply.

Sister Lashtar’s warnings in mind, Quinn brought up a map. Tetzlaff Forest lay between the Academy and the spaceport, extending for many klicks in all directions. If something went wrong and she needed to escape, she’d need a vehicle and/or armor. That was a complication she hadn’t considered when she did her research—she’d been reassured by the relative proximity of the school to the city. Quinn’s fingers itched to immerse themselves in code, allowing the fear to fade away, but her training wouldn’t let her do anything that stupid. She had to discover everything she could about her surroundings so she could escape if necessary.

After staring into the tangled growth for ten minutes, Quinn quickly decided it wasn’t a good use of her time. If she had to travel this on foot without armor, she was dead. The driver said there was an Academy introduction document she had to review, so she should do that. Quinn scrolled through the public offerings on the lift van’s net and found it immediately—it was marked as important—and she pulled it into her e-torc. 

A vid started, and Quinn groaned. She hated sitting through these ridiculous things. A simple document was so much faster and easier. As an aerial view of the Academy appeared, with orchestral music, Quinn searched for a way around the vid but found nothing obvious. Hmm. This was a net school. Was she really supposed to sit through this or hack her way around? She smiled. Why not start now? Discovering what she was up against now was smart. And a lot less boring. 

As the vid continued to play—a campus tour—Quinn tried the obvious net tricks first, looking for root access and backdoors. Unsurprisingly, everything was well secured. Quinn wrinkled her nose. Maybe come at the vehicle’s net from outside, rather than in the Academy’s file system? She brought up a new window, trying various tools. Again, she got nowhere. 

The vid flashed, a bunch of bright-colored blanks screens accompanied by a hooting, blaring noise bringing Quinn’s attention back to it. A human female’s face appeared, dressed in a plain black top with a severe decorative jacket over it, also black. The woman’s hair was the color of black coffee, her skin was tan with olive undertones, her eyes also dark brown, surrounded by lush lashes. Her lips were a dark red, and her teeth blindingly white, rather like Omicron’s sun. She could be thirty standard years old—or body-modded to look that way. “Now that you’ve made your predictable attempts to break into Adzari Academy’s net, please pay attention to the rest of this presentation. We expect a certain level of respect from our students. That includes respecting the instructors and staff and the rules and regulations of the Academy. The first rule is: you are not allowed access to any net except the student net.” The woman’s eyebrows pinched together slightly. “Any attempt to access the instructor or household net will result in termination of the student’s enrollment and immediate expulsion. There are no exceptions to this rule, no second chances. You will be dismissed from school. I hope this is very clear.” 

The woman’s lips turned up, but it wasn’t a smile. “I am Academy President Rias Bel. As a student, you will not see me often.” The non-smile twisted. “If you do, neither of us will be happy. So, follow the rules. Obey your instructors. Behave with dignity and pride. Study hard. If you do these things, you will be successful here and in the future.” Bel’s non-smile showed again. “Academic classes, other than introductory sessions, are taught on a rotation basis, so students can enter a class at any time, learn those lessons, then continue the class and complete the rest. Net skills are almost exclusively learned in a lab. You are set a problem and expected to find a way to complete it. Both cooperation and competition are encouraged here. The very top students will be given the best positions, so study hard. I now turn you over to Adzari Academy’s House Managers, House Mistress Vormer for the girls, and House Master Jonstew for the boys. You will meet your instructors as you begin your classes.”

Quinn shivered. Whatever she was, Rias Bel wasn’t a pushover, and she meant business. Quinn’s next net access attempt had to be successful—and it probably would not occur soon. She had a lot to learn. More importantly, though: who are these people? These were not the same names or faces she’d researched. She bit her lip and kept watching, hoping to see one of the people she’d investigated.

A human male and female appeared on the vid, sitting side by side but not close like a couple. They had the same complexion as Rias Bel and Coll, dark brown hair, tan olive-toned skin, and brown eyes in oval faces. They also both looked older, maybe fifty standards with stern visages, rather prominent noses, and also dressed all in black but with plain white shirts. 

The man spoke first. “Greetings, students. I am House Master Jonstew. You will address me as Master Jonstew. This is House Mistress Vormer. You will address her as Mistress Vormer. We are here to ensure the safety of all students. If you have a problem with another student, you must come to one of us—me for the boys, Mistress Vormer for the girls. Do not go to an upper-class student.” Jonstew scowled. “In the past, the upper classes were allowed to govern the lower classes. This led to abuse. We will not tolerate such. The upper-class members know this but sometimes have trouble remembering. You will be assigned a room with one to three other students, which you must keep clean. The bathrooms are shared, and all students share the responsibility to keep them clean. The dining hall has posted times for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and there are healthy snacks available at all times. Students take turns cleaning the dishes and dining hall.” He turned to the woman. “Mistress Vormer?”

She nodded regally to him. “Thank you, Master Jonstew.” Facing the vid, she continued the lecture. “Good manners are a must here. In the past, net students have been allowed rudeness because of their talents. This is unacceptable. All beings must exhibit a basic level of consideration for others. The proper address will be used at all times, as will the words ‘please’ and ‘thank you.’ Timeliness is required as well. We keep strict hours for classes, recreation, and sleep. These times will be enforced.” Vormer’s lip curled for a second. “Proper hygiene will also be enforced. There is plenty of water on Omicron, so daily bathing is required, along with bathing after strenuous physical activity. Students will be clean and your uniforms will be clean and neat. You will be issued uniforms and those are all you will wear. Accommodations may be made for non-restrictive religious garments. Your rooms will be kept neat and tidy. Inspections will occur daily and randomly. Physical activity of some kind is required. Team sports are encouraged, but solo pursuits are acceptable. Strong minds require strong bodies. If you do not participate in a physical activity, one will be assigned. Master Jonstew?”

Jonstew sneered into the vid. “Upon arrival, your possessions, including your e-torcs, will be placed into storage and secured. You will be issued everything you need for success here. Do not attempt to hide any private net gear. It will be found. Punishment will be severe.” A smile flickered.

Quinn shivered. This man enjoyed punishment. What kind of punishments did the Academy use? What had she gotten into? Good thing she’d already memorized the code words and phrases Sisters Lashtar and Ani insisted on. And net addresses for them, Lightwave Fold Transport, and the Grus folder. Both Jonstew and Vormer spoke about past allowances and rules—was the academy’s leadership new? Quinn was relieved she hadn’t missed something critical, but the relief was overwhelmed by the fear that whoever these people were, they weren’t going to provide the safe, comfortable environment she’d thought she’d found. 

“You will also receive several inoculations against local diseases. There is just enough overlap with our basic Old Earth DNA that humans are very vulnerable to both viruses and bacteria here. Please inform us of any allergies you have when you check in with the Academy Medicos.”

She didn’t have any allergies. Well, except for a bunch of Secundus native plants, but all humans did. Should she fake one? Probably not. She wouldn’t be able to research what to fake without giving it away because the only net available was the Academy’s on the lift van. A shiver ran down her back. Quinn would have no way to know what they were really injecting into her body. Unfortunately, she knew they spoke truly about the diseases—she’d found that out during her research.

“You will be allowed to send messages to your home.” Jonstew’s lips lifted in a parody of a smile. “It’s mandatory, actually. We want your parents or guardians to know you are thriving. We are sure you will thrive here. We’ll make sure of it.” He sniffed. “Mistress Vormer?”

She repeated Jonstew’s non-smile. “The lift van will drop you off at our Administrative Center. We will assign a student to escort you through the onboarding process. They will also mentor you for the first week. Again, if there is a personality clash or the mentor oversteps, come to one of us immediately for reassignment. We will not allow any physical or mental abuse from other students.”

Vormer didn’t say anything about staff abuse, though. The shiver down her spine became an electric current. Well, guess the Sisters prepared her for just about everything, didn’t they? Quinn would keep her head down, be obedient, just a little dumb, and very, very naïve. The Sisters just became a more remote, cloistered, and strict society than they’d ever been, even under Ferra’s control. She’d learn what she could survive, and when she got the chance, she’d escape. But until then, she’d have to act far more obedient than she’d ever been in real life. 

She snorted softly. She’d wanted a challenge—she got one. Quinn desperately hoped it was worth it. 
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Chapter Three



[image: ]


A NOTICE FLASHED IN her holo: “You are leaving the Tetzlaff Forest. We hope you enjoyed your stay. Report any health changes occurring over the next week to your local Medico.”

And that wasn’t ominous at all. Quinn shuddered again. 

The straps around Quinn tightened momentarily as the lift van made an abrupt turn to the right. A narrow road appeared in front of them, cut off by a solid black gate. High fences stretched left and right from the gate, razor wire glinting at the top. The lift van slowed, and the gates swung open. 

Another vid appeared in Quinn’s holo, and she selected it immediately, rather than delay as she wanted to. “Welcome to Adzari Academy,” scrolled across the vid, showing the view she had now, only the gates were fancy, decorative things with the Academy’s name and the fencing had no razor wire. Orchestral music began, with an overhead view of what she assumed was the Academy. 

A pleasant, female voice said, “Welcome to your new home away from home. We know you will love it here! Adzari Academy is a large campus with many amenities. First, a short introduction to the grounds. The roadway you are on parallels the Tetzlaff Forest. While it is fenced, if you choose to walk or run along this roadway, please keep an eye out for native animals. If you see one, do not run. Back away slowly and notify a staff member immediately. This is a rare occurrence because the fence is charged, but it does happen. Do not touch the fence, or you will receive a severe shock. We will travel several kilometers into the grounds before the Academy appears. You are free to use this area at any time for recreation. It, and the rest of the Academy, is planted with human-safe vegetation.” 

Tetzlaff Forest was to Quinn’s right, a large, open field with scattered trees to the left. The vid’s voiceover had odd jumps and stutters, like it had been badly edited. What was edited was telling—they’d taken out all specific distances and possibly the shock level of the fence. And fences that kept things out could keep things in too.

“The Academy’s campus is spacious and mostly self-sustaining. Food for the Academy is raised on-site. Many of the farm and ranch workers are local students learning their trade. Thank them if you have the opportunity—the food here is delicious! Allowances for dietary restrictions are no problem; you will find a pleasing number of choices for every meal. You may eat as much as you like, but please don’t take more than you need. We are conscious of the environment here and try to minimize waste.” Pictures of gardens, greenhouses, and pastures came and went, all with smiling, laughing workers.

“We have two dormitories, split by the dominant human sexes and separated by year level—three, nominally, although some will stay longer or shorter periods as necessary. Students may self-identify as either sex. A warning: sexual relations are strictly forbidden for students, including between students.” 

The dormitories appeared to be four stories high, in some sort of native stone with a chalky appearance. The windows on the ground level were tall and wide; the three stories above narrower and shorter but still generously sized in rows of six. Quinn did some math; they could house twelve to twenty-four students per floor. 

The warning about no sex was another bad edit, so this was another recent change. The Sisters themselves were chaste but didn’t enforce the restriction on their charges or associates, instead relying on extensive education about sex in general and emotional relationships. Quinn paid attention to the lectures but had no interest in romantic entanglements. From what she saw of her classmates and neighbors, romance and sex caused a lot of problems and often kept people from reaching their goals. Quinn’s only concern here at the Academy was to become a net expert. And it looked like she had to become the very best or she might not leave this place. 

“The dining hall is right behind the two dormitories. Mealtimes are strictly enforced, but there is a selection of healthy food and drink available at all times.” A long, single-story building, in the same stone, also with lots of windows. The vid entered the large, double doors, flying into a large open area with rows of long tables and a cafeteria-style serving bar at the end. There were seats for at least a hundred people, maybe more. 

“Classrooms are in the Academic Building, located beyond the dining hall.” Another four-story building, the same chalky-white stone, lots of windows. The vid flew through large, auditorium-style rooms, more familiar classrooms with rows of seats for twenty or so, and small rooms with one or two larger tables, chairs around the outside. “As you can see, some classes are lectures and some are more participatory. Once you become an upper-class being, you will have the opportunity to lead projects. The meeting rooms can be reserved by students for these projects.”

The vid swept out of the Academic Building and over to another building, almost the same size and type, but labeled as the Net Lab. The vid flew inside. Two rooms with rows of desks, students filling those seats swiping away at holos. The upper floors had smaller rooms, mostly set up as classrooms. The very top floor contained three large, open areas with a variety of seating options and what appeared to be a small kitchen. 

“The Net Lab building is set up for practical training. Some will be done in a group setting, some in smaller groups as projects, and some individual efforts. You will find the latest and greatest net programs and tools available to you! Adzari prides itself on producing the very best net technicians. Because intelligent, quick minds require fuel, healthy snacks are always available on the third floor. Also on the third floor, underclass beings will find Third Year beings willing and able to advise them on individual and group projects. Mentoring lower class members is part of the graduation requirements.”

The vid flew out of the building and up to a bird’s eye view of the area beyond the classroom and lab. “As you can see, there are many recreational opportunities. Gymnasiums for athletic training and team sports, pools for swimming, fields for team sports, and running tracks are all available, as are other enjoyable outdoor pursuits. Explore these options at your leisure. We hope you enjoy your time at Adzari Academy!” Orchestral music crashed and swooped again.

The lift van halted in front of a building helpfully named Administration. Two stories tall, the same chalky-white stone as the rest, with wide windows. The driver exited his compartment and grabbed her luggage float. Quinn hurried to unstrap herself and hop out. 

Coll pointed at the Administration building. “Go through the doors. They’re expecting you.” He turned away and entered the lift van without waiting for her reply.

Quinn took a deep breath, re-engaged her electronic luggage leash in her e-torc, and walked up to the doors. One opened in front of her and she walked in, fully aware her life was about to change forever.

She just hoped she survived this change as well as she survived the Sisters’ evacuation from Cygnus Gliese, the building of the new compound on Secundus, and the reorganization of the Sisters’ religion. But she suspected this one would be much harder, especially since she was all alone.

Quinn entered an open area with plush seating in beige, accented with blue and green. Soft music tinkled and a light, flowery scent wafted to her. A girl, a few years older than she was, waited. Taller by a good ten centimeters at least, she had blonde hair, blue eyes, and a blandly welcoming expression. She wore what must be the Adzari Academy uniform—black pants with a bright green sweater and what seemed to be a white shirt underneath. A single red and white stripe slashed diagonally across the forearms of the sweater. The very idea of wearing something so pretty was shocking. No one wore white at home—it got too dirty.

“Quinn Cygnus?”

“Yes.”

“I am Freya Helmi. I’m your mentor for the next week. Welcome to Adzari Academy. Come, let’s get you checked in.” She turned away and crooked a finger over her shoulder. 

Quinn followed. Freya’s tone was machine-like; was she a real person? They passed rows of offices, all separated by clear plas walls, men and women working on holos or talking to them. Everyone wore predominately black clothing, although there were touches of bright colors in scarves, shirts, and, in one case, a hat. At the end of the hall, a door labeled “Student Administration” opened in front of them. They entered a room with a long, chest-high counter running the length of it. A woman stood behind the counter, also dressed in black, dark hair pulled back tight against her skull, a look of disdain plastered across what might have been a pretty face if she’d smiled.

“Logistics Mistress, this is Quinn Cygnus,” Freya turned away and walked to stand at the end of the counter.

“Your luggage and e-torc, Student Cygnus.” The woman held out an imperious hand. 

Quinn swallowed hard. “Can I keep my pics in some form? A few hard copies?”

The woman glared. “No. Students and rooms will be neat, tidy, and standardized. Now, Student Cygnus.” She pushed her hand toward Quinn.

Biting her lip, Quinn disengaged her luggage leash, pushed it to the woman, and then pulled off her e-torc and handed it over. Her luggage float rose over the counter and disappeared behind it. 

“Any jewelry or other adornments?”

“No.” 

A hand smacked the counter. Quinn jumped. “That’s no, Logistics Mistress. Understood?”

“Yes, Logistics Mistress.” Quinn stumbled over the title. How awkward.

“Proceed to the dressing booth,” the woman pointed to Quinn’s right, “take off all your clothes, and stand inside the circle on the floor. Your measurements will be scanned and the appropriate uniforms delivered. Additional uniforms and physical fitness uniforms will be delivered to your room shortly. Understood?”

“Yes, Logistics Mistress.” She turned and walked to the door, opened it, and entered a small room, only a few meters square. Quinn swallowed again and took off all her clothes, standing in the circle as ordered. 

“Scanning,” a male voice said. “Raise your hands over your head.” Quinn did so. “Lower your hands, separate your feet by at least ten centimeters.” Quinn followed that direction and the rest. “Scan complete, stand by for clothing delivery.” A small hatch slid open in front of her and Quinn pulled out the clothing. It included undergarments and shoes. “Place all your clothing, including shoes, into the hatch. These items will be stored with your luggage.” 

Quinn did as she was told, feeling ice-cold even though the dressing room itself was warm. She pulled on the garments she was given, shivering slightly because the clothes were chilly. They were so much nicer than her old ones, though, made of a smooth, slightly stretchy material that fitted her almost perfectly. The shoes were better too, with firm soles that almost cradled her feet and stretchy uppers. She looked at herself in the mirror—she looked like a whole different person! A net worker, a student. Amazing. Even the scary Logistics Mistress couldn’t keep her from smiling. Quinn left the dressing room and returned to the counter. 

“We understand you are a child from a subsistence farming world. Is this correct?”

Close enough. “Yes, Logistics Mistress.”

“You will have enough clothing to change every day. Do so. This uniform is for classes and net work. You will receive athletic gear for sports, a more casual version of this uniform for after class hours, and sleepwear. You will keep all of it clean and in working order. There are autocleaners on each floor. If you tear, stain, or damage the clothing, you must return here for replacements. Depending on how the damage occurred, you may be charged for these replacements. If you outgrow the clothing, return here for a new scan. Is this understood?”

“Yes, Logistics Mistress.”

“Good. Here is your student e-torc. Do not lose it.” She turned to Freya. “Take her to House Mistress Vormer for a room assignment.”

Freya bowed her head. “Yes, Logistics Mistress.” She turned and exited the room without waiting for Quinn. 

Quinn slid her new e-torc around her neck and stumbled after Freya, who immediately turned left, striding down a long blank hall and out a door at the end. Quinn squinted against the bright sun but couldn’t stop to adjust her e-torc or she’d lose Freya for sure. Freya turned left again, following a plascrete walkway, and one more left, bringing Quinn to the dormitories. 

Freya entered the dormitory on the right. They entered a large, high-ceilinged room with soft seating in shades of brown, with accents of pink and yellow. “This is the women’s dorm. Mistress Vormer’s office is right here.” She motioned to the right. Clear plas walls created a small room. Two chairs, a desk, and Mistress Vormer waited, seated behind the desk. Mistress Vormer looked exactly the same as she had in the Academy introduction vid, strict and humorless. Freya stopped at the door and entered when Mistress Vormer beckoned with a sharp hand gesture. “House Mistress Vormer, this is Student Quinn Cygnus.”

“Thank you, Student Freya. Return to your studies for now. I will have Student Quinn message you if necessary.”

“Thank you, Mistress Vormer.” Freya bobbed her head again and left, leaving Quinn alone with Vormer.

Vormer scanned her up and down. “You are tiny. Did they not feed you?”

“The Sisters fed me sufficiently, House Mistress Vormer. It may be genetics.” Quinn tried to find the line between defending her family and not offending her...keeper. Captor? She’d have to wait and see what Vormer really was. Despite the nice new clothes, the chill in her spine was spreading. 

“Did you watch the introductory vids, Student Quinn?”

“Yes, Mistress Vormer.”

“Good. Do you have questions right now?”

“Only when do I start, Mistress Vormer?”

A slight upturn appeared on her lips. “Excellent. You start tomorrow—I have sent your schedule to your e-torc. You are on the upper floor, in room six. As of right now, you do not have a roommate. We anticipate further arrivals soon, and you will receive a roommate or perhaps two. With your background, I am sure this will not bother you. Neither will the shared bath, two on each floor. Since you are in room six, you are responsible for cleaning Bathroom Two, along with the students in rooms six through ten. If any of the students are unwilling to fulfill their responsibilities, I expect to be notified. Is this clear?”

“Of course, Mistress Vormer.” Right. Because that’s the way to make friends so they’ll help you with projects. Quinn kept her face impassive. 

“For the remainder of today, you should explore your new home. Do not enter any of the classrooms or intrude on any organized activity unless invited, but you may watch, both visually and on your e-torc. If you wish, the student net has a tagging feature you can enable. This will ensure you know everyone’s name and address the instructors and staff appropriately.” The smile that wasn’t a smile appeared again. “Infractions against other students and especially the staff are not tolerated. There is a rule book in your e-torc, I suggest you study it carefully. Punishments run from mild to severe. None of them include any kind of physical damage, but some of the more severe will be painful. Do not make me administer any of these. I do not enjoy it.”

That might be true. Her distaste was obvious. It could be fake, though. Quinn didn’t know this woman’s tells and quirks. She’d have to tread carefully. She was pretty sure the boys’ house master enjoyed the pain of others.

“We expect you to write or vid home now, with news of your safe arrival, and at least once a week while you are here. We want your family to know you are healthy and happy.” Now she did smile, but it looked painful. “All messages are sent from a central Academy message center. Just send your message there and it will be forwarded. Now, if you have further questions, ask Student Freya. If she cannot answer, message me for an appointment. If you have issues with another student, message me immediately. We cannot have anarchy at this academy. It has an impeccable reputation, and we will maintain that. Do you have any questions?”

“No, Mistress Vormer. Thank you.”

“Excellent. You are dismissed.” She turned away to fuss with something on the shelf behind her. Quinn took the opportunity to leave the dragon’s lair immediately. Pulling up a directory on her e-torc, she searched for a map of the building and found one immediately. Here on the ground floor, there was the common area, a small kitchen, two medico units, and two stairways to the upper floors. She headed for the closest one and started climbing. 

The stairway was brightly lit, and her footsteps echoed slightly. The next floor was marked, “Third Year Students Only,” the following, “Second Year Students Only,” and the final one, “First Year Students.” No exclusivity here, which meant the other classes could bother them at any time. Having lived in a similar environment all her life, she knew it was almost guaranteed. 

Quinn walked down the hall looking for room six, her assigned room. It didn’t take long for her to find it—the walls were plain beige and the doors plain brown
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