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RE-ENTRY

Julius McCoy woke up with a jolt. It took him a few seconds to remember where he was. As the burbling of voices outside his cabin and the familiar drone of the engines carried to his ears, he relaxed and lay back again, rubbing his eyes wearily.

‘Attention students,’ bellowed a voice over the intercom system. ‘We will be entering Zed orbit in ten minutes. Collect your belongings and report to deck B.’

Julius couldn’t believe they had arrived already. He had left Alpha Fornacis just three hours earlier and yet here he was, 46 light years later, back in his own solar system. ‘That’s hyperjump for you,’ he mumbled, groggily.

He dragged himself out of his bunk and moved to the small metal sink by the window. There he washed his face with cold water and ran his wet hands through his dark hair. ‘I could do with a haircut,’ he thought to himself  the jagged strands were looking more unruly than usual. It wasn’t his fault though. At Summer Camp, he had been constantly occupied with spaceship catalysts and how to use them during Combat. It had been pretty difficult at times but, then again, it was an advanced course designed for Mizki Seniors. And it was only because Julius had shown how capable he was in Flight fighting that he had been given special permission to join the older students. His friend, Skye, had also been allowed to go with him, for similar reasons. There was no question that they had both proven their skills in the past year.

He dried his face and looked out of the window. The stars, yellow dots in the pitch black sky, streamed by him, glowing eerily. He had been kept busy that summer, but no matter how tired he had felt when he went to bed, his last thoughts had always strayed back to Queen Salgoria and the events of the previous April.

He remembered clearly their fight with the Arneshian hologram army, led by Salgoria’s henchman, Red Cap; how he, Skye, Faith and Morgana had escaped from the hangar; the desperate flight to the Arneshian outpost, where the remote control for their army had been positioned, and the draw he had performed to destroy it. It amazed him still that he had even survived that. As much as he had done though, he knew what he owed to his three friends for their part in that battle.

‘McCoy, are you decent?’ called Skye from outside the cabin.

‘Coming,’ shouted Julius over his shoulder.

He grabbed his backpack and moved towards the door, which slid open silently. Skye was leaning against the opposite wall, his blonde curls partly hiding his light grey eyes.

‘Are we there yet?’ asked Julius, who had set off in the direction of deck B.

‘Almost,’ said Skye, hurrying to catch up with him. ‘The Seniors are all assembled. I thought you might be asleep, as usual.’

‘I was, actually. Mind you, I don’t think I managed more than an hour or two, but it’s better than nothing.’

‘Why do you sleep so much? There’ll be plenty time for that when you’re dead.’

‘That’s a cheery thought. Thanks.’

‘Besides, there are other things to do here,’ said Skye with a sly grin.

‘What are you on about?’

‘Ife Alika,’ he said quietly.

‘What’s that?’

‘Not what  who.’

Julius stopped and looked at him. ‘Is that what you’ve been doing all those hours in the hangar  chatting the pilots up?’

‘Not quite. You can’t chat up a Senior just like that. It could be quite embarrassing ... and possibly dangerous. You have to play to your strengths. I’m young, you see; inexperienced but willing to learn and, of course, interested in everything she has to say. That way she thinks I’m cute and likes talking to me. She feels ... understood, and in control. Believe me McCoy, that’s how you do it,’ he finished, like a professor who had just explained some highly advanced scientific fact to an ignorant pupil.

Julius opened his mouth to say something, but he knew there was no point, so instead just shook his head and continued walking. Skye didn’t seem at all bothered by that, and proceeded to list Ife’s many fine qualities, then abruptly stopped again as soon as they reached the deck where the Seniors were. Skye, who had just spotted Ife, nudged Julius in the ribs and pointed her out to him. Julius had to admit that she really was very pretty indeed. The only useful information he had gathered from Skye’s admiring words was that she came from Nigeria and was among the best of the 5 Mizki Senior pilots. She was surrounded by a group of giggling girls just then, and when she saw Skye, she gestured for him to join them.

‘Come with me,’ said Skye to Julius under his breath, and wandered over to them.

Julius stayed where he was, feeling partly amused but also quite nervous. He had never been much good at socialising with strangers, especially older girls, so instead of joining his friend, he retreated to one of the hatches by the opposite wall. Ever since the draw incident, he had the feeling most people were unsure what to say to him; so generally they avoided talking to him altogether. That suited Julius just fine, and he had spent his time concentrating on ship catalysts instead.

The only Senior who had been chatting to him at all was Bernard Docherty, a 6MS student. Up until the previous November, Docherty had been the only student from Tijara School to make it into the top ten of the all-time Solo rankings: a simulated single player competition that tested an individual’s mind-skills to the very limit, by way of Combat scenarios, Flight games, or a mixture of the two. In fact, he was currently the reigning champion for the whole of Zed. Just making it into the rankings was an achievement, given how difficult the Solo games were. To his surprise, Julius had managed to shoot straight into the charts in ninth, the youngest ever from Tijara. He shuddered, thinking about that game and his battle with the weird, morphing villagers. Certainly, it had caused quite a stir among the other students when they had viewed replays of it afterwards.

The group games were much more enjoyable for him though  something to do with the fact that no one was allowed to use their mind-skills in them and they had to work together in teams. His thoughts turned to his own team, the Skirts, so formed and named almost by accident on their first visit to Satras’s famous Hologram Palace. A smile crept onto his lips as he remembered how he and Skye, along with Faith and Morgana, had gained quite a reputation for their gaming skills.

The ship juddered slightly as it entered orbit and Julius peered out of the porthole next to him. The Zed Lunar Perimeter was just coming into view, sitting proudly on the surface of the Moon. He stared beyond it for a minute, to where Earth shone blue, green and white in the distance and he wondered for a moment how his parents and his little brother Michael were getting on.

As the ship continued its descent towards Zed’s dock, Skye joined him by the hatch. ‘Today is our first Mooniversary, you know?’ he said, pointing out the window.

‘Yup,’ said Julius. ‘Exactly one year ago we were just arriving, and we didn’t even know each other then. Do you think we’ll get our new uniforms tonight?’

‘Hope so, buddy boy,’ said Skye, throwing an arm over Julius’s shoulders. ‘We’re 2 Mizki Juniors as of today.’

‘Bet your life we are,’ said Julius with a grin. ‘Listen, remind me to write to my folks later, OK? They’ll be worried sick wondering if I’ve survived the summer. Have you written home at all?’

‘Yeah,’ answered Skye, stepping to the side and turning to prop his back against the wall. ‘You can send messages between all of Zed’s space stations. It’s only the relay to Earth that doesn’t work from so far away. Besides, you can be sure my Mum would’ve had a search party out if I didn’t get in touch.’

‘Imagine what that would have done for your star-rep with the ladies,’ said Julius, with a wink.

Skye shivered at the thought, ‘Don’t even joke about it.’
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By the time they docked, it was almost seven o’clock. The Zed shield’s artificial illumination had grown dark, so mimicking the twilight sky of the last day of August on Earth. Julius and Skye hurried off the ship and boarded the Intra-Rail train which, after a brief stop at Satras, delivered them to the outskirts of their school. Julius stretched and drew in a breath of Zed’s warm air. After two months on a cold space station, the heat felt like absolute bliss to him. Tijara looked as inviting as always, a spherical sandstone structure with the appearance of a tropical island, covered as it was in palm trees and gentle waterfalls. They walked over to the security entrance, where their retinas were scanned by Tijara’s front-gate guards, the Leven twins, who were never seen anywhere without each other, much to the puzzlement of all the students.

Once through, Julius and Skye headed straight for the boys’ dorm and boarded the lift.

‘Remember to press -5. We’re one level up this year,’ said Julius to Skye. He was getting quite excited at the idea of seeing his new bedroom and uniform.

The dorms had six underground levels in all. 1MJs slept on -6, as Julius had the previous year. As a person progressed through each new school year, so they were moved higher up the levels, getting ever closer to the ground floor.

The lift came to a stop at their floor and opened onto one end of a long corridor, which had four closed doors on each wall. All school-level groups were limited to thirty students each, with an equal number of boys and girls, so there was never any need for more than eight rooms per year. The same rule applied for the girls’ dorm.

They exited the lift and stopped in front of the third door on the right. ‘Here we are, darling,’ said Skye. ‘Just like last year.’

‘Allow me, dear,’ said Julius, looking into the retinal scanner that acted as security lock for the room.

The bedroom had the same layout as their previous one, with a control panel for electronically raising or lowering partitions and furniture. Neatly folded on each of their tables were their new Tijaran uniforms. Julius grabbed one of the blue jumpers and looked for the label on the left sleeve. Written in silver, the letters spelled out “Julius McCoy-2MJ-Tijara”.

‘This is just!’ he said excitedly.

‘Hey, there’s a message from Faith,’ said Skye, who was checking his personal holoscreen. ‘He’s with Morgana in the garden. They’ll meet us for tea around eight.’

‘Great. I’ve got time to wash up then. I want to wear my new clothes.’

After a refreshing shower, as he waited for Skye to get ready, Julius sent a quick message home. A few minutes later, feeling crisp and refreshed, the boys made their way up in the lift and emerged onto the school’s circular promenade. When they arrived in the mess hall, they saw that most of the tables had been taken up by the latest batch of 1MJ recruits, who had just spent their very first day on the Moon. Judging by their expressions, they had been having a great time of it so far.

‘Wait till they get their timetables tomorrow morning,’ said Julius to Skye, with a wry smile.

Just then, Morgana and Faith waved to them from the back of a long queue for the food. Morgana was so happy to see Julius again that she was positively beaming, her lovely almond-shaped, green eyes shining brightly. They had met many years ago when her family had moved from Japan to Scotland, her father’s homeland, and had always looked out for of each other as they grew up together. When Julius was close enough, she threw her arms around his neck; Morgana was the only girl in the whole world who would actually be allowed to do that, given how naturally reserved Julius was.

As she turned to greet Skye, who was visibly pleased at being considered hug-worthy as well, Faith hovered towards them, sporting his now famous conical, metallic skirt. It was amazing to Julius thinking about how, when he had met Faith the year before, he had been restricted to a wheelchair. Not that a wheelchair could actually limit someone as technologically gifted as Faith who, even at that young age, had already managed to alter the chair so it could hover and fly about. The ‘skirt’, as everyone called it, was an invention of Pit-Stop Pete’s, the owner of a docking base in the lunar orbit, where Faith had just spent his Summer Camp. Julius knew that it had made a great difference in his life and, even if Faith didn’t ever talk or make a fuss about his disability, it was clear how happy he was just to be able to stand up like the rest of them.

‘How’s it going, boys?’ asked Morgana.

‘Had a great time in Fornax,’ answered Julius, truthfully. ‘But it was hard work. We spent every waking hour with a catalyst in our hands, shooting anything that moved.’

‘That sounds fun,’ said Morgana. ‘I did a fair amount of flying myself this past month. The apprentice camp is really advanced. I don’t know why they gave me permission to join them so early. At least I didn’t crash any of the Cougars though. And Kaori was there too, which was brilliant of course.’

‘How is your sister?’ asked Julius, edging slowly forward in the queue.

‘She’s good, thanks. She says hi.’

‘What about you, Faith?’ asked Skye.

‘I spent the best part of the summer zooming in and out of Pete’s dock on a sky-jet, salvaging debris from the battle with the Arneshians.’

‘A what?’ asked Julius.

‘A sky-jet. It’s a jet-propelled personal aircraft, or to put it simply, a space-scooter. Pete has hundreds of them. They’re actually really fun to drive.’

‘I got a shot at it too, when I was there in June,’ added Morgana. ‘There were so many Cougar parts floating about, it was getting dangerous for everyone. So, as part of our Summer Camp, Pete made all of us go retrieve them.’

‘Sounds like you actually did something useful and had fun,’ said Julius.

‘To be sure. The luck of us Irish is never-ending,’ said Faith, with a theatrical wink.

Finally they reached the counter, where the resident chef, Felice Buongustaio, was dishing out tagliatelle al rag, a dish of fresh pasta dressed in tomato and mince sauce.

‘Can I have a double portion please, Felice?’ pleaded Skye, almost on his knees, much to the amusement of the first year students.

‘Va bene, va bene! Of course,’ cried the chef in a thick Italian accent. ‘But only because you remind-a me of my son and you’ve spent three months on-a that piece of floating junk in-a outer space. What have they been feeding you, eh? You look-a too skinny. You’re a boy in full growth. You need-a to eat. Eat, I say!’ he finished with a flourish of his hands.

‘You’re very right and I’m so glad to be back, Felice. It’s like going home to my dad when I see you,’ said Skye, pursing his lips as if he was about to cry for all the emotion he was feeling.

It was all too much for Felice, who couldn’t resist being called a father, and proceeded to dish out a portion of pasta sufficient enough to feed a small platoon. Skye walked away with a large smile and a humongous plate of food, leaving the others standing there quite stunned.

‘I’m gonna call him the Black Hole, from now on,’ said Julius.

‘Where does he put it?’ asked Morgana.

‘Who knows,’ said Faith. ‘If I ate that much I wouldn’t fit in me skirt. Mind you, I think I must have grown a bit over the summer, ‘cause it feels tighter around the waist.’

‘Tell me about it,’ said Morgana. ‘I feel like all my clothes are getting smaller in the oddest places.’

Julius and Faith froze, looked at her, and then quickly glanced away.

‘What?’ asked Morgana. ‘What’s the matter?’

It was only when the boys had turned a dark shade of red around the ears that she understood. ‘Honestly, guys,’ she said, pragmatically. ‘It’s called puberty, and it’s going to happen a lot from now on, to all of us. You better get used to it.’

Julius and Faith mumbled an apology, but it was clear from their faces that the embarrassment wouldn’t fade away so quickly. Come to think of it, Julius had started to notice a few changes to his own body over the past few months and, looking at some of his classmates he had become aware of more than one boy developing a slight moustache shadow.

Once dinner was finished, they all moved to Tijara’s private garden, where they lay down on the grass under their favourite oak tree. The other 2MJs were also milling about and Julius took the chance to chat with most of his classmates, discussing the new gaming season in Satras and exchanging stories about the various Summer Camps. Everyone seemed to have had a great break. None of them talked much about the fight with the Arneshians anymore. Julius supposed that was understandable, given that ultimately they were completely unaware of the real reason for that attack on Zed. How could they, when they knew nothing of Salgoria’s secret experiments, or how he was the White Child she had been trying so desperately to kidnap?

Tijara’s Grand Master, Carlos Freja, had revealed as much to him following the attack. Salgoria had discovered about the existence of a White Child, someone with the exact blend of DNA that she needed. Julius had just joined the Zed Academy at that point, to train in the White and Grey Arts: the White to develop his mind-control abilities; the Grey to enhance the logical side of his brain. Arneshians, by their nature, were highly skilled only in the Grey Arts. The White Arts, however, were a gift that only a small portion of the Organic population possessed, and Julius was that rarest of things: an exact blend of both Arts.

If they had succeeded in grabbing hold of him, and mixing his DNA with an Arneshian’s, Salgoria would have been able to create a being powerful enough to finally help her overthrow Earth’s leadership. Morgana was the only other person Julius had shared this information with and he was sure she had kept this to herself, as he had asked her to. She didn’t even discuss it with him, unless he brought it up. Still, Julius knew it was playing on her mind. He could tell she was worried by the grey wisps of smoke rising from her head when she looked at him silently. He had come to rely on the colourful wisps he saw above people; they helped show him their true and deepest feelings.

Still, there wasn’t really a lot he could do about the situation. If Salgoria decided to come back for him, as Freja thought was likely, he could only hope to be ready for her.
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At seven o’clock the next morning, Julius’s alarm marked the beginning of a new year in Tijara. To his surprise, he awoke rather more easily than usual, and for the first time he was dressed and out the door before Skye. As he walked along to the mess hall, he met Morgana in the corridor.

‘You’re up early,’ she said.

‘I thought I might start the year properly this time,’ he replied. ‘Besides I want some extra time to digest the timetable, you know, in case it’s nasty.’

As they reached the mess hall entrance, Julius saw a table with two trays lying on it, one for each junior year. He picked up two copies from the second tray, placed them in his back pocket and headed to the food counter. Once they had finished eating, Julius pulled them out onto the table.

‘Here,’ he said handing one to Morgana. ‘Break it to me gently.’

Morgana glanced over hers. ‘Sorry. We have two extra hours of lessons and we still need to keep a diary for each subject.’

Julius sighed and scanned his own copy. ‘Spaceology, Draw, Telekinesis, Meditation, Martial Arts and Pilot Training,’ he read aloud. ‘Plus two new subjects: Shield and Telepathy. What’s Shield?’

‘Did I just walk in during an episode of “There’s No Such Thing As A Silly Question”?’ asked a familiar voice from behind him.

‘Morning smarty-metallic-pants,’ said Julius, shifting along the bench to let Faith in.

‘Morning, lovelies,’ he said. ‘To tell the truth, I was actually wondering the same thing.’

‘It’s probably a defence course, or something. As for Telepathy ... it sounds straightforward enough,’ added Morgana with a shrug of her shoulders.

‘We’ve not got either of them till Monday though,’ said Julius.

‘What’s the story for today then?’ asked Faith over his cereal bowl.

‘Let’s see. Wednesday ... double Spaceology, double Draw and, after lunch, double Telekinesis,’ said Julius. ‘Not too bad.’

‘Ooh, I almost forgot,’ said Morgana suddenly. ‘You’ll never guess what happened to Billy Somers.’

As the name was mentioned, the boys stopped eating abruptly and plonked their forks down on their plates. Somers was a token of everything a Mizki student shouldn’t be. Considering how much grief he had given them when they had met him at the Zed Test Center back on Earth, it was a surprise to them that he had even got in. And sure enough, once enrolled, he had continued his obnoxious behaviour towards everyone he met, not least of all Faith. Fortunately they had not heard much from him in a good while.

‘What’s he done now?’ asked Faith, pretending not to care.

‘Remember Marion Lloyd, the girl who passed the test with us?’ continued Morgana in a conspiratorial tone. ‘I met her yesterday in the dock, and she told me Somers left Zed last year!’

‘He what?’ said Julius. ‘Why would he do that?’

‘That’s the thing. No one knows,’ she answered. ‘It happened a few weeks after that first game we had against him last year. Marion just said one day he was called out of class and that was the last anyone saw of him.’

‘He probably got kicked out for being a prat,’ said Faith, ‘and was too ashamed to show his ugly face around Zed again.’

‘It’s still weird though,’ said Julius. ‘Not that I miss him. Thankfully, bullies like him are few and far between, and they stick out like sore thumbs. But Faith’s right, I’m sure: he probably got booted.’

Certainly, it seemed obvious that Somers had not been missed by anyone at the school, and Julius was sure he wouldn’t lose any sleep over it either. He returned his attention to his new timetable, while the mess hall slowly filled up.

When Skye finally joined them, it was time to head to their first lesson. Professor Lucy Brown was waiting for them outside her class, in the Grey Arts sector. She was an excitable, aging English lady in a blue Tijaran uniform, with long white air gathered in a plait. Julius, followed by Faith and Skye, took a seat as far towards the back as he possibly could, knowing that his eyes might close involuntarily at some point during the lesson, while Morgana moved quickly towards the front, since this was a favourite subject among aspiring pilots like her.

‘Welcome back, 2MJs,’ she said, bowing to the students.

They all bowed back respectfully and then sat down.

‘This year we will be concentrating on the constellations, all 88 of them, as defined by the International Astronomical Union back in 1930, long before the Chemical War of 2550. Now, can anyone tell me who the astronomer was who listed the first 48 constellations?’

A hand shot up timidly, that of Barth Smit, Faith’s professionally clumsy Dutch roommate. They all looked at him in surprise, since Barth had yet to excel in any particular subject.

‘It was Ptolemy the Greek,’ he said in a squeaky voice. ‘He listed them in The Almagest, in 150 AD.’

Everyone in the classroom stared incredulously at him, clearly impressed.

‘Well, Mr Smit, that was quite the answer. I take it you like the topic, then?’

But Barth was too embarrassed to speak and simply nodded his head rapidly.

‘In that case you might want to keep your eyes on a career as a navigator,’ she said, smiling kindly at him and resuming the lesson. ‘During the course of the year, you shall learn the system of names, letters and numbers used to recognise the celestial objects present within each constellation, and the fastest routes between us and them.’

Julius let his head fall heavily to the desk. With all due respect to Professor Brown, he would rather have been eaten by mutant grannies in a Solo game than learn to do a job that a computer was going to do for him anyway. Faith and Skye seemed to be of that opinion too, since they promptly began a match of Mindless. This was a game that Julius had invented the year before, during a lesson about the moons of Jupiter. It required two players, who had to mind-push a small ball of paper towards the other’s nostrils, and score as many of these goals as possible. Obviously, retrieving the ball was the harshest part of the game, which included a lot of sneezing from both players, and the occasional nosebleed.

The two hours eventually passed and the 2MJs walked over to the White Arts sector for their Draw lesson. There, they bowed to Professor Cathy Turner, who was standing fidgeting by the door, wearing her white lab coat. Julius, Faith, Skye and Morgana moved automatically towards their usual counter, where a set of leafy pot plants awaited them.

‘She seems more wired than usual. Are we sure she’s not on drugs?’ whispered Skye to the others.

‘I think her nose is getting longer,’ added Faith.

‘Hey! You two,’ said Morgana, ‘Cut it out. She’s a nice lady.’

‘And she’s coming this way,’ added Julius under his breath.

Professor Turner was indeed moving closer to their station, where she stopped in front of Julius.

‘Mr McCoy,’ she said quietly. ‘I need to inform you that over the summer you have been officially registered with the Curia and the Grand Masters of the three schools, for the inorganic draw you performed last April.’

‘Oh ... thanks,’ said Julius. He knew this was going to happen, but he still felt a little embarrassed.

‘I would have liked seeing that very much indeed. Ever since the day you made my digital watch stop, I figured there was something different about your draw ability. I’ve read all the papers published by Doctor Walliser on your draw. It was fascinating. Most of all though, I’m glad that you are alive, McCoy. It was a tremendous risk you took back there.’

Julius nodded. ‘Thanks, Professor. I’m glad to be here too.’

The teacher smiled at him and then turned towards the rest of the class. ‘2MJs, it’s a pleasure to have you all back. You have completed your first year of Draw training with excellent results. Now that we all know how to perform a draw, we are going to practise the fine art of controlling the amount of energy we need to obtain from a target.’ She paced between the counters and pointed at the various pot plants in front of each student as she walked. ‘These specimens are more delicate than your average cactus plant, so we shall work on them for a while. Let’s start by drawing just enough energy to wither only the tip of each leaf.’

For the rest of the lesson, they worked in silence, while Professor Turner moved around the class replacing any dead plants with new ones. It seemed that everyone was finding it hard to control their draw. Even Julius wasn’t able to limit his to smaller quantities  it was always the entire leaf. By lunch, no one had managed to fulfil the criteria.

‘Not to worry, Mizkis,’ said Professor Turner as they left the classroom. ‘You’ll manage. Just keep trying.’

‘You’ve gotta love her optimism,’ said Faith, once in the corridor. ‘She managed to smile even after bringing me the fourteenth plant.’

They all agreed and used up their lunch time trying to guess where she kept her seemingly infinite stash of shrubbery. The last two hours of the day were spent with Professor Paul King, the Telekinesis teacher. He had decided to celebrate the beginning of the year in his typical unusual style.

‘Today, we shall move a meteorite!’ he cried ecstatically, his face growing deeply red  in stark contrast to the blue of his uniform. ‘I want to see the powers seeping from your skin, permeating the air. Focus! Concentrate!’

Julius and his classmates could only stand there, transfixed by Professor King’s drive and ambition, but most of all by the mammoth-sized rock before them.

‘How the heck are we supposed to do that?’ whispered Morgana.

‘I think I know why he’s always so red: he gets internal bleeding every time he tries to move something bigger than him,’ said Skye.

‘If I try to move that thing, it’ll be me brains seeping through me nostrils and permeating the floor,’ added Faith.

‘I’ll probably pee myself,’ finished Julius miserably, trying not to think about the numerous glasses of orange juice he had drunk at lunch.

The recommended approach, according to the Professor, was for the whole class to try it all together, which they did for the next two hours. The meteorite moved roughly five centimetres, while the students strained themselves so much that in the end the majority had to go to the infirmary to get headache shots.

Five minutes from the end of the lesson, an anonymous student even succeeded in getting an enthusiastic holler from Professor King, for farting loudly under the strain. ‘Air biscuit!’ he cried jovially. ‘We have ourselves an official air biscuit!’

That did it  Julius and his classmates collapsed on the floor in hysterics, which prompted the Professor to call it a day. He strolled off nonchalantly and left them there, like a bunch of gasping fish, struggling to regain their composure. By the time that evening arrived, news of the “air biscuit” had made its way throughout the entire school. Some of the 6MS pupils had even promised a cash reward to the proud owner of said biscuit but, no matter how many Fyvers had been promised, nobody came forward to claim the prize.
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That Thursday morning, the 2MJ students started the day with Professor Len Lao-Tzu, who helped them ease back into their meditation routine, seeing as they were quite rusty from the long summer break. His classroom had the peaceful atmosphere of a temple, and indeed looked like one too. He was kneeling in front of them, clad in a loose white tunic and trousers. In his usual serene manner, he calmly announced that they were all expected to lower their trance threshold from one minute to thirty seconds. That really worried Julius, seeing as the previous year he had been required to attend remedial lessons just to get his time down to one minute, never mind half a minute. He sincerely hoped he didn’t have to endure private tutoring again. It wasn’t even so much that his VI tutor had ended up helping the Arneshians invade Zed, but more because he had been forced to wake up at 05:00 every morning for a month to do those extra lessons. That was just not on, in his book.

As serene and quiet as that morning was, that afternoon in the martial arts dojo was far more energetic. Professor Lee Chan, the only other one of the teachers who didn’t wear the official Tijaran uniform, welcomed them back to their Mindkata lessons in high spirits, running them through a training session designed specifically for a seasoned athlete, with the promise of many more wonderful surprises to come, starting the following Monday. By the end of training, Julius was too exhausted to think about surprises and went to bed straight after dinner, aching all over.
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As was the case the previous year, Fridays were wholly devoted to Pilot training, everyone’s favourite subject. Professor Farid Clavel met them in Tijara’s underground holographic sector, where the Sim-Cougars were kept. Naturally, Morgana was waiting outside the classroom by eight thirty, eager as always to fly. When Julius didn’t see her at breakfast, he grabbed two brioches and a latte and went to meet her.

‘Thanks! How did you know I was here?’ she asked, biting into her pastry.

‘Not difficult, really,’ he said, sitting down on the floor next to her. ‘It’s Friday, and a full Clavel day. Where else would you be?’

‘It’s just in case he gets here early, so I can go in and do some warm-up. You know me,’ she said.

‘Yes, I sure do,’ said Julius with an exaggerated sigh.

As if in answer to her prayers, Professor Clavel did indeed arrive a few minutes early, dressed as ever in his pristine uniform.

‘Miss Ruthier,’ he said holding out his hand and helping her up. ‘Why am I not surprised? And Mr McCoy, it’s a pleasure to see you again.’

Julius liked Clavel. He had a warm smile and always managed to make him feel comfortable. ‘Likewise, Professor,’ he said with a quick bow.

Clavel invited them inside, listening with genuine curiosity to Morgana’s tales of her Summer Camp.

‘Sounds like you had a good summer, Miss Ruthier. I hope you won’t find my lessons too easy now,’ he said.

‘Not at all!’ she answered vehemently. ‘I really enjoy you ... I mean ... your lessons!’

‘Excellent,’ said Clavel, clearly pleased by her enthusiasm.

Julius noticed a thick pink stream of smoke shooting upwards from her head; he recognised it as Morgana’s “embarrassing moments” wisp, his cue to remove her from the scene before she could dig herself an even bigger hole.

‘I can’t believe I said that,’ she whispered to Julius as he led her away by the elbow.

‘Well, you did. Now, let’s go look at the pretty Cougars, yes?’

Mercifully for Morgana, the rest of the class joined them soon after and, by the time the lesson had started, there was not a pink wisp to be seen. Clavel had decided to use their first training session of the new year to revise all the flying techniques they had previously learned. Not all of the students had had the opportunity to fly during their Summer Camps, and he needed them all to be comfortable with their Sim-Cougars. By the end of the day, the 2MJs had left the holographic sector with renewed confidence. Julius was in particularly high spirits. Tijara was beginning to feel increasingly like home to him. Plus, next year, his brother Michael would be able to join the Zed Academy, hopefully even the same school as him too. Thinking about it made Julius eager to speak to his family again, so he hurried back to his room and spent the next two hours talking to them on his computer.

That night, he slept peacefully. Yes, it was really good to be back.


AUGMENTATIONS

That Monday morning, the 2MJs gathered in a classroom on level -5 of the Grey Arts sector. Everyone was visibly excited, as they would soon be meeting a new teacher. Julius, Morgana, Faith and Skye were chatting in a corner when the door suddenly opened. The students fell silent at once and bowed towards the entrance.

‘Good morning, Mizkis. I am Professor Calandra Morales and this is your first Shield lesson. Welcome.’

Julius didn’t need help in identifying her accent as Spanish and could quickly tell that Professor Morales had a vibrant demeanour. She had long, dark wavy hair that covered her shoulders and a pair of large, smiling brown eyes.

‘This course will teach you how to protect yourself, and others, against different types of external attacks. We will have lessons in this room in the morning, when you will be studying the theory of the various Shield techniques. Then, after lunch, we will continue our training in the dojo. There you will learn to use your own shields while using your Mindkatas in a more flexible way. After January we will also use most of the mornings for practice. Sounds fun, no?’

Julius certainly thought so. On Mondays he did prefer more active subjects, as there was less risk of him falling asleep.

‘Now, here’s the best part,’ said Professor Morales stepping into the centre of the room. To all of their surprise, she removed her blue jumper, boots and socks, remaining bare footed in her Combat trousers and t-shirt. She bent her left arm and brought it up in front of her chest, parallel to the floor. ‘Watch,’ she said.

Suddenly a shimmering magnetic field sprung out of her forearm, creating a shield that protected her from head to toe. The class let out a gasp.

‘How did you do that?’ said Lopaka Liway, completely forgetting protocol.

Professor Morales smiled and continued her demonstration. With the same ease, she produced another shield from her right forearm and proceeded to walk among the students, moving her arms in a smooth flow around her torso. It was obvious from this demonstration that it would require a high level of agility to use the shields properly. To stun the Mizkis even more, she produced two further shields from the tops of her feet. Then, just as quickly as they had appeared, they all vanished. The students erupted into applause, while several of them were shouting for more.

‘Muchas gracias. Thank you,’ she replied, bowing. ‘The shield is powered by my own mind-skills, but it isn’t created from out of nothing. Today, we are going to Dr Walliser and each one of you will be fitted with a special microchip in both forearms. Those chips are for your shields.’

Julius, like the rest of the class, was too surprised to say anything. They were still in a dazed silence as Professor Morales put her shoes back on and led them out of the class, to the infirmary.

‘How come Kaori never told me about the shields?’ asked Morgana. She didn’t seem best pleased.

‘Maybe she didn’t want to spoil the surprise for you,’ answered Faith.

‘And how come I’ve never seen Calandra before?’ said Skye, following her every move with his eyes. ‘She’s muy caliente.’

‘Don’t you start with her too, you hear?’ whispered Julius. ‘And don’t call her Calandra. She’s our teacher, man!’

‘I need to learn some more Spanish,’ continued Skye, oblivious of what Julius had just said. ‘Hey, Valdez! Come here a second.’

Manuel Valdez, a short, dark-haired boy, walked back towards Skye.

‘Valdez, you speak Spanish, right?’

‘I’m Mexican, chico,’ replied Manuel, raising an eyebrow at him. ‘What do you need?’

‘Give me something clever to tell her,’ he said, pointing at Professor Morales.

‘Ay caramba, amigo! You wanna play with fire, huh?’ said Manuel with a grin. ‘Come with me.’ He dragged Skye away from the others and began chatting quietly to him.

‘What’s got into him?’ said Morgana, amused.

‘His hormones, that’s what,’ said Julius, half exasperated. ‘He’s spent the summer chasing this girl called Ife, which is risky enough ‘cause she’s a Senior. But the teacher ... he could get expelled!’

‘He’s a nutter,’ said Morgana.

‘At least he has a chance,’ replied Faith. He looked at Julius and Morgana and pointed at his skirt. ‘A lot more chance than I’ll ever have.’

Julius was taken aback, as this was the first time he could remember Faith making any sort of negative comment about his situation.

‘Faith, that’s not true,’ said Morgana, putting her arm around his shoulders. ‘Who cares if you can’t walk, right? That’s not what makes someone special. Besides, how many people do you know who can hover?’

Julius saw Faith’s smile grow a little wider. Only Morgana could have made someone feel better so easily, and he had seen her doing that ever since the first day they had met.

When they reached the infirmary, Dr Walliser was standing in the foyer with the nursing team. ‘Good morning,’ he said to the students. ‘Today is a special day for the 2MJs, because you will not only receive your shield-chips, but also for the first time ever, all Zed students will be fitted with a PIP-chip.’

The Mizkis seemed understandably confused, so Dr Walliser extended his left hand in front of him, touched the centre of the left palm with his right index finger and activated a small, circular holoscreen which popped into life above his hand.

‘This Personal Information Planner, or PIP, contains all the information that you would normally access from any of the Tijaran terminals. Among other things, it has your timetable, an alarm clock and a map of Zed, and it will link you to any other student in the Lunar Perimeter. Plus, you can type notes on it, by simply touching the screen, which will take a bit of getting used to because it feels like you’re touching fresh air.’

‘Paint me pink and call me an android,’ said Faith, shaking his head. ‘Last year I ended up metal-plated and fitted with sensors all through me legs. This year they’re implanting more chips in me arms and hands. By the time I graduate, there’ll be nothing left of me!’

That made everyone within earshot giggle.

‘Well I’m glad you’re all so comfortable with the thought,’ said Faith, half seriously.

‘There are a couple of things still to tell, Mizkis,’ said Professor Morales. ‘The good news is that there’s a nice shop in Satras called Going Spare, which sells upgrades for all your chips. You might want a different colour for your shield’s magnetic field, yes? Or some extra functions for your planner, like spare memory in case you want to store books, movies or music.’

‘There you go, guys,’ said Skye. ‘That shop will be the go-to place for all our birthday presents this year.’

‘Agreed; absolutely; bet your butt,’ answered Julius, Morgana and Faith, almost in unison.

‘The bad news,’ said Morales, ‘is that, in order to allow your shield implants to properly bond with your muscles, you will not be able to use them or play any games in Satras until November.’

A chorus of disappointed grunts echoed through the infirmary at that news.

‘However,’ continued the Professor, ‘for this very same reason, all your Monday afternoon classes will be cancelled until November, to give your body a chance to rest.’

‘Now that’s what I call good news,’ said Faith.

Dr Walliser began to call the students one by one, in alphabetical order. When it was his turn, Julius went into a room with a nurse by the name of Federica Primula.

‘Lift your sleeves, please,’ she said, typing his name into the terminal. ‘Place both arms inside this tube, palms down.’

Julius did as instructed. The tubes were transparent, so he watched curiously as two green lasers marked a spot in the middle of each of his forearms. Next, a pair of small metal boxes was lowered automatically over both marks. As they touched his skin, he felt a sudden sharp pain, similar to an injection.

‘Ouch!’ he said, jerking his arms back.

‘Don’t worry. It’ll pass,’ she said, disinfecting the two red marks on his skin. ‘See? You can barely notice them. Now, where do you want your PIP-chip?’

‘I’m right handed,’ he answered.

‘In your left hand then. Palm up.’

Julius gritted his teeth and inserted his hand into the tube once again. The pain was sharper this time than before, but it was also thankfully brief. Once the nurse had disinfected the skin on his palm, he left the room.

By the time the remaining 2MJs had been fitted with chips, it was already midday. Professor Morales told them to make good use of the free time and practise using their PIP-chips. The Mizkis were more than happy to oblige, and for the rest of that afternoon there was not one boy or girl from their class who didn’t have his or her nose buried in their PIP. That evening in the garden, when Julius finally lifted his eyes to look around, he felt like he was in the middle of a firefly convention, as all that was visible was a myriad of yellow circular holoscreens, glowing dimly among the trees.
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When Julius woke up on Tuesday morning, his forearms still felt quite bruised and sore, thanks to the shield implants. As he walked over to the shower, he couldn’t help but muse over how the invention of body augmentations had helped humans to enhance themselves with everyday tasks, but also how it was surely moving them a step closer to the creation of a different species altogether. Julius, who loved Earth history, had studied extensively on this topic from a young age. He remembered that, ever since the twentieth century, humans had been talking about cyborgs, fictional beings that were part robot, part human. The subject had been widely discussed in popular literature and entertainment, while tentatively experimenting with the technology in existence at the time. Slowly but surely, advances in bio-mechanics had started a revolution that had eventually led to the use of chip-implants to fulfil many different tasks, like sending and receiving data and curing various previously incurable diseases. And now he too was being sent down the path of augmentation  he didn’t mind too much though, as long as the “real” Julius still owned the majority of his body.

When he had finished getting ready and arrived in the mess hall for breakfast, Faith waved at him from a table in the corner, where the rest of the gang was also sitting. Julius grabbed some porridge from the counter, covered it in honey and ginger puree, and headed over to join them.

‘Morning, folks,’ he said, sitting down.

He got general nods in reply from Morgana, Faith and Skye, who were all busy swallowing or chewing.

‘So, does anyone have any idea who the Telepathy teacher is?’ asked Julius.

‘Kaori didn’t tell me much,’ said Morgana. ‘All I know is that he’s called Oleron Beloi and he’s from Russia. And he doesn’t actually speak.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Faith.

‘I’m not sure if he can’t or just won’t, but he never utters a word. Apparently he’s also the best Telepathist the world has ever known.’

‘This White Art should be right up your alley, Julius,’ said Faith, through a mouth full of toast.

‘Yes,’ added Morgana. ‘You do mind-talking all the time.’

Julius nodded. ‘Guess so. But so do you guys.’

‘Sure,’ said Faith. ‘Maybe not as well as you, but we do. What you do that I can’t, though, is that scary entering-my-mind-to-see-what-I-see thing.’

Julius grinned. ‘I’ve only done it once, with your permission. Last year on the train to Tijara, when you couldn’t describe the school salute to us, remember?’

‘Oh, I remember all right. I felt so violated!’

‘2MJs. Please report to holographic sector, Level -5,’ said a male voice, inside Julius’s head.

‘What the ...’ cried Julius, jumping up in surprise.

‘What’s happening?’ said Morgana, looking worried.

Julius looked around. ‘Did you hear that voice?’ he asked them.

Morgana and Skye nodded.

‘I think it was the teacher,’ said Faith.

Julius noticed that all the 2MJs looked just as traumatised as him.

‘I take it we need to go to class then ... ten minutes early too,’ said Skye gathering up his things. ‘Come on, guys. Best we obey the voice.’

‘I hope he didn’t hear my reaction,’ said Lopaka Liway, walking past them. ‘I wasn’t kind, or polite.’

With that, they hurried from the mess hall and headed left along the promenade. Gabriel List, the senior technician, was at his desk at the entrance of the sector, welcoming the students. When he saw Julius, he smiled.

‘Mr McCoy,’ he called. ‘How are you? Did you have a good summer?’

‘Yes, thanks Mr List. And you?’

‘I was kept very busy repairing our Holopals because of ... well, you know. Any more problems with Meditation?’

‘No. The first lesson went fine. I think I’ll be all right.’

‘Good. On you go now. Professor Beloi doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’

Julius went back to the others and together they caught the elevator down. When they reached Level -5 there was only one door open, so they headed inside.

‘Whoa,’ Julius gasped, looking around him with wide eyes.

Morgana, Faith and Skye stared, awestruck at the sights in front of them.

They were standing on a stone ledge no more than a few feet wide, overlooking a massive labyrinth of mirrors. The ledge ran off to either side of them, and followed the edges of the square room. As the rest of the Mizkis arrived for class, Julius and several others were running excitedly here and there along it, exploring the labyrinth with their eyes. The light was reflecting off the mirrors in all directions, creating shiny shapes against the walls.

‘Good morning, Mizkis,’ said the same voice in Julius’s mind.

He looked around, searching for the source of it. Without the sound, it was impossible to tell where it was coming from.

‘Over there!’ cried Lopaka, pointing at a small circular platform, which was hovering above the labyrinth.

The students faced towards it and bowed. The platform moved closer to where they were gathered, along the ledge, and Professor Beloi bowed in return to the students. He was a tall man, with broad shoulders and a short, thick neck. His eyes and hair were dark brown, and he had a quite remarkable handlebar moustache.

‘Since, no doubt, you will be wondering why I do not speak, let me explain it to you now. I have always believed that actions are better than words when it comes to learning. Therefore, forty years ago, I decided to stop talking altogether. Telepathy was to become my sole means of communication, and, if I was to master it to perfection, I was going to have to practise it constantly.’

Julius was stupefied. He couldn’t imagine spending even one hour without talking, never mind forty years. No wonder this guy was the best in the world.

‘You are all capable of receiving messages from experienced teachers like myself, but less so at transmitting to, or communicating with, other less accomplished people. This year, we shall practise transmission, and the many valuable uses of this White Art. I understand that it might be frustrating at times, but necessity is the very best reason for learning.’

Julius watched, enthralled, as Beloi moved closer to the ledge.

‘I want you to pair up now. One person from each couple will join me on my platform and I will place them in random parts of the labyrinth, while the rest of you up here will guide them toward the centre of it, using only your minds to communicate the directions to them. As you can see, the ledge follows the room around, so make good use of it.’

Julius was sure all the others would probably try to pair up with him, given his skills, but in fact the four of them just stood there facing each other.

‘This is ridiculous,’ said Morgana, shaking her head. ‘We can’t all pair off with Julius. Skye, you want to join me?’

‘Madam,’ he replied, with a little bow.

Julius looked at Faith. ‘What’s it going to be?’

‘I’ve got a bit of a sore head, actually,’ said Faith with a sly grin. ‘I’ll go in and you guide me out, methinks.’

‘OK,’ said the Professor, in their heads again. ‘The fifteen who are going into the labyrinth, come with me.’

So Faith, Morgana and another thirteen students hopped onto Professor Beloi’s platform, and were dropped off at different points along the labyrinth’s perimeter.

‘Remember, guides, you cannot talk and you cannot use your hands either. To the person in the labyrinth, I would suggest a little meditation for a few minutes, to clear your mind. It’ll make things easier.’

While Faith meditated, Julius took the opportunity to study the labyrinth’s layout. It seemed simple enough and, by the time Faith was ready, Julius had almost memorised the path to the centre.

‘OK, fly-boy,’ said Julius to Faith. ‘Can you hear me?’

‘Loud ... clear ... you?’ Faith’s voice in his head sounded a little disjointed and faraway.

‘Sort of. Try to concentrate harder on each individual word. Visualise them in your mind.’

‘I’ll try. That better?’

‘Yes, much. You ready?’

‘Is me skirt metal? Sure am.’

Julius smiled. ‘Keep facing that direction. Start walking and take the first left.’

Faith began to move, and spent the next twenty minutes following Julius’s directions. Occasionally, Julius would ask him to focus more, especially when he took the opposite path to the one advised, or got so disorientated that he would walk straight into a mirror. But he was still the only student in the labyrinth making any progress at all.

‘Almost there. Take the next left, then the second on the right and Spock’s your uncle.’

‘Ain’t you handy to have around?’ said Faith, emerging in the centre of the labyrinth. ‘I’ll just sit here then, and wait.’

Julius smiled contentedly. He had wanted to make a good impression on the teacher and was sure he had done just that. As he looked at the other students, he had to hold back his grin. Barth Smit, notorious menace, was bouncing from mirror to mirror and was sporting a swollen forehead as a result. Siena Migliori and Astra Evangelou were both trapped in the same corner  in the absence of any clear directions, they were trying to feel their way out. Morgana, meanwhile, was advancing slowly but steadily along the maze, while some others were still sitting at their starting positions, like Jiao Yu, her new roommate. The temptation to give them a hand was strong, but Julius thought better of it.

When all the stragglers  some with the teacher’s help  had finally been rounded up in the centre of the labyrinth, Professor Beloi gave them a fifteen minute break, and then made them swap roles. It was Faith’s turn to guide Julius through the maze, and he did so rather well. It wasn’t quite as quick as when he had been doing the guiding but, despite that, he was the first to the end point.

‘I still think it’s ‘cause you’re good at receiving,’ said Faith, while they were waiting for the others to finish.

‘Maybe, but you know how to use telepathy, Faith, or you wouldn’t be here on Zed. You can do just as well as me.’ Faith made no reply so Julius let the topic drop.

By the end of their first lesson, everyone had tried both roles, with different degrees of success. Professor Beloi had not made any individual evaluations, probably a good thing given that some of the students hadn’t actually made it to the centre, but he promised them more of the same for the next few lessons.
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For the next three weeks, Julius and the Mizkis got busy adapting to their second year subjects, both the old and new ones. So far, there were no troubling topics for him  in fact, he was doing rather well. It made him think that perhaps Freja had done a good thing by telling him that he was a White Child; he felt as if that knowledge had given him a little more confidence when it came to learning new things. Morgana had noticed this too, and had mentioned it to Julius on a few occasions. But then again, Morgana had always believed in him and his abilities, so maybe she didn’t really count. What was beyond question, though, was that Julius was very happy with his start of term and hoped to keep it that way for the rest of the year.

September quickly came and went, and October brought glimpses of Satras and of a new gaming season. They were only to be allowed back on the third weekend of the month, which for Faith meant no birthday presents for another two weeks. Despite that, Julius, Morgana and Skye made sure he got a nice chocolate and carrot gateau for his birthday dinner  courtesy of Felice Buongustaio  with fourteen candles to blow out.

‘Thanks, guys,’ he said that night, passing slices of cake around the table.

Julius, Morgana and Skye had transferred fifteen Fyvers into Faith’s account, as a present.

‘Any idea what you’re going to buy?’ asked Morgana, licking her fingers.

‘Actually, between upgrades for the PIP-chip and the shields, I have no idea. I guess I’ll just have to wait and see what they’re selling in Going Spare.’

‘What about your skirt?’ asked Julius, ‘Can you still get gadgets for it?’

‘I think so, but I forgot to mention it. Pit-Stop Pete wants to see me for a skirt-service.’

‘That sounds fun,’ said Skye, ramming an entire slice of cake into his mouth.

‘Very,’ said Faith, ‘if I was a Ferrari. By the way Skye, you can’t eat the candles.’

Skye stopped chewing, produced a blue wax ball from his mouth and put it down on his plate, while the others observed him with silent, comical looks on their faces.

‘You really are a human trash compactor  you know that, right?’ said Julius, amused.
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On Saturday the 16th of October, Julius met the others at Tijara’s main gate at eight o’clock sharp. It meant getting up as early as a normal school day but, given the number of people that would soon be clogging up the Intra-Rail System, it was well worth it. A handful of 1MJ students were also waiting for the train, chaperoned by a couple of Mizki Seniors.

‘I wish someone had warned us last year to make sure we got here before the masses,’ said Morgana.

‘I almost got me new skirt torn off of me, the crowds were so bad!’ added Faith, reminiscing.

‘That might happen again, and worse, if you don’t move away from the tracks by the way,’ said Julius, dragging him back away from the edge of the platform.

When the train arrived, they boarded it without any difficulties and, following two brief stops for the early birds from the Tuala and Sield schools, they reached their destination. After a whole summer away, walking through the gates of Satras and standing on the terrace overlooking the emerald lake felt like a sweet homecoming to them.

‘I so missed this place,’ sighed Morgana.

Julius looked past the lake and the hundreds of shops flooded in neon lights, to a tall tower protruding from the Moon’s jagged rocks and stretching all the way to the ceiling  the Hologram Palace, home of the Skirts.

‘I know we can’t play yet,’ he said to the others, ‘but let’s go sit in the arena later on. I wanna check the score boards and see what’s been going on.’

‘Afraid someone’s beaten your Solo score?’ said a voice behind him. Julius whirled around in surprise, and saw Bernard Docherty standing there.

‘Hi Julius, how’s things?’

‘Bernard. Have you met my friends?’

‘Everyone knows the Skirts,’ he said jovially.

Julius noticed the pinkish wisps emanating from the tops of his friends’ heads. It seemed a compliment from Docherty was enough to get them blushing.

‘So, what’s up, McCoy?’

‘Just shopping. They’ve implanted our shields, so we can’t play until November.’

‘I remember that day, all right. It’ll be worse when you get the chips in your feet, trust me. Well, maybe we’ll meet in there this year,’ he said pointing at the Palace. ‘Enjoy your day.’

They watched as he boarded one of the platform lifts into Satras with two other Mizki Seniors, and waited for the next one so they could go too.

‘He’s a nice guy,’ said Morgana, observing him from afar. ‘I mean, he’s made Zed history with his Solo record so he could easily have been a real stuck-up number because of that. But, in fact, he’s quite the opposite.’

Julius nodded in agreement. He remembered the first time he had seen him, in the garden of Tijara. He had been surrounded by girls and boys, all positively spellbound by him. Now it made sense. He was a gracious winner, in true Tijaran style, and he hoped that one day he could follow suit.

As they stepped off the elevator, a unanimous vote called for an opulent breakfast at Global Brioche, the only place in Satras where you could find all of the different foods used for breakfasts around the world. A few minutes later, armed with custard-filled doughnuts in one hand and lattes in the other, the Skirts discussed the plan of attack for the day. Once they had managed to prise Skye from the pastry display, they headed straight for Going Spare, which they were very keen to explore. As he stepped inside the shop, Julius was immediately struck by the number of gadgets and gizmos spread over the seemingly hundreds of shelves.

‘I could waste the whole day in here,’ he said to no one in particular.

There was no answer from the others. Like a flock of oversized magpies, they were completely mesmerised by the shiny objects. Knowing that he needed to do other things that morning, he decided it would be best to ask for help, and walked towards one of the shop assistants. He asked to see the colour choices for the shields and was led towards a display.

‘Choose the one you like,’ said the man, ‘and then put your arms inside these tubes, with the chips under the light. I’ll do the rest.’

His favourite colour was sapphire blue, so he told the assistant and placed his arms in the tubes. The man selected the required tones for the colour and when the light shone over the scars on Julius’s forearms, he pressed a button and a needle shot down into the chips. Julius flinched, expecting to feel the usual sharp pain, but it didn’t arrive.

‘Is that it?’ he asked, quickly massaging each of the tiny scars.

‘Yes. When you use the shields for the first time, you’ll see. It’s beautiful. Anything else I can help you with?’

‘I would like more memory for the PIP, a different colour for my holoscreen  red this time  and an Earth Link so I can video-call home, please.’

‘Coming right up,’ said the man.

In ten minutes, he had fulfilled all of Julius’s requests, for the price of thirty Fyvers. Each week the students could earn up to ten Fyvers to spend in Satras, depending on how well they had performed in class and, since Julius had done really well and couldn’t spend any of his money on games, he had enough for the upgrades and a long overdue haircut.

‘Guys, I’m going to head over to the Barber of Seville,’ he said to the others.

‘Wait for me,’ said Faith from where he was standing, by the till. ‘I need a trim too.’

‘I’m meeting Kaori for more shopping and lunch,’ said Morgana, who was still browsing over the merchandise. ‘How about we meet at one in the Palace arena?’

‘Fine by me,’ said Skye, ‘This morning I’m sort of busy ... with ... just busy.’

‘Who are you meeting?’ asked Julius with a knowing grin.

‘No one,’ said Skye, vaguely.

Julius and Faith quickly moved over and cornered him.

‘Go on! Tell us,’ said Faith.

‘Wait!’ said Julius. ‘Don’t tell me  it’s Ife, right?’

‘Maybe. Well, OK. Ife is far too old for me, so I decided to bring it down a level or two.’

‘Yes but who then?’ persisted Faith.

‘You don’t know her. She’s from Sield School: Pippa Coleman, 3 Mizki Apprentice.’

‘And when did you meet her?’ asked Julius in surprise. ‘You haven’t really left Tijara that much.’

‘I’m good at social networking,’ said Skye, proudly. ‘That’s one good use of the PIP-chip.’

‘You’re quite something, you know that?’ said Faith, amused. ‘Will we see you at one?’

‘Of course. Friends before girls, right?’

‘Don’t let Morgana hear you saying that, ever, if you know what’s good for you,’ said Julius, ‘OK then, we’ll see you later.’

They waved to Morgana and left the shop and then burst into laughter. It took a while before they were able to stop again.

‘What is he like?’ said Faith. ‘And how many crushes is this now?’

‘The third since August, including the teacher. But never fear, we have another seven months until the end of the school year.’

‘Anything could happen between now and then,’ added Faith, grinning.

When they entered the barber shop, a short, dark haired man came quickly to welcome them in and ushered them into two of his high leather chairs.

‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ he said with an obsequious bow and the vocal flourish of a tenor. ‘My name is Figaro Rossini, factotum and owner of this fine establishment. Now, from the obvious absence of facial hair, I assume that you are here for a haircut, no?’

‘To be sure,’ said Faith. ‘See if you can untangle this brown carpet parked over me head please. Not too short though.’

‘Right away, sir,’ said Figaro, tipping Faith’s head back and beginning to wash his hair in a basin of water that was attached to the back of the chair.

Julius relaxed in his own seat, which Figaro had reclined to make him more comfortable.

‘Sir,’ asked Faith, ‘I don’t mean to be out of place, but am I right in saying that your name is related to the name of this shop?’

‘Why, yes! Figaro was the barber of Seville, in the opera by the Italian composer Rossini, my ancestor. Hence my name. My family built this shop in the days when Marcus Tijara and Clodagh Arnesh were first founding the Zed Lunar Perimeter. But I am very surprised that you know of this opera.’

‘I’m Irish, see, but me mum’s family is Italian. They used to play loads of opera in the house.’

‘Well, good for you! It’s truly a balm for the spirit.’ As he said this, he turned on the stereo and selected the opera in question.

Julius waited patiently for his turn, enjoying the music and the smell of aftershave permeating the leather of his chair. Figaro meanwhile had removed the basin of water and was vigorously drying Faith’s hair. The sound of the barber working as he snipped away rapidly at his friend’s locks was almost hypnotic.

When Figaro finished with Faith, he moved over to Julius, attached a clean basin of water and washed his hair, then tilted the chair upright once again. ‘What shall it be for you, young master?’

‘I like my hair longish, but the jagged strands are getting out of control. They need to be less Amazon Forest and more botanical garden type of vegetation.’

‘I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘Just tidy it up, please,’ said Julius.

When they left Figaro, Julius and Faith looked a lot neater than when they had entered.

‘Let’s just grab some food and go to the Hologram Palace. There’ll be plenty of entertainment there, till the others arrive,’ said Faith.

‘Sure, and it’s free. I don’t want to finish all of my money today.’

So they stopped by one of the many stalls along the Emerald Lake and bought sandwiches and a litre of freshly squeezed carrot juice to share. When they reached the Palace, dozens of 1MJ boys and girls were populating the courtyard, some looking rather lost and scared.

‘Surely we weren’t like that, last year?’ said Julius, sitting down on one of the large steps of the arena.

‘Of course not,’ answered Faith, unconvincingly. ‘Besides, I was too busy dealing with Somers  he did have a way of gettin’ me goat up.’

‘You always managed to put him in his place though, Faith.’

‘But it’s a shame I lost me temper with him  he wasn’t really worth it. I should have known better.’

‘No one could blame you for that. He insulted you at every opportunity. Heck, I would have done the same thing.’

‘I’m fine with me disability, Julius. Well, at least I’m comfortably resigned to it. I’ve gotten used to the stares, the pity and sometimes even being treated like I’m second class, or a freak,’ said Faith. ‘Certain things you can’t change, and the more I get upset or frustrated about it, the more time I waste, when I could be using that time to find ways of getting around me problems. You would have thought that, with all the technological discoveries we have, somebody would had invented a cure for folks like me, but no.’

Julius stared at his feet for a moment, reflecting on Faith’s words. For a start, he was surprised at how much Faith had just told him. This year Julius had already been taken by surprise with the remark about his lack of chances with girls, and now this. Julius thought he sensed a hint of frustration in his friend’s voice but, try as he might, he couldn’t actually see any form of coloured wisp above Faith’s head, a sign that he was probably suppressing his emotions pretty well. Still, he was glad that he had opened up to him. It meant he was trusted at least.

‘Ah, don’t be too harsh on yourself, mate,’ he said, eventually. ‘You’re a really funny guy so even the worst of your wisecracks makes people like Somers look like the idiots they are. See, that’s one way of getting around the problem. Besides, everyone needs to let off steam sometimes. We’re only human, after all! Well OK, maybe not you  you’re pretty much a cyborg already.’

Faith laughed heartily and punched Julius on the shoulder. ‘Don’t worry. You’ll get there too one day.’

‘At the rate they’re going with these augmentations, it’ll be earlier than we think.’

They finished their food in silence while staring at the scoreboards in the arena. Julius was curious to know exactly why Faith was unable to walk, but he knew better than to ask, or to probe around in his head with the aid of mind-skills. Faith would tell him when he was good and ready, so Julius would simply wait until then.

At one o’clock, Morgana and Skye joined them on the steps. According to the charts, the Skirts still held the record for flying games among the first year students.

‘Guys, what do you say we start this year with a fight?’ said Morgana, looking at the scoreboards for the team fighting contests. ‘There aren’t any particularly impressive records up there, and I bet you no one will be able to beat our Flight score for a long time.’

‘I like that idea,’ said Faith.

‘Why don’t we play the first one against the computer?’ said Julius, ‘To see what it’s like.’

‘Sound,’ said Skye. ‘Are we still only competing against teams from our own year?’

‘I’d prefer that, if it’s all right with you guys,’ said Morgana. ‘At least for now.’

Julius and the others nodded in agreement. They spent the afternoon wandering around the arena, checking out newcomers and meeting up with students from the other schools. Julius and Faith even managed to drag Skye away from the crowd to enquire about his date, but he was rather mysterious about it and would not share any particulars, with the excuse that it wasn’t the gentlemanly thing to do. Julius told Skye it was very thoughtful of him to not kiss-and-tell and so they stopped pestering him. It was just before eight o’clock when they returned to Tijara for dinner. Given that his wrist wasn’t hurting too much anymore and that he was dying to use some of his gadgets for the PIP, Julius spent the evening chatting with his family on his new Earth Link from the comfort of the Juniors’ common room.
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