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Part One: Capacity

 ASF Flight Training Base Ashiya, Shinden, Allied
Clan Worlds, 236/8/29.

Wisps of high cloud
were the only thing in the sky, aside from the blazing-hot sun. It
was perfect weather for flying, assuming you had access to sunblock
or Shade spells, and there were plenty of people doing just that.
Without any form of mechanical flying machine. Once again, the
student president of the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery was
visiting the Shinden Aerobatics Competition on the penultimate day
– the last day for the juniors – to cheer the school’s team on to
victory. This year it seemed that the SAS2 team was more
in need of the morale boost.

‘We didn’t do
so well in the obstacle courses,’ Francis Goretti explained,
‘though the speed runs were still comfortably ours. As for the
freestyle… The Daison team have markedly improved from last year
and we have not.’

‘We have gone
backward,’ Carlton Horne said, less charitably.

‘Oh,’ Mitsuko
said. ‘Prognosis?’

‘If everything
goes perfectly, we’ll still take first place. If everything
goes perfectly.’

They were
speaking in the tent the school had been provided with to
coordinate their efforts. It was large, and it was as busy as the
year before, but there was a definite atmosphere of depression
about the place which had not been there a year ago.

‘I haven’t had
much time to watch the teams this year,’ Nava said. Unlike the year
before, she was in her school uniform, the new one with the gold
trim of a student official. She was now the captain of the School
Security Force and figured that she should show it.

‘The SSF kept
you busy,’ Francis said. ‘And it’s not your job to watch them. We
could have used you at the war games. With Naomi no longer
participating, things there got tight. We scraped first
place.’

‘Unfortunately,
had I been entered into the competition, I’d have had to drop out.
We had a rather busy week just before the games.’

‘We were
off-world,’ Melissa said. ‘We actually got back the day before the
war games started.’

‘Sounds
interesting,’ Francis said, ‘but since you’re not giving much
detail, and Nava is involved, I’m going to assume you can’t talk
about it.’

‘Why because
I’m involved?’ Nava asked.

‘Well, you
are a Greyling…’

‘That’s
probably a valid point. Anyway, I would have been pushed to attend
the war games.’

‘I thought this
year’s team looked a little less put together than last year’s,’
Melissa said. ‘I’m not the best judge, but there’s room for
improvement. We lost too many good flyers to graduation, I
think.’

‘Correct,’
Carlton said. He was chairman of the Flight Club while Francis was
the head of the overarching Extracurricular Activities Committee.
At this time of year, Francis was a sort of over-leader for both
the Flight and MagiTag clubs. ‘Unfortunately, the new influx needs
more time to catch up to the ones we lost.’ He paused, frowning.
‘The business with the drugs did not help in the least.’

‘It sounds,’
Mitsuko said, ‘as if I’d better go around and give some pep
talks.’

‘That would
probably be welcome, Suki,’ Francis said.

‘I’ll leave you
to it,’ Nava said. ‘If I give them pep talks, they’ll likely end up
doing worse.’

‘You just don’t
want to do it.’

‘Well, you’re
not wrong…’

~~~

The SAS2
team were in the air and, as far as Nava could judge, they seemed
to be doing pretty well. Melissa seemed to concur.

‘They’ve
improved since I last saw them,’ Melissa said. ‘Precision is good.
Bryana has really got the lead out of her flight suit since the end
of term.’

‘Bryana?’
Mitsuko asked. They were in the stands to watch the display. It was
better than watching on a screen in the tent.

‘Bryana, uh,
Ilbert Morgan. Fairly small girl with short, blonde hair. She was
the weakest on the team. Now she’s looking pretty good. Amazingly
good.’

Mitsuko
frowned. ‘I hope that isn’t indicative of us having a Crystal Mana
problem again.’

‘I won’t say
it’s impossible,’ Nava said, ‘but there have been no signs of it.
Perhaps your pep talk had a miraculous effect.’

‘Well, it would
be nice to think so.’

‘I wonder what
they’ll end on this year,’ Melissa mused. ‘I doubt they’ll want to
repeat the passing heart from last year.’

‘I’d imagine
we’ll find out soon enough.’

And then
something happened that meant they did not. The team were
performing some sort of crossing manoeuvre. Three flew in from each
end of the field with the intention of passing each other over the
centre at some speed. Nava’s somewhat accelerated perceptions
caught the first sign that something was wrong before it became
obvious, and she was rising from her seat before everyone else knew
what was happening. One of the girls, not especially large and with
blonde hair, shifted slightly as the gap closed. Her pose changed
from a streamlined dart into something less aerodynamic as she bent
at the waist, her arms lifting toward her head. Then she was
falling, dropping out of the air and narrowly missing a second girl
just below her and to the left. It was an entirely uncontrolled
fall, and she was falling over thirty metres toward the grass
below.

‘She’s going to
crash!’ Melissa exclaimed.

‘What–’ Mitsuko
began. ‘Where did Nava go?’

Melissa pointed
out to where the blonde girl had hit the grass. ‘She’s out there.
But a fall from that height… I don’t think even Nava’s magic is
going to be enough.’

~~~

‘The probable cause of
death was a broken neck,’ Nava said. ‘She hit the ground headfirst.
Humans aren’t designed to take impacts like that.’

‘Uh, no,’
Francis said. Nava suspected that her flat delivery was causing him
some disquiet. She had expected him to have worked out that she
talked like that at all times by now.

‘The cause of
her cause of death is another matter.’

‘I’m
sorry?’

‘She appeared
to be in some discomfort before she fell. I believe she was
reaching for her head. As though in pain. I’ve requested that the
autopsy results are passed on to the SSF. It’s a courtesy thing
since we really have no jurisdiction here, but there seemed to be
no issue. When those arrive, it’s possible that we’ll know
more.’

‘I’d appreciate
being kept up to date on the matter.’

‘I’ll brief the
student council at the first opportunity.’

Francis nodded.
‘We’ve had to withdraw from the competition, obviously. The
officials suggested we forfeit the freestyle and be judged from the
score we have, but we’d gain nothing and, frankly, the entire team
is crushed. I would very much like to know how Bryana Ilbert
died.’

‘Both the ASF
and SSF will investigate,’ Nava said. ‘If there’s anything to
discover, we’ll find it.’

‘Meanwhile,’
Mitsuko said, ‘I’ll go talk to the team. Melissa, would you
accompany me? You have a very sympathetic face and I think that
will be needed.’

‘And once
again, I’m let off a task I’m entirely unsuited for,’ Nava
said.

‘You could be
sympathetic if you wanted.’

Nava shook her
head. ‘I am sympathetic, to some extent. However, no one would
believe it if I showed it.’

Trenton Mansion,
236/8/32.

The chime of Nava’s
ketcom seemed loud in the relative silence of the sun terrace. Nava
did not frown, because frowning was not something she really did,
but she turned her head to look at the offending device where it
lay on a table just out of reach. She would have to get up to see
what it wanted and, right now, she did not want to.

‘Going to see
what it is?’ Melissa asked.

‘I’m
considering the matter,’ Nava replied.

Melissa’s
ketcom was considerably closer to her because, despite the fact
that Melissa was just as bikini-clad and relaxed in the sun, she
was being disturbed more often. There was not much summer holiday
left and, as the student council’s secretary, Melissa was being
bombarded with information from the administration. ‘I don’t see
why I’m the only one who should have to get up every two minutes,’
she said.

‘We enjoy the
view when you do,’ Mitsuko said. ‘It’s all good.’

‘Huh.’ Everyone
had been a little surprised when Melissa had decided that topless
sunbathing was acceptable this time. Melissa had a voluminous bust,
double-D and very rounded. Spectacular, when she could be persuaded
to show it off, which was infrequently. Her shyness was fading,
slowly but surely, and might even have been shifting toward mild
exhibitionism under the right circumstances. Like in complete
private on a walled terrace on a massive estate where she would
only be seen by close friends.

Courtney had
joined her three friends in partial nudity, though her enthusiasm
was not that great. Her boyfriend, Kyle, had returned to the ASF
following a two-week convalescence at the mansion. She missed him
horribly and was still waiting to hear whether he would be
returning to Beherbergen.

Nava swung her
legs off her lounger and picked up her ketcom. Responsibility was
sort of a basic in her personality and she had known she was not
going to be able to avoid it for long. ‘It’s from the ASF officer
handling Bryana Ilbert’s case. The autopsy report.’

‘What does it
say?’ Mitsuko asked. Despite her comment about viewing Melissa, she
was lying on her lounger with her eyes closed. She was also coated
in enough sunblock to resist a radiation accident.

‘I read very
quickly, Suki. I don’t absorb the electrons through my skin.’

‘I’m suddenly
disillusioned.’

‘Hm.’ There was
silence for another couple of seconds. ‘As I suggested, she died
when her spinal column was disrupted.’

‘But what
caused her to fall?’

‘That’s the
thing. If she hadn’t hit the ground like that, there’s a fairly
high chance she would have been dead soon anyway. There’s evidence
of severe neurological damage. She might have lived, but it seems
relatively unlikely.’

‘She was
on Crystal Mana?’

Nava shook her
head. ‘No evidence of any drugs in her system and, while Crystal
Mana overdose does result in neurological collapse, this was not
the same thing. The report states that large areas of her brain
were, well, burned. The suggestion is a major electrical discharge,
but there are no signs of such a discharge hitting her and the
pattern suggests the origin of the discharge was within her
brain.’

‘Magic then,’
Courtney said. ‘That’s not a spell I’ve ever heard of, but it
sounds like she was murdered.’

‘The ASF are
considering it a suspicious death and looking into it further, but
at this point, if sorcery was used to kill her, it’s unlikely
they’ll get very far. They’ve never encountered a spell like that
either.’

‘Dana Hillam
all over again.’

‘Hopefully
without the stalking.’

236/8/32.

Michiko was at
breakfast in a one-piece swimsuit with a scarf atop it, knotted
over her chest and falling to her knees. She looked cute enough to
rot teeth. Melissa sort of melted on seeing her, especially when
the diminutive copy of Mitsuko executed a perfect little bow on the
group’s arrival.

‘Good morning,
Onee-chan,’ Michiko said, all formality. ‘Good morning, Courtney,
Melissa, and Nava.’

‘Good morning,
Michiko,’ Melissa said. ‘You look very sophisticated in that
outfit.’

‘Thank you,
Mel,’ Michiko replied. ‘I intend to spend today with my Onee-chan,
so I have to look like I belong.’

It was the four
friends’ last day at the mansion before they returned to school.
Courtney had no real reason to before term started, but she had
little else to do with Kyle back at work. Mitsuko and Melissa had
council business to take care of. Nava had both council and SSF
business. Michiko had been enjoying them all being there,
especially Mitsuko, and this last day was to be spent together
since she might not see her beloved older sister for a while.

‘I’m sure you
will,’ Nava said. ‘You look… cosmopolitan.’

‘I don’t think
I really know what that means,’ Michiko admitted.

‘Well, that
makes two of us.’

~~~

‘Has anyone measured
her capacity?’ Nava asked. Michiko was demonstrating that she could
lift more than a sponge with her telekinesis.

‘I believe
she’s reached forty Tammys,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘She’ll be well into
the qualification range for the school by the time she can
enter.’

‘That’s enough
to learn basic Flight,’ Melissa commented.

‘I want to
learn to fly,’ Michiko said. ‘I’m not allowed to until I’m older.’
She did not have to concentrate too hard to float a plastic
bucket.

‘That’s
probably wise. Maybe next year.’

The tiny
sorceress nodded. ‘It’s my birthday soon. I’ll be twelve.’

‘It won’t be
too long before you can go to SAS-squared.’

‘She’ll enter
in two forty,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’d say “assuming she does,” but
stopping her is likely to be a futile enterprise.’

‘I’m going,’
Michiko affirmed. ‘I shall replace Onee-chan as student
president.’

‘I have no
doubt you will,’ Nava said. ‘The school will be in good hands.’

‘Will you go
with the combat stream or support?’ Melissa asked.

Michiko let the
bucket fall to focus on considering her answer. Waist deep in the
pool with a concentrated expression on her face and her pink
swimsuit featuring frills around the legs, she looked incredibly
cute. ‘I think I shall go with support. I may change my mind, of
course, but I think the support stream offers more variety. I do
not think I will turn to academic studies at the end, however.’ She
lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Metaphysics is
boring.’

‘That’s because
you haven’t got to the interesting parts,’ Nava said. ‘And, to be
quite honest, neither have we.’

‘It’s a long
way off anyway,’ Melissa said. ‘You have many years to reconsider,
Michiko.’

‘Yes,’ Michiko
replied. Her bucket lifted into the air again. ‘I don’t want to
grow up too fast. Nava says so.’ In truth, it was more than her
sorcerous capacity which had grown. She was around twenty
centimetres taller than she had been when Nava had first seen her
hiding behind her brother’s legs. Her face was starting to narrow,
her body was beginning to lose some of its roundness, and there
were hints that training bras might be in her near future. Little
Michiko’s body was catching up to her personality.

‘So I did. I
stand by my advice.’

‘Of course you
do,’ Michiko said in all seriousness. ‘You wouldn’t be Nava if you
didn’t.’

~~~

‘Pull.’ Nava spoke, but
it was Zackery, Mitsuko’s father, who raised his shotgun and
reduced the ‘pigeon’ to dust some thirty metres from where they
were standing on the mansion’s clay pigeon range.

They had
decided to take a leisurely hour shooting things before dinner and,
to spice things up a little, they were calling for each other’s
pucks to give a little more challenge. So far, that was not proving
to make things excessively difficult for either of them.

Technically,
Zackery was shooting in a leisurely fashion while Nava was
training. She had memorised the Magic Bullet schema at rank two
over the past few weeks, as well as making a few other adjustments
to her memorised spells, and she wanted to fully familiarise
herself with the more powerful spell. She could do that with Magic
Bullet; some of the other changes were more difficult to test
without demolishing the scenery.

‘Your turn,’
Zackery said. He backed away from the firing line to allow Nava to
step up. She had no sooner done so when he called out ‘Pull!’
Sneaky.

A small plastic
projectile was fired from a hidden launcher to Nava’s left. She
raised her SAH-301 to the level of her hip and fired. Without
aiming, the spell did not have its guided aspect, but even so the
target exploded twenty metres out as the ‘bullet’ of magical energy
hit it.

‘That was
mean,’ Nava said.

‘You still hit
it,’ Zackery replied. ‘Without aiming. You said the memorised
version was more powerful?’

‘Yes. I shot
someone on Beherbergen and he lived.’

‘Ah.’
Generally, when Nava used a lethal spell on someone, she expected
it to be lethal. As an ex-marine, Zackery could understand that at
least to some extent.

‘He’s blind in
one eye and has some cognitive impairment, but he survived to be
tried for treason. I’m told that’s better, but I’d have preferred
that he died under the circumstances.’

‘Of course.
Long pull.’

This time, Nava
raised her pistol and took a second to aim. It meant that the clay
was at a hundred and fifty metres when her bullet hit it, but
distance made no difference for aimed shots. The pigeon detonated
in a puff of red dust.

‘I think that
spell is quite lethal enough,’ Zackery commented.

Nava nodded.
‘It should do the job.’

Shinden Alliance
School of Sorcery, 236/8/34.

The SSF headquarters
room was basically empty. Nava sat at the head of the conference
table, but the only other person in the room with her was Vance
Shepherd Fosse. He was a fourth year, a veteran SSF member, and the
man Nava had left in charge while she was spending some time at the
mansion. He had also covered for her while she was on
Beherbergen.

‘Well, I didn’t
get any urgent messages,’ Nava said, ‘so I’m assuming that nothing
major happened.’

‘Nothing minor
happened either,’ Vance replied. He was a typically handsome young
man. His skin was a darker shade of white; his build was athletic
rather than muscular. His hair was a sandy blonde sort of colour,
cut into a short but fashionable cap. His best features were
probably his eyes which were a lovely shade of deep blue. ‘Well,
things happened, obviously, but it’s been quiet. Things will liven
up this week as the students start returning.’

‘That’s what I
thought, but it’s nice to have my suspicions confirmed.’

‘We heard about
the death at the aerobatics competition. You were there,
right?’

Nava nodded.
‘I’ll be briefing everyone at some point, but it’s been declared a
suspicious death. We will be investigating.’

‘Right. Crystal
Mana again.’

‘Unless it’s
some new variant, no. Have you heard anything suggesting we may
have another problem with it?’

Vance shook his
head. ‘Nothing. And no one’s mentioned anything in my hearing. It’s
usually more of an issue before the summer holiday. People
take it hoping to do better in the summer competitions. This year,
there hasn’t been even a whiff of trouble. But if it wasn’t that,
what was it?’

‘A very good
question, Vance. No one appears to have an answer, though someone
must know. Unless this was some sort of weird neurological
condition, I suppose.’

‘Drugs still
seem pretty likely.’

‘Yes. Yes, I
suppose that’s the most likely cause. Keep your ears open. We’ll
have everyone checking their sources when term starts.’

Vance grinned.
‘Our sources? Makes it sound like we’re really cops with snitches
to give us the low-down on the streets.’

‘I intend to
start wearing a fedora and trench coat when I’m sitting at my desk
which I will be storing a bottle of cheap whiskey in.’

‘You know, it’s
really hard to tell when you’re being sarcastic.’

‘You would not
be the first person to tell me that, Vance. If you’re the last,
I’ll eat my fedora.’

~~~

‘Well, we have the
Winter Ball coming up, and the Drama Club will be putting on
another production. Those are both a way off.’ Melissa was going
over the calendar for the benefit of the school’s student council.
As secretary, she was responsible for keeping the other members up
to date on things like that. She was good at it, and even capable
of telling them face-to-face to get their act together now. When
she had started, she had handled most of the council’s scheduling
by messaging.

‘Do we have
anything still hanging over us from last term?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘The summer
dance’s finances are all done with,’ Marie said. Marie Royce Sonkei
was the treasurer. She was almost back to behaving like her old
self after the stalking incident the year before. However, her
mission to bed every male student she could find seemed to have
slowed down considerably. ‘All in all, our budget is balanced and
we seem to be doing pretty well.’

‘It’s not from
last term,’ Francis said, ‘but the death of Bryana Ilbert at the
aerobatics competition is going to hang over the Flight Club for a
while.’

Mitsuko
frowned. ‘Yes. We know it wasn’t Crystal Mana. It might be an idea
to let that be known to a wider audience. Whatever killed Bryana
Ilbert, it was not taking drugs.’

‘That’s
conjecture at this point,’ Nava said. ‘We know it wasn’t any known
type of Crystal Mana. I’d keep it to that. The ASF are continuing
to investigate on their side. We’ll begin a proper investigation
here next week when everyone’s back. I plan to interview people at
Flight Club on the twelfth. It’s the first day they’ll be meeting
after term starts.’

‘There’ll be
some flying this Sunday,’ Melissa said.

‘Yes, but I’d
prefer to wait until everyone is back. Unless we get another
incident, obviously. But then we’ll likely have more to go on
anyway.’

‘What do you
think the chances are of us finding a culprit?’ Francis asked.

‘Slim to none.
At this point, we don’t know whether there is actually a culprit to
find. It’s possible that Bryana Ilbert had some exceptionally rare
neurological condition and this really is an unfortunate
accident.’

‘But you don’t
believe that.’

‘No. No, I
don’t believe that, but in our line of work, the ridiculously
improbable is almost routine. I’m keeping an open mind.’

236/9/6.

‘I am required, once
again, to make an announcement on Crystal Mana,’ Luca Newton said.
It was the first day of term and homeroom. There was the usual rash
of announcements to be made, but this one was a little out of the
blue and came as a surprise to Nava. Not that Nava showed
any surprise, but surprised she was. ‘Normally we only need to make
this announcement after the spring break, but–’ The teacher spotted
Nava’s hand in the air, frowned, and said, ‘Captain Nava
Greyling?’

‘Is this
prompted by the death of Bryana Ilbert Morgan, Miss Luca
Newton?’

Luca winced.
‘We were avoiding giving any names.’

‘Whether you do
or not, most of the school either knows of her death or will know
of it soon, including the circumstances. Making an announcement
like this, especially prefaced by “I am required, once again,”
makes the strong implication that Bryana Ilbert was abusing drugs.
There is no evidence that she was doing so. Neither the SSF nor the
ASF are investigating this matter as a drug-related crime. Were I
the Ilbert Morgans, I would be seriously considering suing the
school for defamation of character at this moment. I would be
willing to testify on their behalf.’

The homeroom
teacher opened her mouth to respond, paused, frowned, and then
looked down at her lectern’s screen.

Nava took this
as an indication that she should continue. ‘There has been no
evidence of Crystal Mana use on-campus this year, Miss Luca Newton.
I am not naïve enough to believe that no one has used it, but
anyone doing so did it privately and without coming to the
attention of the SSF. We do not have the mass use we did last year.
Drug tests carried out during Bryana Ilbert’s autopsy showed no
evidence of any known drug in her system. The circumstances of her
death have some similarities to a Crystal Mana overdose, but they
are not the same when examined in detail. I don’t understand how
the school came to the conclusion that a warning regarding Crystal
Mana was required.’ Nava looked around the room at the faces
looking her way. ‘We all know that Crystal Mana is not a good idea,
do we not?’ There were various affirmations from around the room.
Most importantly, no one looked sheepish or avoided Nava’s
gaze.

‘The statement
came directly from the principal’s office,’ Luca said. ‘I assumed…’
Her back straightened, even if the slight hunch had not been
previously noticeable. ‘An object lesson for you all. Never make
assumptions.’

‘I’ll contact
the administration and find out where this assumption began,’ Nava
said.

In front of
her, Melissa winced. Nava had sounded just as calm and indifferent
as ever, but Melissa knew her very well. Someone was going to get
it in the neck for this one.

~~~

‘So, I have a meeting
with Miss Joslyn Harris in twenty minutes,’ Nava said. Then she
took a bite out of the sandwich she was eating for lunch.

‘The VP?’
Carina asked. ‘Scary. Uh, not that you would be scared, Champion of
the Light, for your courage in the face of–’

‘I love it when
she forgets her Key to Darkness act and then tries to catch up,’
Melissa said. Carina scowled at her. ‘However, you’re right, Cari,
it’ll be scary.’

‘For Joslyn
Harris,’ Mitsuko said, nodding. ‘I must say, Cari, that I’m not
really convinced that Nava is a champion of light. She’s really
more of a dark goddess.’

‘I try,’ Nava
said.

‘Try to leave
Joslyn alive.’

‘There will be
no visible wounds.’

‘That is
not as encouraging as it might sound, Nava.’

‘I’m
aware.’

~~~

Seeing Joslyn Harris
Daison without the principal was something of a new experience for
Nava. It sometimes felt like they were attached via some invisible
chain. Then again, Nava had the deep suspicion that Joslyn refused
to allow Auberon Ewart Orlando out of her sight for fear of what he
might get up to. Today, however, Nava was meeting the vice
principal in the VP’s office, which was substantially smaller and
more business-like than the principal’s office. Here there were
actual filing cabinets and a desk which could have been in any
office in the building. The guest chairs were harder than the ones
in Auberon’s refuge as well.

‘I understand
you’re concerned by today’s announcement regarding Crystal Mana,’
Joslyn said.

‘No, Miss
Joslyn Harris,’ Nava replied. When they were around the principal,
he insisted on informality. At those times, Joslyn was Joslyn and
Nava was Nava. Nava suspected that Joslyn preferred a more formal
approach when Auberon was not around and, judging from Joslyn’s
reaction, she was right.

‘No,
Captain?’

‘No. I am
concerned for the reputations of the school and of a student who
has not been determined to have committed any form of crime. Bryana
Ilbert is dead and unable to defend herself. So, it seems, I must
step forward to defend her instead. Rather me than the Daison
clan’s lawyers, I think.’

‘I read your
report. Bryana Ilbert showed sudden improvement in her sorcery
prior to neurological collapse. We specifically avoided mentioning
her name in any announcements, but it’s clear–’

‘I am glad that
the reports I spend hours crafting get read by someone,’ Nava said,
‘but disappointed that they only read the first few paragraphs.
There is no evidence that Bryana Ilbert died due to any known form
of Crystal Mana and the evidence suggests something other than that
drug caused the damage to her brain. It’s in the report, Vice
Principal. Not mentioning her by name is not going to stop the
association being made. I would suggest that a… clarification be
issued tomorrow, stating that Crystal Mana was not involved in her
death. The warning can stand. We always get one, and I’m not going
to say that it’s unnecessary. However, the timing is not
appropriate.’

A little
surprisingly, Joslyn picked up on three words and ran with them.
‘“Any known form.” New formulations are not uncommon,
Captain. This could easily be one which escapes the normal methods
of detection and presents variant symptoms.’

‘Easily?’
Joslyn faltered a little under Nava’s stare. ‘Do you have
information relevant to this case, Vice Principal? If you know of
some new drug, you should–’

‘Of course I
don’t!’

‘Then, if I may
be direct, I don’t understand why you’re clinging to this with such
tenacity, against all the evidence and with the possibility that
the Daisons could win a lawsuit against the school should they
choose to file one.’

The VP was
angry. Nava could see that from the glare she was getting across
the desk. Joslyn had, perhaps, not had sufficient time to realise
that glaring at Nava was useless. Maybe she was just that
angry. However, there was another emotion hiding behind the anger
and Nava was not quite sure what it was yet.

‘Ah! How do you
keep such a straight face at all times?!’ Joslyn broke first, of
course.

‘Long years of
practice.’

‘You’re not
even seventeen.’

‘I started very
young and had considerable incentive to achieve my goals.’ Nava
took a leap of logic, otherwise known as a guess. ‘Someone you know
fell victim to Crystal Mana.’

Briefly, it
looked a lot like Nava was not going to get confirmation of her
assertion. ‘My eldest brother was having difficulty with his
studies. He became addicted and, when he finally sought help, the
withdrawal destroyed his ability to use sorcery entirely.’

‘I’m very
sorry.’

‘He eventually
killed himself. The shame was too much for him.’

There was not
much Nava could add to her previous commiserations, so she moved
on. ‘I understand your concerns, and I believe I now know why you
have such a formidable reputation as a stickler for the rules.
However, in this case, you have ignored them, Vice Principal. At
the very least, you’ve bent them as far as you could, and you’ve
begun the process of ruining the reputation of a woman who, so far
as all the evidence suggests, did nothing wrong.’

‘I’ll have the
clarification put in the morning announcements,’ Joslyn said.

‘Thank you,
Miss Joslyn Harris. I shall do my best to find out what was
responsible for Bryana Ilbert’s death. If it does turn out to be a
new drug, I’ll personally draft a warning for you to put out. I
know someone who was hooked on Crystal Mana too.’ Nava got to her
feet, turning toward the door to leave.

‘What happened
to them? The person you knew.’

‘They died.
Heart failure.’

‘I see. I’m
sorry for your loss, Nava.’

Nava considered
the statement. Losing Maya had been a loss, even if Nava had been
the one who killed her sibling. ‘Thank you, Joslyn.’

~~~

‘There will be
something in the morning announcements about it,’ Nava said over
dinner. ‘Hopefully, the Daisons won’t be tempted to do anything
after that. And I learned something about our VP I didn’t
know.’

‘It had to be
tough,’ Melissa said, ‘watching one of your family go through
that.’

‘I would
imagine it was. However, she shouldn’t have gone off half-cocked
about Bryana Ilbert’s death.’

‘Do you think
some dark magic was involved?’ Carina asked. She looked a little
too enthusiastic about that idea. It probably fitted nicely with
her delusion.

‘I have no
idea. If it was, it’s a form of spell no one’s seen before. And
this is hardly good dinner conversation.’

‘I asked, I
suppose,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Things are going well for you in class,
Cari?’

‘Uh, I suppose.
Yaeko, Sommer, and Dove are back to thinking I’m pond scum, so that
could be better.’ Carina straightened her back. ‘I have endured
worse and come through unscathed.’

‘Perhaps, but
if their bullying gets too bad, come to me or Melissa. Or your
homeroom teacher. The school does not condone bullying.’

‘It does not,’
Hoshi said, feeling that the word of a postgrad might add
weight.

‘Perhaps,’
Rochester said, ‘but it’s bad at dealing with it, which is why the
combat stream still gets away with being obnoxious.’ He glanced at
Mitsuko and added, ‘Some of the combat stream students,
anyway.’

‘Thank you for
the clarification, Chess,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’m aware that we don’t
live in an ideal society, however. Equality is a work in progress.
Also however, in this case it would be support-stream students
picking on another in their class. If it gets bad, Cari, report
it.’ Mitsuko developed a slightly malicious smile. ‘If I really
have to, I’ll get my father to mention it to Misaki.’

‘You don’t
think getting the Secretary General involved might be overkill?’
Nava asked. Carina blanched visibly, which was impressive
considering how pale her skin was.

‘That depends,’
Mitsuko replied. ‘It might be just enough kill, and you’re hardly
one to talk about overkill, Nava. Your idea of excessive
violence is strategic nuclear weaponry.’

‘You may have a
point…’

236/9/12.

It was Sunday afternoon
and Flight Club was in session, but Nava was not flying, a fact
which was mildly annoying her. She was also a little annoyed at how
difficult it was to get people to talk to her about Bryana
Ilbert.

Carlton Horne
was not exactly helping. He was fired up after the competition,
very keen to see improvement in the skills of the members. That
meant he was keeping people in the air as much as possible,
especially those on the competition teams who might have known
Bryana the best.

‘It’s almost
like you don’t wish to find out what happened to Bryana Ilbert,’
Nava said when her frustration had reached boiling point. Of
course, she said it in the same manner as she might have discussed
the weather, but Carlton caught the jibe easily enough.

‘Of course I
want to find out what happened!’ There was anger on his face and
his teeth were gritted. ‘I also want to be sure our next
competition–’

‘Which would be
next summer.’

‘Our next
competition goes better than the last.’

‘When it
happens next summer. In almost twelve months. When several of your
current team will have graduated and there will be many new people
in the team.’

‘Yes, but–’

‘Carlton Horne,
do I have to remind you what happened last year?’

‘No! What does
that–’

‘You had
nothing to do with the previous EAC chairman’s activities, but the
appearance of trying to squash the investigation is likely to make
people wonder why you’re doing it. I understand that you’re
disappointed with the club’s performance this year. Stopping me
doing my job is not going to help. Do I really have to order
everyone to SSF HQ for interviews? I have the authority to do so,
if required.’

‘I’ll have them
come your way in groups.’

‘That will be
fine. Make the freestyle team a priority.’

~~~

‘She was not our
strongest member,’ Rokurō Yamasaki Sonkei said. ‘Frankly, she was
borderline. We almost went with another girl, but Bryana was a bit
more of a team player. She struggled to keep up. That being said,
she did struggle. She fought to meet the challenge.’

‘And, on the
day, she seemed to be nailing it,’ Nava said. They were out on the
field, watching the rest of the aerobatics team running obstacle
courses. Rokurō was their captain at the competition, though he was
now stepping down since this was his final year at the school.
‘Until she fell out of the sky, obviously.’

‘Yes. Yes, she
was. The improvement was…’

‘The kind of
thing you’d expect from a Crystal Mana abuser?’

‘The thought
crossed my mind when I was watching her, but Crystal Mana doesn’t
produce an effect that pronounced. And the tests came back
negative, you said.’

Nava nodded. ‘I
did and they did.’ A more pronounced effect than Crystal Mana. Nava
had suspected the same, but it was good to have someone else
confirm it. ‘You said she was stressed about the competition.
Struggling to compete.’

‘I didn’t say
stressed, but we all were.’ He gave Nava a sidelong glance. ‘You’d
know if you competed.’

‘If you say so,
though you make my case for me, Rokurō Yamasaki. I fly to relax.
Was she stressed, or struggling, enough to try something new to
boost her talent?’

‘I don’t think
so, but you should ask Eunice Payton Kinnari. They were friends. I
brought both of them onto the team this year.’

‘Thank you,
I’ll make Eunice Payton my next interviewee.’

~~~

Eunice Payton was a
tall, shapely girl who probably looked good in the skin-tight
flight suits the club had made for competitions. That was probably
not why she had been selected for the team, however. She was a good
flyer, a talented sorceress, and committed to the team. She was
also committed to her dead friend.

‘People are
saying she took drugs or something. She wouldn’t do that.
Ever. She was getting stronger without. People will see that next
year. Would have seen.’

Nava nodded.
She had found that nodding to people making unsupported statements
was a good way to get them to continue without actually agreeing to
anything. ‘There’s no suggestion that she did take drugs.’

‘There are
rumours. Lots of rumours.’

‘There always
are. When we’ve uncovered the truth, we’ll put them to rest. Bryana
Ilbert was not acting differently before the competition? No signs
of increased or excessive stress?’

Eunice shook
her head. ‘I’d have known. She was stressed. We were all stressed.
Bryana wasn’t any worse than anyone else. She was determined to do
her best. She did do her best in the prelims.’

‘Are you aware
of any medical condition she might have had? Anything the school
may not know of.’

‘I thought this
was being treated as a suspicious death.’

‘If it were
not, I would be in the air and not down here keeping you from your
training. However, we can’t entirely discount the possibility of
some medical cause, so I’m asking you, and the ASF have requested
Bryana Ilbert’s medical records from Randalhome.’

‘Okay. No. If
there was anything, she never mentioned it. But the Morgans aren’t
the strongest of clans. Their genetic screening may not be the
best.’

‘True. Have you
seen Bryana Ilbert speaking or otherwise interacting with anyone
new? Maybe someone you don’t know from around the school.’

Eunice shook
her head. ‘No one. Well, I did see her talking to someone at the
competition, but that was like they had bumped into each other
randomly.’

‘What did this
person look like?’

‘Uh, a woman. A
little taller than you. Um, blonde hair… Yes, blonde. Pretty but
not exceptional. I only saw her for a couple of seconds.
Sorry.’

Nava waved the
apology away. ‘It’s probably not important anyway. Thank you,
Eunice Payton. Your input has been very useful.’

‘Has it?
Really?’

‘Of course.’
Well, all information was useful, even if all it did was suggest
that there was absolutely no reason for a young woman’s death.

236/9/14.

‘The ASF tell me that
there’s nothing in Bryana Ilbert’s medical records suggesting a
potential problem,’ Nava said. It was not the best lunchtime
conversation, but it was hardly the first time they had discussed
death over food and drinks. ‘Which leaves us with…’

‘Magic,’
Melissa said.

‘Or something
we have no idea about,’ Courtney added.

‘That about
covers it,’ Nava said. ‘Magic seems unlikely. Why would someone
target Bryana Ilbert? She was not important in the grand scheme of
things.’

‘It took
SAS-squared out of the competition,’ Melissa said. ‘Maybe one of
the other teams wanted to win really badly.’

‘I hope that’s
not the case,’ Mitsuko said.

‘It would be up
to the ASF to uncover that if it were,’ Nava said. ‘I don’t think
that’s what happened. Call it a gut feeling. I can’t shake the
feeling that Bryana Ilbert’s death was a side effect. I think the
intended result was her enhanced performance. Still, speculation is
not especially worthwhile without more data. To move the
conversation along, why are you so quiet, Cari?’

Carina looked
up from her food, blinked at Nava, and said, ‘I’m not–’ Then she
stopped in the face of Nava’s gaze. ‘I got a message from
home.’

‘Normally a
cause of celebration. Melissa frequently regales us with news from
Avorna. Admittedly, Courtney’s news from home–’

‘When I get
any,’ Courtney threw in.

‘–is generally
less pleasant, but you’re not estranged from your family.’

‘They want me
to go back. My betrothed has been making a lot of noise. He’s an
Adair and–’

‘You have a
fiancé?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘I think
“betrothed” is a better word for it. It’s been arranged since I was
five or something. Even after I sealed my power away, they still
want to go through with it.’

‘Your mother
was an Adair,’ Nava said.

‘Yeah, Felix is
my mother’s brother’s second son.’

‘Your
cousin.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘It’s not
actually illegal under Alliance law,’ Mitsuko said. ‘It is heavily
frowned upon.’

‘Tell that to
the Garavains,’ Courtney said. ‘My clan thinks interbreeding is
only a problem if you’re impregnating yourself.’

‘Such an
entertaining image,’ Mitsuko said, wrinkling her nose. ‘Get Kyle to
propose and you can stop being a Garavain entirely.’

‘Working on
it.’

‘Anyway,’
Carina said, ‘it’s been arranged. He’s already seventeen, so we
can’t get married until I am, but the Adairs are shouting for me to
go back to Grimalkin now because reasons. But they won’t
send anyone out to get me because they’re scared of Nava, so I’m
not really worried.’

‘Yes, you are,’
Nava said.

‘I’m n– How can
you tell?’

‘You didn’t say
they were scared of the Champion of the Light.’

~~~

‘Kyle is going into the
Diplomatic Protection Unit,’ Courtney said, her eyes on her
ketcom.

‘So is Naomi,’
Melissa said. ‘Four months of training followed by two of
on-the-job training.’

‘And then,’
Courtney went on, ‘they decide whether they like it. Or they get
moved because they’re bad at it.’

‘Naomi did
mention that as an option,’ Mitsuko said.

‘I was under
the impression that Kyle wanted a more active role in
policing.’

‘He did,’
Courtney replied. ‘He still does. Beherbergen shook his confidence.
He’s trying something new.’

‘Naomi said
that Kyle’s decision finally pushed him into the DPU,’ Melissa
said. ‘They can go through training together.’

‘I can see them
both doing well there,’ Nava said.

‘And it’s
relatively safe. Let’s not discount the fact that it’s relatively
safe.’

‘It is,’
Mitsuko said, ‘until it isn’t.’

‘I’m trying to
ignore that part.’

236/9/17.

‘Sitrep,’ Nava ordered
as she marched up to the two SSF officers standing outside the
senior refectory.

Skylar Keyes
turned to face her commanding officer with a look of consternation
on her face. ‘One of the fifth years went nuts,’ she said.

‘That’s not
helpful, Sky.’

‘Sorry, but
it’s true. She’s got six people trapped in Lightning Cage spells
and she’s throwing Slice at anyone who gets near. She’s been
ranting about them having it coming. She’s throwing some really
nasty stuff around. High-rank spells. We’ve got several injuries.
No one dead yet, but the ones in the cages aren’t going to last
much longer unless we get them out.’

‘Do we have a
name?’

Theodore Garver
replied. ‘Samanta Quintana Espanola. I checked her records. Combat
stream, fifth year. No problems before this, though there is a note
that she may be being bullied.’

‘Okay. I’ll
deal with this. Hold here and, if she somehow takes me down, hit
her with everything you’ve got.’

Skylar managed
a weak grin. ‘If she can take you down, boss, I don’t think
anything we can do can stop her.’

‘Hm,’ Nava
said. Then she vanished. Invisible, she drew her SAH-301 and
started into the refectory. As she did so, she cast Armour and then
Active Recovery on herself; her standard battle-set in place, now
all she needed to do was handle the situation.

The refectory
was a shambles. There were only seven other people in the room,
everyone else having cleared out when the trouble started. That
likely accounted for a number of overturned chairs and fallen trays
of food. It did not account for the damage to some of the serving
counters and a couple of tables. Something had sheared right
through the metal in several places. There was a leg gone on a
table and several slashes in the front of the serving stations
which seemed to indicate one spell had gone through several places.
If that had been Slice, it had been Slice at a ridiculous rank.

Toward the
middle of the room, six people were standing inside big bird cages
made out of bands of electricity. Lightning Cage looked like it
should be a support spell, something meant to capture a target. In
fact, the electricity was live, and anyone caught in it would
slowly die of electrocution. Or not so slowly if they struggled too
much. Another delightful feature was that it was contagious; if you
touched the cage, perhaps to free its occupant, you ended up in a
cage of your own. It looked like two of the victims were there
because of that.

Pacing in front
of the cages was Samanta Quintana, a tall, thin girl with long
black hair that seemed inclined to hide her face which was rather
gaunt looking. She was pacing and ranting, though the muttering was
largely indecipherable due to the low volume. Only the odd word
made it to Nava’s ears: ‘… bitches… bitches… coming… never
again…’

Well, the first
thing would be getting those people out of the cages. From the
looks of them, they were not going to be interfering when they got
free. They were already unconscious, if not dead. She wanted it
done quickly, so she improvised a higher rank of Dispel Magic than
she normally deployed and dropped it over the caged people and the
caster. To her slight surprise, only three of the cages vanished,
but what was probably an Armour spell on Samanta broke in a flare
of magic.

Instantly,
Samanta whirled around, arm raised, looking for whoever had
demolished her spells. As she let out a shriek of frustration at
not finding anyone, Nava dropped another Dispel Magic on the area.
The remaining cages popped and dropped their unconscious contents
onto the refectory floor.

‘Where are
you?!’ Samanta screamed. ‘Show yourself so I can–’

Nava was in the
process of getting an attack spell ready when Samanta cut off in
mid-shout and crumpled to the floor like a rag doll. She might have
been faking it, but Nava doubted it. She cancelled her Invisibility
spell and raised her voice. ‘Sky, Theo, get in here and start
checking the victims.’ Then she stepped closer to Samanta and
dropped to one knee, reaching for her neck.

‘What about
her?’ Skylar asked as she and Theo ran up to the little
tableau.

‘Well, we won’t
be charging her,’ Nava said.

‘What did you
hit her with?’ Theo asked as he checked another girl’s pulse.

‘I didn’t, but
I have a really bad feeling I know what the autopsy is going to say
killed her.’

~~~

‘Four dead,’ Nava said,
‘including Samanta Quintana. One of Samanta’s original victims
seems to have managed to cast Armour, which kept her alive. The two
men cast Armour on themselves before they tried to free the women,
which was what kept their heads above water long enough for my
Active Recovery to save them.’

‘Your power
overcomes all once again, Champion of the Light,’ Carina said. Once
again, they were discussing death over a meal, this time an evening
one.

‘Yes, I
suppose, and also no. I took two goes to dispel all the cages.
Dispel Magic is a contest of will and talent. The school records on
Samanta Quintana suggest that she was a mediocre sorceress, for a
fifth year at SAS-squared, but it took me two attempts to dispel
her magic. Her last capacity measurement was one hundred. She
should not have been able to throw around the Slice spells she was
using, and her cages were more powerful than her records indicate
she could cast.’

‘Still, you did
bring them down. You–’

‘You think this
is related to the Bryana Ilbert incident,’ Courtney said.

‘I know it is.
I asked them to put a bit of a rush on the autopsy. Her brain looks
like someone wired it up to a fusion plant. Whatever killed Bryana
Ilbert also killed Samanta Quintana. It enhances both capacity and
talent, and then it burns out your brain.’

‘Doesn’t that
make sense?’ Carina said.

‘Please
explain, Cari,’ Nava said.

‘Well, the
ability to process spells, capacity and talent to some degree, is
based on your ability to process information. If you increase the
firing rate of neurons, you increase your capacity to process
spells, but it’s bound to put some stress on your neural tissue.
So, you get a big boost in ability, but eventually it’s going to
take its toll.’

‘Makes sense,’
Courtney agreed.

‘Yes, but if
it’s not some sort of chemical enhancement, what is it?’

‘And what’s the
link to SAS-squared?’ Mitsuko asked. ‘Two of our students have been
affected. That suggests a link to the school.’

‘Two data
points does not a pattern make. However, I think we can make a leap
in logic here and assume that the school is being targeted or the
school is the source of the problem.’

‘Then this
won’t be the last, will it?’

Nava shook her
head. ‘I think we’ll be very lucky if we see no more bodies.’

236/9/18.

Taryn Borchardt Firmin
was having a bad day. It was Saturday, and she played MagiTag on
Saturdays, and that meant Saturdays were usually good, but not this
one.

First, the
senior refectory was shut down for repairs. That meant that
everyone was trying to eat lunch at the other one, which resulted
in horrendous queues. The SSF had had to put on extra people to
supervise. It was not so bad at breakfast and in the evening when
people used the smaller refectories around the campus and closer to
their apartments, but lunchtime was bad. It had taken forever to
get something to eat, and she had ended up rushing to get changed
and head to the MagiTag Club.

Second, her
team was getting roundly trounced by one of the other teams in a
capture-the-flag match. That should not be happening, but someone
on that team who had not previously been such a beast with a
MagiTag pistol was slaughtering his opponents. She could not even
remember the guy’s name, he was that unmemorable. Normally anyway.
At this rate, he would–

She noticed her
shoulder pads turning red and turned to look at the source of the
spell which had killed her. It was the unmemorable guy and he had
headshotted her with a pistol at twenty metres. That was just…
just… gah! He grinned at her. Grinned! Bastard! Then he turned
around, took a step away, and collapsed onto the floor of the
simulation room.

Taryn was not
the most compassionate of people, but that had not looked right,
and she was out of the game anyway. She rushed over toward the
fallen player and pressed her fingers to his throat. Then she cast
Active Recovery on him, even if she thought the chances were pretty
slim that it was going to do anything. And then she raised her
voice. ‘Man down over here! Man down! I think he’s dead. Someone
better get Nava Greyling in here.’

~~~

Nava looked down at the
body of Evander Windsor Daison with resignation in her heart. ‘He
was showing unusual ability and then he collapsed.’

‘He one-shotted
me from twenty metres with a pistol,’ Taryn replied. ‘That’s
your kind of accuracy and I didn’t even remember his name
until Sara said it. He was not that memorable prior to today.’

Sara Janvier
Sonkei, captain of the club, nodded. ‘He was enthusiastic, but not
really that good. He was on fire today.’

‘I’ll get the
autopsy rushed through, but I think I know what we’re going to
find,’ Nava said.

‘Crystal Mana?’
Taryn asked. ‘I don’t think that stuff accounts for–’

‘It won’t be
Crystal Mana. I don’t know what it is, but it’s lethal and our
students keep dying from it. I need to talk to his friends. Anyone
who’s been with him today before the match started.’

‘I’ll get them
organised,’ Sara said. ‘But I’ve not even heard a hint of anything
new that gives this kind of enhancement.’

‘No,’ Nava
said, ‘neither have I.’

~~~

‘It could be a
new drug,’ Melissa suggested. The evening meal was being eaten
around the table in the lounge, but the discussion was death
again.

‘It could,’
Nava agreed. ‘It has to be something that’s been kept amazingly
secret, but it’s not impossible.’

‘Pretty
unlikely,’ Courtney said.

‘Agreed, but I
think I’ll get additional tests run anyway. Maybe they can find
some sort of residue if they look hard enough. I’ll ask the ASF to
do the same with Bryana Ilbert, if they haven’t already.’

‘We could get
the university to run some magical analysis tests on the bodies,’
Mitsuko suggested. ‘I know it’s unlikely this long after the event,
but they may find traces of magic.’

Nava nodded.
‘Okay.’

‘We could get
Chess to run a search to see whether there’s anything in the
literature about this kind of thing,’ Melissa said. ‘He’ll rope
Hoshi in. Between them, they could find a two-sentence mention
about anything in a couple of days.’

‘Still not over
the break-up then, Mel?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘Of course I
am! But I don’t mind giving him extra work now and then when the
situation demands it.’

‘She used to be
so innocent.’

Nava nodded. ‘I
blame you. You’ve corrupted her.’

‘I have not!
I’m innocent too!’

There was a
second of silence before Courtney said, ‘No one is buying that,
Suki.’

‘Yeah, I
know.’

236/9/20.

‘You didn’t need to
spend all of Sunday doing this, Chess,’ Nava said.

It was Hoshi
who actually answered. ‘It was interesting. A-and we didn’t spend
all of Sunday searching the academic document lists.’

‘We took
breaks,’ Rochester said. ‘For coffee and such.’ His cheeks
suggested that Hoshi was referring to something else entirely. ‘It
was, however, interesting. There have been multiple attempts to
produce a systematic increase in the capacity of magicians. One
such, of course, was discovered by you last year, Nava.’

‘Hugo Milton,’
Nava said.

‘Precisely.
Obviously not relevant in this case since these people were not
attached to a massive computer. However, Hugo Milton did make some
other suggestions earlier in his career. Some of those were among
the reasons his clan exiled him.’

‘Oh?’

‘He suggested
introducing electrodes into the brain and stimulating the nerves
directly,’ Hoshi said. ‘It’s not an uncommon idea. We found
multiple instances of it being proposed, far fewer of it actually
being implemented.’

‘Those that
were implemented at best gave no positive results,’ Rochester
continued. ‘Most resulted in permanent loss of brain function in
one way or another. The magicians involved frequently lost the
ability to use magic or had it severely reduced.’

‘We really have
to find better things to talk about while eating,’ Melissa said,
though it did not seem to be stopping her from finishing her
lunch.

‘Probably
true,’ Nava agreed. ‘None of the victims so far have shown any
signs of having electrodes inserted into their brains. It’s
difficult to see how that could have been done in the timeframes
we’re talking about, to be honest.’

Rochester
nodded. ‘We need a wireless approach, and it has been tried.’

‘Yes, but most
of those experiments are worse than the wired ones,’ Hoshi said.
‘None of them were carried out in Alliance space, by the way. We
found reports of attempts made outside the Clan Worlds. They all
stem from an accident which happened fairly early on in magical
history, so to speak, back on Earth. A sorcerer was hit by a
massive dose of radiation because of a badly tuned medical
instrument. For about sixty-five minutes, he exhibited a massively
increased capacity and greater talent. And th-then he died in a lot
of pain.’

‘Massively
increased?’ Nava asked. ‘Do we know how massively?’

Rochester shook
his head. ‘This was before a systemised mechanism for capacity
measurement was implemented. We know he was able to utilise magic
he could not normally achieve.’

‘Because he
used it to kill most of the staff involved in the accident and
demolish half the hospital,’ Hoshi added. ‘The police couldn’t get
near him because he was able to create a very effective
Armour spell. Anyway, various people have tried to repeat the
process without the agonising death. No one has succeeded.’

‘And no one
recorded as having gone through one of these procedures has shown
any increase in capacity,’ Rochester said, ‘though most of them did
die, frequently instantly. We did find a doctoral thesis combining
the electromagnetic process with ideas from Hugo Milton’s papers.
It was written by Karsyn Spence Garnet. Apparently, he still works
here.’

‘Oh, really?’
Nava said. ‘Do you know him, Hoshi?’

‘I recognised
his profile picture, that’s about it. He’s quiet. So am I, but he
is quiet. He’s doing pure metaphysics research. There’s no
indication that he has practical engineering skills, and his thesis
was also purely theoretical. There’s no indication that he even
knew how to build a device which could implement his ideas.’

‘But someone
else might have. I’ll speak to him. At the worst, he may have some
insights into what could be doing this.’

236/9/21.

Karsyn Spence was not a
big man. He was not especially fit or attractive. He was average.
Average brown hair and eyes, average looks, wearing average clothes
and sitting in an average office in one of the research buildings.
If you managed to look him in the eye, there was a sharp
intelligence there, but he avoided Nava’s eyes for almost the
entire interview.

‘No, I never
built a prototype,’ he said when asked. ‘Not even to try on
cultured neural tissue. I was told in no uncertain terms that tests
on humans would be unethical, so there was no point in implementing
my ideas. I moved on.’

‘I see. That
was probably good advice, considering the history of similar
experiments.’

‘I believe it
would have been a matter of fine-tuning. My ideas could have been
made to work, but… Anyway, I’ve never been that good with my hands,
if you will. Building a test unit would have been next to
impossible without help.’

‘Has anyone
ever shown any interest in building a practical device?’

‘Never.
Frankly, I’m amazed that anyone uncovered my thesis. It was filed
away as they all are. I doubt anyone else read it until you found
it.’

‘I didn’t. I
have some friends who know how to work the search engines. But I’m
hardly alone in that. You’re sure that no one has ever approached
you about–’

‘If they had, I
would have told them what I was told. It’s unethical and,
potentially, lethal.’

Nava nodded and
turned to leave the small office. ‘Thank you, Doctor. I’m glad
we’re on the same page.’

~~~

‘Bastard was lying to
me,’ Nava said. The sentence was delivered in a flat tone without
rancour as she forked rice into her mouth. It was almost as though
she did not care. Those who knew her knew otherwise.

‘What about?’
Mitsuko asked.

‘That I don’t
know. I’m not sure whether he was lying about building a prototype
or someone showing an interest. He was defensive the entire time I
was talking to him. Just in case he is the one behind this, I’m
having him watched.’

‘That needs a
lot of resources,’ Courtney said. ‘You won’t be able to keep it up
for long.’

Nava nodded.
‘Agreed, but these incidents have been getting more frequent. I
don’t think we’ll have to wait too long before another one
happens.’

‘And,
hopefully, you’ll get to him before he uses his device on anyone
else,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Hopefully.
That’s assuming there is a device, of course. It’s not impossible
that Doctor Karsyn Spence is just a nervous man and I intimidated
him.’

‘Oh, Nava, how
could anyone be intimidated by little you.’

Nava favoured
her girlfriend with a look. ‘I can tell when you’re being
sarcastic.’

‘Me? I’m
entirely innocent.’

There was a
snort of laughter from Courtney. ‘Still not buying it, Suki.’

236/9/24.

‘He basically does
nothing,’ Theodore Garver said. He was reporting to Nava along with
the rest of the team she had put together to tail Karsyn Spence.
‘He goes to his office in the morning, eats lunch there, and then
he goes back to his apartment. He doesn’t go out.’

‘It’s Friday,’
Skylar said. ‘Maybe he goes clubbing on Friday night.’

‘You
think?’

‘Well, not
really.’

‘Same with
everyone else?’ Nava asked. There were nods from around the table.
The table was, in fact, a bit small now; if the whole of the SSF
were in, there were not enough seats. ‘Okay. We’ll keep this up
over the weekend. If he hasn’t done anything by Monday morning,
we’ll call it off.’ She looked around the table once again,
receiving more nods, and stopped at a raised hand. ‘Six, you have a
question?’

Sixte Wescott
was one of the junior members of the SSF, even if he was a third
year. His uncle was Nava’s boss in the ASF, though he never used
that to gain advantage, possibly because he knew it would not
actually gain him any advantage with Nava. ‘It’s not about the
surveillance. I was wondering whether you’d got anywhere with
replacing the members we lost.’

Nava had three
people to replace after sixth years dropped out to concentrate on
their finals. She had expected it to happen, but she had already
brought in a bunch of new people when she took over from Courtney.
Finding more was going to be difficult. ‘No. I’m considering
waiting on those replacements until next year and bringing in first
years. We have more people than the SSF customarily employs anyway,
so it shouldn’t be a problem.’

Sixte nodded.
‘Sounds good.’

‘Traditionally,
there hasn’t been much use of first years in the SSF,’ Theodore
said.

‘Courtney tried
to get me to join last year,’ Nava pointed out.

‘Well, yes, but
you weren’t exactly an ordinary first year.’

There were a
lot of nods from around the table. Nava was not sure whether to be
concerned or flattered. ‘I’m going to see what talent there is and
work from there. If I end up having to go elsewhere, so be it.’

‘Flexibility is
always a good thing.’

‘Ooh, kinky,’
Skylar said. Her risqué joke was slightly marred by her cheeks
colouring. Skylar was not really that confident, even if she looked
like she should be. Being in the SSF was helping develop her
personality which had, previously, been very much that of a
follower. Then again, Sixte also started blushing when Skylar’s
words sank in.

Nava did not
help. ‘Thank you, Theo, for your endorsement. I’ve never had any
complaints about my flexibility.’ Moritz Evered put his hand up.
Nava nodded to him. ‘Mori?’

‘Captain, since
you have a girlfriend, I believe this banter constitutes a
violation of Alliance regulations on cruel and unusual punishment
for all the men in the room.’

There was
laughter from around the table which almost covered Skylar
muttering, ‘Why’s it limited to the men?’

‘I apologise if
I’m torturing you, Mori,’ Nava said, ‘but you probably did
something to deserve it.’

Moritz looked
like he was going to protest, but then he sagged, adding extra
effort to his attempt to look downtrodden. ‘Yeah, you’re right. I
probably did.’

236/9/25.

Nava was just wrapping
up lunch and was about to head out to join the team tailing Karsyn
Spence when her ketcom buzzed. She glanced at it, saw who was
calling, and answered. ‘Theo? What’s up?’ This was different from
her usual reaction to her ketcom buzzing in previous years; ever
since taking over the SSF, she got a lot more calls than she had
before.

‘We lost him,’
Theo said from the other end. ‘I don’t know how, but we lost him.
Building security says he left his apartment about ten minutes ago,
but we haven’t seen him come out. Skylar’s checking the cameras,
but we’re just not seeing him. It’s like he vanished.’

‘Draft in some
extra people and do a search of the building. I’m going to check
somewhere else.’

‘Okay, boss.
Where are you going?’

‘MagiTag. It’s
Saturday afternoon. I think he’s going to try boosting someone else
in the MagiTag Club.’

~~~

The problem, of course,
was that he could be anywhere. For all Nava knew, Karsyn was
outside the building, waiting to intercept someone going in. All
she could do was watch as much of the simulation room the club was
using as possible and hope that she spotted the researcher before
he used the thing on someone.

She had
informed Sara Janvier and Francis Goretti, and they were watching
for any signs of Karsyn too. Francis was the head of the
Extracurricular Activities Committee, but he had a habit of turning
up to MagiTag meetings and backseat driving the club he had once
run. Nava was not concerned about that now; she had more eyes on
the objective, and that was what was important.

After about
forty minutes, she had even more eyes as her subordinates turned
up, reporting that Karsyn was nowhere to be found in his apartment
building on the edge of the Estate. They had reviewed external
cameras and found no sign of him, but he was not home.

And it was
twenty minutes after that when Nava spotted the blonde. A blonde
woman a little taller than Nava herself, pretty but not
exceptional, and dressed as a student. Nava could not recall ever
seeing her before, but she matched the very broad description of
the woman Eunice Payton had seen talking to Bryana Ilbert at the
aerobatics competition, and she was doing nothing aside from
watching the club members as they ran about shooting each other
with magic bullets. There was something distinctly off about her,
but then you got spectators at club meetings from time to time,
people watching to see whether they might want to join. And ‘pretty
blonde’ was not much of a description to work with…

~~~

The blonde pushed away
from the wall she was leaning against and started walking toward
the side of the room where a group of ten players were getting
ready for a battle royal match. As she walked, she pushed aside the
left side of her skirt and took a small pod-like device from
beneath it. The pod had a single button on it, and it fitted into
her palm such that it was barely visible. She walked toward the
group of players with a slightly uneven gait, as though she was
unused to walking in heels which every female student was required
to, much to Nava’s consternation. You got used to it, however, and
this woman had not.

As she
approached the group, she raised her arm, pointing the pod at one
student standing near the edge and grinning at a joke someone had
just told. The woman’s thumb moved over the button, and then her
arm was twisted and wrenched upward. There was a hum from the pod,
but whatever energy it had discharged was spent on the ceiling. The
arm moved down again sharply and, to those watching, it seemed that
the woman pivoted about something which was not there to land hard
on her back.

Nava appeared,
still holding the blonde’s wrist. ‘I suggest you stay down,’ she
said, ‘because breaking your arm would make my day. Now, let’s see
who we really have here…’ There was a flicker of collapsing magic
and the blonde woman became a brunette man, still in the uniform of
a female student. Karsyn did not fill out the bodice anywhere near
as well as his alternate form had. He glowered at Nava. ‘Karsyn
Spence Garnet,’ Nava said, ‘you are under arrest for multiple
counts of murder and probably something to do with illegal human
experimentation. Also, learn to walk properly in heels before you
pretend to be a SAS-squared student. That was a dead giveaway.’

‘A Disguise
spell?’ Carlton asked as he arrived from the control room at a dead
sprint.

‘Yeah. But
transforming yourself with illusions doesn’t help if you can’t act
like whoever you’re imitating. Could you retrieve that gadget of
his?’

Carlton picked
up the pod and turned it over in his hand. ‘Did he use it on
anyone?’

‘The ceiling,’
Nava replied. ‘No one’s dying for one of his trials today.’

‘That’s what
you think,’ Karsyn said. He raised his left arm and pressed the
button on a second pod before anyone could stop him. His eyes wild,
he smiled at Nava. ‘You’re going to pay for interrupting my
work.’

‘Fuck!’ Carlton
exclaimed. ‘We need to get you to the infirmary.’

‘There’s
nothing they can do,’ Karsyn said. ‘Can you feel the power coursing
through you, Nava Greyling? Your capacity has increased to two
hundred and fifty Tammys. Your ability to manipulate quintessence
has been maximised. Can you feel it? What will you do with it
before your time runs out?’

Nava looked
down at him for a second, considering. ‘Well,’ she said calmly,
‘the first thing I’m going to do is punch you in the face.’

‘What?’

Nava drew back
her arm…

~~~

Nava sat in a room in
the infirmary, atop one of the beds, wearing a cap with wires
coming out of it. The wires were connecting her to a machine beside
the bed which was showing a number of traces on a screen. Other
wires were connected to a more standard ECG machine, showing heart
rate, blood-oxygen level, and blood pressure. Everything looked
normal though…

‘Your EEG is
not normal,’ Tanzi Royce Sonkei said. She was probably the best
medical technician the school had, and she was disconcerted at
Nava’s calm demeanour.

‘With respect,’
Nava replied, ‘you have nothing to compare it to.’

‘That’s true.
Magicians generally show elevated brainwave activity, but this is
something else again.’

‘But Nava’s
ab-bility to process information is r-rather high,’ Melissa said.
She was in a chair at the side of the room, looking nervous.
Compared to Mitsuko, however, Melissa was a study in calm.

‘I called my
parents,’ Mitsuko said, not pausing as she paced the end of the
room with a scowl on her face. ‘We’ll get the best neurologist
there is out here. I just hope it’s fast enough.’

‘Unlikely,’
Nava replied. ‘No one has survived more than about an hour after
he’s used one of those things on them and it’s been…’

‘Seventy-five
minutes,’ Tanzi said. ‘That’s since you were brought in.’

‘Add another
ten. I believe his device malfunctioned. Or perhaps he missed.’

‘Hm. I want to
keep you in here overnight to be–’

‘I am not
spending the night wearing this cap, Tanzi. I very much doubt that
complete neurological collapse is something you can treat, even if
you are monitoring me when it happens.’

‘Well, no…’

‘We wait for
the neurologist,’ Mitsuko said. ‘We’ll see what they say.’

Nava considered
sighing for effect and rejected the notion almost immediately. ‘If
it makes you feel more comfortable.’

‘It does.’

‘Very well, but
if nothing’s happened by now, I really don’t think it’s going
to.’

~~~

‘I don’t want to say “I
told you so,” but I told you so.’

Mitsuko scowled
at Nava across the coffee table, and their evening meal. ‘I was
worried.’

‘I
noticed.’

‘You might have
died.’

‘That was very
unlikely.’

The neurologist
had turned up after another thirty minutes. He was an older man,
one of the Maki Sonkeis which Mitsuko’s mother had belonged to
before her marriage. There had been tests. Lots of tests. All the
results had come back the same: Nava was as fit as the proverbial
horse. There was no sign of neural injury.

‘Okay,’
Courtney said, ‘why didn’t it affect you, Nava? I don’t think you
believe that stuff about it misfiring.’

‘No, you’re
right, I don’t,’ Nava replied.

‘I’d have
thought impending death might have made your icy mask break,’
Mitsuko said. ‘You didn’t seem scared at all.’

‘I admit to a
moment of panic when he fired the thing.’

‘Then–’

‘But then he
explained what was going to happen to me, and I stopped panicking.
I suppose I wasn’t absolutely sure it wouldn’t kill me, but I had a
strong belief that it would not.’

‘Because?’
Courtney asked.

‘As Karsyn
Spence explained it, my sorcerous capacity would rise to two
hundred and fifty and it would maximise my ability to manipulate
quintessence.’

There was
silence for a second while Nava’s housemates tried to work out why
that had been enough to make Nava think she would be okay. Melissa
got there first, at least partially. ‘But your capacity is three
seventy, and if your quintessence manipulation isn’t already at
maximum, there is no maximum.’

‘Precisely.
While it would take some analysis to work it out for sure, I
suspect that the victims died because their brains couldn’t handle
the processing speed the device forced on them. My brain already
processes information faster than that. Ergo, it was unlikely that
I would suffer the same effect as the others.’

‘Huh,’ Courtney
said. ‘In a reverse of the usual saying: no gain, no pain.’

Nava nodded.
‘Perhaps if a greater amplitude were used, I might have been in
trouble. As it is, I think there are other students here who could
have survived it. Not that I plan to test that theory. I’d rather
his “capacitator” was destroyed along with all his research notes,
but I think the cat is out of the bag on this one.’

‘Someone will
try to continue his research.’

‘Probably.’

‘But it kills
people,’ Melissa said.

‘So do nuclear
weapons, but that did not stop their development.’

‘I… suppose
not. Did he really call it the capacitator?’

‘He did.’

Now that the
demise of her friend was off the table, Melissa’s nervousness was
gone, mostly. She giggled. ‘That would never have worked. His
marketing team would have had to come up with a better name.’

‘The
brain-burninator,’ Courtney suggested.

‘I don’t think
that would help sell it. The enlarginator, because it enlarges your
capacity.’

‘You do not
have a career in marketing, Mel,’ Mitsuko said. ‘How about… the
navainator, because it makes you about seventy percent as good as
one Nava.’

‘You’re all
mad,’ Nava said. ‘Why do they all have to have “inator” at the
end?’

‘I don’t know,’
Melissa replied. ‘They just do.’

‘Oh. Well,
that’s probably why Karsyn Spence’s idea sounds wrong. He should’ve
gone with capacitinator.’

‘No… No, I
don’t think that works either. What would you have called
it?’

‘That’s easy.
I’d have called it trash.’


Part Two: Matrimonial
Strife

 Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden,
Allied Clan Worlds, 236/10/12.

‘We’re home,’ Melissa
called out as she carried her overnight case in through the door of
the house.

‘We’re in the
lounge,’ Mitsuko called back.

Dumping her
case, Melissa went through the door on her right and into the
lounge, followed fairly closely by Courtney who was looking happier
than she had in a while. Her boyfriend was happier, and staying on
Shinden, so Courtney was happier.

‘Did you have a
good time?’ Nava asked. She was lying on one of the sofas with her
head in Mitsuko’s lap. She looked very comfortable.

‘I did,’
Melissa replied.

‘So did I,’
Courtney added. ‘It’s a lot easier to like the world when your
boyfriend isn’t over a hundred and thirty light-years away.’

‘Wouldn’t
know,’ Nava said. ‘Don’t have a boyfriend.’

‘You know what
I mean. Show them the things, Mel.’

‘Things?’

Melissa
produced a pair of cards, about ten centimetres by six, from the
smaller bag she was carrying and stepped forward to hand them to
Nava. Nava looked at them and then handed one to Mitsuko.

Mitsuko read
briefly. ‘A party?’ The cards had embossed writing on them
highlighted in silver. Hers invited her to a party at the Himura
family estate. Presumably, Nava’s was similar.

‘The Himuras
are holding a party,’ Courtney said, ‘and we’re all invited.’

‘It’s at the
start of the autumn break,’ Melissa said, ‘so it shouldn’t be a
problem attending. Naomi says he’ll arrange transport.’

‘Another armed
tiltrotor?’ Nava asked.

‘I don’t think
it’ll necessarily be armed.’

‘It’s further
to the Himuras’ place than it is to ours,’ Mitsuko said. ‘They may
send something a bit faster. I don’t see a reason not to
go.’

‘Your parents
have been invited.’

‘I see. So,
this will be the first time you’ve met Naomi’s parents, Mel?’

Melissa
grimaced. ‘Don’t remind me. Naomi had to do a lot of persuading,
but Kyle’s invited too, so I’ll have a lot of support. I can do
this. I bet Nava didn’t even have a moment’s worry over meeting
your parents.’

‘I did,’ Nava
said, ‘though that was more not being sure what they were like than
over them being Suki’s parents. In the end, I discovered that I
like them.’

‘Well,
hopefully the same will be true of Tomoko and Haruki. That I’ll
like them, I mean. And that they’ll like me. I haven’t saved their
son’s life.’

Nava nodded
slowly. ‘That may have been a factor. But you did help to save
Kyle’s life. It’s not Naomi, but I think it demonstrates that you
have it in you if it were needed.’

‘Well, do you
think you could tell them that?’

‘If the Himuras
are anything like the Trentons, they already know.’

236/10/19.

‘Are you ready for the
wilds of Shinden, Cari?’ Mitsuko asked.

Carina
grimaced. ‘No.’ It was the time of year when the first-year
students were dispatched for a week of ‘survival training.’ It was
more of a survival experience than training, and there was little
chance of anyone not making it through the week, but for people
used to very civilised conditions, survival week was not something
to be enjoyed. ‘It’s getting cold. And wet. It’s getting cold and
wet, and they’re sending me to tramp through a forest with wild
animals and–’

‘There’s
nothing wild about the forests on Shinden,’ Nava said. ‘There are
no indigenous animals likely to hurt a human. Shinden is an
entirely man-made environment.’ She gave a slight shrug. ‘So is
Grimalkin, but the “men” were Harbingers and they did a more
complete job.’

‘Oh. Well, it’s
still cold.’

‘Only to
someone used to a hot planet. You have Resist Cold.’

‘But it’s still
wet.’

‘You can run
Umbrella continuously.’

Pouting, Carina
covered her pause to muster more arguments by eating some of her
curry. It was not easy to chew and pout at the same time, but she
was doing her best. ‘It’s going to suck,’ she finally said, ‘but
suffering is to be expected in this time of great trials. I will
battle through and emerge triumphant.’

‘Good
recovery,’ Melissa said. ‘Is Trudy going with you?’

‘She’s looking
forward to it. Of course, it doesn’t rain where she is. Or get
cold.’

‘Actually, I
have no idea whether it rains there,’ Nava said. ‘If it rains here,
I’d imagine there must be some element of it which falls there. Not
that it would be solid. You’re probably right about it not getting
cold, though.’ Nava turned her head to fix Rochester with a look.
‘Given that I’ve only ever been there naked, I’d have noticed if it
got cold.’

‘Am I ever
going to be forgiven for that?’ Rochester asked in something of a
whine.

‘It was a bit
of an oversight,’ Hoshi said. ‘Something to put in the notes,
perhaps.’

‘I wonder if
you can have sex there,’ Mitsuko mused. Rochester’s cheeks went
from a little pink to incandescent in under a second.

‘I don’t see
why not,’ Nava said. ‘With someone who was there with you,
obviously. You can’t even touch someone in this reality. It’s not
even that good for voyeurism since the colours are all sort of
muted.’

‘Trudy can use
Telekinesis on things in this world,’ Carina said. ‘I bet you could
improvise enough strength to do some naughty things across the
barrier.’

‘Naughty
things?’

‘It’s not like
I’ve ever had a boyfriend. The only friend I had before
coming here was Trudy and she’s not interested in that stuff. Uh,
everyone else was scared off by the weight of doom hanging over me,
obviously.’


‘Obviously.’

‘Well, you have
friends now,’ Melissa said.

‘Yes,’ Carina
agreed, ‘I have friends now. So why aren’t they stepping in to
rescue me from the horrors of a week without a good bed?’

‘Fate calls
upon you to suffer these trials of fortitude,’ Nava said. ‘Who are
we to stand in the way of fate?’

‘That’s just
evil.’

‘I do try.’

236/10/22.

‘I’m not pushing hard
yet,’ Mitsuko said, ‘but I’d like to know how things are
progressing with the Winter Ball.’ The student council was in
session, briefly, at lunchtime. There was not a lot going on
needing their attention. Next term it would get far busier but
leading up to the autumn break there was nothing much
happening.

‘The budget is
fixed,’ Marie Royce said. ‘The same as last year, which should be
viable considering the current economic stability.’

‘The Art Club
hasn’t really started working on the sets yet,’ Francis said. ‘It’s
in the “picking a concept” stage. If we have any input, now’s the
time to put it forward.’

Mitsuko nodded.
‘Everyone give it some thought and we’ll try to get them any ideas
by the start of break.’

‘I’ve thought,’
Nava said. ‘I have no ideas.’

‘Because it’s
you, I’ll let that stand.’

‘What are the
Drama Club doing this year? Is there any chance of being ambushed
into another production?’

‘After last
year,’ Francis said, ‘they were almost disbanded. We cut their
budget, so I think they’re doing some sort of minimal thing. Very
arty. Esoteric maybe. Frankly, I doubt they’ll have much of an
audience.’

‘I feel
somewhat sorry for some of them,’ Nava admitted. ‘It wasn’t the
entire club who tried to scam me. Still, my anxiety is eased. I’ll
sleep well knowing I won’t have to go through that again.’

‘There is no
way you were anxious.’

‘I certainly
was. I was worried about how I’d stop myself going on a killing
spree if they asked me again.’

‘You’re the SSF
captain this year,’ Mitsuko pointed out. ‘You’d have had the
perfect excuse to say no.’

‘Well, true,
but a killing spree would still have been very tempting.’

‘It was
that bad last year?’ Marie asked.

‘Yes. Yes, it
was.’

Idai na Kado
Foothills, 236/10/23.

‘Why aren’t you cold?’
Yaeko Himura demanded. ‘You always complain about the cold.
Just something you do to attract attention, I suppose.’

It was hardly
warm, tramping through the foothills of one of Shinden’s rather
unimpressive mountain ranges on the fourth day of their adventure.
They were fairly far north, which meant the growing cool of a
Shinden autumn was made worse by latitude and altitude. Not
that there was much of the latter. Still, Carina was toasty warm
inside her combat suit and the reason for that was obvious to
anyone who thought about it for a couple of seconds.

‘I cast Resist
Cold on myself,’ Carina said.

‘Oh.’ Yaeko was
momentarily lost for a comeback. She figured she should probably
have thought of that herself. Then again, she did not know anyone
who had the spell memorised, except Carina of course. ‘That seems
like a fairly worthless spell to have learned.’

‘Not when you
come from a planet with a climate forty degrees warmer than the one
you’re moving to. It has utility for combat situations in cold
climates, and it will be very important when the icy
Darkness falls upon us all.’ She should not have added that
last part, but it was something of a compulsion for Carina.

‘Still harping
on about that ridiculous delusion? You are not special,
Carina Schwartz Malkin. There’s no secret society trying to– Ah!’
Not looking where you were putting your feet when walking up a
slope was not the best of ideas. Yaeko discovered this as she
stepped on a patch of loosened shale and her foot slipped, twisting
as it deposited her ignominiously onto the ground. She did manage
to catch herself with one hand, thus stopping her nose from
impacting the thin soil, but that was about the best of it.

Yaeko’s two
friends, Sommer Chevalier and Dove Harris, rushed over to her while
Carina watched. She would have helped but she knew the two
wingwomen would be in there like a shot and she did not really like
Yaeko that much. They lifted Yaeko to her feet easily enough, and
that was when the real problem revealed itself. When she put weight
on her right foot, she let out a shriek of pain which attracted the
attention of their instructor, Sienna Acker Fosse.

‘Is someone
hurt?’ she called back from the front of the group. ‘Everyone take
a rest while we sort this out.’

‘You scraped
your hand too,’ Carina noted. ‘Of course you’re cold if you’re not
wearing your gloves.’

‘Just… shut
up,’ Yaeko snapped. ‘I think my ankle’s broken.’

‘Unlikely,’
Sienna said as she walked up to the group. ‘It may be strained.
We’ll need to brace it and hope–’

‘Give me your
hand,’ Carina said. She had pulled off one of her gloves and was
holding her bare hand out to Yaeko.

‘Why?’ Yaeko
asked. ‘What are you going to do?’

Carina rolled
her eyes. ‘My dark destiny does not involve me being out here any
longer than I have to be. With your foot in a brace we will have to
move slower, so I’m going to heal you.’

‘O-oh.’ Yaeko
took Carina’s hand and, a second later, she was enveloped in a
soft, golden light. After only a second, she relaxed visibly.
‘Th-that’s much better.’ Sommer and Dove let go of her arms and she
took her full weight on both feet without discomfort. Yaeko was a
bully and had far too high an opinion of herself, but she was also
a Himura Sonkei and manners had been drilled into her from a young
age. She bowed to Carina. ‘Thank you, Carina Schwartz.’

Sienna nodded
approval. ‘Good work, Carina Schwartz. I have no idea what your
dark destiny is, but your healing magic is certainly up to
requirements.’ Sienna was a big woman with the heart of a pit bull
combined with a drill sergeant, but she gave credit where it was
due.

‘Thank you,
Captain,’ Carina replied.

‘I didn’t know
you knew Heal Injury,’ Sommer said in something of an accusatory
tone.

‘You’ve never
asked. I know a lot of spells. I’m a Malkin.’

‘That probably
explains everything about you,’ Dove said.

‘Well,’ Carina
said, ‘not really…’

Shinden School of
Sorcery, 236/10/27.

‘I figured a weekend of
rest would mean you were over your walk in the mountains,’ Nava
said.

Carina was
picking at her lunch. She had skipped Flight Club on Sunday,
claiming that she needed to rest after her survival week, but it
appeared that she was still suffering. Appearances were, however,
deceiving. ‘It’s not that. I got another message from home.’

‘Are they
trying to get you to go back again?’ Melissa asked.

‘Felix is
coming out to Shinden to try to persuade me. Well, it actually says
“to bring me back.”’

‘What’s the
point?’ Rochester asked. ‘You can’t marry him for at least a year.
Why not let you stay here until then?’

‘Felix is a bit
controlling.’

‘Does the
message say when he’ll be arriving?’ Nava asked.

‘Not really.
Soon. He’s making arrangements, whatever that means.’

‘If he causes
trouble, he’ll be ejected from the school. As a visitor, he will be
treated with due respect, until he demonstrates that he doesn’t
deserve it.’

‘Oh. Well, with
Felix that shouldn’t take too long.’

236/10/32.

‘Is everyone ready?’
Mitsuko called out. ‘We’re flying out in thirty minutes.’

‘We are going
to get time to change when we get there, aren’t we?’ Melissa asked.
Again.

‘We should be
there in plenty of time.’

‘It should
really be me who knows this. My boyfriend is the Himura.’

‘You’ve never
been to their estate.’

Melissa
grimaced. ‘There’s that word again. Estate. I have a boyfriend
whose family has an estate.’

‘And now you
know my pain,’ Nava said. As usual, she did not sound pained.

‘You didn’t
grow up in clan society. You didn’t have the social order drilled
into you from before you could talk.’

‘And do you
think your relative status makes even the slightest difference to
Naomi?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘Well, no, but
that doesn’t mean his family won’t–’

‘Hush. They
will accept you. The Himuras are more traditional than the
Trentons, but not to the extent that they won’t accept whoever
their son considers a worthy partner. Frankly, if they had a
problem, they would have married him off to someone of high status
by now.’

‘I hadn’t
thought of that. Well, I’m ready.’

‘So am I,’
Courtney said, emerging from her room.

‘Then I suggest
we go,’ Nava said. ‘I wonder what they’re sending to collect
us.’

Himura Estate.

They had flown west
aboard a vertol-capable private jet for just over two hours; the
Himura estate was around twelve hundred kilometres from the school.
In the last few minutes, the estate appeared below them as they
came in for a landing. It was huge, much like the Trentons’ estate,
but unlike the other clan stronghold Nava was used to, this one had
a distinctly Japanese feel to it. There were more modern-looking
buildings, but many appeared to be sprawling mansions in the
traditional Japanese mould: largely single storey with inner
gardens and quadrangles.

‘I wonder
whether we’re going to the hotel or the house,’ Mitsuko mused as
they descended.

‘They have a
hotel?’ Melissa asked.

‘So do we.
Well, it’s not a hotel, exactly. Call it a multi-bedroom
guesthouse. You don’t think we put up all of our party
guests in the mansion, do you? It’s the same with most of the major
clans. We’re required to throw parties and entertain, but we aren’t
required to put up with them all tramping through the house come
morning. We only invite close friends to stay at the mansion.’
Mitsuko flashed a grin at Nava. ‘Uncle Spencer does not count as a
close friend. He stays in the hotel until they pour him into a
transport back to Alliance City.’

‘Colour me
shocked,’ Nava said. ‘Such abuse of a familial parasite. So, if we
end up at the house here, we can consider ourselves closer friends
than if we arrive at some anonymous guesthouse.’

‘Basically,
yes. That being said, the hotel here is nicer than ours. They based
it on a traditional hotel in old Japan. It has a sento and
everything. Ours is a full-service hotel, in essence, but theirs
has more style.’

As they walked
down the stairs from the cabin door, Nava was not really sure
whether they had landed outside a house or a spa-hotel. The
building was clearly modelled after a traditional Japanese house, a
large one. There was something about the wooden post-and-lintel
structure which did not look entirely right, but it appeared that
the house was built of paper-thin walls attached to a wooden
structure.

‘It’s the
house,’ Mitsuko said, ‘and there are Naomi and Kyle.’

The two men,
looking very stylish in their ASF uniforms, were standing at the
side of the landing pad, but they started toward the women just as
Mitsuko noticed them. Kyle was grinning broadly at the sight of
Courtney walking down the steps. More surprisingly, Naomi was
wearing at least a slight smile; the man could not match Nava for
stoicism, but he was generally fairly unemotional and seeing him
with a smile on his face was almost jarring.

‘Please allow
us to take your bags,’ Naomi said.

‘I’m good,’
Nava said before anyone else could respond.

‘Well, you can
take mine,’ Melissa said, ‘even if it’s not that heavy.’

‘I’ll keep
mine,’ Mitsuko said as Courtney handed off her case to Kyle. ‘That
way you gentlemen can escort your ladies to their rooms after
you’ve shown us to ours.’

‘Given your and
Nava’s self-reliance,’ Naomi said, ‘that is an acceptable
arrangement, though if my parents see us, they’ll have a fit.’

‘I could make
us all invisible,’ Nava suggested. ‘There might be a lot of bumping
into each other, however.’

‘We will simply
have to risk it. They’re busy with the final preparations
anyway.’

‘We’ve got
about an hour before things get going,’ Kyle said.

‘Though it will
probably be another hour before all the guests arrive,’ Naomi
added.

‘We can grab
some food before the crush sets in. Well, after Mel’s been
introduced to Naomi’s parents, of course.’

Mel cringed.
‘Did you have to say that?’

‘Well,
yes.’

‘You’re mean.
Naomi, challenge him to a duel or something.’

‘I’ll beat him
up for you if Naomi won’t,’ Nava said.

‘I unreservedly
apologise,’ Kyle said quickly. ‘I’ve seen Nava in battle.’

‘A pleasure I
have not had,’ Naomi said.

‘Huh. I suppose
it was a pleasure. I mean, she was saving my butt at the time…’

~~~

Dressing for this party
was a little different to dressing for the ones Nava had attended
at the Trentons’ mansion. Basically, the Himuras were a bit more
traditional, so the party dresses were a little less risqué. A
little.

Nava had bought
something new for the night, though she rather liked it and planned
to get as much use out of it as she could. It owed a little of its
design to a cheongsam, if only a very little. Primarily, it had a
high collar closed with a button and cord twisted into a
flower-petal shape. After that, things diverged. It was sleeveless
and had a large diamond shape cut into the front, showing off her
breasts to good effect. There was also a vent in the back which
would give Mitsuko the opportunity to touch skin when they danced.
The skirt was straight and almost touched the floor with Nava in
heels. That might have been quite proper if it were not for the
fact that the sides were missing up to her hips, forming a
loincloth-style design at front and back. It was made of black
synthetic silk and fairly opaque, unless the light fell right and
then you could see the shapes of her breasts through the fabric.
The heels she had teamed it with were sandals with a wide ankle
band which reminded her of cuffs and, she felt, gave a hint of a
bondage theme which she rather liked.

Mitsuko seemed
to like it too. ‘Can’t we just skip the party and move straight to
the after party?’

‘No,’ Nava
replied flatly. Her eyes scanned over her partner. ‘Tempting, but
no.’

Mitsuko was the
one who had said that the Himuras’ party would be less wild than
the ones the Trentons hosted, and that a more sedate form of dress
would be required. Nava was not sure what Mitsuko’s idea of
less sedate was, but it presumably involved only wearing
shoes. Mitsuko’s shoes were gold, strappy sandals to match her
dress. The dress itself was a body-conforming tube held up on thin
straps and falling to just above the knee. It hugged her body like
it was in love, which was bad enough, but the fabric was a golden,
metallic mesh which was technically opaque, unless the light fell
on it the right way and then you could see just about everything,
if in a hazy manner. The light seemed to fall on it that way quite
a lot.

‘You look
gorgeous,’ Nava said.

‘I think you
look better, all dark and mysterious. But let’s not argue over it.
We’ll just say we’re both better than anyone here deserves.’

‘My ego isn’t
quite that big. I suppose we should be going.’

‘Then let us
go.’

Nava slid the
door open and discovered that Kyle’s reflexes were pretty good. He
had been about to knock and managed to pull his hand away before he
wrapped Nava on the forehead. Naomi, Melissa, and Courtney were
standing in the hallway behind him. The men were in their ASF
uniforms, now with the gold half-cloak which marked it as the dress
uniform. Nava had issues with the ASF’s uniforms and the cloak was
one of them, but at least the ASF did not expect anyone to fight in
them.

Courtney had
gone with an Asian theme for her outfit. It was a strapless,
ankle-length gown with a wide slit to the hip up the front of the
left leg. The basic material was some shade of red, but the skirt
was decorated with pink and purple flowers. The top of the slit was
decorated with three fake closures like short belts. She was also
wearing red pumps with a moderate heel, not the sky-high things
Nava and Mitsuko were wearing.

Then again,
Melissa had gone entirely the other way. Her sandals had tall heels
and a two-centimetre platform which actually made her taller than
Nava. Of course, that still left her a lot shorter than Naomi, but
it did make up some of the difference. Her dress was the shortest
of the four, a red, one-shouldered, very tight mini which stopped
above mid-thigh. The left sleeve was wide and lace-edged. A lace
band capped off the top edge too.

‘I should have
worn platforms,’ Nava said. ‘Or possibly stilts.’

‘You both look
fantastic,’ Kyle said, ‘though I am required by law to state that
Courtney looks better.’

‘Insanity,’
Naomi said. ‘Mel is clearly the most attractive.’ Melissa’s cheeks
coloured, which was to be expected.

‘If it wasn’t
for the fact that you’d kill me, I’d duel you over that.’

‘Since Suki is
obviously the best,’ Nava said in her usual dry tones, ‘it would
have to be a three-way duel.’

Naomi and Kyle
looked at each other. ‘Mitsuko’s the best,’ they said in
unison.

‘Cowardly,’
Courtney said, ‘and yet I cannot fault either of you. Shall we move
on? I’m getting hungry, and I can’t wait to watch Mel being
introduced to Naomi’s parents.’

Naomi offered
Melissa his arm, which she took, and set off down the hallway. ‘My
parents will not be an issue,’ he said. ‘They have already
expressed to me that whomever I select as my partner, they will
accept. Akari, however…’

‘Akari’s your
sister, correct?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘Correct. She’s
a year younger than Mel and I think she views no one as good enough
for me.’

‘She’s not at
SAS-squared,’ Nava noted.

‘She has enough
talent to use magitech but that’s about it.’

‘Ah.’

‘My mother is
the talented magician in the family. Her capacity is higher than
mine. Father is not powerless. He attended SAS-squared, which is
where he met Mother, but he was not an outstanding student.’

‘So, their
marriage wasn’t arranged?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘It was not.
They married for love. Which is one reason why they have left my
choice of partner to me.’ He glanced down at Melissa. ‘Not that
we’ve spoken about marriage yet.’

‘Melissa’s
cheeks are cherry red, aren’t they?’

‘Yes. I’ll
change the subject to allow her to regain her composure before we
get to the reception line.’

‘That is
not helping,’ Melissa grumbled.

‘You’re
adorable when you blush, Mel,’ Mitsuko said.

‘And that’s not
helping either.’

~~~

Haruki and Tomoko
Himura were a handsome couple. They were younger than Mitsuko’s
parents, but they carried the same sort of air of authority and
power even if the Trentons were objectively of higher status given
that Zackery was the current family head and Haruki was a little
lower down the ranks. Or he was theoretically; Misaki Himura Sonkei
was the family head and Secretary of the Clan Council, but Haruki
and Tomoko did most of the familial organisation.

Haruki was tall
and slim, unlike his son who was tall and built like a brick wall.
His dark hair was short and carefully groomed, his eyes were almost
black, and his features were finely crafted. He looked like he
should be starring in big-budget vids about ancient Japan, probably
with a pair of swords slung at his hip. He was dressed in a
pristine, black suit which fitted him perfectly and suggested a fit
physique, if not quite as muscular as Naomi’s.

Tomoko was not
quite the china doll that was Yuzuki Trenton, but she was still
something of a classical Japanese beauty. Her face featured carved
cheekbones, quite large dark-brown eyes, and a petite nose. Her
hair was jet black and flowing, falling to her behind in a long,
straight sheet. Her bust was fairly large which possibly explained
why she was not wearing a kimono, instead favouring a low-cut gown
in icy white. Mitsuko had told Nava that, unless you wanted crushed
breasts or to look like the kind of geisha who was not discussed in
polite society, kimonos did not work well on the well-endowed.
Tomoko was beautiful, reminding Nava somewhat of Yuki, the
character she had played in The Ice Queen the year before,
if with a far more animated face.

Both of Naomi’s
parents greeted Melissa warmly. As Naomi had said, there seemed as
though there would be no problem there. Melissa had zero status in
clan society. Prior to her elevation to the Greylings, Nava had had
less, but you could not get a lot lower than the Connelly Avorns.
Despite this, Melissa was greeted as though she was equal to the
Himuras. That, of course, made her blush profusely.

‘She’s
adorable, Naomi,’ Tomoko said, smiling. ‘We must have a little chat
later, Melissa. There are things you should know about my son which
only a mother could tell you.’

‘That sounds
like… fun,’ Melissa responded.

‘Oh, it will
be. Naomi may want to have me assassinated afterward, but it will
be fun.’

The queue to
greet the party’s hosts was not that long at the moment, but it was
growing. The Himuras were taking their time for now, though they
could not keep everyone waiting for too long. Nava noticed that
Tomoko took the lead much of the time with Haruki following. She
did that with Mitsuko, stepping forward to catch Mitsuko’s arms and
stretch up onto her toes to kiss Mitsuko’s cheek. Nava knew just
how she felt.

‘Suki, my dear,
it’s been an age,’ Tomoko said. ‘I swear I didn’t need a step
ladder to see your eyes last time we met. That’s a beautiful dress
you’ve had sprayed on.’

‘Thank you,
Tomoko. I try. Let me introduce you both to Nava Greyling Sonkei,
my girlfriend.’

Now Haruki
stepped forward. ‘We’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Nava
Greyling. We read the report on your last… adventure.’

Nava took his
offered hand. ‘Suki was there too, as was Mel.’

‘Indeed.’ He
lowered his voice. ‘Intercepting a rocket in mid-air was quite the
feat. Our son does seem to have picked a capable woman. However,
your actions put you in a league of your own.’

‘I thought
I was quite powerful,’ Tomoko said. ‘You make me feel like
an amateur.’

‘I believe that
to be inaccurate, Tomoko Himura, but thank you for the compliment.
It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Naomi has been a good
friend.’

‘Despite him
nagging you to compete for the school?’ Haruki asked.

‘Even with
that. I’m not a competitive person.’

Haruki blinked.
‘Well, no. With your power, you don’t really need to be.’

~~~

Misaki Himura Sonkei,
Secretary General of the Clan Council, the top-ranking bureaucrat
in the Clan Worlds, looked pleased with herself. There might have
been many reasons for this. She did not have a harried assistant
following her around, for example. She was dressed in a black
mini-dress which looked more comfortable than the skirt-suit Nava
had last seen her in, and her long hair was loose instead of wound
into a bun. She was at a party, which she had not had to set up,
rather than having just been to a budget meeting. Whatever, she was
smiling when Mitsuko and Nava approached her, joining Naomi and an
awed-looking Melissa.

‘Mitsuko,
you’re looking as tall as ever,’ Misaki said, ‘and Nava, I hope
life as a Greyling isn’t being too onerous. I heard you’ve been
keeping busy demolishing armies and such.’

‘It was only a
small army, and I only demolished a third of it,’ Nava replied.

‘Hm. And you’ve
found yourself a handful, it seems, Naomi. Your companion seems to
be very capable.’

‘I just–’
Melissa began. ‘Well, I s-suppose it was something. Thank you,
Madam, uh, Masaki.’

Misaki smirked.
‘You’ll get there. I will not be put on a pedestal at a party. I’m
wearing a short dress! Do I look like a Secretary
General?’

‘Well, yes,’
Melissa replied flatly. ‘You do, but I’m w-willing to try to ignore
that if that’s what you w-want.’

‘What I want is
to know how you got Naomi to decide he needed a girlfriend. We were
beginning to wonder whether he planned to become a monk.’

‘I t-told him
he intimidated me.’

Misaki’s
eyebrows rose. ‘That’s a novel approach.’

‘I found it
intolerable,’ Naomi said, ‘and determined to change her
opinion.’

‘And her
expansive bust had nothing to do with it, I suppose.’

Naomi
and Melissa blushed. Seeing the big man in such a state was
likely to be the highlight of the entire evening. ‘I admit,’ Naomi
said, ‘that that may have been a factor. Mel is quite
beautiful.’

‘She’s going to
self-ignite if you keep that up,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Nonsense,’
Misaki said. ‘She’s more resilient than she might first appear. She
has to be running around after you and Nava.’

Nava gave a
slow nod. ‘You may well have a valid point.’

~~~

Akari Himura fixed
Melissa with a look that might have pierced sheet steel. ‘It’s a
pleasure to make your acquaintance, Melissa Connelly Avorn,’ she
said, making it clear that it was not.

‘Manners,
Akari,’ Naomi said. ‘Your tone makes your words empty. Kindly get
to know Mel before rejecting her.’

Melissa was
blushing, of course. ‘I-it’s okay, Naomi. I’m sure–’

‘It is not,’
Naomi said. ‘It is, perhaps, to be expected. You are the first
female friend I have brought home.’

Melissa’s eyes
widened. ‘I am?’

‘Because of
this, Akari feels it her duty to feel affronted.’

‘I do not!’
Akari almost shrieked.

‘She has never
had competition for my affections before.’

‘Brother,
you’re being mean.’

‘It’s natural
for her to react in this manner, but unacceptable.’

‘That is a bit
mean, Naomi,’ Melissa said.

‘Right! He’s
being mean, isn’t he?’ Akari shifted a little closer to Melissa,
seeking solidarity.

‘Sometimes he
doesn’t realise he’s being insensitive.’

‘Oh, tell me
about it. The stories I could tell you about him.’

And that was
the point where Melissa realised what Naomi had just done. He knew
his sister very well, it seemed. Melissa affected as conspiratorial
a tone as she could manage. ‘Now that sounds like something worth
hearing.’

‘Don’t you
dare, Akari,’ Naomi said.

‘Too late. You
asked for this.’

Akari failed to
notice the smile ghosting over Naomi’s lips as she turned to regale
Melissa with tales of her brother. Melissa could only marvel at how
sneaky Naomi could be when he put his mind to it.

~~~

It was easy enough to
spot Zackery Trenton approaching. The man was tall enough that his
head showed above most crowds. His wife was another matter: Yuzuki
was shorter than Nava and vanished in those same crowds. She
emerged, serene and smiling, as people parted before her. She was
dressed in a white kimono with black cranes embroidered onto it
and, as usual, her hair was pinned up into an elaborate updo. She
looked beautiful and, beside her, Zackery looked a little plain in
his black suit.

‘Good evening,
daughter,’ Zackery said. ‘Good evening, Nava. I trust that you’re
both well?’

‘Father, you
sound like someone stuffed a rod up your behind,’ Mitsuko said. She
turned to Nava. ‘He always gets like this when he visits the
Himuras at home.’

‘I do not,’
Zackery said, rather defensively.

‘You do, dear,’
Yuzuki said. ‘It usually wears off after an hour or so.’

‘Hmpf.’

‘I’m well,
Zackery,’ Nava said. ‘I hope that the same can be said for you and
Yuzuki?’

Zackery flashed
Nava a smile at her rather formal sentence. ‘Unless my wife has
decided to hide some ailment from me, we are. I should probably get
over sounding like a stiff before I talk to Misaki. She will
undoubtedly make fun of me for it.’

‘That seems
likely.’

‘That dress is
beautiful, Nava,’ Yuzuki said. ‘I wonder if I could pull that look
off.’

‘Yes please,’
Zackery said almost under his breath.

‘Just not where
I can see it,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Seeing you in the same dress as my
girlfriend would probably result in psychological harm. That being
said, perhaps in white or a subtle grey, you could get away with
it, I think.’

‘I’ll send you
the information on where I got it,’ Nava said.

‘Thank you,’
Yuzuki said, smiling demurely. ‘Um, there is one thing… Are you
wearing anything under it?’

‘Yes. We’re
both wearing something the costume department at the Drama Club
found for my Yuki costume last year. They’re, well, stick-on
panties.’

‘I’m not
looking forward to taking it off,’ Mitsuko said, ‘and I don’t think
I’m comfortable discussing my underwear in front of my father.’

‘Nonsense,’
Zackery said. ‘Your father is now relieved to learn that his
daughter is not wandering around with her nether regions on
display. I can relax and consider the prospect of your mother in
Nava’s dress.’

‘Psychological
damage,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’ve heard nothing to the contrary, so I
assume my siblings are doing well?’

‘Ruben is in
space,’ Zackery stated. ‘Somewhere near Mandalore, I believe. The
Mendel clan has been having some piracy issues. Amédée is still on
Garavain Prime, though I believe she’s due to return at some point
soon.’

‘She’ll be here
for the new year,’ Yuzuki said, ‘so, Nava, if you’re at the mansion
for Alliance Day, you’ll finally meet the last of Suki’s
siblings.’

‘Something to
look forward to,’ Nava replied.

‘And Michiko
continues to be Michiko. She wanted to come tonight when she heard
that you two would be here.’

‘Of course,’
Mitsuko said. ‘I think she’s still a little young for this kind of
thing, however.’

‘She’s twelve
now,’ Nava pointed out. ‘Thirteen years on Earth. It won’t be long
before she is old enough. She is a rather mature child.’

‘Still,’ Yuzuki
said, ‘I think we’ll maintain the fiction of her childhood until
she turns fourteen.’

‘No matter how
much she pouts,’ Zackery added.

~~~

‘So, I could have you
and Kyle Maynard on my security detail at some point in the
future.’ Misaki was speaking with Naomi and Melissa. Melissa still
looked a little awed to be chatting with the most highly placed
bureaucrat in the Clan Worlds. Perhaps more so because Misaki
refused to act like anyone important.

‘I think,’
Naomi said, ‘that someone straight out of training will be assigned
to less important positions. Besides, I think someone like Mel
would be of more use.’

‘M-me?’ Melissa
squeaked.

‘You specialise
in barrier magic. I can stand in front of an assassin to block
their attacks. I can attempt to eliminate them before they get to
their target. You can put walls of magic in their way. It’s
both more effective and safer.’

‘Oh, well, when
you put it like that… I’ve got the capacity to make class two Force
Walls now. I’m training myself to use those. Then I’ll be able to
create class two walls at rank one and class one walls at rank
five. Currently, I only have class one at rank three
memorised.’

‘If you’ll
pardon my ignorance,’ Misaki said, ‘what’s the difference?’

‘Oh, that’s me
assuming everyone’s been to SAS-squared. Class two walls are, um,
twice as tough as class ones. They can stop more powerful attacks,
and attacks that get through are less likely to bring them down.
Then the rank is how big you can make the wall. It can be more
useful to have a big, weak wall than a smaller, stronger one.
Obviously, the ideal is to be able to make them big and
strong, but that takes a lot of capacity. If I train hard, I may be
able to conjure a class three wall at rank one or two before I
leave school. And I hope to be able to make Force Domes by
then too. If I got to the point of being able to cast class two
Force Dome, I’d be a happy sorceress.’

‘You don’t
stammer as much when you’re discussing magic, Mel,’ Misaki noted.
She went on before Melissa could start stammering a reply. ‘I have
been educated. I’ve seen these spells in use, of course, but
I didn’t know what I was looking at. Thank you. What kind of Force
Wall spells can Nava cast, I wonder?’

‘Any she
wishes,’ Naomi said with a smile.

‘Oh, no,’
Melissa countered. ‘Class five, rank one Force Wall is four hundred
and seventy Tammys. Nava’s capacity isn’t that high. Yet. I think
she could manage a class four. And a small class three Force Dome.
She has to improvise them. She doesn’t have any of them
memorised.’

‘Yet?’ Misaki
asked. ‘You think Nava will reach that level?’

‘Winter Glass
Firmin had a four hundred and seventy capacity. I think Nava will
exceed that level at some point.’ Melissa grinned. ‘Class five
Force Dome is over a thousand Tammys. I bet I’ll see Nava cast one
at some point in the future.’

‘That,’ Naomi
said, ‘would make her something akin to a deity.’

‘Yes, and?’

‘Well, no,
you’re probably right. I look forward to bowing before our new
goddess of magic.’

~~~

Nava sneezed and rubbed
at her nose. ‘Weird, something must’ve tickled my nose.’

‘They used to
say that meant someone was talking about you,’ Akari said.

‘Hopefully not
anything bad then.’

‘No one says
bad things about a Greyling.’

‘Not to their
face, perhaps.’ Nava was still wondering why she had been sought
out by Naomi’s sister, but she had been. Apparently she wanted to
meet the new Greyling, or that was what she had said.

Akari was a
pretty girl with large brown eyes set in a youthful face. Her
figure was trim, suggesting a lot of exercise. She was not much
taller than Nava, so nowhere near as imposing as her brother, but
then few people were. There was a definite hint of rebellion about
her. Her hair was dyed blonde and cut into a short pixie cut, and
she had elected to wear a black micro-mini and sky-high pumps. She
was trying to avoid looking like a Himura and almost
succeeding.

‘So, I’ve heard
that you’re a really powerful sorceress. I’m… not.’

‘Naomi
mentioned something like that,’ Nava replied. ‘Not everyone can be.
I suppose I’m powerful, yes.’ It was unlikely that Akari had read
the Greylings’ reports on Nava’s exploits, so Nava kept it vague.
‘There are people more powerful than me, though I’m young and my
capacity will grow over time.’

‘Um, does that
apply to everyone?’

‘I’m sorry, I
don’t understand the question.’

‘I mean, does
everyone’s capacity grow over time?’

‘Ah.’ Nava
considered her answer for a second. ‘Someone born without the
ability to work magic cannot gain it, so far as we know. If you
have it, your capacity will increase if you work at it. I
understand you have some sorcerous capacity?’

Akari nodded, a
bit glumly. ‘It’s pretty minimal. It’s never been measured. I can
work an Umbrella cantrip.’

‘Can you do
Scribe or Shade?’

‘Uh, no. I have
Shade memorised. It’s about the only thing anyone thought was worth
me learning.’

‘Hm, that is
pretty minimal then. If you want it to grow, you should attempt to
improvise spells as complex as you can manage. You should be able
to try Analyse Magic. If you can, try Detect Poison. The schemas
for both are widely available. Spend… thirty minutes every day just
trying to cast those. Your capacity should grow, but…’

‘But it’s never
going to be anywhere close to my brother’s level.’

‘No. I’m
sorry.’

‘It’s not your
fault I lost the genetic lottery and you hit the jackpot.’

Nava shook her
head. ‘It might seem like it, but having this much power isn’t as
much fun as it sounds. I’d have fewer problems if I was more
typical of magicians my age. Though…’

‘Though?’

‘Though if I
was more average it’s possible that Kyle, and several other people,
would be dead now. I suppose you have to take the rough with the
smooth.’

‘But you wish
there was less rough.’

‘I very
certainly do.’

236/10/33.

‘So, how come there
wasn’t an orgy in the sento tonight?’ Nava asked as she walked back
to their room with Mitsuko.

‘The Himuras
don’t do that kind of thing. And they don’t open their sentos to
guests.’

‘Sentos?
Plural?’

‘As far as I’m
aware, there are three in this house alone. They like sentos. I
think we’ll get to use one in the morning before we go back.’

‘Sounds nice.
Are we going to get any sleep before then? It’s almost two in the
morning as it is.’

Mitsuko’s face
settled into a smirk. ‘Maybe an hour or two. It’s always better
doing it in a novel environment. And the sento will wake us up in
the morning.’

‘I don’t
believe a word of that.’

‘Don’t you
trust me?’ Mitsuko asked in as innocent a tone as she could
muster.

‘No.’

~~~

Melissa found herself
pressed up against the wall of the shower, legs spread, hardened
nipples sliding over the tiles, and Naomi inside her. It felt a lot
like heaven.

It had begun
because she had wanted a shower before they finally turned in for
the night and then things had happened. She had, she realised,
expected things to happen. That she had wanted things to
happen, just as she had wanted all the other things which had
happened to make her want a shower. She had asked Naomi to be a
little rough with her tonight, unsure of how he would react. He was
normally really gentle, as though he was afraid he might break her.
She had wanted him to let go. Oh boy, had he let go…

Her orgasm
almost caught her by surprise, springing up from within her like a
giant cat springing out upon prey. It had her in its teeth before
she could do anything to hold it back; she heard it howling in her
mind as it smothered her. Or had that been her…

‘I have
something to ask you,’ Naomi said when he could speak again.
Despite his own body’s recent exertions, he was holding her up and
under the flow of steaming water.

‘What? You
don’t want to go again, do you? I think I’ll have a heart attack if
we do that again. Though you might be able to persuade–’

‘I don’t. Well,
I do but a man has to know his limitations.’

Melissa
giggled. ‘Okay, so what was it you wanted to ask?’

‘When we’re out
of the shower.’

Melissa tried
to frown, but she was still fighting off aftershocks from her
recent orgasm and could not quite manage it. ‘Okay. Mysterious, but
okay.’

He said nothing
else until they were dry and back in the bedroom. ‘Please stand
just here,’ he said, indicating a spot at the foot of the bed. Now
looking quizzical, Melissa stood there, stark naked, where he had
asked her to and watched as he went to the bedside cabinet and
retrieved something. She could not quite tell what it was, but her
heart started beating faster. Then he walked back to her and
dropped onto one knee, holding up a case with a ring in it. Her
eyes widened. ‘Melissa Connelly Avorn, will you do me the great
honour of being my wife?’

Melissa stared
at him for what felt like a decade.

Apparently, it
was a little too long, however long it had really been.
‘Melissa?’

‘First, I am
not saying no.’

‘That is not
the answer I was hoping for.’ Despite saying this, he did not look
unhappy. Naomi was not as taciturn as Nava, but he kept his
emotions hidden quite well. Still, Melissa did not think he would
be able to do that under these circumstances.

‘I want to know
if you’ve really considered this.’

‘I have.’

‘I’m nobody,
Naomi! The Avorn clan is so far down the scale of clans compared to
the Sonkei that it’s not funny, and the Connellys aren’t an
important family.’

‘I’m
aware.’

‘I haven’t been
trained to host parties like this one. I don’t really know how to
behave in society. There’s every chance that you’ll be head of the
family at some point in the future. You need a wife who can handle
all this social stuff.’

‘I may need a
wife who can do that, yes, but not for several decades. You’re an
intelligent woman. You can adapt, should you wish to. That is,
however, not relevant.’

‘Yes, it–’

‘No, it is not.
The wife I want is you. Imperfect and rough around the edges.
Compassionate. Willing to risk your life to help your friends.’ His
lips twitched for such a brief instant that Melissa thought she
might have imagined it. ‘Exceptional in bed and the shower.’

‘Okay, so I
admit that you’ve thought about it.’ Generally, Melissa would have
tried to hide her blush, but she was standing there naked in front
of a naked man who was still kneeling and holding out an engagement
ring.

‘I have thought
about it a great deal,’ Naomi said. ‘I have thought of more
reasonable objections. I don’t know of your plans for the future,
but I have made an assumption that they include returning to
Avorna. Marrying me would mean living on Shinden.’

‘Yeah! In a
mansion. I– I don’t really have firm plans for after
school.’ She shook her head. ‘If I married into the Himuras, a few
tickets back to Avorna to visit my folks would not be a
problem.’

‘Very true.
Well, we own a yacht. There would be no need to buy tickets.’

‘Now I know how
Nava felt when she hooked up with Suki.’

‘I don’t
believe that Nava was ever overwhelmed by the relative wealth of
the Trentons.’

‘Well, maybe
not. What else do you have that should make me say no?’

‘We have been
together for a relatively short time, and then only when our
schedules permit. I am sure of my choice, but you may not feel the
same way.’

‘That’s
reasonable. But I said I wasn’t saying no. Still… Naomi, can I
propose something?’

‘Of
course.’

‘I won’t say
no, but I think we should wait to make this something official. If
we both think this is a good idea when I graduate, then we can
arrange the wedding for the week after, if you like. Shortest
official engagement in history. If we part ways before then, well,
then it wasn’t meant to be and no one needs to know it was ever
anything more.’

Naomi closed
the box with the ring in it, but he did not lower it. ‘You take
this and keep it until then.’

‘I can’t–’

‘You can and
will. Call it a promise. I don’t believe I’ll change my mind
before your graduation.’

Melissa took
the case. ‘Okay, if that’s what you want. I don’t think I’ll change
my mind either, but a lot can happen in four years.’

‘It can.’

‘Could one of
those things be one more time before we go to sleep?’

Naomi rose to
his feet and stepped closer. ‘I thought your heart would fail if we
did it again tonight.’

‘Yes, but it
survived that shock, so it’s obviously a lot tougher than I
thought.’

~~~

Naomi slipped into the
hot bath of the ‘natural’ sento with a sigh. It was the natural
sento because it was styled after an outdoor bath in old Japan,
apparently formed of a pool in a rock basin. In reality, the whole
thing had been carefully sculpted and it was only outdoors if you
ignored the massive windows which formed two of the walls.

Nava leaned
closer to Melissa and whispered in her ear. ‘You let him put that
inside you?’

‘Just as often
as I can,’ Melissa replied. There was a slight pause, and then she
added, ‘I was a little worried it wouldn’t fit the first time. Now…
It’s like he completes me.’

‘That sounds
serious.’

‘Well…’

‘What?’

‘I’ll tell you
when we get back to school.’

Shinden Alliance
School of Sorcery.

‘Wow,’ Courtney said.
She, along with Nava and Mitsuko, was looking at the ring nestled
in its case. ‘And congratulations.’

‘It won’t be
official until after I graduate, so I won’t be wearing this until
then,’ Melissa said.

‘Our lips are
sealed,’ Nava said. ‘But congratulations on your impending,
potential future engagement.’

‘I’d say
something like “he’s quite the catch,”’ Mitsuko said, ‘but I’ve
always thought that makes someone sound like a fish. Naomi is the
least piscine man I know. Congratulations, Mel.’

‘I don’t think
I quite believe it yet,’ Melissa said.

‘Believe it,’
Courtney said. ‘You’ve got a ring. We decided to skip that part,
but we’re planning to have the wedding early next year. After my
graduation, basically.’

‘All the best
people wait for after graduation,’ Melissa said, grinning.


‘Obviously.’

‘And in the
meantime, I plan to start learning how to be the wife of a possible
future family head in one of the most influential clans in the
Alliance.’

Mitsuko smiled.
‘I’m available for consultation. My rates are very reasonable.’

‘And yet,’
Melissa said, ‘I still probably can’t afford you.’

236/10/34.

Mitsuko curled up
around Nava, spooning in preparation for sleep. She felt warm and
happy and very comfortable, but her mind had been working over
something all day since hearing Melissa’s news, and now she felt
she had to say something.

‘Do you want to
get married at some point, Nava?’

‘No,’ Nava said
without a pause. She felt Mitsuko stiffen, but she was not finished
and carried on as though nothing had happened. ‘Or, to be more
precise, that would be impossible.’


‘Impossible?’

‘Alliance law
mandates a genetic test for both partners in any marriage. Legally,
the purpose of marriage is to legitimise children within the clan
system. The test is designed to ensure that close family don’t
marry. It’s variably enforced, but here on Shinden they take it
quite seriously.’

‘Yes, I
know.’

‘If someone
were to test my genetics…’

‘Oh. Oh, I
hadn’t thought of that.’

Nava nodded. ‘I
suppose that, if it became common knowledge that I wasn’t human,
then it would not matter. I would prefer to avoid that, however,
and it means I can’t marry anyone, no matter how I might wish to.
I’m sorry.’

‘No, I
understand. It doesn’t really matter. So long as I have you, that’s
all I need.’

‘Mm.’

Still, it took
Mitsuko longer to get to sleep that night and she clung a little
tighter than usual to Nava.

~~~

Paperwork was going to
kill her. Of course, there was no actual paper involved, but going
through all the documentation required to keep the SSF running was
no different on a screen than it was with sheets of compressed wood
pulp. Nava had known more or less what she was getting into when
she stepped into Courtney’s shoes as captain of the SSF, but
actually doing it was soul destroying. Maybe she needed a
secretary. Unfortunately, Melissa was already taken in that regard.
And in the other regard, actually.

Any form of
break from the interminable stream of electronic documents was
welcome. It was autumn holiday, but there were still some SSF
members patrolling the school. In fact, they had to patrol more
often since those students still at the school did not have classes
to keep them occupied for most of the day. Every hour or so, a
patrol would come in and Nava got to take a break while she heard
their oral report. It was a report, but it was a different kind of
report. Any difference was a good thing.

When Nava felt
a Harbinger nearby, she at first assumed that Trudy was passing by
on her way somewhere. Then the illusion Trudy used to communicate
appeared in front of Nava’s desk in all its cute, multicoloured
splendour, and the immediate communication Nava got was that Trudy
was alarmed about something.

‘You have to
help Cari!’ Trudy said.

‘What does she
need help with?’ Nava replied. ‘If it’s metaphysics, I think you’d
be a better–’

‘No, it’s a
problem with a human male.’

‘I’m also not
the best person to give relationship advice. I’ve never even dated
a boy.’

‘No!’ Trudy was
really good at mimicking human facial expressions when she used her
Trudy illusion: the exasperation was quite clear. ‘She’s in the
administrative building, in one of the visitor rooms. A human male
requested that she attend him and he’s verbally abusing her. She
said he was her cousin.’

‘Ah.’ Nava got
to her feet and started for the door of the SSF HQ room. ‘So, he’s
finally turned up. There may not be too much I can do to stop him,
but we’ll see.’

~~~

The door to the visitor
room was not locked, because you could not actually lock them.
Privacy was assured, but not security for the very good reason that
it provided security for the students. Each room was fitted with a
number of panic buttons which could be triggered to summon a member
of staff or someone from the SSF. Carina had not pressed one of
those buttons, but that was not going to stop Nava. The door opened
and Nava got the immediate impression that an intervention was
needed.

‘You’ll return
with me to Grimalkin,’ a male voice shouted, ‘or I will see to it
that your life here becomes a living– What the fuck are you doing
in here? Who the fuck are you?’ The last two sentences were
addressed to Nava as she walked into the room without any outward
sign of urgency.

‘My name is
Nava Greyling Sonkei,’ Nava said calmly. She paused for a fraction
of a second to see whether her family name changed his attitude. It
did not. ‘I’m the captain of the School Security Force.’

‘Get out!
You’re not needed here.’

‘Apparently I
am. Carina Schwartz pressed the panic button.’ There was a brief
flash of surprise on Carina’s face, but her cousin was not looking
her way and did not notice. ‘And I heard what you said as I walked
in,’ Nava added. ‘When you threaten a student of this school, it
becomes an SSF matter.’

The room had
two seats in it and a sofa, all of them fairly plush, and a low
table on which drinks could be served. There were no drinks.
Carina’s cousin rounded the furniture so that he could loom over
Nava better. He certainly had the height for it, and the black
clothes including a stylish leather jacket added to the effect.
Nava estimated he was around a hundred and eighty-three
centimetres, around the same height as Kyle and Naomi, but his
build was more wiry than either of those two. There was muscle
there, but he was less of a muscle man and more of an athlete, at
least on the surface. He was fairly attractive, though Naomi and
Kyle put him in the shade. His nose was a bit broad for his face
and featured a rather high ridge, detracting from its overall
shape. His lips were a bit on the thick side, which might have been
fine, but it looked out of place compared to the rest of his
features. Mid-brown hair was brushed up into a peak over his
forehead and had been shaved back to a thin layer around the sides
and back. His eyes were green with a faint ring of browner
colouration around the pupil. He was used to being obeyed. He was
used to intimidating people. He was having absolutely no luck with
Nava and seemed to have failed to notice.

‘Get out,’ he
said. ‘This is a family matter.’

‘So, you’re a
Schwartz Malkin?’ Nava asked, knowing that he was not.

‘My name is
Felix Adair Malkin.’ He seemed to think that should strike fear
into her heart.

‘So, you’re not
a member of Carina Schwartz’s family.’

‘She is my
fiancé. I’m here to return her to Grimalkin for the wedding.’

‘She’s sixteen.
She can’t marry you until she’s seventeen. At the very least, there
is no point in her returning before the end of the year.’

‘I want–’

‘I’m going to
have to ask you to leave, Felix Adair. Your behaviour contravenes
the school’s ordinances on verbal and physical abuse. If you refuse
to leave, I will arrest you and–’

Felix smirked.
‘I have diplomatic immunity.’

‘Really? Then I
can’t arrest you.’ The smirk got broader. ‘I can, however, use
necessary force to eject you from the school as a threat to the
physical well-being of a student.’

The smirk
vanished, replaced by narrowed eyes. ‘Just try it.’

Her eyes on
Felix, Nava took her ketcom from where it was attached to her
bodice and tapped the screen. ‘This is Captain Nava Greyling. I
need four SSF officers in visitor room three in the administration
building. Someone needs escorting to the station.’

‘I’ll leave,’
Felix said. Maybe he thought he could resist Nava – and Nava
thought she would have to get too rough with him to persuade him
otherwise – but not a squad of school cops. ‘You haven’t heard the
last of this.’ He stalked past her and headed for the door.

Nava waited a
few seconds for the door to close behind him and then turned off
the record function on her ketcom.

‘Aren’t you
going to call off the others?’ Carina asked.

‘I didn’t
actually call anyone. Bullies will generally back down when
threatened effectively.’

‘Oh. Thank you
for coming but, uh, I didn’t press any panic button.’

‘Trudy came to
get me. Is he likely to be a continuing problem?’

‘Yes,’ Carina
said morosely. ‘Felix is the Master of the Black Flame. He doesn’t
take no for an answer. I told him I couldn’t get married until next
year at the earliest and he just said he wanted me on Grimalkin,
getting ready.’

‘Hm. I suppose
I’d better look into this diplomatic immunity thing then. It sounds
suspicious.’

‘It’s probably
genuine. The Adairs have that kind of power on Grimalkin.’

Nava nodded.
‘Perhaps, but here on Shinden, they’re not as powerful as Felix
Adair seems to think they are. If you don’t go back, you may face
some backlash from your own family.’

‘I know, but I
don’t want to go back. I don’t want to ever go back,
to be honest. I certainly don’t want to marry Felix.’

‘I’m afraid
there’s not much I can do about that,’ Nava said. ‘But I can look
into Felix Adair’s credentials. I may be able to solve the
immediate problem.’

‘Well, that’s
better than nothing…’

236/10/35.

‘I’ve received an
application to form a battleball club,’ Francis Goretti
announced.

‘Now that you
mention it,’ Mitsuko said, ‘I’m a little surprised we don’t have
one.’

‘We did,’
Darius Miller said.

‘Several, over
the years,’ Francis added. ‘They last a while and then die out due
to lack of interest.’

‘Oh,’ Mitsuko
said.

‘What is
battleball?’ Nava asked. Everyone looked at her, even Melissa.
‘Sheltered upbringing outside the Clan Worlds.’

‘Battleball is
played outside the Clan Worlds,’ Darius said.

Nava gave a
shrug. ‘I hadn’t even heard of MagiTag until I came to
Shinden.’

‘Well,
battleball was invented on Earth during the early years of sorcery.
The idea was to popularise magic with the general public and foster
good relations between magicians and non-magicians.’

‘And to cash in
on magic,’ Francis said.

‘And that. The
early teams were organised into a very theatrical league. The
modern professional leagues have the same basis, but there are
amateur leagues now without the extensive commercial
sponsorship.’

‘It was based
on American football,’ Francis continued. ‘Well, sort of. Each team
has five players and two substitutes.’

‘The
substitutes are needed,’ Melissa said. ‘Quite a lot.’

‘Mm. Of the
five, two are magicians, one for defence, the other for offence.
There are limitations on the spells you can use, of course, but the
game is violent. All the players wear what amounts to combat
armour. You can’t kick the ball at all. The objective is to put the
ball in the opposition’s end zone by carrying it there and putting
it down. Force Walls can be used to block, so the offensive
magician’s main job is to take them down with Concussive
Force.’

‘They allow
magical enhancements like Might too,’ Melissa said. ‘The support
stream isn’t bad training for a defensive sorcerer in battleball.
It could foster some better relations between the streams if
it got popular.’

‘So, why do the
clubs keep failing?’ Nava asked.

‘The problem,’
Darius said, ‘is the three other players. There’s nothing to
stop magicians playing in the non-magician roles but getting combat
students here to not use magic when they could is a tough ask. No
one likes playing the non-magician positions.’

‘On top of
that,’ Francis said, ‘in the past it’s been hard to get support
students to play because they get blamed whenever the opposing team
scores a point. Still, I don’t see a reason to deny the
application. They have finance sorted out through their family,
apparently. The school just needs to supply space for them to
play.’

‘Very well,’
Mitsuko said. ‘It’s your call anyway, but the council has no
objection to the formation of a battleball club.’

‘I’ll pass the
application to the administration then.’

‘And I’ll look
into the policing requirements,’ Nava said. ‘If they wear combat
armour to play, I’d imagine it could cause issues.’

Francis gave
her a winsome sort of look. ‘It, um, can get a little heated at
times.’

‘Well, if they
get out of hand, I’ll just blast the entire field into
oblivion.’

‘I hate it when
you do that. I don’t think you’re serious, but there’s just that
little hint of doubt… Anyway, the field is pretty big. You couldn’t
really… blow the whole… You couldn’t, could you?’

‘Unfortunately,
my answer is considered a family secret.’

‘That is not
comforting.’

‘I’m
aware.’

236/11/1.

‘This isn’t really my
job,’ Fawn Tyrell said from the screen on Nava’s desk in SSF HQ,
‘but I’m your liaison, so I got it.’

‘Thank you for
taking the time to brief me, First Lieutenant,’ Nava replied.

Fawn shrugged.
‘It is kind of educational. You may need to know this stuff
at some point. Generally, you can’t arrest or prosecute someone
with diplomatic immunity.’

‘I know that
much. I also know that there are circumstances where I can use
sufficient force to counter threats to life or one or two other
things.’

‘Correct. From
what you said, and after reviewing your recording, I can’t see any
reason for you to worry over your treatment of Felix Adair. Not
that you would be worrying, I’m sure. In this specific case, there
may be even less to worry about. I passed the recording on to the
Diplomatic Protection Unit for review and they say there’s reason
to believe that Felix Adair’s credentials aren’t legitimate.’

‘Please
explain.’

‘Well, he does
have diplomatic immunity. It was issued on the basis that he would
be working as a private protection officer for the Malkin clan
representative. It’s clear from that recording that he isn’t really
on Shinden for that purpose. The DPU have passed it on to the
administration, who will look into revoking his diplomatic
protections and probably look into how he got them in the first
place.’

Nava nodded.
‘That sounds good. I’d imagine they will find that someone on
Grimalkin wanted him to be able to do whatever he wanted when he
got here. Unfortunately, it also sounds like it could take a long
time.’

‘Probably
weeks. Maybe months. Communications with Grimalkin are hardly
swift.’

‘And, in the
meantime, he’s free to make problems for Carina Schwartz and the
school.’

‘Yeah. Sorry.
Diplomatic immunity exists for good reasons, so it’s not easy to
bypass it. It’s very infrequently abused, to be honest.’

‘I understand
that it should be difficult to revoke. We have to work with what we
have, First Lieutenant. I’ll find other ways to counter Felix
Adair’s efforts. We can send him back to Grimalkin if he does
something overtly criminal, can’t we?’

‘Yes, assuming
the evidence is clear enough.’

‘Then I suppose
I’ll have to hope he does something stupid.’

236/11/2.

‘So, the Harbingers
must have figured out how to connect classical and quantum physics,
right?’ Carina asked.

‘Well,’ Trudy
replied, ‘I suppose.’

‘You
suppose?’

‘Well… What’s
the difference?’

Carina stared
at the teenager with the brain of a multi-millennia-old alien. ‘You
don’t know?’ She blinked. ‘Do I know? Um, classical physics
is deterministic and quantum physics isn’t. So much. Classical
physics is Newton and Einstein. General relativity. Metaphysics is
based on quantum mechanics. Field theory and stuff. No one has ever
come up with a satisfactory way of connecting the two.’

‘I guess we
did. That was centuries before I was born. And I learned the
practical stuff needed to work and improvise magic. Not that we
called it magic. I don’t think you should call it magic. My
understanding is that magic is something supernatural. It’s
inexplicable.’

‘Yeah, well,
it’s not like we can fully explain how it works.’

‘Oh. Well,
neither can I, but I did know people who could.’

Carina giggled.
‘That makes sense. Most people don’t know how computers work, but
they know someone who does.’


‘Precisely.’

‘I’ve forgotten
where I was going with this question.’

Trudy affected
something of a sarcastic smile. ‘I think you were going for trying
to avoid doing your metaphysics homework.’

‘Oh yeah,
you’re right.’ The sound of someone knocking on her apartment door
gave Carina another excuse to prevaricate. Someone knocking on the
door was hardly a common occurrence, but she got up to answer it
anyway. Presumably, someone had a reason for not using their ketcom
to contact her. Maybe a neighbour needed something.

At the door,
Carina hit the button to open it and several things happened at
once. First, she realised who was at the door: Felix. Second, she
saw him raise a hand toward her. Third, she managed to say, ‘Felix,
what–’ before the fourth thing happened: all the voluntary muscles
in her body stopped responding to her commands and she crumpled to
the floor, unable to move.

‘I said you’d
hear from me again,’ Felix said, bending down to press a pressure
syringe to Carina’s neck.

The last thing
Carina heard before blacking out was Trudy. ‘I’ll get help.’

~~~

‘He hasn’t used the
station,’ Nava said. Across the desk from her, Trudy was wringing
her hands. ‘He must have private transport of some sort… His ketcom
hasn’t registered on the network here and Cari’s is still in her
apartment.’

‘There must be
something you can do,’ Trudy said. ‘He took her, Nava. He
picked her up and carried her out of her apartment. Drugged. He
paralysed her and then he drugged her.’ The Harbinger was a little
overwrought because she had gone looking for Nava at the house and
had then had to rush back to the SSF office because that was where
Nava was. It was early evening and the house had seemed like a good
choice. The mistake had cost time.

‘Of course
there is. You’re not thinking straight. Calm down.’ Nava focused
her mind on a cantrip she knew and information entered her mind.
‘Carina is about thirty kilometres away in the direction of
Alliance City. He didn’t even use Scryguard.’

‘That was
stupid.’

‘No, it’s
arrogant. I can possibly catch up to them, but it would probably be
better to overtake them and have the ASF waiting when he gets
there.’

‘What about
that diplomatic immunity thing? Can the ASF do anything?’

‘They can take
Carina off him. And I’ve been doing some reading. I may have a way
to get around his diplomatic immunity.’

Trudy stared at
Nava for a second. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘That,’ Nava
said, ‘would be telling.’

Alliance City.

A contragravity car
settled onto a parking spot outside one of the better hotels in the
administrative district of Alliance City and was immediately
surrounded by four armed ASF officers. Nava stood a little back,
waiting for what she knew was about to play out. The ASF officers
were not exactly expecting a satisfactory conclusion to this
intervention.

It started when
Felix swung the door of the car upward and stepped out holding up
his ketcom. ‘What is the meaning of this? I have diplomatic
immunity.’

‘We have a
report that you have detained a student of the Shinden Alliance
School of Sorcery against her will,’ the sergeant leading the squad
stated. ‘We will be confirming your diplomatic status and taking
Carina Schwartz Malkin into protective custody.’

‘Carina is not
with me against her will. She’s sleeping peacefully in the
car.’

‘She has a
pressure syringe mark on the left side of her neck,’ Nava said.

Apparently,
Felix had not even noticed she was there until this point. ‘You!
What are you doing here? You’re school security.’

‘And the crime
was committed on school property. However, I also hold the rank of
second lieutenant in the ASF.’ Informally, but Felix did not need
to know that. ‘This was stupid, Felix Adair. Kidnapping charges
will be enough to have you shipped back to Grimalkin.’

Felix’s face
darkened. He did not like being called stupid. Anything he might
have said was stopped by one of the other officers who straightened
up from where he had been checking Carina. ‘Second lieutenant is
right, Sergeant. There’s an injection mark on her neck.’

‘So what,’
Felix said. ‘You can’t arrest me.’

The sergeant
turned to Nava. ‘He’s right. All we can do is take the girl in and
report back. They’ll probably ship him out on the first available
ship for this, but there’s not much we can do.’

Nava nodded.
‘The important thing is that Carina Schwartz is safe. What happens
to this worthless coward is not my immediate concern.’

The sergeant
winced at Nava’s choice of words. Felix reacted with more anger.
‘What did you call me?’

‘A worthless
coward. You kidnapped someone and didn’t even bother to obscure
their location with Scryguard. That’s stupid, which makes you
worthless. You came to Shinden specifically to take Carina Schwartz
back to Grimalkin, by force if that was required, but you did not
want to take any risks in doing so, so you arranged diplomatic
protections before coming. That makes you a coward.’

There was a
slight pause as Felix digested what she had said and then did what
Nava had expected. ‘You’ll pay for those words. I demand
satisfaction!’

Nava lifted her
ketcom, ready at her side, and tapped at the screen. ‘There’s an
arena in the city available at thirteen hundred tomorrow. Will that
be suitable?’

‘To the death,’
Felix hissed. ‘I demand a duel to the death.’

‘Of course. A
man should be willing to defend his honour with his life. Otherwise
there is no point in entering an arena.’

‘Send me the
details.’ Felix stalked away toward the hotel entrance, his
shoulders hunched in anger.

‘You pushed him
into that,’ the sergeant said.

‘I suppose I
did,’ Nava replied. ‘He’s a bully and arrogant. It’s time someone
took him down a peg. Not that he’ll live long enough to learn his
lesson.’

‘You’re that
confident?’

Nava regarded
the officer for a second. ‘Well, yes. Yes, I am.’

~~~

‘You’re crazy,’ Carina
said. She was still feeling a bit groggy from the drug, but she was
with it enough to pass judgement on her opinion of Nava’s mental
state.

The hiss of
steam stopped conversation briefly. Nava had called Mitsuko to see
whether she could borrow the Trentons’ city apartment for the
night. She had had to explain why she needed it. That had resulted
in Mitsuko, Melissa, and Courtney turning up not long after Nava
had got a still-unconscious Carina to the apartment building. After
Carina revived, the idea of a sauna to help her get over the drugs
had come up, so now they were soaking in the steam and Carina was
doing her absolute best not to look at Melissa.

‘He’s the
Master of the Black Flame,’ Carina continued after the hissing had
stopped. ‘He has a really bad spell he likes using in death
duels.’

‘Mm,’ Nava
said. ‘I reviewed his duelling history while you were sleeping.
He’s fought seven duels since becoming an adult, six in the two
years prior. All of his adult duels have been to the death and,
obviously, he won. Two of his junior duels ended in the supposedly
accidental death of his opponent.’

‘Supposedly?’
Mitsuko asked.

‘I reviewed the
video. They may have accepted it as an accident, but he was aiming
at the neck with Slice. In his adult duels, he uses something
called Circle of the Black Flame. It’s an area-effect fire
attack.’

‘Fire and raw
magic,’ Carina said. ‘It’s a Malkin speciality. The Adairs are
particular proponents of its effectiveness.’

‘That tells me
much about your mother’s family. I find it hard to believe that
someone like that would lose her life defending a child. I suppose
it is another indication that you can’t make assumptions about an
individual from the nature of a group.’

‘Well, they
aren’t all bad…’

‘That aside,
Felix is fast, but I’m faster. He won’t be walking away from that
arena tomorrow.’

‘You don’t need
to do this,’ Carina said. ‘Not for me.’

‘Of course I
do. Am I not the Champion of Light?’

‘Yes, but–’

‘Besides, I’m
doing this as much for me as for you. Your clan should back off if
you no longer have an arranged marriage hanging over your head.
That will make my life easier. I won’t have to deal with them
coming to the school and causing trouble. Now, why won’t you even
look in Mel’s direction?’

‘What? I’m not–
I mean, um… I have a bit of a complex about big breasts.’ Melissa
let out a squeak from where she was lying on one of the benches.
‘Well, I have a complex about not having bigger breasts. Mel has a
really threatening chest.’

‘My boobs have
never threatened anyone! They’re not that big. Plenty of
people have breasts this size.’

‘You could
probably smother someone in your cleavage, Mel,’ Mitsuko said.

‘I’d only do
that if they asked very nicely. More to the point, Carina, you
don’t have aching shoulders from carrying around the weight. Big
boobs aren’t as great as you might think.’

‘That’s what
people with big breasts always say,’ Carina replied.

‘She probably
has you there, Mel,’ Courtney said. ‘Though I also think Mel’s
probably right, Carina. What you need is something in the middle.
We should both be jealous of Nava and Suki. Maybe Mel should be
too.’

‘I think we
should be happy with what we have,’ Nava said. ‘Obviously, I’m not
simply referring to cup sizes.’

‘Humans have
always wanted what they don’t have. If they didn’t, we probably
wouldn’t need the ASF or the SSF.’

‘I’m not
human,’ Nava said, ‘though I do admit to wanting something I don’t
have.’

‘What’s
that?’

‘A quiet
life.’

236/11/3.

Unlike the last person
Nava had duelled – who was also the only person she had ever
duelled – Felix did not swagger out to the starting line in the
arena at the last possible moment. This time it was Nava who was
last out because she had had to jump through several legal hoops to
be allowed to take part in a death duel with an adult as a young
adult. One of those required an adult to attest to her competence,
which was why Fawn was sitting beside the adjudicator as Nava’s
second. The lieutenant was not too happy, but she was doing it.
Felix had got someone from the Grimalkin diplomatic staff – another
Adair – to be his second.

‘What the fuck
are you wearing?’ Felix asked once Nava was on her mark, twenty
metres from him.

Nava looked
down at her dress, which was the one she had worn to the party at
the Himura mansion. ‘I couldn’t duel you in my school uniform. I
thought I’d dress up for the occasion.’ Mitsuko had been a little
perplexed when Nava had asked her to bring the dress and shoes to
the city. It was something of an outlandish outfit for a duel.

‘Funeral
colours,’ Felix responded. ‘Appropriate.’

‘Do both
parties attest that a duel to the death is the only way in which
the honour of the aggrieved party can be upheld?’ the adjudicator
said, his voice carried around the arena by speakers.

‘I do,’ Felix
responded immediately.

‘Apparently
so,’ Nava said.

‘Very well,’
the adjudicator continued. ‘Magicians, you are here to settle a
matter of honour through a duel to the death. Fight honourably.
Raise the barrier.’

The arena was
not very different from the ones at the school: an area in the
middle for the duel to take place with seating around it for the
officials and spectators. There were not many spectators at this
duel. Melissa had been persuaded to stay back at the apartment
since she tended to feel faint at the sight of blood. Nava had said
there would be plenty of blood. Mitsuko, Courtney, and Carina were
there. So were a few other people from the Grimalkin mission. Now a
military-grade wall of force appeared around the fighting area to
prevent anyone in the stands being hurt.

‘Duellists,
indicate you are ready,’ said the adjudicator. Here, the
adjudicator was a government official rather than the captain of
the SSF.

‘I, Felix Adair
Malkin, stand ready to defend my honour.’

‘I, Nava
Greyling Sonkei, am ready.’

‘On my word,’
the adjudicator said, ‘begin. Go!’

Felix raised
his arm and a circular area around Nava some twelve metres wide
exploded into a column of black flames. In the stand, Carina
covered a shriek with both hands. ‘She said she was faster! She
said–’

‘She is,’
Mitsuko said. ‘Look.’

Nava began
walking toward Felix at a steady, measured pace. There was one
obvious thing about what was happening.

‘She’s not
burning,’ Carina said.

‘She cast
Armour as her first spell. I think she uses rank fifteen now. I
wonder if he has anything which can penetrate that.’

Felix was,
apparently, wondering the same thing. Or he was coming to the
conclusion that he needed to worry about the same thing. Nava was
almost to the edge of his circle of flame, and she was not
stopping. A bolt of black sprang from his hand, hitting Nava in the
chest and exploding. Black fire enveloped Nava and the area around
her, but when that evaporated, she was still walking toward him,
entirely unscathed.

He raised his
arm again. This time, Nava did the same, and she was faster.
Felix’s hand exploded into a splash of blood and bone fragments.
Nava kept walking.

‘Bitch!’ Felix
spat through the pain. ‘You’ll pay for that.’ Nava emerged from the
flames and continued walking calmly toward him. ‘I’ll see to it
that–’

‘I think you’re
forgetting,’ Nava said, ‘that you demanded a duel to the death.’
She raised her hand toward him. ‘You won’t be seeing to anything
ever again.’

Felix’s eyes
widened as he realised what was about to happen. That was
convenient for Nava since it gave her a bigger target.

Shinden Alliance
School of Sorcery.

‘Thank you for, um,
inviting me to eat here,’ Carina said. ‘And other stuff. I guess I
don’t have to worry about getting married young now.’

‘It was my
duty,’ Nava said. ‘Don’t mention it.’

‘Your
duty?’

‘As the captain
of the SSF, your safety is my concern. And, obviously, as the
Champion of Light, I couldn’t let the Master of the Black Flame
have you.’

‘Oh. Right. Of
course.’ Carina took the time to eat some of the food Mitsuko had
prepared for their evening meal. It looked very Japanese, and she
was not used to it. ‘I have to admit I was worried when he got
Circle of Black Flame off before you seemed to do anything.’

Nava swallowed
a portion of battered chicken and waved the comment away with her
fork. ‘His defeat was a combination of a general failure among
duellists, a family spell which is nowhere near as good as they
think, and his own arrogance. I take almost no credit.’

‘You don’t
think Circle of Black Flame is very good?’

‘Aha!’ Courtney
said, grinning. ‘We’ve arrived at the tactical analysis portion of
the evening.’

‘Circle of
Black Flame is a terror weapon,’ Nava said. ‘It looks impressive
and, against an unarmoured opponent, it would cause a lot of pain
as they burn.’

‘But the raw
magic effect corrodes armour,’ Carina countered.

‘Not
effectively. Yes, if a lightly armoured target stands in it for
long enough, they’ll burn, but who’s going to stand there and let
it roast them? No, the problem here is that the Malkin clan are
isolationist. They haven’t been involved in any conflict outside
their own clan since they moved to Grimalkin. It’s like… like
martial artists who only ever spar against others of their own
style. The Malkins have developed spells which they think work in
combat but would actually be ineffective against an opponent who
doesn’t stand there and let them work.’

‘It might be
more effective if the area was larger,’ Courtney said. ‘Much
larger. Then the people caught in the middle might be dead before
they could get out. But the ASF has Armageddon, which is a
wide-area barrage spell that does a lot more direct damage
over a longer period. It looked like Circle of Black Flame lasted
about thirty seconds. Armageddon lasts for five minutes, and it
basically blasts anything within its area with laser beams the
whole time.’

‘Really?’ Nava
asked. ‘I’ll have to get Fawn Tyrell to send me the schema.’

Mitsuko winced.
‘Don’t you think you have enough apocalyptic magic available at
your fingertips?’

‘It never hurts
to expand one’s horizons. Now, on to duellists in general. The
general tactic in duelling is to win with the first spell. Those
who make a habit of duelling rarely bother to learn effective
defensive magic. They aim to get off a decisive spell before their
opponent can do the same. The better ones will cast Armour or
Shield as a second spell, just in case the first doesn’t do the
job, but most of them will just spam attack spells until something
gets through. To be fair, in first blow or blood duels, that is an
effective tactic. In a duel to the death, however, it assumes that
your opponent dies in one blow.’

‘You could have
killed Felix Adair in one shot,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Probably. He,
on the other hand, could not really be sure of doing the same to
me. Importantly, he did believe he could be sure. His own arrogance
would not allow him to consider the possibility of me surviving his
first attack. I also knew from his duelling history that he would
use Circle of Black Flame as that first attack. Also, by analysing
the vids of his kills, I determined that that spell never kills
instantly, suggesting that its output is actually fairly low.
Someone caught in it without protection would be in a lot of pain
and might not be able to move, but they would take time to die.
Essentially, Felix Adair has been lucky that his opponents up to me
have never killed him with their dying breath.’

‘But you cast
Armour immediately,’ Carina said, ‘so you killed him without the
dying part. And then you blew his hand off at almost twenty metres
and–’

‘Could we not
discuss exploding hands over dinner,’ Melissa said. She had watched
the vid of the duel on the way back to school. Even that had made
her turn green, and she had declared that Nava had been right to
suggest she stay behind rather than attending the duel.

‘Oh, uh,
sorry.’

‘If he’d
bothered to cast Armour after the circle,’ Nava said, ‘I couldn’t
have done that. Magic Bullet has terrible penetration.’

‘But then you’d
just have used Magic Burst on him,’ Courtney said. ‘He’d still be
dead. There’d just be less of him around to ship back to
Grimalkin.’

‘Could we not
discuss disintegrated corpses over dinner,’ Melissa said.

‘Sorry, Mel.’
Courtney was grinning. Her grin was a little mischievous too.

‘I was trying
to avoid using Magic Burst,’ Nava said. ‘Anyway, now you don’t have
to worry over impending marriage, Carina, but I can’t help but
think your clan will not take this lying down.’

‘My family
shipped me out to Shinden because they thought I was an
embarrassment,’ Carina said. ‘They won’t want me back now that
Felix is gone. Not unless I break my seals anyway. The rest of the
clan… I’m not sure. They might be worried about me spilling clan
secrets. I don’t think I really know any clan secrets, but
my clan is…’

‘Isolationist,
yes. They may want you back just in case or on principle. There may
be some backlash from the Adairs, but I expect that to fall on me,
not you.’

‘And if it
does, you’ll just shoot it in the eye,’ Carina said, grinning.

‘Could we not
discuss people being shot in the eye and their heads exploding like
ripe watermelons over dinner,’ Melissa said.

‘I think you
did more of that than Carina did, Mel,’ Nava replied.

Melissa sagged.
‘I know.’


Part Three: Man of Science

 Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery,
Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 236/11/6.

One unexpected result
of the capacitator incident earlier in the year was the
announcement Luca Newton made during the first homeroom of the new
term. ‘The school’s administration would like to remind students
that bullying is not tolerated here. Those found to be bullying
other students will face censure up to and including expulsion,
with possible criminal charges for assault following.’

It was
unexpected in the sense that it did not naturally follow from what
had happened, and it was quite possible that most of the students
would never make the connection. Nava knew why the rules were being
reiterated, and she had been expecting it since the SSF was
involved in handling the matter.

‘If anyone is
being bullied, or knows of bullying being perpetrated upon another
student,’ Luca went on, ‘they can make a report to me, or any other
member of the faculty, or to the SSF.’ She paused. ‘Not that I
expect there to be anything happening in this class. Any bullies
here would be terrified of Nava Greyling discovering their
activities.’ There was a rumble of laughter from around the room.
‘Still, if there is anything, say something to someone. Four people
died over long-term bullying in one of the combat classes last
term. People’s lives are ruined by this pointless stupidity. If you
know something, do something about it the right way. Do you have
anything to add, Nava Greyling?’

Nava got to her
feet. This whole business had come about because the girl who had
gone nuts in the senior refectory had been dishing out her own
brand of justice to four girls who had been bullying her. Only one
of those had survived the experience and Samanta Quintana was, of
course, dead too. She had not been justified in her actions, but
they had been understandable in a way. What to say…

‘We all know
that bullying isn’t tolerated, and we all know it happens. From the
general contempt the combat students have for the support stream to
more specific cases, it happens. It even happens within the combat
stream, and it goes unreported far too often. Clan Worlds citizens
have a bad habit of thinking that seeking help over things like
this is dishonourable. Or it shows weakness. As support students,
we should know that seeking help is not weak. Now, I can’t speak
for every member of faculty or even for every member of the SSF,
but if you come to me, I’ll treat the situation seriously. Very
seriously. I don’t like bullies. If I find out that one of my
people hasn’t treated bullying seriously, they’ll not be one of my
people for long. Please spread the word. It’s not wrong to speak up
and you will be listened to.’

Nava retook her
seat, turning her attention back to Luca. The teacher nodded. ‘You
heard the captain,’ Luca said. ‘I’d like to add that the vice
principal gave the faculty a little lecture about this last week
and we will be taking reports seriously too.’

Nava could
imagine the VP giving such a lecture; Joslyn Harris was known to be
a stickler for the rules. It had probably been a nasty meeting to
sit through. ‘I’ll be giving the same sort of lecture to the SSF
this evening,’ Nava said.

‘I almost feel
sorry for them,’ Luca said. ‘None of you heard me say that.’

‘But it’s
probably true,’ Lydia Bonfils said. She was in the SSF, recruited
to handle forensic analysis, and she figured she would be sitting
through Nava’s lecture too.

‘I have no idea
what you mean,’ Nava said. ‘It will be very motivational.’

Lydia
whimpered. That said it all really.

~~~

‘Excuse me. Are you
Hoshi Horne Sonkei?’

Hoshi turned
from her examination of a Harbinger artefact to see a man standing
in the door of her lab. He was moderately attractive, and dressed
like someone who did not pay particular attention to his
appearance. Light-grey loafers, dark-grey slacks, a white button-up
shirt, and a brown jacket which had probably always looked like it
had seen better days. He had soft, blonde hair which rested atop
his head like a drift of snow, rolling out from a parting on the
left. His eyebrows were pale, suggesting that the colour was
natural, and the clear blue of his eyes added to the impression. He
had a square sort of jawline with a slight dent in his chin, his
lips were quite full, but his nose was a bit of a let-down, being a
little broad and a little beaklike for his face.

‘That’s me,’
Hoshi replied. ‘Can I help you?’

‘I’m Doctor
Arden Archer Garavain. I’d like to talk to you about the paper you
co-authored with Lambert Stenger Mendel and Rochester Hunt
Leighton.’

‘Oh. Well, it
was more of a letter really, but okay. If you can find a seat,
please sit down.’

The lab, which
had been Lambert Stenger’s until his departure from the school, was
a bit of a mess. It had been tidied up to some extent after a
Harbinger had wrecked it, but it still only had one working
security camera and there were artefacts of various kinds and more
modern instruments decorating every surface. Arden did manage to
find a chair, however, and he carried it over to where Hoshi was
sitting.

‘What’s that?’
he asked of the gadget Hoshi was holding.

Hoshi turned it
over in her hand. It was a tubular object with one cap at one end.
There seemed to be nothing inside it. ‘Probably a spell matrix for
something. Maybe a flashlight. Maybe a weapon. The trouble with
Harbinger artefacts is that most of them don’t work.’

‘Except for the
one which did.’

‘I didn’t say I
was entirely sorry they don’t work. For all I know, if I could
activate this thing, it would blow a hole in the planet.’

‘It’s difficult
to believe that something that size could do that kind of
damage.’

‘Size isn’t
everything. You wanted to discuss our paper?’

‘Yes. I should
probably mention that I’m not a magician.’

Hoshi’s
eyebrows went up and then they went down again as her eyes
narrowed. If he was not a sorcerer, was he a reporter of some sort?
He did not look like he had much screen presence. He also did not
look especially well paid. ‘Oh?’

‘I’m a
physicist.’

‘Oh.’ What was
a physics specialist doing in a magic school?

‘For the past
couple of years, I’ve been working on a counter-theory to
metaphysics, eliminating the need for the Quintessential Field, so
I’ve been paying attention to metaphysics articles more than I
would have otherwise.’

‘I see. And you
read our paper which proves the existence of the Q-field.’

Arden smiled.
It was a distinctly patronising smile. ‘Proves is a big word, Hoshi
Horne. There was no peer review and the individual who transposed
themselves into the Q-field would not give their name.’

‘There was no
peer review because there was no experimental procedure to approve.
A spell was created to allow someone to enter the Q-field because
we required one to eliminate a murderer. It worked. We reported
the, um, individual’s experiences there because we thought it
useful, and we published the spell schema so that others could
attempt the same transition. If anyone has, they haven’t published
anything, but it’s there if they want to do it.’

‘I understand
that Lambert Stenger left this establishment before the paper was
published.’

‘For personal
reasons.’

‘And that
Rochester Hunt is a student here.’

‘Yes, he
is.’

‘And you were
only brought in to take care of the final preparations for the
paper. You had nothing to do with the actual preparation of the
spell.’

‘That’s true.
If you wanted to simply cast shade over the paper, you could have
done that with a letter to the editor of Advances in
Metaphysics.’

‘I want to meet
the person who went into the Q-field, Hoshi Horne. I’d also like to
speak to Rochester Hunt since Lambert Stenger isn’t available, but
I want to interview the magician who crossed over. If I’m supposed
to believe that my work is entirely wrong, I want to meet the
person who disproves my hypothesis.’

Hoshi frowned.
‘I can arrange a meeting with Chess, uh, Rochester. Whether he’ll
agree to be interrogated by you is another matter.’ An idea came to
her and she pressed on. ‘If you’re free, we could talk over dinner.
You can meet several other people involved in the incident there
too. I can’t arrange a meeting with the other person you want to
talk to. I can pass on the message, but they requested anonymity
for a good reason, and I can’t break their confidence just because
you want me to.’

Arden sat back
in his chair. ‘It’s a start,’ he said. ‘Just tell me where and
when.’

~~~

‘Settle down,’ Nava
said. SSF HQ fell into silence. She was standing and her usual seat
had someone else in it. While the SSF charter allowed for twenty
members, HQ did not, so there were plenty of other people standing
too. ‘You all heard the announcements this morning, so I’ve no
doubt you know why I got everyone together today. I’d have done
this before today, but some of you actually got to have a holiday
last week.’

‘And it was
great,’ Sixte said.

‘I had quite an
eventful autumn break myself.’

‘I know. I
think we all do. I watched the vid of your duel.’ There were sounds
from various others suggesting that at least a small majority of
the group had looked at the duelling record.

‘If ever we
needed proof that you’re the right person for the captaincy,’ Vance
Shepherd said, ‘we got it.’

‘Blowing an
idiot’s brains out is not proof of effective leadership,’ Nava
replied. ‘Back to the topic at hand. Bullying. In case I need to
make my position clear, I’m against it. The school’s administration
has decided to reiterate that they are against it too. Vice
Principal Joslyn Harris has made it very clear that she will not
condone any form of bullying, but we all know what a stickler for
the rules she is. However, for this term at least, the faculty will
be behaving as though they don’t ignore half the bullying going on
here.’ That got a rumble of laughter, though the support students
looked more relieved than entertained. ‘The SSF will be available
to hear bullying reports, and we will investigate and deal with
them appropriately. If I hear about one of you ignoring a report,
or doing a half-hearted job of evaluating it, I will be very
sarcastic before kicking you out on your ear. Are we clear?’

Variously,
responses came back, mostly along the lines of ‘Yes, boss,’ but
with some ‘Yes, ma’am’ thrown in.

Lydia Bonfils
raised her hand and got a nod. ‘I realise this is a, um, chat to
everyone, but why are we here? I mean, the forensics specialists
and such. No one’s going to come to us to–’

‘Don’t count on
it. Most of the patrol staff here are combat stream. Someone may
not be happy to talk to faculty or someone from the stream bullying
them, but they might be willing to go to another support student.
In our class, I expect they’d make a report to me. I’m not that
scary.’

‘That’s a
matter of opinion, Captain,’ Vance said. ‘Even some of the support
students probably watched your duel.’

‘Hm. The point
is, Lydia, that they might come to someone they feel will be more
sympathetic. Report it up the line to me and I’ll assign resource
to investigate. I want to hear every report made to any of you.
We’re probably going to be busy this term, especially me since I’ve
just asked to add to my paperwork.’

‘Not afraid of
paperwork, are you, boss?’ Moritz Evered asked. ‘You’re not afraid
of anything.’

‘That is
untrue, Moritz. I only react to real threats to my survival. An
idiot demanding a death duel is not a problem. Paperwork is a
threat to the existence of the entire universe.’

~~~

There was someone new
at the table with Hoshi and Rochester, and Nava decided that he was
trouble before she even found out his name. He obviously had little
in the way of fashion sense, but the same could be said of
Rochester. Unlike Nava’s brainy friend, this man carried an air of
self-assuredness about him, the kind that came from firm beliefs,
whether founded in fact or not.

‘This is Doctor
Arden Archer Garavain,’ Hoshi said. ‘He’s a physicist.’

Courtney’s face
went flat on hearing the name; she was not on best terms with her
clan. At least he was not a member of her family. ‘Good evening,
Arden Archer,’ she said. ‘I’m Courtney Martell.’

‘Oh,’ Arden
said. ‘Yes, I heard about… That’s none of my business. You were
involved in the Harbinger incident last year?’

‘I was the
captain of the Student Security Force at the time. And it targeted
me.’

‘I see. So,
you’re convinced that these “tulpa” entities exist then.’

‘Absolutely.
Let me make further introductions. This is Mitsuko Trenton Sonkei,
student council president. Melissa Connelly Avorn is the student
council secretary, and Nava Greyling Sonkei is the current captain
of the SSF. They were all involved in that incident in one way or
another, if only because Lambert Stenger was their metaphysics
teacher when it happened. And Carina Schwartz Malkin is a first
year, so she was not involved.’

‘A physicist at
SAS-squared,’ Mitsuko said. ‘That’s unusual.’

‘I read the
paper Hoshi Horne and Rochester Hunt co-authored,’ Arden replied.
‘Since my own work is related to Q-field theory–’

‘In the sense
that he wants to disprove it,’ Rochester said.

‘Due to that,’
Arden went on, ‘I felt I had to pay a visit here and talk to those
involved. Rochester Hunt has agreed to spend the evening discussing
the matter. I’m hoping to talk to the person who supposedly entered
the Q-field.’

‘That’s
unlikely,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Their name was kept from the paper for
good reason. They only gave their impressions of the place under
the assurance of anonymity.’

‘But–’

Carina was now
sitting down with her food. She had been watching Arden intently.
‘You don’t believe Harbingers exist, Doctor Arden Archer?’

‘I have yet to
be shown any evidence of their existence.’

Carina
shrugged. ‘Well, everyone’s entitled to their delusions, I
suppose.’

‘Coming from
you, Carina, that’s especially stinging,’ Nava said. ‘Do you have
an alternative explanation for what happened to several people at
this school last year, Doctor Arden Archer? If a Harbinger was not
involved, why did Courtney’s boyfriend suddenly decide to attack
her? Why did Lambert Stenger torture his wife almost to death?’

‘I don’t,’
Arden admitted. ‘However, just because an alternative explanation
is unavailable does not mean that the one given is correct. There
are many more reasonable possibilities than ancient–’

‘All of which
were dismissed as not fitting the facts before we decided that an
immaterial murderer was the right one,’ Courtney said.

‘With respect,
Courtney Martell, you’re not a scientist.’ Arden was smiling, which
was a mistake.

‘With respect,’
Courtney replied, ‘it would seem that you aren’t one either.’

236/11/7.

‘You don’t look happy,
Chess,’ Melissa said as they sat down for breakfast.

‘We spent an
evening talking to Arden,’ Hoshi said. ‘I wouldn’t describe it as
productive.’

‘A complete
waste of breath is how I’d describe it,’ Rochester said.

‘He was
unreceptive?’ Nava asked.

‘He’s
determined to prove that the Q-field is nothing more than a gravity
moderator. He refuses to accept that it interacts with sentient
minds. Magic, he says, cannot be what we think it is because it
violates the law of conservation of energy. That kind of thinking
was thrown away long ago.’

‘By us,’ Hoshi
said. ‘To be fair, there are hypotheses in metaphysics which remove
the energy conservation issue, but none have sufficient evidence to
back them up satisfactorily. Some of them even contravene other
tenets of metaphysics.’

‘We should ask
Trudy,’ Carina said. ‘I bet she knows the answer to that one.’

‘Perhaps.’
Hoshi frowned. ‘I want to talk to her about some new artefacts we
got in, but I can’t really do that with Doctor Arden Archer
wandering around. If he sees me talking to an invisible friend,
he’ll probably think I’m deluded.’

Carina grinned.
‘Maybe we should get Trudy to talk to him.’

Nava shook her
head. ‘I don’t trust him enough to give him that. Anyway, the thing
about delusions is that everyone has them, and everyone hates
having them questioned. His reluctance to listen to what Chess has
to say may be a sign that he’s a stickler for the scientific
method.’

‘Or exactly the
opposite,’ Rochester griped.

‘Or that. How
he would react to having absolute proof that Harbingers exist is an
unknown. I don’t like unknowns. It’s safer to keep him in the
dark.’

‘So, you won’t
be talking to him, I take it?’ Hoshi asked.

‘I won’t unless
a more compelling reason to do so appears.’

236/11/8.

‘Hoshi Horne,’ Arden
said from the lab doorway, ‘might I talk to you?’

Hoshi looked
around at him. ‘Well, I’d like to know what this email is about, so
yes.’

‘I’ve sent you
a proof that I’ve been working on.’ This time, Arden did not take a
seat. He stood there, looming over Hoshi. ‘A proof that the Q-field
cannot contain any form of data processing or storage and,
therefore, cannot support the tulpa entities you describe in your
paper.’

‘Well, you’re
entitled to your opinion, but–’

‘I intend to
send this to several publications for peer review, including
Advances in Metaphysics. When they accept it, it will prove
that your paper was fabricated.’

‘But it wasn’t!
You’ll ruin–’

‘Prove it.
Persuade the anonymous dimension traveller to talk to me. Have this
person take me into the Q-field, if possible. I’m not expecting
much, of course, but if you can manage that, I won’t send my proof
to the publications.’

‘That’s
blackmail, Arden Archer.’

‘Doctor
Arden–’

‘You stopped
deserving that title when you walked in here. I’ll see what I can
do.’

~~~

‘I talked to Miles
Paris,’ Hoshi said, ‘and the mathematics is correct.’

‘But it’s not!’
Carina exclaimed.

‘You can prove
one plus one equals three if you set things up the right way,’ Nava
said.

‘Correct,’
Rochester said. ‘The basis of Arden Archer’s proof is a hypothesis
the physicists like but which goes against observed evidence in
metaphysics.’

‘Which doesn’t
mean it’s wrong,’ Hoshi said. ‘No, it clearly does mean it’s wrong
and possibly disproves that hypothesis since his conclusion
is wrong. The problem is that we can’t prove it.’

‘Surely there
has to be some proof in the research you found, Chess,’ Mitsuko
said.

‘Well, no. The
evidence for tulpa entities was largely based on observation and
hypothesis. The Ascend spell works but it isn’t rigorously
defined in mathematical form.’

‘You didn’t
mention that at the time,’ Nava said.

‘Uh, no.’

‘And there was
the thing with the clothes.’

‘Uh, yes.’

‘That aside,’
Hoshi said to save her boyfriend from potential reprisals, ‘we
can’t really provide proof that can refute Arden Archer’s supposed
proof. Metaphysics simply isn’t as rigorous in that regard as
physics. It’s a practical science as much as it is a theoretical
one. More so. We deal in what works and then try to determine how
later. We’re happy to use a hypothesis which shows results, even if
it doesn’t entirely explain the underlying mechanics.’

‘Like
scientists have done through the centuries,’ Rochester said.
‘Newton’s laws of motion worked. They got men into space and only
failed under extreme circumstances. They did not, however,
explain anything. Einstein provided a theory which worked in
many of the extreme circumstances Newton did not and provided more
of an explanation of how gravity worked. It worked better, but it
failed at very small sizes and it still did not explain why
things worked as they did. Mass bends spacetime, but why?
For that, it seems we need to connect quantum mechanics and general
relativity, something which the physicists have yet to do.’

‘Good speech,’
Nava said. ‘Very passionate. I’m going to have to deal with Arden
Archer, aren’t I?’

Everyone looked
at her.

‘When you say
“deal with…”’ Hoshi said.

‘Is he a
physical threat to myself or anyone I value?’

‘Well, no,
but–’

‘Then he’ll
probably escape alive.’

‘And
unharmed?’

‘I’m making no
promises.’
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It took a little time
to set up the way Nava wanted. It was the following evening, after
dinner, when Nava made her way to one of the postgraduate apartment
blocks where the school had provided Arden with living space. The
school, apparently, did not know about his unscrupulous activities
and Nava was not going to explain the situation because that would
have meant revealing her secret to yet more people. She pressed the
intercom at the entrance and waited for a response.

‘Arden Archer,’
said the voice from the speaker.

‘It’s Nava
Greyling. I need to speak with you regarding your Q-field
paper.’

There was a
pause. She could imagine him frowning and wondering what input she
could possibly have. ‘You’d better come up then. It’s
apartment–’

‘I know which
apartment, Arden Archer. I’m the captain of the SSF.’

The intercom
cut off and there was a buzz from the block’s door. Nava pushed
through and headed for the elevators. By the time she reached
Arden’s apartment on the fifth floor, he was standing in the
doorway, frowning at her. He backed into the lounge as she
approached, however. ‘What is it you wanted to talk about?’ he
asked. ‘If you wish to threaten me in some way to get me to back
down, I–’

‘You wanted to
meet the person who crossed into the Q-field.’

‘You?’
Incredulity shifted toward anger. ‘You’re just a schoolgirl. You
can’t–’

‘I thought
scientists were supposed to keep an open mind,’ Nava said, and then
she cast Ascend. Arden vanished. She refocused her mind to cast the
spell again. It was all effort and she could have done without it,
but… her clothes fell through her as the world shifted into muted
tones.

‘Are you even
listening to me?’ Arden yelled.

‘I couldn’t
hear you because I can’t hear someone in the Q-field when I’m not
there. Really, I also thought scientists were supposed to be
observant. Haven’t you noticed the change in your environment?’

‘What? Wait,
why are you naked?’ He looked down. ‘Why am I naked?’

‘Because
clothes aren’t sentient. They don’t translate with us. Maybe I
could come up with a way of making clothes once I’m here…’

Arden was now
looking around and apparently taking things in for the first time.
‘Muted colours. Odd light quality. It’s just as it said in the
paper.’

‘And you’ve got
thirty minutes to take it all in. A little less now. Then the spell
ends and we fall back into reality.’

‘I see. This…
This could just be some sort of illusion.’

‘If you want to
believe that, I can’t stop you.’

‘I… The walls
look normal, but there’s a weird effect about everything else. It’s
like I’m looking at a flat image which moves as I turn my
head.’

Nava nodded.
‘It’s weird. I’ve no idea what that’s about.’

‘It’s because
you aren’t used to seeing four-dimensional objects from the
perspective of a three-dimensional environment. It takes a while
before your mind starts processing it normally.’

Arden turned
quickly at the sound of the voice and let out a shriek. ‘What the
fuck is that?!’ Trudy, despite having little in the way of
expression on her alien face, managed to look hurt.

‘That’s Trudy,’
Nava said. ‘She’s a Harbinger.’

‘B-b-b–’ Arden
was clearly struggling to comprehend what was going on around
him.

‘She’s fine.
She’s a scientist. A biologist actually. She’s studying humans and
helping Carina with her homework.’

‘You c-could
have warned me that there was a, um, Harbinger here.’

‘Frankly, I
don’t like you enough to save you from shocks. You threatened the
careers of two of my friends, Arden Archer. You selfish, arrogant
piece of filth. I take great pleasure in proving to you,
definitively, that the brilliant proof you’ve spent several years
producing is entirely wrong. Count yourself lucky that you’ll be
going back to our reality with all your limbs attached.’

‘Well, uh, I
may have gone a little too far with that.’

‘I’d say so,
but then you didn’t know who you were dealing with and it’s
probably the only way I’d agree to this. To make it clear, you will
not reveal to anyone that I can do this. If you do, I’ll let Trudy
eat you.’

‘You s-said she
was safe?’

‘That was a
joke. She is safe. I’m not.’

~~~

‘There’s still the
conservation of energy problem,’ Arden insisted. ‘There’s no way
you can get around the fact that, in a closed system, energy must
be conserved. Magic ignores–’

‘You still
think your slice of reality is a closed system?’ Trudy sounded
genuinely perplexed. They had been at this for twenty minutes. Nava
was beginning to wonder whether they would ever get anywhere.

‘What?’

‘It makes
sense,’ Nava said. ‘Either the law of conservation of energy is
wrong, or the universe isn’t a closed system. Surely that’s
obvious.’

‘But…’ Now
Arden looked genuinely perplexed. ‘But where does the energy come
from?’

‘You’re falling
into the trap of thinking what you perceive is reality,’ Trudy
said. ‘To be honest, the details are a bit outside my area of
knowledge, but I do know that what you see as the world is just a
slice of true reality. Reality exists far beyond the perceptions of
humans. Or Harbingers living in the Q-field, for that matter.
Energy is conserved across the entirety of reality, but not within
the confines of your perceived reality. You could even say that
your perceived reality isn’t real anyway.’

‘Explain.’

‘Well, how do
you know that your reality and my reality are the same? How do you
even know that your reality exists? You see it? You hear it?
Artefacts of the way your brain works, easily tricked into
perceiving things which aren’t there. The reality you perceive is
simply one interpretation of what’s really there. What’s really
there is the universal wave function, a superposition of everything
possible.’

‘Ah, the Many
Worlds interpretation,’ Arden said. ‘So that vindicates physics
which prefers that interpretation to the Copenhagen interpretation
preferred by metaphysics.’

Trudy tilted
her head to one side. ‘Are you suggesting a reality which contains
multiple universes, branching at each potential quantum
fluctuation?’

‘Yes, of
course. It was first proposed–’

‘That’s so
cute. That you think it is as simple as that.’

‘What?!’

‘Well, I’m
sorry to break in here,’ Nava said, ‘but our time is almost
up.’

Arden turned to
her, looking almost frantic. ‘But I need more?’

‘Well, you
can’t have more. Not this way. Transitioning you here is a pain.
I’m not going to spend every day bouncing you in and out of the
Q-field, and figuring all this out could take centuries.’ Nava
looked around at Trudy.

‘Well,’ the
alien said, ‘perhaps something could be arranged…’

236/11/12.

‘He managed to persuade
them then,’ Nava said. It was midday on Sunday and the ‘gang’ were
gathered together for lunch. The subject was Arden.

‘He did,’ Hoshi
said. ‘He’s going to be taken on as the official physicist for the
faculty, attempting to reconcile physics and metaphysics. There are
other people working on that, but I think he’s one of about three
on Shinden and the only one ever to have worked here.’

‘And this one’s
going to be working with Trudy,’ Carina said. ‘She seems kind of
enthusiastic about it, even if physics isn’t her subject.’

‘It will be
interesting to see what comes out of it,’ Nava said. ‘Trudy said
that, if you really understand how reality works, which she
doesn’t, you can make pretty much anything happen. It’s how they
terraformed planets, according to her.’

‘They were
certainly better at it than we are,’ Melissa commented, ‘but don’t
you think that’s a bit frightening? The power to do anything
you can imagine with a wave of your hand. That’s scary, right?’

‘Yes. Trudy
said it isn’t even a particularly complex spell, though she still
doesn’t have a means of converting Tammys to her units, so I didn’t
get details. She did think I could probably do it.’

‘Well, yes, but
you’re already scary and I trust you not to mess up the world. What
if someone without your scruples figured out how to do it?’

‘We’d just get
Nava to blow them up,’ Courtney said.

‘I see more and
bigger explosions in my future,’ Nava said.

‘Well that was
a foregone conclusion.’


Part Four: Looking to the
Future
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There had been
explosions. More were coming. Maybe explosions was the wrong word.
Eruptions? That sounded terrible. Maybe, Nava figured, she should
stop thinking about that and focus on experiencing the… whatever.
Except she wanted what she was feeling to go on and so was
displacing.

What was going
on was Mitsuko, between Nava’s legs, very busy with her tongue.
They had been at it for almost two hours. The almost was very
important under the circumstances. Toys had been used, extensively.
Now it was Mitsuko’s mouth which was driving Nava steadily toward
the release she both craved and wanted to postpone for as long as
possible.

Wave upon wave
of intense pleasure washed up from the tip of Mitsuko’s tongue, and
Nava knew that the end would come soon enough. Nava’s toes curled.
Her fingers gripped the sheet like talons. Her back arched up and
off the bed in a display of flexibility which would have put a
contortionist to shame. The world vanished into pleasure and white
light…

‘Well,’ Mitsuko
said, ‘happy birthday.’

‘Is it
midnight?’

‘Just turned. I
wish we had twenty-four-hour days, but we don’t.’

‘An extra hour
would’ve been nice. I suppose I’d better go to my room.’

‘You’re far too
tempting, lying there like some wanton, uh, something sexy.’
Mitsuko grinned. It was easy enough to grin now. Nava suspected
that tonight would be another matter.

Rolling off the
bed, Nava padded to the door of Mitsuko’s room. ‘Goodnight,
Suki.’

‘Goodnight,
Nava.’

~~~

‘You are not exactly
behaving like someone at a birthday party,’ Courtney said.

‘Well, I’m
trying,’ Mitsuko replied, ‘but I’m the only one here who isn’t an
adult.’

‘So untrue,’
Carina said.

‘Oh, sorry,
Carina. I forgot. It just feels like I’m the only one who
can’t drink and won’t get to sleep with her partner tonight.’

‘The latter
being entirely inaccurate,’ Nava said. She sipped her wine – and
Mitsuko considered the idea that Nava might be torturing her – and
then waved the glass around the gathering at a table in Le Jardin
Magique. ‘Courtney and Mel will be alone tonight. As will Cari. As
will I. The only people here who’ll be in bed with someone later
are Chess and Hoshi.’

‘At least you
get to drink alcohol.’

‘A glass to say
I have. Now, stop moping. It’s only until January.’

‘That’s
next year.’

‘While
accurate, I think you’re exaggerating the situation.’

Mitsuko flashed
a glare at her girlfriend. ‘It’s okay for you, you have
self-control.’

‘I assure you
that I will be crying myself to sleep tonight.’

‘Even I don’t
believe that, Nava,’ Melissa said. ‘If I ever see you crying, I’ll
know something really terrible has happened. I’ll probably
want to check Suki’s pulse.’

‘You don’t
really show emotions, Nava,’ Hoshi agreed.

‘Well, perhaps
not,’ Nava conceded. ‘However, I will be crying on the inside.’

236/11/31.

Being called to the
principal’s office was one of those things most students worried
over. Nava was not the kind to worry, however, and since Mitsuko
was going with her and the meeting was taking place over lunch, she
was pretty sure it was not due to anything she had done. Unless
Auberon Ewart wanted to discuss the duel, but Nava would have
expected that to happen sooner after the event.

Lunch was
sandwiches and coffee, but they were good sandwiches, and the
coffee was excellent. Auberon seemed to be in a good mood, so the
duel was probably not on the table. Joslyn Harris was more
taciturn, but then she always was. It was difficult to find someone
as outwardly cheerful as the principal; Nava was not sure she had
ever seen him looking serious. Maybe during the terrorist incident
the year before, but she had a feeling he had been wearing a vague
smile even then.

‘I suppose we
should get to why I asked for this meeting,’ Auberon said after ten
minutes of pleasantries and eating. ‘Are you aware of the Sorcery
Futures Conference?’

‘I believe we
were notified of that,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Melissa would be able to
tell us for sure, but in her absence, I think we were notified as a
courtesy. There was, as I recall, nothing the student council
needed to do about it.’

‘The first week
of the winter holiday,’ Nava said. ‘It sounded like the Sorcery in
Society Symposium. Except smaller and taking place here.’

‘We’re using
the senior teaching buildings for the seminars,’ Joslyn said. ‘We
have sufficient space in the student accommodation blocks near
there to handle the visitors.’

‘It’s a
symposium on the future of sorcery, of course,’ Auberon said. He
was in winter colours today, a white suit with a pale-blue
pinstripe. The fabric of his waistcoat sparkled a little like
freshly fallen snow. ‘There will be people here from the magical
technology industry, entertainment, government, and various other
areas with an interest in sorcery. Obviously, one of our aims is to
show the school in the best light, but we decided that the
administration would handle that rather than involving the student
council. It is your winter break, after all.’

‘Then, if
you’ll pardon me getting to the point,’ Nava said, ‘why are we
here?’

Auberon did not
answer instantly, which probably meant he was not happy with the
answer. ‘We arranged a private security contract for the conference
since we couldn’t expect the SSF to cover it.’

‘And it fell
through.’

‘They had to
pay quite a stiff penalty to break the contract, so I’m quite sure
their “operational considerations” were real, but now we don’t have
security and we only have three weeks to make a new
arrangement.’

‘We would like
the SSF to handle it,’ Joslyn said flatly.

‘No,’ Nava
replied, just as flatly.

‘I’m
sorry.’

‘No,’ Nava
repeated. ‘I have operational considerations too. I’m currently
understaffed until the new students start and are evaluated.
Several of my people will have plans already laid out for that week
and it is likely to cost them money to break them. I can’t order
any of them to spend a week of their holiday looking after
delegates to a conference they were not invited to attend. Over all
of that is the fact that the SSF was never designed to provide
security for something like this. We have no training and we have
insufficient numbers. Having students policing adults who are not
used to such an arrangement is fraught with problems as well.’

‘I’m sure you
could ask for volunteers,’ Auberon said.

‘Of course, but
how do I provide security with four untrained staff. Besides, I am
losing two weeks of the holiday to my family and the ASF, what
makes you think I would volunteer to lose a third week to something
which gains me absolutely nothing?’

Auberon looked
at Mitsuko, perhaps hoping for the student council president to
provide some support. ‘I agree with Nava,’ Mitsuko said. ‘You’re
asking people to perform the job of a professional security company
with insufficient resources and without pay. You want unpaid labour
to get you out of a hole. If there are government delegates at this
conference, ask the ASF to handle security.’

‘There are
going to be people from the Diplomatic Protection Unit here,’
Joslyn said. ‘There was no way we could get around that considering
some of the people attending. However, calling in the ASF would
create a precedent we wish to avoid. The ASF does not police
SAS-squared.’

‘And the SSF
provides only a skeleton security force outside term times,’ Nava
said. ‘I’ve actually instituted better coverage than usual already
by bringing in support students to monitor the cameras. We have
more staff on-site at one time than in previous years, but that is
nowhere near sufficient to perform the role you’re asking us
to.’

‘What,’ Auberon
said, ‘if we paid you? Paid the SSF, that is.’

‘Principal?’
Joslyn asked, looking mildly shocked.

‘We have a
budget for security and the penalty Steadfast Security paid.
We can at least put some of that into recompensing our
students for what is, after all, a considerable imposition.’

‘Auberon, we
can’t do that. Some of them aren’t even adults. We cannot
pay them to be our security team for this.’

‘But you can
ask them to volunteer?’ Mitsuko asked.

Auberon waved a
hand dismissively. ‘A fixed payment made to the SSF which its
captain could disburse in order to improve school security. If it
so happens that members of the SSF receive payments to compensate
them for, let me see, an unexpected change in circumstances, that
would be down to the SSF’s captain who is now an adult, I
believe.’

‘Yes,’ Mitsuko
said, ‘she is.’ There was still a degree of bitterness there. Nava
could not wait for Mitsuko’s birthday for several reasons.

‘That would be…
probably not illegal,’ Joslyn conceded.

‘How much money
are we talking about?’ Nava asked.

‘How much do
you think would be required?’ Auberon responded.

‘Well, let’s
start with the same contract Steadfast Security was on, and we can
negotiate from there.’

~~~

‘Let’s get started,’
Nava said, and SSF HQ became quiet. ‘I have some good news, and I
have some bad news.’

‘That sounds
bad,’ Vance Shepherd said.

‘Then let’s get
the bad out of the way first. I had lunch with the principal today,
and he requested that the SSF cover a conference which is happening
during the first week of the holiday.’

There were
mutterings of discontent. Some were louder. ‘I’m supposed to be
going home for the holiday,’ Theodore Garver said. ‘The flights are
booked. They can’t make–’

‘They can’t,’
Nava said, ‘and I can only ask you to join me looking after a bunch
of old people. I can’t order you to do this. However, this is where
we get to the good part. I can’t order you to do it, but I can
bribe you. Except for Six who looks like he’ll do it for free
anyway.’

‘Hey!’ Sixte
responded, much as expected.

‘Basically, the
school hired a company called Steadfast Security to do the job.
They backed out for operational reasons. The school has a budget
and I got most of it allocated to the SSF to do this. It is still
conditional on enough of you taking the bait to make it viable. I
want to use some of the money to get us some new equipment. Some of
that I want here before the holiday so that we can use it to do the
job. The rest is available for me to pay you to police this
conference. Except you won’t be being paid, you’ll be receiving a
grant to cover a week-long training exercise I’ve sprung on you at
the last moment.’ Nava looked directly at Theodore. ‘The
administration has agreed to handle rescheduling flights or hotel
bookings, and pay any costs involved. You’ll lose a week at home,
but you won’t be out of pocket and you won’t have to spend hours
trying to get a transport company to play ball.’

‘How much money
are we talking?’ Vance asked.

‘I based it
roughly on the standard pay for a second lieutenant in the ASF, so
it works out at three hundred thousand solars for the week.’

‘That’s like,
uh, thirty-six thousand dollars back home.’

‘You’ve got a
weakass currency,’ Moritz Evered said, grinning, ‘but it’s still
thirty thousand dollars on Garavain Prime. It’s nothing to sneeze
at for a week babysitting conference delegates.’

‘It’s going to
be hard work,’ Nava said. ‘We’re going to have to be professional.
We’re going to have to be polite. We’re likely to have to put up
with politicians and businesspeople who think they’re a divine gift
descending upon our lowly school. They won’t accept our authority,
and we still have to be polite to them. If any of you think you
can’t handle that… Actually, if you think you can’t handle it,
don’t go into policing when you graduate.’

‘Huh, even
I can manage to keep my head around people like that for a
week.’

‘I can’t wait
to see that, Moritz. In case the support team think they’re not
required, I’m actually going to try to get a few extras on-board.
We need a visible presence, but we’re also going to need to make
extensive use of the school’s surveillance system. I know it’s
boring, but I need people checking camera feeds for anyone going
where they shouldn’t.’

‘Well, I wasn’t
going home anyway,’ Lydia Bonfils said. ‘If I can get paid to stay,
that’s just fine by me.’ There were nods from several others in the
room who were basically in the SSF for forensics and other support
duties.

‘Okay,’ Nava
said. ‘I’m arranging at least a little training. We’re to be
working with the Diplomatic Protection Unit, so I’m trying to get
someone from them to come brief us and advise us on handling this
kind of work. Finals start next week with progression tests
starting the week after, so I’ve arranged for us to get some time
free to go over tactics. If we’re going to do this, we’re going to
do it right and learn something while we do it. If anyone wants to
back out, come see me before the end of today. Now, let’s get on
with the job we’re supposed to do, and I’ll get back to
planning.’

~~~

‘Do you think Auberon
planned to make that offer from the start?’ Mitsuko asked over
dinner that evening.

‘Obviously,’
Nava said without a second’s thought. ‘The entire notion of the SSF
doing this is ridiculous.’

‘Insane,’
Courtney agreed. ‘The school doesn’t give the kind of training
needed for a security job like this. It’s more diplomacy than
anything else.’

‘And asking us
to do unpaid work a professional organisation should be doing, on
three weeks’ notice, just adds to the stupidity.’

‘So, he did an
end-run around Joslyn,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Yes. I would
not like to go up against that man in a battle of wits. He might
not be a politician, but I bet he can run circles around ninety
percent of the Clan Council members.’

‘But not
Misaki.’

‘Not Misaki.
Politicians are one thing. Career bureaucrats are an entirely
different class of monster.’

‘Would the
Council Secretary really like being called a monster?’ Melissa
asked.

‘You’ve met
her. What do you think?’

‘Oh. Well. No,
she probably would.’

236/12/1.

Nava watched as a team
of six SSF members stormed the administration building. It was not
actually the administration building, it was a simulation of that
building in the only free combat training room in the school. It
was finals week, and just about every available space was being
used to assess the skills of the sixth years. Next week the fourth
and first years would be getting their assessments, leaving only
the last week before the conference for more practical training.
Luckily, most of the students needing this kind of training were
combat students anyway. They had been trained in small-unit
tactics. Nava was just making sure they understood what those
tactics meant in a hostage-rescue situation.

Not that she
ever wanted to find out that they could handle that kind of
situation. The probability of an attack on the conference was low.
In her book, that made it really important to be ready for
anything. So, she had secured permission for her staff to use at
least some of their time for training for the conference. The last
three weeks of term were usually mostly self-study anyway since a
lot of the teachers were busy with tests and exams. Having Nava
give that self-study some direction had been seen as a good thing
by the faculty.

And Nava was
learning too. She had begun to realise what was happening only
recently, but she had noticed it. She had been trained to be
Death’s Handmaiden, basically an assassin, a solo operative. She
had never been taught to lead other operatives. Her collaboration
with Melissa and Rochester had worked because they trusted her to
know what she was doing, not because she was great at giving
orders. Lately that had changed. She was learning to command troops
thanks to her time with the SSF. Maybe she was even becoming less
of a loner. Maybe. She did still need her alone time…

Reaching out,
she pressed a button on the control desk for the room. ‘Don’t
forget to check your verticals,’ she said, her voice relayed
through the helmets her troops were wearing. ‘Someone with Flight
or Spider Walk could be hiding near the ceiling.’ Maybe she was
doing more teaching than she thought too. Their instructors had
mentioned awareness of the vertical in combat situations, but it
clearly had not sunk in yet.

Practically, a
few days of drills was not going to make her people that much
better at this kind of operation than they already were. But if
something did happen during the conference, Nava wanted to know she
had done her absolute best to have her people ready for it.

236/12/4.

‘I’d like to introduce
Captain Kyoko Sasaki Sonkei,’ Naomi said. ‘She’s one of our
instructors at the DPU.’

Nava executed a
short bow. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Captain. I am Nava
Greyling Sonkei.’

‘Oh, I know who
you are,’ Kyoko said. Like Naomi and Kyle – who had accompanied
their teacher – she was dressed in ASF uniform, which meant she
looked like she was a SAS2 student, but someone had dyed
her uniform black. She was a short woman with a cap of dark-brown
hair and black eyes. She was typically attractive and as fit as one
might expect of an ASF officer. ‘The entire clan knows who you are,
I’d imagine.’

‘Perhaps,’ Nava
replied. ‘I suppose I still have a degree of celebrity as the
latest addition to the Greylings. Thank you for doing this for
us.’

Kyoko waved a
hand. ‘The DPU is happy that the SSF is taking this seriously.
We’re going to have to work together at this conference, and you
reached out to find out how we could best do that. My superiors
breathed a collective sigh of relief when I told them Naomi had
asked if we could send someone here to give a briefing. Especially
considering the special guest on the last day.’

Nava’s face
retained its usual dispassionate expression, but her heart skipped
a beat. ‘I haven’t received a list of delegates yet. I need to
press our administration about that. I wasn’t aware of any special
guest.’

‘You weren’t?
Well, that’s… That makes this visit doubly fortunate. The Secretary
General is attending on the last day.’

‘Misaki Himura?
Secretary General Misaki Himura is going to be here?’

‘And no one
mentioned it,’ Kyle said. ‘Sounds about right.’

‘The principal
will be walking with a limp tomorrow,’ Naomi predicted.

‘I would never
cause visible injury to the principal,’ Nava said. ‘I was aware
that members of the Clan Council were coming. Otherwise the DPU
wouldn’t be involved. No one told me about the Secretary General.
I’ll review my plans in that light.’

‘Well, the DPU
will be handling her personal security, of course,’ Kyoko said,
‘but we can’t do that if your people are getting in the way. Plus,
to be honest, if something did happen… Well, I read the report on
that incident on Beherbergen, and the hostage situation in Alliance
City last year. If there’s trouble, it would be a comfort to know
that you’re around to help resolve it.’

‘We have a
number of talented students who can help resolve situations. Let’s
just hope we don’t need to. And let’s go get this lecture started
assuming we will need to.’

Kyoko flashed a
smile. ‘That’s how we always operate in the DPU.’

~~~

‘You two just did this
so you could spend Saturday night with your respective partners,
right?’ Mitsuko said.

‘That,’ Naomi
replied, ‘is a foul slur upon the character of a fellow clansman,
Mitsuko Trenton.’

‘It’s true
though.’

‘That’s not the
only reason we agreed to ask,’ Kyle said. ‘It’s a really
major fringe benefit.’ He was sitting on the sofa in the lounge and
Courtney was actually sitting in his lap. Naomi and Melissa were
being a little more restrained.

‘Well, I’m
going to bed early,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Watching you four be
lovey-dovey while I’m stuck in celibate purgatory is
depressing.’

‘You’ve been
remarkably good about it,’ Nava said. ‘It’s been a little under two
weeks and you haven’t shown signs of breaking. After the way you
were when we first started seeing each other, I was expecting it to
be much worse. Perhaps you’re getting bored of me.’

‘Just wait
until my birthday. You’ll discover that I am not in any way bored
with you. I don’t plan to let you out of bed until–’

‘Ten in the
morning,’ Courtney said. ‘The graduation ceremony is that day. They
aren’t going to let you stay in bed all day, even if you’re
sex-starved.’

‘Well, that…
sucks.’

‘Be thankful my
week with the ASF finishes the day before,’ Nava said. ‘Otherwise I
might not even have been here. Courtney, how are you feeling about
your tests?’

Courtney gave a
small shrug. ‘Right now, sitting here, I’ve forgotten about the
week of hell I just went through. However, I’m quietly confident. I
doubt I’ll be setting records, but I don’t believe I’ll have
problems doing what I want after graduation.’

‘I think we’re
lucky we don’t have assessments this year,’ Melissa said. ‘Not real
ones. We still get a capacity test to check progression, but that’s
nothing.’

‘The question,’
Kyle said, ‘is what fake score is Nava going to give them this
year? I don’t think people are going to believe it if you don’t go
a lot higher than last year. I think you went too low. You’re going
to have to jump it up some to maintain credibility.’

‘Probably
true,’ Nava admitted. ‘If I’d known Taryn Borchardt was coming to
school here, I might have gone closer to two hundred. I believe her
score is around that mark. Or was, she may have improved since the
start of the year. I think I’ll go for two-ten this year and say I
had a growth spurt or something.’

‘Taryn might
beat you,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I think she’s exceeded two hundred
now.’

‘If she has, I
won’t be particularly worried. She’ll think she’s beaten me over
something. It’ll make her feel good.’

‘You mean it’ll
make her feel complacent.’

‘And that.
Besides, I don’t need to be known as the best in the year. It’s not
a priority for me.’

‘You don’t need
to be known to be, so long as you actually are.’

‘Something like
that.’

236/12/11.

‘Oh,’ Melissa said, her
eyes on her ketcom, ‘that doesn’t look good.’

‘What?’ Mitsuko
asked. ‘Is this something to do with the list you just sent
us?’

‘The list of
delegates confirmed for the conference, yes. Veit Wruck Malkin is
listed.’

It was Saturday
afternoon and Nava had decided to give her troops some time off. Of
course, that also meant she was getting a break, until now. ‘Who is
Veit Wruck Malkin, aside from a Malkin?’

‘He’s the clan
representative for the Malkins,’ Melissa replied. ‘I suppose they
are a magic-heavy clan, so they would be interested in the future
of sorcery. It’s not that strange to see him on the
list.’

‘But?’

‘Except that
the list is in the order of confirmation and the dates are given.
He confirmed his place two days after your duel with Felix
Adair.’

‘So,’ Mitsuko
said, ‘a little time for communication with Grimalkin, and he gets
orders to find a way to come to the school and pester Cari.
Possibly to pester you too, Nava.’

Nava gave a
shrug. ‘He’s a delegate. He gets the same treatment as all the
other delegates. Which means he’ll get kicked out if he makes too
much of a nuisance of himself. I’ll do some research on the man and
see what he’s like.’

‘Well, I’ve
never heard of him. Or his family. If I had to guess, he’s the clan
representative because no one else wanted the job. He’ll either be
the kind who does what he’s told to the minimum necessary, or he
actually thinks being the rep for a minor clan on the edge of
Alliance space makes him important. If it’s the latter–’

‘Which it will
be,’ Nava said. ‘Because how could it be otherwise?’

‘Well, perhaps.
If it is, then he could be a problem. However, you should remember
that you are a Greyling. Even as a clan rep, his status is only
going to be equal to yours.’

‘If he has rank
in his clan…’ Courtney countered.

‘It won’t be
high,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Not enough to make a difference. They
wouldn’t send someone important to Shinden. The Malkins are
isolationist. He likely has little influence back home because they
don’t really care what the rest of the clans think. He’s here to
make sure they aren’t disadvantaged.’

‘Would having
one of their rising stars humiliated and executed count as being
disadvantaged?’ Nava asked, though it was mostly rhetorical.

‘Probably.’

‘Oh well, I can
always kill him in a duel.’

‘Don’t joke
about that.’

Nava looked at
her girlfriend briefly. ‘I am required by law to say, “What makes
you think I was joking?”’

‘Yes. I rather
asked for that.’

236/12/14.

Carina was not pleased.
She had been told about her distant relative attending the
conference a couple of days ago and had confirmed that he was
basically a political stooge. She had seemed more irritated than
afraid or angry. Now she was definitely angry, but it was nothing
Representative Veit Wruck had done.

‘It’s
terrible,’ she said over lunch. ‘It’s absolutely terrible.’

‘Most students
don’t complain when their sorcerous capacity increases,’ Rochester
pointed out. The first-year results had come out that morning.
Carina’s had been adequate with a modest increase in capacity.

‘You barely
made it into the school as it is,’ Mitsuko added. ‘If you hadn’t
got better, they’d have put you through remedial training at the
very least. Given your relationship with your family, it might have
been worse.’

‘Well, yes, I
know that,’ Carina replied morosely, ‘but my power is supposed to
be sealed away by ancient magics and this is just another sign that
the seals are weakening.’

‘That’s one
explanation,’ Nava said.

‘You have
another, Champion of Light?’

‘I love the way
she says that with a straight face,’ Melissa commented,
grinning.

Nava gave her a
look before answering Carina. ‘You’re outgrowing them. The seals
were put in place when you had X amount of capacity. Since then,
your capacity has increased, and the seals have not expanded to
encompass your greater power. Part of the curriculum is intended to
expand your capacity, primarily through improvising high-complexity
spells. It’s only natural that you would expand your available
capacity beyond whatever keeps the bulk of your power from being
expressed.’

‘Yes, but–’
Carina began.

‘It’s actually
interesting that someone of your talent didn’t gain more,’ Hoshi
said. ‘The capacity training assumes that it’s stretching you,
making you work to improvise spells. But Trudy said that you find
it easier to improvise spells near your obvious limit. It’s as
though your “sealed” capacity is still there, acting as a sort of
buffer.’

‘Ah, yes!’
Rochester exclaimed. ‘Hence the exercises aren’t stretching you,
which means that you aren’t growing as fast as you normally would.
Intriguing.’

‘That’s great,’
Carina said. ‘I’m happy for your intriguedness.’

‘That is not a
word,’ Melissa said.

‘But the Key to
Darkness will–’

Melissa waved a
hand, bringing Carina to a halt. ‘If the Key to Darkness is
actually real, and they actually get their hands on you, and they
actually free an ancient deity trapped beyond reality, what do you
think is going to happen?’

‘Nava will kick
its butt.’ It was Mitsuko who started it, but Courtney, Rochester,
and Hoshi joined in quickly enough that it was almost
synchronised.

‘Somehow,’ Nava
said, ‘I feel that you’re asking a little much of me.’

‘We’d obviously
help,’ Melissa said. She had such an innocent smile.

‘Thank you. I’m
sure that would make all the difference.’

236/12/15.

Nava spotted Taryn
making a beeline across the refectory toward her and knew what was
coming.

‘I heard you
got two hundred and ten in your capacity test,’ Taryn said as she
arrived at the table Nava and her friends were sitting at.

‘And good
afternoon to you, Taryn Borchardt,’ Nava replied.

‘Right. Good
afternoon. I heard you got–’

‘And I heard
you managed two hundred and twenty. Congratulations. I think that
puts you ahead of most of the graduating sixth years.’

‘It does.’

‘Of course,’
Mitsuko said, ‘so is Nava. Personally, I’m happy with my modest
one-ten. I’d like to see a greater gain next year, but twenty
points is not bad.’

‘I only went up
ten,’ Rochester said.

‘Same here,’
Melissa said happily, ‘but that extra ten let me use rank four
Flight and class two Force Wall.’

‘I’m still
waiting for my final results,’ Courtney said, ‘but I got
one-seventy on the capacity test. That’s good enough for what I
want to do.’

Taryn looked a
little as though everyone else’s general happiness was raining on
her parade. ‘I’m glad you’re all happy.’

‘Everyone has
to know their limitations, Taryn Borchardt,’ Nava said. ‘Enjoy your
time in the spotlight. Just as I am enjoying the opposite.’

‘Huh?’

‘This time last
year,’ Mitsuko said, ‘Nava was preparing to be the lead in the
Drama Club’s yearly production. She was not enjoying literally
being in the spotlight.’

Taryn’s
eyebrows rose. ‘You were the lead in a play?’

‘The Ice
Queen,’ Nava replied.

‘Oh. Yeah. I’ve
seen that on vid.’ Pause. ‘Wasn’t that kind of typecasting?’

236/12/17.

Nava stalked through
the theatre in a most un-Nava-like outfit. That was assuming that
you had only ever seen her at school and that you had not been
there the year before. Anyone who had seen her as Yuki in The
Ice Queen knew that her dress was not atypical. So, first
years. The first years might have been surprised by a dress which
showed off almost her entire back and legs and hung across her
breasts to reveal as much cleavage as possible, and even had a
translucent panel over her stomach. Nava herself was more annoyed
that she had misjudged it slightly: the front panel of the skirt
just touched the floor, but the back was longer and likely to be
stepped on. Still, she liked the dark fabric with appliquéd pink
fronds framing her torso and crossing her bust; she would live with
the dangerous skirt. She was not planning to fight in it
anyway.

It was the
night of the Winter Ball. The difference between this year and last
was that Nava had to supervise security rather than just being able
to enjoy the evening. There was nowhere to hook a ketcom to her
outfit, but she had an earpiece in her right ear allowing her to
listen to comms traffic and issue orders if required. The discreet
communications gear had arrived in plenty of time for the
conference, so this was technically a dress rehearsal for that,
even if Nava’s costume was nothing like what she would be wearing
next week.

Mitsuko and
Melissa were positioned near the food once again. The already-tall
student council president was wearing platform pumps which made the
height difference even more pronounced. Nava would have punished
her for that later if they had been allowed to have sex at the
moment. On the other hand, you could see Mitsuko from across the
room; she was taller than more or less everyone else. She made for
a great landmark in the sea of students.

Mitsuko’s dress
was fairly staid for her. It was long and asymmetric. It had only a
right arm and her left leg was exposed to the hip, but it was
entirely opaque, showing a sort of abstract pattern of grey shades
which somehow managed to look blue in places. Nava had been amused
by the optical illusion, and more annoyed than she had thought she
would be that she would not be taking the dress’s wearer to bed
after the ball. Mitsuko looked elegant and sexy, a pale goddess.
Nava wanted to lick every square centimetre of her. Tonight was
going to be difficult.

‘Anything up?’
Melissa asked as Nava joined them. Melissa was in red. Her outfit
was fairly simple, technically not that revealing, and showed off
her best assets perfectly. The skirt was short at the front and
long at the back, and the back shaded to translucency as it fell
toward her ankles, but that was just a detail since it did not show
anything you could not see better from the front. The dress had a
halter neckline which plunged between her breasts, showing her
substantial bust off to perfection. Melissa was, of course, annoyed
that her boyfriend was not here to appreciate it, but the ball was
students only and Naomi was no longer a student.

‘Not a thing,’
Nava replied. ‘Thus far, everything is going smoothly. Of course,
we only opened the doors thirty minutes ago.’

‘We didn’t have
any major issues last year,’ Mitsuko pointed out. ‘There’s no
alcohol, which helps.’

‘Agreed. Just
so long as it stays that way.’

~~~

Carina looked very
different and also very Carina. She always had a Goth vibe about
her, even when dressed in school uniform. She frequently wore dark
makeup, and her hair was usually piled into an elaborate updo with
purple bands dyed into the jet black. Being possessed of violet
eyes seemed to help the look.

Tonight,
however, she had gone all-out. The thought of seeing her in a ball
gown had been intriguing, but she had denied everyone that sight.
Instead, she had come to the ball in a heavily stylised military
outfit which was both entirely in keeping with the event and also
not. For one thing, she had eschewed heels for a pair of what
looked like army boots. Since it was cold outside, she had chosen
to wear fishnet hose which at least provided some degree of heat
retention. Then there was the uniform. It was of no military
organisation Nava had ever heard of, though she somehow felt that
it should have been. There was quite a wide skirt in red with gold
trim which looked like it had to have some sort of petticoat under
it from the way it hung. Over that was a tunic in blue-grey with
more gold trim, plus wide red cuffs, gold piping, gold buttons on a
broad panel over the chest, a red rose affixed to Carina’s
shoulder, and a red cravat fixed with a golden broach. She looked,
in fact, like she should be leading a Gothic marching band.

‘That,’ Melissa
said as Carina approached them, ‘is quite an outfit.’

‘Thank you,’
Carina replied, ‘I think.’

‘Somehow, it
seems to go with the theme this year,’ Mitsuko said.

Nava looked up
and around. ‘It does?’ The theme was, officially, that of a fairy
grotto. To Nava, it appeared that they were in a forest. She had to
admit that it was a rather stylised forest and there did appear to
be glowing somethings flitting among the branches. ‘I don’t really
get the whole concept anyway.’

‘Fairy tales
and stuff, right?’ Carina asked.

Melissa nodded.
‘Later on, when the fairies have got used to us being here, they’re
supposed to come out and play among us. They’re hiding at the
moment. I’ve seen all the concept art.’

‘Then they have
the stealth characteristics of a searchlight,’ Nava said.

‘It is all an
illusion,’ Mitsuko pointed out. ‘I’m sure real fairies would be
better at secreting themselves.’

‘If there were
any real fairies.’

‘That would
obviously be a requirement.’

‘Though given
that Harbingers exist, why not fairies. Trudy is around here
somewhere.’

‘Oh, yes,’
Carina said. ‘She’s been looking forward to this more than I have.
She thought the dance in summer was great. She got to watch “young
adults’ mating rituals in great profusion.” I asked her not to tell
me about any of them.’

‘She should
have plenty to watch tonight,’ Nava said. ‘You’d be amazed at how
many one-night stands happen on the last night of term, especially
among the sixth years. Melissa was determined to get laid last
time.’

Melissa
blushed, which was to be expected. ‘I was. And it happened. Just
not the way I’d intended.’

‘I don’t think
I want to know,’ Carina said.

‘Good, because
I’m not going to tell you.’

‘But…’

~~~

‘Somehow,’ Nava said to
Taryn, ‘I was expecting you to be wearing more.’

Taryn frowned.
‘I’m not sure whether that’s a compliment or an insult.’ She had
walked over to the buffet to gather some food and Nava had spoken
to her.

‘Neither.
Merely an observation.’ Taryn was in a red gown with golden flowers
printed in a descending band around the skirt. The halter top was
built to cup her breasts and show them off even though they were
well covered. The skirt was ankle length, but only on one side; the
right side was more or less missing, exposing Taryn’s right leg to
the hip and her left leg below the knee. The dress was a wardrobe
malfunction waiting to happen. ‘I’m not really sure whether I
expected a more formal gown or some sort of military outfit.’

‘Like that
weird friend of yours is wearing? Not really my thing.’ There was a
slight pause and then, ‘She pulls it off, I must admit. It’s a
weird outfit for a ball, but it works with her personality. As for
a formal gown… Well, I don’t have the body to pull off what you’re
wearing. I figure I have good legs and boobs, so I’ll do my best to
show them off.’

‘You look
good.’ Actually, Nava thought Taryn looked like she wanted a
quickie really badly and had dressed for it, but she was diplomatic
enough not to say that.

Taryn grinned.
‘You look better. Some things I know not to compete in.’

That was
interesting: it appeared that Taryn was not overconfident about her
appearance. She was an objectively beautiful woman. Also
objectively, she was somewhere on a par with Nava and Mitsuko. They
were all differently beautiful, but who anyone would prefer
depended entirely on individual concepts of beauty. But Taryn
clearly felt at least a little inferior.

Still, it was
not Nava’s place to provide the woman with an ego boost. ‘Are you
returning to Bosquet for the holiday?’

‘Yes, but not
for a week or so. I want to get all my homework out of the way
where I won’t get disturbed and I have access to any research
materials I might need.’

‘That sounds
like a good plan. I may have to rush mine since I’ll be busy for
much of the holiday.’

‘Right. You
have that conference to secure next week.’

‘Please don’t
remind me.’

Taryn grinned.
‘Should’ve let me win the captaincy. Then you could run off and
ignore all that stuff.’

‘Would you want
to have this event to take care of?’

‘Huh. Now you
mention it, I’m glad I didn’t win.’

~~~

‘So, you’re away for
the weekend and then back on Monday?’ Mitsuko asked.

Courtney
nodded. ‘I’m going to celebrate my victory with Kyle. Then I’ll
come back, pack, and get out of your hair.’

‘There’s no
hurry.’

‘I know.’
Courtney took a sip of her fruit juice, looking pensive. It was
difficult to look pensive in a black dress which left her right
leg, most of her right side, and part of her right breast exposed,
but pensive was how she looked. ‘It’s going to be difficult. This
place has been my home for six years. I’ve been back to Garavain
Prime… twice.’

‘Well,’ Melissa
said, ‘I doubt I’ll get back to Avorna that often.’

‘You’re away
for the weekend too, right?’ Nava asked.

‘Yes. I won’t
be celebrating with Naomi. We’ll be, um…’

‘Banging like a
barn door in a hurricane,’ Nava suggested.

Melissa
blushed. ‘I wouldn’t exactly put it–’

‘Rutting like
beasts until you die of exhaustion.’

‘That seems
pretty–’

‘Having a
pleasant weekend with your boyfriend.’

‘Now you’re
just being– Wait! That is what we’ll be doing. I suppose
we’ll do a bit of celebrating with Courtney and Kyle.’

‘Kinky,’
Mitsuko said, deadpan.

‘No way,’
Courtney said. ‘There is no way that is happening.’

‘I think I’d be
insulted if I wasn’t so embarrassed,’ Melissa said.

‘It’s not you,’
Courtney replied. ‘I’m not that into girls, but if you add drink
and the right atmosphere. Yeah, sure. I’d even let Kyle because
it’s only right to share. But then I’d have to do it with Naomi. I
saw him in the sento. There is no way. No way that doesn’t involve
surgery, anyway.’

Mitsuko frowned
at the ex-captain. ‘You’re bigger than Mel. If she can–’

‘She uses magic
of some kind.’

‘Wha?’ Melissa
got out.

‘That’s a spell
schema I’d enjoy reading,’ Nava said. ‘Did you craft it yourself,
Mel?’

‘There’s no
spell!’

‘It’s the only
reasonable explanation,’ Courtney countered. ‘Something involving
opening a gate into another dimension, maybe.’

‘You’re all
mean,’ Melissa said. ‘No foursome for you, Courtney.’

‘But I was
saying I wouldn’t… Now you won’t let me, it sounds like a good
idea.’

‘Forbidden
fruit is always the sweetest,’ Mitsuko said. ‘That’s why I can’t
wait for my birthday.’

‘But then I
won’t be forbidden any more,’ Nava pointed out.

‘True, and yet
I don’t care.’

236/12/18.

‘This is hard,’ Mitsuko
said. She was standing in the doorway to her bedroom.

Across the
hallway, hand on her own door, Nava looked back. ‘I’m aware,’ she
said.

‘I just want to
crawl under that dress and find out whether you’re wearing
panties.’

‘I’m aware of
that too. For the record, I am.’

Mitsuko
grinned. ‘I’m sort of disappointed.’

‘Hm.’ Nava
regarded her girlfriend for a moment. ‘You do know that I find this
difficult too, don’t you? That’s why your requests to “just cuddle
for a bit” have been denied. I wouldn’t stop at cuddling.’

The grin became
a smile. ‘I knew, but it’s nice to hear you say it. Goodnight,
Nava.’

Nava pushed her
door open and stepped into her room. ‘Goodnight, Suki. Sweet
dreams.’

‘After spending
the evening looking at you in that dress, I think torrid dreams are
more likely. But the same to you anyway.’

236/12/19.

The first of the
conference delegates arrived at two in the afternoon on Sunday, the
day before the conference. The company the school had hired to
handle logistics for the event had everything organised as far as
meeting the delegates and guiding them to their rooms for the week.
Along with the staff they had brought in, they had hired several of
the students staying on-site over the holiday to act as guides. The
theory was that the students knew the campus best, and they looked
suitably official in their uniforms.

The first to
arrive was a group from an off-world magitech company who flew in
on a tiltrotor. Nava watched them disembarking from the comfort of
her desk in SSF HQ. She had access to the entire security camera
network as well as links to the flight-control office and the
control system for the rail station. Around the room, all the other
workstations were occupied by SSF staffers monitoring the security
system. They had had little to do up until now, but things were
about to get busy.

‘Here we go,
ladies and gentlemen,’ Nava said. ‘We have outsiders on the
grounds. Let’s make sure everything goes as smoothly as possible.
That’s what we’re getting paid for.’

‘Huh,’ Lydia
Bonfils said. ‘We are actually getting paid this time.
That’s a nice change.’

‘I do what I
can.’ On-screen, she could see one of the incoming people arguing
with one of the organisers. Good start. ‘This week is probably
going to be hell. I think we deserve all the money we can suck out
of the school for this one.’

‘I’m not
arguing,’ Lydia replied. ‘I’m not planning to complain either. I am
not rich enough to complain about getting spare cash.’

‘Good.
Technically, I am rich enough, but it seems like the more money you
have, the more it wants to run off and find its friends.’

~~~

It was fairly late in
the afternoon and Nava was just considering leaving to find some
food when she spotted some new arrivals at the school’s helipad.
According to the data she had from flight control, the tiltrotor
was carrying a couple of clan representatives along with part of
the group from the DPU. It was a little difficult to tell because
DPU personnel did not usually appear in uniform. Regular uniform
anyway; they wore combat gear, or they wore suits to blend in with
their charges.

Naomi and Kyle
looked like they belonged to some sort of criminal cartel in their
smart black suits. Naomi, of course, looked imposing. The man would
look imposing dressed in pink frills. Thinking about it, Nava
decided never to mention that thought to Melissa, and concluded
that Naomi in a pink, frilly dress would be more scary. His
suit was immaculately cut to emphasise his broad shoulders and
narrow waist while hiding both his sheer bulk and the sidearm he
was carrying in a shoulder rig. Kyle looked just as good. His suit
had to hide less muscle, but it was tailored to fit him
perfectly.

Nava had been
expecting neither of them. They were supposed to be in the final
weeks of their DPU training. So, what were they doing at
SAS2, apparently on a live DPU operation?

~~~

‘It’s part of our
training,’ Kyle said. He had just managed to peel Courtney off him.
Even though she had just come home after spending most of the
weekend with him, she had been very enthusiastic about greeting
him.

‘We would
normally be shadowing active DPU officers at this point,’ Naomi
continued. ‘It was decided that this event was a perfect exercise.’
Melissa’s greeting of her boyfriend had not been quite so
demonstrative, as usual. Melissa saved her enthusiasm for when she
was somewhere private.

‘We said we
could handle accommodation,’ Kyle said, ‘so I hope you don’t mind
us staying here.’

‘I’d have liked
to have known you were coming before you got here,’ Nava said. ‘I
have no objection to either of you staying here, however.’

‘Our fault,’
Melissa said. ‘We knew, but we didn’t get the chance to tell you
since you’ve been out all afternoon.’

‘DPU’s fault,’
Naomi countered. ‘They only informed us that this was
happening on Friday evening.’

‘Hm,’ Nava
said. ‘I hope they planned their general operation better. This
entire event has an issue with rushed security.’

‘I wouldn’t
count on it. My impression was that they viewed this as an easy
job. What could possibly go wrong with a small conference at
SAS-squared?’ You often could not tell when Naomi was being
sarcastic. This time, you could.

‘I’m sure they
said that about the one last year in Alliance City.’

‘Then let us
hope that they are correct this time.’

236/12/20.

Once again, Carina sat
in one of the visitor rooms with someone from her home planet. This
time, however, it was someone she had never met before. Veit Wruck
was the representative on the Clan Council for the Malkin clan and,
as their representative, he might have taken an interest in one of
the few Malkins to have semi-permanent residence on Shinden, but he
had paid Carina no attention whatsoever since her arrival. Until
now, anyway.

He was a thin
man thickening at the waist due to a relatively sedentary lifestyle
and too many good meals. His dark-blue suit did not quite hide his
swelling middle, but it was not too bad. He was a blonde, his hair
cut neatly and very seriously, with blue eyes shading green toward
the pupils. He had something of a long nose, down which he was
regarding Carina, and thin lips. The most imposing thing about him
was his air of puffed-up self-importance.

‘I summoned you
here to inform you of a change in your circumstances,’ Veit said
when he had finished staring Carina into what he thought was a
suitable frame of mind.

‘I don’t
understand,’ Carina said. ‘Has something happened to my
family?’

‘Your family,
in concert with the clan leaders, has decided that you can make do
with a reduced allowance. Effective from next term, you will be on
the minimum allowable grant.’

Carina stared
at the man briefly, her mind working through the circumstances and
the statement. ‘I’m being punished because Felix Adair was stupid
enough to get caught trying to kidnap me and then, even more
stupidly, challenged Nava Greyling to a death duel and lost.’

Veit coughed.
‘The loss of Felix Adair was unfortunate. He was a promising
sorcerer.’

‘He was beaten
by a minor. A schoolgirl.’

‘His death has
nothing to do with the change in your circumstances. Your family
simply does not believe they should commit greater resources to
your off-world education.’

‘You mean that
the Adairs pressured the Schwartzs after Felix Adair’s obsession
with controlling everything in his life got him killed.’

‘You would do
well to learn some manners, girl. That’s all I have to say. You are
dismissed.’

Carina got to
her feet and turned toward the door. ‘Thank you for passing on the
message, Representative.’ Inwardly, she was fuming, but there was
little she could do about the matter. She would just have to move
into a smaller apartment and cut her expenditure. Not that she had
much in the way of expenditure, but still…

~~~

Nava stood at one of
the rear doors of the main theatre, staving off boredom by going
over the evacuation plans for the building in her head. Up on
stage, the opening ceremony for the conference was underway.
Ceremony was possibly a bit of an exaggeration for what was
happening. There were speeches being made about the intentions for
the event. So far as Nava could tell, the goals were only vaguely
defined.

‘Welcome to the
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery.’ The principal was up, dressed
relatively conservatively for him. His suit was dark blue with a
pinstripe Nava suspected was pink. His waistcoat was neither
iridescent nor reflective; it was unlikely he would be blinding
anyone today. ‘I am Auberon Ewart Orlando, principal of the school,
and it is my great pleasure to welcome such august representatives
of the world of sorcery into my domain.’

That, Nava
thought, was a good opening. You are all my guests here, I respect
you and find you worthy of being here, but this is my place
and I do not want you to forget it. Maybe she was reading too much
into it, but that was how it sounded to her and, from the look of
some of the thousand or so delegates in the theatre, at least some
of them got the same message.

‘Here at
SAS-squared, we strive to give the best education we can to those
who represent the future of sorcery, our students. Our students
also strive to be the best magicians they can be, to make the most
of the education we provide, and to become productive citizens of
the Clan Worlds. You’ll find some of them around campus even now,
acting as guides and providing security for this conference. They
are a dedicated bunch who bring me great pride.’

Suck-up. Nava
checked and he was not actually looking at her, but she got the
feeling he was addressing her as much as the delegates.

‘When we
discuss the future of sorcery over the coming week, I feel it’s
important to consider the people our words will actually affect.
They are the ones who fill this school every term and have no
opportunity to tell us what they think about their future. They
will, however, pass judgement upon our words. We have various
representatives of the media here to report upon our deliberations,
and that group includes members of the school’s News Club who will
be reporting at length about this event. The future of sorcery will
be listening as we speak, ladies and gentlemen. Future employees.
Future members of the armed forces. Future citizens you will
represent. Future leaders of the world of sorcery. Keep that in
mind this week, and please enjoy your time here.’

~~~

‘They’re cutting you
off?’ Courtney asked upon hearing Carina’s news. It was time for
the evening meal and there had been an agreement to meet in one of
the open refectories. Naomi and Kyle had been unable to get away
for it and Nava had limited time, but the usual group of friends
were getting together for at least a short time.

‘Well, not
entirely,’ Carina replied. ‘Not like your family did to you.’

‘It still
sucks.’

‘Well, yes.
But, uh, these are the kind of hardships sent to harden me for the
coming battle with Darkness.’

Courtney looked
around at Mitsuko. ‘I don’t think that’s entirely necessary. There
is a solution with less hardship involved.’

Mitsuko looked
back for a second and then nodded. ‘Yes. Yes, we could make the
same arrangement.’

‘I think we
should,’ Melissa said. ‘Courtney’s moving out this week. We’ll have
a spare room.’

‘What?’ Carina
said, blinking rapidly.

‘Not that I
consider this a bad idea,’ Nava said, ‘but I think we should
consider that we would be inviting two people into the house.’

‘We would?’
Melissa asked. Then she answered her own question. ‘Oh! Oh, yes.
Still, we wouldn’t know about the second one most of the time.’

‘I would.’

‘Oh, true.’

‘Wait,’ Carina
said, ‘are you saying I could move into your house?’

‘As Melissa
said,’ Mitsuko said, ‘we will have a spare bedroom as of next week.
With Courtney leaving, we would all need to put a little more money
into rent, but if you took her place, we wouldn’t. It provides you
with a better standard of living than the capsule apartments, and
from our point of view it makes fiscal sense. And we know that we
can get on with you reasonably well, which is important.’

‘Well, uh,
while I would obviously not flinch from facing the hardships sent
to test me, I’d be an idiot not to avoid them if there’s a way
to.’

‘So, that just
leaves the matter of her outfit,’ Courtney said.

‘Outfit?’

‘Yes. Your maid
outfit. It’s part of the deal. Obviously, mine won’t fit
you, so Suki will have to get a new one for you. You do the dusting
and stuff. Don’t worry, Mel’s in the same boat.’

‘Oh. Okay.’
Carina pressed her lips together in thought, apparently considering
the matter. Mitsuko was just about to tell her it was all a joke
when she spoke again. ‘Well, I did say I’d face trials and tests if
I had to, so that’s fine. But, um, could you make it like a Gothic
maid costume?’

236/12/22.

Nava had basically
ignored the conference’s various panels through Monday and Tuesday.
She had been busy watching security cameras in HQ, doing the
occasional patrol, and making sure everything went according to
plan. Her plan was that no one really had to do anything, which had
worked so far, though she had been required to locate seven lost
ketcoms. How adults could lose ketcoms with that frequency was
beyond her, but they had all been located and returned to their
owners. Whatever, the panels had not been of particular interest,
so she had ignored them.

So, the fact
that she was sitting at the front of a lecture theatre taking part
in one was a little perplexing. On the surface, the theme of the
discussion fitted with her role as SSF captain: The Future of
Policing and Sorcery. She was there because one of the intended
panellists had dropped out due to some family emergency, and the
principal had requested that Nava fill in. Well, okay. She had had
no time to prepare, so she knew nothing about the other panellists
or the agenda of the panel, but she could wing it. She had her own
thoughts on progressing policing through sorcery and had
implemented some of those thoughts with her programme of education
for the SSF. She could talk about that, given the opportunity. She
was not getting the opportunity.

Someone had set
up the panel to discuss policing magicians rather than the use of
sorcery in policework. The someone was not entirely clear, but Nava
was fairly sure it was either Howard Barrett Bishop or Veronica
Daniel Garavain. He was one of the representatives for the Bishop
clan; she worked in the administration as an advocate for
education. They both seemed to consider that sorcery was generally
bad for society, and that magicians were mass murder events waiting
to happen. The ASF had sent a PR officer, First Lieutenant Yūto
Ishikawa Sonkei, to take part in this kind of panel, but he was
constantly on the back foot since the panel seemed to have been
stacked in favour of Howard’s and Veronica’s positions. Nava had
decided to roast the principal over hot coals for getting her
involved.

Howard’s
position was easiest to discount. He was a religious man. It was a
trait a lot of the Bishops shared, though some were more assertive
about it than others. He basically seemed to think that magicians
were demons and should not be allowed to walk the streets. He was
not going to get excessively far with his opinions since the
majority of people did not consider themselves religious these
days. Organised religions were few and far between. Religious
organisations were subject to the same laws and taxes as any other
social or business entity. Spouting religious rhetoric did not get
you far with the general populace of the Clan Worlds, though it
might have made headway on New Canaan, the Bishop clan’s home
system.

Veronica was a
little more reasoned and, as far as Nava could see, more dangerous.
‘We have already had one near disaster on Shinden due to the
actions of magicians,’ she said during her opening statements.
‘Last year, Alliance City was held to ransom by an artificially
generated hurricane. A hurricane created by magic. Prior to
that, a symposium concerned with sorcery was attacked by terrorists
from Beherbergen, causing considerable disruption to the operation
of the Clan Worlds government. We are seeing more and more
terrorism and criminal activity perpetrated using sorcery, by
magicians. People want to see this kind of thing controlled. The
citizens of the Alliance do not feel safe with walking weapons on
the streets.’ It was fearmongering, but it was the kind of thing
that tended to work as far as propaganda went.

Yūto did at
least have data to counter Veronica’s statistics. Which was to say,
he had some statistics and she had none. ‘Magicians are already
more tightly controlled than non-magicians,’ he said. ‘We actually
see less crime committed by magicians than others, as a proportion
of the two populations. In addition, the proportion of crime which
involves magic is relatively steady, and low, even seeing a slight
decrease over the past decade.’

‘That’s not the
perception the citizenry has, Lieutenant,’ Veronica countered.

‘That’s because
news media organisations sensationalise crimes utilising magic.
Such crimes are reported with greater frequency and the part magic
plays in them is over-emphasised.’

‘Like the Free
Beherbergen assault on last year’s conference,’ Nava said. ‘You
didn’t actually say magic was involved in that, Veronica Daniel,
but you implied that it was by connecting it to the blackmail later
in the year and to the subject of the symposium. In reality, there
was one magician among the terrorists. Free Beherbergen, as an
entity, are generally opposed to sorcery and don’t make much use of
it. The one magician they had was there to counter magicians in the
building and start a scrying blocker.’

‘You say that,
Nava Greyling,’ Veronica replied, ‘but details of the attack are
not generally known so how can we be sure of what happened?’

‘I was there.
I’m quite sure of the sequence of events and the composition of the
terrorist force. That event had nothing to do with sorcery. It was
perpetrated by people who, given a seat on this panel, would have
agreed with everything you’ve said.’

Veronica had no
answer to that, so she backed up. ‘The perception people have of
magical crime is that–’

‘Perception is
a bad topic to bring up to a sorceress, Veronica Daniel,’ Nava
interjected. ‘Perceptions can be and are manipulated. You don’t
even require sorcery to do it, but magicians are keenly aware that
what we perceive is not reality. We see what we want to see more
often than what is really there. The senses can be tricked. Our
interpretation of what our senses tell us is just that:
interpretation. We all filter our world through the lens of what we
believe, and what we believe is a construct of our minds and what
we are told. You have been shown statistics which prove that
magical crime is rare compared to mundane crime, but you have
filtered it out because it doesn’t fit your narrative. You want
magicians to be more prone to crime, so you ignore evidence to the
contrary. There are bad magicians. That is because there are bad
humans and, no matter how much Representative Howard Barrett might
wish it otherwise, magicians are human.’

‘But don’t you
think magic deserves greater control due to its inherent
danger?’

‘Sorcery is
already subject to licensing and permit control,’ Yūto said. ‘The
use of magic in a crime is an aggravating factor which results in a
greater penalty for those convicted of crimes utilising it. In most
worlds in the Alliance, there are fewer controls on the
availability of firearms than there are on the use of sorcery.’

‘And yet we
have someone using power reserved for God to threaten the lives of
thousands of Alliance citizens,’ Howard Barrett said. ‘Where were
your licences and permits then?!’

‘The same place
as gun controls when Free Beherbergen attacked the symposium,’ Nava
replied. ‘The terrorists were able to get their hands on military
weaponry. They had a walking tank. And anyone can use that kind of
equipment, magician or not. The blackmail situation is another case
of the use of sorcery making headlines because the media like to
sensationalise it. To make that happen required the use of a lot of
technology which would be practically impossible to replicate. On
the other hand, you could have threatened all those people just as
surely using a nuclear warhead, and there are a lot more people who
know how to make those. You seem to think sorcery is in some way
special. It’s no different from any technology humans have created
to slaughter each other. Except that’s making the mistake of
lumping all the possible uses of sorcery into one basket. You
appear to wish that all magicians be removed from society,
Representative. If that happened, you would be out of a job. The
Clan Worlds Alliance could not exist without faster-than-light
communications and spacecraft. Your life would be shorter without
magical treatments. The art world would be deprived of many
talented illusionists. Sports would be deprived of MagiTag and
battleball. Like it or not, Clan Worlds society relies on sorcery
to function. You can’t go back and, frankly, the human race would
be almost extinct, still living on a half-dead planet, if
metaphysics had never been invented.’

In the end, no
one really got what they wanted from the panel. Howard and Veronica
seemed less than pleased that the audience seemed less than
convinced by their arguments. Yūto looked like he had not been
expecting things to go as well as they had, but he still found the
whole experience a waste of time. As for Nava…

‘I was asked to
fill in for the original panellist,’ Nava said in her closing
statement. ‘I had hoped to discuss the use of sorcery in policing
and how we are attempting to push that forward here at SAS-squared.
Instead, I’ll be leaving here with a sense of fear. I fear what the
ideas expressed here might result in. The more this kind of idea
propagates, the more people are told they should be fearful of what
magicians might do, the easier it is to dehumanise us. Personally,
I’m more fearful of what the citizens of the Clan Worlds will do to
magicians than of what we might do to them. Already, magicians are
a vital component in the Alliance’s communication system. A
component. Nothing more than a cog in a machine. The
weather-control system used to threaten Alliance City last year
literally wired a magician into its core. The power that granted is
very attractive to many, and I have no doubt that research is
underway to replicate that device. When the perception of magicians
has been manipulated such that we are thought of as something less
than human, it becomes easier to ignore inhuman acts perpetrated on
us.’

Nava looked
across at the two anti-sorcery advocates. ‘You wish to push a
narrative of fear. You want people to think of magicians as
dangerous, threatening, loose cannons. The reality is that we have
much more to fear from you and, unless a proper framework of legal
protection is created, you are setting up a future in which
magicians are nothing more than slaves.’

236/12/24.

Nava glanced at her
ketcom and then turned to face the south. The incoming vertol jet
carrying Misaki Himura was visible if you knew where to look for
it, and Nava did because her ketcom was showing the data from
flight control.

‘Oh, there she
is,’ Mitsuko said, which caused various other heads to turn in that
direction. The principal and vice principal were there. A
contingent of DPU officers were standing by, including Naomi. There
were also a couple of senior representatives waiting to greet the
Secretary General because, while she was technically a public
servant, she held easily as much power as the Clan Council’s
president.

Nava switched
her ketcom over to the security display one of the support team had
cooked up. It gave a simple, three-colour status indication – which
was showing green to indicate no reports of problems – and a text
feed of the reports coming in from the surveillance and field
teams. If anything worth mentioning happened, Nava would see it in
the feed. The last log entry was still there: yet another request
to find a missing ketcom.

The jet shifted
into vertical flight mode around eight hundred metres from the pad
and drifted into a smooth landing, its engines beginning to wind
down immediately. A minute after its wheels hit the concrete, one
of its doors opened and a flight of extending stairs was deployed.
More DPU officers exited the vehicle, descending the stairs and
positioning themselves at the bottom. Then the lady herself
emerged, pausing in the doorway and looking quickly over the party
waiting for her. Nava thought she looked a little harassed. Then
Misaki was walking down the stairs, smiling a political smile. She
was dressed in a grey skirt-suit which looked expensive. Her hair
was in its more usual bun which, to Nava’s eyes, had to involve
some sort of magic to pack all of her hair into such a small
space.

Escorted by her
two bodyguards, Misaki crossed the concrete to Auberon Ewart,
Joslyn Harris, and the two representatives. Then she greeted the
leader of the DPU contingent on-site, Captain Rowena Leavitt
Orlando, and Naomi, who had likely been included since he was one
of Misaki’s relatives.

Nava paid
little attention, instead watching the vertol. A few more DPU
agents emerged, some carrying equipment. They were followed by a
familiar face: Fawn Tyrell. Nava had not been expecting the first
lieutenant, though it was not entirely odd to see her there. It was
a little more odd that she was flying in on Misaki’s transport. No
doubt there would be an explanation forthcoming. Besides, Nava had
more immediate greetings to take care of.

‘Good morning,
Madam Secretary,’ Mitsuko said as Misaki approached.

Misaki affected
a mildly exaggerated sigh. ‘I suppose we have to be formal. Good
morning, Student Council President. I’d kiss your cheek, but some
of my security detail are a little jumpy today.’

‘Oh? Well,
that’s more Nava’s zone of interest than mine. It’s a pleasure to
see you here, Madam Secretary. I’m looking forward to your
speech.’

‘Don’t. It’ll
be mostly political. Captain Nava Greyling, I hope you’re keeping
things safe and secure?’

‘As safe and
secure as I can, Madam Secretary,’ Nava replied. ‘I hope someone
will be briefing me on why your security people are jumpy.’

‘I’m sure they
will. I saw the vid of the panel you were drafted onto. Do you
really have worries about the future treatment of magicians?’

‘Yes,’ Nava
said flatly.

‘Hm. We may
need to do something to assuage your fears. Now, I understand that
you’re to escort me to the theatre.’

‘I was told it
was “good optics” to have students escorting you rather than
politicians and security guards, though there are plenty of all of
those here.’

Misaki gave a
slight grimace, maybe an apology. ‘They probably should have let
you work that out for yourself. They definitely shouldn’t have just
told you.’

Nava gave a
shrug. ‘I appreciated the directness. Please, Madam Secretary, if
you would step this way…’

~~~

‘Are you going to tell
me why the DPU are on edge?’ Nava asked. Up on stage, Misaki was
addressing not just the delegates at the conference, but also a
selection of the students who were still on-campus for the holiday.
It was almost as though she was addressing the students in
preference, actually. Still, the speech was largely political, and
Nava was not that interested.

Fawn held up
her ketcom, displaying a picture which appeared to be from a
security camera somewhere, possibly at a spaceport. ‘Do you know
her?’ Fawn asked. Nava looked closer.

The subject of
the image was a blonde, fairly young-looking girl. Maybe early
teens, or maybe a lot older and trying to look young. She was
dressed in a plaid skirt, cropped T-shirt, and bomber jacket. There
were Mary Jane pumps on her feet. Her hair was short and a little
untidy. It was difficult to be sure with the low-quality image, but
her eyes looked blue or green and her face tended toward cute. She
had a small, perky nose and her lips looked like they had a
pronounced bow to them. She had basically no bust, but her legs
were quite long. She looked like someone Nava felt she should
know…

Fawn waited a
few seconds while Nava scanned the image. She had known Nava as
long as anyone in the Clan Worlds. Longer than Melissa. Longer than
Mitsuko. She could tell when Nava was pretending to think about
something and when she was actually putting in the effort. ‘You do
know her, right?’

‘The image
quality is poor, and I haven’t seen her for a significant number of
years, but that looks like Jenna. DH-ten. She’s supposed to be
dead. Where was this taken?’

‘Alliance City
groundside spaceport. Two weeks ago.’

‘And it took
this long to bring this to me?’

‘Irregularities
in the fake ID she used to get onto the planet only showed up three
days ago. We put her face through facial recognition, and that was
when she was identified as a possible Redwing Faction operative. We
weren’t sure she was part of the Death’s Handmaiden project,
however. What was wrong with her?’

‘Nothing,’ Nava
replied. ‘She failed to meet expectations. Jenna was designed to
handle multiple spells at once. She processes information faster
than I do. The problem was that she ended up having insufficient
sorcerous capacity for their needs and she was retired. Or so I was
told. Perhaps I should have realised they were lying with this one.
Jenna proved to have a useful talent, just not with sorcery.’

Fawn frowned.
‘Explain, please.’

‘Effectively,
she’s a precog. She can see the future.’


‘Divination.’

‘No. Though
what she does relates to divination magic in a way. She absorbs
information like a sponge. She has perfect retention. She’s able to
take all that information and, for want of a better term, model it
in her head. She does it constantly, always updating her
predictions or determining the results as they pertain to a
different subject. So long as she has enough information, she’s
able to predict the outcome of events more or less as they happen.
I assume she had vanished when officers were sent to detain her.
She would likely have known to the minute how long her cover
identity would hold up. Jenna is, essentially, the perfect planning
tool. If trained, she would be the ultimate field commander. If
she’s on Shinden, there’s probably a Redwing operation in play.
Something major.’

‘Yeah… And
she’s vanished. We can’t find her anywhere. We detected a couple of
other known Redwing agents around the same time, and they’ve
vanished too. That’s why the DPU are on high alert.’

‘It would have
been nice if they’d mentioned it to me.’

‘To be fair,
they only got the information this morning.’

‘You believe
this conference may be the target?’

‘Frankly, the
target could be anything, but it’s certainly possible that they’d
attack here. The school itself is a prestigious target, and now the
Secretary General is here. Plus, not to denigrate the SSF, but this
place can’t possibly have the security the administrative buildings
in Alliance City have.’

‘Probably true.
I’ll put our meagre forces on amber alert, and then I suggest we
brief Captain Rowena Leavitt on Jenna. Jenna’s plans have a habit
of working perfectly given sufficient time to refine her
predictions. She’s had two weeks. That’s plenty of time. Whatever
she has planned, countering it will be difficult.’

~~~

After the speech, there
was lunch. The senior refectory had been converted into a dining
venue for the event. It sat between the two senior-year buildings
and was large enough to handle two years of students, so it could
handle a thousand delegates easily enough. It was a buffet-style
affair, as had been the case all through the week. At Misaki’s
request, there were also students at the luncheon, and Nava had
some of her people at the beverages area to make sure the younger
students did not ‘accidentally’ pick up a glass of wine. Carina,
for one, was not trying to.

‘Alcohol
disrupts your thoughts and makes it harder to maintain the level of
awareness you need to have to keep the Darkness at bay,’ she
explained to Nava while Nava watched the refectory.

‘I certainly
don’t need the added distraction,’ Nava agreed. ‘What did you think
of the Secretary General’s speech?’

‘It was… I’m
not really used to analysing political speeches. I guess it sounded
uplifting and encouraging. Some of the stuff she said about
magicians in society and improving the conditions some of them work
under sounded good.’

‘Yes, it did.
If we all get plunged into eternal night, I don’t suppose it will
matter, but until then, it’s important to ensure that we don’t all
end up as slaves to the needs of the magitech industry and its
users.’

‘Oh, well, I
guess I can get behind that. Until we all become slaves to the
Elder Gods.’

‘Hm. Perhaps
the magitech execs are actually the Elder Gods.’

Carina gasped.
‘They could have infiltrated our reality already. Perhaps
they’re behind the Key to Darkness.’

‘Well, several
of them are here. They don’t look like ancient evils of any sort,
but then, how would you tell?’

Carina looked
around, worry in her eyes. Then she frowned. ‘You’re teasing me,
aren’t you? That’s mean.’

‘I’ve been
called worse.’ Nava lifted her head, turning slightly. ‘Did you
hear that?’

‘Are you still
teasing me?’

‘No, this was
something else…’

~~~

In SSF HQ, things had
been proceeding for much of the day as they had for the entire week
so far: nothing much was happening. There had been the missing
ketcoms, located via the school’s network, to deal with, and there
had been one or two delegates who needed guiding back to their
rooms after overindulging in the evenings, so the night shift was a
little more exciting. Everyone was generally well behaved during
the day.

Lydia Bonfils
had been handling the day shift, along with a couple of others. It
was boring work, but she was being paid for it. Plus, how often did
you get to spend your time spying on people without the possibility
of being arrested? The delegates were behaving themselves, sure,
but watching them when they thought they were out of sight could be
amusing, and occasionally embarrassing.

The one thing
Lydia had avoided doing, even in the silence of her own thoughts,
was wishing for something exciting to happen. That was asking for
it. A nice, quiet, boring week at the end of which she would get a
nice paycheque was exactly what Lydia wanted. With that money, she
could upgrade the hotel room she had booked for the new year in a
resort on the Ishikawa islands. She might not be going home this
year, but she could have a good time on Shinden anyway. So, no
excitement. A nice, easy, boring…

So, of course,
she happened to be looking at the display from a camera watching
the heliport when the Secretary General’s vertol exploded. She
stared at the burning wreckage for about two seconds before the
analytical part of her brain – which was the reason Nava had
scouted her for the SSF in the first place – kicked in and her
fingers shifted rapidly over her keyboard. She spoke as she typed.
‘The Secretary General’s jet just blew up. Someone make sure the
administration knows and there’s an emergency response
happening.’

‘On it,’ Aston
Parkinson Morgan said. ‘It just blew up?’

A secondary
window appeared on Lydia’s console. It showed the vertol prior to
its fiery detonation and proceeded to replay the scene at one-tenth
normal speed. ‘That’s what I’m checking. I could’ve sworn I saw…’
She trailed off as something appeared in the frame, moving very
fast. It was there for maybe two individual images, little more
than a blur in both of them, but it appeared to hit the vertol, and
it appeared that the impact point was where the explosion
originated. So much for boring. ‘I think it was hit with a missile,
Aston. I think we’re under attack.’

~~~

Nava looked up from her
ketcom to see both Naomi and Kyle approaching. They both had
serious expressions on their faces. Nava would have been wearing a
similar expression if she ever showed her emotions.

‘We were asked
to come over and check on the situation,’ Kyle said.

‘Did you hear
an explosion a minute or so ago?’ Naomi asked. ‘We appear to have
lost communications with Misaki’s vertol.’

‘Yes, I heard
an explosion,’ Nava replied. ‘Wireless communications seem to be
down. I can’t reach HQ or any of my people.’

‘Jamming?’ Kyle
asked.

‘A possibility.
I’m going to–’

With a
clattering, rumbling sound, heavy shutters dropped into place over
all the windows of the refectory. They were riot shields and it was
almost surprising that they worked since they had never been used
in the lifetime of the school. They were, according to the document
Nava had read, fairly solid but not designed to stand up to a
concerted military assault. The idea was to secure the main school
buildings in the event of unrest among the students, though given
that many of the students could throw around magic equal to a
concerted military assault, Nava was dubious about the
effectiveness of the shields. Right now it presented another
problem.

‘I was going to
run over to HQ and check on the situation,’ Nava said, ‘but I guess
I’ll have to do this the flashy way. Kyle, please talk to Suki.
Naomi, you go to Misaki. I’ll be back as soon as I understand the
situation. Suki and Misaki need to keep things calm until I do.’
Then she vanished.

‘I did not know
she could teleport,’ Naomi said. ‘I suppose I should have, but I
didn’t.’

Carina was
standing nearby. ‘She’s the Champion of the Light, destined to
fight in the war against the coming Darkness. Of course she knows
Teleport.’

Naomi stared at
her for a second. ‘I have no idea what you just said, young lady,
and yet I can’t really say that you’re wrong.’

~~~

Nava reappeared at her
desk in the SSF HQ room to find it occupied by two tech specialists
whose quiet watch duty had suddenly turned into frantic activity.
Whatever was going on, Lydia and Aston were working hard to resolve
it. Or trying to.

‘Situation
report, please,’ Nava said. Lydia let out a shriek and almost
launched herself into the ceiling tiles. Aston did a little better,
but he still jumped.

‘Shit, boss,’
Aston said. ‘Don’t do things like that.’

‘Especially not
when we’ve got an army invading,’ Lydia added.

‘An army?’ Nava
asked.

‘Well, maybe
not an army, but there are people armed with assault rifles and
some heavier stuff on the campus. And something blew up the
Secretary General’s jet.’

‘And wireless
comms is down,’ Aston added. ‘I’ve confirmed a jamming field but
not the source.’

‘Show me these
invading troops,’ Nava said. ‘Then I want to see the vid of the
vertol exploding.’

‘It was a
missile or a rocket,’ Lydia said. ‘It’s a blur, but it was some
sort of rocket-propelled projectile. And we can’t talk to anyone
outside this room. This is bad, Nava. This is really–’

‘Time to panic
later, Lydia. Good work on identifying the weapon used on the jet.
That means we can probably take out the jamming quickly.’

‘We can?’

‘I can. Show me
the terrorists.’

Aston’s screen
began showing video of the parking area beside the station. ‘I
think there are about two hundred of them,’ he said. ‘It looks like
they’re organised into fireteams. They arrived on ground vehicles
and they’re spreading out in four-person units.’ The video switched
to a live feed. ‘It looks like they’re heading for the senior
blocks.’

‘They know
where our VIPs are located,’ Nava said, ‘and they’re heading there.
The image I sent earlier, the one of the blonde woman, have you
seen her among them?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Me neither,’
Lydia said, ‘but there are a couple of vehicles that look like
they’re being used as a command post. She could be in one of those
and we wouldn’t have seen her. What do we do, Nava?’

Nava turned,
heading for a cabinet mounted securely to the wall near her desk.
‘You two keep watching and wait for comms to return.’ A six-digit
code and her thumbprint opened the cabinet and she pulled open the
doors. ‘I’ll take care of whatever is jamming our signals, and then
we’ll see about kicking these intruders out.’

‘They don’t
look like they’ll kick easily,’ Lydia said.

Nava pulled a
large rifle out of the cabinet, followed by a belt with a power
cell mounted on it. ‘I’m not planning to ask nicely and hope they
agree.’

~~~

Nava appeared on the
roof of the sixth-year building, rifle in hand, and began scanning
the sky. Given the missile attack on the jet and the spread of the
jamming signal, she was fairly sure that there was an unmanned
drone somewhere close by, likely orbiting the school. There was an
outside chance that it was a manned aircraft, but she was going to
blow the thing to scrap either way. All she had to do was locate
it.

‘Is there
anything I can do to help?’

Nava did not
look around to see whether Trudy had materialised or was
projecting. It did not really matter either way. ‘Actually, there
is. Recon. You can gather information on the command centre they
have set up at the station without them detecting you. Actually…’
She stopped her search long enough to get her ketcom out and locate
the image of Jenna. ‘I need to know whether this woman is here,
maybe in the command truck. Her name is Jenna. You may hear her
name being used, or the designation DH-ten. If she is with them,
your recon is likely to be even more important.’

‘I’ll see what
I can find out,’ Trudy said.

When Nava
looked, she saw the blonde girl in the rainbow outfit. ‘Stay out of
sight. It’s vital that Jenna doesn’t know about you. The less
information she has about what we can do, the less effective her
predictions are.’

‘Oh, she’s
that kind of precog.’

‘Hm, now
where’s that… There it is. A drone, just like I thought.’ Nava
lifted her rifle and trained it on the object flying out near the
boundary fence of the campus. Through the magnifying scope, she
could see the drone properly. It was a long-range design with long
wings and a push-propeller. There were two missile pylons under the
wings with another three missiles available for use. Below the
fuselage was a hemispherical pod which presumably contained the
jamming system, but possibly also contained some sort of laser
comms equipment to provide the intruders with unjammed
communications. She vaguely hoped they did not have radio backup
but doubted that was the case.

‘What are you
going to do to it?’ Trudy asked.

‘I worked out a
schema for a homing Magic Burst variant. I haven’t actually tested
it. Now seems like a good time to try it.’

‘A homing
spell? Interesting. That’s quite impressive.’

‘Coming from a
Harbinger, I feel honoured.’ The spell felt ready in her mind. Nava
directed it through the rifle to take advantage of the
range-extension feature. The weapon was a sniper variant, able to
multiply the range of a spell by a factor of ten. That was
unnecessary under the circumstances, but the targeting assistance
was useful. Practically, the homing aspect would barely get any use
since she had increased the velocity of the penetrator spell by a
lot along with the basic range. Still, it was a test. She pulled
the trigger.

In the
distance, a sphere of white light expanded where the drone was
flying. When that was gone, the machine was visible again, though
now it was falling out of the sky. A second later it dropped out of
sight behind the buildings and an explosion rose into the air above
the crash site. Nava fervently hoped that the site was outside the
fence.

‘That worked
then,’ Trudy said. ‘I’ll go check out the station.’

‘Thanks,’ Nava
said as she once again took out her ketcom. A couple of taps
connected her to the SSF’s emergency contact system and so to
everyone on her team. ‘This is Nava. In case you haven’t noticed,
we are under attack by an unknown terrorist group. There are a lot
of them. Do not engage unless forced to. Priority is to defend the
delegates and VIPs in the refectory. I’ll be in touch with a
strategy as soon as I’ve talked to the DPU agents on-site. Nava
out.’

Then she slung
her rifle over one shoulder and pulled the Teleport spell into
place in her mind.

~~~

In the parking area
beside the station, two trucks sat surrounded by a four-fireteam
guard unit. It was not expected that the command position would
come under attack, so the guards had been kept to a minimum; most
of the invading force was being deployed to take the refectory and
the people within it.

Inside one of
the trucks, Jenna frowned, added some data to her collection, and
began a new prediction calculation. That all happened in the
background. Her mind was far faster than a typical human’s and she
had learned to compartmentalise to considerable effect. She was
almost constantly running simulations in the back of her mind while
she dealt with the real world at the front. In this case, the
aspect of the real world she had to deal with was an irritating
normal who should never have been sent on this mission.

‘Your model
indicated only a forty percent chance of them taking out the drone
at all,’ Simon Beringer whined. ‘If they did, it was not
supposed to happen this soon.’

‘Imperfect
information leads to imperfect prediction, Lieutenant,’ Jenna
replied. ‘If I’m provided with insufficient information, I can’t
make accurate predictions. If I’m provided with incorrect
data, my predictions will be invalid.’

‘We
should–’

‘So far, almost
everything is happening as expected. I’m adjusting my model now to
take into account their easier communication. We should continue
the operation. I’d like to remind you that failure is not an
option.’ Technically, Simon was in charge of the operation. He
outranked Jenna, a fact she found annoying. Practically, he was
overly cautious, and he did not have her capacity for tactical
analysis. Even his troops had worked out that Jenna was the de
facto commander, and Simon would not go against her.

‘Very well,’
Simon said. He turned to one of the other Redwing agents in the
truck. ‘Has comms been switched over to radio?’

‘Yes,
Lieutenant.’

‘Are we ready
to begin the assault?’

‘All units
assigned to the courtyard are reporting ready. There are still a
couple of satellite units not in position yet.’

Simon nodded.
‘Report when they’re all in position and we’ll begin.’ He glanced
at Jenna. ‘That should give you time to finish your current
prediction, right?’

‘About a
hundred seconds more,’ Jenna replied. ‘I’m not expecting a need to
change our deployment.’

‘Well, I hope
you’re right this time.’

~~~

In the refectory,
people were busy talking on ketcoms, looking at ketcoms, and
variously looking worried, panicked, and calmly determined. The
latter category was reserved for relatively few, though Nava noted
with a little pride that the students in the room seemed to be
calmer than many of the adults.

Misaki had
joined the collection of people who occupied the calm centre of the
storm, wanting her information direct rather than filtered through
the DPU. No one was going to argue with her, but the DPU had formed
a protective ring around her and the other VIPs. Nava appearing in
the middle of that ring did nothing for their composure.

‘Captain Nava,’
Misaki said before anyone else could speak, ‘I assume you have
further detail on the situation?’

‘Madam
Secretary,’ Nava said, bowing her head. She glanced at Auberon and
Joslyn who were also there. ‘The situation is that we have about
two hundred intruders in combat armour and equipped with assault
rifles and some heavier ordnance. They are organised into
fireteams. It’s likely that they have at least a few magicians
among them, but that hasn’t been confirmed.’

‘I can confirm
that,’ Rochester said from the side of the ring. ‘I tried scouting
and ran into a scrying barrier out near the station. They must have
at least one magician to start up a device like that.’

‘Thanks, Chess.
Well done. Could you keep an eye on the people massing out in the
courtyard? I want to know when they start moving.’

‘On it,’
Rochester said, and his eyes glazed over as his senses migrated to
outside the building.

‘You seem to
have some very competent people in the SSF,’ Misaki commented.

‘Agreed,’ Nava
replied, ‘but Chess isn’t one of them. He’s on my fireteam for
tactical classes and he has some combat experience from
Beherbergen. Now, it looks like the main force is setting up to
attack this building, primarily from the front. They’ve deployed
smaller units throughout the central part of the school. I think
that’s to maintain their retreat path. Their command centre is
located at the station.’

‘There’s an
emergency response unit prepping in Alliance City,’ Fawn said,
stepping forward as she lowered her ketcom, ‘but it’s going to be
an hour or so before they can get here.’

‘Holding this
position for an hour wouldn’t be easy,’ Nava replied. ‘Besides, I
have no intention of letting the ASF step in when I’ve been tasked
with securing the school. Under the circumstances, I think the best
defence is a good offence. They can’t hurt us if they’re dead.’

Fawn quickly
suppressed a smirk. It was Misaki who spoke, however. ‘What are you
planning, Captain?’

‘I’d like the
DPU to do what they’re here for and hold this room. My SSF officers
will defend the rear door. I’ll take a small force and wipe out the
people at the front.’

‘Just you and a
few students?’ Rowena Leavitt asked. ‘That’s insane. You
should–’

‘If Captain
Nava Greyling says she can do it, Captain Rowena Leavitt,’ Misaki
said, ‘then she can do it. I suggest you organise your people in
the defence of the people you are actually charged with defending
and allow Captain Nava to defend the school.’

Rowena frowned.
‘You’re sure, Madam Secretary?’

‘Perhaps you
haven’t seen the reports on her activities on Beherbergen. Please
proceed, Captain Nava.’

Nava bowed
again to Misaki and turned. ‘Mel! Where are you? I need some of
those class two Force Walls you’re so proud of.’

~~~

Advice to stay in your
room was being displayed on every screen in the school, but Taryn
was not the kind of girl to listen to advice. She wanted to know
what was going on, and she was not going to get that kind of
information hiding in her apartment. She was, however, bright
enough and cautious enough to go out in her combat uniform and to
cast Armour on herself. There was vaguely reckless and there was
stupid; Taryn was not stupid.

The campus was
unusually quiet, considering that it seemed to be under attack. She
assumed the majority of the SSF were focused around the teaching
buildings since that was where the conference was taking place.
Taryn had not been interested in hearing Misaki Himura make another
speech, so she had not gone to hear it. She was now sort of
regretting that, though it seemed likely that she would have been
denied the opportunity to be part of the response and, this way,
she could act on her own without asking Nava. Though, on second
thoughts, Nava seemed like the kind of person who used whatever
resource she had available. While she had rejected Taryn for the
SSF – or Taryn had assumed she would be rejected anyway – there was
every possibility that Nava would make use of Taryn’s firepower in
a situation like this. No point in speculating. Nava was not
here.

When Taryn
turned a corner and found herself looking at a four-man team of
armoured soldiers, she did not panic, and she did not immediately
react. She wanted to take in what she was seeing and see how they
reacted to her. They were in full, non-magician, military gear:
ballistic suit, helmet, hardened clamshell torso protection,
military boots. Armament came in the form of Belgique BAR-705s and
none of them was the variant with the integrated spell-assistance
device. Taryn inferred that she was dealing with normal soldiers,
not an integrated fireteam with magical support. She also
determined that they were a little trigger-happy when two
three-round bursts flew her way as soon as they spotted her. Five
bullets hit her Armour spell’s field and stopped dead.

Taryn’s
counterattack came in the form of a rank twenty Fire Blast spell.
She dropped the centre of it right in the middle of the group, not
aiming at a specific individual, but it mattered very little under
the circumstances. A ball of flame expanded out from the centre
point, enveloping Taryn twenty metres away, and entirely engulfing
the squad. When the flash of flame vanished as quickly as it had
appeared, only one of the men was left standing. A little further
from the detonation point than his compatriots, his armour had
managed to provide enough protection to save his life. He was
clearly in pain, however, from the burns. He raised his rifle to
fire at her, probably knowing it was no use, and Taryn shifted her
aim for a second blast.

~~~

‘Cari, you know
Apportation, right?’ Nava asked.

‘Yes,’ Carina
replied.

‘Can you
teleport a person?’

Carina frowned.
‘Well, no and yes.’ When Nava just stared at her, she added, ‘If I
break my seals, I can move a person. Even myself. A-and I can use
rank twenty-six Fire Blast instead of rank nine. But I have to
break my seals to do it.’

Nava was silent
for a second. ‘Cari, I think the imminent threat of a heavily armed
force about to storm the building we’re in and kill or capture
everyone, including yourself, counts as an emergency situation.
It’s time to show your champion what you can do with the gloves
off.’

‘When you put
it that way…’ Quite suddenly, Carina raised her right hand, fingers
spread. She looked out at Nava through her fingers and began to
speak. ‘Imminent threat identified. Commencing the Protector
invocation.’ A circle of runes, drawn in light, appeared on the
ground around her feet and began to spin slowly. ‘Recognition of
superior threat verified. Lifting restrictions on power.
Suppression of ability restrictions confirmed. Full power will be
available until the situation has been resolved.’ The rune circle
exploded into a column of bright light which lasted only a second,
but when it was gone Carina seemed to be just a little taller and
more confident. ‘Now, Champion, what do you need of me?’

‘You have to do
that every time you want to release those seal things?’ Melissa
asked.

‘Yes,’ Carina
replied, ‘but I’ve never actually done it before.’

‘And you don’t
think that’s embarrassing?’

‘No. Not until
you mentioned it anyway.’ Carina looked around. They were standing
near the door they were about to bypass and not everyone had seen
the display, but there were a lot of surprised looks among the
onlookers.

‘We’ll worry
about that later,’ Nava said. ‘Mel, I want a Force Wall over this
door on this side. Once that’s done… Wait, Cari, what rank Armour
do you know?’

‘Only rank
four.’

‘Improve that.
Still, Mel only knows rank six, Courtney knows rank ten, and Suki
knows rank five.’

‘How do you
remember this stuff?’

Nava ignored
the question and raised her arm toward Melissa. ‘I’ll cast Armour
and Active Recovery on everyone before we go.’

‘Uh, what rank
Armour do you know?’

‘Fifteen,’
Melissa answered in Nava’s stead. ‘Unless they have armour-piercing
bullets, we’ll be pretty safe.’

‘Correct,’ Nava
said. ‘Now, when I’m finished, Mel will reinforce the door while I
teleport outside. Cari, I want you to jump Mel outside as soon as
possible after me. Then you wait for five seconds and send
Courtney, Suki, and yourself out. All of you, crouch down before
making the jump.’

‘Crouch?’
Mitsuko asked.

‘Yes. Mel, as
soon as you’re outside, I want you to create a Force Wall one metre
in height and as wide as you can make it.’

‘About six
metres,’ Melissa said. ‘So, you want something we can shoot over.
Hence the crouching thing.’

‘Exactly. Once
outside, everyone is to hide behind Mel’s barrier and shoot spells
at the terrorists. Mel, I want you to back up the first barrier
with two more stacked at two-metre intervals. You only poke your
head up to renew that configuration if one of them goes down.’

‘Don’t need to
tell me twice.’

‘You do know I
can only fire rank ten Fire Blast, Nava?’ Mitsuko asked. ‘It’s not
going to be that effective against armoured opponents.’

‘Use direct
attacks as much as possible, Suki, but I want you to concentrate on
watching our flanks in case they get smart.’ Mitsuko nodded in
reply. ‘Okay, everyone’s covered.’

‘And so is the
door,’ Melissa said. The door was indeed now covered by a
translucent shield of magic with around twice the protection value
and fortitude of Melissa’s old barriers.

‘I’m going.
Give me two seconds to make them take cover.’ Then she pulled
Teleport to mind and jumped through nowhere to the other side of
the door.

Rochester had
already told them that the terrorists were almost ready to start
their attack. The first thing Nava saw on arriving outside was a
pair of fireteams advancing, two of the men carrying what looked
like blocks of plastic explosives. She lifted a hand and unleashed
Magic Burst at one of the armoured men some ten metres away. The
man she hit, in the head, died instantly as the wash of corrosive
magic blasted outward. The other seven survived thanks to their
armour and their distance from the epicentre, but the sight of
their compatriot’s head disintegrating and the sudden appearance of
a defender resulted in a break in discipline. Two of them lifted
their weapons to open fire; the remaining five turned to run back
toward the main group of troops. Bullets hit Nava’s Armour and the
shutter behind her, none of them penetrating anything.

Nava ignored
the assault and focused her mind to cast a bigger, better Magic
Burst, aiming it out into the courtyard past the breaching team.
Improvising, she could more than double the power of the magical
explosion, and what she was aiming for right now was suppression.
She wanted her opponents to be too busy diving for cover to do
anything else. Thirty metres away, a sphere of light blossomed and,
sure enough, men dived for cover in the face of the sphere of
annihilation.

Melissa
appeared beside Nava, shook her head, and stretched out an arm. A
metre-high, translucent wall appeared just in front of them both
and Melissa dropped behind it. She immediately began concentrating
on making the next wall in the sequence Nava wanted.

Their
concentration in fireteams was working against the terrorists now.
Beyond a couple of metres, Nava’s Magic Bursts were not enough to
harm anyone through their armour, though that armour was being
degraded with each hit. Inside that circle, however, the blast was
enough to kill anyone she directly hit and take everyone else out
of the fight. Most were not dead, but they were in no fit condition
to do anything aside from rolling on the floor in agony.

Then Courtney
appeared, crouched behind Melissa’s barriers. She turned almost
immediately, raised her right arm, and launched a Fire Blast spell
out into the courtyard. Flame exploded from the impact point,
briefly filling the entire area. Those closest to the point of
impact died instantly, cooked to perfection inside their suits. The
blast left everyone out to almost two metres from the centre
crippled with pain from their burns. Courtney dropped back behind
the barrier just as Mitsuko appeared beside her.

‘This is going
to take a lot of time at this rate,’ Courtney commented. ‘There are
a lot of them, and we can’t take out many at a time.’

Carina appeared
and immediately launched a Fire Blast of her own. It was a little
bigger than Courtney’s, but it had much the same effect.

‘Wow,’ Melissa
said. ‘Remind me not to get either of you two angry at me. You
know, Courtney, I’ve never actually seen you cut loose like
this.’

‘It’s not like
I get to very often. Or ever.’ Courtney fired off another blast.
‘I’m worried about running out of juice.’

‘Don’t know
Gather Quintessence? Shame on you. Nava can recharge you, if you
need it.’

‘Yes, I’m just
an unending supply of energy,’ Nava said. ‘Keep firing. It may not
be taking them out fast, but it’s taking them out.’

~~~

‘So, the traitor makes
her appearance,’ Jenna said. She was smiling, despite the
situation.

‘She’s appeared
and she’s destroying our forces,’ Simon replied. He was on the
verge of panicking again.

‘It’s her and a
couple of schoolgirls. Just how much damage do you think they can
do before we overwhelm them?’

‘Are you
looking at the same screens I am, DH-ten? Our weapons aren’t even
touching them. We can’t get close enough to breach the building.
Meanwhile, each of those blasts is reducing our forces. What do
your predictions have to say about this?’

Jenna sighed.
Did she really have to do everything? ‘Put up the force screens and
use indirect fire. The rifles aren’t much use against their
protection, but the force screens can stop their spells and
explosives should take them out quickly enough.’

‘Right. Right,
that’s what we’ll do…’

~~~

A translucent wall
three metres high appeared stretched across the courtyard for
around twenty metres. It was followed by a second and a third.
Courtney’s Fire Blast hit one of them and exploded immediately.
None of the flames made it past the barrier.

‘Great,’
Courtney said, ‘what now? I guess we know they have magicians over
there.’

‘Those are
military barriers,’ Melissa said. ‘We know they have people capable
of activating magitech. On the other hand, they can’t fire at us
either.’ Bullets had been hitting her barriers, and occasionally
Nava’s Armour spells, throughout their time outside the refectory.
None of them had had any effect, but they were a little
annoying.

‘Don’t be so
sure.’

As if on cue,
something flew over the barrier, hitting the ground to their right
on the other side of Melissa’s Force Wall. There it exploded,
tossing fragments about, but causing no damage to anything aside
from the paving. On the other hand, it looked like a direct hit
might hurt.

‘Damn,’ Nava
said. ‘Enough of this. I need seven seconds. Keep them off me for
that long.’ She stretched out an arm, aiming high, over the barrier
the terrorists had erected.

‘What are you
going to do?’ Mitsuko asked.


‘Concentrating,’ Nava replied. Above the courtyard, a ball of light
appeared, spreading out and thinning into a disc.

Three grenades
flew over the barriers toward them in high arcs. The first hit a
Force Wall Melissa had put up in mid-air, detonated, and blew out
Melissa’s barrier. One of them stopped in its arc about ten metres
above them as Carina caught it using Telekinesis. The third hit the
ground a metre behind them, exploding. The blast buffeted them, but
it was too weak at that point to get past their Amour spells, and
Nava’s concentration did not waver. The glowing disc of light grew
steadily even as Carina tossed the grenade she had caught back the
way it had come to explode uselessly against the enemy barrier.

Three more
grenades arced over the barrier, but they did not even come close
to their targets. One of Melissa’s barriers fell to an almost
direct hit and she immediately put another up to replace it.

At sixty metres
across, the disc stopped growing. ‘Now,’ Nava said,
‘Armageddon.’

Beams of
brilliant white light began to rain down from the disc. A second or
so later, the screaming started.

‘What is
that?’ Melissa asked.

‘Armageddon,’
Courtney replied. ‘I’ve never seen it actually used. It’s an
area-denial spell. Basically, for five minutes, everything under
that disc is subjected to a laser artillery barrage.’

One of the
barriers the terrorists had put up collapsed under the lancing
beams of light. It was followed quickly by a second. The screaming
was starting to die away as the people doing it lost consciousness
or died. It took another few seconds for the last barrier to fall,
and by that time there was no one on the other side to make a
sound. The barrage stopped with no more targets to fire at, and
silence fell.

‘That’s a
stupidly complex spell,’ Courtney said. ‘It’s normally deployed
using magitech. Is that as big as you can go?’

‘The first
lieutenant sent me the schema because she wanted to know if I could
do it,’ Nava replied. ‘By my calculations, I could double that
radius. It’s energy-hungry too. Even with Gather Quintessence
running, I could only do one every couple of seconds.’

‘You could
decimate armies, Nava. You could cover a battlefield with those
things and nothing in the open would stand a chance.’

Carina was
beaming. ‘That’s the Champion of the Light for you. Totally
awesome!’

~~~

Taryn had decided to be
a little more subtle after her first encounter with what she was
sure were Redwing Faction operatives. Subtlety was not one of her
strong suits, but she could force it when needed. She had cast
Invisibility on herself and headed for the centre of the
campus.

Now she was
standing, staring wide-eyed at the disc of utter obliteration
hanging over the courtyard. Armageddon. She had seen the schema and
even seen the spell used via a spell matrix. She knew of no one who
could cast the spell at any useful size. Even a four-metre casting,
the smallest possible, was beyond her capability. Nava’s spell was
covering at least a thirty-metre radius. Taryn could not remember
the schema well enough to make the calculation, but there was one
thing she was absolutely sure of…

Nava bloody
Greyling had lied about her sorcerous capacity! The bitch
had lied! She had actually claimed to have a lower capacity
than she really did! Who the hell did that? Why?

For a brief
time, Taryn had known she was better at something than Nava was.
And it had all been based on a lie.

~~~

Jenna stared at the
screen, not quite understanding what she was seeing and thinking
that she really should have seen something like this coming. The
indications that Nava’s officially recorded capacity was incorrect
had been there in the reports of the Beherbergen incident, but even
the largest estimates the Redwings had provided did not allow for a
spell like that.

‘What was
that?!’ Simon shrieked. ‘What the hell was that?’

‘Armageddon,’
Jenna replied. ‘There was no information available that she could
cast spells of that complexity. Once again, the Redwing information
network proves itself inadequate.’

‘Ridiculous!
This is another failure in your predictions.’

‘I can’t do the
impossible, Lieutenant.’ She turned his title into an insult, but
he was too wound up to notice. ‘Inadequate data produces inadequate
predictions. We need to move to plan B. There’s no way we can
capture Misaki Himura, or any other hostages, now. We complete our
primary objective and make do with that.’

‘Yes.
Withdrawing now is the only option.’ Simon raised his voice,
turning to his other subordinates. ‘Issue the retreat order.
Everyone back to the trucks. Have our evacuation transport meet us
at the rendezvous point.’

~~~

‘I have good news and
bad news,’ Trudy said as her illusory form appeared in Nava’s
sensorium.

‘If it’s not
one thing, it’s another,’ Nava said. Then, because her companions
were looking at her a little funny, she added, ‘Trudy’s here with
some information.’

‘Pardon me if I
don’t project to the others,’ Trudy said. ‘I located the woman you
asked about. She appears to be some sort of advisor to the
commanding officer of these troopers. I heard the term “Redwing”
mentioned. Does that mean anything?’

‘It just
confirms what we thought. It’s the Redwing Faction we’re dealing
with.’ Around Nava, the others made various annoyed faces. ‘One of
my sisters is involved. Jenna. She’s a sort of precog, but we seem
to be winning, so she obviously doesn’t have the information she
needs to make accurate predictions. Having Trudy do some scouting
is going to make that worse. Jenna definitely doesn’t know about
Trudy. I assume finding Jenna was not the bad news…’

‘No,’ Trudy
said. ‘I took a look in the other trucks they came in. Most are
troop transports, but one contains something else. I’m no expert in
military equipment, but it looks a lot like it’s a bomb. A nuclear
bomb.’

‘A nuke?’ That
made everyone’s ears prick up. ‘Did you see any form of timer?’

‘No numbers
counting down in dramatic fashion, but I think it has a motion
sensor attached to it. It definitely has a magic sensor. The truck
itself is sealed, locked. I’d suggest that the idea is that it will
go off if the doors are opened or someone attempts to deactivate it
using sorcery.’

‘It possibly
has a command detonator too. If they get far enough away, they can
set it off manually.’ Nava’s ketcom chimed and she pulled it from
where it was hiding under her dress. ‘Nava.’

‘It’s Lydia,’
Lydia said from the other end. ‘It looks like they’re withdrawing.
It’s organised, but they’re retreating to the station. I guess you
wiping out most of their force with one spell was
demoralising.’

‘Partially.
Lift the lockdown on the refectory, Lydia. This isn’t over yet.
We’re going to need to start evac– No, there’s no way we can do it
fast enough. I need to talk to the first lieutenant. We need a bomb
disposal team out here. And then I need to make sure they can’t set
the thing off after they leave.’

‘Boss?’ Lydia
asked. ‘You’re scaring me. What thing?’

~~~

Jenna sat in the back
of one of the troop transports, running a new projection. This
time, she was not calculating the results of their operation. That
had been done and she was sure of the results. There was a
ninety-six percent probability that the nuke would be detonated. It
had a nominal yield of ten megatons, which was probably excessive,
but they were trying to demolish one of the edifices of Clan Worlds
power. It was likely that the main teaching areas would be
demolished; they would certainly be left burning and radioactive.
And the best part was that the weapon would explode when the truck
was opened up to find out what was inside. It was quite possible
that Nava would be the one to destroy the school.

Unfortunately,
that meant that the timing of the explosion was unknown. It was
quite possible that the Redwing force would be hit with the blast
and/or the heat pulse. It was highly likely that they would be
affected by EMP. Jenna’s calculations suggested only a forty
percent chance that they would get away in one piece. Her estimates
on her own survival were closer to eighty percent, however, and
that was why she was running her current projection.

She was going
to survive, and so was Simon Beringer, and he was going to be
looking for a scapegoat for the failure to secure Misaki Himura as
a hostage. If, by some fluke, the bomb did not do its job, he would
be looking for someone to blame for his own complete failure. The
operation had cost a fortune and the lives of over a hundred
Redwing soldiers. Some losses had been expected, sure, but nothing
on this scale. Jenna figured she had a pretty good idea who he
would blame, but she was used to trusting her models, not her
instincts.

She reached a
conclusion and her gaze fell upon Simon. There was an almost
infinitesimal possibility that he would not try to saddle her with
the blame for their failure. There was an uncomfortably large
probability that he would succeed. The Death’s Handmaiden project
was considered a failure by most of the Redwings, especially those
higher up in the command. Those who might have defended it were
largely dead at the hands of its most egregious failure, Nava. So,
the chances were high, around seventy percent, that Jenna would
find herself on the wrong end of a firing squad being the product
of an expensive failure and then having failed to correctly predict
the outcome of the operation.

Jenna began
running some new projections in an effort to uncover a way out for
herself.

~~~

‘I have a team on its
way to defuse the thing,’ Fawn said, ‘and a fleet of transports to
get everyone out of here.’

‘But that will
take hours,’ Nava said. ‘Probably, it will take many hours. My
information is that the device isn’t on a timer, but the
possibility of command detonation can’t be ruled out.’

‘You’re going
to tell me at some point where you’re getting this information,
right?’

‘I’ll consider
revealing my source, yes. I need to get out there and go after
them. If they can, they’ll detonate as soon as they get out of the
danger area.’

‘Which we don’t
know the size of because we don’t know the yield.’

‘We could
probably make an estimate based on their apparent goal, but I don’t
think it’s worth it. I need to go, First Lieutenant.’

‘Sure, yes,
go.’

‘Thank you,
First Lieutenant.’ Nava lifted into the air, rapidly accelerating
toward the east. In truth, she was guessing at the direction the
Redwings had taken, but she hoped to be able to get a better idea
of where they had got to from the air. If not, the best she could
hope for was that the bomb was not rigged for command detonation.
And there was no way she was willing to risk that.

~~~

It was as the tiltrotor
was lifting off the ground that Simon looked around and began to
realise that he was possibly missing something. ‘Has anyone seen
DH-ten?’

‘I think she
got on one of the other transports, sir,’ someone replied. ‘I saw
her heading that way.’

‘Why… Never
mind.’ With her missing, it would be difficult to judge when to use
the remote detonator. He pulled the device from his pocket and
flipped open the guard over the red button. Then he closed it
again. They were five kilometres from the school. That seemed too
close. Would ten be enough? How long should he wait? He took out
his ketcom and checked the time. Ten minutes? Fifteen?

Stupid girl.
Was she doing her best to make sure this operation would fail
entirely? When they got back to base, he would make sure she faced
the consequences. There was no way he was going to take the
blame for all of this!

But in the
meantime, how long should he wait to press the button?

~~~

It took five minutes
for Nava to spot the three transports heading north and east about
ten kilometres from the school. A tiltrotor and two large
helicopters with twin rotors. So, the commanders of the operation
were on the tiltrotor which could achieve higher speeds and had a
better chance of escaping if they encountered problems. What was
left of the Redwing soldiers were aboard the helicopters.

At least, that
was her theory. As she accelerated toward the trio of aircraft, she
considered what would happen if she did not take out the leader
with the first attack. It was possible that he could detonate if he
realised what was happening. That would, obviously, be bad. And
Nava was uncomfortably aware that it was quite possible that she
would survive, knowing that her mistake had killed her friends.

There was no
point in second-guessing. She would try to drop all three targets
as fast as possible. She was close enough with the sniper rifle, so
she pulled up in mid-air and took aim on the tiltrotor. It was time
to say another goodbye to another of her sisters. She had no doubt
that Jenna was on one of the vehicles and was about to die for the
last time.

‘Goodbye,
Jenna,’ Nava said, and then she pulled the trigger.

~~~

Simon flicked up the
cover on the button again. This had to be far enough. The tiltrotor
was shielded against EMP. That was the theory anyway. They were a
long way out now. His thumb hovered over the button…

‘Lieutenant,’
said a voice in his ear, ‘we’re picking something up on radar.’

Simon took his
hand off the button and flicked the cover closed. ‘What? Have they
sent interceptors?’

‘It’s behind
us, and it’s too small to be another aircraft. Fast too, but now
it’s hovering about six kilometres behind us.’

Simon frowned,
wondering what could possibly be there. And then it hit him.
‘Evasive manoeuvres! It’s the traitor. It’s DH-fourteen!
She’s–’

Something like
a tiny star flew through the side of the cabin as though the
armoured hull was not even there. Simon barely had time to realise
it was there before it was not, and neither was Simon Beringer
Redwing.

~~~

The tiltrotor exploded
before it reached the ground. Nava took down the two helicopters by
shooting out the rear rotor hubs. One of them burned as it fell.
The second exploded when it hit the grass below. She took out her
ketcom and made a call.

‘The Redwings
are gone, First Lieutenant,’ she said by way of greeting.

‘Well, we’re
still here, so we’ll assume you took out whoever had the button
before they used it,’ Fawn replied.

‘Assuming there
was a button to use, but yes. I am more than a little relieved by
that, but now it’s up to you. I have no idea how to defuse a
nuclear bomb.’

‘Well, neither
do I, but someone who does should be arriving in about ten
minutes.’

‘I should be
there to brief them then.’

‘Good. Well
done, Second Lieutenant.’

‘Tell me that
again when we all haven’t been consumed in nuclear fire.’

~~~

‘This time, you’re
getting a medal,’ Misaki said. She was watching as the bomb
disposal technicians prepared to go in and deal with the device in
the truck.

Her security
detail had been very determined that she should evacuate. Getting
enough transports of any kind to relocate all the delegates, the
school’s faculty and staff, and the students still on-site was
proving difficult. ‘Difficult’ was what the DPU were saying, but
Nava suspected it was a lot harder than that. Given that it was
hard to get anyone out, Misaki had elected to stay at the school.
She had said ‘elect,’ but what her face had said was ‘you’ll have
to drug me and carry me out by force.’ The DPU had backed down.

Some people had
left. It was not easy with a nuclear bomb at the station and a
smouldering vertol wreck at the heliport, but some people had left.
Mostly, they had been rich people with access to private transport.
Several of the clan reps on-site had arranged to leave, and a
couple of them had, but most had changed their minds when they
realised Misaki was staying and discovered that the school’s News
Club was on hand to video them rushing off to leave students to
their fate.

‘I don’t really
want a medal,’ Nava said, her eyes also on the techs. ‘And I hardly
did this alone.’

‘I’m aware of
that. You’ll all get medals. Even Rochester Hunt, who may not have
taken part in the counterattack, but kept his head and did what was
needed to gather information. Besides, it’s backpay for last year
and your trip to Beherbergen. He did the same job at both of those
incidents, did he not?’

‘Chess is our
recon specialist. It’s almost a shame that he plans to go down the
academic track, but I have no intention of trying to change his
mind on that. If we’ll all be awarded, then I suppose I have no
objection.’

Fawn appeared
at Nava’s side. ‘I’ve got an IRD team at the crash sites. We don’t
expect to find much, but we may be able to confirm a few deaths.
I’ll have another team out to go over the bodies in the plaza once
this matter is dealt with.’ She grinned. ‘So, you can use
Armageddon.’

‘I don’t think
it quite lives up to its name. It was sufficient for the task at
hand, but heavier armour would likely defeat it and it’s of little
use against armoured vehicles. The name evokes something more…
hellish.’

‘It made around
a hundred and twenty corpses in a few seconds. That sounds hellish
to me.’

Nava shrugged.
‘Perhaps my view of hell is different from yours. The Secretary
General wants to give me a medal, along with the others involved in
the counterattack.’

‘I’m going to
recommend you for a promotion too. It’ll be a sort of informal
promotion, and I’ve no idea how it’ll work when you actually join
the ASF, but I’m going to put the request through.’

‘An excellent
idea, First Lieutenant,’ Misaki said. ‘If you need some added force
behind the request, send me a message.’

‘Thank you,
Madam Secretary. Of course, I’m only doing it so that Nava will be
the same rank as me. Then she’ll have to call me Fawn.’

‘No, I won’t,’
Nava replied. ‘But I may consider it on a circumstantial
basis.’

‘Well, it’s an
improvement, I suppose.’


Part Five: The Queen’s
Stalker

 Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden,
Allied Clan Worlds, 237/1/17.

At one second past
midnight, Nava stepped out of her bedroom, crossed the hall, and
opened the door to Mitsuko’s room. The occupant of that room was
lying on the bed, naked. Then again, Nava had decided that dressing
to cross the corridor was pointless.

‘Happy
birthday, Suki,’ Nava said.

‘Thank you,’
Mitsuko replied. ‘Where’s my present?’

Nava closed the
bedroom door behind her. ‘You’re looking at it.’

Mitsuko sighed.
‘You always know just what to get me…’

~~~

‘Have you grown extra
arms?’ Nava asked.

‘Not that I’m
aware of,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘I suppose I am a sorceress, so it’s
not entirely impossible.’

‘Hm.’ The sound
came out as a sort of moan. Mitsuko’s hands were everywhere. Now
that they were in the shower, she had something of an excuse, but
it had been like this since Nava had joined her on the bed. It
seemed as though, now that Mitsuko once again had access to Nava’s
body, she was reluctant to let go. ‘We’re going to sleep after
this.’ Mitsuko pouted and made a displeased noise. ‘It’s almost
five. In six hours, we have to be dressed and presentable for the
graduation ceremony.’

‘I know.’
Mitsuko’s forefinger and thumb closed over Nava’s nipple and
squeezed. Nava gasped. ‘I want you one more time before,
however.’

Turning, Nava
reached down and cupped Mitsuko’s sex, slipping a finger between
her labia and getting a gasp for her trouble. ‘That works for me,’
Nava said.

~~~

‘How’s your basic
training going?’ Nava asked.

Courtney
grimaced. ‘I suppose it’s necessary.’

‘That good,
huh? Perhaps things will improve as you progress.’

‘Not according
to Kyle and Naomi.’

‘Oh, well I
have that to look forward to in four years. Thank you for the
delightful view of my future.’

‘I aim to
please. I assume you and Suki got reacquainted last night?’

‘And we will
continue to get reacquainted after this is done until we go out
tonight for her birthday meal. And we will undoubtedly continue
once we get home. She missed the intimacy.’

‘And you
didn’t?’

‘I did not say
that. At least we have Sunday to recover before term starts.’

Courtney
grinned. ‘You think she’ll give you that much time to rest?’

‘Now that you
mention it, no.’

~~~

‘The DPU are a little,
um, disgruntled about the matter,’ Kyle said. He had managed to get
the day off to attend his fiancé’s graduation ceremony, though
there had, apparently, been some reluctance.

‘What possible
reason could they have to be unhappy?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘Their pride
took a dent. I suppose I should say our pride, but I’ve seen
Nava in action before. They were there to protect the Secretary
General and the other dignitaries, but when it came to it, the
terrorists were taken out by schoolgirls.’

‘I was actually
a member of the ASF at the time,’ Courtney pointed out. ‘Doing
basic training, perhaps, but I had joined up. I was in
uniform.’

‘I’m aware,’
Kyle said, ‘but I don’t think the DPU sees it that way. To be
honest, I don’t think they liked the fact that sorcery was proven
to be so effective against traditionally armed soldiers. I don’t
think anyone has ever applied Armageddon in the field before and it
really did the job.’

‘Its uses are
limited,’ Nava said. ‘There is little in the way of open-area
battle carried out these days. Most of the engagements the ASF is
involved with are police actions. Anti-piracy operations are the
closest thing to open battle, and those primarily involve boarding
actions. I’m not saying that a spell could not be designed to
commit mass slaughter aboard a spacecraft, but Armageddon is not
that spell.’

‘That’s beside
the point,’ Courtney said. ‘The DPU are just peeved that you
upstaged them. They’re being petty.’

Kyle shrugged.
‘They’ll get over it.’

‘One would hope
so,’ Mitsuko said, ‘though I don’t suppose the medals are going to
help.’

‘Uh, no,’ Kyle
agreed. ‘The medals aren’t helping at all.’

237/1/13.

Carina’s heart sank a
little when she looked up to find Yaeko, Sommer, and Dove standing
around her desk. She had a vague idea why they might have chosen to
intercept her before she could leave for lunch, but she decided
that feigning ignorance might be the best course of action. ‘Hello,
Yaeko, Sommer, Dove. Can I be of help in some way?’

‘It has come to
my attention,’ Yaeko said, ‘that you are now living in the same
house on the Estate as Mitsuko Trenton and Nava Greyling.’ Aside
from a substantive chest, Yaeko was a fairly classic Japanese
beauty, a member of the Himura family who generally had fairly
solid Japanese heritage. Her black hair was loose, falling to her
waist. Her black eyes were trying their best to pierce Carina’s
skin.

‘And Melissa
Connelly. They were kind enough to invite me to fill the space left
by Courtney Martell when she graduated. My family decided I could
manage with a much smaller allowance this year after Nava Greyling
killed my betrothed in an official duel.’

‘You’re getting
above yourself again,’ Dove said. She was, of the three, the most
concerned about social station, perhaps because her family did not
have the status of her friends’ families.

‘I don’t see it
as any of your concern,’ Carina stated flatly. ‘Fate has spoken. We
must all bow to its dictates.’

‘Ha!’ Sommer
barked. ‘That again. Tell me, you were here when those terrorists
attacked over the holiday, right? I know what I would have
been doing. What did you do? Hide in–’

‘The Champion
of Light bade me break my seals and bring forth my power. Though I
admit that the Champion did put my meagre strength to shame in the
end, I did my part.’

‘What?’

‘She means that
Nava Greyling asked her to help fight the terrorists back,’ Yaeko
said. ‘From what I heard, it ended up with Nava Greyling having to
cast Armageddon over the whole of the plaza, but that was because
the terrorists put up military barriers to stop them being
slaughtered with massive Fire Blasts.’ She directed her attention
to Carina once again. ‘You who barely made the grade to get in here
were part of that barrage?’

‘With my seals
released, I can cast rank twenty-six Fire Blast.’ Carina frowned.
‘Honestly, that’s not as effective against modern armour as I’d
have liked, but we were making headway. Then they deployed the
barriers and we needed something which could attack around or over
them, so the… I mean Nava Greyling cast Armageddon while Courtney
and I kept the Redwings’ heads down. Armageddon is… It’s kind of
apocalyptic. I want to learn it, but even with my seals broken I
could only manage rank two. That’s not really big enough to be
useful on a battlefield.’

‘And Nava
Greyling covered the plaza?’ Sommer asked. ‘That would need at
least rank five.’ Which at least proved that Sommer did pay
attention in theory classes. ‘I’ve never seen the schema for
Armageddon, but if rank two is comparable to rank twenty-six Fire
Blast…’

‘That would
make Nava Greyling the most powerful sorceress in the school,’
Yaeko said. ‘By a considerable margin.’

‘Of course,’
Carina said, smiling broadly. ‘She’s the Champion of the Light. Of
course she’s the most powerful.’

~~~

‘So, yeah, Yaeko isn’t
really pleased that I’m living here,’ Carina said that evening back
at the house.

‘It’s none of
her concern,’ Mitsuko replied absently. It was the start of the new
term and she was busy with council matters. Melissa was working
with her, and Nava was on their ketcoms from the SSF’s
headquarters.

‘I know that,’
Carina replied a little sourly, ‘but I don’t think she does. She
was a little impressed that I was part of the conference incident,
and she was really impressed with Nava casting Armageddon.’

‘I suppose the
whole school knows about that now,’ Nava’s voice said from
Mitsuko’s ketcom.

‘Maybe not
everyone,’ Melissa replied. ‘Give it a week.’

‘You’re going
to have to give them an accurate read on your capacity next time,’
Mitsuko added. ‘By then, no one is going to believe the low figures
you’ve been letting everyone see. I’m sure the only reason no one
at the school has said anything is that you saved the school from
nuclear annihilation.’

‘Mm,’ Nava
said.

‘I’m surprised
Taryn hasn’t cornered you,’ Melissa said. ‘It’s possible she
doesn’t know Armageddon and doesn’t realise your casting means she
isn’t more powerful than you, but she seems like the kind of
person who’d know it.’

‘Mm,’ Nava said
again.

‘I wonder what
Yaeko Himura will think when she discovers you’re going to be given
a medal, Cari,’ Melissa went on.

Carina let out
a moan. ‘Champion of the Light, I’ll need a bodyguard when that’s
announced.’

‘Mm,’ Nava said
again, but this time she went on. ‘Not happening.’

237/1/27.

‘A medal?’ Yaeko asked,
though she knew the answer. To Carina’s general mortification,
their homeroom teacher had announced to the class exactly why
Carina would be out of class the following Saturday morning.

‘Yes,’ Carina
said. ‘Secretary General Misaki Himura insisted on giving us all
one.’

‘Personally.
She is personally presenting medals to those involved in the
incident.’

‘So I’m told.
Nava isn’t exactly happy about it. Um, not that you can tell, but I
think she’d prefer it without all the fuss.’

‘She saved the
school and hundreds of students from ending in a nuclear
explosion,’ Sommer said.

‘She says that
was mostly the bomb disposal team. She was a little mollified when
she found out they would all be getting medals too. But the bomb
did have a command detonator, so her taking out the escaping
terrorists probably did save the day before the ASF came in to
clean things up.’ Carina pulled herself up a little straighter in
her seat. ‘The Champion is modest, as she should be. It behoves
those around her to sing her praises.’

‘The point,’
Dove said, ‘is that you are going to get a medal from the
Secretary General of the Clan Council.’

‘It’s not like
it was my idea either. The Key to Darkness is bound to hear
about it and–’

‘You’ll be
representing our class as much as yourself,’ Yaeko said. ‘You’ll
conduct yourself with all the decorum one would expect of a student
of this school. None of this Key of Darkness nonsense.’

‘Key to
Darkness.’

‘None of that.
You are not to embarrass us in front of the whole
planet.’

‘I don’t think
the entire planet is going to be watching, Yaeko Himura,’ Carina
replied. ‘I don’t think giving a few medals out to schoolgirls is
going to be that newsworthy.’

Alliance City,
237/1/32.

‘It l-looks like the
entire w-world is out th-there,’ Melissa said. She was nervous. She
tended to get nervous under circumstances like this. Perhaps she
had a little more reason to than usual.

‘The media do
seem to be more interested than I would have expected,’ Mitsuko
said. ‘Perhaps it’s a slow news week.’

‘Mm,’ Nava
said. She did not look nervous, of course, and she was not.
Irritated. She was more irritated than nervous.

‘You’ll do
fine,’ Fawn said. Fawn was there, despite not receiving an award
herself. She was Nava’s ASF liaison and was sort of acting as the
producer for all of the girls, including Courtney who was now in
the ASF. ‘You just step forward when called and the Secretary
General will pin the medal on you, say a few words, and you’re
done.’

Except that
Joslyn Harris was also at the rear of the stage being used for the
presentation too. ‘Just remember that you’re representing the
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery. Remember to be respectful.’ Her
gaze fell upon Carina. ‘No nonsense.’

Carina
swallowed hard. ‘Uh, when you say “pin,” is there actually a pin
because–’

‘They stick
on,’ Fawn said. ‘There’s no actual pin to worry about getting
pricked by.’

‘That’s one
disaster scenario averted.’

‘I hadn’t even
th-thought of that one,’ Melissa said.

‘How can you
possibly be nervous about this?’ Fawn asked. ‘You teleported into a
battle situation without a second thought, yet you’re worried about
getting a medal.’

Melissa waved
the question away. ‘When Cari jumped me out to join Nava, all I had
to worry about was physical death. Here I’m facing s-s-social
d-death. That’s almost the same, but I’ll have to l-live through
it.’

~~~

Misaki pressed the
medal, the Alliance Medal of Valour, to Nava’s dress just below the
SAS2 logo, stepped back, and smiled. ‘Congratulations
and well done, Captain.’

‘I did nothing
anyone else could not and would not have done under the
circumstances, Madam Secretary,’ Nava replied.

‘That is
humility verging on a lie, Nava, and you know it.’

‘Perhaps.
However, my relative power makes my actions less noteworthy
compared to the risks taken by the others here today.’

‘Just accept
that you did a good thing. You saved countless lives by acting
decisively when it was required.’

‘Well, I
suppose I can do that. If you’re twisting my arm.’

~~~

There was a press
conference which Nava persuaded Mitsuko to handle. It was, she had
said, good practice for the next presidential election. Mitsuko had
not been convinced by this argument, but she knew Nava well enough
to know that putting her in front of a crowd of media
representatives was not going to work out that well.

The various
correspondents were throwing softballs anyway. The media storm over
a Redwing assault on an important institution had happened, largely
blowing out before the celebrations of the new year. This was a
celebration of the heroes of that incident, and it seemed that the
media wanted to portray it as a feel-good story.

‘Do you see
this as a vindication of the school’s self-policing policy?’
someone asked.

‘I see this as
a vindication of the school,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘Yes, the School
Security Force under Nava Greyling was able to enact a lockdown of
the school’s buildings thanks to the policy of self-policing, but
the training of the students in the SSF was what enabled them to
spot the problem and act quickly, despite the jamming of our
wireless communications. Of the five people who went out to face
the enemy force in the square, only one was SSF, though Courtney
Martell is the ex-captain. Further, of those five, only
Courtney Martell and myself are, or were, combat students. Nava
Greyling selected a force capable of handling the situation
utilising all the resources she had available. And we kicked the
situation’s butt.’

Shinden Alliance
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‘As I have no doubt
you’re all aware,’ Yaeko said, ‘next week sees the extracurricular
activities fair and the start of the election period for student
council president.’ She was speaking to her class during morning
homeroom. The teacher had said that Yaeko had an announcement, and
Carina had already figured out what that was, just from the opening
sentence.

‘Last year,’
Yaeko continued, ‘Student Council President Mitsuko Trenton
expressed a desire to see greater participation in the election.
Voting was down from the previous year, which concerned her, but it
was also the lack of opposition to her re-election which, she said,
represented a problem. This school, this time of our lives, is
almost unique within the Clan Worlds in giving everyone here
the chance to decide upon our governance. We will never again be
involved in democratic decisions. I agree with our president that
we should all take a more active role in this process. And so, this
year I intend to put myself forward as the next student council
president.’

The reaction
was, outwardly, enthusiastic. Yaeko and her two cohorts were
popular within the class, so there would be something of a good
reaction to her candidature. On the other hand, even those who
admired her might be thinking that Yaeko given real power presented
some problems. She had established herself early on as the class’s
queen. Those who garnered her displeasure regretted it. Carina had
found herself the subject of Yaeko’s ire more than once, and yet
she found herself wondering…

~~~

‘I’m really not sure
what to think,’ Carina said. Mitsuko had asked her opinion of
Yaeko, knowing something of the history between her two
juniors.

‘Given that I
assumed you’d be generally negative,’ Mitsuko said, ‘I find that
statement intriguing and somewhat informative.’

‘From my
perspective,’ Nava said, ‘I have no problem with Yaeko Himura.
She’s never come to my attention aside from what Cari’s said. Under
the circumstances, I might have expected her to complain more or
make reports to the SSF, but there’s nothing. I checked. Neither
has she been reported for bullying.’

‘Yaeko’s
bullying is subtle,’ Carina said. ‘Sort of. You know it’s happening
but describing exactly why you’re intimidated might be
difficult.’

‘She applies
social pressure rather than anything more direct,’ Mitsuko
suggested. ‘Not a bad characteristic in politics.’

‘Mm. That’s why
I’m not sure about this, I think. I don’t like her. She’s quick to
judge and too hung up on social position. On the other hand, she
does actually listen to explanations. She’s not unreasonable. Not
entirely, anyway. She’s smart, organised, and good at manipulating
people. I could see her being good at your job.’

‘She’s a Himura
Sonkei,’ Melissa said. ‘That carries about as much weight as the
Trenton name.’

‘She is
only a second year,’ Carina pointed out. ‘I think that could count
against her.’

‘I was elected
as a first year,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘Do you know anything about her
policies?’

‘She didn’t
announce anything.’

‘I see. Well,
she will likely need something innovative to make headway. Her lack
of experience will count against her, I think, since there
is little else to distinguish us. However, if she could come up
with some innovative policies, she might pull in more votes.’
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‘Well, I’m pleased to
say that there are more candidates this year,’ Mitsuko said. The
student council was meeting to discuss the upcoming fair, but the
start of the election was also on the horizon. ‘I’ll be up against
three competitors.’

‘One,’ Darius
countered. ‘The only one with a real chance is, I believe, Yaeko
Himura Sonkei. I agree, however, that the fight will be more
interesting than last year.’

‘Votes absorbed
by the minor candidates will be a factor,’ Marie Royce said. She
was the treasurer and a little more attuned to numbers than the
others.

‘Agreed,’
Darius said. ‘However, I predict there will be no change at the
head of this table this year.’ He paused. ‘Which cannot be said for
my own chair. I intend to stand down as the VP after summer
break.’

‘Uh, yeah,’
Francis said. ‘Since Darius brought it up, I’ll be standing down
this year too. There’ll be the usual selection process once the big
summer events are done with.’

Mitsuko
favoured both of them with a frown. ‘I suppose I don’t need to
worry too much over Francis’s replacement, but this means I’ll need
to find someone to take over Darius’s role.’

‘Uh, this is
going to be my last year,’ Marie said. ‘I’ll finish out the year,
however. Next year you’ll need a new treasurer.’

‘Oh.’

‘That’s
probably going to be harder to do than replacing Darius,’ Melissa
said.

Mitsuko sighed.
‘Yes, I suspect it will be. We had better start evaluating
candidates sooner rather than later. Please make a note, Mel. We
can begin the process in the autumn term.’

‘So long as you
don’t ask me to do it,’ Melissa said, ‘I’ll make all the notes you
want.’

‘Hm. Francis,
the fair begins the day after tomorrow. Is everything ready?’

Francis nodded.
‘Everything’s been decided, allocated, and arranged. I’ve got
contingencies in place. All we have to worry about are the
unexpected problems.’

‘Which is
probably where I come in,’ Nava said. ‘I’m instituting the same
sort of surveillance routine as we employed for the conference on
top of the usual patrol system. If anything happens, we should be
on top of it as fast as humanly possible. Is there anything we
should expect to go wrong as far as security is concerned?’

That got a
shrug from the extracurricular activities chairman. ‘Honestly, it’s
different every year. We get minor disturbances of all sorts every
year, and it’s different every time. You’d expect the martial arts
clubs to be the worst, but we had the Flight Club involved in a
kidnapping case a few years ago. Apparently, they tried to drag a
promising student into the club when they wanted to do something
different. Oh, the Battleball Club will be recruiting for the first
time this year. We have a couple of exhibition matches and try-out
games happening. They could be worth watching. Professional
battleball games can get… rowdy. It’s usually the spectators rather
than the players, but with amateurs involved…’

Nava nodded.
‘I’ll get the schedule and be sure to have the games
monitored.’
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Things were progressing
nicely. The official start of the campaign was tomorrow, but Yaeko
had made forward strides already. She had had ‘Vote for Yaeko!’
buttons made, and her friends had been passing them out for a
couple of days. It was a novel idea, to the best of her knowledge,
something she had read about happening back in the old days on
Earth when democracy had been the norm. Candidates would give out
badges to allow their followers to express support. She had found
no evidence that anyone had ever done it at SAS2, so it
would demonstrate her innovative approach to school politics.

That was the
theory, anyway. Quietly, in her own mind, Yaeko had to admit that
she had no innovative proposals to bring to the campaign. She was
much like Mitsuko Trenton so far as policies were concerned. Her
commitment to equality was not as strong. She made up for that with
a louder voice on the subject of the school’s prestige. She hoped
that would push more of the combat stream in her direction; she was
support stream and therefore a hard-sell to the combat students. On
the other hand, Mitsuko Trenton’s drive for equality tended to
alienate some of her fellow combat students…

Yaeko spotted
something odd about her apartment door almost as soon as she
stepped out of the elevator. The geometry looked wrong, as though
something was sticking out of it. This resolved into something
attached to it as she got closer, but that did little to normalise
the situation. Someone had stuck a folded sheet of paper to Yaeko’s
door with one-sided sticky tape. The fold was not especially sharp,
so the paper had levered out under its own weight to form a fin of
sorts.

Carefully,
Yaeko peeled the paper off her door and unfolded it. There was
writing on it, carefully printed words. A note addressed to Yaeko.
No one wrote personal notes these days. Well, when someone
in the Himura family wanted to be very impressive, they would
carefully write a note in Japanese to another in the family. Such
things were meant more as presents, examples of fine calligraphy,
than methods of communication. This was a simple note.

Yaeko Himura,

I will vote for you.
You will become president!

A.

Well, that was
nice. Someone had taken the trouble to handwrite a note to her and
deliver it to her apartment. It seemed quite polite. Well, polite
but mysterious. Why not give their name? Polite, but a little
creepy.

Yaeko unlocked
her door and stepped through, dropping the note on a table she kept
beside the door for the express purpose of putting things on for
later. Tomorrow, the campaign would be starting proper. She had
things to do, plans to make, and no time to worry over mildly
creepy notes. By the time Sommer and Dove arrived an hour later,
the note had completely vanished from her thoughts.
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There was another note.
Yaeko was returning to her apartment after giving her first speech
and then taking lunch with Sommer, Dove, and a few others she
considered important to her campaign, and there was another piece
of paper stuck to her door. This one was folded better, so she had
not noticed it until she was right in front of her apartment.

Pulling it
free, she opened her apartment door and stepped inside before
reading.

Yaeko,

Well done. Your speech
is clearly the best of them all.

I look forward to
celebrating your election with you.

A.

The best
speech? There had only been one other one, and Mitsuko Trenton
would not start her campaign until after the fair. Clearly, Yaeko’s
secret admirer had more confidence in the outcome of the election
than Yaeko herself.

Still no name
to put to the correspondent. Still a little creepy. Still, there
was no harm in it. No one was getting hurt…

~~~

Nava was taking a turn
patrolling the campus when the call came through on her ketcom that
there was a brawl in progress at the Battleball Club’s exhibition
match. Sixte was there, but he had called through to indicate that
he needed help. There were simply too many people involved for him
to deal with the issue alone.

Nava was on the
other side of the campus, but she pulled together a Teleport spell,
decided on appropriate coordinates, and made the jump. That left
her standing near a small building associated with the field the
club was using, and she could see the ongoing fight from there. She
closed the distance, evaluating.

There were
twenty-four people currently trying to beat each other to death
with their fists. There were more, maybe thirty, watching from the
sidelines and showing no signs of trying to break up the brawl. No
one appeared to be using offensive magic yet, which was one plus,
but she was willing to bet there were Armour and Might spells
active among the group. She pulled her ketcom off her dress and
tapped a button. ‘Nava here. Get me four more people to the
Battleball Club field to make arrests. Nava out.’

That was when
Sixte noticed her. Presumably he had been listening in to the SSF
communication channel and realised that her request indicated that
she had arrived. He rushed over. ‘There was an accusation of
cheating,’ he said. ‘It escalated before I could try to stop it.
Sorry, Captain.’

‘You were here
for this kind of eventuality. I did not expect you to break up a
fight like this on your own, Six.’ Nava’s eyes had shifted to where
a handsome young man with a lot of muscle on a trim frame was
watching the fight. Valentin Janvier Sonkei was the club’s captain.
He should have been trying to break up the fight, but he looked
rather as though he was enjoying it. ‘I’ll take care of this. When
the others arrive, get them ready to make the arrests. I want all
of them taken in and we’ll see where we go from there.’

Nava closed the
distance to the group of fighting students and raised her hand as
she pushed together a spell from the schema she had memorised. The
spell process settled into the active portion of her mind
comfortably, and she cast it immediately over the entire group.
Instantly, twenty-two people collapsed onto the grass, every
voluntary muscle in their bodies suddenly unable to perform its
job. That left two of them upright having resisted the spell.
Statistically, that was about right for your average spread of Clan
World citizenry. One of the two was looking around, slack-jawed,
with blood running from his nose. The other pulled back his right
leg to kick the man he had, until recently, been fighting. Then he
let out a shriek of pain as Nava’s Concussive Force spell hit him
in the left leg, knocking him off his feet to crash onto the grass.
He continued screaming once down; Nava figured she had shattered at
least one bone in his leg.

‘All of you are
under arrest,’ Nava announced loudly. ‘Six, get their names and
check that idiot. His leg is probably broken. Valentin Janvier
Sonkei, please walk with me.’ Turning, she stepped away from the
fallen combatants and the spectators who had been watching them.
Valentin stared at her for a second and then followed her toward
the building.

‘A regrettable
incident,’ Valentin said. ‘Players can become–’

‘Let me be
clear,’ Nava said in a low voice, ‘if anything remotely like this
happens again, your club will be the shortest-lived club in school
history.’

‘Captain Nava
Greyling, I hardly think–’

‘I think you
were enjoying that display, but I can’t prove that, so you get off
with this warning. Control your people or you won’t have people to
control. Am I making myself quite clear, Valentin Janvier?’

He glared at
her. He was a Sonkei, damn it! Of course, the Janvier family was
nothing compared to the Greylings and trying to intimidate Nava was
a complete waste of time anyway. He broke first, as usual. ‘Quite
clear, Captain. What will you do about the people involved in the
fight?’

‘They’ll likely
get off with a warning and a note on their permanent record. It
depends on how badly injured everyone is. All except for that idiot
I knocked down. I’m going to see to it that he gets a couple of
days of suspension. Kicking a fellow student when he’s down?
Literally.’

‘Hm,’ Valentin
said. ‘At least we can agree on that one. It’s a shame. He looked
quite promising on the field too, but that kind of attitude is
inappropriate in the game.’

‘Really? From
what I’m seeing of battleball so far, that kind of attitude seems
perfect for a battleball player. I’m going to be watching, Valentin
Janvier. Don’t screw up again.’
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‘So, I received a
complaint about Nava,’ Francis said. He was trying to keep a
straight face and failing. ‘Apparently, you threatened Valentin
Janvier.’ Nava just stared at him, so he went on. ‘I suggested that
was unlikely, and Valentin amended his statement to say that you
had threatened his club.’

‘That would be
true,’ Nava replied.

‘Since he
created it,’ Mitsuko said, ‘he probably thinks of the club as an
extension of himself.’

‘Probably,’
Francis agreed.

‘I told him
that I would shut it down if there were further cases where I had
to process twenty-four people through the infirmary and then book
them for fighting,’ Nava said.

‘Yeah. I think
he was expecting me to take his side. I told him that you had the
right to do it and that the EAC would not support a club
which reflected badly on the school. Public brawling does not
reflect well on the school. Plus, I heard the fight started over
accusations of cheating. One of the non-magic players cast a spell.
If they manage to get into any competitions outside of school and
then start cheating…’

‘Do you think I
need to have a word with Valentin Janvier?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘Not yet. We’ll
see how things turn out. To be honest, it’s mostly a winter game
and they won’t be able to field a team until next autumn at the
earliest.’

‘So, it will be
somebody else’s problem.’

Francis
grinned. ‘Basically, yes.’
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‘The early polls are
out,’ Melissa said. It was something to talk about over the evening
meal.

‘I saw,’
Mitsuko replied.

‘You haven’t
even started your campaign and you’re ahead by five percent.’

‘I’m
aware.’

‘You don’t seem
terribly happy about it.’

‘It suggests
that people are still not really paying attention to the election.
Most of the students have already decided. They knew how they were
going to vote, if they vote, before the campaigning
began.’

‘That’s pretty
much how elections work,’ Hoshi said. She was eating with Rochester
and the others tonight, which was not always the case. ‘Back when
democracy was common, people tended to vote based on how they
always voted. A minority shifted from one side to the other based
on their current views, thus causing changes in leadership, but
most stuck to their principles, no matter how stupid they
were.’

‘I know. I just
have this view that some of the most intelligent people in the Clan
Worlds should be better than that.’

‘You’re not
that naïve, Suki,’ Nava said. ‘Being intelligent does not preclude
stupid behaviour. Intelligence and common sense, for example, have
a very weak association.’

‘That’s not an
invalid point, but I continue to have hope.’

‘Spend some
time with an SSF patrol. That should rid you of any hope you have
for the human race.’

‘I refuse.
Everyone should be allowed one delusion.’

‘This sounds
like it should be my area of expertise,’ Carina said.

‘Unfortunately,
all the testable delusions you have have turned out to be real
things. All we really have left is the Key to Darkness, and if they
turn out to be real, we’ll all be destroyed by a dark god.’

‘No, I’m pretty
sure none of you really believe that Nava is the Champion of the
Light.’

There was a
short pause before Hoshi spoke for the table. ‘No, that one doesn’t
really sound like too much of a stretch either.’
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These polling results
are worrying. Not good enough. Do better.

Today’s note
was short. Very short, in fact, and it did not bother with names.
The handwriting was, however, fairly distinctive and the
presentation – folded and stuck to Yaeko’s apartment door with tape
– suggested that the mysterious A was the originator.

What bothered
Yaeko was the implied threat. There was no threat there and, taken
on face value, there was nothing really threatening to be read into
it. But it was imperative, commanding. It lacked the politer,
enthusiastic tone of the first two notes. Do better, or what? What
would A do if Yaeko’s polling numbers did not improve?

In truth, Yaeko
was disappointed by the polls herself. Mitsuko Trenton was giving
her first speech in a little under an hour having put the fair
behind her. She had yet to speak, and she still had a strong lead
over her opposition. Yaeko was second in the polls with the others
well behind, but that was not good enough for A, it seemed. Or
Yaeko, if she was honest. It was possible that Mitsuko Trenton
might lose some votes in the lower years after they had heard what
she had to say, but Yaeko doubted it. Or, if that happened, there
might well be a corresponding shift among the upper years in the
other direction.

What Yaeko
needed was some sort of unique selling point, a policy which would
really get her noticed. That she would need to think about. What
she did not need to think about, too hard anyway, was taking the
notes to the SSF. They had been creepy, and now they were
threatening. It was time to talk to Nava Greyling.

~~~

‘You have a stalker,
Yaeko Himura,’ Nava said.

‘I had
concluded that myself, Captain Nava Greyling,’ Yaeko replied. She
had hoped to do this entirely privately, but she was in SSF HQ, at
Nava’s desk, and Lydia Bonfils could hear everything that was being
said. Then again, Lydia was SSF, so it should be okay…

‘It’s not
entirely uncommon. You’re attractive. You’re popular. You have a
high-profile public persona. Stalking is less common than it once
was since modern communications technology is highly traceable, but
it still happens.’ Nava waved one of the notes. ‘This is not a very
traceable communication technology.’

‘I thought
there were spells which could locate someone from handwriting.’

‘There’s
Locate, but that works best with DNA samples, blood, or hair. Using
a handwritten note is better than nothing, but not much better.
I’ve tried and I can’t get anything on your correspondent. On top
of the relatively useless reference material, they likely employed
Scryguard while writing the notes.’

‘I see. There’s
nothing you can do?’

‘Hm. Lydia will
run a search on the security data for your building.’

‘Already doing
it, boss,’ Lydia called out. So, maybe it had been a good
thing that Lydia was listening in. ‘You know they’ll have used
Evade Detection, though.’

Nava nodded.
‘If they thought to obscure their signature when writing the notes,
they’ll have hidden themselves from cameras.’

‘But wouldn’t
there be some sort of record of their entry into the block?’ Yaeko
asked.

‘Maybe.
Frankly, the locking panels on most of the blocks can be bypassed
with relatively low-skill attacks, but putting that aside, how many
guests do you think are admitted to an apartment block like yours
every day? And that assumes your stalker isn’t another resident. We
will look, because it’s good to be thorough, but identifying
whoever it is that way will be a matter of luck rather than
judgement.’

‘I see.’

‘I can assign
you a bodyguard, if you wish?’

‘No… No, I
don’t feel that’s necessary. I mean, this last note is more
disapproving than threatening. There’s an implication that they
might do something, but it’s not exactly a threat.’

‘It could go
either way. I’ll do some research into the psychology, but I
believe they’ll be just as likely to send you a nasty letter and
say you’re no longer their favourite as they are to take violent
action. Try to avoid going anywhere alone.’

Yaeko gave a
small grimace. ‘I came here alone.’

‘I’ll escort
you back to your apartment. In future, try to keep either Sommer
Chevalier or Dove Harris with you when you’re outside your
apartment.’

‘You, uh, know
my friends?’

‘Only by
reputation. Carina Schwartz does live in the same house as me.’

‘Yes.’
Disapproval leaked into Yaeko’s tone, which annoyed Nava. ‘Is it
really true that she was using high-rank magic during the terrorism
incident over winter?’

‘Yes. I know
that her tales of secret dark cults sound like deranged delusions,
Yaeko Himura, and I don’t believe much of them myself. However,
some aspects of it are real. For whatever reason, part of her
capacity is denied her, except when she really needs it. Cari is a
powerful sorceress hobbled by an unknown suppression mechanism.
And, frankly, she was kidnapped as a child. That much is on record.
I know she’s weird, but she does what’s needed when it comes to it,
and she is probably not someone you want to make an enemy of.’
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‘Is this another one of
these notes?’ Sommer asked. She was indicating the folded paper
taped to Yaeko’s apartment door, and she knew what was going on, so
it was pretty obvious that it was.

‘Yes,’ Yaeko
said.

Sommer pulled
the note free before Yaeko could get to it. ‘Oh. Well, maybe Nava
Greyling will have to do something more now.’ She handed the
unfolded note to Yaeko.

You should not have
gone to the SSF. This has nothing to do with them!

Now I’m going to have
to punish you.

‘Oh,’ Yaeko
said. ‘That doesn’t sound good.’

‘No, it
doesn’t. Okay, we’ll tell Nava Greyling about this, but what she
said goes double now. You are not to leave your apartment without
me or Dove. Or both. Maybe one of us should start sleeping over.
You have a spare room.’

Yaeko looked at
the note once again. ‘If you wouldn’t mind, I think I might like
that.’
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In the end, it had been
Dove who spent the night in Yaeko’s spare room, so it was Dove who
was escorting Yaeko to breakfast in the morning. She was taking her
role as guardian seriously, which was just like her. It was a
status thing: Yaeko, someone of higher status than her, was relying
upon her, and Dove was not going to let her down.

‘You have
another speech this afternoon after classes,’ Dove said, ‘but we’ll
both be there for that. In fact, we’ll both be with you all day.
We’re not letting you out of our sight until this is resolved.’ She
put a hand out to stop Yaeko from opening the building’s front door
before her. ‘And I’ll be checking outside before you put a toe
through that door.’

‘You may be
taking this a little too far.’

‘Too far is
better than not far enough.’ Dove stepped outside and scanned the
area. Like most of the apartment blocks, there was a gap of three
or four metres between this block and the next with a wide paved
walkway between them. There were a few people about, though traffic
was relatively sparse. No one she could see was acting in a
suspicious manner. There was currently no one closer than about
fifteen metres anyway. ‘Okay, we’re good. Come on out.’

‘Why thank
you,’ Yaeko said with just a hint of sarcasm. Dove stepped away
from the doorway and Yaeko stepped out, letting the door close
behind her. ‘I really don’t think they’re going to do anything
too–’

Dove let out a
grunt of pain and lurched sideways. Her shoes scraped audibly on
the paving stones and it was only because she was a fairly nimble
girl that she stayed on her feet, but there was pain on her face
and her arms wrapped around her ribs in obvious discomfort.

‘Dove!’ Yaeko
shrieked, rushing over toward her friend. Concussive Force was the
obvious culprit, and if Dove had been shunted to the right, then
the magician had to be on the left. Yaeko was blocking another shot
with her body, reversing their roles.

‘I think…
broken ribs,’ Dove winced through the pain.

Yaeko pulled
out her ketcom. ‘I’ll have help here in moments.’

‘There was no
one nearby. Didn’t see… anyone.’

‘Don’t worry
about that now. You should sit down.’

‘If I do… won’t
get back up. I guess this is your punishment.’

Yaeko’s jaw
tightened. ‘Apparently.’ If the stalker wanted to punish Yaeko, he
should have chosen to do just that. Coming at her through her
friends… ‘I’d better warn Sommer, too.’

‘Yeah, but he…
won’t go after her now. I was with you. He wanted you to see– Ow,
this hurts. He wanted you to see me getting hurt.’

‘Coward,’ Yaeko
hissed.

‘Huh.’ Dove
managed a weak smile. ‘Isn’t that kind of the definition of a
stalker?’

~~~

‘There wasn’t anyone
closer than fifteen metres,’ Dove said. ‘I’d swear there
wasn’t.’

‘Which probably
saved your life,’ Nava replied. She was interviewing Dove and Yaeko
in the infirmary. Dove had already been treated but was being kept
there for the rest of the morning at least for observation. ‘You
were right about the broken ribs, but you got away without any
organ damage. That kind of damage from a Concussive Force spell
suggests at least rank three. Concussive Force is a relatively
short-range spell, however. It loses some of its effect after about
twenty metres. I’d suggest they used at least rank five from beyond
twenty metres, which makes it a good shot, but less likely to cause
lethal injury.’

‘Don’t you need
a permit for that rank?’ Yaeko asked.

‘You do, and
about sixty percent of the student body has one. It doesn’t narrow
down the suspects much. However, your stalker has committed an act
of violence. I can devote more resource to the case. I will be
assigning some people to guard you. All three of you, so try to
stick together so we can reduce the workload. Have a sleepover or
something.’

‘Fair enough,
but I can’t go on like this. I have a campaign to run.’

‘Mm, well, I
have one thought on how we can find the stalker, but you’re not
going to like it. We’ll discuss it tonight. That will give me a few
hours to think of something else.’

‘Because I’m
not going to like your plan at the moment?’

‘You won’t. And
Suki is probably going to hate it almost as much.’

~~~

‘There has to be
something else we can do,’ Mitsuko said.

‘I’m not coming
up with anything,’ Nava replied. ‘Whoever it is, they’re very good
at concealing their tracks.’

‘Couldn’t we
fake it?’

‘The election
is run by the school. That means the list of candidates is
maintained by the school. Yaeko Himura’s name will only leave the
list if she stands down as a candidate, so the stalker is likely to
see through the ruse unless Yaeko Himura really does withdraw her
candidature. We could try talking to the administration, but my
reading of the regulations is that they can’t add a candidate after
campaigning starts.’

‘I’ll arrange a
meeting with Auberon.’ Mitsuko turned to face Yaeko. ‘And what do
you think of this plan, Yaeko Himura?’

Yaeko looked
back wordlessly for several seconds before deciding she was being
rude. ‘I don’t want to withdraw, but I can’t continue like this
either. I… I’m a little surprised that you’re so against it,
Mitsuko Trenton. I’m well behind in the polls, but I’m your only
serious competitor. Surely–’

‘That’s
precisely why I don’t want you out of the race. Yes, you’re behind,
but you may come up with something to close the gap. The others…
No. If Taryn Borchardt had put her hat in the ring again this year,
I would be less worried about losing you, but she did not.
Democracy only works when there is serious competition for the
incumbent. Couldn’t we just keep things as they are? If you lose,
the stalker will probably react in the same way.’

‘I’ve been
trying to come up with something, some policy, to pull me up in the
polls. All I can think about is seeing Dove flying through the air
and coming up with horror stories about what may happen next. I’m
in no fit state to be your competition.’

‘And what
happens if her poll numbers drop, Suki,’ Nava said. ‘I don’t think
the stalker will attack Yaeko Himura directly, so I’m faced with
watching anyone else who might be attacked. It isn’t just Sommer
Chevalier and Dove Harris. There are others helping with Yaeko
Himura’s campaign, and any of them could be seen as not pulling
their weight or worse. There’s also the possibility that you’ll be
attacked, Suki.’

‘You can’t be
sure there’ll be a direct attack if she withdraws,’ Mitsuko
asserted.

‘I can’t, but
it’s more likely. It’s a personal betrayal.’

‘What if I
stand down?’

‘Then I win,
and the stalker keeps trying to control me all through my
presidency,’ Yaeko said. ‘I did some research on stalkers too. This
is about control. They want to feel like they have control over me
and what I do, and they won’t stop until someone stops them. It’s
quite possible that they would follow me once I leave school.’

Nava nodded. ‘I
believe this is our best course of action. It’s not good. I’m not
trying to make it sound like a good option. It’s a little too much
like letting them win, and if I’m wrong and they don’t try to
punish Yaeko Himura for her apparent betrayal, we certainly lose.
Take some time. Maybe between us we can think of something else.
Maybe Suki’s persuasion skills can get the administration to bend
the rules.’

‘Saturday
afternoon,’ Yaeko said. ‘If we can’t think of anything else, I’ll
make my statement on Saturday afternoon. That gives us all day
tomorrow to think of something, but I won’t wait longer. This may
be the end of my career in school politics, but this honourless
coward hurt Dove and they are not going to get away with
it!’

237/2/11.

‘It is with
considerable reluctance,’ Yaeko said to the watching crowd, ‘that I
am withdrawing my candidature for school council president,
effective immediately.’

There was not
exactly uproar, but the general effect she was seeing was pleasing.
The rep from the News Club looked surprised. Those there to hear
her give another speech looked shocked and a bit outraged. The
announcement that she would be making an unscheduled speech that
afternoon had been given out in homeroom that morning. There had
been speculation on the info-net channels that she had some new
idea which would swing the vote in her favour. And here she was
resigning.

‘The
circumstances of my withdrawal are not to my liking,’ Yaeko went
on, quieting the noise. She looked tired, like she had not slept in
a while. That was, in fact, the case. ‘For the past little while, I
have been the subject of someone’s obsessive interest. That person,
under the banner of supporting my candidature, recently injured a
close friend of mine. Analysis of the attack by Captain Nava
Greyling and her team suggests that, but for the relatively short
effective range of Concussive Force, Dove Harris would be dead
today.’

The News Club
rep was feverishly tapping at his ketcom. This was apparently not
something the gossip circuits had picked up. A lot of people knew
about the attack on Dove, but far fewer knew why it had
happened.

‘This stalker,
this utter coward, has chosen to attack my friends. That someone
has been hurt simply for standing by my side is something I simply
cannot tolerate. While I remain in the public eye, I cannot vouch
for the safety of those around me. Hence, as of today, I am no
longer a candidate for student council president. Thank you for
your attention.’

Turning, Yaeko
left the stage without waiting for questions. All she could do at
this point was hope that Nava Greyling’s plan worked. And that the
publicity from this episode proved useful when she tried again next
year.

237/2/12.

Yaeko’s apartment was
silent at three in the morning. She was, of course, in bed by that
time since she had classes in the morning. She was certainly not
expecting visitors.

Then again,
when her apartment door opened, there was no one visible on the
other side. The no one who was there stepped inside and closed the
door behind them as quietly as possible before crossing the lounge
to the main bedroom. The apartment was much like the one Mitsuko
had had in her first year with the main bedroom accessible directly
from the lounge. The bedroom door was opened slowly, carefully, and
as silently as possible. As the no one did this, they prepared the
Paralysis spell for casting; Yaeko needed to pay for what she had
said, but at this stage terror was more important than violence.
Yaeko was going to learn that she was not as important as she
thought she was. Yaeko would learn her place. Yaeko… was not in the
bed.

‘You are not
the only one capable of casting Invisibility,’ Nava said from the
corner of the room. ‘Yaeko Himura is at my place, under guard.
Also, I know how to see through Invisibility, Angélique Girard
Sonkei.’

Angélique
turned on the spot, raising a hand toward where she thought Nava
was. Nava was there, but she was also faster. A Magic Bullet spell
hit Angélique’s bicep, tearing flesh and smashing bone. Instead of
casting Paralysis, the stalker let out a shriek of pain and
collapsed onto the carpet, bleeding from her destroyed arm. Nava
checked her pulse to be sure, but the woman was still alive and
would be fine after Nava used Active Recovery on her.

‘The carpet,’
Nava said to the unconscious woman, ‘might be another story.’

~~~

‘A Girard Sonkei?’
Yaeko asked. ‘Why would she do something like this? They aren’t the
strongest family in the clan, but–’

‘Not everything
is about status,’ Nava replied. It was breakfast time and Nava was
briefing both Yaeko and Mitsuko on the events of the previous
night. ‘Though, in this case, status was involved. As you said, the
Girards aren’t the strongest family in the clan. Angélique Girard
was very concerned with it in some ways. Conflicting ways,
actually. She believes strongly in differentiation by personal,
familial, and clan status, but she also believes herself above all
that. If she can gain advantage over someone of higher status, then
that person doesn’t deserve the status they have. She’s
complicated. I used my ASF authority to get a psychological profile
that was done on her three years ago.’

‘So, she’s done
something like this before?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘She tends to
foster obsessive relationships with people she’s barely, or never,
met. Her family hushed the previous incidents up and sent her for
counselling. Clearly, that treatment was insufficient, and no one
saw fit to notify the school of the potential problem. I used my
SSF authority to check that there had, in fact, been no such
notification. The administration did not know that they had taken
in a ticking timebomb.’

‘That’s
something. I may mention this to Father. He may wish to speak to
someone in the Girard family.’

‘I suspect the
school will wish to do the same.’ Nava looked back to Yaeko. ‘So,
that’s the end of your stalking incident, Yaeko Himura.’

‘And all it
cost me was a run at the presidency,’ Yaeko replied. ‘Of course,
the poll results for just before I withdrew are out and the gap
between me and Mitsuko Trenton has just widened. I don’t suppose I
had much chance of winning.’

‘I do try to do
a good job,’ Mitsuko said, ‘and getting a medal for heroism
probably did not harm my chances of re-election.’

‘No. No, it
didn’t. Maybe I should have waited for next year anyway. I
will be trying again next year.’

Mitsuko smiled.
‘I should hope so. We can’t let a little thing like a psychotic
stalker get in the way of our political careers, can we?’
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‘Very well,’ Mitsuko
said from her position at the head of the conference table, ‘let’s
get this done with so we can all take a break.’

‘Of course,
President,’ Darius said, a vaguely smug smile on his face. ‘I’d
like to take this opportunity to congratulate you on your
re-election.’

‘There wasn’t
exactly much competition.’

‘Perhaps not.
It may be that you don’t receive serious competition prior to your
retirement. We can hope that the race that year will be more
enthusiastic.’

‘Well, you
decided not to stand against her, Darius,’ Marie pointed out.

‘Precisely.
Speaking of competition, why do we have Yaeko Himura with us?’

‘Because she’s
going to be taking over from you when you quit,’ Mitsuko replied.
‘I’d like her to start shadowing you next term, if possible, so
that she can hit the ground running.’

‘Turning your
major competitor into your VP. That is very magnanimous and quite
sneaky.’

‘Well,’ Yaeko
said, ‘I suppose it will make me less inclined to run against
Mitsuko next year. I can learn the job and make my election the
year after more likely.’

‘And we get a
better president out of it,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’m looking to the
future, so to speak. However, right now I’m looking to a future in
the sento at the Trenton mansion, so let’s get the boring stuff out
of the way so that we can get on with enjoying ourselves.’


Epilogue: Death’s
Bridesmaid

 Himura Estate, Shinden, Allied Clan Worlds,
237/3/6.

It had taken a little
persuasion on Naomi’s part as well as an intervention by Misaki to
get Kyle and Courtney to use what the Himuras called their ‘guest
mansion’ for their wedding. They did not want the fuss, but they
also had to admit that they could not really afford a proper
wedding without help from their friends. It was not like the
Martell family were going to assist in a marriage they considered
beneath them, and the Maynard family were a long way away and not
that rich. At least a few of the Maynards had managed to make the
trip from Beherbergen to Shinden. There was not a single Martell in
attendance.

It had taken
some persuasion on Courtney’s part to get Nava to be a bridesmaid.
Mitsuko was the maid of honour – just as Naomi was taking the role
of best man – and Melissa had agreed to be a bridesmaid as soon as
she was asked. Nava had asked whether a solemn, apparently
emotionless, bridesmaid was really fitting for a joyous occasion.
Courtney had said it did not matter; she wanted her friend up there
for the ceremony. Not to mention the girls’ night out before that.
It had eventually taken Mitsuko adding her voice to the argument to
settle the matter, so Nava was up at the front of the room they
were using for the ceremony, dressed in a short, pinkish-red dress
with a low-cut front. The dress looked better on Melissa.

According to
Melissa, marriage had been a religious thing back in the ancient
times before more rational heads had prevailed. These days, it was
a civil contract, and its primary purpose was to ensure the
security of any resulting children. Kyle and Courtney had already
gone through the necessary genetic screening – no one had really
expected any problems with that given the difference in their clan
status – so all that was left was for an official from the Clan
Worlds bureaucracy to perform a small ritual and sign off on the
marriage. Of course, most marriages were not officiated by the
Secretary General of the Clan Worlds, but Misaki had played her ‘Do
you know how often I get to do something nice in this job?’ card
and made it sound like the confused couple were doing her a favour.
From another viewpoint, having Misaki perform the marriage ceremony
kind of made it hard for the Garavain clan to show too much
hostility.

‘As with so
much bureaucracy in the Clan Worlds,’ Misaki said in a clear voice
obviously used to making public speeches, ‘you have to jump through
many legal hoops to get married, and then the actual ceremony is
rather anticlimactic.’

There was a
rumble of laughter from the audience. Since there were no members
of the Martell family in attendance, the seating had been arranged
with the Maynards and the ASF attendees on one side, and guests
from the school on the other. It was not a huge turnout, but
everyone there was family or a friend. It seemed more intimate than
a larger wedding because of the small guest list.

‘Without
further ado then,’ Misaki went on, ‘do you, Kyle Maynard House,
agree to accept Courtney Martell Garavain as your legal
partner?’

‘I do,’ Kyle
replied.

‘Do you,
Courtney Martell Garavain, agree to accept Kyle Maynard House as
your legal partner?’

‘I do,’
Courtney said, ‘and in so doing, I accept the Maynard family as my
own.’ The last little bit was a formality required to allow
Courtney to take Kyle’s family and clan names. Technically, Kyle
could have accepted the Martell Garavain name, but it was more
usual for the female partner to change her name, and everyone knew
the Martells would never have accepted Kyle.

‘As a duly
appointed member of the Clan Worlds Administration, I, Misaki
Himura Sonkei, acknowledge the partnership of Kyle and Courtney
Maynard House. On behalf of the Allied Clan Worlds, I wish you all
the best for your joint futures.’

~~~

‘Well, it finally
happened,’ Mitsuko said. ‘You’re married. Congratulations.’

‘Thanks,’
Courtney replied. ‘There were times when I thought it wouldn’t, I
have to admit.’


‘Beherbergen?’

‘Oddly, no.
Okay, so I was worried. My fiancé was captured by terrorists, and I
didn’t really think there was anything I could do about it. But
that lasted about five minutes. Once Nava got serious… And then we
were flying out on a Greyling transport ship with you and Nava and
Melissa and Rochester, and I was still worried, but deep down I
knew it was going to be okay.’

‘I wish I’d
known you were coming,’ Kyle said. ‘I think I’d have felt a lot
better about it if I had.’

‘You expected
us to sit still and do nothing?’ Nava asked.

Kyle looked at
her for a second. ‘Well… I was being tortured. I wasn’t thinking
straight.’

Nava nodded.
‘So, it’s a week of sun, sea, and sand in the Ishikawa islands, and
then Courtney starts officer training, right?’

‘Officer
training,’ Courtney said, ‘and then police training. I won’t be
doing any real work until October.’

‘But before all
that,’ Kyle said, ‘we get the sun, sea, and sand.’

‘Assuming you
get out of bed,’ Mitsuko said.

Courtney
giggled. It was a very un-Courtney sort of thing to do, but it
seemed to fit on her wedding day. ‘We can always do what we’d be
doing in bed on the beach.’

‘That sounds
uncomfortable,’ Nava said. ‘Sand everywhere. Think of us slaving
away in class while you’re indulging your baser natures.’

‘I won’t. Not
once.’

‘That… seems
reasonable.’

‘I will after.
I’ve missed being at school. I’ve missed hanging out with all of
you. I don’t suppose I’ll be involved with any of your adventures
after this. Which has its good and bad points.’

Nava gave a
slight shrug. ‘The only person I know who could predict the future
is probably dead. When I leave SAS-squared, I’ll be joining the
Intelligence Response Directorate, and they have their fingers in
everything. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but don’t discount
the possibility that I will drag you into some sort of dangerous
situation in the future.’

‘Oh. Yes.
You’re probably right.’ Pause. ‘Well, that’s something to look
forward to, isn’t it?’

###
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