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Part One: Love Hurts
The Trenton Mansion, Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 235/8/24.
One of the things about belonging to one of the most powerful families in one of the most powerful clans in the Clan Worlds Alliance was the expectation that you would entertain guests. That went double when you were actually the leading couple in that family. Hence, Zackery and Yuzuki Trenton Sonkei were having a party and, since they were currently staying in the mansion, Nava, Melissa, and Rochester were invited.
Mitsuko was going too, of course, since she was Zackery and Yuzuki’s third child and second daughter. She had briefed the troops in a closed session meeting in her rooms, possibly so that Rochester could be persuaded that it was a good idea in private. Actually, both Melissa and Rochester were likely to need a little persuasion, she had thought; Nava would take the news in her usual taciturn fashion. Mitsuko had been right: as soon as Rochester learned that it was going to be a fancy dress party, he had developed a sudden urge to catch a fatal disease. Melissa had mostly worried over what she could possibly wear. Thankfully, they had had a week to prepare.
It had been a week of mixed emotions. Nava had returned from her debriefing at an ASF facility off-planet. Everyone had been relieved about that, but they also had to deal with the revelations about her they had heard while barricaded in a besieged meeting room in Alliance City. Everything had, apparently anyway, settled. Nava was fairly sure that the reaction to knowing what and who she was would not be that simple, but maybe the reaction to being in a terrorist siege was overshadowing the more personal issues. Mitsuko had not been too bad, but Melissa and Rochester had been woken by some nasty nightmares during that week. To Mitsuko’s surprise, so had Nava, though Nava’s dreams seemed to be related to her childhood and the ‘sister’ she had killed the week before.
In many ways then, a party was a good idea. Nava had asked whether Spencer Trenton was going to be there, had been told that he would not, and had decided that she could let herself relax. The family drunk, Uncle Spencer did not like clanless people and Nava was clanless. Apparently, Spencer had been banned from fancy dress parties after turning up as a Roman emperor with an exceptionally loose toga, getting absolutely slammed, and throwing up in the swimming pool. That was more or less normal for him, but he had claimed he was being in-character since ‘purging at banquets was normal in Ancient Rome.’ Nava had listened to the story and decided that the Trentons were looking for any excuse to exclude the man from parties.
The other reason Spencer had not been invited was that this was not a family get-together. Airing the Trentons’ dirty laundry among themselves was one thing but doing so where others might see it was out of the question. Nava was a little confused about that too, since this party seemed to feature pretty much everyone airing parts of their body normally hidden. The costumes were many, varied, and ranged from things someone seemed to have thrown together to other outfits which had to have taken time, money, and possibly a genius engineer.
Nava had considered her costume options for approximately five seconds before saying, ‘I wonder if I could get a whip from somewhere?’ Mitsuko had said she would ask around and the following morning Yuzuki had presented Nava with a four-metre-long bullwhip. Nava had not asked where it had come from and she had no desire to know how Mitsuko’s gorgeous, regal, Japanese doll of a mother had obtained it. Now, Nava was stalking the party in the same catsuit and boots she had worn for the summer dance at school, but this time with a bullwhip tied loosely around her hips. Mitsuko had decided to match her, or at least to match one interpretation of Nava’s outfit, by selecting a leather corset and thigh-high boots. She was also carrying a pair of very functional handcuffs which she would twirl around her fingers as though looking for someone to use them on. In Nava’s opinion, Mitsuko looked more like a dominatrix than she did, mostly because she had the kind of majestic beauty to pull it off and because she was, in heels, taller than most of the men at the party.
‘The pool room is going to get hot enough to boil the water tonight,’ Nava predicted as the couple wandered through the house in an aimless manner.
Mitsuko’s eyes followed a young woman in body paint, and only body paint, which was designed to make her look like some sort of aquatic alien. ‘I think that’s a distinct possibility. I wonder if that paint is waterproof?’
‘Do you recognise her?’
‘Vaguely. I think she’s one of the stars of that teen drama thing about the fish people. Uh, Aqua Squad.’
‘I’ve never heard of it.’
‘No, well, that’s about par for the course with you.’
‘I’m not arguing. I’d suggest that such a show would have makeup artists who knew how to apply a costume that will survive immersion.’
‘You make a valid point. Oh, there’s Glory. Let me introduce you.’
The woman Mitsuko was indicating was… pneumatic. She was also wearing a corset, but hers was white and coupled with a long, asymmetric skirt in a silky material, white stockings, and sky-high heeled sandals. There was the impression of material under considerable stress as her corset struggled to keep her breasts in line. She looked exactly the kind of woman Spencer Trenton would fall for and he had. She had skinned him in the divorce because the man was constitutionally incapable of keeping it in his pants. Seeing her just emphasised to Nava how insanely stupid Spencer was; Glory was a beautiful woman with smooth, light-tan skin, long hair as black as night, delicate features, full lips, and a figure most women would kill for. This was after giving birth to two children.
‘Mitsuko, dear,’ Glory said as Mitsuko closed the distance. ‘It’s been such a long time.’ She even had a voice designed to weaken men’s knees.
‘It’s good to see you again, Glory,’ Mitsuko said, bending to kiss the older woman on the cheek. ‘Please allow me to make the introductions. Gloriana Trenton Sonkei, this is Nava Ward, my friend from school.’ There was a very slight emphasis on ‘friend’ which caused Glory to twitch an eyebrow. It was definitely that which caused the twitch, not Nava’s surname. After all…
‘I’m pleased to meet you, Nava Ward. I assume you know that, in one way, we’re sisters. I used to be a Ward too.’
Nava nodded. ‘I had heard that, Gloriana Trenton. Mitsuko was explaining why your ex-husband found me particularly repellent. Not that his attitude bothered me.’
Glory’s nose wrinkled and she reached out to take Nava’s hand, clasping it between hers in a conciliatory gesture. ‘I’m so sorry you had to put up with him. I suppose you are used to that kind of behaviour though.’
‘No. I just don’t care.’
‘Nava grew up outside Alliance culture,’ Mitsuko said. ‘She has a refreshing attitude to the various discriminations heaped upon her. Essentially, if it has no direct impact on her, it’s beneath her notice.’
‘I see,’ Glory said. ‘And if it does have a direct impact.’
Mitsuko smirked. ‘She usually impacts it back and, if it’s lucky, it walks away with a limp.’
~~~
‘Growing up on Avorna never prepared me for this,’ Melissa said.
‘I could say the same about Leigh’s Landing,’ Rochester replied.
‘I’m not sure where to look.’
‘I’m glad these britches are loose.’
Thankfully, Melissa had not been drinking at the time since spraying the partygoers with fruit juice would have been rude.
They had decided on somewhat-matching pirate outfits, though Rochester’s costume was a little more traditional. He had a creamy-white silk shirt, open to the waist where it was closed by a wide, colourful scarf tied as a belt. Bucket-top boots with voluminous, knee-length trousers tucked into them were currently hiding his reaction to the amount of female flesh on display. He was wearing an eyepatch over his right eye and had been persuaded not to put his glasses on over it. It was not like he actually needed corrective lenses; the trouble he had seeing without glasses on his face was entirely psychological. He was, obviously, a space pirate, so he had a fake cutlass hung at his left hip and a fake ‘blaster pistol’ at his right.
Quite a significant amount of the female flesh troubling him belonged to Melissa. If Rochester’s costume was fairly traditional, Melissa’s was not. At least, it was rare to see a pirate in shorts and a minuscule top, which might have been called a camisole, with fishnet stockings attached to her shorts by suspenders and tucked into softer boots than Rochester’s and had a tall block heel. The top carefully shaped her large breasts into a stunning display of cleavage. The lace in various places emphasised delicacy over roughness, but she did manage to look a little badass too; she had been practising her confident strutting technique in their room for three days straight.
‘I mean,’ Rochester went on while Melissa was recovering her composure, ‘what’s she supposed to be dressed as? She’s wrapped in bandages. Well, mostly not wrapped in bandages.’
‘She’s a mummy,’ Melissa supplied.
‘How can you tell?’
‘Huh?’
‘It’s not like she has a child with–’
‘No! Not that kind of mummy. A mummy. Have you never seen a horror movie? Uh, generally they’re more decayed and they don’t have most of their boobs hanging out of the bandages. Because they’re usually male. Except when they aren’t. Anyway, it’s like a zombie, but from Ancient Egypt. Or Ancient South America. Inca Mummy Cheerleader was a classic.’
‘I think I’ll take your word for it. I tend to prefer documentaries. Or I did anyway.’
Melissa grinned. ‘I can find you a documentary on mummies. They were real things. It was part of the Egyptian funeral process. And part of their ancient form of magic. I don’t think they actually used to get up and walk around. Or wave pom-poms. Well, I suppose they could have, but this was before sorcery became a science, so you won’t find documentaries about walking mummies. And I don’t think they had pom-poms in Egypt.’
‘Still, could be interesting. Not the pom-pom bit. I could take you up on that offer.’
Melissa’s grin got brighter. ‘We can curl up in front of the screen and watch–’
‘Now that just sounds like a perfect way to miss everything after the first ten minutes.’
~~~
‘Sneak.’
Mitsuko looked around and frowned.
‘Sneak. Sneak.’
‘You know,’ Nava said, ‘it’s not really sneaking if you say “sneak, sneak” while you’re doing it.’ She turned her head to look at the woman who had ‘snuck’ in beside her. ‘Hello, Rhianna Greyling. What are you supposed to be?’
‘Sexy ninja,’ Rhianna replied through the black bandana tied over her nose and mouth. It was possibly the largest piece of cloth on her body. All the important parts were covered, but the various panels were connected by torn streamers of black material which looked like they could break free at any moment. Even her feet were only covered by what amounted to torn, black bandages. She was a very attractive woman with dark skin, black hair down to her hips, and a bounteous chest. The latter was squeezing out of her costume in various ways; she was a wardrobe malfunction waiting to happen.
‘I got the impression that Nobuyuki Greyling was the ninja.’
Rhianna pulled her mask down. ‘I suppose he is more ninja than I am. Good evening, Mitsuko, Glory. It’s nice to see you at one of these gatherings, Glory.’
‘It has been a while,’ Glory agreed. ‘It’s always nice to meet a fellow back-pain sufferer.’
‘Oh, I must introduce you to Mel,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Good evening, Rhianna. Nobuyuki’s not here?’
‘He’s away doing something involving shadows and sneaking I’d imagine,’ Rhianna replied, shrugging. ‘Um, could I borrow Nava Ward for a few minutes?’
‘Is she going to come back unperforated?’
‘If I were going to try to stab her, I would have brought Nobuyuki.’
‘In that case, I have no objection. Nava?’
‘I guess I’ll be back shortly,’ Nava replied. ‘Lead on, oh sexy kunoichi.’
Mitsuko waited until they were a couple of metres away before calling after them. ‘Nava, if she does try to stab you, try not to leave too much of a mess.’
‘You won’t even find the body.’
~~~
‘My specialities are espionage, counter-espionage, and infiltration,’ Rhianna said once she had Nava alone in a – locked – private room. ‘You probably could kill me without too much fuss.’
‘You’ve almost certainly seen everything the ASF has on me,’ Nava replied. ‘You would know better than I do what your chances were.’
‘True. On both counts.’ The spy paused, apparently considering something. ‘Zackery says that he didn’t tell Suki any of the stuff we found out about you and I believe him. He said he didn’t want her to be troubled by it unless she had to be.’
‘I also believe that to be the case. So far, she’s taken it all very well. That may change when she’s had a chance to think about it.’
‘No… No, I don’t think it will. She might ask more questions. They all might have questions for you. From the report I saw, you gave them the basics. They’re going to want more details and they’re probably not going to know how to ask for them. But that’s not why I asked to talk to you.’ Rhianna indicated the seats which were set beside a small conference table for six or eight people.
Nodding, Nava sat, and Rhianna took the chair beside her, turning it to face Nava. Then she said nothing. 
‘So… What is it that you wanted to talk about?’ Nava asked.
‘Would you like to be adopted?’
Nava stared at the woman for a second. ‘Adopted?’
Rhianna grinned like the proverbial cat that got the cream. ‘You are amazing. Do you know that? Amazing. I drop a bombshell like that on you and you don’t even blink. Not even a twitch. How in the name of every god did you learn to do that?’
‘It’s easy. All you need are trainers who torture you whenever you show any sign of an emotion. What do you mean by adoption?’
‘Oh, uh, people aren’t born into the Greylings. I mean, we do have children born to family members, but when that happens the parents leave or the children are fostered out. Most of us try to avoid it. New Greylings are adopted from other families in the clan. Sometimes, we bring in orphans, like you. You’d gain a family and clan. The pay’s pretty good. We get excellent health benefits, not that you need them, and the pension is amazing. That’s if you ever retire.’
The room fell silent as Nava considered what seemed to be a very generous offer. There were a number of things which this would be a solution to. Nava probably did not even know what all of them were. Still… ‘You know the ASF expect me to join their forces after I leave school?’
‘Not a problem. A fair number of the lower-ranking Greylings are in the ASF. We get on pretty well with them. There should never be any conflict of interest because, when it comes down to it, we have the same goals. Or theirs are a superset of ours. Sort of. They protect the Clan Worlds Alliance. We protect the Sonkei clan. However, since the clan more or less runs the Alliance administration, it’s rare that a threat to the clan isn’t also some sort of threat to the whole thing. See?’ Rhianna certainly had a ready grin.
‘I understand. I think I’d like to put this to my ASF contact before accepting. Or rejecting.’
‘Again, not a problem. We’re not in a drastic hurry or anything. We want to grab you before anyone else does, but your part in various things since you came to Shinden has been kept very quiet. We shouldn’t have any competition for a while.’
Nava nodded. ‘There is one other thing. I’m learning support magic because I don’t wish to be a weapon. If all you want–’
Rhianna shook her head. Then she partially took back the denial. ‘We obviously can’t overlook your combat capabilities. That said, we see you more as an all-round asset. That spell you improvised to take out that Harbinger. Yes, I suppose you might say that was a straight combat mission, but the spell wasn’t combat-oriented of itself. You can do things a lot of older magicians would have a lot of trouble with and you’ll probably get better. That kind of power brings enormous flexibility. We just can’t afford to overlook that sort of potential.’
‘I’ll give it serious thought and get you an answer as soon as possible.’
‘Like I said, no real hurry.’
‘Yes. How do I contact you when I have an answer?’
Rhianna waved the question away as obvious. ‘I’ll send my contact details to your ketcom.’
‘Somehow, that’s disappointingly ordinary.’
~~~
‘So, what did Rhianna want?’ Mitsuko asked when Nava reappeared. Melissa and Rochester had appeared, giving Mitsuko an excuse to stick with Glory for a while longer. Nava had not had to search hard to find them.
‘I’ll tell you later,’ Nava replied. ‘Top secret ninja stuff.’
‘Oh,’ Glory said, grinning brightly, ‘how intriguing.’
‘Nava is a woman of much mystery,’ Melissa said. ‘Even when you think you have her sorted out, you discover something about her that you still don’t understand.’
‘I’m not going to claim to be an open book,’ Nava replied. ‘I try to avoid bald-faced lies.’
‘Every woman has to keep a little mystery about herself,’ Glory said. ‘Keep them guessing.’
‘Nava’s exceptional at that,’ Mitsuko said. ‘It’s almost impossible to know what she’s thinking. Unless you ask her.’
‘I’m thinking,’ Nava said, ‘that I need another drink.’
‘Of course, what she’s thinking may not be very profound…’
235/8/25.
Nava felt the handcuffs lock into place around her wrists. She had expected them to get used at some point during the night. Having her arms tethered over a rail in Mitsuko’s huge walk-in wardrobe had not been one of the scenarios she had envisioned, but it was certainly not an unexpected turn of events.
Mitsuko’s fingers began trailing lines over Nava’s skin. Fairly soon, Nava was having trouble stopping herself from squirming.
‘So, what did Rhianna want?’ Mitsuko asked. She was still fully dressed. If what she was wearing could be called dressed.
‘Now?’
‘Yes. Now. You don’t get to come until you’ve told me.’ Mitsuko lowered her voice to what was probably meant to be a menacing level but just came off as sexy. ‘Even if it takes hours.’
‘That is no incentive for me to talk.’
‘I can come up with some.’ Reaching into her bodice, Mitsuko removed a small device: more or less bullet-shaped, bright pink, and about five centimetres in length. She twisted the blunt end and it began to buzz.
‘Have you been walking around with that in there all evening?’
‘Yes. I never quite got around to using it.’ Mitsuko wrapped an arm around Nava’s waist and then lowered the hand holding the vibrator against Nava’s butt.
‘This is kinky, even for you.’
The vibrator was repositioned. Its pointed end pressed between Nava’s cheeks and slid closer to its target. ‘What did Rhianna want?’
‘I think I can hold out longer thaaaaa–’
‘Oh, cool. Maybe I’ll just make you come until you tell me.’
‘That’s not going to make me… It’s just driving me… Okay! Okay, I’ll talk!’
‘Spoilsport.’ Still, Mitsuko turned off the little buzzing object. Nava was acutely aware that the vibrator was still in the same place, however.
‘I wanted to ask you about this anyway,’ Nava said. ‘She wants me to join the Greylings. I’d be adopted into the family.’
Mitsuko blinked several times. She was not the kind of person to let her jaw drop, but she was clearly dumbstruck for several seconds. ‘That’s… I think that’s great news. I think. Let me think.’
‘It would clearly be advantageous for our relationship. The Greylings have, I believe, roughly the same status as the Trentons. At least on paper. No one could complain about you hooking up with one.’
‘They could, but they wouldn’t dare show it. I don’t want you to put that as your first priority. You do this because it fits with what you want, not because it’s advantageous to us. As I’ve said more than once, I think this relationship can last, but I could be wrong. I won’t have you stuck with the Greylings because you wanted to make it easier for me.’
‘I hadn’t planned to. I need to talk to Fawn Tyrell. Rhianna Greyling said there would be no problem with me serving the ASF and the Greylings, but I want to hear it from someone in the ASF too. Actually, specifically because of the battalion I’m in…’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘I never did get what part of the ASF Fawn was in.’
‘No… I don’t suppose it matters if you know. It’s the Intelligence Response Directorate.’
‘Oh.’ Once again, Mitsuko was silent for a few seconds. ‘You should talk to Fawn. I suspect there won’t be an issue, but you should definitely confirm that with Fawn. The IRD, huh? Wow. Okay.’ Another pause. Then there was the sound of buzzing and the widening of Nava’s eyes. ‘Now, where was I…’ 
~~~
‘Nava, did you see the email from Lambert Stenger this morning?’ It was just after breakfast and everyone had trooped out to sit beside the pool for an hour. Rochester had decided to keep the news for then since it did not concern Mitsuko’s family.
‘Yes,’ Nava replied. She was busy smoothing sunscreen onto Mitsuko’s back. ‘Suki, why don’t you just use a Shade spell? We could dispense with ten minutes of me– Never mind. Stupid question.’
Mitsuko smirked, but she said, ‘I haven’t checked my mail yet.’
‘It was copied to all of us,’ Melissa said. ‘Courtney and Kyle too.’
‘Oh. What did he have to say?’
‘He’s taking a sabbatical,’ Rochester said. ‘He’ll be away until at least two thirty-seven.’
‘I got the impression that he might not come back,’ Melissa said. ‘Ever.’
‘I could certainly understand that,’ Mitsuko said. ‘It wasn’t the school’s fault, but his work there basically cost him everything. I wonder what he’ll do?’
‘He didn’t say,’ Rochester replied. ‘The message was mostly to thank us for taking care of the Harbinger entity and to make arrangements to get the paper we were working on finished.’
‘His assistant is taking over most of his work,’ Nava said. ‘Hoshi Horne Sonkei. She graduated last year and moved on to postgraduate studies, so I can’t imagine she knows his work that well, but he says she can be trusted and has a good grasp of metaphysics.’
‘I assume he meant that she can be trusted to keep your capacity secret,’ Melissa said.
‘Mm. Well, my part in that paper is done, so I doubt I’ll need to talk to her. Chess will need to help finalise things, but I don’t think there was much left to do.’
‘No,’ Rochester agreed. ‘The mathematics needs to be properly typeset. Everything needs to be rechecked. I’d imagine she’s been at least partially involved in getting it ready before this.’ He sighed. ‘It’s a shame. Lambert was a good metaphysics teacher.’
‘I wonder who they’ll get to replace him?’ Melissa asked.
‘The student council should get notified of new faculty,’ Mitsuko said. ‘By “student council,” I mean you, Mel. They’ll send it through to our secretary so the rest of us can be notified.’
‘Oh. Okay. Well, there hasn’t been anything yet, but I suppose there doesn’t need to be a replacement in place for two weeks.’
‘And they may just cover his classes with existing staff anyway,’ Rochester suggested. ‘We are talking about first years. Even a postgrad could probably teach the classes. I’ll message Hoshi Horne later and tell her we’ve received the bad news.’
235/8/27.
‘Ahem.’ Lunch was concluded, but it was apparent that Zackery, Mitsuko’s father, had something he wished to say. No one actually said ‘ahem’ when they coughed. Nava changed her assessment when Yuzuki got up from the table and joined her husband. They both had something to say. This sounded serious.
‘Father, Mother, what’s this?’ Mitsuko said. Apparently, she had no idea what was going on either.
At that point Michiko, the youngest child of the family and far too mature for someone in her tenth year, returned carrying a box. She had asked to be excused a moment before the fake cough and rushed off in a manner far more like a ten-year-old than Nava was used to from her. Now she returned with great solemnity and walked up to join her parents, little hands wrapped around the wooden box she had been entrusted with.
‘Nava,’ Zackery said. Nava got to her feet, because that just seemed like the right thing to do. ‘In recognition of your actions in keeping our daughter alive on more occasions than we would have wished, we would like to present you with this small token of our appreciation.’
Zackery gave Michiko a little nod and she paced forward to Nava’s seat, holding up the box which was really too big for her. ‘Thank you for helping Onee-chan so much,’ the tiny girl said.
Nava took the box from her before the strain on Michiko’s arms began to show in her face. It looked like it was made from mahogany or some other dark wood and there was a copper plate inset into the top with ‘Nava’ inscribed into it in cursive script. It looked a lot like a presentation gun case and, sure enough, when Nava opened it, she found a pair of spell pistols inside. ‘Thank you, Michiko, and thank you, Zackery and Yuzuki. I was only doing–’
‘The other reason for getting you a small gift,’ Zackery said, ‘is that you saved hundreds of lives along with the reputation of the Clan Assembly a week or two ago. No one is ever going to know about it. Consider this a replacement for the medal you deserve. I suspect you’ll find them more useful anyway.’
‘The people who matter know,’ Nava replied.
‘Please accept them,’ Michiko said, looking up at Nava with her big, doe eyes.
‘I suppose I have no choice if you’re going to look at me like that. Thank you. I’ll put them to good use.’ Turning back to the case, she lifted one of the pistols free, checking that there was no magazine in it currently.
‘There are magazines under the top shelf,’ Zackery said. ‘Four standard and two extended, if I remember correctly.’
‘I-is that a Himura-Yamasaki SAH three oh one?’ Rochester asked. ‘The model with the MageEye targeting system? A m-matched pair of three oh ones…’
Nava peered across the table at him. ‘Chess, you normally only get like that around pretty women.’
‘Well, uh…’
‘Yes, a pair of them. This is really a little much.’
‘Not compared to Suki’s life,’ Yuzuki said.
‘Oh, please don’t worry about persuading me to accept them. I may feel guilty about it, but I’m not going to pass up the chance to try out MageEye or use a magitech device of this quality.’ Nava looked around at Zackery. ‘Sir, would you mind if I used your pigeon-shooting equipment.’
Zackery grinned. ‘Not at all. I may even come out to watch.’
~~~
‘Pull!’ Nava watched the biodegradable plastic ‘pigeon’ fly out of the right-hand trap and took her time lining up the shot. In her field of vision, a target marker tracked the aim of her pistol until it coincided with the target. At that point, a range indicator appeared to the lower right of the marker and she watched as the range climbed. She pulled the trigger at fifty metres and the puck exploded into powder.
There was clapping from behind her and she glanced around at the gaggle of observers. Everyone had decided to troop out to watch. Even Yuzuki and Michiko were there, though Michiko seemed less impressed than everyone else.
‘Father can do that with his shotgun,’ Michiko said.
‘Ah,’ Zackery said, ‘but I shoot lots of small bullets which spread out to intercept the targets, Michiko.’
Michiko’s eyes and mouth widened. ‘Oh,’ she said through the circle her lips formed. ‘And Nava is using Concussive Force which fires only one bullet. Now I see.’ For someone yet to enter her teens, Michiko was abnormally bright.
‘How is the MageEye?’ Rochester asked.
Nava considered her answer briefly. ‘I think I’d have to say that they’ve done a good job with it. It provides the necessary information without getting in the way. I have a charge counter and some crosshairs. When the crosshairs are on the target, I also get the range in metres. Having a precise range makes a significant difference to accuracy.’
The MageEye™ targeting system was, at least currently, unique to Himura-Yamasaki weapons. In fact, while there were other weapons on the release schedule featuring it, the Spell Assistance Handgun Model 301 was the first weapon on the market to feature MageEye. The name was pronounced like ‘magi’ which was a fairly obvious marketing gimmick. ‘Mage’ was not a term frequently used in reference to magicians, but everyone knew what it meant. MageEye was designed for use by expert magicians; one feature made sorcerous power something of a requirement.
‘I can’t help but think that the need to feed quintessence to the weapon to power the targeting system will hurt sales,’ Nava went on. ‘Extended use would be draining to most magicians.’
‘But not you,’ Melissa said, ‘with your military-grade Gather Quintessence spell.’
‘Well, that’s true. And the option to bypass the battery to power the spells myself while still allowing use of the targeting system is something I can get behind. There are times when you don’t want to change the magazine right at that moment.’
‘From what I’m told,’ Zackery said, ‘the weapons with MageEye are intended for premier users. Magicians able to store up reasonably large amounts of quintessence. Extended use is only suggested where the magician has at least civilian rank Gather Quintessence available. Yes, it narrows the market somewhat, but not enough to make them uneconomic. I believe that the ASF is looking to the carbine version for their special forces operatives.’
Nava nodded. ‘How far can these machines throw the targets?’
‘How far do you want?’
‘About a hundred and fifty metres.’
Zackery smiled. ‘Long pull!’ he called out. The right-hand launcher spat out another target at a higher trajectory than the first time.
Turning, Nava lined up her shot. Seventy metres. Ninety metres. A hundred and twenty… She squeezed the trigger. A little over a hundred and fifty metres away, the puck disintegrated. ‘And the range extension works too.’ People had been constructing magitech sniper rifles with range extension spells built in for a while, but getting that technology into a pistol form, even if it was not quite as powerful, was new with the SAH-301.
‘The specs suggest you can double the range of your spell,’ Rochester said.
‘And that wasn’t quite double the usual effective range of Concussive Force,’ Nava said, ‘but it suggests that the marketing information was not lying. Thank you for this gift. I’ll be sure to make great use of these weapons, even if I’m not required to save Suki’s life again.’
‘It’s not like I try to get into these situations!’ Mitsuko wailed.
Yuzuki looked around at her daughter. ‘Are you absolutely sure of that, daughter?’ The first couple of times had been because Mitsuko decided to run for student president.
Mitsuko hung her head. ‘No…’
ASF Flight Training Base Ashiya, 235/8/29.
The Ashiya base – named for an air base in old Japan, apparently – was the principal flight training facility of the ASF. Instructors there taught students how to fly every form of air vehicle the ASF made use of. They also taught advanced flight techniques to magicians who did not need a vehicle to take to the air. And, for a week in each year, the base closed down normal operations to host the Shinden Aerobatics Competition.
Mitsuko was attending the penultimate day of the competition as the student president of the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery and you could argue that Melissa was also there since she was a member of the student council. In reality, Melissa was there because she loved flying and she would have been there for the whole week if she could have been. Nava and Rochester were along for the ride, though Nava did enjoy the freedom of flight almost as much as Melissa.
‘That’s the amateur team from the Daison clan,’ Melissa said, indicating the team currently doing a freestyle routine over the field.
‘Tight formation,’ Nava said. ‘If the quality is this good throughout the amateur teams, SAS-squared’s teams are going to have their work cut out.’
‘The Daison team is among the best in the freestyle competition. They were second to us last year. Looks like they may have upped their game…’
‘Which means Naomi and Carlton will be sweating bullets,’ Mitsuko said. ‘We should head over to the tent and check on them.’
‘That means I need to prepare to be griped at,’ Nava said.
‘This is what you get for having excessive talent,’ Melissa said. ‘Being awesome must be such a burden.’
‘Wait until you’re awesome and then tell me it’s not.’
Each team or group of teams had a tent on one side of the airfield. The one for SAS2 was fairly large, but then most of the Flight Club seemed to be there, so large was a good thing. This was the last day of the amateur competition, which was why Mitsuko was there: the student president was making a showing to boost morale. Morale did not seem to need much boosting, to be honest, but it had been arranged and Melissa had been very keen to attend. It was a bright, hot August day, so being outside was not exactly a problem, even if Mitsuko had to keep a Shade spell up all the time to avoid burning.
Just about everyone in the tent was either in school uniform or the flight suits designed and fabricated for the competition. Mitsuko and Melissa had put their uniforms on since they were representing the student council. Rochester had put his on because it was easier than deciding what else to wear. There was a lot of blue on display, which meant that Nava stood out quite a bit in black. She had decided not to wear her uniform because she was most definitely not representing the school. She was wearing her boots, but they did not count. Her outfit was a short, flouncy skirt in black satin over what might have been described as a leotard if you were being generous. Made of black nanofibre fabric which was just a little translucent, it covered her chest and upper back, but not the bottoms of her breasts. A loop of fabric went down the centreline of her body, under her crotch, and back up, giving a very high hip. It was just about as far from being school uniform as it could get, and Mitsuko had wanted to get Nava back out of it as soon as she saw her in it. Secretly, the fact that Mitsuko still wanted her just as badly as ever after almost eight months, and discovering that Nava was not entirely human, was an ego boost Nava could not deny.
‘President,’ Naomi said as soon as he spotted Mitsuko weaving through the throng of competitors and support personnel. ‘I’m glad you could come.’ Naomi Himura Sonkei was a big man in just about every good way. Tall and muscled. Slim in the waist but broad in the chest. His presence was almost as powerful as his physique, and he was easy on the eye too.
Carlton Horne Sonkei stood beside him, less imposing in comparison, but still a handsome man with a sense of presence beyond the physical about him. He turned to look at the newcomers and smiled. ‘President, and our illustrious secretary. Come to cheer us to victory?’
‘I certainly hope so,’ Mitsuko said. ‘We saw the Daison freestyle team in the air as we came in. It seems that we have competition this year.’
‘Daison are making a good showing. So are the teams from the Garavain and Kinnari clans. We’re ahead on points so far, however. We creamed them on the obstacle run and we won the straight races by a sufficient margin. The freestyle will be the deciding factor, however.’ There was a slight pause, then, ‘Of course, if a certain other student had agreed to join the team, things might be different.’
He meant Nava, but Mitsuko got in before Nava could say anything. ‘While I’m not convinced that Nava’s participation would have made as much difference as you think, Carlton, if she had had sufficient time to train for this event, it’s likely that we wouldn’t be here today. Naomi, you’ll have to admit that the MagiTag teams did very well without her being at that event, did they not?’
Naomi gave a slow nod, conceding the fact. ‘They did. They might have done better, but a win is a win. And we all heard what happened at the symposium, obviously.’
‘Not all of it. Not all of it has been made public. I can’t give details, but I believe I’m safe in saying that Nava kept a lot of people, including myself, alive that day. This may be a selfish statement, but I’m very glad that Nava isn’t flying today.’
Naomi’s eyes landed on Nava. There were a few other people staring at her too, but they seemed to be appreciating her outfit; Naomi’s appraisal was of a different quality entirely. ‘The reports indicated that the terrorists were entirely wiped out.’
‘They were,’ Mitsuko replied.
‘Suki got four of them,’ Melissa put in. ‘Well, technically, it was their own grenade that killed them, but it was Suki’s Fire Blast that made them drop the grenade.’
‘SAS-squared acquitted itself quite well,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Melissa and Rochester provided invaluable support. All in all, it was a harrowing experience, but also valuable. I think even Darius came away believing that support students were not quite as… useless as he previously thought.’
One of Naomi’s eyebrows went up. On his face, this was like some sort of seismic event. ‘If Darius has had a change of heart, I can only assume that all our fellow students gave remarkably good performances. First years at that. Has anyone considered that Darius may need counselling?’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘Naomi, did you just make a joke?’
‘You may take it that way if you wish…’
~~~
‘The scoring is based around precision and difficulty,’ Melissa said. ‘Essentially, the more difficult the manoeuvre, the higher the score can be, but if you mess it up somehow, your score will be lower than an easier trick done perfectly.’
They were watching the school’s senior freestyle team going through their routine and, so far anyway, it seemed like they were doing pretty well. No flubs and, as far as Nava could see, they were carrying out everything about as precisely as they could.
‘Everyone tries to put in at least one high-difficulty trick,’ Melissa went on. ‘I think they’ll finish this routine with a high-speed passing heart. Uh, you’ll know it when you see it.’
A couple of seconds later, they saw it. Two of the team, trailing red smoke from canisters on their ankles, came in from opposite ends of the runway. Their trajectory shifted upward as they approached each other, and they were climbing fairly hard by the time their paths crossed. Then they were looping into a high-g turn which brought them together again for a second cross before they turned and flew off in the same direction they had started. That left something roughly like a heart made of red smoke hanging in the air until the wind broke it up.
‘That looked just about perfect from here,’ Melissa said. She sighed. ‘Maybe, one day, I’ll be able to do that.’
It appeared that that was the end of the routine since the score appeared on the giant screen set up near the tents soon after. ‘Nine point one,’ Mitsuko said. ‘That puts us in first place, I think, with two more teams to go.’
‘And neither of them are exactly hot contenders,’ Melissa added. ‘I think we have it in the bag.’
‘Then let’s head back and congratulate the, probably, winning team.’
~~~
‘I’ll be stepping down as chairman of the Extracurricular Activities Committee once term starts,’ Naomi said.
‘That’s not… entirely unexpected,’ Mitsuko said. Naomi had taken Mitsuko and Melissa off to one side of the tent to speak to them. You did not do that to communicate good news, though this was technically not bad news either.
Naomi nodded. ‘I have finals to think about and there’s normally an election for the chair after the summer break anyway.’
‘Do you know who’ll replace you?’ Melissa asked.
‘Carlton or Francis Goretti of the MagiTag Club. They’re the most likely candidates anyway. I can’t see anyone else standing, to be honest. Carlton has the Sonkei clan going for him, but Francis is an Orlando and that’s a strong clan.’
‘I don’t really know Francis Goretti.’
‘As far as status goes, the Gorettis are higher than the Hornes, but you wouldn’t know it from the way the two behave. Francis is a likeable fellow.’
‘Well, we’ll miss you,’ Mitsuko said.
‘I thought I was intimidating.’
‘You are,’ Melissa said. ‘But you’re intimidating in a nice way. Hopefully, we’ll get on with whoever replaces you.’
‘I suspect you will. And I’ll still be at school until the end of the year. If you need a little intimidation in your life, just come and find me.’
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, 235/9/2.
When Nava had told the school that her sponsor wished to have a meeting with her, the administration had nodded its collective head and provided a room and lunch. Apparently, this was far from an abnormal occurrence. Sometimes it was a meeting with family. Occasionally someone had some other third party needing to talk with them. Whatever, there were procedures in place.
In this case, Nava had asked for a meeting with Fawn, her ASF liaison, rather than the other way around. Telling the school that seemed likely to result in some form of misunderstanding and was also unnecessary. Nava had been quite prepared to go to Fawn since school did not start until Monday the fifth, but Fawn had said it was easier for her to fly out to the school.
‘So,’ Fawn said, ‘you asked to meet. What’s on your mind?’
Dragging this out did not seem like a good idea. Nava swallowed the bite of sandwich in her mouth and began. ‘I’ve received an offer of adoption from the Greylings.’
‘Not an entirely unexpected turn of events. What did you tell them?’
‘That I wanted to discuss it with you, First Lieutenant.’
‘Okay. Well, there shouldn’t be an issue. No conflict of interest. There are a lot of Greylings in the ASF. Well, not a lot because I think the family runs to two thousand people, but they seem to think a term of military service is useful. Their lower ranks usually enlist.’
‘Free training?’ Nava suggested.
‘Something like that. The Sonkei clan has a fairly strong influence over the ASF. There are a lot of them in all the branches. You know that Zackery Trenton used to be an officer, I assume?’
‘A commander in the navy. His son is a lieutenant commander aboard the Pride of Shinden.’
Fawn gave a nod. ‘So I’d heard. As for you… I can see plenty of advantages for you if you take their offer. About the only disadvantage would be the loss of independence.’
‘No, there are others. I’d be expected to uphold the honour of the clan. You probably don’t think of that as a disadvantage because you grew up with it.’
‘True.’
‘There are also going to be people gunning for me due to the step up in status. I’m going to go from a clanless nobody to a member of one of the most prestigious families in the Clan Worlds. Perhaps it won’t matter, given the nature of the Greylings, but I can see some of the students here taking it badly.’
‘That’s… possible. I think you’re quite capable of dealing with that, however. And the clan honour thing may not be as much of an issue as you think. The Greylings are known to be a strong family despite not holding honour as the highest of their principles. They’re feared as much as revered. Especially among the Sonkeis, it’s common knowledge that becoming a Greyling requires you to be good at what you do, and probably fairly sneaky. There’s every possibility, considering the reputation you’ve already built here, that everyone will be too scared of you to do anything.’
Nava considered that, nodding slowly. ‘So, you’re saying that I should take the offer?’
‘I’m saying that there are no obstacles to you taking it. Whether you want to be a Greyling is another matter. I think you should do whatever you feel is right for you.’
‘Thank you, First Lieutenant. That was a useful and informative talk.’
Fawn grinned. ‘Glad to be of service. Anything else I can help you with?’
‘Well, there is one thing.’
‘Go on.’
‘The recent problem in Alliance City made me believe that I need another ranged attack spell. Something with precision and designed to be fatal in one hit. Slice works, but its effective range is a little short for my tastes. Might you know of anything I could use?’
Frowning, Fawn contemplated the options while finishing off a sandwich. ‘I’m not a sorceress, so I don’t know if I’m the perfect person to ask, but… There is a spell the sniper units in the Intelligence Response Directorate use. I think they call it Magic Bullet. It’s a military spell, but we can arrange another fake licence for you to use it. I’ll talk to some of our magicians and see whether they think it would be suitable.’
‘Thank you. It should be a cantrip, if possible. If I need higher ranks in it, I can learn it properly, but a cantrip would be best.’
‘Mm. I have no idea how complex it is, so I can’t be sure. But, Nava, your idea of a cantrip would send a lot of magicians into fits of jealous apoplexy. I figure Magic Bullet will probably fit.’
~~~
The reason Nava was back at school several days before term started – though, prior to meeting Mitsuko, she had expected to spend her holidays there anyway – was that the student council was sitting. Mitsuko and Melissa were expected to be there, so Nava and Rochester had returned with them. Rochester was using the time to meet up with Hoshi Horne and see what needed to be done with the paper they were working on. Nava was at a loss, which was why she was sitting at the table in the council room, quietly watching.
Really, there was not much of interest going on. Almost everything was business as usual. Almost.
‘We have an official notification that Professor Lambert Stenger Mendel is leaving on sabbatical,’ Melissa said. She was going through the notices the administration had sent during the holiday. ‘Well, he’s gone. Hoshi Horne Sonkei will be taking over his teaching duties for this term while the school looks for a more permanent replacement.’
Courtney frowned. ‘She only graduated last year.’
‘Lambert Stenger only taught first-year classes. I expect they don’t see it as a problem if it’s only for one term.’
‘He taught support stream almost exclusively,’ Darius said. ‘That was because most people continuing on the academic stream in their final years start in support and having an experienced teacher was more important. I suppose we can’t judge Hoshi Horne until she’s actually trying to do the job. We can submit a complaint if she doesn’t come up to standard, but we shouldn’t wait too long to do it. We don’t want our standards falling just because the school makes an ill-advised substitution.’
Mitsuko stared at Darius for a second. ‘That sounded like concern for the support stream, Darius.’
‘Concern for the overall quality of our graduating students, President. While it might be more disruptive, it might be worth the school considering moving another, more senior, teacher to cover Lambert Stenger’s classes while Hoshi Horne covers the…’ He paused briefly, apparently considering his choice of words. ‘I hesitate to say the less important classes, but that’s what I mean. Combat students rarely go on to study metaphysics at an advanced level. They need a good basic knowledge and will suffer less if their teacher in the first year is not quite as good as they could be.’
‘Mm. Anything else, Mel?’
‘That’s all the notices,’ Melissa replied. ‘Any other business is next. Then we can go find a place to sunbathe.’
Mitsuko smirked. ‘Very well. Does anyone have anything?’
‘I’ve told the president this already,’ Naomi said, ‘but I’ll say it again for the minutes and your information. I will be standing down as the chairman of the EAC at the end of this month. I won’t be putting my name forward for re-election. We normally have elections for the EAC chair at this time, after the summer events, and I need to focus on my finals.’
‘Duly noted,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Out of interest, Naomi, what are your plans for after graduation?’
‘I’ve already received an acceptance into the ASF’s officer corps, subject to the results of the exams. I’ll be entering the marines as a second lieutenant, after training.’
‘Yes. I can see you commanding a platoon of marines.’
‘The enemy will run away as soon as they see you,’ Melissa said. She was probably only half joking.
‘Winning a fight without fighting is always the best outcome, Melissa,’ Naomi said, ‘so I hope that you’re right.’
‘We’ll save all the comments about your exemplary service until you’re actually out of the seat,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Anyone else?’
‘It’s not actually council business,’ Darius said, ‘but I would like to mention the exceptional performance of our students at the recent symposium in Alliance City. Both the intended performance and the more, um, improvised one. I realise that I’m congratulating myself for part of that, but I think it’s worth noting that none of us folded under the pressure. Some of us showed remarkable talent and awareness. It’s a shame that much of what happened has been hidden behind a layer of Alliance security.’
‘I can’t help but agree,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Some of what happened at that event deserves far more public appreciation. However…’
‘I would particularly like to bring up Melissa Connelly’s and Rochester Hunt’s performances. And I think I can even get away with mentioning what I found so commendable without breaking that security blackout. I joined up with Nava Ward in the corridor outside the theatre I had been in when it all started. We then went to get Melissa and Rochester. By the time we got there, Rochester was able to give us a basic picture of the opposing force through the use of Sorcerer’s Eye. His intelligence input and Melissa’s defensive walls were key elements in our survival that day.’
‘I’d like to second that,’ Courtney said. Melissa’s face, already red, went redder.
‘Yes,’ Mitsuko said before Courtney could go on. ‘I think we were all very happy with Mel and Chess on the day, but there’s a problem we need to deal with urgently.’
‘There is?’ Darius asked.
‘Yes. The student council’s vice president has been replaced by an identical clone or brainwashed.’
‘I have not been replaced by a clone–’
‘That’s exactly what a brainwashed clone would say! Captain, cuff this imposter.’
Courtney made no move to get her handcuffs out. She was not even carrying them. ‘You have to admit, Darius, that you’re acting a little out of character. Have you gone soft?’
‘On the contrary, I’ve hardened. I killed a man for the first time during that incident. He was trying to kill me. I feel no remorse. However, that was the first time I’ve ever ended someone’s life and… I admit to feeling a little ambivalent about it. More importantly, I was presented with solid evidence that support students are not cowards. Not all of them anyway. I suppose that I learned to judge people by their actions, not by their choice of career.’ He waved a hand across the table at Melissa. ‘Our secretary admits to having a phobia regarding blood, but she was there, unwavering, doing what needed to be done with efficiency and skill while the blood flew. Maybe I grew up a little, but I haven’t gone soft.’
‘I’d just like to point out that I had to be led out of that room with my eyes closed,’ Melissa said. ‘I really don’t like the sight of blood. Anyway, what Chess and I did is just what we do in class. Well, there aren’t people trying to shoot us with real bullets in class, but we did what Nava drilled into us.’
‘Games in the classroom are one thing,’ Nava said. ‘A real situation with real danger is something entirely different. You did well. Accept the compliment with humility and move on.’
‘Right, uh, I was only doing what I’d been taught, Vice President, but thank you for your praise.’
‘That wasn’t forced at all,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Not in the slightest,’ Darius agreed.
~~~
‘How was Aquaria?’ Mitsuko asked. The student council meeting had turned into more of a general ‘what did you do over summer’ chat, at least for the women. Darius and Naomi had cited prior commitments and left their compatriots to talk over coffee.
‘Hot,’ Marie, the treasurer, replied. ‘With your skin you’d have been using Shade all the time. It’s not a bad place to spend your first ever adult vacation, however. I mean, it’s in another system, away from home, but it’s not too far away either.’
Mitsuko gave a conspiratorial grin. ‘How many men did you go through?’
Marie raised her nose. ‘A lady doesn’t tell such tales.’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘Four.’ So much for being a lady. ‘It might have been more, but one of them got clingy.’ Marie gave a little shudder and Nava concluded that it had been more than just ‘clingy.’ ‘Anyway, I thoroughly enjoyed myself and now I’m renewed and ready to face another term.’
‘We got shot at,’ Melissa said, ‘but now we’re all renewed and ready for a new term too!’ Pause. ‘That possibly came out wrong.’
Nava’s shoulders lifted briefly. ‘I don’t know. It sounded about right to me.’
235/9/5.
Homeroom. Back to the normal flow of lessons. The business of school, hopefully without terrorists or alien spirits to get in the way.
Having had that thought, Mitsuko offered up a prayer to the winds of fate that they might ignore her temptation. It would be nice to get through a term without someone trying to kill her one way or another.
‘We have a new student,’ her homeroom teacher announced. ‘A transfer from Aquaria. Please stand up and introduce yourself.’
Mitsuko turned in her seat as a young man of average height got up from his seat. ‘Uh, hi, I’m Dana Hillam Beyer. From Aquaria.’ He did not sound especially confident. Lightly tanned skin covered a face which seemed to have more bone than necessary. He was hardly ugly, even quite attractive, but there was a gaunt edge to his features. Green eyes seemed more deeply set than they might have been, but he did have quite sensuous, full lips. His hair was a tousled mass of blonde, closely cropped at the sides and back. He was not big, but there was a hint of a fit physique hidden under his uniform. ‘I consider myself lucky to have gained a transfer to SAS-squared and I’m looking forward to working with everyone.’
Okay. New student on a late transfer. Maybe his parents had moved to Shinden over the summer. Mitsuko returned her attention to the teacher as Dana took his seat.
‘Dana Hillam is bound to need a little help adjusting to his new school,’ the teacher said. ‘Please assist him where he needs it.’
Mitsuko gave an inner sigh. As student president, it was probably her job to welcome the new young adult. Well, at least she would have help.
~~~
‘This is Dana Hillam Beyer,’ Mitsuko said. ‘He just transferred into my class from Aquaria. I thought it would be good for him to meet a few more students, so I invited him to have lunch with us.’
‘H-hello, Dana Hillam,’ Melissa said. ‘I’m Melissa Connelly Avorn. You c-can call me Melissa, if you want.’ Melissa’s stammer was back in the face of someone she did not know but was expected to talk to.
‘Melissa is the student council’s secretary,’ Mitsuko provided.
‘Uh, pleased to meet you, Melissa,’ Dana said. ‘Call me Dana. Uh, all of you, please just use my first name. People from Aquaria aren’t big on formality.’
‘I don’t like it much myself,’ Rochester said. ‘I’m Rochester Hunt Leighton. You can call me Chess.’ Hands were shaken. Dana seemed a little like an enthusiastic puppy, eager to make new friends.
‘I’m afraid it w-won’t be a long lunch,’ Melissa said. ‘Mitsuko and I need to be in the council room in… twenty or so minutes.’
‘Then we should get moving,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Oh, Nava, you haven’t introduced yourself.’
‘Mm,’ Nava said. ‘I’m Nava Ward.’
To his credit, Dana did not seem bothered by Nava’s clanless status. He smiled and nodded. ‘Nice to meet you. You three are on the support stream?’
‘That’s right,’ Melissa said.
‘They are,’ Mitsuko said, ‘but they hold the top spot in combat evaluation in their stream.’
‘We d-do?’
‘Yes,’ Nava said, ‘we do. Mathias Statham may hate me with a fiery passion, but he also can’t deny that our fireteam is the best in the stream currently. Haven’t you bothered to read the evaluation notices we get sent?’
‘Well… No. I suppose I’ll pay more attention when it gets to the end of the year. Combat evaluation isn’t as important to the end-of-year exams for support students anyway and I knew we couldn’t be too b-bad. How about you, Dana? You’re on the combat stream, so I assume you’re aiming at the ASF or something.’
‘I… really don’t know what I want to do,’ Dana said. ‘My parents suggested I go with the combat stream because “there’s always a market for warriors in the Clan Worlds.” Maybe I’ll end up in the ASF. Or Aquarian Security.’ He gave a self-deprecating sort of grin. ‘My best attack spell is rank two Slice, so I’m hardly a combat monster.’
‘You’re a first year,’ Mitsuko said. ‘You have five and a half years left to sort out what you want to do when you graduate.’
‘Very true, President. Uh, by the way, do any of you know Marie Royce Sonkei? I met her last month when she was on Aquaria and she said she was at school here.’
‘Marie is our treasurer. I’ll be seeing her in twenty minutes. Or less. Why is this line so slow? Anyway, I could mention your name, if you’d like. Let her know you’re here.’
‘Oh… No need. I’m sure she doesn’t remember me. If I see her along the way, I’ll say hello.’
~~~
‘Hello, class, my name is Hoshi Horne Sonkei and I’ll be your metaphysics teacher for the rest of this year.’
Nava regarded the woman standing at the front of the class and was not entirely sure what to make of her. In some ways, she was a blonde version of Melissa. About the same height and possessed of a substantial bust spectacularly displayed by her uniform dress – though Hoshi’s dress was red instead of blue. Blue eyes instead of green, and Hoshi’s eyes were narrower, but they both had round sorts of faces. The biggest difference was their hair: Melissa had short ginger hair while Hoshi’s was a blonde, layered mass that fell to the upper slopes of her breasts. Standing there in front of the class, Hoshi looked almost as timid as Melissa too.
‘As you should all know,’ Hoshi went on, ‘Lambert Stenger has taken a sabbatical after… an unfortunate incident earlier this year. I was his lab assistant. I have a thorough knowledge of metaphysics and I have a favourable teaching evaluation. I also have all of Lambert’s lesson plans for the remainder of the year, so you should find little difference in your learning experience.’
Who was she trying to convince? Well, as Darius had implied, they could not know if Hoshi’s teaching would be up to standard until they had experienced it. Rochester had met her a few times and he seemed to think she was good enough. Actually, his reports had been quite glowing. Time, Nava figured, would tell.
~~~
‘That went on a little longer than expected,’ Mitsuko said as she walked up to Nava and Rochester, waiting outside their favourite refectory. The council was busy and they had been meeting after classes as well as after lunch.
‘Couldn’t be helped,’ Melissa said. ‘We had to go through the accounting report on the summer ball,’ she added. ‘It was tedious. Even Marie looked bored.’
‘She might be our treasurer, and she does have a good head for figures, but that doesn’t mean she finds accounting exciting.’
‘True. Let’s eat.’
‘No Dana this time?’ Nava asked Mitsuko as they headed for the food counters.
‘I just invited him to lunch out of a sense of obligation,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘I’m the president and he’s a new student in my class.’ She paused. ‘You didn’t say much at lunch. You don’t like him?’
‘I don’t trust him. He lies.’
‘About what?’
‘Just about everything. I’m not saying he’s pathological. I don’t think we asked any questions he could answer honestly. His body language was… off. Try to avoid him as much as possible.’
‘He’s in my class,’ Mitsuko responded. ‘I can’t avoid him entirely.’
‘I’m aware of that. I also think you should warn Marie Royce that he’s here.’
‘Marie? I didn’t say anything in the meeting because… Actually, Dana had completely slipped my mind by that point. Do you think he could be a problem to her?’
‘I have no idea. I just know he was lying when he talked about her. I think he’s more interested in Marie Royce than he let on.’
~~~
The council meeting had been boring, but then a lot of what Marie did for the council fell into the category of ‘tedious stuff we have to put up with.’ Marie had always had a talent for numbers; her family were salesmen and merchants and they had more or less expected her to go that way herself. Marie had other ideas. She wanted to study metaphysics and advance the science behind magic. And the ready supply of young men one found on a campus like SAS2 had nothing to do with that decision. It was a fringe benefit, however.
No one had ever diagnosed Marie as having a sex addiction, but she did admit to herself once in a while that maybe she was just a little too into that form of physical pleasure. Right now, for example, she was considering having her evening meal in a nearby refectory where she was sure she would be able to pick up more than just a plate of reasonably good pasta. This was why she was heading to her apartment before going for food; she wanted to change into something a little more casual than her uniform. She was so busy contemplating her plans, in fact, that she failed to notice the man standing near the entrance to her building until there was no avoiding him.
‘Hello, Marie.’
Marie took a second to register who had spoken. She could see him, but actually believing he was standing there in an SAS2 uniform was another matter. ‘Dana? What are you doing here?’
He grinned. ‘I’d have thought that was obvious. I’m a student here now. I’m in the same class as your friend Mitsuko.’
Several thoughts flashed through Marie’s mind at the same time and none of them were good. The one that screamed the loudest, however, was that if Dana was in Mitsuko’s class, he could not be older than sixteen. Marie’s birthday was in February, which made her old for her year. She had turned seventeen this year and was considered an adult. And Dana… was not.
‘Y-you were working behind a bar,’ Marie said. ‘Alliance law. You can’t sell alcohol if you’re–’
Dana waved a hand dismissively. ‘That kind of thing doesn’t really get enforced on Aquaria. I’m here now. We can pick up where we left off. I’ve really missed you.’
‘This isn’t Aquaria! We can’t pick up… Damn it! I thought you were… It’s illegal, Dana.’
‘What does it matter when we’re in love?’
‘It matters. We can’t see each other. We can’t, Dana. Do you understand?’
The young man frowned and then smiled. ‘Of course. I understand perfectly. I’m sure we’ll see each other around school.’
‘Yes. I’m sure we will. If you’ll excuse me…’ Marie walked past him to the door of her building. Her heart was racing and she was sure she was whiter than usual. But… But he seemed to understand what a problem he was for her. As long as no one found out…
235/9/10.
When Nava had said she was going to the shooting range on Saturday afternoon, Mitsuko and Melissa had decided to tag along. They had nothing better to do and if Nava was making a special trip to a range, there had to be something interesting happening. Nava did not consider it that exciting, but she had agreed to let them spectate while she tried out the spell Fawn had sent her during the week.
‘I figured Chess would want to come,’ Nava said as the trio used their ketcoms to access the longest range on the campus. ‘New spell. He usually gets excited about that sort of thing.’
‘He’s working with Hoshi Horne,’ Melissa said. ‘On that paper.’
The tone of Melissa’s voice was a little troubled, and a little troubling. Nava decided not to say anything. If Melissa wanted help or advice, she would ask. Hopefully. ‘Well, the spell schema Fawn sent me is for something called Magic Bullet. It’s–’
‘That’s a military spell,’ Mitsuko said. ‘It’s a long-range sniping spell. Laser Strike for experts.’
‘I asked for something precise and ranged. My Magic Burst is a little too prone to collateral damage. Magic Bullet has poor penetration, but it’ll only hurt the person I aim it at.’
‘Doesn’t Slice fit that bill though?’ Melissa asked. ‘That’s what you used at the symposium, right?’
‘Slice has good penetration, but it has lousy range. As a cantrip, Slice is only really effective at less than ten metres. It’s really a duelling spell. At the range duels are generally fought at, Slice will wound even through fairly thick clothing, but it’s unlikely to kill unless someone has it at a high rank and intends to murder their opponent. Magic Bullet is good to a thousand metres.’ Nava set the box with her twin SAH-301s in it at one of the firing stations. ‘Double that with one of these. Plus, according to the schema, it has another feature which could be useful under the right circumstances.’ Opening the case, she took out one of the weapons and slotted a magazine. Then she tapped at the control station. A target popped up thirty metres away down the range.
‘What’s its complexity?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Rank one is twenty-four Tammys.’
Mitsuko let out a chuckle. ‘And that’s a cantrip for you.’
‘That’s close to my limit.’ Nava flicked the thumb switch at the back of her pistol up one notch and pushed quintessence to the device. Almost immediately, targeting data was displayed in her vision field using mental illusion magic; she was the only one who could see it. Taking aim down the range, she confirmed the distance with the SAH’s laser rangefinder. ‘Here goes…’ She pulled the trigger.
There was a sound somewhere between a pop and a crack. The target had a human silhouette pattern marked on it and a hole appeared in the paper, right in the middle of the head section. On the control console, a line of text popped up indicating a ten-point hit.
‘That hole looks… big,’ Melissa said. ‘Bigger than usual.’
‘Magic Bullet mimics a hollow point round,’ Nava said. ‘Hence the low penetration. When it hits something with sufficient resistance, like armour or skin, it expands to create a large wound track. If it hits armour, that means it doesn’t go through as easily as a smaller penetrator would. If it hits flesh…’
‘It makes a mess,’ Mitsuko said. ‘If you hit something vital, you’re pretty assured of a fatal wound, even with a relatively low-powered spell.’
‘Precisely.’ Nava fired off two more ‘rounds’ from her pistol, each one scoring a ten-point hit on the target. ‘Okay…’ Reaching out, she tapped the control panel and the target dropped into the ground. More tapping and then she lifted her pistol to sight down the range.
‘I don’t see the target,’ Melissa said.
‘You’re not looking far enough,’ Mitsuko said. ‘If you look way out there, you can see a white shape in the distance. How far is that, Nava?’
‘Eight hundred metres. It’s as far as I can get on this range.’
‘Don’t you need a sniper rifle for that?’ Melissa asked.
‘Normally. The SAH three oh one has a times four magnification feature, so that helps. The spell is supposed to make it even easier.’
Nava squeezed the trigger. If you watched really closely, you could almost see the projectile of pure kinetic force as it left the front of her pistol, even though that was more of a trick of perception; the spell came from Nava, not the weapon. The SAH-301 appeared to have a barrel, but that was actually the housing for the optics. To Nava, the experience was far from what she usually felt when launching a projectile spell. It was not that her senses seemed to follow the ‘bullet’ out toward the target, but part of her awareness was certainly along for the ride, guiding her spell toward its target. It took four seconds to cover the distance, and then Nava was back, fully aware of her surroundings.
‘Another ten-point hit,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Using a pistol, at eight hundred metres, you made a head shot.’
‘Yes. And I see why this is considered a sniper’s spell. It’s guided. It’s not like I was completely unaware of what was happening here, but a lot of my attention was out there, steering the bullet to its target. So, range doesn’t matter, so long as I can see where my target is, but for several seconds, I’m vulnerable while I guide the bullet. Snipers normally work with an assistant because they have to focus on their target while they shoot. If I were seriously using this at long range, I’d need the same.’
‘That’s still pretty amazing,’ Melissa said. ‘I mean, never use it where I can see the results. I feel like fainting just thinking about what it would do to someone. But it’s really amazing.’
There was another pop-crack, four seconds of silence, and the arrival of a ten-point hit indicator on the console. ‘Yeah,’ Nava said. ‘I guess it is.’
~~~
Saturday night meant that the nightclubs were open on campus. That meant Marie was on the prowl. Meeting Dana on Monday had slowed her down and she had not even tried to pick anyone up all week, but now…
Now, decked out in her shortest dress which came with in-built support to add an extra cup size, Marie was heading for the senior nightclub, determined to return with someone she could say goodbye to in the morning. Marie was far from unattractive but, faced with a populace who rarely allowed themselves to be ugly, she had to work a little bit to catch her prey. She was a fit girl, not overly muscled, and slim. Her face was a little long, her nose particularly so, and her eyes were brown, which she felt did her no special favours. Then again, she could have dyed her hair, darkening its brown colour, or adding in a hint of red, but she stuck with what she had. Her results were certainly good enough for her needs, though she was, perhaps, still too young to realise that males her age were likely to respond to any female who seemed likely to put out. Education had come a long way in eliminating the ‘she’s asking for it’ culture of earlier centuries, but boys will be boys. Anyway, Marie was asking for it, so to speak.
The guys on the door knew her by sight and let her through without comment. The club had no real name; it was ‘the senior nightclub,’ and the one for young adults was ‘the junior club.’ Inside, you had to be seventeen or older. There was no risk of her picking up someone here that she should not be touching. The thought passed through her mind, darkening her mood, and she forcefully pushed it aside. It was time to find a new beau, even if it was a short-lived one.
235/9/11.
His name was Brian and he was a fifth year on the combat stream. You could not hold his choice of educational path against him. Not everyone was cut out for the rigours of the academic stream.
Marie actually liked her men a little stupider than she was. It was not usually a problem since, while you needed to be bright to get into SAS2, Marie was on the higher end of the ability curve when it came to brains. Brian was on the lower end, but he specialised in close combat and had a body to match. Muscles filled out his jeans and showed on his bare arms. She was betting he had stamina too. She was hoping he had stamina because it had been over a week…
‘My place is closer,’ she said.
‘Fine by me,’ Brian replied. There was a slight frown on his face, however.
‘Is something wrong?’
‘No…’ He shook his head and then grinned. ‘I had a weird feeling, but it’s probably just the late hour. Shadows. You know?’
‘Mm. But you’re wrong about one thing.’
‘Oh?’
‘It’s not late, it’s early. I hope you’re not sleepy.’
Brian smirked and looped an arm around Marie’s shoulders. He was almost thirty centimetres taller than she was, so doing so was easy. ‘I’m not even a little bit sleepy.’
235/9/12.
Courtney yawned. It was not appropriate, but she could not help it either. ‘It’s too early to be out here looking at a body,’ she said. Grumbled, really. She was grumbling. That would not do. ‘Have we got an identity?’
The body was lying behind bushes outside one of the laboratories. The person who had found it – currently being treated for shock – had thought someone had got drunk and fallen asleep at first. Unable to wake the supposed drunk, they had checked for a pulse… There was little in the way of visible injury. The man had a wound in his chest, right over his heart if Courtney was judging it right. That was it. Not much blood either since the wound was almost like a needle puncture. No signs of bruising. No signs of a fight. Just that single puncture wound.
‘Brian Keifer Plank,’ Kyle said. ‘His ketcom is still here. It’s a fairly good one, so we aren’t looking at robbery.’ With money being something you carried around as data, robbery was a relatively unheard of crime. People would attack others to steal possessions, but in a school where everyone wore the same uniforms and carried little more than their personal ketcoms around with them, those computers were about the only thing worth stealing. They got one or two cases a year and the culprits were usually caught.
‘Okay… Let’s get Don out here to check over the site. Once he’s done, he’s to send the body for autopsy, unless he can get a definite cause of death with his magic. I’ll notify the administration so they can contact his family.’ Courtney gave a sigh. ‘This is going to be a pain in the butt. Let’s keep a lid on this as long as possible, okay?’
‘Fine by me, boss,’ Kyle replied, ‘but you know what the rumour mill in this place is like.’
‘Yeah… Yeah, I know.’
~~~
‘Chess is really into this paper, it seems,’ Mitsuko said. She was with Nava and Melissa today, heading for lunch. Rochester had, apparently, rushed off straight from class to meet with Hoshi.
‘You know what he’s like when it comes to metaphysics,’ Melissa said. ‘Even I think a report on someone actually spending time in Q-space sounds interesting.’
‘Mm,’ Nava said.
Mitsuko glanced at Nava and their eyes met. ‘Mm,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Have you heard anything from Courtney today?’ Nava asked, changing the subject.
‘About what?’
‘There have been a few rumours floating about on the social channels. Something about a body found near the labs.’
‘I’ve heard nothing from Courtney… I’ll message her. If there’s something up, she’ll have to tell the council eventually.’
~~~
‘When I messaged you about the body,’ Mitsuko said, ‘I wasn’t expecting you to request my presence at SSF HQ. And Mel and Marie too?’
‘Actually,’ Courtney said, settling onto a seat at the room’s conference table, ‘I only needed Marie, but I figured I might as well brief you at the same time and Mel can minute it so it goes in the records.’
‘You needed… me?’ Marie asked, her tone uncertain.
‘You were the last person to see the victim alive. Except the murderer, obviously.’
‘D-doesn’t that make me a suspect? Wait… I was the last… Who’s dead?’
‘His name is Brian Keifer Plank. According to the admittance records at your building and the track of his ketcom registrations, he slept in your apartment on Saturday night.’
‘W-we didn’t sleep much, but he was there from about one in the morning to… seven thirty. He, um, he was alive when he left. Honest, he seemed fine when he left. A little sleep deprived, but… He was fine.’
‘According to the records, he left your building at seven thirty-four. Time of death was seven thirty-eight on Sunday morning.’
‘How did he die?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Sorcery,’ Courtney replied. ‘A spell, but not one I’ve ever encountered or even heard of. Something pierced his chest, entered his heart, and then… whipped about in there, cutting and piercing… Death was probably more or less instant. I doubt he felt anything. No signs of defensive injuries. As best we can tell, he was dead in one strike. He was a fifth year doing combat exclusively and he was taken out in one hit.’
‘You should ask Nava about the spell,’ Melissa said. ‘Maybe she’s heard of it. She does seem to know about some unusual spells. Especially lethal ones.’
Courtney shrugged. ‘I figured I’d tell you and then she’d come see me if she knew anything about it. Meanwhile, Marie, don’t leave school grounds. To be honest, I don’t think you had anything to do with this, but I’d be remiss if I let you run off while you’re our only suspect.’
‘You couldn’t get anything from the body?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘The cause of death, but not the identity of the killer. Whoever it was probably used Scryguard to block Don’s attempts to uncover their identity. I suspect they used Escape Detection too, because we’ve got nothing on any of the security cameras.’
‘It sounds like a professional. Are you checking Brian Keifer’s background?’
‘Of course. I’m not expecting to find anything. This doesn’t feel like a hit. It feels like something personal. Then again, I could be wrong…’ Courtney sighed and then shrugged. ‘Please ask Nava to contact me if she does have any ideas. Right now, just about anything I could call a lead would be good.’
~~~
‘That’s not a spell I’ve ever heard of,’ Nava said. ‘Should we be discussing this over dinner?’
‘We’ve discussed worse things,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘Could you ask Fawn?’
‘If I ask the first lieutenant about something like that, it means opening up the enquiry to the ASF.’
‘Hm. I’ll check with Courtney. She probably had to go through them to get background information on Brian Keifer, so it may be okay.’
Nava nodded and glanced at Melissa. ‘You said she thought that this was something personal?’
‘That’s what she said.’
‘I’d tend to agree. Hiding the body where it was… It’s a half-hearted effort. A professional would have left it where it was or done the job properly. We have another killer on campus and we’ve barely made it a week into term.’
‘Don’t remind me,’ Mitsuko said in half a groan. ‘I was really hoping for it to be quiet.’
‘Tempting fate is never a good idea. Of course, hoping for mass murder or apocalypse doesn’t result in peace either. You can’t make it rain by washing your contragrav.’
‘I’m absolutely sure that normal people don’t have to worry about people getting murdered in their neighbourhood all the time, so something must work.’
‘Well, the murder rate is a little high, but there are about twelve thousand people living on campus. It’s not an entirely excessive rate so far.’
‘I think it’s an excessive rate.’
‘Observer bias,’ Nava said. ‘You’ve been right in the middle of too much of it. Maybe it’s you. You’re a trouble magnet.’
Mitsuko’s back straightened. Her eyes widened. ‘Wha? But… But you’ve been in the middle of it all too!’
Nava shrugged. ‘So has Mel. Are you going to suggest it’s her?’
‘Me?!’ Melissa squeaked.
‘Exactly. It couldn’t possibly be Mel, so it must be you, Suki.’
Mitsuko sputtered helplessly for a second before Melissa came to her aid. ‘I don’t think logic works like that.’
‘You’re probably right,’ Nava agreed. ‘Let’s just call it bad luck instead.’
‘Well, I wish our luck would change,’ Mitsuko grumbled.
‘Yeah. That would be nice.’
235/9/13.
Marie sat down at her desk and plugged in her ketcom. Authentication was by facial recognition, so the response was immediate; the display lit up with her usual preferences and she was ready for homeroom.
That, however, would be starting in fifteen minutes, so she had time to check the social and news channels. She almost stopped reading the school’s news channel when she spotted a story about the body which had been found the previous morning, but she decided that she needed to know what everyone else knew, so… There were no names attached to the story. The News Club had failed to get a comment from Courtney and, so far, it seemed that the identity of the victim was remaining secret.
The local gossip channels had no more information. There was speculation. Speculation was, perhaps, inevitable. Marie knew more about the Harbinger incident in the spring than most and she had watched the gossip channels explode with wild speculation regarding serial killers back then. Another mysterious death on campus was bound to result in more guesses. Brian’s death was entirely different to anything that had happened back in May, but there was speculation that the same killer was involved. And…
Marie frowned at her terminal. There was a post made late last night marked as read which she could have sworn she had never seen before. After a second or two of confusion, she concluded that she must have opened it last night and totally forgotten about it. Besides, the teacher had arrived and it was time for homeroom. Marie closed down her browsers and forgot about the aberrant post.
235/9/14.
‘That spell is an interesting one,’ Nava said. It was lunchtime and the usual suspects were gathered around a table. Usual, minus Rochester, plus Courtney. Courtney had asked why Rochester was not there and Melissa had mumbled something about Hoshi and the paper. Mitsuko had asked why Kyle was not with Courtney, and Courtney had sounded a lot more confident about his whereabouts than Melissa had.
‘Interesting?’ Courtney asked.
‘First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell used precisely that word. It’s not that it’s never been seen before, but occurrences of its use are rare and no one knows where it originated.’
‘Define rare.’
‘Going back about two hundred years, there have been seven other cases where the victim had similar wound patterns. Every case has been on a different world. There is no detectible connection between the cases. A couple of them have definitely been professional hits, but most appear random. The first victim was a noted thug responsible for a number of street robberies. He was found in an alley with a knife in his hand. The assumption is that he tried to rob the wrong person.’
‘That’s… interesting.’
‘A secret spell,’ Mitsuko suggested. ‘Something taught to members of a single clan or family. They don’t use it where it can be seen by others, unless they’re cornered.’
‘Or paid well,’ Courtney said, nodding. ‘That makes sense. It’s not really helpful, but it makes sense.’
‘The first lieutenant suggested that, if you find the person responsible, you might solve a two-hundred-year-old mystery,’ Nava said.
‘Great. Well, at least I have something to look forward to.’
~~~
In a different building, in another refectory, Marie lifted her head and looked around. She had never been one to believe in supernatural senses – except for those provided by a spell anyway – but she had the weird feeling that she was being watched.
It had started not long after entering the cafeteria, a weird, niggling feeling like an itch at the back of her neck. She had checked then, but there seemed to be no one around her looking her way. And the feeling was still there, biting at the nape of her neck like a bug.
‘Is something wrong, Marie?’ Calista asked. Calista was a classmate and a friend, though she did not approve of what she called Marie’s ‘bedhopping.’ Marie had pointed out that she almost always used her own bed, but she avoided talking about men in front of Calista. The Bishop clan were noted for having some odd attitudes to sex.
‘No,’ Marie responded, returning to her meal. ‘No, there’s nothing. I think I’m having a paranoid day is all.’
‘Your complicated love life coming back to haunt you?’ Calista was grinning, so it was more of a joke than a jibe. Probably.
‘My love life is not complicated,’ Marie replied. She meant it too; love had nothing to do with it. Maybe that was the problem.
235/9/16.
‘Marie?’
Marie blinked and looked around at Mitsuko. Clearly, the president had asked a question and Marie’s thoughts had been elsewhere. ‘Sorry. Could you repeat the question?’
‘The budget for the winter ball?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Oh, that’s already ballparked and ringfenced. We’re good. Uh, unless something unforeseen happens, obviously.’
‘Good. You seem almost as distracted as Courtney.’
Courtney’s ears pricked up at the mention of her name. ‘Sorry. Sorry, but this murder is nagging at me. I hate–’
‘Mysteries. Yes, we know. Is anything wrong, Marie?’
‘What?’ Marie responded. ‘No. I mean… I keep getting this weird feeling that I’m being watched. I suppose it’s the same problem as Courtney’s. Sort of. Brian… I mean, I was the last person to see him alive.’
‘A little paranoia is, perhaps, to be expected. I remember being a little paranoid during the election. Just a little. I had Nava being quite paranoid enough for the both of us, so I suppose I didn’t feel the pressure as much as I might have.’
‘It’s not paranoia if they are out to get you,’ Melissa said.
‘And I can’t see Nava being paranoid about anything,’ Darius added.
‘Not the best choice of words then,’ Mitsuko conceded. ‘Courtney, do you believe Marie is in any danger?’
Courtney frowned and considered her answer for longer than anyone might have liked. Then again, when it came, her reply seemed to carry more weight for that very reason. ‘No. I can’t deny that it’s a possibility, but at this stage in the investigation I’d have to say that the attack was random. There’s no reason to suspect that Marie might be a target. The school’s general security should be enough to keep her safe.’
‘There you have it, Marie. Our resident security expert says you’re safe.’
Marie smiled, even if it seemed a little faltering. ‘I know. Like I said, it’s just a bit of paranoia. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.’
~~~
It was as she was walking to her apartment building after the meeting that Marie got that feeling again. She stopped and jerked around, as though she might catch the bug nipping at her neck if she moved fast enough.
Twenty metres back, apparently paying no attention to Marie at all, was Dana. He was hardly the only person on the path, but her eyes were drawn to him. Was he following her? He had been exceptionally clingy back on Aquaria. He had followed her to Shinden! Well, maybe that was a coincidence and he had been planning to move schools anyway… Or maybe not.
Turning, Marie quickened her pace. When she turned a corner a few seconds later, she looked back. There was no sign of Dana and she let out a breath she had, unconsciously, been holding. He was not following her and she really was paranoid at the moment.
‘A hot shower and a night in front of the vid screen,’ Marie muttered to herself. ‘That’s what you need, girl.’
So saying, she set off to do just that, and without the sensation that someone was following her too.
235/9/17.
This time, Marie was quite clear that Dana was waiting for her. He was, after all, standing right outside her classroom and his face lit up in a smile when he saw her leaving. He had to have come up with an excuse to leave class early too; there was no way he could have got there this fast from the first-year building.
‘Hey, Marie,’ he said, which stopped Marie from ignoring him and rushing off to lunch. It was Saturday. Classes were done with for the weekend and she had planned to have a relaxing afternoon prior to going out for the evening, but here he was…
‘Dana. How are things going? Getting used to the school?’
‘Oh, yeah. Everyone’s friendly. I’ve learned my way around. Uh, it’s my birthday today.’
‘Happy birthday.’ That still made him sixteen and too young. She could be polite, however.
‘I was wondering whether you’d like to go out tonight and celebrate.’
Of course he was. Clingy. ‘I’m sorry, I have plans. If you’d said something sooner…’
‘Oh. Too bad. If you’ve got other plans… I’ll see you around, Marie.’
~~~
In his capsule apartment, Dana lay on his bunk, in the dark, with his eyes closed. Still, he could see. His senses were about a kilometre away, in another apartment, and there…
Marie stood in her shower, letting the water wash away the feeling of vague trepidation which had plagued her throughout the afternoon. She was going out. She was going to find herself someone to bring back to her apartment. She was going to enjoy herself. Closing her eyes, she ran her hands over her breasts, down over her stomach, over her hips… All the while, she imagined someone else’s hands stroking over her skin. Yes, this one would take a shower with her and touch her just like this.
Across the campus, Dana imagined his hands running over Marie’s body. It had happened on Aquaria. He knew just how it felt. Her skin was smooth and she responded so well to being touched. It was going to happen again, but for now, Dana would just watch…
235/9/18.
Atushi Ishikawa Sonkei stepped out of Marie’s apartment building with wet hair. He was not generally a man to hang around after the main event was over with. ‘Bang ’em and leave’ was his motto, which made him just the kind of boy Marie liked. This time, however, she had promised him an even wilder time in the shower after a nap and he had decided to stick around.
So, he had wet hair and a mile-wide grin. It was a little after eight and, even on a Sunday, the refectories would be open. A bite of breakfast and then he could head back to his own apartment to sleep the sleep of the justifiably exhausted. It was a good plan and he was going to enact it right now.
Until someone stepped into his path, obviously intent upon blocking the way. ‘Who are you?’ Atushi asked. The only answer came in the form of a palm thrust into his chest. The blow was enough to bruise and cause some pain, but that never registered. The punch was accompanied by a sudden, sharp pain, almost like a hypodermic needle being driven into Atushi’s chest. He jerked violently and then fell at his attacker’s feet, dead in an instant.
His attacker looked around briefly to see whether anyone else was about so early on a Sunday morning. No signs of witnesses. Turning, he walked away, leaving the body of Atushi Ishikawa to be found by whoever walked out of the building next.
~~~
‘Time of death is oh eight twelve,’ Donovan Ilbert said. ‘Cause is the same as the first one, and I’m not seeing the killer. This kind of psychometry only goes so far. Sorry, Captain.’
‘It’s not your fault, Don,’ Courtney replied. She looked around at the setting of this particular crime scene and shook her head. ‘Definitely an amateur, but he still knows what he’s doing.’
‘Convinced this is a man?’
Courtney’s gaze settled on the building which was the backdrop, a mid-range apartment building. It was downscale from her own, but way better than the capsule buildings. And she knew at least one person who lived here. ‘Not a hundred percent, but I think this is looking more and more like something a man is more likely to be doing. Eighty percent. I’ll go with eighty percent sure, and that’s going to go up fairly soon, I think.’
‘Are we going to see her?’ Kyle asked.
‘Yeah. If we’re lucky, she hasn’t gone back to bed after seeing him off.’
‘You realise we haven’t confirmed he was with her.’
‘I’m aware, but what do you think the chances are he wasn’t with her last night?’
‘A lot lower than eighty percent…’
~~~
Kyle handed Marie a glass of water and she took it with trembling hands. She was wearing just the robe she had presumably thrown on to answer the door and she was not really paying attention to how it was arranged. Kyle was studiously ignoring that. She had looked a little frazzled even before Courtney had told her what was up and Kyle had half expected there to be a different man in her bedroom.
‘Y-you’re absolutely sure it’s him?’ Marie asked.
It was a dumb question, but Courtney answered it anyway. ‘We’re sure. His ketcom was still on him and he matches the school’s ID photograph. When did he leave?’
‘A little after eight. Ten past? You can check that, right?’
‘Yes, we can check. Marie, it looks like someone is targeting men you sleep with.’ Marie let out a little sob and gulped down some water. ‘Can you think of any reason for that? You said you felt like you were being watched. Do you have any idea who might be watching you?’
Marie swallowed. ‘There’s a boy, a young adult, I met on Aquaria. His name is Dana Hillam Beyer. When I got back. Back to school. The first day of term, he was here. He transferred here and he wanted to…’ She took a breath to steady herself. ‘He wanted to pick up where we left off on Aquaria.’
‘He’s under seventeen?’ Courtney asked, trying hard to keep any note of judgement out of her voice.
‘He’s in Mitsuko’s class.’ Marie crumpled, looking up at Courtney with tears in her eyes. ‘He was working behind a bar at the hotel, Courtney. I thought he was old enough. I didn’t know.’
‘Forget about that for now. Why do you think he’s the one following you?’
‘W-well, I saw him once, but I didn’t think much about it. He asked me to celebrate his birthday on Saturday. He said he’d s-see me again. It was the way he said it. I thought he maybe came to Shinden because his parents had moved here. At first I thought that. Maybe they did… He was really clingy back on Aquaria. I had to make excuses to get rid of him and he was there, in the hotel, every day. A-and there’s something else…’
Courtney frowned. ‘Go on.’
‘Right. Computer, open messages.’ The main screen in the lounge turned on and immediately displayed a list of messages: Marie’s inbox. One stood out to Courtney immediately since it had no sender name listed and no subject. ‘Open message four,’ Marie said. Sure enough, that was the anonymous one. The message animated out to fill the screen, its contents filling in quickly as the apartment’s computer rendered thumbnails for the images the message contained.
Kyle’s cheeks coloured. Even if they were just thumbnails, the subject matter was obvious enough. ‘Uh, those are you?’ he asked.
Marie nodded. ‘I th-think this was last night while I was showering and getting ready to g-go out. I don’t understand how someone could’ve taken them. There was no one else here. I swear there was no one else here.’
‘He’s got a DV camera,’ Courtney said.
‘What?’
‘A distance-viewer camera. They let you take sensory impressions and store them on digital media, if you’re a magician. They were designed to be used for remote viewing using Sorcerer’s Eye, but they work for normal senses.’
‘O-oh, yes. I’ve heard of that. I don’t think my brain is working too well.’
‘That’s understandable,’ Kyle said. He was flicking at the screen of his own ketcom. ‘Okay, Dana Hillam. He’s listed as having permits for Might and Slice. Sorcerer’s Eye needs a licence, and it’s not listed.’
Courtney gave a shrug. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time someone flouted the licensing laws. Or someone else could have taken those images. Dana Hillam might be our snooper and our killer, or one of those, or neither. Whatever the case, he’s got to be our next port of call. Marie, you’re to stay here until one of my people comes to get you. Do not leave this apartment. I’m going to send someone up to retrieve those images. Maybe they can tell us something about who took them. And I’m going to arrange some protection for you.’
‘P-protection?’ Marie stammered out.
‘I don’t have solid evidence that the killer could turn on you, but that is one way this kind of case can go. You’re going to be watched by someone you know is watching you until we catch whoever is doing this.’
~~~
‘This isn’t good,’ Kyle said.
‘No,’ Courtney agreed. ‘This is not good.’
They were standing just inside the door of Dana’s apartment and it looked as though a hurricane had hit it. There were clothes strewn on the floor. One of the wall screens had been hit by something leaving a circular impact pattern about right for a skull. Of the occupant, there was no sign.
‘Check the door logs,’ Courtney ordered. She took out her own ketcom to record the scene. ‘So, it looks like there was a fight. The place is tossed. No sign of Dana Hillam, alive or dead. Does that mean the killer came after him?’
‘Not really sure,’ Kyle replied, ‘but the data says he hasn’t been back here since yesterday evening. He went out at nine thirty-three. He could still be the snooper. Maybe the killer found out and went for him.’
‘Or, he is the killer and this is all to keep us guessing. If he left Atushi Ishikawa’s body right outside Marie’s apartment, he may figure she’d tell us about him.’
‘That’s a possibility. You know, if he’s that good at this kind of thing, it means he’s done it before. We could–’
‘Check with the ASF for signs of stalking in the past? He’s from Aquaria. There’s no permanent ASF presence there and the rumours say they don’t exactly follow all the rules. Especially when it comes to visitors. Pretty much the entire planetary income is from tourism. If someone there is causing problems, they’d hush it up to avoid bad publicity.’
‘Oh. Right. I could canvass the neighbours. Maybe someone heard a fight in here.’
‘Do that,’ Courtney said. ‘Not that I’m expecting much.’
~~~
Lunch was, once again, without Rochester. Melissa was not looking quite so sanguine about that, but no one was saying anything. To make up for the missing metaphysics student, there was Courtney and Marie. The latter looked like someone had kicked her puppy off a cliff.
‘So,’ Courtney said, ‘I’d like Marie to stay with you for a while, Suki. You’ve got the space.’
‘Yes,’ Mitsuko agreed, ‘I suppose I do.’
‘And I’d like Nava to keep the two of you company. Just in case.’
Melissa giggled, even if it sounded a little forced. ‘Nava’s on guard duty again.’
‘I’m going to prepare a list of fees,’ Nava said. She fixed Courtney with a stare. ‘You know what happens if this killer comes after Marie while I’m there, right?’
‘I’m aware. Frankly, you take him down as safely as you can. If that means he won’t be getting up again, so be it. You saw the results of that spell he’s using. We don’t know whether it’s ranged or contact, but we know it kills if it hits a vital area. Don’t take risks.’
‘As a rule, I don’t. Anyway, I doubt he’ll attack her in the apartment. His MO seems to be surprise attacks outside.’
‘True, but he has the computer skills to send an anonymous message to Marie. He may have the skills to bypass security on one of the apartment buildings. You know Scryguard too, right?’
‘We both do,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘Being from a high-profile family, it’s almost a must.’
‘Someone has been using Sorcerer’s Eye to watch her.’
‘I’ll take care of it,’ Nava said. ‘It’s kind of what I do.’
‘T-take care of things?’ Marie asked.
‘Often permanently,’ Courtney replied.
~~~
‘Uh, where is Nava sleeping?’ Marie asked. It was pretty much time for bed. Arrangements had been made, but Marie had just realised that Nava had not been included in them.
‘My room,’ Mitsuko said before Nava could respond.
‘Oh. So… Well, I’d sort of guessed.’
‘I’m sure you’re not the only one.’
‘We’re keeping it quiet,’ Nava said. ‘I am anyway. Suki’s reputation could suffer if it’s known she’s sleeping with a clanless nobody.’
‘I don’t think of you that way,’ Marie said. ‘I mean, I guess you’re clanless, and I guess some people would think Suki was dipping the bottom of the barrel, but that’s just people who’ve never met you.’
‘Thank you. Unfortunately, you’re probably in a minority.’
‘Well…’ Marie cast around for a second, looking unsure. ‘I d-don’t suppose I could join you?’
‘To be clear,’ Mitsuko said, ‘you have a problem because you bedded a young adult, even if you thought he was older, and now you want to sleep with two young adults on purpose.’
Marie cringed. ‘When you put it like that…’
‘I think you need to have a long, hard look at your lifestyle, Marie. I don’t understand why you have this desire to bed a different man every night.’
‘Or woman, apparently,’ Nava said.
‘It started after my parents divorced,’ Marie said. ‘I think… I think they blew my belief in commitment. Or maybe it’s just how I am. I’m going to go to bed and… cry myself to sleep or something.’
‘We’ll see you in the morning. You’ll go to breakfast with us and then Nava will escort you to class.’
‘D-do you think that’s necessary?’
‘The killer likes attacking outside,’ Nava replied. ‘If they’re after you, it’s most likely they’ll do it between buildings. I’ll take you to and from class until Courtney’s nailed him. If you know what’s best for you, you’ll cooperate.’
~~~
‘I’m going to accept Rhianna’s offer,’ Nava said. Perhaps out of deference to Marie’s celibate condition, they were just cuddling before going to sleep. Light conversation was happening in the dark. Light conversation until Nava mentioned that.
‘You’re sure?’ Mitsuko asked in reply.
‘Yes. For one thing, too many people are starting to realise we’re a couple.’
‘Yes, but you’re not just doing it because of me, are you?’
‘There are obvious benefits for me, even if you’re not in the picture. Perhaps more benefits if you’re not a factor. I should imagine that people will think I joined the Greylings to be with you, and that they made the offer to remove the possibility of scandal.’
‘That’s… possible. But they’d have considered that when making the offer.’
‘Mm. I assume they did. It’s mutually beneficial and it doesn’t interfere with my obligation to the ASF. I’ll let Rhianna know and see where we go from there.’
‘Okay.’
‘Of course, there’s a more dangerous hurdle to overcome next year.’
In the darkness, Mitsuko frowned. ‘There is?’
‘Yes. I’ll be seventeen in the November and you won’t catch up until January.’
‘Oh. Ouch. No sex for almost two months. We won’t be able to do it on your birthday!’
Nava let out a soft chuckle. ‘I figure that means we won’t be getting out of bed on yours.’
‘Too right. How are you going to get in touch with Rhianna anyway?’
‘I have her contact details. She sent them to my ketcom.’
‘Oh.’ Pause. ‘That’s disappointingly ordinary.’
‘That’s what I said.’
235/9/19.
Marie was looking unhappy. Despondent was probably the right word. Maybe listless. She had been the same all the way through breakfast and she was not improving as Nava walked her to the third years’ teaching building and her classroom.
‘Cheer up,’ Nava said. ‘So far, you’re not dead. Neither is anyone else. Today.’
‘Dana’s still missing,’ Marie replied. ‘I’d say that means he’s probably dead somewhere. I can’t believe I thought he was to blame for all this. Maybe I should’ve been nicer…’
‘I wouldn’t kick yourself excessively just yet. The second victim was left right outside your building. Why would the killer have hidden Dana Hillam’s body more carefully? Even more carefully than the first victim, in fact.’
‘So, you’re saying that Dana is the killer?’
‘That I don’t know. I suspect he’s alive, however.’
‘A hostage?’
Nava gave a slight shrug. ‘I don’t know, Marie. We’re not going to know until this is resolved. For now, just concentrate on your work. And staying safe.’
235/9/21.
Staying safe was one thing, but Marie felt like a prisoner. She was escorted to and from class. She was not allowed out in the evening. She had been in bed at nine thirty last night because she had nothing else to do. Nava watched her like a hawk!
Well, enough was enough. There had been no sign of her mysterious attacker – who had never attacked her anyway – and Marie thought it was less and less likely that there would be any sign of him. She left her class as soon as lunch was signalled and headed out toward her apartment. Nava had cast Scryguard on her that morning. It would be good until the end of lunch. That meant Nava could not find her, but it also meant whoever was after her was blocked too. Of course, Courtney would be able to track her, but it would take time to get the security cameras searched or to get a lock on her ketcom. All she wanted was thirty minutes to herself…
She was almost at her building when she felt the spell hit. A vague feeling of weakness sank into her muscles briefly and her eyes drooped, and then she was pushing the effects aside. She turned, searching for the caster, just as a figure stepped out from behind some low bushes. She opened her mouth to scream…
And stopped as a sense of peace swept over her. What was she worried about? There was nothing wrong here. She was fine. This was fine. What was she doing anyway?
‘Come with me, Marie.’
Oh yeah, that was what she was doing…
~~~
‘I’ve got the place on lockdown,’ Courtney said. ‘He had thirty minutes to take her out of the campus before I got everywhere covered, but if he hasn’t already done it, he won’t be doing it now.’
‘That’s something,’ Mitsuko said. ‘How could she be so stupid?’
‘You’re saying you never wanted to slip away from Nava while she was– Forget I asked. Whatever Marie was thinking, she’s probably regretting it now.’
‘Have you managed to find her on the cameras?’ Nava asked.
‘Don’s working on it,’ Kyle said. ‘This guy seems able to use Escape Detection, though. If he casts that on Marie…’
Nava nodded. ‘Please keep me in the loop on this, Courtney. I feel a little responsible, even if Marie’s the one who decided she didn’t need protecting.’
‘Fair enough,’ Courtney replied. ‘This would be easier if we knew what the killer wanted.’
‘At a guess, he wants Marie. Now he has her, but he’s stuck on the campus.’
‘He’ll want to negotiate.’ Courtney grinned, rather maliciously. ‘When he does, that’s when we’ll have him.’
~~~
They were in the SSF’s HQ when the call came through to Courtney’s ketcom. They, in this case, were Nava and Mitsuko, along with Kyle and Donovan Ilbert. The latter was waiting with every network trace program he could muster at his fingertips and it was him who was going to find the originating point of the call. Hopefully.
Courtney glanced his way, then she tapped the accept button on the console she had her ketcom plugged into. It was one of the auxiliary units around the room rather than the one at Courtney’s desk because this way Courtney could be on camera while everyone else could see what she saw without being seen. ‘Courtney Martell,’ she said.
An image appeared on screen. Most of it was taken up with Dana’s face. He looked scared and he had what appeared to be a black eye. ‘C-captain? It’s Dana Hillam Beyer. You have to l-listen to what I have to say. H-he’s got Marie. H-he says he’s going to k-k-k–’
‘Calm down, Dana Hillam,’ Courtney said. ‘Who is “he?”’
‘I’m not allowed to say that. He wants the lockdown lifted. If you lift the lockdown, he’ll leave. He’ll l-leave Marie here and take m-me as a hostage.’
‘And you’re okay with that?’
‘I’ll do anything for Marie.’
That much, Nava figured, was true. She was not feeling quite so good about the rest of the speech. Right now, however, she was not worried about what Dana was saying. She was concentrating on the background which could just about be seen behind his head.
‘That’s good, Dana, but we don’t want to lose you,’ Courtney went on. ‘He has to realise that we can’t let him take you away from here.’
‘I don’t think he cares about what you want, Captain. He’ll k-kill us both if you don’t remove the lockdown.’
At his console, Donovan was sweating. Nava was no computer expert, but it looked as though the channel had been bounced through a number of relays before it ended up at Courtney’s ketcom. Donovan was working through them as fast as he could, but it was taking time.
‘I see,’ Courtney said. ‘He’s really not giving me much choice here, is he?’
‘N-no.’
Donovan lifted his head suddenly and raised a thumb in Courtney’s direction. Nava looked over at the display. The origin seemed to be in the administration building. That made a certain degree of sense, if you could block the security cameras. It was the central hub for the campus’s computer system and its primary network hub. The perfect place to direct a multi-legged call out of. But the image on the screen…
‘I’ll get it done,’ Courtney said. ‘Give me… twenty minutes.’
‘That’s acceptable.’ And the connection was cut.
Courtney looked over at Donovan’s screen. ‘Good work, Don.’
‘I’d have liked a few more minutes to check he wasn’t hiding anything,’ Donovan said, ‘but that building seems like a good place for him to work out of.’
‘Right. Kyle, get everyone converging on the admin building. Nava, are you coming?’
Nava seemed to consider briefly before answering. ‘I’ll catch you up. There’s something I’d like to check on before I head over there.’
‘Oh?’
‘Nothing to worry about. I may have a way of protecting against that attack of his.’
‘Well, that would certainly be useful. If we find him before you get there, we’ll try to hold.’
Mitsuko followed Nava out of the room ahead of the others. She spoke as soon as they were definitely out of earshot. ‘That was a lie. You don’t have something to stop his attack.’
‘I do. Kill him before he can use it.’
‘You don’t need to go find that.’
‘No. I think he faked the location. What I could see behind him didn’t look like anywhere in the admin building. It looked like an apartment. I think he faked the origin of that connection to get Courtney’s people away from the transport hubs. He’ll let her get her sting set up and then move Marie to the station.’
‘Why the station?’
‘Because it’s about as far from the admin building as you can get, and he probably can’t pilot a contragrav.’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘And you’re going to wait for him there, alone?’
‘That’s pretty much the plan. He’s going to be watching the SSF, so they have to go to the admin building. But he isn’t watching me, because I still have Scryguard up. I’ll be fine, Suki. This is the kind of thing I do. I’m good at it.’
‘I know. Just make sure Marie comes out of it okay too.’
~~~
If everything was going to schedule, Nava figured that Courtney and her troops were sweeping the admin building by now. Courtney was going to be really pissed off about this, but Nava was more concerned about Marie. If it turned out that she had made a wrong calculation, Courtney was going to be even more angry and Nava would deserve it. And the student council would need a new treasurer. Of course, Marie might not be much use to anyone after this anyway, but she would be of no use at all if she ended up dead.
Nava checked the time. About ten minutes since the twenty-minute deadline was done with. That was enough time, right? Surely that was enough time. Where was the bastard? Maybe he could fly a contragrav and he had a way of getting past the security on one…
And then she saw them. With her night vision, Nava spotted the two figures moving toward the station across an open area meant for handling goods transfers. She would have called it a car park because that was what they had called places like this on Earth. There were very few cars on Earth now – intact ones anyway – and there were few here too, so the term was wrong. Still…
Exactly who she was looking at was difficult to tell, but she could make out a woman in school uniform with a bob of brown hair and another figure, probably male, walking behind her with his hand on the back of her neck. She waited until they were halfway across the car park before she stepped out of the shadows and pointed one of her SAH-301s at them. By then, she knew her suspicions were correct.
‘That’s far enough, Dana,’ Nava said, her voice calm, flat. ‘Let her go.’
Instead, the blonde young man stepped close in behind Marie, keeping his hand firmly fixed on her neck. ‘We’re in love,’ he said. He knew roughly what he was doing. He held Marie close and exposed only his right eye from behind her head. ‘She wants to come with me.’
‘And that’s why you’re holding her like a shield.’
‘She’s forgotten what we had on Aquaria, that’s all. I know someone who can make her remember. Now, stand aside. You know what Pierce can do to someone, right? It’ll go through her spine. Even if she lives, she’ll be paralysed from the neck down.’
‘You have a strange image of love, Dana.’ Nava’s eyes shifted to check on Marie. She seemed unhurt, but she was also just standing there with her eyes on the concrete. ‘You’re saying you’d kill the woman you love if I don’t let you go?’
‘If I can’t have her, no one will.’
Nava lowered her pistol to her hip. ‘I see. My options are to let you go, and then you’ll take Marie off to be your love slave, at least until you get tired of her.’
‘I’d never–’
‘Or you’ll kill her. Have I missed anything?’
‘No,’ Dana said. Nava could not see his mouth, but his voice had a grin in it. He was grinning. He was sure he had won. ‘Those are your choices.’
‘It seems to me that you’ve given me no choice at all.’
‘That’s ri–’
The sound was too sharp to be called a pop and too soft to be a crack. By the time Marie had registered it, Dana’s hand was falling away from her neck. She jumped as she also realised that she had felt a rush of air, as though something moving fast had skimmed past her neck. She lifted her eyes and stared at Nava, blinking rapidly.
‘Marie,’ Nava said, ‘you should walk toward me now. Just walk straight toward me.’ Nava started to close the distance between them. ‘There’s nothing to worry about now.’
‘He…’ Marie began.
‘He won’t be bothering anyone, ever again. Just walk toward me.’
Shaking, Marie did exactly what Nava had not wanted her to do: she turned around. She let out a squeak and backed quickly away from the corpse, but, considering what she was looking at, Nava thought she took it very calmly.
~~~
‘You shot him,’ Courtney said.
‘He didn’t give me much choice,’ Nava replied.
‘You shot him at twenty metres with a pistol.’
‘Twenty-two, but who’s counting?’
‘Through the eye, while he was hiding behind a hostage.’
‘Magic Bullet. Range isn’t an issue and his eye was the fastest way to his brain. Magic Bullet expands on impact, so if I’d hit him in the skull, there was some possibility of it not penetrating with enough energy to kill him. The eye socket is thin enough that it wouldn’t be an issue. I had to take him out in one shot or he would have had the chance to kill Marie.’
‘When you lay it all out like that, the individual bits make sense. It’s just the whole thing that sounds insane.’
‘I am sorry about the mess.’
‘I’ll pass your apologies to the cleaning robots.’
There was quite a mess. Nava’s spell had opened Dana’s skull up like Christmas. Blood, bone fragments, and brain matter were scattered in an arc across the concrete. It was a really good thing that Melissa was not around to see it. Mitsuko was; she was busy taking care of Marie while Kyle assisted Courtney in handling the aftermath.
Courtney gave a sigh. ‘You recorded it all?’
‘I’ve sent the file to your ketcom,’ Nava replied.
‘The hostage is safe, if traumatised by the experience.’
‘She took the sight of his body pretty well. She’s tougher than she looks, I think.’
‘We get to pass some information to the ASF about that spell. All in all, I suppose this is a win.’
‘Anything you can walk away from is a win, Courtney. This… This is a victory.’
235/9/23.
Mitsuko frowned at her ketcom. It was making a noise at ten past nine in the evening on a Friday. The noise suggested that someone was outside wanting to come in.
‘Staring at it won’t reveal who’s there,’ Nava pointed out.
‘Mm.’ Mitsuko tapped at the device’s screen. ‘Mitsuko Trenton,’ she said.
‘It’s Melissa. Can I come up?’ The voice over the speaker sounded less than happy. Mitsuko glanced at Nava. Nava shrugged.
‘Of course, Mel,’ Mitsuko said, tapping a button to release the lobby door. ‘See you soon.’ She cut off the connection and turned to Nava. ‘I thought she was supposed to be banging Chess by now.’
‘Yeah,’ Nava replied. ‘This doesn’t sound good.’
It was not good. As soon as the apartment door was opened, it became obvious that Melissa had been crying. Her eyes were red. Her eyeliner had run and that was supposed to be impossible. She managed to get the door closed behind her before bursting into tears again. ‘I’ve l-lost him!’ she wailed into Mitsuko’s shoulder, Mitsuko having pulled her into a hug as soon as the blubbering began anew.
‘Just to be clear,’ Nava said, ‘who are we talking about?’
‘Ch-ch-ch-Chess. I’ve lost him!’
‘I’m assuming you don’t mean that you don’t know where he is.’
‘I’ve lost him!’ Melissa said again. It was more of a screech at this point. ‘He’s f-f-fallen in l-l-love with Ho-Ho-Hoshi!’
 



Part Two: Grey
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 235/9/24.
It was a foregone conclusion that Melissa would spend the night in Mitsuko’s apartment. She was a mess. The apparent collapse of her first love affair was an emotionally devastating event for her, which seemed pretty reasonable.
It was not that Nava and Mitsuko doubted her claim, but they had questioned her regarding Rochester’s infidelity. Perhaps infidelity was the wrong word since neither Hoshi nor Rochester seemed the type to break the law. Then again, even a non-physical romantic relationship was pushing the limits of propriety when she was his teacher; maybe they had gone the extra kilometre.
‘I got dressed up in my teddy,’ Melissa had explained, ‘and called him. Video call. He could see what I was wearing. I asked him over and said he could do anything he felt like. I emphasised the “anything.” He said he had to work on the paper with Hoshi.’
‘Ah,’ Nava had said. It was a particularly poor excuse given that Nava knew the paper had been sent out to internal reviewers at the school the day before. It was unlikely that they had got comments back so soon. She had decided not to mention that to Melissa.
So, Melissa had stayed the night in the spare room. That was after she had cried herself to sleep on the sofa between Nava and Mitsuko. Mitsuko had put through an order for six new boxes of tissues before bed. Nava had suggested that was too few.
And now it was Saturday night and Mitsuko had decided that things were going to be different from Friday. She was bringing out her secret weapon. That turned out to be…
‘Is that alcohol?’ Nava asked, peering at the bottle of clear liquid Mitsuko was holding along with three shot glasses.
‘It sure is,’ Mitsuko replied, grinning broadly. Possibly, the grin was a little maniacal, actually.
‘Where did–’
‘I swiped it from the liquor cabinet in the townhouse before we left.’
‘The liquor cabinet was locked.’
‘Oh, that’s to stop Uncle Spencer getting in. More or less the whole family knows the code. My parents know I’d only ever use it if I felt it was an absolute emergency.’ Mitsuko walked over to the sofa and settled down to wait for Melissa to emerge from the shower. ‘In this case, I wanted alcohol to drown in if you weren’t coming back from your debriefing with the ASF.’
‘But I did.’
‘Yes, so the bottle remained unopened. I hid it here in case we ever broke up, but I think Mel’s first break-up takes precedence.’
‘That seems reasonable. The shower’s stopped.’
Melissa emerged a couple of minutes later, dressed in the white robe Mitsuko had given her. Mitsuko was in her red robe, so it was hardly a break in decorum. 
‘Is that booze?’ Melissa asked, squinting at the bottle Mitsuko was now opening. ‘I’ve never had alcohol before… Now does seem like a good time to try it.’
‘My thoughts exactly,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘We can all have our first drink together and–’
‘Sorry,’ Nava said, ‘but that particular first is something I can’t join you in.’
‘You’ve had it before?’
‘They wanted to know what my alcohol tolerance was. I’ve got the whole abnormal biochemistry thing and some engineering that was supposed to increase my resistance to various biological hazards. They spent three days trying to get me drunk.’
‘Trying?’ Melissa asked.
‘Turns out, I can get drunk. It just takes more alcohol than a normal woman of my weight. I’m also not prone to hangovers, but they were.’ Nava paused. ‘It wasn’t an especially scientific experiment. I seem to remember it was around the end of the year. I was… twelve. Twelve Earth years.’
‘Oh. Oh, but you were physically an adult by that point, right? They speeded up your development.’
‘Correct. Anyway, this won’t be my first alcoholic beverage. And I can probably down half that bottle without worrying. I’m happy to join you, however.’
Mitsuko poured the liquid into the glasses. ‘Well, this is brandy from Floridia three. It’s supposed to be nice. It’s also supposed to be very alcoholic. Maybe the Orlando clan’s brandy will trump your weird biochemistry.’ She handed out the glasses.
Nava raised hers in salute. ‘Don’t bet on it.’ Then she downed her drink in one go.
~~~
‘Truth,’ Nava said.
‘Okay,’ Melissa said. ‘Um… Something girly, because you’re not. Girly. Yeah.’ Melissa was drunk. To be fair, Mitsuko was fairly happy, but Melissa was drunk. ‘Who was the first person you kissed?’
‘Easy. Suki.’
‘There wasn’t anyone before?’ Mitsuko asked. ‘I mean, they plied you with drink…’
‘They did have some plans to do “live personal interaction” lessons, but I think even they had their limits and they weren’t going to go there until I was a little older. I’m also not sure that kissing was to be involved. That would have been slightly romantic.’
‘That’s… kind of depressing. Sorry I asked. Next!’ Reaching down, Mitsuko took a card from the top of the deck lying on the floor in front of the sofa she was sprawled on.
Also in front of the sofa, sitting on the floor, were Nava and Melissa. Nava was leaning against the sofa where Mitsuko could absently touch her when she wished to. Leaning forward, Nava picked a card off the deck: a king. Melissa followed suit.
‘Six,’ Melissa said.
‘Four,’ Mitsuko said a little sourly.
‘King,’ Nava said. ‘Truth or dare, Suki?’
‘Truth then.’
‘The name of the first person you kissed.’
‘Huh.’ Mitsuko narrowed her eyes, which did not come off as shrewd or menacing given her tipsy state. ‘I bet you’re thinking I’ll have a huge list and you can embarrass me.’
‘Actually, I’ve never played this game before and I’m running out of imaginative ideas.’
‘Uh, oh. Well, aside from the cheeks of relatives, you are the first person I’ve kissed. I… Well, I was educated at the mansion. I knew some of the children from around the estate, but I was never that close to any of them. So, you were my first.’
‘That’s romant-hic!’ Melissa said.
‘Romant… hic?’ Nava asked. ‘You’re drunk, Mel.’
‘I’m just lightly toasted.’
‘Sure.’ Nava reached out and took a card. ‘Nine,’ she said when the others had taken their own cards. The game was simple: highest draw got to give the orders to the lowest. If you failed a dare or forfeited, you took a drink. It had slowed down Melissa’s intake.
‘Three,’ Melissa said.
‘Ten,’ Mitsuko said, grinning. ‘Truth or dare, Mel?’
‘I’m going to take… a dare.’
‘Oh, so she’s going for a dare. What shall I have her do?’
‘Don’t ask me,’ Nava said. ‘I did say I was running out of creative ideas.’
‘I was building the suspense.’
‘Ah. I think Mel’s too drunk to really get that.’ Nava shifted, stretching out her legs in Melissa’s general direction. Unlike her two friends, Nava was not in a robe. She had got into the swing of things by changing out of her uniform, however, and she was now wearing a teddy she had bought in Alliance City. High hipped and with a netting panel over most of the torso, it showed off her legs rather well, and she noticed Melissa following her movements rather closely as she rearranged herself.
Maybe Mitsuko noticed too, or maybe she had been planning this all along. ‘Mel, I dare you to kiss Nava. Properly. On the mouth. With tongue.’
Melissa’s eyes narrowed. She looked neither shrewd nor menacing either. ‘I bet you think I’ll be too embarrassed to do it.’
‘I don’t think she’s thinking that,’ Nava said. She moved again, swinging her legs around and moving onto one hip so that Melissa could do as she had been told, if she was really going to do it. If she did, Nava was fairly sure that the drinking part of the evening was at an end. Maybe that had been something Mitsuko had planned from the beginning, or maybe the drink was talking.
‘Well, ha ha, because I’m too drunk to be embarrassed.’ Melissa got up onto her knees, then down onto all fours, and then she crawled forward until she was looking up at Nava’s face from no more than twenty centimetres. Her lips parted, but Nava did not move; this was Melissa’s dare. Nava could feel Melissa’s breath on her face; there was the scent of brandy, but it was not as unpleasant as Nava might have expected. In fact, Melissa smelled rather good.
Melissa leaned further forward and their lips met. Nava felt Melissa’s tongue against her lips and decided that that was close enough. Reaching up, Nava cupped Melissa’s cheek in her hand and deepened the kiss. Endorphins buzzed through both of them and time slipped briefly away.
‘My turn,’ Mitsuko said. She had slipped off the sofa and untied Melissa’s robe without Melissa noticing. Nava had not really been paying attention, though she had known that Mitsuko was on the move.
‘Your turn?’ Melissa asked after Nava broke the kiss.
‘Yes.’ Leaning in, Mitsuko claimed Melissa’s mouth.
235/9/25.
Nava opened her eyes and took stock. No hangover; big surprise there. A little soreness might be expected, but she seemed to have escaped that. She was betting Melissa was going to be feeling a little tender.
Limbs… Tangled. Nava was not entirely sure whose arm was around her waist and whose leg was across both of hers. Getting out of this was going to be interesting. It was probably impossible without waking anyone else up. Well, so be it.
A groan came from somewhere as she eased her legs free. That probably meant that Melissa was down that way. Come to think of it, she had been ‘down that way’ not long before they had all fallen asleep. That probably indicated that Mitsuko was behind Nava. Yes, if that had been Melissa, the boobs would have been more obvious against her back.
‘I think… I think my head is going to fall off,’ Melissa said. ‘A-and something’s built a nest in my mouth.’
‘I’ll get you some water,’ Nava said. ‘You’ll need plenty of it.’
‘Do you think Suki has painkillers?’
‘I have,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘Thankfully, I don’t need them. When you’ve taken a couple of pills, we’ll take a shower.’
‘A shower? All of us?’
‘It’s supposed to be a big help when you’re nursing a hangover.’
‘Oh, uh, right. Will we all fit in the shower?’
Fifteen minutes later, they were all in Mitsuko’s shower which was quite big enough for three women. Weirdly, Melissa did feel something of an easing of her headache as the multiple streams of water hit her body. That might have been the painkillers kicking in, but she was not going to look a gift shower in the heads.
Barely audible over the water, a buzzing sound started. Then something slick and streamlined was parting Melissa’s labia. ‘Eep! What are you doing?’
‘I read somewhere that orgasms are good for headaches,’ Mitsuko replied. The vibrator was pressed deeper, the vibrations zipping ahead of it through Melissa’s body.
‘Where are you r-reading this s-stuff? I think you’re m-making it all up.’
‘Nope. I’m not. The people who wrote the articles might have been making it up… Anyway, we – that’s Nava and I – thought that if an orgasm is good, multiple ones would be better.’
‘We’re testing this hypothesis,’ Nava said, deadpan as usual. ‘You’re the guinea pig.’
Melissa had a feeling that the alcohol had not entirely worked its way out of her system yet. Her coordination was a bit off, for one thing. Her reply to Nava was another deciding factor. ‘Well, I’m in n-no position to argue,’ she said. ‘Bring it on.’
~~~
‘Really, Hoshi is a better match for Chess,’ Melissa said. ‘She’s a metaphysicist and she actually likes chess. The game of chess.’
‘He did get rather enthusiastic about me when we first met,’ Mitsuko said.
‘He met Mel because he came to me as someone who seemed a match for him in metaphysics,’ Nava said. ‘It was hardly a surprise that he would find Suki interesting, given her greater education in the subject.’
‘Maybe we should’ve seen this coming earlier,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Though I didn’t think young adult males would give up sex for a better mental match.’
‘Chess has always been a fairly cerebral man,’ Nava added.
The three of them were sitting in Mitsuko’s lounge after dinner. They were drinking, but this was just juice, and there was a vid playing, but everyone except Nava had completely lost the plot after only about thirty minutes. Nava knew what was going on but did not care. Melissa had missed Flight Club having decided that her delicate state was not conducive to tight manoeuvring. She was, however, almost suspiciously at ease about her break-up.
‘Yeah,’ Melissa said. ‘He has. Next time I’m going to go for someone big, muscled, and dumb.’
‘No, you won’t.’
‘No, I won’t, but it’s a nice thought.’
‘You seem to be over the worst of this,’ Mitsuko observed. ‘You’re discussing Chess without bursting into tears.’
‘It’s difficult to be depressed when you’ve had two beautiful women making your body sing for almost twenty-three hours.’ Melissa pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘I might have another cry at some point and I’m not entirely ready to forgive him. All in all, however, I think I’m over the worst. And over my hangover. That’s a big plus point. I can probably go back to my own apartment tonight.’
‘No,’ Mitsuko said.
‘No?’
Getting to her feet, Mitsuko pulled the T-shirt she was wearing off over her head. ‘No,’ she said firmly.
235/9/27.
Mathias Statham Mendel was as disagreeable as ever. His head was shaved a little closer than usual for some reason; maybe it made him feel more manly. Nava was not sure why he would need to enhance his masculinity since she thought it likely he was ninety percent testosterone by weight. His dark skin tended to emphasise his musculature, not that it needed more emphasis.
He was not, perhaps, the brightest teacher at the school either. Or maybe he was just slow on the uptake. No, he was slow on the uptake, but perhaps he had only just realised that three of his class 12C students had been in the symposium incident over the summer.
‘Someone told me that you three were in Alliance City when the terrorists attacked,’ he said, having walked up to Nava, Melissa, and Rochester while they were getting ready for an exercise.
‘That’s correct,’ Nava said. ‘We were all part of the student team the school sent to the symposium. It was reported in the News Club’s summer roundup release.’
‘So, you hid somewhere until the ASF took out the terrorists.’
‘Any part we may have played in the resolution of the incident is classified, Mathias Statham.’
Mathias grinned. ‘Thought so.’
‘I will be sure to let the student president, vice president and the captain of the SSF know that you think they’re cowards, however, since they were with us.’
There was a second of silence, followed by a sullen, ‘Get ready. Your team will be going in first.’
‘Of course.’
‘Uh, a-am I still on the team?’ Rochester asked in a quiet voice once the instructor was gone.
‘Let’s ask the injured party,’ Nava replied.
‘I’m not going to break up a good practical team over something so trivial,’ Melissa replied. Nava winced inwardly at the choice of words and wondered whether Melissa had been working that line out for the past day or two. ‘Of course you’re still on the team, Chess.’
‘Uh, oh,’ Rochester said, eyes downcast. ‘You think it’s trivial?’
‘Well, we had a few months of fun, didn’t we? You found someone who is objectively a better match for you and decided you wanted that rather than me. Without telling me. You obviously thought it was trivial.’
‘Uh, well, maybe I–’
‘I mean, mostly what we had was physical. You decided the mental stuff was more important, and I can respect that. I think I’ll have to find someone more compatible next time too. For now, Nava and Suki seem to be more than
happy to meet my physical needs, so it’s not a problem.’
‘N-Nava and Suki?’
‘So, it’s all good and we can get on with our lesson without worrying about little things like love and sex.’
Nava was a little surprised that there wasn’t smoke rising from Rochester. The burns had been enough to set light to concrete. There should be a Rochester-shaped charcoal briquette standing there. Melissa had definitely been going over this conversation in her head for days.
‘Let’s get going,’ Nava said. ‘I’m not sure how much use Chess is going to be after you napalmed him so thoroughly, but we should get started.’
‘I’ll be okay,’ Rochester said. ‘I probably deserved… most of that.’
‘Yes,’ Nava agreed. ‘Yes, you did.’
235/9/34.
‘What is going on with the weather?’ Mitsuko said. She was walking to class with Nava and Melissa. Rochester was still not forgiven enough to be eating breakfast with them. Melissa had been sleeping in her own apartment for the last week, however. Well, aside from Saturday night…
‘It is warm,’ Melissa agreed. ‘Yesterday was a lot cooler.’
‘The forecast was for more of the same. They’re normally pretty accurate.’
‘Hopefully, they’ve set the air conditioning appropriately,’ Nava said.
‘Hopefully. I can’t keep Shade up all day.’ Shade was a wonderful spell for the summer months on Shinden. It was magical sunblock, sunglasses, and personal air conditioning, all rolled into a package most students could cast as a cantrip. Unfortunately, it was a constant drain on your quintessence reserve cast that way.
‘Well, for a day, this isn’t bad,’ Melissa said. ‘Busy week, this one. You’re in Alliance City on Friday, right, Nava?’
‘Sure am.’
‘And then there’s the party on Saturday night.’
‘Sure is,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Celebrating a new member of the clan.’
‘Are you sure it’s okay for me to be there?’ Melissa asked.
‘You’re Nava’s friend. Mine too but, in this case, Nava is more important.’
‘I guess that’s all true. I’m going to be so nervous. All those important people…’
‘You managed at the last party,’ Nava pointed out.
‘Oh. Yes. I suppose I did.’
‘You’ll be fine,’ Mitsuko said, smiling. ‘There’s no one you need to worry about. Despite our reputation, the Sonkeis are a friendly bunch.’
‘Spencer’s not invited?’ Nava asked.
‘No, he is not. You’re going to have to get used to calling him Uncle Spencer.’
‘No, I will not.’
Alliance City Eastern Line, 235/10/2.
It took about an hour to get from SAS2 to Alliance City by train. The time varied a little because the first part of the journey was done by local conveyer – what amounted to four-person, self-driving taxi cabs on rails – and then you had to wait for a scheduled service to Alliance City at a hub fifteen kilometres northwest of the school. You waited in the conveyer; each unit was loaded onto a carrier car at the hub, having been placed in readiness as they arrived for efficiency.
Nava had insisted on making her own way to Alliance City. Both Zackery Trenton and the Greyling family had offered air transport, but Nava had said that they could fly her back if they wished. The journey to become a member of their clan would be done under her own power. Even then, the Greylings had cheated.
As a member of the family, she was entitled to additional funding for her education. She had not objected to this because she was not an idiot. As a clanless nobody, Nava had little in the way of expenses. She had actually managed to get a reasonable emergency fund saved up because all she really spent money on was food. As a member of a high-status family in a high-status clan, she was going to be expected to have a better lifestyle. She could likely get away with sticking with her current apartment until the new year because everyone viewed her as pragmatic, but she was going to need to buy more, better clothing and there were other expenses which came with her changed position in society. Just thinking about it gave Nava indigestion. At least the Greylings were not noted as a highly social family.
Because of this, Nava had accepted the money. Then her soon-to-be family had cheated and put her first month’s allowance into her account two days early. Complaining about it had, however, seemed asinine. Well, since she was noted for being pragmatic, she had gone against type and booked a private conveyer with a refreshment dispenser, and now she was sitting in comfort with a cup of pretty reasonable coffee watching the landscape zip by.
The school was about a hundred and thirty kilometres from the city, basically to the east. Shinden had a population of about five billion – about as much as the colony could support – but the distribution of that populace was not that different from most worlds. In other words, a lot of the population was concentrated in cities which meant that there was open country between the urban areas.
It was not like Earth. Not even Earth which had existed before climate change and resource depletion had ruined everything. There were fields and forests, but they were all artificial in the sense that they had been planted on purpose using varieties of vegetation cloned from genetic material brought along on the colony ships. If Nava had been forced to describe the difference, she would have said that it was too organised. The forests suggested plantations more than real forests. The grasses were too uniform, having a restricted variety of plants to work with. The fields had more of the appearance of lawns. Where there were flowers, they too came in restricted varieties. The wildflowers were not, in fact, very wild. For someone who had never seen anything different, it probably looked natural, but Nava had seen the real thing. Shinden had the appearance of a landscaped planet. A famous gardener seemed to have been brought in to design the place to best effect. It was once said that no corner of Earth was unaffected by the hand of man, but Shinden was a world humans had basically built from the ground up, and you could tell.
Eventually, the suburbs of Alliance City appeared on either side of the tracks. Not right beside the tracks; since the entire city had been designed along with its transport infrastructure, a corridor had been left for each incoming train track to avoid sound pollution for the residents. Still, you could see the buildings a few hundred metres away through trees which had been planted to add extra sound baffling, and it would soon be time to disembark. It was just after ten a.m. and Nava had a couple of hours before she was due to meet Rhianna. Time enough to do a little shopping. She had a party to attend on Saturday night and, like it or not, she was going to need a new dress to wear to it.
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery.
‘First order of business,’ Mitsuko said, ‘is to welcome Francis Goretti Orlando as the new chairman of the Extracurricular Activities Committee.’
‘Welcome, Francis,’ Darius said.
‘You’ve big boots to fill,’ Courtney said, ‘but we all have confidence in your ability to do so.’
Melissa and Marie mumbled something positive sounding. Melissa had not had much contact with Francis before and he was a handsome young man. Big in the MagiTag Club, he was fit and moderately muscled, lithe rather than bulky. His hair was a golden blonde and styled to stick out at various angles and hang in slightly random bangs as well as sharply down over his cheeks. His blue eyes were a little small, but he had a sensuous mouth and strong jawline. Not the most handsome man in the world, but enough to trigger Melissa’s latent shyness. As for Marie: she just had not been the same since the Dana incident.
‘Thank you,’ Francis said. ‘I can’t possibly fill Naomi’s boots. He’s two or three sizes bigger than me. I’ll try to give my best, however.’
‘That’s all we can ask,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I believe Naomi is staying available for aid for a while. Melissa is here to keep you in line. If you need to know what the council needs of you at any time, just ask Mel.’
‘Okay. Hey, Melissa, aren’t you in Nava Ward’s fireteam for combat lessons? I’ve heard really good things about you three.’
‘Uh, yes,’ Melissa said. ‘W-well we’ve been friends since the f-first day of term this year.’
‘Right. I only met her when she shot me. Uh, that was in MagiTag.’
‘Of course it was,’ Mitsuko said, grinning. ‘If Nava had shot you under any other circumstance, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.’
Alliance City.
It was not just Rhianna that was waiting for Nava in the Clan Council’s administrative building. Zackery Trenton was there too, which came as something of a surprise. Nava had thought that she only needed one sponsor from the family she was joining, but here was the de facto head of the clan sitting patiently in the building’s lobby. If she had known he was going to be there, she would have cut her shopping trip short.
‘I’d imagine you’re wondering why I’m here,’ Zackery said once the greetings were done with.
‘The question had crossed my mind,’ Nava said.
‘Essentially, since you’re dating my daughter, and I’d imagine Mitsuko wants to make your relationship public as soon as possible, we wanted it quite clear that the Trenton family approve of your entry into our clan.’
‘So… politics?’
Zackery’s smile was broad and sort of proud. ‘You have a great future in clan society.’
‘And we all have a great future working our way through the administrative process,’ Rhianna said. ‘Let’s get started, or we’ll still be at it when the sun sets.’
~~~
How had the human race survived for this long? It was a good question, as far as Nava could see, because they should have all died of boredom by now. Or just getting water should have been tied up in so much red tape that people died of thirst while filling in forms.
Nava’s reading of Rhianna’s body language suggested that the spy – or whatever it was Rhianna really did – was finding the bureaucracy tiring too. She was better at dealing with it, certainly, but what she really wanted to do was run through the building with an automatic weapon. Nava had reached that stage an hour ago. This was what it was like when you had two of the most powerful families on the planet sponsoring you through the adoption process! What was it like when you were some low-ranking family like the Connelly Avorns? Maybe it would have been easier to join them, given that fewer people cared.
Luckily, Nava and Rhianna had Zackery there to ease things along. As far as Nava could tell, Zackery was finding it all a breeze. He wore what appeared to be a genuine smile when he spoke to the various officials handling the process. He spoke with a calm voice, always the consummate professional in the face of petty officials intent on ensuring that every procedure was carried out precisely according to the book. Nava could not see any stress, but she was fairly sure that Zackery wanted to murder every last one of them with his bare hands.
Right now, the trio were waiting in a small room with a table and six chairs. Nava had been told that the ordeal was almost over, but then they had been taken to this room, which looked like any small meeting room on any world anywhere, and told it would be ‘just a few minutes.’ By Nava’s estimate, that had been twenty minutes ago. At least they had coffee. Good coffee. Dark thoughts about the proportion of the administrative budget spent on coffee purchases were passing through Nava’s mind.
Then the door opened and a woman walked in, tailed by a harried-looking man. Nava recognised the woman almost immediately. She was a little taller than Nava, but not by more than a centimetre, slim, attractive, and almost certainly of nearly pure Japanese ancestry. Rather like Yuzuki Trenton, this woman appeared to be a china doll brought to life. An extravagant amount of jet-black hair was wound into a tight, business-like bun at the back of her head. Her eyes were very dark brown. She appeared on the news channels not infrequently, always calm, precise, and carrying an obvious air of authority about her. This was Misaki Himura Sonkei, the current General Secretary of the Clan Council, the person who sat at the very top of the Alliance’s administration.
‘Zackery,’ Misaki said as soon as she saw the man.
Zackery was getting to his feet, which he would have done no matter who had come in, but the look on his face suggested that he was a little surprised to see his clanswoman here. ‘Misaki. It’s a pleasure to see you, of course, but you didn’t need to bother yourself with–’
Misaki waved a hand to cut off the speech and then, to Nava’s surprise, stepped forward to give the huge clan leader a hug. ‘First of all, I haven’t seen you in an age.’
‘Three weeks, Misaki.’
‘Too long. Second, when I heard that you were personally ushering someone through the adoption process for the Greylings, I had to come see who was receiving such an honour.’ Her gaze turned toward Nava. Nava felt a lot like she was being placed into an electron microscope chamber.
Bowing from the hips as low as she could manage, Nava said, ‘It’s a great honour to meet you, General Secretary. My name is, currently, Nava Ward.’
‘There’s no need to bow so deeply, Nava Ward,’ Misaki said. ‘We’re going to be members of the same clan soon.’
Nava straightened her back. ‘But right now, we are not, and your position would warrant considerable deference anyway, General Secretary.’
‘And so we move on to point three,’ Misaki said, which seemed like a change of subject. ‘Have you any idea how few times in a given year I actually get to do something nice? That’s why I made time to come down here and conduct the final ceremony myself. I’m sorry to keep you waiting. Budget meetings always overrun.’
‘You’re going to do this personally?’ Rhianna asked. She failed to keep the surprise out of her voice.
‘Well, I know a little of the background story here. I know why Zackery is here. Why not have a Himura adding to the signatory list. Plus, as I said, I can say I did something pleasant today, which is an accomplishment in my job.’
‘Far be it from me to deny you that.’
‘Then let’s get started.’ Misaki held out a hand. The young man, who looked like he spent the entire day running around after the General Secretary trying to keep her in check, handed her a sheet of paper. She read over it quickly and nodded. ‘All in order. Now… Nava Ward, do you promise to uphold the ideals of the Sonkei clan with all of your heart?’
This was the formal part. Nava had rehearsed it in her head a number of times, but it had always been with a generic, faceless official. Still, it was all the same words. ‘I do so promise.’
‘Do you hold the honour of the Greyling family as your own?’
‘I do.’ That was probably not entirely true, but she could say it without feeling guilty. It was an honour to be adopted by such a powerful family and Nava could repay that honour in kind.
‘Do you accept, without reservation, the name of Greyling Sonkei?’
‘Without reservation, I do.’
‘Then I, Misaki Himura Sonkei, declare that you are now Nava Greyling Sonkei. May you be a credit to your family and clan.’ Pause. ‘And that’s that. All that red tape and the actual ceremony takes two minutes. Terrible, isn’t it?’
‘You still have to do the signing, General Secretary,’ the aide said.
Misaki waved the comment away. ‘More boring red tape. We’ll wrap that up in a minute. The last reason I wanted to be here is that I know what happened at the symposium this summer. I had to meet the young woman responsible for defeating a small army, and a tank, singlehanded.’
‘It was a very small army, General Secretary,’ Nava replied.
‘You can call me Misaki when we’re not in public, Nava. We’re in the same clan. And Misaki is a lot shorter. You saved us from a really massive headache that day, Nava, and no one is ever going to know what you did.’
Nava gave a small shrug. ‘The people who matter know, Misaki. I don’t care about fame. My friends were in danger, so I did what I was made to do.’
Misaki shook her head. ‘No. If you’d been doing what you were made to do, you’d have been on the other side. If fame is not something you crave, I think you’ve joined just the right family. No one ever finds out about most of the things the Greylings do.’
Rhianna frowned, but it was pretty clear it was for show. ‘Only most? I think we’re doing something wrong.’
Shinden School of Sorcery.
‘And back in time for tea,’ Melissa said. She was walking alongside Nava and Mitsuko, heading for a restaurant on the Estate. Generally, students did not go to the semi-suburban area of the campus where the faculty with families lived, but there were reasons to. Chief among those reasons was that the Estate boasted the only actual restaurant on campus. There were plenty of places to eat, sure, but they were mostly designed to feed students in bulk.
‘It’s not that far by train,’ Nava said. ‘An hour there, an hour back. A lot of tedium in the middle.’
‘Yes, but you had the General Secretary signing your adoption document. That’s like…’
‘Overdoing it a little,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Though it was nice of Misaki to make time for it. I’d imagine she was telling the truth. It can’t be often that she gets to do something which can simply be classified as a pleasant duty.’
‘I suppose not,’ Melissa agreed. ‘It’s still a big honour, right? Most people don’t have the General Secretary officiating at something like that.’
‘No. No they don’t.’ Mitsuko frowned. ‘And mostly it was so that no one would complain when they found out about me and Nava.’
‘I suppose that’s not so good, but… Still a big honour.’
Le Jardin Magique sounded like a French restaurant, looked like a Japanese teahouse, at least from the outside, and served food from all over the Clan Worlds. It also had a snooty-looking maître d’ tall enough to look down his nose at Nava and Melissa. He would have had to lean back a lot to do that to Mitsuko. His attitude changed when she said she had a reservation under the name Mitsuko Trenton Sonkei. The transformation was, in fact, almost magical, and he led them to a table toward the middle of the large space which took up much of the building’s interior. The VIP guest was being put on display, which did not especially please either Mitsuko or Nava and had Melissa blushing. However, they persevered.
Menus were handed out. The restaurant did cater to all the guests they might get, so there was a drinks menu which consisted entirely of non-alcoholic beverages so that young adults could select something without the temptation. The maître d’ introduced them to Miles, their waiter, and then they were left to select something to eat.
‘Don’t look at the prices,’ Mitsuko said.
‘There aren’t any on the menu,’ Nava pointed out.
‘Good point. I’m paying, so don’t worry about the prices.’
‘I wasn’t, but Mel probably would.’
‘I probably would,’ Melissa agreed. ‘Then again… I can’t believe it, but they have a recipe for beef stew from Avorna. This may be boring, but taste of home here I come. And it’s probably not expensive, so I won’t worry over burdening you, Suki.’
‘I suspect they’ll have figured out a way to make it cost more than you’d expect,’ Mitsuko replied, ‘but it’s not an issue anyway. One meal at a restaurant is not going to cause excessive damage to my allowance. Besides, we get free food tomorrow night.’
‘Mm. I’m still going to be nervous. I don’t know what to wear. I’m not sure I have anything really suitable for a high-society party.’
‘You do,’ Nava said. ‘I went shopping while I was in Alliance City and I saw something which was just perfect for you. So I bought it.’
Melissa gasped. ‘You shouldn’t have! Nava that’s–’
‘Appropriate for a young lady of Nava’s new standing,’ Mitsuko said. ‘So long as she doesn’t make a habit of it, giving gifts to those she believes deserve them, or to those she wishes to impress, is appropriate.’
‘And you helped me a lot when I first came here, Mel,’ Nava said. ‘You were my first friend. Fawn Tyrell is sort of a friend, but she’s also my liaison officer. You were my first actual friend. Ever. I think I’m allowed to buy you a dress. And some boots. You have to have the boots to make the dress look good. I think I’m allowed to buy you a dress and some boots.’
‘Okay,’ Melissa said. ‘Well, I think I’ve protested enough, so I’ll accept your gracious gift. Can I see it later?’
‘I had it and my outfit sent to the mansion. They’ll be waiting for us when we get there.’
‘Okay. That’s very practical.’
Mitsuko glanced at Nava. She had the distinct feeling that her taciturn lover was up to something, but Melissa was buying it so far. Best not to rock the boat. ‘I believe I’ll have a steak. And we’ll get a bottle of one of their better grape juices. We can at least pretend we’re toasting Nava’s promotion.’
‘I think I’ll have steak too,’ Nava said. ‘With a peppercorn sauce. Never had that. Sounds interesting.’
‘Hopefully this place lives up to its reputation and you enjoy it.’ Mitsuko turned slightly, intent on summoning their waiter. He appeared at their table as though dropped in through the ceiling. Sometimes, being a Trenton could be worth it.
The Trenton Mansion, 235/10/3.
‘There is no way I can wear this,’ Melissa said. She was wearing it and her assessment was based on her image in the mirror in Mitsuko’s dressing room. ‘There is no way this is suitable attire for a party like this.’
‘You’re not married, so it’s fine,’ Nava replied. ‘Avorna is a little more staid, I assume.’
‘Yes, it is. Not that I’ve ever been to a high-society party back home, but I’m fairly sure the dresses they wear have fabric in them.’ The dress in question was really more of a ladder. Hoops of black fabric were suspended around Melissa’s body by a pair of vertical elements which, when combined with the hoops, formed a sort of tank dress framework. The only solid area was a panel sitting over Melissa’s breasts, obscuring the important bits. There were black panties beneath it and the thigh-high stiletto boots Nava had mentioned, but a case could be made that Melissa was practically naked.
‘Well, here on Shinden, the rule is that if you’ve got it, you flaunt it.’
‘What is it you think I’ve got?’
‘A great body and fantastic boobs,’ Nava replied as though these were basic facts and Melissa should just accept them. ‘It’s not like I’m asking you to wear something I wouldn’t. You have seen what I’m wearing, right?’ Nava was wearing a sleeveless, black plastic body-con dress with a pointless cleavage window in it. Pointless, because the only parts of the dress which were opaque were the seams. She was wearing a lace thong and pasties under it, but the effect was ‘shrink-wrapped naked woman.’ Her new boots were a little shorter than Melissa’s. They were also open-toed with a laced-up vent up the front of each boot. To complete the outfit, Nava was wearing a black band around her throat, closed at the front with a small, silver padlock.
‘I’m getting a strange feeling of déjà vu,’ Mitsuko said as she emerged from the wardrobe at the back of the room. Comparatively, she was wearing more. Or at least, what she was wearing concealed more. It might have been described as a summer dress if it had been in a brighter colour; it had a floaty skirt to mid-thigh and thin shoulder straps. Maybe the deep plunge at the front was a little extreme. Maybe not. However, the garment was black. Opaque to the waist, it became almost transparent by the time it got to the straps. Pasties adorned the peaks of Mitsuko’s high, pointy breasts. She was in ridiculously high, heeled pumps. ‘You look gorgeous, Mel. I’d love to wear something like that, but I don’t have the body for it.’
‘Your body is just about flawless,’ Melissa said with a note of envy.
‘Untrue, though I’ll accept that the flaws are few without embarrassment. However, that dress works best with a certain kind of figure.’
‘One with breasts that can overflow the container,’ Nava said.
‘Precisely. I also think the hoop design would look silly on a taller woman, but the side boob is the big selling point. You, Mel, were just about made for that dress. We should take pictures and sell them to the designer. We could make a fortune.’
Melissa, now blushing profusely, waved the comment away. ‘Oh, don’t. I’m nothing special.’
‘Déjà vu,’ Mitsuko said, heading for the makeup table. ‘I definitely feel like I’ve done this whole conversation before.’
‘I can’t imagine what you mean,’ Nava said.
~~~
‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ Zackery’s voice called out across the room and the conversation faded. It was a big room. Nava called it the ballroom, though no one had officially given it that name in her presence. Zackery was up on the stage. Behind him, a small orchestra was preparing to play for the guests to dance to. ‘Fellow members of the Sonkei clan and friends,’ Zackery went on. His gaze passed over Melissa, who blushed. She was, apparently, the only person in the room who was not a Sonkei, so Zackery should have just said ‘friend.’
Returning his eyes to the gathered Sonkeis, Zackery started on his main speech. ‘We are here for something of a rare event. Our clan has adopted a new member and that is cause for celebration in itself. Now, our new clanswoman is a Greyling and we don’t often hold events like this for Greylings.’ He smiled. ‘They like to keep their secrets, do the Greylings.’ Appropriate laughter. ‘In this case, however, Yuzuki and I have a particular desire to welcome this Greyling into our clan. So, here we are, and none of you can complain since you’re getting free food and booze.’
Standing just behind and to the right of Zackery, Nava wondered just what he planned to say. She was there with Mitsuko, Yuzuki, and Rhianna, waiting to be formally introduced to a bunch of people she barely knew. She supposed it was not that much different to the first day at SAS2, though there were a lot more people here. Not the whole clan. Not even close to the whole clan. There were representatives of most of the families, but the clan was somewhere around three point seven billion people and even the mansion was not big enough for that.
‘I first heard of Nava Ward,’ Zackery continued, ‘when my second daughter, Mitsuko, announced that she had acquired a bodyguard due to some problems at school. I was a little dubious that a first year studying support magic was a suitable escort, but Nava saved Mitsuko’s life. More than once. It’s probably my fault that the Greylings grabbed her since I asked them to look into her background, but even if they hadn’t, Yuzuki and I decided that we would have to hire Nava so that no other clan got her. She is going to be a great asset for the clan in the future. She has already proven herself such, even before becoming one of us. It did not surprise me even slightly that the Greylings wanted to adopt her.’
He paused, eyes scanning the room briefly. ‘Finally, before I introduce her properly, there’s one other thing I need the clan to hear from us, rather than some gossip channel. This has nothing to do with why she’s been adopted, but it is one reason for holding this party and for me to make a showing of approval. Mitsuko and Nava are dating. Mitsuko has wanted to tell the world for months now and Nava has been holding her back to preserve my daughter’s reputation. Well, now there’s no need. And now, when it does turn up on the gossip feeds, all of you can say “oh, yes, so what” to whoever is talking about it. Now, without further ado, I present to her new clan, Nava Greyling Sonkei.’
Nava stepped forward to stand beside Zackery, aware that Rhianna had also moved up as Nava’s sponsor. Concentrating, Nava shifted her expression into a smile. It was not much of a smile, but the corners of her mouth lifted because it was appropriate for someone in her position to smile at a time like this.
‘Speech!’ someone called out. This was followed by a number of repeats from various places around the room. One of those places was behind Nava and it was Mitsuko’s voice. Nava vowed to make Mitsuko’s punishment swift and terrible, but not just now. She moved over to the microphone Zackery was using, lowering it quite a lot before starting to speak.
‘Hello,’ Nava said. ‘I’m Nava, as you just heard. Let me get the stiff and formal stuff out of the way first. I am very grateful to the Greyling family for adopting me and to the Trenton family who accepted me as their daughter’s escort and partner without reservation. I promise to uphold the honour of the Sonkei clan, and I hope I’ll live up to Zackery Trenton’s glowing introduction of me.’
There was some clapping and cheering, but the audience were obviously waiting for the less formal stuff, whatever that might be. Nava got on with it. ‘Okay, so a few pointers on dealing with me, because I’m sure Mitsuko would tell you that I can be difficult to handle.’
‘It’s true!’ Mitsuko called out. There was laughter.
‘I did not grow up within the culture of the Clan Worlds. I get things wrong once in a while. I have attitudes to some things which you will probably disagree with. I have a personal dislike of duelling, for example. That doesn’t mean that I won’t win a duel if I really have to, but I don’t like them.’ There was a slight rumble of laughter then, presumably from those who had caught the ‘win a duel’ part. ‘I am very difficult to read. I don’t express my feelings and I speak in this same, flat tone most of the time. No one can tell when I’m being sarcastic.’
‘That’s a true Greyling speaking,’ someone called from the back. Nava suspected it might be the same one who had started the calls for a speech. It seemed inappropriate to murder any new relatives at her welcoming party.
‘If I threaten violence and it seems like a joke, just assume it is. Strangely, people can usually tell when I’m really being serious.’ Nava paused briefly, as though considering her words. ‘I’ve gone from nothing to being part of the most prestigious clan in the Alliance. To be part of one of the highest-ranking families in the Alliance. To be honest, it’s something of a shock and the full ramifications of this haven’t really hit me yet. When I came to Shinden, all I wanted was a normal life. I wanted to go to school and learn. Events have conspired to make my normal life more interesting than I’d have liked, but I’ve made some good friends and now I have a family. And now I’d like to get on with celebrating that last part. I don’t think I should keep you from the free booze any longer.’
There were cheers. Fairly loud cheers. Nava was unsure whether they were for her or the booze. Really, it did not matter.
~~~
‘Have you noticed the weather?’ Melissa asked. The trio had stepped outside for some fresh air. One of the various patios around the mansion had been opened up and there were space heaters across the area to keep the guests warm. ‘It’s actually cool here.’
‘Welcome to the clan,’ someone called out as they walked past.
‘Thank you,’ Nava replied. She had no idea who the man was. There had been a lot of people like him tonight. Mitsuko mentioned names when she thought it was important but was not that often. Nava turned back to Melissa as the man wandered off. ‘Yes, it’s definitely cooler here. It was just as hot in Alliance City.’
‘We’re a fair way north,’ Mitsuko said. ‘The heaters are keeping the cold off though. It’s actually quite nice out here.’
‘Nice enough for some people to be swimming,’ Nava said.
‘In the n-nude,’ Melissa added.
‘Well, they probably didn’t bring a costume,’ Mitsuko said.
‘You’re just justifying the fact that some people stripped off and went swimming in your pool.’
‘It’s kind of expected.’
‘A little early, I’d say,’ Nava said. ‘It’s normally closer to midnight before this happens.’
‘This usually happens?’ Melissa asked. ‘I didn’t see any of it at the other party.’
‘You probably didn’t go near the pool or the sento.’
Melissa frowned. ‘You know, I think you’re right. We weren’t near those later in the evening.’
‘Probably for the best. You know, there are two young men following you around.’
‘Th-there are? Are you sure they’re not following you or Mitsuko around?’
‘No,’ Nava said. ‘I’ve been watching them, and they’re definitely more interested in what you’re doing. They’re hiding behind a planter about ten metres back.’
Mitsuko glanced casually that way before Melissa could. ‘Ah, those are the twins. Al and Phil Paris. Well, Alain and Phillippe. They’ll be seventeen next month which will probably be a great relief.’
‘A… relief?’ Melissa asked.
‘Uh-huh. They have something of a breast fixation. It’s relatively rare that they see a girl they really like their age.’
Melissa said, ‘Eep!’
‘I never knew people actually said “eep,”’ Nava said. ‘I knew that dress was a good idea.’
‘Sure was,’ Mitsuko said.
Melissa shook her head and started heading for a door. ‘Well, I’m not so sure…’
~~~
‘We need to get you over to Castle Grey at some point,’ Rhianna said.
‘Castle Grey?’ Nava asked. ‘You have a castle?’
‘That’s we have a castle. Also, no, we don’t really have a castle.’
‘It’s a nickname,’ Nobuyuki said, ‘for our main training camp.’
‘A secret place the location of which is known only to the Greyling family,’ Mitsuko said in as mysterious and spooky a voice as she could muster. ‘Rumoured to be high in the mountains, or in caves buried deep beneath a volcano.’
Nava raised an eyebrow. ‘Shinden has no active volcanoes and only limited tectonic activity. Most of its mountain ranges are fairly worn down.’
‘I did say they were rumours.’
‘And the location is actually fairly well known,’ Rhianna added. ‘We do keep everyone else out of it, but it’s on the maps.’
‘You’re demystifying the Greylings,’ Mitsuko complained.
‘We’re not that mysterious.’ Mitsuko gave Rhianna a look. ‘Really, we’re not. Not… very. Stop looking at me like that.’
‘We have our secrets, just like every other family,’ Nobuyuki said. ‘One of the reasons for you to visit Castle Grey, Nava, is so we can reveal some of them to you. It’s mostly operational stuff. A couple of days during your autumn break should do it. Initially.’
Nava nodded. ‘I expected there to be some training. Let me know when and I’ll be ready.’
‘It will be interesting to get you in a dojo and see what you can do.’
‘I’m not going to be up to your standard, but I’ll do my best.’
‘How,’ Nobuyuki asked, ‘do you know what my standard is?’
Melissa answered, which was something of a surprise. ‘W-well, just l-look at you! I bet you can crack nuts between your th-thighs. You’re l-like one of th-those super-ninjas from the vids brought to life.’
‘She has a point,’ Rhianna said. She grinned at Melissa. ‘He doesn’t run with his arms stuck out behind him and I’ve never once heard him shout out his attack techniques before he uses them.’
‘I never thought that was realistic,’ Melissa replied. ‘Uh, I only saw those vids because my b-brothers used to watch them.’
‘Sure. We believe you. Don’t worry, we’re Greylings. We’re very good at keeping secrets.’
235/10/4.
Dancing with Mitsuko in public was a novel experience. Nava was a little embarrassed at first – not that it showed – but that faded quickly. Everyone around them knew that they were a couple. No one had appeared to consider that a problem. No one was laughing behind their hands at the height difference. The top of Nava’s head just about came up to Mitsuko’s nose. It was not as though there were no other couples in the ballroom with similar differences in height, but they were usually a man and a woman. Maybe it did not look as stupid as Nava had thought it would.
‘You’re quiet,’ Mitsuko said, quietly.
‘I’m enjoying being able to openly acknowledge that we are together,’ Nava replied. ‘I never wanted to hide our relationship because I didn’t like it. I may have even misjudged how silly we look like this.’
‘A truly amazing admission. We’re still going to get some people who don’t like us being together.’
‘I know. Some will see me as a gold-digger. Some will think I only got the adoption because I was with you. Some will still believe I’m beneath you.’
‘And the latter will probably think the worst of me for that rather than you. I don’t care.’
‘They could use it as a hook to get us into duels.’
‘To get me to duel them,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘At least within the school, no one is going to challenge you. They haven’t seen me in an arena.’
‘I never asked. Have you ever been in a duel?’
‘Not one. No one has ever had the nerve. That doesn’t mean I’d lose if I had to take part in one. I have practised.’
‘I’m glad to hear it.’
The music transitioned into something else and, despite the fact that they were enjoying themselves, Mitsuko led the way off the dance floor; they had set themselves a limit and they had not seen Melissa in a while.
‘Perhaps she strayed too near the pool,’ Mitsuko suggested.
‘I can’t see Mel frolicking among the orgy crowd,’ Nava replied. ‘There she is.’ They had moved out onto a corridor and, sure enough, Melissa was heading their way. She had an odd sort of expression on her face: smugness combined with bemusement. Maybe she had been frolicking. Her hair looked damp too…
‘Sorry,’ Mitsuko said as they closed the distance, ‘we left you on your own for a little while longer than expected.’
‘It’s fine,’ Melissa replied. ‘I found Glory and had a short chat.’
‘That doesn’t explain why your hair is damp,’ Nava said.
‘Uh, well, I ran into the twins.’
‘Oh really?’ Mitsuko said. ‘They plucked up the courage to talk to you?’
‘Yes. They, uh, suggested we might like to go to the sauna together.’
‘Oh did they?’
‘Yes, but I was way too nervous to do that. S-so, I gritted my teeth, metaphorically, and said I couldn’t but I had a room…’
Mitsuko’s eyes widened. ‘With both of them? Melissa Connelly, you naughty girl!’
Melissa’s cheeks were glowing, of course, but she was grinning so hard it looked like her face might split in half. ‘I know! I couldn’t believe it myself.’
Mitsuko’s face straightened. ‘They didn’t ask you to do anything–’
‘Nothing I didn’t enjoy. Honest. It’s not an experience I plan on repeating often, but I haven’t come so hard… since last night, actually, but that’s not the point. I mean, I’m single and they’re both hot. I may not get a chance like that again.’
‘Part of your shyness training?’ Nava asked.
‘I think,’ Mitsuko said, ‘that if our Mel can steel herself to do something like that, she can no longer call herself shy.’
‘It’s a good point. Things are going to be wrapping up soon. What do we do for fifteen minutes or so?’
‘Mingle. And then we take Mel back to our room to remind her that women are best.’
‘Eep!’ said Melissa.
‘I still don’t believe people actually say “eep,”’ Nava said.
~~~
‘You’re walking a bit funny,’ Nava said. They were heading for breakfast with the family. Mitsuko’s family, anyway. Melissa was, indeed, walking a bit funny.
‘Mm,’ Melissa said. ‘At least my jaw is working again.’
‘You want me to cast Active Recovery on you? That’ll even regenerate lost limbs.’
‘Somehow, that feels like it would be abusing your sorcerous powers.’ Pause. ‘I’ll keep it in reserve.’
‘Good morning, Onee-chan. Good morning, Nava and Mel.’ Michiko almost seemed to have been waiting for them to arrive. ‘You missed my birthday, you know?’ Maybe she had been waiting for them to arrive.
‘I know, Michiko,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I did say I was sorry.’
‘Friday, right?’ Nava asked. ‘I’m afraid I was becoming one of your clanswomen that day. Your sister had to work.’
Michiko pouted, just a little. She was terminally cute, a miniaturised version of her older sister at a little over one hundred and thirty centimetres. Whether her face would thin as much as her sister’s as she aged or retain some of her current youthful roundness was unclear, but both of the younger daughters were taking after their mother, so Michiko was likely to be dangerously attractive in the future. Now, her pout could reduce grown men to tears.
But not Nava. ‘When you get older, you’ll realise that you can’t always have what you want. Even when you pout.’
‘I already know that,’ Michiko replied. ‘But this is the first year Onee-chan was not with me for my birthday, so I noticed it more.’
‘Well, I’m here now,’ Mitsuko said, ‘and we don’t have to fly back until after lunch. Mel is missing her Flight Club to stay a little longer.’
Michiko made an O shape with her mouth and her eyes widened. ‘Thank you, Mel.’
‘It’s my pleasure,’ Melissa replied, smiling. ‘And good morning to you, Zackery and Yuzuki.’
‘Good morning to all of you,’ Zackery said.
‘I hope you enjoyed yourself last night, Melissa,’ Yuzuki said. ‘I know those two did.’
‘Yes,’ Melissa replied. ‘I had a good time.’
‘We were… sorry to see that Rochester wasn’t with you.’
‘Mm. Well, we broke up and it hurt. But we seem to still be more or less friends and, um, I don’t think he’d have had as much fun as I did at the party. So, that’s a good thing.’
‘I’m quite sure he wouldn’t,’ Mitsuko said, smirking as she took a seat at the table.
‘For sure,’ Nava added.
Melissa just blushed.
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‘That’s all I have to talk about this morning,’ Luca Newton said, ‘but one of your fellow students has an announcement to make.’ She nodded down the classroom to Nava, apparently unwilling to use a name and give the game away.
Nava got to her feet. She had decided that, now that her new clan all knew she had joined them, getting it over with to class 12C was the next step. So, she had messaged Luca on returning to the school saying that she wished to announce her name change in homeroom. The reply had contained a note of congratulation and confirmation that Nava would be called to make the announcement. Now she just had to say what she intended to.
‘As you probably all know, I was out of classes on Friday. Some of you may even know why. Since you are my classmates, I feel it appropriate that you should be the first of the student body to hear this. I spent Friday going through the laborious process of being adopted into a clan.’ There were a few gasps around the room. None of them sounded hostile, which was a good enough start. ‘My name is now Nava Greyling Sonkei…’
The noise which caused Nava to stop speaking actually began when she was about halfway through ‘Greyling.’ That was apparently enough for several members of the class to work out the rest. The volume grew noticeably once she had finished her family name; there were few families named Greyling in the Clan Worlds, so the clan name was basically a given.
Nava looked around the room and took stock. Melissa had turned in her seat and was not saying anything, but she was smiling a lot. Rochester looked surprised and pleased. Actually, that was representative of a lot of the reactions Nava saw. There was some envy, but it seemed like it was good-natured envy. She was the only Ward in the class and none of this group were going to deny her such a meteoric rise in position, even if they were jealous. She had expected few really negative reactions from her classmates, and there seemed to be none of that, but that did not mean she would not get them from others.
‘I’m Nava Greyling Sonkei now,’ Nava said when the noise had died away, more or less, ‘but I’m still the same person I was. Most of you probably know me well enough by now that you’ll realise that my suddenly elevated social status is not of any real importance to me. There’s no need to treat me differently. I have a family and a clan and that is important. I’ll be able to afford to buy some new clothes now which is nice. But I’m still me. I’ll still kick your butts in tactics classes, just the same as I always have.’
There was the expected laughter. Nava sat back down. Luca took over her class again. ‘I’ve been asked to offer the faculty’s congratulations on your adoption, Nava Greyling,’ Luca said. ‘There was a note in this morning’s staff bulletin about the change. Everyone should know, even if doesn’t sink in for a while.’
Nava nodded. ‘I will be answering to “Nava Ward” for an appropriate adaptation period. I think that you are the first person to call me Nava Greyling in a normal conversation and I admit to not being used to it myself.’
‘I’d imagine it will take some getting used to, but you’re adaptable. I’m sure you’ll be used to it before all the teaching staff are.’
~~~
‘I’d like to offer my congratulations, of course,’ Rochester said. It was the first time he had joined Nava, Melissa, and Mitsuko for lunch for a while. He had been encouraged by the fact that he had not been told to get lost, and possibly emboldened by the fact that Courtney and Kyle had appeared to join the table.
‘And we’d like to do the same,’ Courtney added.
‘Yeah,’ Kyle said. ‘Congratulations. I won’t say it’s unsurprising that the Greylings would want you in their family, but it’s still quite an achievement.’
‘Thank you,’ Nava said. ‘All of you. This really doesn’t change anything aside from being able to acknowledge my relationship with Suki openly. And my monthly income has risen. I’m not moving out of my current apartment yet. It’s not like I sleep there often anyway.’
‘But it does change something,’ Courtney said, ‘which, I admit, is my ulterior motive for coming over to congratulate you.’
‘Duels?’
‘Yes. Duels. You do have your clan’s honour to think of now. You could get drawn into duels, even if you don’t want to be. How are you going to handle that?’
‘I’ve given it some thought, and I’ve concluded that I lucked out with the family which adopted me. The Greylings are one of the most prestigious families in one of the most prestigious clans in the Alliance. People don’t go around insulting them to their faces.’
‘Partially because the Greylings have a reputation for winning duels,’ Kyle said.
‘And I might have to fight a few to fix my own reputation in that respect. If someone questions my family’s or my clan’s honour in front of me, then I’ll be required to do something about it. You’ll recall that I’m quite capable of fighting a blood duel without killing my opponent, so long as they don’t try to kill me.’
‘But what about personal duels?’ Rochester asked.
‘Again, my new status is of assistance. I can avoid a lot of matters with a show of disdain and a statement that whoever it is is beneath my contempt.’
‘I’d imagine you’re pretty good at showing disdain,’ Courtney said.
‘Exceptional at it,’ Nava agreed. ‘For the rest… I’m not sure it’s going to be a problem. People with high status have more to lose. I might have to humble a few of them to make the point, but they’ll eventually decide not to risk it.’
‘What if they beat you?’ Rochester asked.
‘Then that would be a shame. If someone can beat me in a duel, it’s a shame that I have to find out under those circumstances because that’s certainly someone I’d like to know better.’
~~~
‘Nava Greyling, could I have a quick word before you leave?’
Nava looked down the classroom at Hoshi Horne, giving her a nod before finishing packing her bag. Their metaphysics teacher had been unusually nervous through the class for no reason Nava could imagine. Hoshi had been nervous when term had started, but she had relaxed fairly quickly and turned out to be quite adequate at teaching her subject, at least at first-year levels. Today, she had seemed a little rattled. And Rochester had been with them for lunch… Had they broken up even before they had really got together?
‘Miss Hoshi Horne?’ Nava asked after approaching the teacher. She was aware that both Melissa and Rochester were watching them. Rochester looked nervous too.
‘Uh, yes. Well, this isn’t school business and, considering the circumstances, you can call me Hoshi when we’re not, um, conducting school business.’
‘Thank you, Hoshi. Obviously, I’d be happy for you to call me Nava.’
‘Right. Thank you. I wanted to congratulate you and offer my welcome to the clan.’
‘Again, thank you.’
‘Mm.’ There was a pause long enough that Nava considered asking if that was all. ‘I also wanted to check that there’s no ill will over what happened with Rochester and Melissa.’ The words came out in a whispered rush and Hoshi’s pretty face screwed up into a less-than-pretty grimace.
So, that was it. They were worried that, now that Nava outranked them both, she would use her new position to get at them for Melissa’s benefit. Nava was a little annoyed: she would have thought at least Rochester knew her better. ‘I don’t even think Melissa has much against you at this point, Hoshi,’ Nava said. ‘I’m not the kind of person who would use their status to hound another anyway.’
‘Chess said you wouldn’t…’
So, Rochester had known better, but Hoshi did not know Nava as he did. That was acceptable. ‘If I had a problem with you, Hoshi, you’d know about it. You’d have known about it long before now and you’d still be wearing the scars.’ Hoshi let out a little squeak, her eyes widening into saucers. ‘That was, mostly, a joke. The part about the scars anyway. Frankly, if a young adult male is willing to give up sex with Melissa for you, I’d suggest you may be someone worth getting to know. I’ll speak to Mel and see what she thinks. The two of us are both Sonkeis now. It’s not required that we like each other, but it would be preferable.’
‘For two reasons,’ Hoshi said. She appeared to have got over her shock at Nava’s joke, but something else had come to mind.
‘Two?’
‘You know there’s that survival field trip scheduled for before the autumn break?’ Nava nodded. It was a one-week trip into the wilderness – or what passed for wilderness on Shinden – which the whole first year was involved in over the course of three weeks. Nava, Melissa, and Rochester had been put into a group going out on the last of the three trips. ‘Well, I just got told that I’ll be supervising the group you’re in. I guess we’ll have a week of forced getting to know each other.’
‘Pardon me for asking, but how does a metaphysics teacher end up leading a survival course?’
‘Well, it’s a hobby, but I am qualified to lead a group and, since I’m also your teacher, they decided to use me as an extra resource.’ Hoshi was apparently reassured of Nava’s nature enough to relax some because a smirk settled onto her face. ‘Chess is really not looking forward to it, even since he found out he’d be going with me.’
‘Well, yeah,’ Nava said. She turned her head to look across at Rochester as Hoshi did the same. ‘Can you really imagine Chess in a survival situation?’
‘I can. It’s not pretty.’
Across the room, Rochester looked like he wanted to dig a hole and hide in it.
235/10/6.
‘You’re in the gossip feeds,’ Melissa said at breakfast.
‘I’m aware,’ Nava replied. ‘I haven’t actually looked at any of the posts, but I’m aware that there are some posts about me.’
‘No pictures and no real information. It’s just a few reporters noting the new name on the clan rolls. A couple linked you to the school. One noted that you were at the symposium in the summer.’
‘None of them have connected you with me,’ Mitsuko added. ‘That’s only a matter of time, I’d imagine.’
Melissa nodded. ‘When the News Club works it out, it’ll get into the external gossip chain pretty quickly. Then the society channels will pick it up from there.’
‘And then the Sonkei lawyers will pounce.’ Mitsuko looked a little malicious when she said that. ‘Since Nava is a young adult, anyone putting even a toe over the line as far as privacy is concerned will find themselves dragged in front of a judge. Possibly without their toes. We can’t silence all of the coverage, but we can limit it.’
‘So, we get about a year to become boring before they start chasing us,’ Nava said. ‘Perhaps we won’t be a story by the time they can publish anything.’
‘It’s possible. I don’t think we should count on it, however.’
~~~
‘As you should all know,’ Mathias Statham said in his usual authoritative tone, ‘next week we’ll be starting three weeks of survival training. That is to say, all first years will be going out in groups of ten for a week of experience in the wilds of Shinden. I’ll be taking three groups with students from this class among them.’
Nava pitied the students going with him. She did not know what Hoshi was going to be like outside the classroom, but she could guess what Mathias’s attitude would be. It was not going to be a nice week.
‘So, for the next three weeks,’ Mathias went on, ‘those still in school will be spending their tactics lessons on the firing ranges and producing an essay on operational tactics which I will be collecting and marking.’ There were a few groans from the class, Rochester among them. ‘And this week, we’re going to be doing as much practical work as we can to make up for three weeks of easy stuff.’ More groans. ‘Nava Ward, get your team together. We’re going to run some breaching scenarios with you as the defenders.’ Even more groans.
Nava got to her feet, Melissa and Rochester getting up after her. Mathias had worked out that Nava and her team were really good at handling this kind of scenario and that the results would generally be everyone failing to breach whatever fake building the teacher set up. What Mathias had not done, it seemed, was to read the staff bulletin.
‘Mister Mathias Statham,’ Nava said, ‘my name is Nava Greyling Sonkei now, as I’m sure you saw in the Monday bulletin.’
Mathias stared at her for long enough that everyone knew he had not, in fact, known that. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Slip of the tongue. I apologise, Nava Greyling.’
‘Slips like that are to be expected until everyone’s used to it, sir.’
‘Congratulations. The Greylings, huh?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Nava was wondering what he was going to say about that. He was a Mendel, from one of the stronger families in that clan, but that still made him Nava’s social inferior, at least in theory.
After a second, Mathias gave a thoughtful sort of nod. ‘Figures they’d grab you.’ And that was all he had to say on the matter.
235/10/13.
Nava took a braced position and aimed her SAH-301 down the range at her target. She squeezed off six Slice spells, checked that she had achieved six ten-point hits, and moved back from the firing line to let the next person have a go. As she did so, she popped the magazine out of her weapon’s grip and began recharging it.
‘Is there really any point in you doing this?’ Melissa asked when Nava got to the end of the queue.
Nava shrugged. ‘Marksmanship is a perishable skill.’ She checked the charge indicator on the magazine and then slotted it back into place.
Melissa pouted. ‘You can do Fast Recharge Cell too, can’t you?’
‘Uh-huh.’ Nava took the magazine from Melissa’s hand and set her mind to channelling quintessence into it.
‘As a cantrip.’
‘Uh-huh. Don’t worry, when you grow up, I’m sure you’ll be able to do it too.’
‘In my dreams. I wish this heat would break.’ Melissa looked up at the cloudless, hot, blue sky. ‘We’re two weeks into October and it feels like July.’
‘The forecast says it’ll be cooler tomorrow,’ Rochester put in from the spot in front of Melissa. Then he looked hopefully at Nava when she handed Melissa’s magazine back.
Nava took the magazine from Rochester because, well, why not? ‘As I recall, they’ve said “cold air will sweep in from the north” every day for the last two weeks.’
‘You’re not wrong. Perhaps they’ll be right this time.’
‘It’s not natural,’ Melissa said. ‘I mean, it must be natural, but it can’t be natural. No one can influence weather on this scale, so it can’t be sorcery.’
‘But it seems like it has to be,’ Nava finished. She handed Rochester’s magazine back to him. He had partially charged it and she had had less to do. Three cells, fully charged, in less than a minute; it was more efficient that way, not cheating. ‘It’s the people out on the field trip I feel sorry for. They’ll bake.’
‘Not from what Hoshi said,’ Rochester replied. ‘They’re mostly going to be outside of the hot area. I mean, that’s another thing that’s weird about this heat. It’s sitting over the school and Alliance City, and the space between, but the weather’s normal outside that area.’
‘It was cool at the Trenton mansion,’ Melissa said.
‘True,’ Nava agreed. She shrugged. ‘Like you said, it can’t be sorcery because there isn’t a magician alive who could do it. Not over this range and not for fifteen days without a break.’
‘Weather is a chaotic system,’ Rochester said. ‘Chaos can, theoretically, produce some very strange, ordered events. If you give them time to do it, obviously.’
‘Shinden’s been around for…’
‘Roughly four point four billion years.’
‘That seems like a long enough time for something weird to show up.’
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‘You had to ask for the heat to break.’ Nava looked up at the once-blue sky and the rain falling from it in a steady, miserable drizzle.
‘This is what Umbrella cantrips are for,’ Melissa replied. Then she shivered. ‘The temperature really dropped.’
‘It feels like autumn now,’ Mitsuko agreed. ‘Just like that. Like a switch was flipped. Maybe we should check the Harbinger artefacts in the research building.’
‘There are no new ones,’ Rochester said. ‘Hoshi is still trying to make anything of the one that was smashed. Oh, uh, the paper is going to be printed in next month’s issue of Advances in Metaphysics.’
‘That was quick,’ Mitsuko commented.
‘It’s not being put in as a peer-reviewed paper because there is no experiment to review. We’re publishing the Ascend spell’s schema so that others can replicate Nava’s trip if they wish.’
‘And if they’ve got the capacity to use it,’ Melissa said.
‘And that. Essentially, what we’ve published is a warning and a set of observations. Something for other metaphysics researchers to discuss and continue.’
‘And you’ll get your name on an article in AiM.’
‘Yes, though not as the principal author. I still think it’s a shame that Nava’s name won’t be on the paper too.’
‘If I’d agreed to that,’ Nava said, ‘we’d just have to contact them to get them to change it.’
‘It’s a valid point,’ Mitsuko said, ‘and yet, I think it’s missing the point.’
‘The point is that I don’t want too many people knowing I can use that spell. At some point, sure, but not right now.’
‘You’re always going to be ahead of the curve, Nava. You’re always going to have more power than you want people to know about.’
‘Is the weather bringing out your negative side?’
Mitsuko grinned. ‘Ha! Well, maybe. But you know it’s true.’
‘All the more reason to enjoy anonymity while I can.’
‘The society channels are reporting that you and Suki are an item,’ Melissa said.
‘All the more reason to enjoy relative anonymity while I can.’
Jukai Forest, 235/10/26.
The name, according to Mitsuko, meant ‘Sea of Trees,’ and it was named for a forest on the flanks of Mount Fuji in old Japan. It was a fitting name; from the air, Jukai looked like a huge inland sea of green some one hundred kilometres by sixty. The northern edge trailed off into one of the planet’s low, weathered mountain ranges while there was a band of grass leading down to the ocean to the south.
Nava and her classmates were going to trek from the western edge to the eastern edge. Well, not everyone in the group was a classmate, exactly. Each group was made up of five combat students, five support students, and one teacher. Nava was unsure who Mitsuko had sold her soul to to get into the group Nava was in. Maybe it had actually been a purely random selection. Whatever the case, five students from Mitsuko’s class 113 had been grouped up with five from Nava’s class 12C.
The combat students did not seem especially pleased to have Hoshi as their supervisor, except for Mitsuko, who had been told about Hoshi’s qualifications by Rochester. Then again, Melissa was not entirely pleased to have Hoshi guiding them; she had theoretically forgiven the woman for stealing her boyfriend, but there were still a few unresolved bad feelings. It was, Nava thought, going to be an interesting week.
They were dropped off by a contragrav transport, a sort of anti-gravity minibus which waited for them to unload their gear and then flew away, leaving them in the middle of nowhere. They would be picked up again at the other end of the forest in five days. A hundred kilometres in five days was not going to kill them, though it might make some of them think that they were dead. From the grumbling, you would have thought some of them were about to engage in a forced march to battle.
‘Why do we have to carry our own gear?’ one of the combat students asked. ‘We could use a contragrav platform and just push everything along.’
‘This is supposed to give us a basic appreciation of wilderness survival, Moritz Evered,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Do you expect to have something like that with you in an emergency?’
Moritz was a bulky sort of young man. Big shoulders which, unfortunately, made his head look a little too small. He was a Garavain, so he had the benefit of a slightly higher class of genetic work than some. He was not in the least bit ugly because of that, but you could not say he was handsome either. Mid-brown hair did not make much of a splash. Hazel eyes did not make him stand out. Moritz was a perpetual wingman and he did not have the best of attitudes. ‘Well, can’t the support streamers carry the gear? Isn’t that what–’
‘Finish that sentence and you’ll find this week a lot more disagreeable than you thought it was going to be.’
‘More importantly,’ Rochester said, stepping up beside Mitsuko, ‘this is a graded exercise and counts toward our year-end exam scores. One of the major marking criteria is teamwork. Dumping your gear onto someone else without good reason is not good teamwork.’
‘Personally, I’m perplexed,’ Nava said. ‘All that muscle and you don’t want to use it?’ She was settling her pack and adjusting the straps. Along with the pack, she had her SAH-301s in a shoulder rig and she wanted to make sure everything fitted without any problems. ‘If anything, Moritz Evered, I’d have thought you should be carrying gear for your physically weaker teammates. Now that would demonstrate teamwork.’
Apparently, Moritz had no quick answer for that. ‘Why are you carrying extra?’ he asked. ‘It’s not like we’re going to need weapons.’
‘More realistic. And you never know when you might need a weapon.’
‘All right, everyone,’ Hoshi called out, putting an end to further discussion. ‘This is not going to be an enormously strenuous hike, but we should get moving. The first piece of advice I’m going to give you is to make sure your pack is secure and comfortable. If it’s loose, you will find this harder. If you want me to check anything, just come to me and I’ll help. Second, everyone is to stick together as we move into the forest. Conditions are not the best in there after the disturbed weather two weeks ago. Don’t lose sight of the rest of the group and if you think someone is missing, speak up. Does everyone understand?’
There was a chorus of ‘Yes, Miss Hoshi Horne’ from the group. It was a little sporadic and half-hearted in places, but it happened. 
‘Okay, let’s get moving. We’ll be stopping for lunch in two hours. Let’s put some forest behind us before we do.’
~~~
Jukai was not the densest of forests, but it was dense enough to make things a little difficult. That was about perfect for people with limited experience of marching across country. Nava was no hiker since, if she really had to, she could fly long distances in considerably less time than it took to walk, but she did have some experience of woodland survival. Just not this woodland. Pretty much all the other students had never spent more than recreational time outside of towns and cities, so the first couple of hours were a learning experience.
All the forests on Shinden were essentially plantations. Every single one of them had been planted by humans. However, Jukai had been planted for recreation rather than forestry. The trees were relatively slow-growing, deciduous species which had been genetically adjusted to the conditions on their new home. Every one of them was pollinated by wind and they were better at fixing nitrogen than Earth plants, which frequently used symbiotic bacteria for that purpose. The forest was not a monoculture, but it was far less diverse than the original forests back on Earth. There were bushes and fungi on the forest floor. Some of both could provide food and none of them were poisonous to humans. The fungi were primarily included in the ecosystem to ensure that fallen trees decayed since most of the usual decomposition vectors were missing. Jukai sort of looked like a forest on old Earth, unless you had actually seen a forest on old Earth.
To Nava, it was something of a conundrum since she had been taught survival skills in Earth woodland but half of that training was useless in an entirely artificial ecosystem. There were no animals to trap or shoot. She recognised some of the fruit bushes and mushrooms, but others looked entirely unlike anything she was used to. Actually surviving in a forest like this was, she realised, virtually impossible. Without rations to eat, you were going to have a lot of difficulty. That was why almost half of the load they were each carrying was meal packs.
Nava’s pack for lunch promised soup, a ‘beef’ stew, and apple pie for dessert. That sounded… okay. She broke the pack into three parts and pulled the tab on the bottom of the soup container. After a second or so she could feel it getting warm, so she put it aside to heat up properly and looked around at her teammates. Hoshi, she guessed, had used a pack like this before, but it did not look like anyone else had. Rochester was very carefully reading the instructions printed on the pack. Most of the combat students had already broken their packs up and were now trying to put the instructions back together so they could read them. Mitsuko, Melissa, and the remaining support students had watched Nava and were now following her lead.
‘What makes you think I have any idea what I’m doing?’ Nava asked.
‘Well… you always do.’ The speaker was Lydia Bonfils Plank, winner of the class prize for ‘woman most likely to be seen tanning at a health spa.’ Tall and beautiful, Lydia looked like the kind of woman who became student president or head cheerleader and went on to marry the captain of the football team. However, cheerleaders and football were no longer a thing, and Lydia was terribly insecure, deferring to her friends whenever possible.
‘That is entirely untrue, Lydia. You will discover this when the winter ball comes around and I have to dance.’
‘Lydia Bonfils does have a point though,’ Barrington Roe Bishop said. ‘You may be lacking in certain social skills, and I can’t agree with your morals, but you generally know what you’re doing when it comes to things like this.’
‘I think I should probably say thank you, Barrington.’ Word that Mitsuko and Nava were dating had gone around the school’s gossip circuit – and hence to the outside world – like lightning. It had such thorough penetration at this point that even someone like Barrington had heard it. He was a typical Bishop: just a little too holier-than-thou. Worse, he was young enough to still believe what his elders told him. He was, however, quite capable of compartmentalising practicality and morals, so though he disapproved of Nava’s choice of partner and her choice to have sex outside of marriage, he still considered her a good person to be on a survival field trip with. ‘These packs are just about standard everywhere and I think they have been since they were invented.’
‘Survival rations,’ Melissa said. ‘I’ve heard bad things about survival rations.’
‘Oh, these aren’t survival rations,’ Nava said. She picked up her soup and peeled back the seal. She sniffed. ‘Tomato, I think.’ Carefully, in case it was too hot, Nava sipped her soup and nodded. ‘Tomato. Not bad. If this were survival rations… Well, there wouldn’t be soup. Even if there was, it wouldn’t taste this good. These are meal packs which are to survival rations as a well-cooked steak is to boiled shoe leather.’
Melissa grinned. ‘And suddenly I’m feeling a lot better about this whole week.’
~~~
By evening, there was a light drizzle falling. The largely leafless trees did little to stop the rain from reaching the ground and there was only so long most people could keep an Umbrella cantrip going before they had to give up. Unless you were Nava or, apparently, Hoshi.
Some of the combat students were learning a new form of respect for the metaphysics teacher because she could run Gather Quintessence alongside another spell, thus allowing her to keep herself dry while they had to suffer the rain worming its way down the necks of their combat uniforms. Until they twigged why the support students were staying dry anyway and most of them came, cap in hand, to Nava to have the more advanced Umbrella spell cast on them. That one worked for ninety minutes without you having to constantly feed it quintessence and Nava had gone around and cast it on Mitsuko and her classmates when it seemed that the rain was not going to stop.
‘Don’t you think they might get suspicious?’ Mitsuko asked, keeping her voice down.
‘Of what?’ Nava asked in return.
‘Well, that Umbrella spell you’re casting is a lot more complex than the basic one. You don’t think they might notice something odd when you can cast it as a cantrip?’
‘They’re your classmates. Do you think they will? Do you think they even know how complex it is? Even if they do, don’t you think they’ll assume I have it memorised as a normal spell? I mean, I’m in support so I’d know a useless spell like that, right?’
‘You have a very jaundiced view of the combat stream,’ Mitsuko said in a bit of a huff. Then she spoiled it. ‘And you’re probably right.’
They stopped when it got dark and various students activated light spells to give them something to work with while they built a fire under Hoshi’s supervision. ‘We don’t need a fire,’ the teacher said, ‘since our food is self-heating. However, when the weather’s like this, a fire is good for morale.’ They had been picking up fallen branches for a while, so the fuel was taken care of. When you were dealing with a squad of magicians, lighting the fire was also a trivial matter, so long as you could scrape up some relatively dry tinder.
Then, as they were settling down for a meal, Hoshi once again demonstrated that she was right for the task of supervising the trip. Dropping her Umbrella cantrip, she switched in a memorised spell and cast it. Suddenly the rain was no longer falling on them and the temperature was climbing into a more comfortable range. If you looked up, you could see the rain running down the surface of a translucent dome about ten metres in height.
‘Weather Dome,’ Hoshi said. ‘Never go on trips like this without it.’
‘I like this spell,’ Nava said. ‘And I suppose you can keep it up as long as you like, within reason.’
‘I need to sleep. So, I’ll be letting it collapse once we’re all in our sleeping bags. You can close them up and they’ll keep you warm and dry through the night. No need for magic.’
‘This is survival for dummies, really.’ Nava lifted her canteen, which was far from a simple container for water. ‘I mean, vapour canteens. No need to find rivers, streams, or pools. They condense water out of the atmosphere, if there is any.’
‘No lack of it here,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Quite. Self-heating meal packs. Sleeping bags which work everywhere from deserts to Arctic tundra. This is camping for people who usually sleep in luxury hotels.’
‘We’ll still be looking for streams and such,’ Hoshi said, ‘but this is more an exercise in working together and getting the idea of living outside of a controlled environment. We don’t expect anyone to come away from this knowing how to survive a spaceship crash on a desert planet.’
‘Well no.’ Pause. ‘Unless you get rescued in the first couple of days, you wouldn’t.’
~~~
‘Why isn’t metaphysics just a part of physics?’ Lydia asked. The group were sitting around the fire, under Hoshi’s dome, chatting for a while before bed. The topics were various, but Hoshi was a metaphysics teacher – really a postgrad with a teaching qualification – so the subject matter had tended to stray that way. As a result, it was mostly the support students still chatting while the combat students had sealed themselves up in their bags.
‘Oh,’ Hoshi said. ‘That’s a bit complicated. You’ll learn more about that in your third year.’
‘Why not ask why chemistry isn’t a speciality of physics?’ Rochester asked. ‘Even biology or engineering. It’s all physics, when you come right down to it. But you don’t need to understand quantum mechanics to know how to build a bridge.’
‘That’s partially it,’ Hoshi agreed. ‘Part of it is that what we’ll call “regular physicists” wouldn’t accept metaphysics when it was first posited. Then they got really annoyed when Q-field theory suggested that metaphysics created the physical laws of the universe.’
‘It… did?’ Lydia asked. She was not the only one looking a little perplexed.
Hoshi grimaced. ‘Like I said, this is more advanced stuff. Still, here’s the very, very basic, oversimplified version. Metaphysics posits that perturbations in the Q-field propagate the effects of observation through the universe effectively instantaneously. The observer has always had something of a special part in quantum theory. When you’re not looking at something, it exists as a superposition of possibilities. When you look, it picks one. Well, in metaphysics, that choice is initiated and propagated through the Q-field. With me so far?’
‘Yes,’ Lydia said. ‘That’s fairly basic, I guess.’
‘Right. We still can’t explain how the presence of a sentient mind causes these observations to collapse quantum superpositions, but there is evidence that, without an observer, nothing ever collapses into a concrete state. So, metaphysics suggests that the universe was nothing but a big pile of potential realities until the first observer entered into the realm of possible states of the universe. At that point, the potential observer made a potential observation, and the effects of that observation propagated to all parts of the universe, instantly.’
‘Oh,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’ve never heard it put that way before.’
‘That implies that the universe exists with the rules and constants set as they are because they had to be to make the observation possible,’ Nava said.
‘Exactly!’ Hoshi said. ‘There’s a problem in cosmology known as the fine-tuning problem. It appears that the universe is just right to make us happen. Some of the constants in physics need to be right within quite small ranges or else stars don’t form or atoms won’t form. One of the arguments for why the universe is as it is is that if it wasn’t, we wouldn’t be around to notice.’
‘The anthropic principle,’ Rochester supplied.
‘Yes. Metaphysics essentially says that the anthropic principle is correct in a more fundamental way than the people who proposed it envisioned. In metaphysics, the observer sets the initial conditions of the universe retroactively by making an observation. All that fine-tuning is because the first observation sets the values to make that observation possible. The universe must be as it is, or it would still just be one potential universe among an infinite number of others.’
‘I think I understand that,’ Lydia said. ‘I also think my head hurts.’
Hoshi flashed a grin. ‘I did say it was advanced stuff. Anyway, metaphysics isn’t part of physics because the metaphysicists and the physicists can’t agree on things like that, and because separating the two makes the practical use of metaphysics easier. At some point, probably, we’ll actually work out a true understanding of how the entire universe is put together. A true theory of everything. Then metaphysics will probably be just a field of study within physics. For now, it’s easier if the two subjects are kept at arm’s length from each other. Making assumptions based on physics and trying to apply them to metaphysics just doesn’t work.’
‘Making assumptions isn’t the best of ideas,’ Nava said, ‘no matter what the topic.’
‘Yes. I suppose that’s true. And yet, we all do it.’
‘Especially about people,’ Melissa said. ‘And Nava’s right, it’s never a good idea.’ It was difficult to tell in the flickering light from the fire, but it seemed like Melissa was glaring at Hoshi when she spoke.
It was also difficult to tell whether Hoshi was blushing. ‘I think it’s time we all got some sleep. We’ll be setting out again when the sun comes up.’
‘Do we need to set a watch?’ Nava asked.
‘Not really. There’s nothing in these woods that will hurt a human.’
‘Huh. Now that sounds a lot like an assumption…’
235/10/27.
Getting everyone out of their sleeping bags was not an entirely simple matter. The bags were something like a cross between a sleeping bag and a tent. Since they were designed to be closed up to provide a fully climate-controlled environment, there was a collapsible framework which gave you space for your head and shoulders. Around the torso and legs, it was a snug fit. Sleeping in one could be a little tough if you were claustrophobic, but otherwise it was very comfortable. The morning had come with grey, overcast skies and a sharp breeze which made the cool air seem colder. It was not entirely surprising that various people wanted to just stay in bed.
‘If you don’t come out soon,’ Nava said, ‘you won’t have time to eat breakfast.’
The reply was somewhat muffled by the transparent shield over Mitsuko’s head. ‘Don’t want to.’
‘That I’d gathered, but you need to.’
‘Too early. Too cold. Didn’t even get sex last night.’
Shaking her head, Nava found the release for the bag’s hood and opened it. ‘Come on, Suki. Time to be a responsible young adult.’
‘No fair!’ Mitsuko lifted her head and turned pleading eyes on Nava. ‘It’s cold. It’s going to rain again. We won’t get to do it until Saturday afternoon.’
Nava could not help but think that Mitsuko’s priorities were being skewed a little by the enforced celibacy. What was she going to be like when Nava turned seventeen? Leaning closer, Nava lowered her voice. ‘Well, we could sneak off after dark and rut in the leaf litter like a couple of wild animals.’ Nava was not making any assumptions, so she was unsurprised when Mitsuko seemed to give the idea some serious consideration.
‘No,’ Mitsuko said, resigned to her fate, ‘it’s too cold and we’ve nowhere to take a shower.’
‘Mm. You’re probably right.’
‘Maybe we could come back in summer…’
~~~
‘This weather is miserable,’ Melissa said.
‘Could be worse,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘We could be tramping through a cold, dead-looking forest in the rain without Nava’s Umbrella cantrips.’
‘That is a valid point. It would be better if the trees had leaves though.’
The forest was getting a bit denser as they moved deeper into it. In some ways, anyway. The trees were closer together, but the undergrowth was sparser; there was presumably less light at ground level in the summer which kept the bushes in check. Now, however, almost all the leaves had fallen, creating a thick bed which was, in the damp conditions, slippery. The fungi were benefitting from the influx of nutrition and there were a lot of mushrooms popping up out of the litter.
‘It would be better if the leaves weren’t on the ground, certainly.’
‘Miss Hoshi Horne, can we eat these mushrooms?’ Skylar Keyes Mendel was asking the question. She was one of the combat students from Mitsuko’s class and she had told everyone to call her Sky. According to Mitsuko, she was not especially happy with her rather masculine name. She was tall and quite powerfully built, which probably did not help.
‘You can eat them,’ Hoshi replied. ‘I wouldn’t especially recommend it unless you’re starving, but they won’t kill you.’
Nava did not recognise the fungi; it was probably something which had been engineered to clear debris from the forest floor. Each mushroom was of the classic ‘circular table’ design and brown in colour. The upper surfaces were darker brown than the undersides and stems, but there was not a lot of difference. If you looked closely, you could see the tendrils the fungi were using to feed winding through the leaf litter like off-white roots.
‘If you dry them out,’ Hoshi added, ‘they make better tinder than they do food. I’ll point out some of the better-tasting fungi if we come across them.’
‘I’m not sure mushrooms ever taste good,’ Moritz Evered commented. ‘Can’t stand them.’
‘That’s funny, considering that you probably eat them every day,’ Melissa said.
‘Huh? I don’t–’
‘About sixty percent of artificial meat is based on fungi. It’s cheaper than growing cloned meat cells and most people can’t tell the difference. The school almost certainly uses that kind of meat substitute in the refectories.’
‘It does,’ Hoshi confirmed. ‘As you say, it’s rare that anyone can spot the difference. That restaurant in the Estate uses cloned meat, which is one reason its prices are higher.’
‘But I don’t want to become a vegetarian!’ Moritz exclaimed.
‘Technically,’ Mitsuko said, ‘you probably do have a vegetarian diet. You know, given that your meat dishes are made from mushrooms. You might even be vegan.’
‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ Moritz said morosely.
Mitsuko grinned. ‘Isn’t knowledge a wonderful thing?’
~~~
‘How fast could you cross this forest on your own, Nava?’ Melissa asked as she laid out her bed for the night.
‘Um. Ten minutes? Something like that,’ Nava replied. ‘You could do it in under an hour.’
‘Forty-five minutes. Maybe a little less.’
‘It would be closer to three hours for me,’ Hoshi said. ‘I know the Flight spell, but I’ve never taken it past rank one.’
‘Oh.’ Melissa actually looked a little surprised that Hoshi could fly at all. ‘I’ve got rank three. Nava has rank five, I think.’
‘Five,’ Nava agreed.
‘Well,’ Hoshi said, ‘now I know who to send for help in an emergency.’
‘It does seem a little unsafe to send ten young adults out like this with only one teacher.’
‘Well… I won’t disagree. And if this were a real survival course, I’d expect to see more supervisors. But we’re not really in an uncontrolled environment. Shinden, and a lot of the Clan Worlds, is about as close to laboratory conditions as you can get outside a lab. We’re not climbing or anything else that’s really dangerous. The landscape is pretty flat. We could get sprained ankles or something given the slippery conditions, but we have several people capable of rendering first aid. I know the First Aid spell and I happen to know you could fix someone up if they lost a leg. If I was badly hurt, you would be able to get help out here pretty quickly.’
Nava nodded. ‘This is more like a Sunday afternoon walk in the park than a real hiking trip.’
‘Tell that to my feet,’ Mitsuko said. ‘What I wouldn’t give for a hot bath right now.’
‘Sorry,’ Hoshi said, looking up at the dome she had created over them. ‘All I can offer is a respite from the cold shower.’
‘Under the circumstances, I’ll take anything I can get.’
~~~
‘Have you completed Mister Mathias Statham’s assignment, Nava?’ Barrington Roe asked.
Nava waved the question away. ‘I did that on the Friday evening after he gave it to us.’ It was another chat around the fire, but this evening they had everyone there since the chatter had been more general so far.
‘You did?’ Lydia asked. Then she seemed to realise who she was talking to. ‘Of course you did. It took me a few days to research what he was talking about.’
‘You have Mathias Statham as your tactics instructor?’ Skylar asked. ‘I don’t know whether to say congratulations or offer sympathy.’
‘He’s adequate,’ Nava replied. ‘As a basic tactics instructor, he does his job. He could do with improving his attitude and I’m not sure I’d trust him with anything more advanced. He has no real practical experience with using what he teaches.’
‘He does!’ Moritz exclaimed. Then his assured tone shifted. ‘Doesn’t he?’
Nava shook her head, but it was Hoshi who answered. ‘Mathias Statham’s “combat” experience is from competitive MagiTag. He does, however, have a strong grasp of tactics and strategy from an academic standpoint and quite a deep knowledge of military history. I think you’d find, Nava, that you would see him in a new light if he were teaching you battle tactics and strategy, rather than the small unit tactics you learn in the first year. He lectures on tactics and strategy to the fifth and sixth years.’
‘Interesting,’ Nava said. ‘His attitude to the support stream is still an issue. He doesn’t like teaching people he believes have no desire to be in combat. I’m not sure why he’s teaching us.’
Moritz opened his mouth, but Mitsuko cut him off before he could say a word. ‘Don’t say it, Moritz. Don’t even think it. Three of the five support students here have actual combat experience. Which is more than you can say for yourself. Even if they did take the support stream with the expectation of never having to fight, they’ve proven that they don’t lose their heads when they have to.’
‘Right,’ Lydia said. ‘The incident in Alliance City in the summer. I’m not sure how I’d have reacted. I went for support because my brother’s in the ASF and he told me that they really need engineers and such.’ It was just like Lydia to go for something suggested to her rather than making up her own mind. ‘I’m ready to fight if I need to.’
‘That’s what First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell said at the symposium,’ Melissa said. ‘They have no trouble getting combat magicians, but those specialising in the more technical side have plenty of options so they’re harder to find.’
‘Mm. Truthfully, I’m not entirely sure why I went with the combat stream,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I suppose it was sort of expected. Not that my parents ever pushed me that way. I think I’d like to see Michiko go down the support path, but… We’ll see what she does when she’s of age.’
‘Michiko’s your little sister, right?’ Moritz asked. ‘I think I saw that in some news report. She’s a sorceress?’
‘Yes. To both questions.’
‘She’s really cute,’ Melissa said, grinning. ‘Quite grown up for her age, but really cute. Her pouts are deadly.’
‘I think she’ll end up being a match for her sister,’ Nava said. ‘Whichever path she chooses, she’ll likely end up a powerful sorceress. Actually, if she can retain the power of her pouts, she won’t need to learn combat sorcery.’
‘No,’ Mitsuko agreed. ‘If she ever gets challenged to a duel, she’ll have them begging for mercy before they get near an arena.’
235/10/28.
‘I don’t like the look of those clouds,’ Nava said.
Everyone looked up at the sky which had been growing darker for the last thirty minutes or so. The day had dawned bright and cold with a clear, blue sky in which there were only wisps of cloud visible. Getting everyone out of their sleeping bags had been even more difficult; even Nava and Hoshi had wanted to stay in bed. Now there were dark clouds speeding across the sky, and the air, which had been barely moving, was gusting strongly enough to lift some of the leaf litter at ground level.
Hoshi frowned. ‘The forecast said nothing about a storm…’
‘The forecasts have been a bit off recently,’ Melissa said. ‘That heatwave wasn’t forecast. And they kept saying it would be over tomorrow every day until it happened to be true.’
‘True…’ Hoshi took out her ketcom. She had the only one in the group with a satellite transceiver which would work out in the middle of nowhere. A few taps just produced a deeper frown. ‘According to this, we still have clear skies. Tonight is going to be really chilly.’
‘That, I can believe,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Tomorrow, I think I’ll just stay in my bag and do a caterpillar impression.’
‘Not the most efficient means of locomotion,’ Nava suggested.
‘But it’ll be warmer.’
Any rejoinder Nava might have made was pre-empted by Hoshi’s ketcom suddenly putting out an alarming sort of noise. That Hoshi’s eyes were widening was, perhaps, more alarming than the alert tone. ‘That’s… not possible,’ the teacher said.
‘Now there’s a storm?’ Nava asked.
‘Now there’s a storm. Now there’s a serious storm. Wind speeds of over a hundred and fifteen kilometres per hour. That’s hurricane force in Shinden’s atmosphere. Heavy rain. It’s heading north from the ocean and it’s heading right for us.’
‘Can we get lifted out?’ Lydia asked.
‘Not in time.’
‘We can handle a bit of wind and rain,’ Moritz said.
‘Winds that strong can uproot trees,’ Nava said. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, we’re in a forest. We need shelter.’
‘I can shelter us from the weather,’ Hoshi said. ‘I’m worried about flying debris. I could put up a Force Dome, but then I couldn’t use Weather Dome. Or, not for long enough to make a difference.’
‘Anyone have a schema for Force Dome?’ Nava asked.
‘I do!’ Melissa said. ‘It’s one of my “must learn” spells.’
‘Send it to my ketcom over peer-to-peer, please. I’ll do the physical protection.’ Nava pulled out her ketcom, unfolding the screen and waiting for Melissa to handle the transfer.
‘That’s a fairly complex spell,’ Hoshi said. ‘Are you sure you can– Oh, never mind. I was forgetting. We should find a space with as little in the way of branches overhead as possible.’
‘There?’ Moritz said, pointing. ‘There’s a bit of a clearing in the trees there.’
Hoshi scanned around and nodded. The wind, obviously getting stronger, was whipping her hair about while they all got organised. ‘There. Let’s move. I’ll get the Weather Dome going and Nava can put her Force Dome up inside it.’
‘That sounds more comfortable,’ Nava said, her eyes on the data on her screen. ‘Mm. I can make a big enough dome, but I’m not entirely happy with the strength. It’ll stop the debris. It might stop a branch. If a tree falls on us…’
‘Do what you can.’ Hoshi moved into the middle of the relatively clear area. ‘Gather around me, please.’ When everyone had assembled, she focused her will and activated her spell. A translucent dome of energy flickered into life around them and the wind died away to nothing. At the edges of the dome, the fallen leaves were still being thrown about; they would lift off the ground beyond the barrier and then fall again as they were swept through it. When the wind outside gained strength, it would clearly be able to throw things at them if it could get the debris moving fast enough.
‘Was it just me,’ Mitsuko asked, ‘or did that stutter?’
‘It wasn’t just you,’ Hoshi said. ‘It felt like something was resisting my control.’
Another dome appeared inside Hoshi’s and Nava let out a breath. ‘Okay. That’s up. Did you say something was resisting your spell?’
‘That’s what it felt like. But the only way that could be true is if this storm was the result of a spell. No one can generate weather over the kind of area this storm is covering.’
Thunder rolled across them, coming from somewhere to the south. The sky was now pitch black and a couple of the students had started up Light spells so they could see where they were stepping.
‘That’s an assumption I’ve been hearing a lot recently,’ Nava said into the silence after the thunder.
‘That wasn’t dramatic timing or anything,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Well,’ Hoshi said, looking south toward the oncoming storm, ‘we’re not going to get any further today. Let’s set up camp and wait it out.’
‘And hope we don’t get struck by lightning,’ Skylar said.
‘That at least is unlikely. Lightning will hit the trees before it hits us.’
‘Let’s hope we don’t get hit by a burning tree then.’
‘That… could be an option.’
~~~
‘It was a dark and stormy night.’ Rochester had just the kind of slightly sonorous voice to make a statement like that. It was not inaccurate either. The wind was howling through the trees and there was the constant sound of debris hitting Nava’s Force Dome. So far, nothing really big had tried its luck at breaching the shield, but everyone was sitting toward the middle of the circle, just in case.
‘It has to stop sometime, right?’ Lydia said.
‘Probably,’ Hoshi replied. ‘Natural storms don’t last forever.’
‘But if it’s not natural…’ Nava said, letting the sentence trail off for someone else to end. Along with the Force Dome, she was keeping a light going in the circle because they had had no time to gather firewood and sitting in the dark was starting to freak people out. The only natural light came from the lightning which was still turning the night into day on a not-infrequent basis.
‘It can’t be sorcery,’ Rochester said. ‘It’s just not possible. The storm is around sixty kilometres in diameter, according to Miss Hoshi Horne’s ketcom. I did the calculations. That’s not far off a thirty-five thousand Tammy spell. Someone who could do that wouldn’t be a magician, they’d be a god.’
‘Huh,’ Nava said. ‘You make a valid case.’
‘You just sat down and calculated that?’ Moritz asked.
‘I didn’t have anything better to do,’ Rochester replied. ‘None of us have anything much better to do. Aside from Nava and Miss Hoshi Horne.’
‘True…’
‘I suppose,’ Rochester said in more of a musing tone, ‘that someone could have come up with a more efficient means of controlling the weather.’
‘It’s unlikely that they could come up with a schema that could reduce the spell complexity by several orders of magnitude,’ Hoshi said. ‘There’s genius, and then there’s this. It would require something like a god of spell crafting to pull off that kind of metaphysical trick.’
‘And yet,’ Nava said, ‘we keep getting weather that shouldn’t happen over areas too large for it to be normal sorcery.’
Hoshi gave a shrug. ‘Right now, I’m more concerned with surviving this weather than worrying over why it’s here.’
‘Yeah. You have a point. Then again, like Chess said, what else do we have to do?’
235/10/29.
The storm finally blew itself out about an hour before midnight. Actually, it was almost exactly an hour before midnight when the winds began to die rapidly and the thunder stopped rattling through the trees. Nava found that rather interesting, but she decided not to say anything. There was nothing to be done about it and sleep was beckoning.
There was a slightly depressed mood sitting over the camp when they got up and began getting breakfast ready. Around them, the forest was a mess. The ground was sodden, a muddy quagmire. It was not so bad where Hoshi’s dome had kept the rain out, though even that had been softened. Outside that circle, you trod with great care unless you wanted to fall on your ass in the mud. Fallen branches littered where there had previously been none; they had been lucky not to have anything fall on their camp.
Hoshi ate her breakfast while scanning over something on her ketcom and, when she was done eating, she apparently came to a decision. ‘We’re heading out early,’ she announced. ‘There’s more rain expected this afternoon. Nothing like last night, but enough that it’s going to make this place just about impassable. If we head north from here, we should be able to get to the edge of the forest before night falls. We’ll airlift out from there.’
‘We can manage,’ Moritz said, though it sounded more like empty bravado than usual. ‘It’s not that tough. I’m sure we could–’
‘No, you couldn’t. Being out here is not meant to be life threatening or an exercise in willpower and determination. By the time we get to the forest’s edge, you’ll have had plenty of experience of what it’s like to be in a survival situation. Believe me. Getting out tonight will be a hard slog. Also, I’m the supervisor here and it’s my decision. We’re leaving early.’
‘Well, if you’re pulling rank…’
‘You don’t really want to slog on to the other side any more than the rest of us, do you, Moritz?’ Mitsuko asked.
He looked like he was going to be defiant for about a second. His foot shifted and you could actually hear the mud sucking at his boot. ‘No,’ Moritz said, deflating a little. ‘No. I’m macho but I’m not actually that stupid.’
Mitsuko flashed him a smile. ‘Didn’t think so. You wouldn’t be in SAS-squared if you were that foolish.’
~~~
It was not easy going. The combination of mud and leaf litter was slippery and difficult to walk on, or the leaves had been blown aside and then the mud sucked at their boots. They were not making especially good time when they stopped for lunch, but they needed to rest before pushing on and hot food seemed like a good idea. So far, the rain had held off, but the sky was darkening and it looked like only a matter of time before things would get worse.
‘We may not get to the treeline before dark,’ Hoshi said. ‘We’ll see what the situation is when the sun starts to go down and decide whether to push on or make camp.’
‘Light won’t be a problem,’ Moritz said. ‘Most of us can cast Light spells, right?’
‘You were all for keeping going this morning,’ Skylar pointed out.
‘And then I spent a morning slogging through this muck.’ Moritz gave a shrug. ‘Plus, the thought of lying in a real bed has a lot of appeal right now.’
‘A bed…’ Melissa looked wistfully up at the lowering sky. ‘A bed would be really nice. I mean, it’s kind of snuggly in those bags, but they’re nothing like a real duvet and mattress.’
‘Especially the mattress,’ Lydia said. There were some general rumbles of agreement, and Hoshi looked like she was having trouble keeping the guffaws in.
‘You’re a duvet girl, Melissa?’ Skylar asked. ‘I’m solidly into layers. Sheet and blanket for me. Better climate control.’
‘That’s the thing,’ Melissa explained. ‘Even in the capsule apartments, the climate control is good. If my duvet’s too hot, I can set the air con to make the room cooler. I like the weight of a duvet lying on top of me. Plus, getting a sheet and a blanket up that ladder would be a real pain. Duvet’s all done in one shot.’ There were some rumbles of agreement about that too.
‘I just use a sheet,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’m used to very good air conditioning.’
‘Hey, same here,’ Moritz said as though this revelation made them cousins. He waggled his eyebrows. ‘Black. Silk.’
‘That sounds about right for you, Moritz.’ Mitsuko pursed her lips. ‘I do have some crimson sheets in a satin material. I’m not sure I’ve ever used them.’
‘The big question,’ Skylar said, ‘is what does Nava prefer? I’m going for… a duvet with camouflage pattern cover.’
Lydia shook her head. ‘Black. She’s a Greyling now, so it has to be ninja-black.’
‘Floral with lacy pillowcases,’ Moritz ventured. ‘I think she plays entirely against type.’
‘I’m saying nothing,’ Melissa said, ‘because I’ve been in her apartment, so I know.’
‘I’m saying nothing because I find this conversation unseemly,’ Barrington said, adding a sniff for good measure.
‘I have also been in Nava’s apartment,’ Mitsuko said, ‘so it would be inappropriate for me to offer a guess. However, you’re all neglecting a fundamental aspect of Nava’s personality which I’d have thought you’d have picked up on after the last couple of days.’
Rochester nodded. ‘Agreed. This speculation is pointless.’
‘Are you agreeing with Suki or Barrington?’ Melissa asked.
‘Both, in a way, I suppose.’
‘What aspect?’ Moritz asked.
‘I don’t care,’ Nava supplied. ‘I do not care what I’m sleeping under or on. I make do with what I’ve got. As it happens, I grew up with sheets and blankets, but I have no particular preference for them.’
‘And now we know,’ Barrington said. ‘Perhaps we could pick a less bedroom-oriented topic.’
‘Such as?’ Skylar asked.
‘Well… Are those people?’
‘That’s kind of specific.’ Still, Skylar and everyone else turned to look in the direction Barrington was facing because he had to have seen something.
Nava got to her feet, narrowing her eyes. There was definitely movement among the trees, but she could not make out anything specific yet. Then again, given Shinden’s biosphere, it was unlikely that her classmate had seen anything other than humans. Had the school sent a party in to find them? A figure moved into view from between the trees and it took a second to resolve what she was seeing. A man, probably, in fatigues and a helmet. A soldier. There was a rifle slung across his chest which seemed odd for a rescue team, especially from the school. Then the man was dropping to one knee and lifting his rifle.
‘Everyone down!’ Nava snapped. Instead of dropping herself, she pulled one of her pistols.
Mitsuko, Melissa, and Rochester threw themselves into the leaf litter as soon as they heard Nava’s voice. The others reacted less quickly or not at all. Lydia looked confused. Barrington looked surprised. Skylar was moving after maybe a second as she realised what was going on, and that was about the reaction most of the combat students ended up with.
Moritz raised his hand as though preparing a spell. The bullet hit him in the chest a second later and he let out a shriek of pain. He was still standing, however, until Skylar grabbed one of his pack straps and pulled him to the ground. He let out another shriek and, from the grimace he was wearing, it seemed like the bullet had hit a bunch of nerves or something similar.
Nava squeezed the trigger on her SAH-301 and a pulse of light left the front of it where a barrel would have been if it actually had a barrel. Through the sight, she could see the man more clearly. He was wearing full combat gear: hard, clamshell body armour protecting his chest and stomach with a suit not unlike the one she was wearing to back that up. He was eighty-five metres away and, under normal circumstances, the Magic Burst penetrator would have probably had trouble going through that level of protection at that range. With her pistol…
The rifleman was aiming for Nava, but he never got to pull the trigger. His chest was literally torn apart by the detonation of quintessence inside it. His internal organs were reduced to their component atoms. Light blazed from the neck opening of his clamshell breastplate as the armour worked against him to contain some of the explosion within it. What fell onto the forest floor was barely recognisable as a human, but he was not alone. There were other men out there with guns…
‘Mel. Wall,’ Nava ordered. ‘Everyone find cover. Hoshi, help Moritz.’
Hoshi was, in fact, already sliding through the leaf litter to where Skylar was trying her best to stop the bleeding from Moritz’s bullet wound. A translucent wall appeared between the group and the gunmen and, a second later, another appeared behind it just as Hoshi surrounded herself, Moritz, and Skylar with a Force Dome. It was big enough for them but getting everyone inside it would have been tough. Melissa kept stacking up walls, each two metres high and twelve metres in length, knowing that any bullets coming their way would take one of them down.
Putting her hand on Moritz’s chest, Hoshi focused on a First Aid spell. There was a glimmer of light from the wound and the bleeding stopped immediately, but the fallen combat student still seemed to be in a lot of pain. ‘Hold still, Moritz Evered,’ Hoshi said. ‘I’ve stopped the bleeding. Nava can–’
‘Where is Nava?’ Skylar asked, looking up and around.
Hoshi turned to where Nava had been. ‘She’s… Where is she?’
Now kneeling between her fallen classmate and the gunmen, Mitsuko pointed north. ‘She’s out there, taking care of business.’
‘She went alone?’
‘Oh, we’re better off keeping out of her way,’ Melissa said. She had five walls up. One had been taken down by a bullet but there were still five. And there was the sound of automatic gunfire now, but none of the slugs seemed to be coming their way. ‘When she gets like this…’
Something exploded back where the soldiers were, and Rochester winced. His eyes were closed and his senses were out at the battle site, but he could still provide some commentary. ‘He really shouldn’t have tried a grenade.’
‘Who?’ Lydia asked.
‘He can’t hear you,’ Melissa said. ‘Chess’s hearing is eighty or ninety metres up that way.’
There was another burst of gunfire. It sounded like someone was firing in all directions at once with their rifle set to full auto. Panicked fire. Then it stopped and a very final sounding silence descended upon the soggy forest.
Rochester opened his eyes. ‘It’s done. They’re all down.’
‘We’re not really equipped to handle prisoners,’ Hoshi said. She collapsed her dome and got to her feet. ‘Should I go over and–’
‘I wouldn’t bother,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Nava doesn’t really do prisoners,’ Melissa added.
‘There are no survivors,’ Rochester said, just to make it absolutely clear.
‘Oh,’ Hoshi said. ‘Then I’ll just… stand here feeling superfluous.’
Mitsuko gave a shrug. ‘Welcome to the “We’ve Fought with Nava” club.’
~~~
‘You’re going to want to open up your suit, Moritz,’ Nava said.
‘Why?’ Moritz asked through gritted teeth.
‘Because when the bullet pushes out, you don’t want it ending up inside your suit. And, Mel, you should turn around.’
‘Right!’ Mel said. She did an abrupt about-face and began carefully contemplating some bushes a few dozen metres away.
Moritz undid the closure at the neck of his suit and then unzipped the front. There was still a pucker mark where the bullet had hit him, just missing the floating rib on his right side. The wound had not closed entirely, but it was no longer bleeding thanks to Hoshi’s spell. Nava knelt down and put her hand on Moritz’s chest. A second later, the bullet pushed out through the hole it had made, which then sealed closed behind it.
Nava caught the projectile and held it out to a suddenly relaxed Moritz. ‘There you go, a souvenir. You can now say you’ve been wounded in battle, even if you won’t be able to show off the scar.’
Moritz took his souvenir and peered at it. ‘What’s that? Five or six mil?’
‘It’ll be a five point five six by forty-five millimetre. They were all armed with AR seven oh fives. Mercs, from the looks of them. Well, eight mercenaries and a couple of people who looked like they were scientists of some kind. If I had to guess, from their gear they were out here documenting the damage.’
‘But why did they shoot at us?’ Hoshi asked.
‘No idea. Maybe because they shouldn’t be out here for some reason. Another guess, but they seemed to be under orders to not let anyone leave here after seeing them. Even the scientist types pulled pistols to try to kill me.’
Moritz was getting to his feet and zipping up his suit. ‘Uh, thanks for the spell. That hurt like a mother and now it’s like it never happened. But… you stole their gravcart?’
Nava looked around at the small, floating platform she had acquired from the soldiers. It had been carrying various bits of scientific gear, but now it was empty. ‘Well, they aren’t using it.’
‘I thought we weren’t allowed anything like that. You know, given this is a survival field trip and all.’
‘Ah, but that was bringing one with us. This is found along the way. Everyone, get your gear on the cart. We’ll take turns pushing it.’
‘Excellent idea,’ Hoshi said. ‘Without our packs we’ll move much faster. Also, excellent use of field scrounging. Even if you did have to kill the original owners.’
Nava gave a shrug. ‘It’s kind of what I do.’
~~~
It was dark when they reached the northern edge of the forest, but they had been too close to getting out to give up when the sun set. Nava and Hoshi had taken it in turns to summon up light to see by and there had been no real problems. It was a bit spooky; the silence of the forest seemed more profound with such a hard delineation between where they could see and where they could not. Beyond the uneven ring of light provided by the spells, Jukai was a pitch-black mystery which could have easily been hiding monsters.
It was with some relief that everyone piled onto the transport which came to pick them up. As soon as they were aboard the contragrav, their ketcoms connected to the vehicle’s internal network, registered them with the planetary network, and chimed as messages which had been waiting for days were delivered.
Nava ignored her messaging app’s pleas for attention and placed a voice-only call as soon as she was sitting down. She lifted her ketcom to her ear rather than using the speaker. It was not exactly private, but it was better than nothing.
‘Nava?’ Fawn Tyrell sounded a little surprised to be getting the call. ‘Aren’t you in the middle of Jukai?’
‘We cut the trip short because of the storm, First Lieutenant,’ Nava replied. ‘I’m sending you some coordinates. On the way out, we ran into some opposition.’
‘Opposition? Someone attacked you? Who?’
‘I thought you could determine that. Probably mercs escorting a couple of scientists. For some reason, they viewed us as a threat and opened fire as soon as they spotted us.’
‘Any casualties?’
‘We had one student wounded, but he’s back to being his relatively obnoxious self.’
‘Hey!’ Moritz exclaimed from one of the seats behind Nava.
‘The mercs didn’t fair too well.’
‘Somehow, that’s not a surprise,’ Fawn replied. There was a short pause. ‘I have the location. I’ll get a team out there as soon as it gets light. If there’s a mercenary company conducting any sort of covert op on Shinden, we’ll want to know about it.’
‘That’s what I thought. I’ll leave it to you. Good night, First Lieutenant.’
‘That was the ASF?’ Hoshi asked. She was leaning over the back of her own seat and wobbling a little as the transport took to the air. ‘I should really have reported–’
‘Indeed, Miss Hoshi Horne, please make a report on the incident when we get back to the school. Also, please indicate that First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell Hamilton is handling the investigation. The ASF won’t have a problem with that.’
Hoshi frowned, but she also nodded. ‘Okay. I’d imagine the ASF will want to speak to all of us.’
‘I just bet they will,’ Moritz said. ‘Are we okay saying that Nava slaughtered those mercs without breaking a sweat? I mean, it was justified, but do you want them knowing about it?’
‘Thank you for your consideration, Moritz,’ Nava replied. ‘The ASF won’t have a problem with that either.’
‘I bet they’d have liked one or two of them alive to question,’ Skylar suggested.
‘Probably. But you can’t always get what you want, and this was one of those times when they’ll have to make do with what they have.’
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, 235/10/30.
‘Did I get you out of bed?’ Fawn asked.
‘No,’ Nava replied. The call was voice-only again, but this time it was over the speaker. Nava and Mitsuko were getting dressed, so Nava’s ketcom was operating in hands-free mode. ‘On the other hand, Suki only let me out of bed because we’re meeting Mel and Chess for lunch.’
‘Hey!’ Mitsuko responded.
‘Morning… No, afternoon, Mitsuko,’ Fawn said, a grin in her voice.
‘Hello to you, Fawn. I assume you’re calling to apprise Nava of what you found?’
‘I am, and it’s not much.’
‘You weren’t able to figure out who they were?’
‘We weren’t able to find them. We got to the location and there were no bodies. It wasn’t exactly a perfect cover-up. We found a couple of shell casings and there was evidence of a grenade explosion. We found bullet holes in some trees and extracted the bullets. But someone went in there last night and cleaned the place.’
‘Interesting,’ Nava said.
‘Very. Unfortunately, we’ve got next to nothing to work with as far as figuring out what they were doing and why. We’ll dig further, but I wouldn’t hold my breath for a resolution.’
‘I wasn’t planning to, First Lieutenant. Once I’d killed them, they were your problem. Unless you want to make them my problem.’
‘No, you can leave that to us. I take it they decided not to put you back into lessons after coming back early.’
‘There are still groups out,’ Mitsuko said, ‘so there are still teachers unavailable. It’s autumn break next week anyway.’
‘Makes sense,’ Fawn replied. ‘You’re spending a couple of days with the Greylings next week, right, Nava?’
‘Wednesday and Thursday,’ Nava said. ‘If Suki lets me out of bed to go.’
Mitsuko threw a pillow, which was dodged. ‘I am not that bad!’
Castle Grey, 235/10/35.
From the air, Castle Grey looked like a country estate. A modernised country estate since the buildings were clearly fairly modern and had no allusions to older styles of architecture. Some were clearly built on purely functional aesthetics, but there was a large, central structure which owed more to buildings like the Trenton mansion than, say, an army base.
Around that central building, which was probably accommodations, were grounds which could not have been called gardens. There were open fields and forested areas and a couple of concrete platforms. The latter were for some purpose Nava could not determine, but the other sections were mostly for training. One grassed area was clearly a firing range and she could see people moving through a treed area, sticking to the cover of bushes. Castle Grey was a training ground and Nava wondered what she might learn there.
‘What do you think?’ Rhianna asked. She was in the seat next to Nava on the tiltrotor they were using as transport. It was an armed tiltrotor and the interior was laid out for an assault team to use complete with racks for weapons.
‘I’ll let you know when I’ve had a proper look,’ Nava replied. ‘It certainly seems extensive.’
‘There’s more than you can see.’
‘Well, of course there is.’
The tiltrotor came into a landing on one of the concrete areas – so that explained at least some of the reason for those – and Nava disembarked behind Rhianna a moment later. At ground level, the ‘mansion’ was obscured by a curtain of trees which Rhianna started for immediately.
‘We’ll get you settled into a room,’ Rhianna said. ‘Some of us have permanent rooms here, but it’s mostly handled as a sharing system.’
‘That makes sense,’ Nava responded.
‘All the rooms are the same, so it doesn’t– Actually, I lie. There are some superior rooms for the higher-ranking members of the family, but most of them don’t live here, so they’re not massively superior. Every room has a shower room and a small kitchen. Access to high-speed, very secure networking. Uh… You know, the usual facilities. Our main data-handling facility is here, and this is the only place you can get access to that. We’ll get you set up with access to the less-secure mirrors while you’re here. Obviously, you’ll need to handle access to those carefully.’
‘I had data security drilled into me when I was three.’
‘Well, we only give lessons to people who haven’t, but we’ll make you read the rules anyway.’
‘As I’d expect. Will I be seeing Nobuyuki while I’m here?’
Rhianna nodded. ‘You will. Actually, he’ll be evaluating your unarmed combat skills this afternoon.’
‘Evaluating… You mean he’s going to try to beat me up and see if I can stop him?’
‘It’s more like he will beat you up and he’ll see how you take it.’
‘Well, it sounds like I’m going to have a really fun afternoon.’
~~~
Castle Grey was a wonderland of intensive training facilities. Dojos, shooting ranges, simulated combat arenas, various outdoor areas devoted to combat practice in different terrains. The place had it all. Practical skills were emphasised over more academic ones, but there were a couple of lecture theatres under the mansion for the teaching of tactics and strategy.
The one thing it lacked was a duelling arena. Duels, Rhianna explained, were discouraged strongly among members of the family. If you felt that you had been wronged so badly that a duel was necessary, you had to explain the situation to the satisfaction of the family’s leaders. Then a duel would be arranged in one of the combat practice areas. To the death. You needed justification such that a death duel was required,
or permission would not be given. Nava found that attitude very acceptable.
Having toured the facilities and been granted the necessary security clearances for her rank, Nava was taken for lunch with Nobuyuki’s evaluation looming ahead of her. She decided on something light, a salad, much to Rhianna’s amusement. The mansion had a large dining room with facilities to produce more or less anything you might wish in the way of food, though the menu was moderately weighted toward a high-protein diet.
‘Not everyone in the family is a magician,’ Rhianna said as they ate. Rhianna was wolfing down a hearty stew with some sort of beef-like meat in it. They had wandered into the general sort of exposition one gets when someone who knew a lot about a subject had to try to explain as much as possible to someone who knew next to nothing. ‘We probably have a higher percentage than most families because we adopt, but we have people brought in due to their mundane skills too.’
‘Snipers,’ Nava suggested. ‘Tacticians and strategists.’
‘And a couple of cooks. Hey, an army runs on its stomach, right?’
‘Marches, Rhianna. An army marches on its stomach.’ Rhianna actually jumped. Nava had seen the old man who spoke moving toward them by virtue of her position at the table; otherwise, she might have done the same. Maybe. ‘Napoleon Bonaparte. Or so attributed, anyway.’
‘Master Kaede! I hate it when you do that.’
Master Kaede smiled. ‘I’m aware.’ He was obviously an older man. There was grey in his black hair and his face had various wrinkles in it that suggested someone who had plenty of worries but was good-humoured about life. Nava estimated he was her height within a centimetre or so and there was about him the look of someone who had been strong but was now withering a little. He appeared lithe and fit, and he could clearly move without making a sound, but there were long years hiding behind his fading-brown eyes. Most of all, Kaede looked like an incredibly dangerous individual packed into the body of a smiling, late-middle-aged man. ‘So,’ he said, turning his full attention on Nava, ‘this is our new recruit?’ Having his attention focused on her was not an entirely pleasant feeling.
‘Yes,’ Rhianna replied. ‘Nava, this is Master Kaede Greyling Sonkei, the leader of the Greylings.’
Nava got to her feet and bowed. Somewhat to her surprise, he returned the bow, albeit not quite as deeply. ‘I’ve heard a lot of good things about you, Nava,’ Kaede said. ‘Sit. Finish your meal.’
‘Thank you,’ Nava said, retaking her seat. ‘It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Master Kaede.’
‘Is it?’
‘Not entirely,’ Nava replied without a pause. ‘It’s a little like being watched by someone who can see my soul.’
Kaede lifted his head and laughed. It was a good, hearty sort of laugh. ‘One of the things I’ve heard is that you’re not into pleasantries. I see that’s true.’
‘I don’t think you’re the sort of person who responds well to lies in the name of social niceties. It’s mostly a pleasure to meet you and I think my opinion will soften once you’ve finished scrutinising me.’
‘That depends on whether you live up to the hype.’ He looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘Considering your actions at the symposium this summer, I admit to having high hopes.’
‘The terrorists at the symposium were easy,’ Nava said. ‘They had only one really skilled magician and they believed themselves superior to anyone they might come up against.’
‘You still managed to eliminate all of them without any additional casualties among the hostages. Your utilisation of your support resources was significantly better than one would expect of an ASF marine. From my understanding, the promise shown by both Rochester Hunt and Melissa Connelly is down to your instruction in school.’
Nava gave a shrug. Undue modesty seemed like it would be pointless in front of Kaede’s gaze. Equally… ‘I’m not a teacher. I’ve made suggestions and they’ve worked for us. The potential was there before I got to them.’ She was not going to ask how he knew what was going on in the school: this was the Greyling family.
‘Well, soon we’ll see what kind of potential you have.’
‘So I hear. My nascent bruises are looking forward to it.’
~~~
Nobuyuki was not an especially tall man, but he was built like a brick wall. The black gi he was wearing strained to hold in his biceps and thigh muscles. He was an attractive man with solid features, somewhat wild black hair, and very dark eyes. Despite his name, there was nothing about his face suggesting Asian ancestry which Nava had wondered about on first seeing him. She had also considered him dangerous back then and now, faced with the man in combat, she was discovering that her assessment had been right on the nose.
She was landing about one blow in four. That would probably have been enough, if she had been trying to kill him. As it was, she found herself in painful locks a lot, and getting out of them was virtually impossible. He was bigger and stronger than she was and while she was faster, it was not by much. She was wearing tight leggings and an equally tight top, giving him nothing to grab, but he was still throwing her around like a toy. And he was not using sorcery; what he was like when he did was something Nava hoped never to find out. At least if she was on the receiving end.
‘I believe,’ Nobuyuki said after about thirty minutes, ‘that that is enough.’
Maybe that was because Nava had just tapped out of a pin and was now lying on the mat in one of the dojos, breathing like an out-of-shape marathon runner. She decided not to reply. Her focus was on breathing right now.
‘What do you think?’ Rhianna asked. She had been watching from the side, but now she walked closer, looking down at Nava with a grin on her face.
‘She’s competent,’ Nobuyuki replied. ‘I would even say good. She has no particular style, but that’s not an entirely bad thing. It makes her less predictable. With practice, she could be exceptional. Of course, she was holding back…’
‘I… was not… holding back,’ Nava said.
‘If you had not held back, I would be dead. I’m aware of your Hand of Death spell.’
‘Oh… That.’
‘So, your assessment is that she’s good enough for situations where she needs her opponent dead?’
Nobuyuki shrugged. It was a little like watching seismic activity in progress. ‘One can always improve. Let’s get you out to one of the firing ranges, Nava. You can show us what you can do there.’
~~~
‘As expected,’ Nobuyuki said, ‘when sorcery is a factor, you are extremely formidable.’
‘Good situational awareness too,’ Rhianna said.
Nava had, of course, aced the ranged tests. Using Magic Bullet, she could hit targets out to a kilometre without trying and without a spell assistance device. At closer ranges, her skill let her hit vital points with ease, making her lethal even if she was not using Magic Burst. She had managed a perfect score on a pop-up target test in one of the forested areas too. Yes, when magic was a factor, Nava was an extremely dangerous opponent, but then, she had been engineered to be.
‘Thank you,’ Nava said. ‘Given my background, it’s to be expected.’ It was dinner time, and for this meal she was working her way through a perfectly cooked steak and enough vegetables to make a nutritionist glow with pride. She felt like she needed it.
‘Perhaps,’ Nobuyuki said, ‘but genetics can’t make up for lack of skill. You’ve learned to use your abilities well. Don’t denigrate yourself simply because some scientists gave you advantages.’
‘I don’t. I’m simply aware of the facts. Some of the facts. No one has ever managed to work out what some elements of my genome do.’
‘Something to work on in the future, perhaps,’ Rhianna said. ‘Tomorrow, I’ll take you through some evaluations of your non-combat skills, but… You’ve met Master Kaede and Nobo’s thrown you around like a rag doll. None of that’s broken you, so I think you have a right to call yourself a Greyling. Welcome to the grey.’





Part Three: When Life Gives You Lemons
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 235/11/6.
‘More weird weather last night,’ Rochester said. He sat down beside Melissa at the refectory table, but he kept more distance between them than he used to. It was lunchtime on the second day of school after the holiday; everyone was about as enthused about school as they could get.
‘Unpredicted storm in the Ishikawa Archipelago,’ Nava said. ‘The fourth unexpected meteorological event in the last seven days.’
‘There were casualties this time. Three people died due to various weather-related accidents.’
‘All Ishikawas,’ Mitsuko said, nodding. ‘They’re not a large family. More or less all of them live on those islands.’
‘And Dana Hillam killed one of them,’ Nava said. ‘It’s not their year. You haven’t seen anything suggesting any action’s being taken, Chess?’
Rochester shook his head. ‘Nothing.’
‘I’ll ask my father,’ Mitsuko said.
‘I suppose I could ask–’ Nava began.
‘By the stars, you’re perfect!’ Everyone at the table turned to look at the speaker who had appeared near Nava and was now staring intently at her with a huge grin on his face. You would not have necessarily described him as handsome, mainly because his face was dominated by a nose you could use to pick locks. He was mid-height and slim, with fairly short brown hair and eyes on the darker side of hazel. His eyebrows vied with his nose for facial domination and his mouth looked too wide for his jaw, though that might have been a function of the grin. It was the kind of grin you saw on predators after they have cornered some juicy prey. It was focused on Nava. And Nava – who was afraid of more or less nothing that was not a direct threat – was really not sure what to do with it.
Mitsuko came to her rescue. ‘Terence Daniau, what are you talking about?’
‘You know this guy?’ Nava asked.
‘Terence Daniau Orlando. He’s in the Drama Club. As I recall, he’s the director of their production this year.’
‘Okay… What am I perfect for, Terence Daniau?’
‘Yuki, the Ice Queen, obviously,’ Terence replied. ‘Tell me you can act, sweet lady of my dreams!’
‘You want me to–’
‘She can act, Terence,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’m not sure acting in your play is right for her…’
‘It’s definitely–’
‘But she’s perfect!’ Terence exclaimed. ‘We wouldn’t even need a wig! I’ve seen her around, obviously, and she always has that calm, cool demeanour. It’s perfect for the character.’
Nava was beginning to get a little annoyed. Not that you could necessarily tell. ‘I’m really not–’
‘The role calls for more than just that,’ Mitsuko said. She paused and Nava opened her mouth to continue her refusal. ‘I think you should do it, Nava.’
‘Have you met me?’ Nava asked.
‘Yes, and I think you could do the role justice. I think you could give an exceptional performance, in fact.’
‘Performance. Exactly. Performing and acting are not the same thing.’
‘Are you saying that you can’t counterfeit emotions?’
There was a sparkle in Mitsuko’s eyes. Traitor! ‘I can if I need to, but that still doesn’t mean I can perform on stage.’
‘Once. It’s one performance. Isn’t that right, Terence?’
‘It is,’ Terence replied. ‘We put on a single performance on the last Saturday night of term.’
‘I think it would be good for you,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I think it would let everyone see a different side of you. I’m quite sure that most of the school believes you to be entirely emotionless and this would demonstrate your true nature.’
‘You’re not going to let this slide, are you?’ Nava asked.
‘No. I don’t believe I will.’
Nava turned her attention to Terence. ‘One night? One performance?’
‘Just one,’ he replied. ‘There will be rehearsals, obviously, but there is only one performance.’
‘Very well. I’ll do your one performance.’
‘Excellent! You won’t regret this. I’ll make you a star!’
Nava looked up at the ceiling as though she were praying for strength. ‘I’m regretting it already.’
~~~
‘Who have I agreed to play in this play?’ Nava asked. It was dinner time and she now had the chance to point out that she had no clue who Yuki the Ice Queen was, even though it seemed that Mitsuko did.
‘What’s this?’ Hoshi asked. She had joined the usual group for dinner because, as Rochester put it, she usually ate her meals alone and that seemed unfair. Melissa seemed to think that was perfectly fair, but she had not put up much in the way of objection to Hoshi joining them either.
‘Nava is going to be Yuki in the Drama Club’s production of The Ice Queen,’ Mitsuko said.
‘I have no idea who that is either,’ Melissa said.
‘Uh, neither do I,’ Rochester added.
‘It did originate on Shinden,’ Hoshi said. ‘Uh, I think it was a Himura who wrote the original story.’
Mitsuko nodded. ‘It was, though it’s now better known for the play. And the vids based on the play. The original story is partially based on Japanese folklore. The yuki-onna, or snow woman, hence the name.’
‘Yuki literally means snow,’ Hoshi said. ‘It’s quite popular as a girl’s name.’
‘I’m going to assume she has white hair,’ Nava said. ‘That’s all I know about her at this point.’
‘The yuki-onna was traditionally very pale,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Pale skin, white hair, and very beautiful. The Ice Queen has, traditionally, had darker skin. You’re on the extreme edge of how dark she’s normally portrayed, but I don’t think they’ll be covering you in makeup.’
‘It would be a lot of makeup,’ Hoshi said. ‘The Ice Queen’s costumes tend to be on the, um, brief side. Lots of flowing scarves or similar. It’s supposed to demonstrate her supernatural nature. Or it might be because it made for good cover art.’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, it’s a love story.’
‘It’s more of an allegory.’
‘It’s an allegorical love story… tragedy. A tragic love story with an allegorical theme.’
‘I’m confused,’ Melissa said.
‘That was not especially clear,’ Rochester agreed.
‘I’m going to be prancing around a stage in scarves,’ Nava muttered. ‘It shouldn’t be hard to get in character.’ Louder, she said, ‘Maybe if you give us the plot, things will be clearer.’
‘Well,’ Hoshi said, ‘it’s a fantasy. Or a fairy tale. So, once upon a time, there was a land where the summers were warm and the winters were cruel. People lived to the south, where the snow came only in the winter, and the land was ruled over by a king and queen who treated their subjects well and were beloved by all. To the north, the lands were ruled by Yuki, the immortal Queen of Ice and Snow, from her icy castle atop the tallest mountain in the land. Yuki’s lands were always frozen and, in the winter, she sent cold winds and snow south. Not from malice, but because that was the nature of things.’
‘Then a princess is born in the south,’ Mitsuko continued, ‘who seeks to expand her realm into the north when she becomes queen. She’s warm-hearted and hates to see her subjects suffer in the cold. Well, that was the original story. Some of the more modern portrayals have her as just being power-hungry.’
‘Even in the original, she’s a bit ambiguous, don’t you think?’
Mitsuko shrugged. ‘You may be right. Anyway, she falls in love with a young knight and together they hatch a plot to dethrone the Ice Queen. Yuki rules alone and the princess thinks that, should someone thaw her heart, Yuki’s power would be broken. The knight will travel to Yuki’s icy palace and make her fall in love with him. Then, when the Ice Queen’s power is at its weakest, the knight will let an army into Yuki’s castle and her power will be finally destroyed.’
‘Off the knight goes,’ Hoshi said, ‘love for his princess keeping him warm, and he makes his way to Yuki’s castle. It takes him an entire year, but he succeeds in seducing Yuki. The thing is, he’s discovered that she’s a lot more attractive, physically and emotionally, than he thought she’d be. He’s fallen in love with her as much as she’s fallen in love with him. In the end, however, he betrays her, letting the army in when they arrive as arranged. Crushed by his betrayal, Yuki stands in her burning castle, doing nothing to stop the soldiers.’
‘That’s not very nice,’ Melissa said.
‘It gets better,’ Mitsuko said, grinning. ‘When they search through the ruins, all they can find of the Ice Queen is a single crystal of ice which won’t melt, no matter what they do to it. It’s carried back to the south where it’s made into the centrepiece of the princess’s crown since her father has died and she’s to be crowned queen right after her wedding to the knight. And for three years, everything is perfect. The summers are warm and the winters are mild. The old frozen lands thaw and people start farming them. Then, over the course of six years, things start to go wrong. At first, it’s weird events in the newly colonised lands in the north. People are found frozen to death in their fields. Crops are destroyed by sudden, hard frosts. But the winters are growing steadily colder again, and people are starting to worry. They petition the king and queen to send troops to the Ice Queen’s castle to ensure that she has not, somehow, returned. Soldiers are sent, but they never return.’
‘And then,’ Hoshi said, ‘we come to the midwinter festival in the ninth year. This winter is as harsh as any seen while Yuki was on her throne and the feasting has a desperate edge to it. The festival was always there to turn the cold away in the middle of the winter. To call for spring, if you like. This year, it’s needed more than ever. The queen gets up as midnight approaches, ready to make a speech, but the ice crystal on her crown begins to glow brightly. It gets brighter and brighter, until everyone has to look away, and when the light subsides–’
‘The princess has turned into Yuki?’ Nava asked.
‘I guess it’s kind of obvious. The king, the knight Yuki fell in love with, gets up and begs her to give him back his queen “if you ever really loved me.” She says she did love him, but his betrayal has hardened her heart forever. Then she freezes him into ice along with everyone else in the land. Except that all the frozen citizens then shatter in the extreme cold, but the knight is spared that fate. Instead, Yuki keeps him with her, frozen for all time and still aware. The winter never leaves and Yuki rules over the whole world, alone.’
‘I’m going to blubber like a baby at the end of this play,’ Melissa said.
‘There have been a bunch of more modern video productions that stop after Yuki is defeated,’ Hoshi said. ‘Mostly because it’s a happier ending.’
‘If people think that’s a happy ending,’ Nava said, ‘they must be desperate to find the good in the bad.’
‘I’m not sure what the moral of the story is,’ Rochester said. ‘You said it was allegorical.’
‘That depends upon who you ask,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Supposedly, the original author claimed there was no message other than the one the reader took from it. Some say that Yuki represents the forces of nature which, no matter what, will always win in the end. It’s basically an allegory about old Earth in that version. Others say she’s the ancient magic we largely ignore now that we’ve created a science out of sorcery. Ignore it as we might, it has more power than we can ever overcome.’
‘I quite like that one,’ Melissa said.
‘One interpretation is that duty comes before love,’ Hoshi said. ‘The knight chooses to put his queen and people before his love for the Ice Queen.’
‘Considering the ending,’ Rochester said, ‘I don’t buy that one.’
‘Perhaps not. Others say it’s about the power of love, but I’m not sure I buy that one either.’
‘Ah,’ Mitsuko said, ‘both of those are one of the reasons for cutting the last part out in some modern vids. It works some for the duty idea, but the love one is actually better served by keeping the original ending. You see, while the princess and the knight fall in love, they also seek to use love to betray the Ice Queen. When the knight falls in love with Yuki and then betrays her, he’s betraying a deeper love than he has for the princess, so his punishment is worse when Yuki returns, hardened by his betrayal. There’s also an interpretation where Yuki represents rationality overcoming emotion. You could make a case for her representing sorcery overcoming older forms of magic, which tend to be more emotional, too.’
‘Okay…’ Nava said slowly. ‘I get the general idea, even if I could care less about the allegory. The main issue I can see is… The knight character seduces my character. Am I going to end up in bed with some Drama Club student on stage?’
‘The sex is usually implied,’ Mitsuko said quickly. ‘There may be some kissing, but that’s about as far as it goes.’
‘Usually,’ Hoshi said. ‘There have been a couple of productions on vid and stage where–’
‘Hoshi. Please shut up.’
‘Uh, okay.’
‘I’m sure Terence Daniau has no intention of going that far in this production,’ Mitsuko said, putting as much confidence as possible into the sentence. The last thing she wanted was Nava getting cold feet about this now. And she should have known better…
Nava gave a shrug. ‘You’re the one who’s going to be watching me banging some guy in front of the school.’
‘Oh… Putting it another way, if he has decided to go that far, he won’t be alive for the performance.’
235/11/7.
‘Having conducted a brief review of the script,’ Nava said, ‘it would appear that Terence Daniau will survive.’
‘No bedroom scenes then?’ Melissa asked.
‘There’s a kiss.’
‘How risqué.’
‘There’s still the matter of the costumes,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I may still wound him a little over the costumes.’
‘The Ice Queen’s costume could go either way,’ Nava said by way of explanation. ‘Some productions have her wrapped in fur. Some have her barely dressed while everyone else is wrapped up against the cold. Terence Daniau hasn’t even sent concept sketches for the costumes yet. There was a video production a few years ago with Yuki dressed in a largely transparent bodysuit which sparkled like a layer of frost.’
‘Oh, you’d look good in something like that,’ Melissa said. It seemed likely that Rochester was thinking the same thing since he tried very hard to choke himself on the rice dish he was eating for lunch.
‘She would look amazing,’ Mitsuko agreed, ‘which is why Terence would escape with his life if he’s going for a similar costume.’
‘Did anyone see the news this morning?’ Rochester asked, maybe to get the conversation away from a nearly nude Nava.
‘Anything specific?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘That storm over the Bravis Peninsula. Three deaths, a dozen injured.’
‘I noticed it,’ Nava said. ‘They had predicted bad weather in the region, but it hit with a lot more force than expected.’
Rochester nodded. ‘They were expecting nothing worse than a seven on the Adjusted Beaufort Scale. They got a nine with significantly more rain than predicted.’
‘The weather predictions this year are turning out to be strangely inaccurate.’
‘Even the ones which use divination,’ Melissa put in. ‘I was reading something about it yesterday. A couple of services using sorcery for their predictions were trying to push the idea that they were inherently more accurate than those using straight meteorology. But they haven’t been predicting these weird storms either. Or any of the other random weather events.’
‘Hm…’ Rochester looked out toward one of the windows, a thoughtful expression on his face. ‘Theoretically, sorcery should be able to predict unusual weather conditions more effectively than traditional meteorology.’
‘Because divination relies on the subconscious awareness of information gathered from the entire Q-field. Theoretically.’ Melissa gave a shrug. ‘I mean, even the best magicians in the universe can’t really see the entire Q-field when they cast a divination, but a whole planet…’
Rochester nodded. ‘The accuracy of meteorology-based prediction relies on the weather model, obviously, but also on the volume of data available. The more data points you have, the more accurate your prediction will be. Divination takes a more holistic approach, so aberrant data actually tends to be more obvious. The accuracy of both methods is about the same, assuming nothing outside the normal run of events is in play.’
‘If the weather is going to do what you’d expect,’ Nava said, ‘then standard science will give good results. If some freak storm is going to blow up, divination is more likely to spot it. Correct?’
‘Yes. And, as usual, more concise than I managed.’
‘But, if divination is more likely to pick up freak events, why is it not picking up these ones?’
Rochester gave a slight shrug. ‘This is a relatively uninformed guess, but–’
‘Someone’s deliberately messing with the weather,’ Melissa said. ‘That’s not uninformed, Chess, you’re just hedging because it seems so unlikely. Divination in general suffers from the Knowledge Paradox. If someone intervenes in what you’re trying to predict, your prediction’s accuracy changes in entirely unpredictable ways.’
‘Yes… Yes, you’re quite right, Mel. About the metaphysics and about my reason for wanting to be vague. There’s a meeting of the Metaphysics Club this afternoon. I’ll bring up this weather problem there and see if anyone has any ideas.’
‘The ASF are looking into it,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Father told me that the administration requested an investigation after the deaths in the Ishikawa Archipelago. They hadn’t turned anything up by the time I was talking to him.’
‘I’ll ask First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell,’ Nava said. ‘When I get the chance. I have the first production meeting with the Drama Club this afternoon.’
‘If there’s any indication of what your costume is going to be, let me know.’
‘Obviously. If you decide to kill Terence Daniau, I probably won’t have to do it and my hands will be entirely clean.’
Mitsuko raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re not allowed to exaggerate to get me to hurt him.’
‘Would I do such a thing…’
~~~
The Drama Club was meeting on the stage in the theatre. Well, those who would be on stage were on the stage along with various others who were involved in organising the production. The Drama Club subcontracted to the Art Club for sets, though they did their own special effects. The Music Club did a lot of the sound work. Representatives from both were present. Francis Goretti, chairman of the Extracurricular Activities Committee, was also there, primarily to check that everything was kicking off well.
As far as Nava could see, things were not going especially well. She might have been a little sensitive to the tension since a lot of it was directed her way. Francis was all smiles, as usual; he was too old for Nava to become involved with, and he knew she was in a relationship with Mitsuko now, but he refused to give up on flirting. Terence was, obviously, thoroughly enamoured with his new star, so he was all smiles too. That was part of the problem.
Terence had, it seemed, consulted no one regarding his casting of an outsider in one of the three lead roles. If you looked at actual time on stage, Yuki was one of the two leading roles since the princess was not really seen for much of the play. There was actually a minimalist version of the script which cut out everyone aside from Yuki and the knight to focus on their relationship. The Drama Club had plenty of members and, sure, there were plenty of them who were there for the support roles like lighting and special effects, but plenty of them wanted to act and Terence had brought in Nava to play the Ice Queen. That had gone down like a lead balloon.
The chairwoman of the club, Rexanne Girard Sonkei, did not seem hostile. That was despite the fact that Nava had executed one of the members of her family at the start of the year. Maybe it was because of that; Rexanne was on the support stream and intending to move into video production after school which seemed a little tame for the ambitious Girard family. Perhaps Rexanne had taken some heat from her murderous family member and Nava had removed that issue. Whatever, Rexanne seemed to be almost as enthusiastic about Terence’s choice for the Yuki role as he was.
The technicians could not have cared less. Those in charge of wardrobe wanted Nava’s measurements for the costumes and were muttering over which of a couple of costume designs would work best with her body type. There was no need for a wig or hair dye, so makeup was happy.
It was the actors who were displeased. Primarily, it was the more senior actors in the club, the ones Nava had taken the place of. Except that her prince was not especially happy and there was no way he could have been up for the part. There was some internal politics going on here that Nava was, as yet, unaware of.
The most obvious source of negativity was Nava’s understudy, Brigitta Seward Voll. She was a tall, slim, blonde woman, a year ahead of Nava but in the combat stream. She looked like someone who could play Yuki, if only because she was pale-skinned and had the kind of flaxen hair you expected to see on a Viking. From what Nava could tell, she already knew the part flawlessly, but she was being relegated to the role of an unnamed maid since Nava was there.
The man playing the knight – who was named Constant, presumably as a joke – was Yoshirō Yamasaki Sonkei. Handsome and possessed of short, jet-black hair and near-black eyes with a smouldering quality. He was not too tall, but tall enough that he was not going to look odd as Nava’s love interest, and his body suggested that he worked out. With his musculature, Nava suspected he was a member of one of the martial arts clubs as well as the Drama Club. There was no way that he could have played Yuki, so there had to be another reason for his general hostility.
Twyla Fitzroy Orlando was playing Princess Rosamund and was not exactly the type to play an ice queen either. She was the right gender, but she was all warm colours. Shoulder-length hair which was on the redder end of the auburn scale, brown eyes with warm, red undertones, and skin the colour of autumn leaves. She was summer to Nava’s and Brigitta’s winter. She was pretty more than she was beautiful. Her face tended to the round and she had a small, perky nose. Even without the colouring, it would have required supreme suspension of disbelief to see her as a heartless, frozen demi-goddess of ice and snow. Well, it would have been easier if you could have seen the way she looked at Nava: malice sat behind a warm smile like a snake ready to strike.
There was not a long cast list. There were various extras, but a large chunk was a two-person deal with Nava and Yoshirō. Maybe thirty percent of the additional cast looked like they did not care who was playing Yuki. The others definitely had an opinion, and Nava was not their first choice. It was enough to make someone think twice about being part of the production. Nava had already had second, and third, thoughts and was busy coming up with some choice words for Mitsuko who had been the one insisting that she do it.
‘Everyone knows their part,’ Terence said. ‘On Saturday, we’ll be having a script meeting. I need everyone to go over their lines by then and come to the meeting with any questions on the direction I wish to go in, or suggestions on how the role can be played. Remember, a stage play is a dynamic thing. The lines on the page can be adapted. The way those lines are portrayed is as important to the performance as what is said.’
‘This is the first time The Ice Queen has been performed here in over a decade,’ Rexanne said. ‘It’s a classic. It’s a firm favourite all across Shinden and beyond, especially during the winter months. Frankly, it’s a real shame that it hasn’t been done here in so long.’
‘Uh, well, it has,’ Francis said.
‘Six years ago?’ Rexanne waved the comment away. ‘That performance was cancelled. I’ve created a discussion group on the school info-net for you to throw ideas around or ask questions. I’ll be sending invitations to it in the morning. Uh, there are going to be groups for costume and makeup, scenery, lighting, special effects and all that. Does anyone need to bring anything up now?’
‘Uh, I do.’ The speaker was Farrell Tate Orlando and he was the special effects guy for the production. As might be expected, he was a support student and on the short side. He tended to the studious, though he did not wear fake glasses like Rochester. Typical mid-brown hair and brown eyes left him in the attractive-but-not-memorable range, but he did look like an intelligent man. ‘I’ve checked with everyone else. Nava Greyling, are you able to create illusions at all?’
Nava looked across at the man. His eyes dipped away from hers; he was not an especially confident man. ‘I can cast a rank one Visual Illusion, if that’s useful. Don’t expect anything amazingly artistic.’
Farrell frowned. ‘Rank one… Could be useful. If we need it, we’ll be sure to give you precise instructions as well as the imagery needed. There are a couple of scenes where you’re required to appear or disappear “as if by magic.”’
‘I’m afraid I’d need to improvise teleportation effects. I couldn’t be as fluid with that.’
‘Maybe you could just turn invisible,’ Brigitta said, the grin she was wearing suggesting she was aiming to be disparaging and make it sound like a joke.
Nava turned to look at the blonde. ‘Yes. Invisibility is an option if that would work better.’
‘Really?’ Farrell brightened up a lot at that suggestion. ‘Anything else you know that could be useful? From an effects perspective, I mean.’
Nava’s gaze returned to the effects supervisor. ‘I don’t think anything in this role calls for flying or combat. I can move a couple of kilos with telekinesis, but I can’t think of anywhere that would be required either.’
‘Illusion and invisibility are good. I can work with those.’
‘Excellent!’ Terence said. ‘We’re off to a good start. We have a fabulous cast. We’re going to give this school a performance like no other they’ve ever seen!’
Looking around at the fabulous cast, Nava was not so sure. But it was nice to know the director had lofty goals, she supposed.
~~~
‘You don’t know why the performance of The Ice Queen was cancelled six years ago, do you?’ Nava asked.
Hoshi’s fork paused between plate and mouth. ‘That’d be my first year… Oh! The star killed herself.’
‘The woman playing the Ice Queen died, so they cancelled? They didn’t have an understudy?’
‘No idea whether they did or didn’t, but everyone said it was because she was in the play that she committed suicide. She was found in the theatre one morning, hanging from one of the lighting rigs. I think they decided that going ahead with the production that year was inappropriate.’
‘That’s the Phantom of the Drama Club!’ Melissa exclaimed.
Hoshi grinned. ‘Yeah. There was a story going around for a couple of years after that her ghost was haunting the theatre.’ The grin faded a little. ‘And I always thought that was a really stupid idea. No such thing as ghosts.’
‘But now we know there can be,’ Melissa went on, uncowed. ‘Of course, the Phantom is nothing but an urban legend. I’m no metaphysics genius like some around here, but even I know it’s pretty unlikely that a random student could transition to the Q-field like that.’
‘What does this “Phantom” do?’ Nava asked. ‘I assume the story is more than just that her ghost exists.’
‘Ghost stuff. Wandering the backstage area of the theatre, mostly. Seeing her is supposed to be unlucky, especially if you’re in one of the club’s winter productions.’ Melissa turned to Hoshi. ‘Didn’t someone have a nervous breakdown after seeing her?’
‘Supposedly,’ Hoshi replied. ‘I think it was more likely that he was dumb enough to take a major part in a play when he was worried about his third-year progression tests.’
‘Sounds right. It’s just a spooky story. Though, it might be why no one has tried to put on The Ice Queen before now. There’s no one in the club left who would remember the last attempt.’
‘So, I’ve stepped into a dead woman’s shoes,’ Nava said. ‘Hopefully, her vengeful ghost won’t come around to complain.’
‘If it does,’ Melissa said, ‘you’d just kick its butt. Compared to the Harbinger, the ghost of a schoolgirl would be easy.’
‘You used to be such a sweet and innocent young woman, Mel,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Now you’re advocating kicking ephemeral butt.’
Melissa shrugged. ‘Almost a year of knowing Nava… That kind of thing changes you.’
One of Nava’s eyebrows shifted slightly upward. ‘Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?’
‘Do you really expect me to give an honest answer to that?’
235/11/10.
Rain did weird things around magic schools. You could not tell unless the rain got really heavy, but today it was obvious. The storm had rolled in around six in the morning and it was still throwing rivers of water down as the students walked to their morning classes. Several thousand Umbrella cantrips were up to shelter the magicians from the rain, each a little bubble of invisible force redirecting the raindrops. In places, the shields intersected and the water formed rivulets along the seams. Where three or more came together, pools could form. Those could result in accidents when the spells were dropped, but they added to the weird interplay of water and sorcery in interesting ways.
‘Another unpredicted weather event,’ Nava commented as she watched a pool form between herself, Mitsuko, and Melissa.
‘They predicted rain today,’ Melissa said.
‘Not like this. A millimetre or two, not a downpour.’
‘True.’
‘Well, it’s due to end around lunchtime,’ Mitsuko said. ‘This afternoon should be clear.’
‘I’ll be stuck in script reviews anyway,’ Nava said.
‘Ah, the price of stardom,’ Melissa said. The wistful tone was undoubtedly sarcastic.
The water between the trio had now filled up the space available and was overflowing across the barriers Nava and Melissa had up. Mitsuko’s was, of course, higher than her companions’ so it was flowing away from her. ‘Don’t think I won’t make sure all that water falls on you when we get to the door,’ Nava said.
‘Spoken like a true diva,’ Melissa replied, grinning. Despite that, she stepped away from Nava to let the water fall harmlessly before they got to the door of the teaching building.
~~~
The rain was still falling with no signs of it easing off. In Nava’s estimation, it formed a suitable backdrop to the boredom she was experiencing. As far as she could tell, the primary goal of her co-stars was to increase the number of lines they had along with their time on stage and in the spotlight. She listened as suggestions were made and, mostly, rejected, but the conversation largely went past her. Despite the fact that the entirety of her outward appearance was an act, Nava was not an actor and she had little interest in listening to actors argue.
‘I simply feel that Constant would need to work harder to persuade Yuki to allow him to stay,’ Yoshirō was saying. He was trying to persuade Terence to extend the meeting scene where Constant first entered the Ice Queen’s castle. More specifically, he wanted to add extra lines where Constant the knight begged Yuki to allow him to stay. He had suggested a few lines and they were horrendously melodramatic. Whatever Yoshirō’s acting ability might be, his writing sucked.
Terence appeared to be getting a little fed up. He tried a new approach. ‘Nava, do you have an opinion? You’re the one who’ll have to react to Constant’s additional dialogue.’
Nava pulled herself out of contemplation of absolutely nothing and looked across the circle at her director. After a second, he looked like he wanted to leave the room. ‘Additional dialogue is unnecessary,’ she said. ‘I assume the writer felt that what’s written is enough. Whatever he says, she’s going to allow him to stay, otherwise the plot can’t progress.’
‘This,’ Yoshirō said, raising a hand dramatically toward Nava, ‘is why we should have a professional actress in the role of Yuki.’ His gaze, posture, and tone shifted just slightly to fully communicate his patronising attitude. ‘You have to see your character as a person, Nava. She’s a real human who you give voice–’
‘Yuki is a character in a play,’ Nava said flatly. ‘She’s a plot device. She’s required to do what she does. If she doesn’t allow Constant to stay, he can’t seduce her, and the plot ends a few minutes into the second act.’
Terence looked pained. ‘Yoshirō is right, Nava. You’re quite correct about the need for the characters to act as they do for the plot to progress, but you have to empathise with your character. Understand her. Feel what she feels. Otherwise your performance will come over as stiff. Try to imagine yourself in Yuki’s position. This man she’s never met comes to her castle and asks to stay. What does she feel?’
‘What does she feel?’ Nava looked between the two of them, a little confused. It actually took her a second to realise that they actually believed that Yuki was a realistic character. ‘She doesn’t feel anything. I don’t think you understand why I think of the Ice Queen as a character in a play.’
‘Well, because you’re not an actress,’ Yoshirō said. ‘You’re not–’
‘No, it’s because she doesn’t make sense as a real, living entity. She’s a plot device made up by someone trying to make a point about humans trying to fight the forces of nature. If she were to be made real, there’s no way the story would work out as it does.’
Terence frowned. He spoke before Yoshirō could get another word in. ‘Please explain.’
Nava shrugged. ‘The Ice Queen isn’t human. She was never human. She’s existed for centuries before the events of the play, ruling over her land of ice and snow, alone. If you’re capable of that, some random knight turning up isn’t going to change anything. Do you really think she’s never seen an attractive man before? She’s supposed to be beautiful, the ultimate icy beauty. Not a single person has ever thought, “I wouldn’t mind some of that,” and made a play for her? No one before Rosamund and Constant has ever tried any form of diplomatic mission to appease her? No, she’s not human. She’s a force of nature. Yuki is the embodiment of the icy lands she rules over. She’s powerful enough that, when Constant betrays her, she consumes the entire world in her winter. She’s a goddess.’
‘Even a goddess could get lonely,’ Twyla suggested.
‘Centuries alone,’ Nava replied. ‘I like my alone time. One of the reasons I’m in the Flight Club is that it gives me an excuse to spend an hour or two at high altitude, away from people. Yuki’s taken that to the next level. She doesn’t need other people. She’s managed for centuries on her own. I get that Rosamund and Constant would think she’s lonely, but that’s humans trying to understand something inherently inhuman. What does she feel when she looks at Constant? Nothing. She might let him stay because she doesn’t care what he does. That works. Nothing he says is going to change her mind either way. Whether she’s a character in a play or the incarnation of winter, the only reason she’d act the way she does is because it’s what’s going to happen. I prefer to view her as a character because her actions don’t make sense to me unless she has no choice about them. There’s no way a real Yuki would fall for Constant. She wouldn’t feel betrayed by his actions because she wouldn’t care what he did.’ Nava paused and gave another shrug. ‘The only way it makes sense for a real Yuki would be that she knows how the whole thing is going to play out. She knows that it ends with her ruling everything, so she goes along with it. The only problem then is the ending. It’s written as her taking revenge, but forces of nature don’t revenge wrongs done to them. She might well freeze the world, but she wouldn’t need to rub Constant’s nose in it. She would just be acting according to her nature. That’s what I mean. Yuki doesn’t make sense as written, so if you want the play to go as it’s supposed to, it doesn’t matter what Constant says to her.’
‘That’s–’ Yoshirō began.
‘Interesting,’ Terence said. Nava was not entirely sure she liked the spark in his eyes. ‘That’s very interesting. Let’s table this for now and I’ll think about it. We’ll move on to the next scene.’
Nava returned her attention to a spot on the ceiling. Across the circle of chairs, Yoshirō prepared to argue that his part was not big enough again. If Terence had been listening to a thing she had said, he would drop the discussion of Yuki entirely to have his think. Somehow, Nava suspected that she would not be getting to leave early.
~~~
To Simone Beck Beyer, the Drama Club was a hobby. She was a fourth-year combat student. Doing something which had absolutely nothing to do with fighting was, as far as Simone was concerned, a necessity. If you spent all your waking hours considering strategy, tactics, and how to use sorcery to kill people, you were not a magician – you were a weapon. Also, you were an idiot.
So, Simone spent some of her spare time in the Drama Club. She was no great actress, but she had been in a few productions, generally as an extra. Her passion was the wardrobe. She knew their stock of costumes in considerable detail and she was quite capable of adjusting what they had to fit whoever needed to wear it. She enjoyed the technical details. She loved getting a character’s costume just right. She was not especially enjoying working on The Ice Queen. Terence was, for want of a better term, a control freak. He had a vision and his production was going to fit that vision, even if it killed everyone in the club to manage it.
Thankfully, Simone’s expertise had met the challenge as far as most of the cast went. Rosamund and Constant had been outfitted without enormous difficulty. That was if you excluded the rounds of Terence disliking various solutions only to eventually decide on the costume Simone had first suggested. The man was irritating in the extreme. And for Yuki… Well, nothing would do. Terence had concept art! He was about as artistic as a blind sloth, but he had handed Simone a bundle of pages, each with a badly drawn sketch of the kind of thing he wanted for the Ice Queen. Most of them were impractical. A couple had been borderline pornographic. They had settled on something which would not have the student council and the administration breathing down their necks and Simone had agreed to have a friend of hers draw up some better illustrations to work from. It was going to need to be fabricated from scratch. What Simone could not fathom was why Rexanne had agreed to spend so much on a costume which was probably going to be unusable for anything else.
With the meeting over for today, and having obtained Terence’s approval in front of witnesses, Simone was now taking the approved costumes back to storage until they were needed. That meant going down into the theatre’s basement where there were various Aladdin’s caves of theatrical goodies to be found. It was quiet; no one went down there unless they had specific reason to. It would get busier as the performance date got closer, but for now, Simone had the under-stage area pretty much to herself.
Or, she thought she did. The figure she saw standing in the main hallway was unexpected. More unexpected was that the woman was not in school uniform. And she was standing there, looking lost. It was as if she had arrived there by accident and was entirely unsure how to go about leaving.
‘Excuse me,’ Simone said. That got no reaction. Simone walked closer, at least partially because she was going that way anyway. ‘Excuse me, can I help you?’
Closer up, Simone could not help but take in the woman’s outfit. A long white dress, split to the hips at the sides. The torso was tightly fitted, corseted in fact, with boning to narrow the waistline and embroidery over the stomach. White, shimmering cloth was attached under the arms and looped over her arms to give a scarf-like effect. There was a high collar with a silvery train extending down from the back of it. That was the kind of thing Simone would have dressed the Ice Queen in.
There was still no reaction from the woman. ‘Hello. You really can’t be down here. Excuse me.’
Now the woman turned, and Simone came to a stop. The woman was tall and slim with a moderate bust – attractive, but nothing out of the ordinary. Her hair was a mass of white, falling over her shoulders in waves. Her skin was abnormally pale, but her lips were a dark cherry red – a stark contrast. It was her eyes which brought Simone to a stop. Cold, icy-blue irises stared at Simone out of black sclera. No normal woman had eyes like that. No human had eyes like that. The woman stared at Simone for maybe three seconds, and Simone felt as though all the blood in her body had turned to ice water. Then the woman turned and walked away… through the wall.
Dropping what she was carrying and running back the way she had come was not the kind of thing Simone felt was fitting of a combat student. On the other hand, how many combat students had come face to face with the Phantom of the Drama Club? Simone dropped the costumes and ran.
235/11/11.
‘And what can I do for you today, Nava?’ Fawn Tyrell looked out of Nava’s ketcom screen with a fairly cheerful look on her face. Then again, she was generally a fairly cheery person. ‘No more vanishing corpses, I hope.’
‘None that I’m aware of,’ Nava replied, ‘though there are some rumours floating around that the school has a ghost.’
‘That… wouldn’t surprise me at all.’
‘Mm. I called to ask about the weather.’
‘I’m not the weather service.’
Nava nodded. ‘It is the weather service’s accuracy which is in question. We had a storm yesterday which lasted until after dark. It was supposed to be light rain and over by lunchtime. This seems to be a trend.’
‘And you want to know whether the ASF is investigating. Yes, but it’s being handled by the standard planetary security force. Not my area, so I don’t know how they’re progressing. To be honest, from what I’ve heard, this can’t be sorcery.’
‘So everyone keeps saying, but Hoshi Horne said that the storm which hit Jukai might have been controlled somehow. She felt resistance when she put up a Weather Dome spell. I don’t think anyone from the ASF has asked her about that.’
Fawn frowned in thought. ‘I guess I could find out who’s in charge and suggest they talk to Hoshi Horne… Maybe I could ask how the investigation’s going while I’m at it. They might tell me.’
‘Do I detect some interdepartmental friction?’
‘Friction, no. They probably won’t like me sticking my nose in without good reason, however.’
‘You have a good reason,’ Nava said. ‘You have information which may be pertinent to their investigation.’
‘Somehow, I don’t think they’ll see it that way.’
235/11/12.
There were things more frightening than ghosts. Actually, Nava had sat through several horror vids with Mitsuko and Melissa, and not one of them had ever managed to get her pulse above its resting rate. She was quite confident that a ghost would not scare her unless, like the Harbinger she had faced earlier in the year, it was capable of doing real harm. Even then, she would not be scared. She would be rightly concerned for her survival. Not the same.
Ballroom dancing was an entirely different matter. ‘I am going to make a total fool of myself,’ Nava grumbled as she waited with Melissa and Rochester for the session to start. To make matters worse, the lessons the student council had organised for those who had never been to a ball before were taking place in one of the combat simulation rooms, but Mitsuko had forbidden Nava from taking weapons in with her.
‘I’m sure we all will,’ Rochester said. ‘Better now than at the ball.’
‘That is a valid point which I do not wish to hear right now. Besides, Mel has graciously agreed to be your partner for this exercise. Suki is instructing. I am going to end up prancing around with someone I’ve never seen before.’
‘Given the people here, that seems exceptionally unlikely.’
‘Okay then,’ Mitsuko said from one end of the room, ‘let’s get this thing going.’ Silence descended and everyone turned to look at the student president. ‘We’ve put these lessons together so that those of us who have never been to a formal dance before can get through the winter ball without so much worry. It won’t be none. Believe me when I say that even those of us forced to endure dance lessons before now will be nervous for a variety of reasons.’
There was a rumble of laughter and Mitsuko waited for it to die away. ‘What we’re going to do is to work our way through the steps of various common dances. We have five Mondays between now and the ball, so we should be able to get the most common dances covered. We’re going to kick off with the foxtrot because it’s relatively slow, in four-four time, and it doesn’t require body contact. I believe, technically, we’ll be teaching what used to be called American Social Foxtrot and I’m not going to bore you with the historical stuff my instructor told me when he was explaining it. We’ll move on to a couple of styles of waltz and then the tango for the adventurous. If we have time, we’ll squeeze in another style or two at the end.’
There were a few mumbles around the room suggesting that the tango was going to be tough. Nava figured they were including it to test how far they could go with the rookies.
‘Now, you’re all going to need partners,’ Mitsuko went on. ‘You don’t need to be mixed couples, but doing this solo is going to be difficult. If you don’t already have a partner, take a few minutes to sort one out. We should have enough people for everyone to pair up…’
Nava looked around, wondering who she should ask to partner with her. She suspected that there were a number of men here who would like the job, if only because she was now a high-status clan member and on the attractive side.
‘Hi there.’ Nava turned to find Skylar Keyes standing behind her.
‘Hi, Sky,’ Nava replied. ‘What–’ Revelation sank in in an instant and Nava gave a slow nod. ‘You don’t have a partner and Suki suggested me.’
Skylar’s grin was a little timid, which looked entirely wrong on the tall, powerful woman. ‘Uh, yeah. Yeah, she did. I mean, if–’
‘No, that makes perfect sense. I’m going to have to get used to dancing with a woman taller than me.’
The grin got less timid. ‘That’s kind of what Mitsuko said. She also pointed out that I would probably be with a lot of people, both genders, who were shorter than I am.’
‘Good point. You’re leading.’
‘Wha?!’ Skylar’s cheeks coloured. ‘I’ve never… I suppose none of us have. But why me? I thought you’d… I mean…’
‘What?’
‘Well, I thought you’d lead. You’re just so, um, assertive. Yeah. Assertive.’
Nava shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I’m going to have to do something about my reputation. Is everyone in the school afraid of me or something?’
‘Oh, no. No, not at all. It’s only the ones who’ve met you.’
235/11/19.
‘I demand you do something about this,’ Terence said. ‘It’s getting entirely out of control. People are saying that our production is cursed. Cursed! I thought the students here were supposed to be among the most intelligent in the Clan Worlds and they’re talking about curses!’
For some reason, Courtney had a feeling of enormous fatigue seeping into her bones. ‘Just to be clear, you want the SSF to investigate… a ghost.’
‘I want you to prove that this so-called ghost is a figment of overactive imaginations.’ Terence was trying his best to seem intimidating. He was leaning on Courtney’s desk in the SSF’s HQ, hanging over her. If she got to her feet, he would lose his perceived advantage, but she did not feel like giving in to him that much.
‘Hm. I’d always thought that people in the acting business needed to understand basic psychology.’
‘What does that have to do with–’
‘You can’t disprove the existence of something that doesn’t exist. If people want to believe in this ghost, they’re going to believe in it. I post people all over the theatre in an attempt to spot the thing. They see nothing. The believers will just keep on believing that the ghost didn’t show itself to them. Really, taking the ghost seriously is just going to make the believers believe stronger.’
Terence’s jaw tightened. ‘Then what do you suggest I do about these rumours?’
‘I have no–’ Courtney cut herself off as a thought struck her. ‘The students here are intelligent. There might be a way to persuade them. Maybe. I need to talk to a couple of metaphysics specialists. I’ll get back to you.’
‘Do it soon, Captain.’
Courtney frowned at the somewhat sarcastic use of her title. ‘Don’t get me wrong, Terence Daniau. Hunting ghosts is not part of the SSF’s remit. I’m doing this as a favour. Keep that attitude up and you’ll be on your own. I don’t know whether I can help as it is and the school would back me up if I told you to go hunt your own ghost.’
Terence pulled back and smiled. ‘Of course, Captain. Please do whatever you can.’
~~~
‘He’s a stereotype!’ Courtney ranted. ‘The man is a stereotype of a bad director.’
‘I understand, Courtney,’ Mitsuko said in her best, soothing tone. ‘I really do. I’ve had to listen to Nava’s complaints about him. I honestly think I should never have persuaded her to do the play.’
‘Now you figure that out,’ Nava muttered, just loud enough that everyone heard it. Mitsuko flinched. ‘I feel that it’s unlikely that you came here to gripe about Terence, Courtney.’ They were in Mitsuko’s apartment. Courtney had interrupted one of their group study sessions. Though it had not been much of an interruption since it had just started.
‘No, I did,’ Courtney replied. ‘Well, that and an info-net trace said that Chess was here. The fact that Miss Hoshi Horne is also here is an added bonus.’
‘It is?’ Hoshi asked, frowning.
‘Yes, because you two are the most likely people to know how to make a ghost detection spell.’
‘Ah,’ Rochester said. ‘Of course. Then you can deploy your people around the theatre and track it down.’
‘Actually, I plan to make the schema public. Pretty much everyone here should be able to use it one way or another. Everyone who believes this thing exists can use the spell to try to find it. When enough of them have had no luck, I think they’ll be rational enough to start realising it’s just an urban legend.’
‘It’s going to need a publicity campaign,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Just handing out a spell schema won’t cut it. We’ll need a really good justification for why we think the spell will actually detect a ghost. Hoshi, you’re the best person to handle that.’
‘Uh, propaganda isn’t exactly my field,’ Hoshi said.
‘I’ll help. We’ll come up with something for the News Club to spread around. With a bit of effort, we’ll have half the school hunting ghosts. If we set it up right, they really will drop the idea when they can’t find anything.’
‘Out of interest,’ Melissa said, ‘what do you plan to do if someone does find it?’
Courtney shrugged. ‘I guess we send Nava over so she can kick its butt.’
Nava gave a shrug of her own. ‘Well, that’s something to look forward to.’
235/11/24.
Another Saturday afternoon of rehearsals. Nava was so looking forward to it. The play was three weeks away, so rehearsals were vital. If she could have done them without the rest of the cast, that would have been fine.
Twyla spent as much time as Terence would allow talking about her character’s motivation. Rosamund’s motivation was obvious. Okay, so she could have two different motivations, depending on how you saw the character, but basically it resolved down to whether she was selfish or selfless. Terence had already said that Twyla should play Rosamund more on the power-hungry side. She loved Constant, but she was also willing to use him to take the Ice Queen’s lands. The only explanation for Twyla’s continued bleating about motivation was that she wanted attention focused on her as much as possible.
Yoshirō just complained about Nava. Nava knew her lines perfectly. She also knew exactly what was needed for her character on the night. She just played her in a monotone and with her usual neutral expression in rehearsals. Yoshirō hated that. He seemed to be incapable of just acting. Play the damn part. Bitching about Nava’s performance, or lack thereof, was not going to make life better for him. What he really needed to do was focus on portraying Constant to the best of his abilities.
They all needed to get their act together, no pun intended, so… So, what were they doing standing around on the stage, staring up at the lighting rigs?
Nava looked up as she got closer, and the reason for the weird attention and the heavy silence associated with it became obvious. There was a body hanging up there. A female shape, wearing a gown of some sort, was hanging by its neck from one of the scaffold units which were used to mount the stage lighting. And everyone was standing around staring at it.
‘Someone call the SSF,’ Nava snapped. ‘Can we get that rig lowered?’ No one moved. ‘Come on, people! I want that rig lowered. Now!’
People began moving again. Terence grabbed his ketcom and, hopefully anyway, began calling the SSF. One of the techs ran over to a panel at the side of the stage and began pressing buttons. The rig began to fall. All the lighting gantries were held up there on steel cables. You set the lights by lowering the rigs to the stage and then clamping lights on. That probably meant that whoever it was up there, they had strung themselves up and then raised the scaffold somehow. Or someone else had done it for them. Or to them. Suicide or murder, it needed to be dealt with.
And then the body vanished. Actually, it faded away. As the rig dropped far enough for light from the room to reach the hanging woman, she faded to nothing. Nava focused on a cantrip she had recently learned, getting the answer she had expected.
‘It’s the ghost!’ someone shrieked. The rig came to a stop in the full light of the theatre. And then there was panic.
~~~
‘There are three possibilities,’ Nava said, her voice low so that it carried only to Courtney and Kyle. ‘It’s possible that the spell doesn’t work, or that it doesn’t work on whatever this thing is. We’re assuming that the entity would be of a similar form to the Harbinger.’
‘The metaphysics backs that up, surely,’ Courtney said.
‘Well, within reason, yes.’
‘What’s the third option?’ Kyle asked.
‘Whatever this is, it’s not a spirit. The spell detected nothing. I cast it the second the hanging figure vanished, and I detected no presence of the right type.’
‘Do you think anyone else used it?’ Courtney asked.
‘No one has said anything to me. The availability of the spell was only announced yesterday. It’s five Tammys, so everyone in the school should be capable of using it as a cantrip. However, I’m not sure how many people will have heard about it and looked at the schema.’
‘Fair point. This really does seem to be related to the suicide six years ago.’
Nava nodded. ‘The woman who hanged herself.’
‘Yeah. Before I joined the school never mind the SSF, but I’ve heard of it.’
‘Perhaps now would be a good time to acquaint yourself with any case notes your predecessor left behind.’
Courtney gave a slow nod. ‘Whatever is causing this, it’s linked to that death. I’ll dig out the files.’
235/11/25.
‘This isn’t great lunchtime conversation,’ Courtney said.
‘Which is why I’ve made lunch and we’re doing this at my place,’ Mitsuko said. She handed Courtney a plate with a selection of finger foods on it. ‘Did Donovan find anything?’
‘Not a thing.’ Courtney grimaced. ‘His finals are next week. What are we going to do without him next year?’
‘He’s not staying on to do postgraduate work?’
Courtney shook her head. ‘The ASF already offered him a job. We have people who can cast the spells, but the interpretation… I’ll have to look around and see if there are any prospective forensics specialists in the lower years.’
‘Yes. Now, stop stalling. What happened six years ago?’
Courtney picked up a sandwich from her plate and bit into it. She chewed and swallowed and said, ‘Okay. Just remember that this is confidential. Well, some of it is.’ Her audience consisted of Mitsuko, Nava, Melissa, Rochester, and Hoshi. Kyle was also there, stuffing his face with Mitsuko’s onigiri, but he already knew the story. ‘The basics are that a fourth year named Chantal Alvin Cook committed suicide on the thirty-second of November two twenty-nine.’
‘Six years next Sunday,’ Melissa said.
‘Yep. She had landed the part of Yuki in The Ice Queen because she had the right look for the part according to the director. Tall, kind of willowy. Long face and long black hair. Not what you’d describe as conventionally beautiful, but she was certainly attractive and, by all accounts, she was a pretty good actor. However, she had her progression tests coming up and there was a problem with her boyfriend of about three years. The notes I found suggest that the boyfriend was the final straw. They broke up immediately before Chantal was found hanging from a lighting rig in the theatre. That fuelled the opinion that the stress of being the lead in the play was too much for her, but that doesn’t seem to hold water.’
‘It was investigated, obviously,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Did they find any evidence of foul play?’
‘None. The lighting system can be controlled remotely and her ketcom was found, smashed, on the stage below her. That explains how she was able to attach herself to the rig and then raise it. No unusual fingerprints found. No evidence of threats or enemies, or even just rivals. Seems like everyone agreed with the casting and that she was doing a great job. The boyfriend had no reason to kill her. The break-up had been emotional on both sides, but she had definitely taken it harder.’
‘His new girlfriend?’ Melissa asked.
‘No new girlfriend. Not that anyone could find. According to the boyfriend, they broke up because they had just grown apart.’
‘But she didn’t feel like they had, I assume.’
Courtney nodded. ‘Well, assuming is about right. Not like anyone could ask her. It seems like there were various factors leading to her death. If she messed up the progression tests, she might have been unable to move on to fifth-year classes. She had the play to worry about. Yuki has to basically carry the whole thing. It’s stressful.’ She glanced across at Nava. ‘I don’t suppose Nava is stressed, but mortals would be.’
‘I’m stressed,’ Nava replied. ‘I admit that’s more to do with the humans I have to deal with rather than any sense that I’m carrying a play, but I’m stressed.’
‘Right. And then her boyfriend breaks up with her. Chantal couldn’t take the pressure and she put a stop to it. The SSF investigated. The administration reviewed procedures and put in some new ones to try to detect students under pressure. The Drama Club actually put in a rule that fourth- and sixth-year students would not be considered for major roles in the yearly production. The other years have tests, but they’re not as important. If Nava messes up in her tests, for example, they’ll probably just recommend her for remedial classes.’
‘Unless I mess up too badly,’ Nava said. ‘First years can be sent home if they demonstrate sufficient lack of talent.’
‘I somehow doubt you’re going to have a problem.’
‘I didn’t say I would. So, what you’re saying is that Chantal Alvin killed herself because she was under stress and then her boyfriend dumped her.’
‘That about covers it.’
‘She picked a really unpleasant way to die. She would have strangled to death. Not quickly.’
‘I did say it wasn’t great lunchtime conversation.’
Shrugging, Nava picked up a sandwich. ‘That kind of thing doesn’t stop me eating. A fact that I’m sure surprises you.’
‘You still never sound like anything you say is sarcastic, Nava.’
Nava nodded. ‘I really should get a sign made.’
235/11/28.
‘I’m just turning sixteen,’ Nava said. ‘Again. It’s nothing special.’
‘Did you actually celebrate your first sixteenth birthday?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Well, no. I only knew about it because someone told me I’d turned sixteen a couple of days later. But sixteen isn’t anything special. Seventeen is, I suppose, though I think you’ll be too depressed to celebrate my seventeenth birthday.’
It was breakfast, and the subject of Nava’s birthday had come up. Melissa was all for celebrating too. ‘Why won’t she want to– Oh! Right. No sex for a couple of months.’
‘Precisely.’
‘I am quite sure that I’m adult enough to not let that affect things,’ Mitsuko said. She sounded sulky.
‘Don’t worry, Suki,’ Melissa said, grinning. ‘I’ll keep Nava warm for you during your forced celibacy.’
Mitsuko frowned at her. ‘When did you become evil?’
‘Not sure.’
‘I think I preferred you shy. Let’s at least go out for a meal tonight.’
‘Fine,’ Nava said, ‘but I’ll take you two out for a meal tonight. I wouldn’t mind one of those steaks and it’ll be relaxing after rehearsals.’
‘No more sightings of the ghost?’ Melissa asked.
‘People have said they’ve seen it. No one with the spell has been able to find it, however, and the atmosphere around the production has got lighter. Most of the cast still hate me though, so a little relaxation would be nice later in the evening.’
‘I was thinking more of a lot of relaxation later in the evening,’ Mitsuko said.
Nava patted her arm. ‘I know you were, Suki. I know you were. Just remember that we have lessons in the morning.’
Mitsuko shrugged. ‘Sleep is for the weak.’
235/11/31.
There was a collective round of gasps as Nava walked out onto the stage in her Ice Queen costume. This was not unexpected, though Nava did wonder at the range of different types of gasp. A range of emotions floated out from those present: jealousy, disapproval, lust. One woman who was standing among a group of Art Club students in one of the aisles flashed a look of anger Nava’s way; maybe she had been consulted on the costume and her designs had been ignored.
Nava was distinctly ambivalent about her costume. On the one hand, she was considering having a copy made to wear to the ball. A couple of additions would make it decent to wear in company and it was distinctly different from what people would be expecting her to wear. As a stage costume, however, Nava had her doubts. It was a gown made from a white nanofibre fabric which was far from opaque. That being said, it was not especially transparent either; it gave strong impressions of the body beneath, hinting rather than showing. Long sleeves flared at the elbow – good for imperiously pointing at someone. The front was deeply plunging and a couple of V-shaped vents ran up the front of her legs, stopping above her hip bones and turning the skirt into something more like a half-skirt plus a loincloth. White, high-heeled sandals completed the outfit. Makeup had added silver nail varnish, pail-grey eye shadow plus dark liner, and lip gloss which was some shade of pale purple. There was an additional idea for her makeup which they had not implemented for this showing, but Terence had liked it, so Nava was likely going to have to put up with it. There was no crown; Yuki needed no crown to be a queen.
Since Nava was wearing nothing under the gown, she had to move carefully to avoid flashing the assembled cast. It did add to the cool, graceful look she was aiming for with her portrayal of Yuki, but practical it was not. She walked out to where the other actors were standing on the stage with Terence and Rexanne. There, Nava struck a pose and looked directly at the director.
‘Perfect!’ Terence exulted. ‘That’s exactly the look I was going for.’
‘Snow-white slut?’ Nava suggested. ‘I realise that Yuki isn’t human, but do you really think any reasonable sentient life form would wander around in the ice and snow without underwear?’
‘She wouldn’t care about such things.’
‘Under the circumstances, I do. I can’t move faster than a walk without giving everyone a far more intimate view of my body than I find acceptable.’
‘She has a point, Terry,’ Rexanne said. ‘I’m quite sure that Simone can come up with a way of… concealing things without making it too obvious.’
‘If she can’t,’ Nava said, ‘I can.’
Terence frowned and, basically, pouted. It was unbecoming, but about what Nava had come to expect of the man. ‘Very well. Talk to Simone after we’ve gone through the bedroom scene.’ Yoshirō perked up at the mention of that scene. For whatever reason, he seemed a lot more enthusiastic about rehearsing it today than he had previously been. ‘I’m still not quite happy with the–’
A long scream, perhaps more of a shriek, cut Terence off and caused everyone to turn toward the rear of the stage. There was a figure there, hidden in the shadows but obviously feminine. The only really visible part of the shape was its eyes which glowed blue. There were more gasps. The ghost was back, it seemed, but this time it was being rather more active.
Terence overcame has initial shock and raised a hand toward the figure. ‘Now–’
The ghost flew forward, out of the shadows and into the light. Terence reared back, but the Phantom was not heading for him. Angry blue eyes with black sclera were fixed on Nava. It did fly, leaning forward with its arms outstretched, fingers clawed. The sleeves and train of its gown fluttered out behind it, and its long white hair swept back from its long face. Nava stood, impassive, and took in the details. People scattered as the white-clad woman flew straight at Nava, screaming as it went. It flew through her, and then vanished at the edge of the stage.
Nava turned to Terence. ‘You were saying?’
‘What?’ Terence was standing there, wide-eyed. His wide eyes finally focused on Nava. ‘What?’ he repeated.
‘You were saying there was something you didn’t like about the bedroom scene.’
‘A screaming ghost just flew through you!’ Twyla said in a voice which was more like a squeak.
Nava shrugged. ‘We only have two weeks until the play and, given that there will be various exams during that period, we only have today and tomorrow to get this right. I don’t think we have time to waste on whatever that was.’
‘Right,’ Terence said, visibly trying to pull himself back together. ‘Nava is right. Let’s get on with this.’
‘Nicola?’ someone called from somewhere behind Nava. She turned to see what was happening. ‘Nicola? Are you okay?’ Someone was walking quickly toward the doors at the back of the theatre. The woman who had spoken was one of the Art Club students and the one walking away – Nicola, Nava assumed – looked like the one Nava had seen earlier, the one who had seemed angry with Nava’s costume. Maybe Nicola was marching away because of the Phantom’s appearance. She still looked angry, however. What did she have to be angry about?
~~~
Nava had just changed back into her uniform and handed the costume off to Simone – who had promised to find a solution to the underwear issue for the rehearsals tomorrow – when she heard the voices. Rexanne and Terence were discussing something in one of the rooms at the back of the stage, an unused changing room, and the doors were not exactly solid.
‘You have to get her signature before we can continue,’ Terence said. ‘We’re running out of time. We can’t even prepare the posters without it and the rest…’
‘I’m aware, Terry,’ Rexanne said. ‘I’ll talk to her tomorrow. You won’t need her for the entire afternoon, will you?’
‘Of course not.’ Pause. ‘Are you sure this is a good idea anyway? She hasn’t shown any acting ability up to now. If she goes through the entire play as an emotionless doll, this will end up being a total flop.’
Rexanne sighed. ‘That is an issue. She’s said she can do it, hasn’t she?’
‘Yes…’ There was a distinct sense of disbelief in Terence’s voice.
‘If she can, the Drama Club will have quite the coup.’
‘I’m aware.’
Nava moved away, heading for one of the refectories and dinner. The others would be waiting for her by now. Rexanne and Terence had obviously been talking about her. What did they need her signature on? And why was Rexanne taking her time over getting it? She would worry about that when it became a problem. Food and interrogation awaited.
~~~
Nava looked at the image on Courtney’s ketcom screen, considering. ‘Close enough,’ she said.
‘Close enough?’ Courtney asked.
‘The eyes are different, obviously. Humans lack glowing irises on a black background, as a general rule. The Phantom’s hair was white. The face is generally correct.’ Nava paused, looking upward as though remembering. ‘The face is right, but there are slight differences. I think, if I had to pass an opinion, that the ghost is slightly idealised. Chantal Alvin after a skilled operator has worked over her image with a good graphics package.’
‘And the spell still didn’t detect anything?’ Rochester asked.
‘I cast it as she flew at me,’ Nava said. ‘I got nothing.’
‘We could’ve made a mistake in the schema…’
‘We made no mistakes in the schema,’ Hoshi asserted. ‘There could be an error in the original premise. The “ghost” may not be an entity like the Harbinger.’
‘I think,’ Nava said, ‘that what we’re dealing with is not a Q-field entity. However, I think a ghost would be. I think we’re dealing with something else.’
‘Do you have an idea of what?’ Courtney asked.
Nava shrugged. ‘A human who wants the play to fail. If I see the Phantom again, I’ll try to unmask that human. Currently, I have no idea who it might be.’
‘I’m going to assume you’ll call us in if you figure it out.’
‘Of course.’
‘Rather than doing it yourself and ending up with another body.’
‘To date, Captain, whoever is behind this has not done anything I would consider threatening. If they were actually to attack me, we might have an issue. Somehow… I just don’t see this going that way.’
235/11/32.
‘It’s just a standard waiver,’ Rexanne said as Nava looked at the document the club’s chairwoman had sent to be signed. ‘Everyone in the club signs the same thing when they join. Of course, you didn’t join.’
‘And it’s just so that you can use my image in publicity material?’ Nava asked.
‘That’s right.’ Rexanne was not an actress. She was planning to go into video production after leaving school. The Girard Sonkeis were an ambitious family and Rexanne appeared to be aiming for more than just ‘a job in production.’ Rexanne wanted to be an actual producer. ‘We have someone from the Art Club doing the publicity stills this afternoon, so we really need to get your signature today.’
‘Might have been a good idea to think of this earlier. You’re giving me no time to read this.’ Nava was, in fact, reading it now. Rexanne might have thought she was scanning it, but Nava was reading. She could read very fast.
‘Yes.’ A bright, disarming grin appeared on Rexanne’s face. ‘Sorry. It totally slipped my mind until the photographer mentioned it.’ The thing about Rexanne not being an actress was that she was not that great at lying. The ‘waiver’ gave the Drama Club the right to use Nava’s image in publicity material, sure, but it also gave Rexanne Girard and Terence Daniau the right to use video taken of the play in whatever manner they saw fit. That the two were specifically named was a bit of a mistake; Nava suspected that the waiver was genuine, but someone without much legal experience had tacked on extra paragraphs.
Nava nodded. ‘Well, I can’t see anything about signing my life away to slavers.’ That got a thin laugh from Rexanne. Nava tapped at the screen a few times. ‘There you go. The signed document should be waiting for you.’
‘Thank you. That’s just perfect.’
Nava nodded again and stepped away. She had also sent the waiver to Fawn and Rhianna. Separately: the two did not need to know both were being consulted. Nava had signed the thing, but that did not have to mean Rexanne and Terence got their way…
~~~
Terence was not getting his way in more ways than one. ‘Nava,’ he said in a tone which suggested long, intolerable suffering, ‘in this scene, Yuki is finally admitting to herself that she loves Constant. Do you really think she would do it as emotionlessly as that?’
Nava looked at him for a second. ‘Two things,’ she said.
‘Two?’
‘Two. You’ve decided to take my suggestion regarding Yuki’s motivations. She knows what Constant is doing and is going along with it because she knows how it will end. Do you really think that, alone in her bedchamber, she would be saying any of this? She isn’t in love with Constant, she’s just pretending to be. When she’s alone, she doesn’t need to pretend.’
Terence blinked a couple of times. ‘Uh…’ Another blink. Then a slow grin. ‘What if, to her surprise, she has fallen in love with him. She knows how it will end, but she does have feelings for him. She’s never felt that way before, so she’s… confused. Maybe she’s not even sure how she feels. Internal conflict over her own feelings is perfect for this scene. Can you play her that way?’
‘Yes. I don’t feel that’s entirely inconsistent with the character either. I’ll need to go over the lines and reconsider their delivery.’
‘Of course. Take a few minutes and then we’ll try– Uh, you said there were two problems?’ Nava nodded. ‘What was the second?’
‘One performance,’ Nava said flatly.
‘One performance?’
‘When we started all of this, you said that I would have to give one performance and that is what I agreed to. Do you want it now or in front of the audience?’ Her gaze held Terence’s for several seconds while he tried to come up with an answer. Finally, she said, ‘If you keep grinding your teeth like that, your orthodontist will have a fit.’
~~~
Terence’s temper had not improved a couple of hours later when they were going through a scene with Yoshirō and Twyla and the full scenery of the princess’s bedchamber. There seemed to be a lot of scenes in bedrooms, but Nava had concluded that it cut down on production costs and was vaguely logical when you were hatching or enacting evil plots.
The scenery was all illusion, of course. In a commercial production, it needed to be designed and the illusionists had to craft the illusions. That all cost money. Money was not involved in this production, but there was still a cost in terms of time. There was, in effect, a budget and Terence found it restrictive. As in, he was always complaining that the sets could be improved.
‘The audience won’t even be able to see that!’ the Art Club student responsible for the current set said. Actually, he almost shrieked it. Terence’s temper was not the only one fraying today.
‘I can see it,’ Terence responded. It was a detail on the fireplace which, as the illusionist had said, was not even facing the audience. Terence was standing right beside the illusory fireplace, looking up at something over his head. ‘It needs to be perfect.’
‘With your attitude,’ the illusionist began. He stopped, frowning, at the sound of a scream from somewhere at the back of the stage, behind the illusory walls. ‘What was that?’
The Phantom flew through the wall of the bedchamber as though it was not there – which, in fact, it was not – and came to a stop in the middle of the set. It turned, looking around until it spotted Terence, and then it raised the knife it was holding in its right hand and charged toward the director who stood there, staring at the oncoming spirit like an idiot. There were some more screams, only one of them from the Phantom. The Phantom’s scream sounded angry rather than fearful and its blue eyes glowed with murderous intent.
Nava stepped into the space between the Phantom and Terence. The ghost reared back and then brought its knife down on Nava who barely twisted to avoid it as she thrust out a hand toward the Phantom’s chest. The Phantom vanished. One second it was there, the next it was gone. The knife stayed behind, however, falling to the stage and clattering on a surface which appeared to be carpeted.
‘Y-you killed it?’ Twyla asked from across the stage.
‘Hardly,’ Nava replied, ‘it was never alive.’ Her eyes scanned the stage and then out toward the seating. Someone was walking away, very fast, and with shoulders hunched as though in anger.
‘If it’s a ghost–’
‘It wasn’t a ghost.’
‘How can you be so sure?’ Twyla asked. She was walking across the stage, her eyes on the knife near Nava’s feet.
‘Well, you can’t dispel a ghost.’
~~~
‘You must really love your sister.’
Nicola turned at the sound of the voice. That Nava was standing in the entrance to the platform was not a big surprise, really. The fact that she was still dressed in her Ice Queen costume was another matter. The next thing Nicola knew, she had dropped her suitcase and closed the distance, and Nava was deflecting wildly telegraphed swings which Nicola was putting her entire body into. Eventually, Nava seemed to get tired of knocking Nicola’s punches away, caught her arm, and twisted it into a painful lock.
‘Nicola Alvin Cook,’ Nava said when she had Nicola under control. ‘It’s a little surprising that no one connected you to Chantal Alvin until now. Courtney Martell is a little embarrassed. She didn’t think of checking the rolls for a member of Chantal Alvin’s family. She went to your apartment, by the way, while I came here. She’ll be along as soon as she realises you’re not there. Then… I’m not sure what they’ll do with you, to be honest. Like I said, you must really love your sister. Idolised her when she was alive, I’d imagine.’
‘What would you know about it?’ Nicola asked through gritted teeth. ‘You’re an orphan, aren’t you?’
‘I had sisters. You could even say I loved them. Some of them. You could certainly say that I avenged their deaths. Is that what you’re doing? I find it hard to believe that you came to SAS-squared with the intention of revenge.’
‘I came to finish what she started. She was so good. She was going to be a great sorceress and actress. I wanted to follow her lead, even if I’m not–’
Nava let go of Nicola’s arm and took a step back. She raised a warning finger. ‘If you attack me again, I won’t be as gentle. I can’t speak for your sister’s acting abilities, but Courtney dug up your academic records and you’re better than she was at your age as far as sorcery goes.’
‘That’s not–’
‘Like I said, you idolised her. You used her as the basis for your Phantom spell. I’ve seen images of Chantal and I saw the illusion you created close up. You smoothed out a few features. She had a mole on her brow which you left out. You even made her breasts a little more rounded. I bet you knew her about as well as she did herself, but you see the perfect version of her when you remember her. There’s nothing wrong with that, per se… So, Terence Daniau deciding to put on The Ice Queen was the trigger, right?’
Nicola’s fists clenched, but she apparently realised that taking another swing at Nava would be futile. ‘How dare they? How could they put on the production that killed Chantal? How could they do that?’
‘What makes you think the play caused your sister’s death?’ Nava asked flatly.
‘What? Of course it did! She was found in the theatre, wasn’t she? The stress–’
‘Probably added to her state of mind, but I doubt it was what pushed her over the edge.’
‘Then why was she… found in the theatre? In her costume!’ There were tears in Nicola’s eyes and she was more or less shouting; Nava looked on impassively.
‘She wanted to be found quickly and the remote mechanism for the lighting gave her a way to take her own life somewhere she knew people would come to. As for the dress… She was wearing her school uniform, not her stage costume. Is that just an assumption you made? She was found in the theatre, so the play is what caused her death and she would have been wearing her costume. Was that your reasoning?’
Nicola just stared at Nava, so Nava continued. ‘Chantal Alvin was worried about her grades. She was working toward her fourth-year exams which would decide what she could do with her fifth year. She also had the play to worry about, but it was her performance in the exams that had her most worried. The Drama Club won’t use fourth and sixth years in primary roles now, because of your sister’s death, but she shouldn’t have taken the part.’
‘She had to grab her chance while she could!’ Nicola responded angrily.
‘I’d imagine she told herself that, yes. It was neither the exams nor the play which pushed her to suicide, however. Her boyfriend broke up with her two days before she was found dead. I understand they’d been in a relationship for some time. You can’t blame him for what happened any more than you can blame the play, but the shock of losing him on top of everything else was too much. There was a full report on this. I’d imagine it was sent to your parents. Maybe they didn’t think you were mature enough to see it at the time. I’ll ask Courtney to let you read it. The school made some changes to the mental health monitoring practices here, but it’s not really possible to catch every problem. Unless they started using some rather unethical procedures involving mind-reading spells…’
Tears were falling now and Nicola did the same, dropping to her knees and covering her face with her hands. ‘I w-was wrong?’
‘Well, yes. You were trying to get them to cancel the production, right? Attacking Terence Daniau was a last resort, I think. Up to then, it had all been scare tactics. Frankly, I can understand wanting to put a knife in him, but I don’t think Courtney will be able to ignore that. It’s a shame, because you clearly have a lot of talent as an illusionist. The detail you put into your Phantom was excellent. If I hadn’t known it wasn’t a ghost, I think I’d have been convinced. But I’ve killed a ghost before. Trying to scare me was also fairly pointless. If it wasn’t a ghost, it seemed likely that it was an illusion and illusions can be dispelled. I think you knew you’d gone too far when you attacked Terence Daniau and I dispelled the Phantom. That’s why you ran. Panic. You have to know that there’d be ASF officers waiting in Alliance City.’
‘I hadn’t thought it through that far.’ Nicola sounded drained, despondent. ‘What happens now?’
‘Now, you come with us,’ Courtney said. She was standing in the platform’s entrance, as Nava had been, but she had Kyle with her. ‘What happens after that… isn’t really up to me. I’m probably going to recommend a suspended sentence with psychological assistance, but I don’t know whether that’ll be accepted.’
‘You heard most of that?’ Nava asked.
‘Quite a bit of it. Enough. I’m impressed. Either your tendency to lethal violence has been curbed, or you were holding out on me when you turned down the SSF.’
Nava shook her head. ‘Neither. Nicola Alvin isn’t a threat. I think she only attacked me because I didn’t take the time to change my clothes. Speaking of which, can we take this inside? Maybe Yuki is comfortable wearing this gown in freezing temperatures, but I’m not.’
~~~
‘Do you think they’ll accept your recommendation, Courtney?’ Melissa was asking; Courtney and Kyle had joined the usual crew for dinner at their favourite refectory.
‘I’ll ask Mercia Reynell to do an evaluation,’ Courtney replied. Various people flinched at the mention of the school’s psychologist. ‘I think she’ll decide that Nicola Alvin is not a danger to anyone else. I’ve got her stashed in the medical centre in case she’s a danger to herself. From what Nava got out of her, I think it’ll be ruled that she’s better off being given the option to carry on here with a course of psychological supervision.’
‘Good,’ Melissa said. ‘What she did was wrong, but she did it out of–’ Cutting herself off, Melissa put food in her mouth and began chewing feverishly. Her cheeks were turning scarlet.
‘Out of what, Mel?’ Nava asked.
‘I’m not going to finish that sentence. It’s too sappy for words.’ Mitsuko and Hoshi giggled. Melissa glowered at them.
‘Well, at least this matter is resolved today,’ Nava said.
‘Why?’ Melissa asked. ‘What’s special about today?’
‘Nothing. Tomorrow, however, Kyle will be starting his finals.’
Kyle let out a groan. ‘Don’t remind me.’
‘Do you think you’re ready for them?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘As I’ll ever be. I’m pretty confident about the practical aspects. I don’t think I’ll have too much trouble with the metaphysics. It’s going to be the written tactics exam that’s probably going to trip me up if anything.’
‘You’ll ace it,’ Courtney said. Nava looked at her; the SSF captain sounded enthusiastic, upbeat, and encouraging. If you just looked at her surface expression, you got the same impression. Just a little tightness around the eyes and a hint of stress in her tone suggested she was not quite as happy as she appeared. Nava was fairly sure that was not worry that Kyle would do badly. Courtney was not as happy as she seemed because the finals represented the end of Kyle’s school career while she would be here for another year.
‘Good luck,’ Melissa said. There was a round of similar sentiments from the others at the table.
All except for Courtney and Nava. The former looked at the latter. ‘Not wishing him luck, Nava?’ Courtney asked.
‘I don’t believe in it,’ Nava replied. ‘More importantly, I don’t believe he needs it.’
235/12/1.
‘Kyle’s looking stressed,’ Mitsuko commented as she brushed her hair.
‘Stressed,’ Nava agreed, ‘but not worried. We’ll probably look the same toward the end of next week.’
‘I might. You won’t.’
‘Probably. I don’t believe that Kyle is having trouble with the exams, he’s just feeling the pressure. And so is Courtney.’
‘Mm. She’s been out of sorts for a couple of weeks. In two weeks, Kyle graduates. I don’t suppose he’ll go straight into work, but she’s basically going to lose him soon.’
Nava nodded. ‘And she still hasn’t done anything about her family. She–’ She paused as her ketcom buzzed in a staccato pattern, then reached for the device to check the alert.
‘More weird weather?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Yeah…’ Nava had set up an alert on her ketcom whenever there was a report of weird weather phenomena on any of several news channels. It had been quiet for most of the week. ‘This one’s a little weirder than the others. A storm is developing in the ocean, down near the equator. A little south of the equator, actually, and due south of Jukai Forest.’
‘That doesn’t sound particularly weird.’
‘There was nothing predicted for that region. It’s only been sent out as an alert for shipping. Let’s see what’s happened to it in the morning.’ Nava folded her ketcom screen and placed the device on the cabinet beside the bed. ‘Isn’t your hair combed enough?’
‘Listen, Miss Tanglefree, some of us have to work at keeping our hair in good condition.’
‘It’s just going to get all mussed up again.’
‘That’s… a valid point. You’ll still have to wait.’
235/12/2.
‘Did you see the news this morning?’ Melissa asked. She put her tray down across from Nava’s. ‘Sorry, that was probably a stupid question.’
‘Even if we hadn’t,’ Mitsuko said, ‘it’s all anyone’s talking about.’
‘At least we know for sure that these weather phenomena aren’t natural,’ Nava said.
‘Well, yes, if you believe it,’ Melissa countered. ‘I looked it up. The most powerful weather controller in the Clan Worlds is Winter Glass Firmin.’
‘I’ve heard of her,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Doesn’t she do rescue and disaster relief operations on Bosquet?’
‘Did. She’s been missing for almost a year.’
‘Interesting,’ Nava said.
‘I guess, but here’s the thing: her maximum control radius is about eight hundred metres. She can affect weather just about anywhere on the planet, but only in an area about sixteen hundred metres across. This cyclone that’s appeared in the ocean is a hundred times bigger than that.’
‘More or less precisely a hundred times, in fact.’
‘Uh, I suppose it is. Whatever, whoever is claiming to be able to control the hurricane has cast a spell a hundred times more powerful than any known weather controller can cast.’
‘And they’re demanding money to divert the storm away from us,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Five hundred billion Solars. A hundred for every man, woman, and child on the planet.’
‘Which seems a little unfair,’ Nava said, ‘given that most of them aren’t under threat. How big is Alliance City?’
‘Depends how you count it. There are probably forty million under threat. The problem is that this area isn’t generally in danger from hurricanes, so neither the city nor the school are set up to deal with them. There’s really no space for them to develop between the continent and the equator. Storms which develop south of the equator aren’t supposed to head across it.’
‘That and the targeting suggests control,’ Nava said. ‘If it continues in the direction it’s moving, it’ll hit both the school and the city. That requires it to make landfall in a fairly tight area. It’s stretching coincidence a little too far.’
‘Okay, so it seems impossible, but someone’s doing it,’ Melissa said. ‘What do we do now? Evacuate?’
‘The school probably can be,’ Nava said, ‘but the city is an entirely different matter. They’re expecting landfall around midday. You can’t move forty million people in under four hours. I have an idea, but I need Hoshi to confirm something.’ Lifting her head, Nava looked toward the refectory’s entrance. ‘She should be coming…’
‘You think she can counter the other controller somehow?’
‘Oh, no. What I need is her knowledge of the land around Jukai Forest.’
‘Huh?’
‘Here she comes. I’ll explain it to both of you at once.’
‘Nava?’ Hoshi said as she approached the table. ‘You said you needed some advice on Jukai?’
‘Specifically, are there caves in the mountains north of the forest? Very specifically, around the region we airlifted out of.’
‘Uh, yeah, I think so.’ Hoshi pulled her ketcom out of her bag and unfolded the screen. ‘I’ll check. Why am I checking for caves?’
‘Because the ASF would have noticed someone digging a big hole. I think whoever is controlling the weather has a base there. If it was on the surface, it would’ve been seen. It can’t be too small, so it would require some fairly major construction if it were underground unless they used a pre-existing hole in the ground. Maybe a mine rather than a cave?’
‘No mines in that area. Why do you think it’s there at all?’
‘The storm started due south of there last night. There’s also the matter of those mercs we ran into. I think the storm we sat through in Jukai was a test. I think the mercs were escorting scientists who were there to see what damage had been done. They walked south from their base.’
‘Okay… Well, there are maybe four cave systems in that area which could support some sort of large structure. Those mountains are ancient and there’s been plenty of time for water to erode out the softer rocks.’ Hoshi turned her screen so that Nava could see the map she was using.
Nava scanned over the image and nodded. ‘Can you send that to my ketcom?’
‘You’re going? You’re not going to tell the ASF?’
‘I can be out there in less than an hour,’ Nava replied. ‘This is largely guesswork. If I find something, I can call in the ASF to deal with it. If they’re needed.’
‘There could be more merc– Forget I said that.’
‘I don’t like it either,’ Mitsuko said. ‘At least take someone with you.’
‘You know of someone useful who can fly as fast as I can?’ Nava asked.
‘Well, no.’
‘Neither do I. So I’m going alone.’
Northern Jukai Forest.
The first indication Nava had that she had found what she was looking for came in the form of a sensor attached to the ceiling of the cave she was walking through. She was invisible and not worried about it, but it appeared to indicate that someone was interested in monitoring anyone moving too far into the darkness.
It was certainly dark. Nava was having to use a spell called Sense Environment to get around since using a light would have made the invisibility pointless. Sense Environment was more like having magical radar than being able to see in the dark. It presented itself as vision, but what you saw was more like a relief map of your surroundings out to about two hundred metres. Spotting the sensor on the ceiling was almost as much luck as skill.
Spotting the four-man team coming toward her from the other end of the cave was another matter. She could actually see a soft, blue glow in the black; they were using ultraviolet lights to see by. That was not an issue since the Invisibility spell worked on all forms of electromagnetic radiation. Still, she paused and then shifted off to one side, crouching down to see what the mercs would do.
The cave at this point was essentially a tube, taller than it was wide. At some point, a V-shaped section of softer rock had taken up this space and time had carved it out. The cutting tool time had used was now nothing much more than a trickle of water winding its way through a shallow groove to the cave mouth. Maybe it had been more of a torrent at one time. The stone was grey and dull; even the glow from the helmet-mounted lights of the mercs could draw no lustre from it. It made the darkness seem thicker, and the darkness seemed to make the soldiers uncomfortable.
‘You see anything?’
‘Not a damn thing. If this turns out to be another overactive water drip…’
‘Shut the fuck up. The motion sensor indicated something larger.’
Motion sensor? That was not so good. An infrared motion sensor would have been fooled by Invisibility, but something using sonar was another matter.
‘What about animals?’
‘There’s nothing wild on this rock. You know that.’
‘Oh yeah. I still can’t see anything. There’s nothing here.’
‘Yeah…’ One of them seemed to be the leader. At least, he seemed to be the one with more authority. When he spoke again, it appeared that he had activated a radio. ‘Gatehouse to Central. Seems like it was another false alarm.’ Pause. ‘Okay, returning to station. Let’s move it, people. My coffee’s getting cold.’
As the mercs turned on their heels and started back the way they had come, Nava moved in behind them and followed. Motion sensors could detect her, but if she was in close formation with the men guarding the place, it was doubtful the sensors had the resolution to pick her out of the group.
A little less than two hundred metres down the tunnel, the cave broadened out and the ceiling rose. The cavern was not huge, but it was large enough to hold several prefabricated buildings. Each was composed of a framework of metal girders supporting foamed-plastic panels. The design was not uncommon in rapidly constructed buildings meant to handle a range of weather conditions. They were not recommended where they had to handle large pressure differentials, but they had good insulating properties. Caves tended to maintain the same, relatively cool, air temperature through the year, so some insulation was not a bad thing. However, right now the cave was actually warmer than the forest, possibly warmer than it should have been. Something here, it seemed, was putting out more than a little waste heat.
The guards walked through between a pair of more or less identical buildings, heading for a third which differed only in the number of doors cut into the wall panels. Opposite was another building which looked different, but significantly more so. Nava concluded that the first pair were dormitories and that the pair she could see further into the cave were the same. The one the guards were heading into, on Nava’s left, was their command centre, maybe with accommodation for their leaders. On her right was what she was looking for, the heart of the operation. Some recon would be advisable, however; she followed the guards into their control centre.
The interior of the building was as bland as the exterior. It reminded Nava a little of her own apartment, one of a number of them bundled together into a building by the addition of some walkways and stairs. Here, it was a bunch of rooms, each one panel wide, long, and high, connected together with some corridors. At least, until you entered the central part of the structure where a control room had been set up. Here there were desks, consoles, monitors, and people in shirts and slacks rather than combat gear. No one wore rank insignia, but there was a pecking order evidenced by the leader of the search squad immediately reporting to an older man with a solid, muscled physique, closely cropped brown hair, and an eyepatch. An actual eyepatch! The scarring visible above and below the accessory suggested that something with claws had been responsible for the damage. Now that was a grizzled mercenary.
‘Report,’ Eyepatch said. Good, authoritative tone too. Definitely the boss.
‘We found nothing, sir,’ the squad leader replied. ‘No indications that anyone had been there, never mind that anyone was still there.’
Eyepatch grimaced. ‘I thought we’d got these false positives ironed out.’
Someone else was, apparently, the target of the comment. A woman sitting at a console which had four monitors attached to it looked around. ‘It wasn’t a false alarm. That was a human-size contact.’
‘We still found nothing,’ the squad leader replied. ‘Maybe they backed out before we got there.’
The tech glowered at her monitors for a second. ‘We need to section the sensor field so that we have more of an idea where the movement is. Then I’d know. If it was a magician, they could be using Invisibility. The whole point of this sensor is to defeat invisible magicians.’
‘So you said.’ It appeared that the squad leader was less than impressed with the technology. Or the technician. ‘They can’t have all been invisible freaks.’
‘If we had a couple of them here with us, we’d know whether there’s a magician here.’
That was useful to know: there were no magicians among the mercenaries. There had to be some among the scientists they seemed to be protecting though…
‘We could get one of Hugo Milton’s people to do a patrol with us.’ The squad leader did not seem especially impressed with his own idea. It seemed that he had something against magicians, but he was willing to work with them if he absolutely had to. He just liked the fact that there were none in his company.
Also, who was Hugo Milton? Nava knew of a Milton family in the Morgan clan. The Morgans were a minor clan and all Nava knew about the Miltons was their name. It seemed that Hugo was the mercenaries’ client. Presumably, he was the one responsible for the weather phenomena and the ransom demand. Also presumably, he could be found in the other building. Now, Nava just needed someone to leave the room so that opening the door would not look suspicious.
~~~
Demetra Morrison Firmin was feeling more than a little disheartened. The motion sensors were not her invention, but they had been deployed under her recommendation, and they were proving to be a real pain in the ass. Getting the sensitivity right was annoyingly difficult. The initial setting had triggered constantly due to the stream flowing through the bottom of the cave. Then it had been random water droplets falling from the ceiling. She doubted she would ever figure out what had triggered the thing today. She was sure she had it set right this time…
One of her screens switched focus and she glanced at it. It was the door camera for one of the doors on the laboratory building, so she expected to see Hugo Milton or one of her own company on the screen. Instead, she saw nothing. A couple of taps on her keyboards produced the display from another sensor which was placed about midway down the corridor that door led onto. The camera showed no one in the corridor. The motion sensor paired with it suggested that a human-sized body moving at walking pace was there.
It took a second or two for Demetra to say anything. Her boss was not going to be especially pleased if this somehow turned out to be a false alarm again. But the door would not have opened without someone opening it…
‘Sir, we have a problem in the lab building.’
~~~
Nava was in front of a solid-looking door in the middle of the corridor when the alert siren started blaring. Great, so they had a motion sensor here too. That seemed like overkill, but it had actually detected something: her.
She had just been working out how to bypass the door too. It looked promising. A door like that had to have something worthwhile behind it. Judging from the spacing of the other doors, the room beyond was larger than the others in the building. It had to be the one she was looking for, but it was sealed shut and it had a biometric locking mechanism which would take time to bypass. Or, Nava could take a page from her dead sister’s playbook, though that had a couple of downsides…
The exterior door Nava had come through opened and two men swept in through it, one turning hard to take up the side closest to the door, the other crossing to the other wall. They were both armed with assault rifles, but neither had a target. Nava moved away from them, backing up to the next door down the passageway.
Eyepatch stepped in behind his two underlings, took in the scene, and decided on his course of action. ‘Suppression fire, three seconds. Hose it down.’
Nava tried the door which was now on her right. It opened and she slipped inside just before the lead started flying. She was in a storeroom, in the dark after she closed the door behind her. A little effort forced her thoughts into shape to cast Sense Environment once again and the skeletal shapes of shelves appeared in her vision field. There were bottles and boxes on the shelves, but she had no way of reading them for now. Surely they would have put dangerous chemicals behind a locked door…
The gunfire ceased outside and Nava moved into the room, dropping into a crouch beside one of the shelving units. It was too much to hope that no one had noticed her entering the room, but the mercs would still need to find her inside it. They were also professionals and could be counted on to act in a professional manner. They thought they had their prey cornered…
~~~
‘Even if we go in, sir, we won’t be able to see him.’
Major Clayton North Firmin peered at his subordinate with his one good eye. He did not need to have the obvious stuffed under his nose. The man shrank a little under his boss’s stare. ‘You’ll go in crosswise,’ Clayton said. ‘Lohan Bisset will follow when you’ve ensured the corners are clear by touch. He can see through invisibility, so all you have to do is shoot where he tells you to.’
‘Who do you think it is?’ the subordinate asked.
‘ASF, probably. We’ve seen no signs of more of them, but who else? This guy has training. He has to have followed the squad in to hide from the motion sensors…’ Clayton frowned. ‘Trapping himself in there wasn’t so smart. Hell, if he knew about the sensors, coming into this corridor wasn’t that smart. We’re missing something…’
~~~
Teleportation kind of sucked. Nava had never learned it the way Maya had, but she knew how the spell was performed and had even tried it out a couple of times. There was no actual sensation to it: one moment you were in one place and the next you were somewhere else, and you had no perception of travelling between the two. However, it could be disorienting. Maya had probably learned to cope with that specifically since she seemed to use the Teleport spell as a universal key. Nava had not, but she managed to get through the short hop from the storeroom to the room behind the big door without incident. The mercs would probably think she was still in the storeroom for another couple of minutes. That was the hope, anyway.
The door looked even more solid from the inside. There were massive locking bars holding it closed. If the walls in here had not been reinforced, that was all pointless, but the interior walls here did have a different quality to them. The door was certainly going to hold against most things the mercs might try to get through it. That assumed they could not just open it. Magelock would take care of that; no one would be able to open the door without breaking Nava’s spell, or the door.
The room was definitely the one she was looking for. The general impression was ‘spaceship bridge meets medical facility.’ There were screens and consoles. Every self-respecting evil villain lair had to have screens and consoles. In this case, two of the biggest screens were showing satellite images of the hurricane and associated data. That went with the supervillain vibe quite nicely. Several of the consoles seemed to be showing data from various biological monitors, and Nava moved toward what she suspected was the source of that data as well as the provider of the medical bay visuals.
It was something that looked like an immersive medical pod or maybe some sort of suspended animation unit. It was a metal cylinder with a transparent plastic top and, when Nava got closer, the impression of medical pod got stronger. Inside it was a woman in a tight-fitting bodysuit connected to the container by a lot of cables and tubes. Nutrients in and waste products out for sure, but there seemed to be more than that. The suit had to have a bunch of sensors in it and there was a cable for that. Her head was set into a plastic frame to keep it still, like the kind of thing they used for head and neck injuries, or to put you through an MRI scanner, and there seemed to be a thick cable attached to the back of her skull somehow. Nava got the worrying impression that it was actually plugged into her head.
The woman herself was attractive and looked fit. She had the kind of working muscle you saw on people who did physical work rather than getting their physique in a gym. She had short dark hair, trimmed for frequently fitting under a helmet. Her eyes were closed and, at first, Nava thought she was unconscious, but her breathing was too irregular for that and her eyes were in constant motion under her eyelids. Her eyes were closed, Nava decided, because she was concentrating.
Nava turned her attention to the only other person in the room, a man. At a guess, this was Hugo Milton Morgan and he was… unimpressive. Short and thin, he gave off a strong impression of being very smart and disinclined to worry over his physical characteristics. Light-brown hair was haphazardly cut and uncombed. His eyes, feverishly scanning over a couple of displays, were a pale sort of hazel. He was not ugly, or even unattractive, but comparing him to the average Clan Worlds citizen would not have been favourable. His clothing did not help, given that his lab coat was old and stained, the sweater under it had holes decorating it, and his slacks had seen long use, though perhaps less than his brown loafers which were badly scuffed. The man had to be a genius, because he had little else going for him. Nava had an uncomfortable premonition of how Rochester might turn out unless someone intervened.
The screens the man was watching were showing data Nava had no clue about. Mostly. One window was streaming data from a computer. That was presumably the massive bank of electronics behind the monitors. Nava saw the words ‘neural interface’ flash past in the stream of text and looked back toward the pod. However, another screen had caught her attention and she stepped over to look at it. In large red letters, the display said ‘Self-Destruct in’ followed by a time. Just under thirteen minutes. He had to have triggered the self-destruct system when the alert had been sounded which seemed… reactionary.
Nava cancelled her Invisibility spell. ‘Stop me if I’m wrong,’ she began.
The man, Hugo, spun in his chair and stared at her. ‘How did you get in here?’
‘Teleport spell. As I was saying, stop me if I’m wrong, but you’ve figured out a way to enhance the capacity of a magician by wiring them directly up to a mainframe. The computer is providing extra processing capability somehow. That’s how whoever she is is able to control weather across such a large area. Ah, yes, and she must be Winter Glass Firmin, currently listed as missing and normally capable of almost exactly one one hundredth of that control radius. Your device provides a hundred times the normal capacity.’
‘That’s very good, young lady,’ Hugo said. ‘Excellent deduction.’
‘Thanks. You, I believe, are Hugo Milton Morgan.’
‘I am. You’ve heard of me, obviously.’
‘No. One of your mercs mentioned your name. I have no idea who you are, aside from being an extortionist and, from appearances, something of a mad genius.’
His face darkened. Probably not unexpectedly, given Nava’s assertion. Weirdly, it was not for the reason Nava thought it was. ‘You’ve never heard of me! Well, of course. I’d imagine that school has done everything it can to keep my name from the ears of its students.’
Nava glanced down at the SAS2 logo on the chest of her combat uniform. ‘SAS-squared?’
‘Ha! They wouldn’t know talent if it was forced up their nose. Insufficient talent? I’ll show them what talent I have!’
‘Not if you blow yourself up.’ Nava indicated the display beside her which was steadily counting down the time to detonation.
‘It started automatically when the intruder alert was triggered. I will not allow the coprocessor to fall into the hands of the government or that school. I’m the only one who can deactivate it, and now that I’ve determined that you seem to be alone–’
‘I am alone, yes. You said coprocessor. That’s what this thing’s called?’
‘I call it a sorcery coprocessor. Yes. You’re alone and you seem to have talent. Perhaps talent matching Winter’s…’
‘You’ve literally wired her into that thing, right?’
‘I developed the spell I needed for the surgery myself. Carbon nanotubes need to be carefully positioned within the brain. Thousands of them. It took weeks of work. Then the software needs to learn how to interpret the data it gets from the subject’s brain and how to provide the needed feedback. Each instance can only work with a single magician, but the results… And this is just the beginning! With the ransom money, I’ll be able to produce a system with ten or a hundred times the power! And those bastards in that school and the administration will–’
‘What does she think of being chained into a medical pod for the rest of her life?’ Nava asked. Those who knew her – and Hugo did not – would have recognised the slight changes in her face, her posture, and her tone suggesting that his answer to her question was very important.
The answer did not come from Hugo, however. ‘I wanted this.’ The female voice came from a speaker on the side of the pod. Nava looked over to see that Winter’s eyes were open. She was not looking at Nava, because she could not move her head, but she was sparing some concentration to answer the question. ‘This is what I’ve always dreamed of. Controlling a hurricane. Have you any idea–’
‘You’re not controlling a hurricane,’ Nava said. ‘You created a hurricane and you’re aiming it at a lot of people who never did anything to deserve it. You work in disaster relief. You know what’s going to happen when that storm hits the city.’
‘So what? The next version of this machine will be able to control entire weather systems. I’ll be able to stop storms on Bosquet without breaking a sweat. It’s not like I’m stuck in here, you know. I can unplug. I can have a normal life and this power when I need it. A-anyway, they’ll pay the ransom and I’ll stop the storm.’
‘Just like that? You’ll just stop a hurricane, just like that?’
‘Don’t you know anything about meteorology? It’s an unnatural system. If I stop concentrating on it, it’ll start to collapse on its own. If I put my mind to it, I can push it back and wind it down easily.’
‘Then I strongly urge you to do that, right now,’ Nava said. ‘I don’t think Hugo Milton wants to stop, even if he gets the money. He has a grudge against SAS-squared for some reason.’
‘For some reason!’ Hugo roared. ‘They rejected me! They cast me aside like–’
‘Thousands of other applicants, every year. Actually, maybe not thousands. Most people know the entrance criteria and don’t bother applying unless they’re sure they can meet them. You, quite clearly, decided to apply anyway. Shut down the storm, please, Winter Glass. I won’t ask again.’
‘I won’t,’ Winter replied through the speaker.
‘Fine,’ Nava said, raising her hand toward the pod. A pulse of light flashed out, penetrating the pod’s casing. Light blazed within the container and an electronic scream blasted out of the speaker on the side before the glass shattered, letting the quintessence wave out in a cone to burst against the ceiling.
‘What have you done?!’ Hugo shrieked.
‘Shut down your machine,’ Nava replied flatly. She took a step toward the scientist. ‘And now, I’m going to shut down its creator.’
~~~
Lohan Bisset Firmin stepped into the doorway of the storage closet with some trepidation. He was not a soldier. The Firmin clan had a somewhat biased view of magicians who elected to stay out of combat, but Lohan had decided that a life of research was where he wanted to go. Despite this, he was being asked to locate an enemy combatant who had been backed into a corner. What was it they said about cornered rats?
Flanked by two men just waiting to open fire with automatic weapons, Lohan scanned the room. Then he scanned it again, taking more time. Apparently, he took too long.
‘Well?’ Clayton called out from the corridor. Lohan had noted the fact that the mercenary leader was staying out of the firing line. That had not gone unnoticed, though it did not seem to bother the mercs.
‘There’s no one here,’ Lohan called back.
‘What?’
‘There is no one here aside from me and your two troopers.’ Lohan enunciated the words carefully, just in case the man’s ears had been damaged in the same event that had taken his eye. ‘Are you sure this hypothetical intruder came in–’
A new alert sounded. They had shut off the intruder alert after everyone had responded to it, but now something new began blaring through the corridor. It sounded, if anything, more urgent. Lohan went white and turned, pushing past Clayton as he rushed to the laboratory door and pressed his hand to the scanner there. The indicator lights on the lock went green. The door remained firmly closed.
‘What the Hell’s going on?’ Clayton barked. ‘I don’t know that alert.’
‘It’s the alert for a critical failure in the SC,’ Lohan snapped back. ‘Something’s gone wrong with Hugo Milton’s machine.’
‘So? We have an actual intruder in the facility. We need to worry–’
‘First, if it fails, the plan fails and none of us get paid. Second, have you considered the possibility that the intruder has got into the lab? Third, there’s a ton of Q-cell mass in that room which is rigged to detonate if the self-destruct isn’t turned off. If the machine’s damaged, Hugo Milton might be damaged, and he’s the only one who can turn off the self-destruct!’
~~~
Nava watched Hugo’s eyes roll back in his head. His heart had just stopped. It was, perhaps, a quick and easy death for a man who had created such an abominable device, but Nava had been taught to end her enemies, not to prolong their deaths.
She turned her eyes toward the door. Someone was trying to open it, which reminded her that she had other enemies to deal with. She had no idea how many of the people here knew enough about the machine to recreate it. That meant she had just over ten minutes to make sure that none of them got out of this place alive.
She recast Invisibility as she walked toward the door and then pressed her mind into the processes needed to use Teleport. There was work to do. Calmly, without the slightest hint of emotion, Nava set her mind to carrying it out.
~~~
ASF officers marched into the cave, all of them dressed in combat gear. Nearby, Nava watched impassively. The enforcement officers had arrived a few minutes earlier and had immediately set about securing the area, but they were late to the party and they knew it.
‘Why didn’t you call us in?’ Fawn Tyrell asked. ‘Before the place got blown to Hell, I mean.’
‘I didn’t know if I was right about the location,’ Nava replied. ‘When I became sure, things escalated rather quickly. Do you know who this Hugo Milton was?’
‘I looked up the name. He was a Morgan. He was kicked out of his clan for performing some especially unethical experiments. There’s a warrant out for his arrest for supplying magical devices to a number of criminal groups. He was a genius, by all accounts, but he was the kind of genius they make horror vids about. Trying to extort money from the Alliance itself is something of an escalation. You’re sure that he was using Winter Glass Firmin to make this work?’
Nava gave a shrug. ‘I don’t think that’s a valid way of putting it. She seemed to be doing it voluntarily. It was her dream come true to be able to control weather on that scale. Whatever her motives, she was the one controlling that hurricane.’
‘Which has been winding down for the past hour or so. And it’s turned west. It looks like Alliance City will see some foul weather, but nothing like hurricane-force winds.’ Fawn shook her head and looked over at the cave’s entrance. ‘Someone’s going to get really angry about this. That machine… If you think what could be done with a machine like that… Hell. There was no way you could stop the self-destruct?’
‘Hugo Milton was determined to keep it out of the hands of the Alliance. I’m not exactly sure what the mechanism was, but that thing had to have some large quintessence storage and the explosion looked like a quintessence explosion. Maybe a couple of kilotons. I got out just in time. Personally, I doubt there’s anything left in there for your people to find.’
Fawn sighed. ‘Yeah. The threat’s done with. The important thing is that the threat is taken care of. I’m going to need a full report, Second Lieutenant.’
‘Obviously, First Lieutenant. I’ll take care of it tonight. You’ll have it by morning.’
‘Right. We may have some questions once we get it.’
‘Of course.’ Nava got to her feet, switching Flight into the active portion of her mind.
‘Oh,’ Fawn said, as though something had just come to mind, ‘not that you need it, but good luck with the progression tests next week.’
‘Thank you, but you’re right, I don’t need luck to pass those. Now if you’d like to wish me luck with the play next Saturday…’
Fawn smirked. ‘Wishing an actor good luck is supposed to be bad luck.’
Nava lifted into the air. ‘I am never going to understand humans. That goes double for actors.’
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery.
‘She was wired into the machine?’ Melissa asked. ‘Like, wires into her brain connecting her to the computer?’
‘That was what Hugo Milton said,’ Nava replied. ‘I can definitely say that there seemed to be a big cable attached into her skull. She said she could get out of it, so I assume there was some sort of plug.’
The report Nava had written for Fawn, for consumption by those with an official reason to read it, was finished. Nava was giving a slightly different story to Melissa and Mitsuko. She was, in fact, telling them what really happened. The report was basically true, but it was missing a few details and it suggested some things which were not entirely correct. Mitsuko had asked about Nava’s mission and Nava was unwilling to lie to her friends, even if she was reluctant to burden them with the truth.
‘He described it as a coprocessor,’ Nava went on. ‘It seemed like he had built a learning machine which worked out how to supplement the precise way an individual magician processes spells. Once it had done its stuff, the magician would become a component in a magical device. Winter Glass was the transmitter. The machine provided the processing power and she provided the organic component needed to turn that process into reality. Perhaps you could say that she also provided the intelligence to direct it.’
‘But think what you could do with it,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Winter Glass was able to create a hurricane, but she could have just as easily stopped one. Someone could stop an earthquake with a machine like that. You could–’
‘Wipe out more or less anything you wanted,’ Nava interjected. ‘I did a little math while flying back to school. If you put me in that device, I could generate a Magic Burst roughly equivalent to the explosion which destroyed it. Hugo Milton was talking about making one ten or a hundred times as powerful. With that, I become a nuclear weapon. My estimate was somewhere around half a megaton.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘And how do you think this would be used? I’m sure that some would use it at least somewhat ethically, but the precedent is hardly stellar. Magicians are already required to work shifts to maintain communications between the worlds in this Alliance. Hugo Milton came up with a way to multiply a magician’s power and keep them awake and working for days at a time. Winter Glass had to be conscious and maintaining her spell the entire time that heatwave was over the school. She was literally a part in a weather machine for fifteen days. Nutrients in and out through tubes. It would start, as with her, with volunteers. People would be willing to sacrifice their freedom to save lives, I’m sure. It would start with only the best of motives. Mostly. Mitsuko Trenton, are you willing to sit there and tell me that it would stay that way?’
Mitsuko was silent for several seconds. ‘So, you killed them. All of them. To be sure the technology remains lost.’
‘I’m not that naïve,’ Nava replied. ‘The idea is out there. My hope is that, by the time someone replicates Hugo Milton’s machine, it’s possible to do it without physically attaching the operator into it. The technology used in my pistols suggests it may be possible at some point. Personally, I’m not sure humans should ever be allowed that kind of power, but I can at least hope we don’t have to sacrifice the lives of magicians to make it work.’
‘I think you’re right,’ Melissa said. ‘I think the way it was used right here shows that we aren’t ready for that kind of power yet. I… I’m not sure all of them had to die because of it, but…’ She paused, grimacing a little. ‘He really came to Shinden to do this because he got rejected from SAS-squared?’
‘He wanted a good place to hold for ransom and Alliance City is such a place,’ Nava replied, ‘but I got the impression that his choice was at least partially influenced by revenge for that perceived slight.’
Mitsuko lifted her ketcom. ‘I looked him up. He was tested in November of one ninety-eight. He didn’t have anything close to the minimum capacity for a position here. He did exceptionally well on the metaphysics paper, but he was never going to be much of a sorcerer.’
‘And because of that, he carried around a grudge against the school for almost forty years,’ Melissa said, shaking her head. She sighed. ‘You know what they say: when life gives you lemons…’
Nava had no idea what ‘they’ said, and she waited patiently for at least three seconds for Melissa to finish the quote. Finally, she decided that she needed to provide a prompt. ‘When life gives you lemons, it leaves a bitter taste in your mouth?’
‘No! You’re supposed to make… Though, I suppose, if you use the wrong recipe…’
‘I’m confused.’
 



Part Four: Tests, Trials, and Tribulations
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 235/12/9.
‘Next is… Nava Greyling Sonkei.’
Nava walked up to the front of the classroom where one of the senior teachers was waiting to give her her sorcery capacity test. The teacher, and a machine about the size of a full-height refrigerator which would be measuring impact potential. Capacity tests were both scientific and kind of slipshod. They were also fairly easy to fool, which was great for Nava.
‘Let’s start out with a calibration test,’ the teacher said. He tapped at the screen mounted at the top of the machine and it displayed a spell schema. Nava’s eyes flicked over it, but she remembered it well enough from the year before. ‘Tap start when you’re ready to begin. You’ll have ten seconds to complete the test.’
Reaching out, Nava tapped the screen where a button had appeared, labelled ‘Start’ in large, friendly letters. She lifted her hand toward a circular aperture in the box as she focused her mind on the spell. The spell was a fairly basic force-effect projectile spell, something like Concussive Force, but with a very short range, calibrated such that each rank required exactly one Tammy to cast. They were asking for a rank sixty spell here. Every student was required to be able to cast that when they matriculated.
‘That’s great,’ the teacher said. ‘No problem at sixty. Let’s try seventy.’
Seventy Tammys was the passing grade. Technically, there was no failing grade, but if you had not improved by ten points over the year, they would put you in for additional training in the second year. Rochester had passed with eighty. Melissa had capped out at ninety. Nava announced that she could not manage a one hundred and forty Tammy spell, which put her just inside the expected range for a second year. Sixth years were expected to leave with a capacity of one hundred and ten to two hundred and twenty Tammys and there was no way Nava was going to reveal that she could already beat that.
A hundred and thirty was still impressive, though most of her class were not showing signs of being impressed when she turned around. Actually, most of them appeared to be kind of proud, as though they had expected something like this and thought it reflected well on themselves, or at least their class. There was also a portion who looked really happy, and about an equal number who looked annoyed.
‘They were taking bets,’ Rochester explained. ‘The unhappy ones thought you’d beat the second-year range.’
‘As I understand it,’ Melissa said, ‘no one was willing to bet you’d be under a hundred.’
‘Huh,’ Nava said. ‘Next year I’ll take requests. It sounds like a great way to make some additional money.’
Rochester lowered his voice and leaned closer. ‘Do you know what your actual score is?’
‘Actually, First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell requested an update on that recently, so we did it while I was handling the debrief on Sunday.’ The ASF had read Nava’s report and then asked her to come in to clarify a few things. Fawn had let slip that she had told her superiors it was a waste of time, but a couple of intelligence officers had grilled Nava on the details for a couple of hours anyway. Nava had only been bothered that she was missing a good afternoon for flying. ‘I topped out at two hundred and seventy. That sounds a lot, but Winter Glass could manage four hundred and seventy, according to her records.’
‘Wow,’ Melissa said. Well, it was more like she breathed it. With wide eyes.
‘Have you heard how Suki has done?’ Rochester asked.
Nava checked her ketcom. ‘Not yet. I’m sure she’s going to pass, though.’
~~~
‘One hundred,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’d have liked to go a little higher, but it’s a passing grade and I’m improving.’
‘I thought you’d beat me by more,’ Melissa said. ‘I bet you had an easier time casting the spell than I did. My knees were shaking when I finished. I had to sit down and rest.’
‘I won’t say it didn’t take any effort, but I probably did have it easier. I could stand up after the test, for example.’
‘I was okay,’ Rochester said, ‘but I failed faster.’
‘What’s your capacity, Hoshi?’ Melissa asked. It was dinner time and Hoshi was there. She was actually somewhat interested in the results, though her class did not really rely on that kind of sorcerous ability.
The academic blushed. ‘A hundred and thirty. That’s the last time it was measured, but I don’t think I’ve improved over the last year.’ She glanced at Nava. ‘I assume you faked a lower capacity than you have?’
‘Big time,’ Melissa answered before Nava could. ‘Something like a factor of two. No one would’ve believed it if she hadn’t got the highest score in the class.’
‘It is something of a balancing act,’ Nava said. ‘As Mel said, no one would believe it if I exhibited too low a capacity, but I don’t want them knowing the real one either. Perhaps I should’ve gone a little higher…’
‘Wait and see what the overall results are like,’ Mitsuko suggested. ‘If there’s no one better than you in the year, I think you can say you picked about the right score.’
235/12/10.
Nava stood naked in her dressing room while one of the makeup people dusted her with diamonds. Well, the effect was kind of like her skin had a very thin covering of frost and she had to admit that it worked really well with her dark tones. When the lights hit her, she sparkled. Terence had been keen to use more of the foundation powder. He had been talked down after the rest of the cast and most of the production crew had taken to wearing sunglasses during the dress rehearsals. Now, it was subtle, even if the method of applying it – a fairly large airbrush – was not.
The door opened and Rexanne slipped inside without a knock or approval. ‘Terence asked me to check that everything was going okay,’ she said before anyone could object. ‘That is, he wanted to come in here and I had to just about physically restrain him.’
‘Almost finished here,’ the makeup tech said. She was kneeling beside Nava, spraying her left ankle.
‘Once the foot is done,’ Nava said, ‘I just have to stand here for ten minutes to be sure it’s dry.’
Rexanne grinned. ‘The things we do for our art.’
‘I’ll remind you that this isn’t my art.’
‘Tonight it is.’ There was a slight pause. ‘You’re ready for this, aren’t you, Nava? The success of the play really rests on–’
‘I promised Terence a performance, Rexanne. I can’t speak for how well it will go because I’ve never acted on a stage before, but I will give you what I promised to the best of my ability.’
The tension in the Drama Club’s chairwoman was obvious. Her fists clenched. ‘It’s just that we’ve never really seen you act…’
‘Yes, you have.’
‘We have?’
‘To you, this is an art. To me, it’s a survival instinct. You think you’ve never seen me act, Rexanne, but the truth is that you’ve never seen me doing anything else.’
~~~
The theatre was not exactly full, but there were not many empty seats below the top level which had such a lousy view that people avoided it whenever they could. Tickets for the show were not sold, but they were given out to those requesting them and entry was not allowed without them. This was primarily an accounting process: it let the club know how popular the production was. According to the figures Rexanne had sent to Melissa, this was the most popular production in the last five years.
Melissa was in the front row, sitting beside Mitsuko with Courtney on the other side. The whole student council was there, in fact. Mitsuko had the harder job given that she was sitting beside the principal. The VP was on Auberon Ewart’s right, looking like she would have preferred to be reading a good book. Auberon was in white: a white, three-piece suit with a sparkling waistcoat and tie. Apparently, he was dressing for the occasion, but the colour was not a great choice given his very pale skin. You could certainly say he stood out.
‘I am really looking forward to seeing what Nava Greyling can do,’ Auberon said, kind of throwing it out there for anyone who might respond.
‘It should be a learning experience,’ Joslyn Harris – the VP – replied. ‘For us, I mean. I’m not sure anyone’s ever seen her smile.’
‘I have,’ Mitsuko said. ‘She smiled when she was presented to the clan. Of course, that was because she was expected to.’
‘She is a very interesting woman,’ Auberon said, ‘with an interesting circle of friends.’ Mitsuko glanced at the small man, wondering how she should take that. ‘Of course, I’m also interested in the illusions. The yearly production is a way to see what the current generation of students can really do.’
‘Nava has been quite tight-lipped about the production. Annoyingly so, at times. She said that she was impressed by some of the special effects and illusions. If it all works, it should be spectacular. She also said I’d like her costume. I’m not entirely sure how to take that.’
‘Well, it can’t actually be indecent.’
‘Uh, no.’
‘Not that that wouldn’t make for a very memorable play…’
~~~
The first scene Nava was in did not happen for about twenty minutes. The production’s illusions and special effects took care of Yuki’s early appearances as a sort of animated movie played out across the stage to provide the backstory: the summer nation and the ice kingdom, the Ice Queen’s yearly reign over the land as her snows swept south in winter, never quite reaching the core of the human-held summer nation. First Twyla as Rosamund and then Yoshirō as Constant appeared so that the princess’s plot to remove Yuki could be expounded. Then Yoshirō got to play out Constant’s trek into the mountains at the end of autumn so that he could arrive at Yuki’s castle in time for the weather to turn really wintery.
The art team had created quite the set for the ice castle’s forecourt. Forced perspective created a space much larger than the stage, all composed of glistening black stone. The walls appeared to be covered in a considerable thickness of ice; the stone beneath was little more than a shadow. The black cobbles on the ground were covered by a couple of centimetres of snow. Constant left footprints in the snow as he stumbled, cold and half-dead, into the courtyard and then collapsed.
There was a pause and the more observant members of the audience likely spotted the snow beginning to collect on the knight’s clothes and hair. Then, from the right side of the stage, a swirl of denser snow swept in, thickening and gathering into a shape which might have been humanoid as it approached Constant. The density of the column grew and the shape became more obvious until it was clearly a woman composed entirely of snow standing over the body. Just as the snow woman grew entirely opaque, it exploded and Nava was standing there in all her glory. The panels of her skirt swirled about her legs briefly and the lights caught the metallic particles on her skin, making her sparkle as though she was actually made of ice.
Mitsuko gasped softly. Beside her, Melissa was a little louder about it. As Nava slowly circled the fallen knight at her feet, incidentally giving a good view of her entire ensemble, Mitsuko had to admit that she liked the dress.
‘A human?’ Nava – or rather Yuki – said. Her voice was dispassionate, cold. ‘A human, in my home, at this time. What brings him here? Why would a human risk my mountains with winter coming?’
She turned her head as a flurry of snow swept in, circling her head and then flying away. She seemed to be listening to it. ‘Yes, he might be dangerous,’ she said. Another flurry blew in from the other side and she turned to listen. ‘No. No, I don’t think he poses a threat himself, but no human is ever alone.’ The snow came in from various sides now, swirling about Nava like a tiny, chaotic tornado. Finally, she seemed to snap. ‘Enough!’ The snow recoiled from her, becoming a far wider circle close to the ground and surrounding both Yuki and Constant. ‘Take him to a room. Have a fire made up there. I’m intrigued by this unseasonal visitor and I’ll see how things proceed. Those are my orders. Now see that they are done.’ The snow twisted up around her again, sheathing her in white. Then it blew away on the wind, leaving only Constant lying in the snow.
~~~
Nava cancelled her Invisibility spell a couple of strides after leaving the stage. Terence was waiting in the wings and there was no point in avoiding him. He was looking cautiously pleased combined with slightly shocked. ‘That was… good,’ he said as Nava approached him.
‘You could sound less surprised,’ Nava commented.
‘It’s more like relief. I’ll admit that I was worried.’
‘I’m aware. I said you’d get a performance tonight.’
Terence nodded. ‘You did. I suppose I shouldn’t have doubted you.’
‘No. I do as I say I’ll do, without trickery or concealment.’ Nava walked past the director to check with the special effects team. So far, they were doing a perfect job as far as she could tell, and she wanted to tell them that and check that she was hitting her marks.
Terence watched her retreating back, wondering about her last remark. Was it possible that she knew what he and Rexanne were up to?
~~~
Mitsuko leaned toward Melissa and spoke in a low voice. ‘Have you ever heard her raise her voice before?’
Up on stage, Rosamund was pining for Constant. Twyla was doing her best to make the character sympathetic, but Melissa was having trouble empathising with a woman who would send her lover to another woman’s bed for political gain. ‘I don’t think so… No. It was her tone that got me. Gave me shivers. I mean, she’s normally pretty monotone, but that was something else. She really didn’t sound human.’
Mitsuko nodded slowly. ‘Mm. I wonder how many people noticed.’
~~~
By the time things were getting romantic between Yuki and Constant, people had noticed. Things were heating up on stage. There was an obvious tension building between the two characters as Yuki’s icy demeanour thawed and Constant worried that he really was falling in love with the Ice Queen.
Terence was ecstatic. Not only was Nava’s slow revelation of more and more human expressions and warmth working exactly as the director wanted, but it seemed to be pulling a better performance out of Yoshirō too.
Nava had taken to not cancelling her Invisibility until she needed to. Nominally, the effect lasted thirty minutes before it needed to be renewed or allowed to drop, and Nava was almost certain to be making another magical entrance within thirty minutes of vanishing in a swirl of snow. So, instead of walking off stage and cancelling the spell, she would tap the stage manager on her shoulder and say she was clear of the stage, and then wait for her next cue out of the way where no one was going to bump into her. Thus, she heard an exchange between Yoshirō and Terence which she was probably not supposed to.
‘You’re on fire out there, Yoshi,’ Terence said. ‘I know it wasn’t easy rehearsing with her and getting no reaction to your lines, but now that you are… It’s like you’re feeling the part for the first time. There’s a rawness to your performance. Uh, and I don’t mean that in a bad way. It’s like we’re really watching a man falling in love with a woman he knows he shouldn’t.’
‘Huh,’ Yoshirō responded. ‘To be honest, that’s almost what’s happening.’ He shook his head. ‘Even when she was playing the cold snow queen at the start, it wasn’t the same as when we were rehearsing. Now, it’s like it’s a different person out there. I’ll tell you what it’s like. It’s like she understands Yuki. No. It’s like she is Yuki.’
‘Method acting?’
‘I guess. I just don’t get the feeling she’s spent the last few months getting into character. You know she’s dating the student president, right? Maybe this was what it was like with her. Maybe when Nava Greyling is out of the public eye, she’s a different woman, and she lets Mitsuko Trenton see that.’
Terence gave a slight shrug. ‘Not much use in speculating. The thing is, keep it up. This is going to go down as one of the best productions in years, if the audience reaction is anything to go by.’
Yoshirō grinned. ‘The bedroom scene is coming up. “Keeping it up” isn’t going to be the problem.’
~~~
As the stage went dark, Mitsuko swallowed, and blinked, and reminded herself that Nava was acting. The darkness had fallen as Yuki led Constant to her bed after his final seduction attempt. Or had it been her who had been doing the seducing. They were both up there acting, but Mitsuko was having a little trouble believing that Yoshirō was just acting.
‘Th-that was hot,’ Melissa whispered. ‘I kn-know this is a bit cheeky, but could you invite m-me back to your place tonight?’
Mitsuko was about to answer when the lights came back up to reveal Constant sitting on an ottoman at the foot of the Ice Queen’s bed, pulling on his boots. Yuki lay in the bed, covered by a sheet. It looked a lot like she was only covered by a sheet; her visible shoulder and arm were bare and there had been just about enough time for Nava to strip out of her dress…
No one on stage was saying anything and the theatre was utterly silent. Most of the audience knew the story well enough that they were aware of what was about to happen. Having seduced Yuki, Constant was about to betray her, letting his men into the castle to burn it down. The silence seemed to say more than words might have. Constant had his back to the woman he had just taken to bed, but he gave off the strong impression of being unable to look at her, even if he had been in a better position to do so.
Dressed, the knight started for the door – aka, stage left – only to pause after a couple of metres. He began to turn, to look back, and then stopped, his shoulders hunching. His pace quickened as he hurried away to do what he had to do.
And that should have been the scene, but in this version the audience were to get a little surprise. Nava opened her eyes. That might have gone unnoticed in the theatre without a camera to provide close-ups like in a movie, but she was using illusion magic to project a blue glow from her irises which drew everyone’s attention. Briefly, she lay silent in the bed under the sheet, then she let the glow subside – because the remaining effects for the scene were mostly down to the crew – and sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest. That revealed more naked skin to the audience, who began to wonder just how far the director was going to go with this.
Then a thin layer of ice appeared on Nava’s shoulders and began to flow over her skin in a pattern suggesting the shape of her dress. The ice became something closer to snow as it formed her flowing sleeves. She swung her legs from under the sheet and her white sandals crystallised on her feet. When she began to stand, shedding the sheet, her dress was flowing down past her hips and continuing to form her skirts. Then, just as the illusory dress completed its appearance, Nava cancelled the Invisibility spell she had put on the real dress and the effects crew let the illusion die in a flurry of snowflakes.
Out in the front row, Aubrey smiled. ‘Remarkable. They must have practised that for hours.’
Mitsuko was wondering how many people had been watching the rehearsals for that one and determined to find out so that she could beat them up in private. However, her attention was largely focused on the stage where the Ice Queen’s eyes were fixed on the door Constant had left through. The Ice Queen stood like that for a long pause, and then her eyes dipped and she turned away. She looked like she knew exactly what Constant was going to do, but she did not look angry. If anything, as Nava and the effects team pulled another of Yuki’s vanishing acts, the expression the Ice Queen was wearing was one of bitter disappointment.
~~~
‘How is this happening?’ Rosamund asked, a hint of desperation in her voice. ‘The Ice Queen is dead. I wear her remains on my crown!’ She reached up to indicate the trio of crystals mounted on her crown which, if you looked very closely, had begun to glow. ‘For three years we had perfect weather and now… Now the glaciers are advancing in the north and people are dying of the cold in our villages. She’s gone, Constant. How can this be happening?’
‘I don’t–’ Constant began and then stopped, looking away. They were in the throne room of their castle – the wedding scene had been quite the joyous spectacular, so they were technically joint rulers – and they were alone. He had no reason to hide anything. ‘I sent men to her castle. None have returned. The scouts in the north say that the snows are thicker this year than last. We were fools, Rosamund. Yuki was… is a force of nature. You can’t just–’
‘No! She’s gone. This is nothing but a fluctuation in the weather. Next summer will be better. We go ahead with the midwinter celebrations as normal, and we forget that witch ever existed.’ Turning, Rosamund marched off stage, leaving her lover to stand there as the scene faded to black.
It was not black for long, however, as the lights came up quickly to show a banquet hall scene with various people making merry while Constant and Rosamund occupied two high-backed chairs toward the back of the stage. Most of the revellers were actually illusions for the very good reason that they were about to suffer horrible deaths. This one scene had taken every illusionist the Drama Club had been able to get involved and required a considerable amount of coordination.
‘Another year turns,’ Rosamund said, rising to her feet with a goblet in her hand. ‘Once again, we gather here and all through our land to celebrate the year that was and welcome the one to come.’ If anyone was paying attention, the crystals on her crown now had a more obvious glow. Her illusory audience had, apparently, not noticed. ‘The fires remind us…’ She trailed off, shook her head, and then started again. ‘The fires remind us of the warmth of spring which will soon be… Which will soon be upon… The w-warmth of spring which… Why is it so cold in here?’
‘My queen?’ Constant said, looking around at her. His eyes widened as the crystals on Rosamund’s crown flared a brighter blue. ‘Rosamund! Your crown! Cast aside your–’
Of course, it was too late. Blue light blazed from Rosamund’s crown and ice swirled in the air around her. She screamed. ‘No! She’s dead! She can’t be–’ The swirling ice enveloped her, quickly becoming a vaguely humanoid ice sculpture as her voice was cut off.
And this was where the timing had to be perfect. Invisible, Nava walked up behind Twyla, put a hand on her shoulder, and cast Invisibility on her. ‘You’re clear,’ she whispered, though any sound they made was going to vanish under the sound effects of panicked revellers and howling winds.
‘I’m out,’ Twyla whispered back, though Nava could feel her move aside anyway.
Nava stepped into the ice sculpture illusion and made an illusion of her own: a wave of blue light flickered over the sculpture from top to bottom. This was the cue for the special effects team, who could not see whether she was ready, hidden by Invisibility and a couple of layers of illusions. The sculpture illusion exploded as the light wave reached the ground, the swirling ice thinned, and Nava cancelled her Invisibility. Someone using Air Control caused her skirts to lift and dance. Someone else was providing the sounds of wind and explosion. The Ice Queen was back, and all it had taken was four effects artists and two actresses.
‘Yuki!’ Constant exclaimed. Yoshirō sounded genuinely shocked. They had done a couple of full rehearsals of Yuki’s return, but this was the first time Yoshirō had seen it with the added benefit of Nava’s expression. People said that she did not show emotion, that she was expressionless, maybe a little cold. Now they had something to compare it with, because the cold, indifferent calm on Yuki’s face was a step beyond anything they had ever seen on Nava before. The returned Ice Queen cared not the tiniest bit for her one-time lover, or the revellers, or anyone or anything else.
Drawing his sword, Constant stepped in and swung the weapon at Yuki’s head. And she reached out and caught it without appearing to expend the smallest effort. Immediately, frost formed on the metal, rapidly sweeping down the blade and then over the man holding it. Ice began to form around his feet, but he already seemed to be frozen to the spot. Yuki stepped around him and swept out her other arm. Ice came forth in a cone which extended out over the front rows of the audience. There were gasps and shrieks from the real people watching the play and from the illusory ones at the banquet. The difference was that the fake people instantly froze solid before shattering into diamond dust which drifted down onto the stage.
‘Yuki,’ Constant said. ‘Don’t–’
‘For almost a decade,’ Yuki said, ‘your people have celebrated my death. They knew that they could not kill the winter, but they believed. All of you believed that I was dead, and you celebrated. Tonight, I will celebrate their deaths.’
‘All of them?’
‘Men, women, children. Rich and poor. Evil and good, if there are any in this land who remain good.’
By now, the thick layer of ice around Constant had reached his chest. Yuki walked over to him and raised a hand, stroking a finger over his frosty cheek. ‘You could have stopped this, oh inconstant knight.’ The ice on the floor from the exploded revellers was thickening and spreading now, climbing the walls and swallowing the draperies. ‘You were given the choice. You could have spent eternity with me. This land would have been left in peace. No one would have died. You could have lived with me until the end of time, and I’ll see to it that you do.’
The pace of the ice’s expansion quickened. Constant just had time to call out ‘No!’ before he was entirely encased.
Yuki turned to the audience, spreading her arms. ‘See our kingdom, Constant,’ she proclaimed as the wave of illusory ice swept out from the stage and began to fill the theatre. ‘An eternity of ice and snow.’ Nava shifted her gaze from some point focused in the distance so that she was clearly looking directly at the audience. ‘An eternity of ice and snow for you and I alone!’
There were shrieks from various parts of the audience as the huge illusion now filling the auditorium appeared to fill everything with ice. Up on stage, a wall of ice swept up to hide the players, who immediately began setting up for the final bow. The audience were swallowed in ice for just long enough that people were actually starting to get a little worried, and then the illusion exploded into snow flurries which curled back onto the stage where the actors and several members of the crew were waiting to take their bows.
Mitsuko had the surreal experience of feeling like she had not stood up to start clapping because everyone else in the audience was doing the same at precisely the same time. Her position relative to Melissa and Aubrey seemed not to have changed. The play was a success. For one night, Nava had demonstrated that she could show more emotions than none, and she had done it in front of most of the school. And the entire experience had been entertaining. If the ball on Friday went this well, the last week of the year was going to be very enjoyable. Except for those who failed their exams, of course.
235/12/11.
‘That was exhausting,’ Nava said as she walked across Mitsuko’s apartment from the door to the bathroom. ‘I’m going to take a shower and wash Yuki away.’ It was past midnight and Nava had spent much of the last couple of hours following the play being congratulated, thanking people for coming to see the play, and wanting more than anything to be somewhere else.
‘Aw,’ Melissa said, following behind her, ‘I was hoping we’d get to make love to the Ice Queen.’
It was obviously a joke, but Nava paused and… changed. It was really subtle, but you could see it if you knew her. Her normally very straight back got a little straighter. Her shoulders squared. She seemed, to Melissa anyway, to get a couple of centimetres taller. When she turned to look at Melissa, her expression was colder than anything you normally saw on her face. Even her eyes seemed more icy.
‘Is that really what you want, human?’ Nava said.
‘Eep! No!’
And Nava was back. ‘Didn’t think so.’ She turned and headed for the bathroom again. ‘And now I’m even more tired.’
‘It’s that tiring?’ Mitsuko asked. She was also following them toward the bathroom. She was also undoing her dress.
‘Oh yes,’ Nava replied. ‘I’m so used to not showing emotions that it’s second nature. I was forcing myself to show the right emotions for a couple of hours. Imagine what it’d be like for you to suppress your emotions entirely for that much time.’
‘Hm. You may be right.’
‘Can’t imagine it,’ Melissa said. ‘Couldn’t do it.’
‘Now that I can believe,’ Nava said. ‘Is there some reason you two are in here with me? I really am tired.’
‘Saving water,’ Melissa replied.
‘You’ll need someone to scrub your back,’ Mitsuko added. It was actually a fairly good point.
‘And then we’ll help you get to sleep,’ Melissa went on. ‘You can just lie back and let us do all the work.’
Nava set the shower controls and then peeled herself out of her gown. That revealed sparkling skin and what Simone the wardrobe mistress had described as Nava’s modesty panel. It was basically a pair of flesh-tone panties – quite full coverage ones; very modest – stuck to her skin so that there were no straps to show. Apparently without a second thought, Nava pulled the back away, passed the garment between her legs, and peeled it away from her stomach.
Melissa winced. ‘It’s clever, but it looks uncomfortable.’
Nava tossed the disposable underwear into the bathroom bin and shrugged. ‘They’re actually more comfortable to wear than I expected and taking them off is like… pulling a band-aid off.’
‘I always hate pulling those off. It feels like they took half my skin with them.’
Stepping into the shower, Nava sighed. ‘This feels so good. I’ve been looking forward to this for hours.’
‘I bet.’ Melissa looked around at Mitsuko, who was already naked and about to join her girlfriend under the water. ‘Rock-paper-scissors for who gets to wash her front?’
‘I’m game,’ Mitsuko replied.
‘Don’t I get a say?’ Nava asked. Then she held up a hand. ‘You know, do what you want. I’m too tired to care.’
Melissa giggled. ‘This should be good.’
Mitsuko nodded. ‘Let’s see how long we can keep her awake before she blacks out.’
Shaking her head, Nava almost grinned. ‘So, this is what stardom is all about. I think I’ll go back to obscurity.’
253/12/12.
‘What did you do?!’ Terence was angry. You could tell this by his red face and the steam coming from his ears. Okay, there was no steam, but there should have been steam.
Rexanne was behind him, also looking angry, but with an added hint of sheepishness. Nava knew exactly what the director was referring to, but she had no desire to go into it right now; she was at dinner and Terence and Rexanne had chosen to confront her in a refectory of all places. ‘You will need to be considerably more specific,’ Nava said. ‘I have done many things, including getting this food to eat with my friends at this point in time.’
Terence was not going to take the hint, obviously. ‘The video! We’ve reviewed the video of the play and you’re not in any of it!’
‘Oh, that.’ Nava looked up at Terence, fixing his eyes with hers. ‘Do you really want to get into that in public?’
‘We needed that video! You signed an agreement!’
‘So, you do want to go into it here.’
‘I think it would be better if we took this somewhere private,’ Mitsuko said. ‘We can meet–’
‘I want an explanation! Now!’ Terence was really angry. He probably did not even notice the way Mitsuko’s expression flattened.
‘You d-did sign…’ Rexanne began; she had obviously noticed the student president’s reaction.
‘I did,’ Nava said. ‘I signed a document you assured me was just a standard disclaimer. That was a lie, Rexanne. I read a lot faster than most people. What I signed required me to allow you to do whatever you wanted with the video of my performance. It did not require me to allow you to video me. I used Escape Detection. Living things could see me, but machines could not and I wouldn’t record on video.’
‘That’s cheating!’ Terence roared.
‘So was getting me to sign a contract with you the way you did. If you’d just asked me, I might have been inclined to listen to your reasons. You decided to try to trick me, so I returned the favour.’
‘We were hoping this would finally get the Drama Club recognised as official,’ Rexanne said. ‘External critical acclaim would have–’
‘And the money your family’s video distribution company would have made from it was a secondary factor, I assume,’ Mitsuko said.
‘I don’t know what you’re…’ Rexanne trailed off under Mitsuko’s glare.
‘I’m a Greyling now,’ Nava said. ‘When I told them about your deception, they did some digging and found the publicity campaign the company was producing and the contract you signed with them. By the way, you should thank me. I said I’d deal with it and the Greylings agreed to leave it at that, assuming my idea worked. What they were going to do if you had got that video into production is anyone’s guess, but I doubt it would’ve been nice. The ASF also took an interest but decided they couldn’t do anything unless the video came out.’
‘And the school’s administration would also have been unhappy,’ Mitsuko said. ‘You’re not an official club, so there’s nothing much the Extracurricular Activities Committee can do about you, but the administration has strict policies regarding the way clubs make money. I wasn’t going to say anything to them, but since you’ve made this public yourselves, I no longer have a choice. The student council will present the gathered evidence to the principal and his office will be in touch regarding the future of the Drama Club.’ Rexanne looked sick now. Terence was still fuming. Mitsuko did not really care. ‘Now, if you’d please leave. Our dinner is getting cold.’
‘You haven’t heard the–’ Terence began. 
Nava was starting to think he was doing it for the drama at this point. ‘Please don’t finish that sentence. You would never use such a clichéd line in one of your productions. Leave before you turn this into even more of a melodrama than it already is.’
235/12/13.
‘The exam results for first years are now available,’ Luca Newton said. It was just gone nine a.m. and class 12C were having a sort of late homeroom; following the exams, lessons were light and largely composed of self-tutoring with some teacher interaction where someone wanted it. The second and third years were still doing a few practical exams, just to be sure they were progressing as expected, and there were teachers out of class handling those. The only reason the whole class was present today was the expectation of their results coming out.
‘You can see your individual, detailed results in your personal accounts,’ Luca went on. She tapped a screen and a pair of tables came up on the screen behind her. ‘However, here we have the class and year league tables, just to add a little pressure on those who didn’t make it onto either.’ There was a rumble of embarrassed laughter from various people, even before there was much time to digest the data; some of the students knew they were not going to see their names on the screen. ‘I have a bit of analysis and some personal comments, if you’d like to hear them.’
There were nods from around the room, some of them enthusiastic. No one got up to leave. ‘Very well. Top of the class is Nava Greyling. I’m sure you’re all surprised to hear that.’ Immediate laughter; Nava remained calm, cool, and collected, as usual. ‘Further, Nava took the top spot in the year, by a respectable but not record-breaking margin. There are two people on the combat stream with sorcery capacity scores equal to hers, and fifteen others across both streams who scored over a hundred. If those combat stream students had paid more attention to metaphysics, they might have given Nava more of a run for her money in the overall scores.’
Luca paused, maybe thinking that Nava would say something. The pause was not long, however, since Luca was reasonably well aware of her student’s taciturn nature by now. ‘The median capacity score for the year is eighty-seven. The median for this class is eighty-six. Not bad and you can judge your personal scores against those. Before you ask, we use the median score rather than the mean because it reduces the effect of outliers like Nava who, we believe, will surpass both the second- and third-year medians and come in just below this year’s fourth-year median.’ Luca looked out at her star pupil. This time, she got a response.
‘Capacity is not everything,’ Nava said. ‘While I may have a fourth year’s theoretical capability to cast spells, I am far from being as well educated in actually doing so.’
‘Just imagine what you’ll be able to do by the time you are a fourth year, though,’ Lydia Bonfils said. Her name was actually up on the screen; she had made it into the top ten in the class.
Nava gave a small shrug. ‘Well, one can only work hard and hope.’
~~~
‘I got top of class,’ Mitsuko said. She did not sound especially proud of the achievement. It was more like she was resigned to it, though there was a hint of pride there; just a little. ‘Not by a huge margin, but the others will need to work hard to beat me next year.’
‘Befitting of the student council’s president,’ Hoshi said. ‘You’re someone to aspire to equal.’
‘Now if we could just get Nava to be a role model, we could all have someone to look up to.’
‘If I actually let people see what they’re aspiring to,’ Nava replied, ‘they would be too discouraged to try.’
‘And,’ Melissa said, ‘Nava once told me that I should never be jealous of her. With great power comes a really sucky backstory.’
‘Never a truer word spoken.’
‘I would have liked to have got higher in the class,’ Rochester said.
‘Your practical figures let you down,’ Hoshi said. ‘I was the same. All the way through, actually. I mean, my capacity is only a hundred and thirty. The median score for my graduating year was a hundred and sixty-six. However, my academic scores were plenty high enough to get me a position doing postgraduate research. If you look at your academic results, specifically metaphysics, you’re top ranking in your class and in the top ten percent of the year.’
‘I believe,’ Nava said, ‘that your tactics paper fell nicely into the year average. I’m quite sure you weren’t expecting that when you started here.’
‘True,’ Rochester agreed.
‘Same here,’ Melissa said. ‘Being on your team and getting some actual combat experience probably had more impact than the teaching…’
‘I did better than I expected on the tactics paper too,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I wonder how Kyle’s results will come out. The sixth years get theirs tomorrow, don’t they, Hoshi?’
Hoshi nodded. ‘If there’s been a delay, no one’s mentioned it to me. The rumours coming out of the administration suggest no big upsets and a generally good trend.’
‘Not that that’s going to help with Courtney’s problem,’ Melissa said.
‘No,’ Mitsuko agreed. ‘She’s still going to be looking at a year without her boyfriend.’
235/12/16.
‘Cheer up,’ Mitsuko said. ‘You look like you’re going to an execution.’
‘Next year,’ Courtney said, ‘your girlfriend is moving into your apartment. Next year, I’ll be lucky if I see my boyfriend at all. It’s the last day of–’
Mitsuko lifted a hand to count things off on her fingers. ‘One, you’re at a dance. That expression is enough to bring the room down for everyone. Two, Kyle won’t be going straight into a deployment. You should have a month before he goes anywhere, and he’ll probably be training on Shinden for a month or two before he’s deployed. Almost certainly longer since his results should get him straight into officer training. Three, do you really want him to see you looking like this on his last night at school?’
‘No…’ Courtney straightened her back and did her best to smile. It was a work in progress. ‘You’re certainly right about that last one. I plan to get several dances out of him tonight and he might refuse if I look like a depressed puppy.’
‘He may refuse to keep your cover story going.’
Courtney shook her head. ‘Tonight, that is not going to be allowed to be an excuse.’
~~~
The Art Club had had limited time to work on the set for the ball, mostly because Terence had been keeping them busy with minor alterations to the sets for the play right up until the night of the performance. They had, however, done a fairly good job anyway, even if things were a little less animated than the set for the summer dance.
Thematically, they had stolen from The Ice Queen with a few tweaks. Nava somehow doubted that Yuki’s castle had a ballroom, but if it had, this was what it might have looked like. Illusory stone walls hid the real ones, and the illusory stone wore a shell of ice. Fake candlelight gleamed off the icy surfaces to provide some sparkle. The stage, where the Music Club had got together a small orchestra to play for the dances, had five centimetres of snow on it. The snow formed drifts against an ice wall at the back of the stage, and there were also drifts of snow against some of the other walls. Snow flurries appeared to be swirling across the dance floor, though there was no sensation of cold or contact when they hit your legs.
Nava had not known about the set when she had selected her outfit for the evening. If she had, she might have gone a different way, though wearing her actual Ice Queen costume might have looked egocentric. Anyway, she was more concerned about Melissa when she found her and Mitsuko, both of them watching the buffet.
‘Mel, have you been replaced by an imperfect clone?’ Nava asked.
‘No,’ Melissa said.
‘But that’s exactly what a clone would say,’ Mitsuko said.
‘I think I’d have noticed if– Oh! I wouldn’t, would I? Uh, why do you ask?’
‘Because that outfit is a little on the risqué side for the real Melissa Connelly,’ Nava replied.
Melissa was in a full-length, long-sleeved gown with a high collar. The skirt had a wide vent at the front, to over the knee, which let Melissa move; the back of the skirt trailed on the floor, and dancing in such a gown would have been interesting if it had been the same front and back. So far, not too un-Melissa. But then there was the hole in the front, a point-down, rounded triangle which dipped well below Melissa’s navel and showed off a substantial amount of breast. The fabric was also a metallic dark green with an opaque frond-like pattern backed by a largely transparent body material. She was wearing a thong under the dress, but there was a lot more of Melissa on display than usual.
‘You do know there’s a fair bit of areola peeking–’ Nava continued.
Melissa’s bright smile became a little fixed. ‘I do not need to be reminded of that. I am keeping myself as unaware as possible of that detail, thank you very much.’
‘She has a plan,’ Mitsuko said by way of explanation. It was not much of an explanation, but there was a hint of revelation there.
‘A plan?’ Nava asked.
‘Yes,’ Melissa said, brightness returning. ‘I’m going to snag myself a one-night stand. I’m aiming for a sixth-year combat student. A big one. Lots of muscles and stamina.’
‘Uh, why?’
‘There’s a high probability that I’ll never see him again and will therefore be spared the horror of reliving the reality rather than revelling in whatever fantasy version of tonight I come up with in the morning.’ The bright grin was turning a tiny bit manic.
‘Good luck then.’
‘Thank you. Is that a copy of your costume from The Ice Queen?’
Nava nodded. ‘In black, obviously. If I’d known they were almost recreating the set here tonight, I might have used the white version. However, while I acknowledge that the contrast between white fabric and dark skin is interesting, I prefer black.’
‘You’re wearing one of those stick-on panty things under that, right?’ Mitsuko asked. Nava just looked at her. ‘It’s just that the black tends to show more than the white a-and I’m not seeing…’
Nava’s gaze remained steady. ‘I like your dress, and I just bet you’re not wearing anything under it.’ Mitsuko’s gown consisted of two panels, front and back, connected together by various belts at the sides. There was really no way normal panties would not have shown. The material was a translucent plastic, but there was nothing really showing aside from shadows and some side boob. On Melissa, it would have been far more risqué, but on Mitsuko it seemed elegant.
‘Thank you, but don’t change the subject. Do you select your outfits just to frustrate me for several hours?’
Raising a hand and her head, Nava placed a finger against her lips and affected a musing sort of pose. ‘Yes,’ she said after a couple of seconds.
~~~
‘So, this plan of Mel’s,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Doomed to failure,’ Nava said. They were taking a walk around the dancers because the student president needed to keep an eye on things and Nava had gone along with her girlfriend.
‘You think? She’s come out of her shell a lot in the last year.’
‘As evidenced by her willingness to wear that dress. However, I don’t think she’s quite ready for banging a random male just for the Hell of it.’
‘She might…’
‘Five Solars says she ends up in bed with us tonight.’
‘Wow, big bet.’
‘It’s symbolic,’ Nava replied.
‘Okay, you’re on. She did take on the twins at your welcome party.’
‘Uh-huh, but they chased her.’ Nava was silent briefly. ‘With that dress, she might get someone chasing her tonight, I suppose.’
Mitsuko grinned. ‘Possibly several someones. Oh good, Courtney’s cheered up.’
Nava followed Mitsuko’s gaze onto the dance floor, where Courtney and Kyle were visibly going through the motions of a waltz. They were both fairly competent and they looked very much like a couple. Like all the men, Kyle was dressed in a – probably rented – tuxedo. He looked like he was enjoying himself, possibly because he was attached to Courtney. Her gown was full-length, long-sleeved, and high-necked. It was tightly fitted around her upper body, but the skirt was wide and it twirled around her legs as they moved through the dance steps. The fabric was red, what there was of it; there was a nanomesh base with an opaque pattern of interlinked circles appliquéd over it. It covered more or less all of Courtney’s body while hiding nothing much. Courtney looked happy too.
‘She’s not hiding her relationship tonight,’ Nava commented.
‘No.’ There was a hint of worry in Mitsuko’s voice. ‘Hopefully, that won’t cause problems for her. I’m glad she’s cheered up. She’s not really too happy about Kyle graduating. I mean, she’s happy his results were good and that he’s graduating, but she’s not so happy that he’ll be leaving the school.’
‘He’s going to be doing training on Shinden for months.’
‘That’s what I said. She’s not going to be able to see him whenever she wants though. I can understand her problem.’
‘Yes. So can I. However, if they can’t keep their relationship going through this, it probably wasn’t going to work anyway.’
‘Don’t tell her that.’
‘I have absolutely no intention of doing so.’
~~~
‘Come on,’ Melissa said. ‘Stop hugging the wall and dance with me.’
Rochester looked at her in a similar manner to a deer suddenly discovering that a tiger is watching it. ‘I’m f-fine,’ he said.
‘Part of my job as student council secretary is to get wallflowers out on the dance floor. You are close to growing roots. Come on, shake a leg. You even went to the classes. You’ll be wasting all that effort if you don’t dance at least once.’
‘I, um, I’m not sure I c-can do it with you in that gown.’
Melissa rolled her eyes and grabbed Rochester’s wrist. ‘Don’t look down.’ She pulled and he followed. He could have resisted. He had over ten kilos on her and it was mostly muscle. Still, he let himself be dragged.
On the other hand, as they shifted through the steps of another waltz, his eyes never once left her face. It was really romantic, if you did not know him.
~~~
As promised, Nava danced with Mitsuko. More than once. The symbolism was gone, of course; back when Nava had said that she would take a dance with Mitsuko at the ball, it had meant something. Now, everyone knew about them anyway, so the revelatory nature was missing, but it still felt like an event of sorts since it was the first time they had really acted like a couple in public.
Nava felt a little silly. The top of her head barely came up to Mitsuko’s nose and Mitsuko was definitely the superior dancer. Nava was working on a few hours of instruction and her innate grace. Nava knew the steps. Mitsuko knew the dance.
Apparently, the waltz had been considered rather indecent when it was first introduced. The dancers pressed their bodies together throughout, and that had been considered very risqué. It seemed odd for a rather sedate dance, but Nava was starting to understand. There was definitely something arousing about the flow of one body against the other. Or maybe that was just because it was Mitsuko she was dancing with. From the way Mitsuko was looking, the dance was working for her too. It was probably a really good thing there were no lessons in the morning…
235/12/17.
Sunlight filtered in through the lounge window. No one had closed the blinds and they had yet to move to the bedroom.
‘It’s dawn,’ Melissa said. Nava had won the bet. Faced with anyone she thought might be a candidate for her one-night stand, Melissa had been too nervous to talk to them. She had come a long way, but she still cracked when faced with attractive men.
‘Our first year at SAS-squared is definitely over,’ Mitsuko responded. The sex had been tailing off for the last hour, but no one had felt like moving so the three of them were in a somewhat tangled group on the sofa. ‘I have a proposition for the two of you.’
‘Haven’t we been propositioned enough?’ Melissa asked. ‘I think, maybe, we should get a little sleep.’
‘Not that kind of proposition. Nava’s moving in with me next year, right?’
‘That’s still the plan,’ Nava replied. ‘I’ve even less reason to back out of it now.’
‘Okay, so I did some research and there’s nothing stopping us from renting a house on the Estate.’
‘Isn’t that expensive?’ Melissa asked.
‘Not hugely so. It’s heavily subsidised. Students don’t do it because, well, no one thinks of it mostly, but there’s also a case to be made that if you can afford to do it, you can afford an apartment like this one that’s closer to the teaching buildings.’
‘So, uh, why would you want to?’
‘Because, we can get a four-bedroom place and the three of us can move in. With my allowance and Nava’s allowance and your grant, we can cover the cost without any trouble. We each get a room, even if Nava will spend most nights in mine, and we’ll have a spare for guests. Our own kitchen, so we could save some money on evening meals by cooking for ourselves.’
‘You just want easier access to threesomes,’ Nava said.
‘While another interesting benefit, that only applies until August. Then Mel turns seventeen and becomes off-limit.’
Nava nodded. ‘Now that is a good point. When I turn seventeen in November, I won’t have to give up sex entirely. It’ll just be you that has to be celibate.’
‘You’re evil.’
‘I’m aware. I’m fine with it. It’s up to Mel.’
Melissa frowned. ‘I’d feel a bit like I was sponging off you two.’
‘Part of the reason I want to do this,’ Mitsuko said, ‘is that I can’t stand the thought of Nava moving up in the world and leaving you in that dingy capsule on your own. If it makes you feel better, we’ll get you a maid uniform and you can wander around cleaning the place with a feather duster.’
‘That doesn’t sound like an especially efficient way to clean.’
‘It’ll be a kinky maid uniform.’
Melissa grinned and shook her head. ‘You’re terrible. I’d be stupid to decline, I guess. I will be doing something to make up for my smaller contribution to the rent.’
‘Maid uni–’
‘Aside from that. Fine. I’m in.’
Mitsuko smiled and leaned back against the sofa cushions. ‘Good. Here’s to a new year of good friends and new challenges.’
‘I think I’d prefer to cut down on the challenges,’ Melissa countered. ‘There’ve been far too many this year.’
‘You know you’ve just jinxed the whole of next year, don’t you?’ Nava said.
‘Sorry.’
‘A new year and hard challenges,’ Nava said. ‘That’s what we need to wish for.’ Then she shook her head. ‘No, that’s just like trying to make it rain by washing your windows. We’re doomed.’
###
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