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Part One: The Girl Who Would Not Duel
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 235/1/10.
The corridors of the first-year teaching building were thick with new students attempting to find their homerooms. The intake this year came to one thousand five hundred and sixty-two students which made for a considerable amount of chaos. Nava navigated the throng with a stoic expression on her face, maintaining a steady pace in the direction her ketcom had told her would get her to room two-twelve. Given that she had only received her first ketcom six months ago, she found it difficult to understand how she could use hers while everyone else seemed to be unable to. Ask the device for directions and you got them.
Maybe it was just that everywhere in the building looked the same. It was a square building with a central quadrangle open to the sky. Each of the four floors had fifteen classrooms on it along with a few additional rooms for the staff and utilities. Each classroom contained a lectern for the teacher and thirty identical desks in rows of six. They all had doors off identical white corridors which had few signs to indicate where you were. You needed a ketcom to navigate the place, but it seemed that the students had forgotten what seventeen years of life experience had taught them. About seventeen years by the calendar Nava was used to; the Alliance standard was a four-hundred-and-nineteen-day year; the school took students of fifteen standard years and over. Nava had essentially regressed two years of age on coming to the Clan Worlds. Days on Shinden were twenty-three hours long; thankfully, no one seemed to be taking that into account in age calculations.
Nava’s ketcom vibrated in her hand and she cut across traffic to the door she had just arrived near. Sure enough, a small sign above the door read 212. It was difficult to spot, but it was there. If everyone else was checking every door that way, morning lessons would be starting late. The door itself was open and she walked through into the classroom which, as per spec, had thirty desks and a teaching lectern. One of the walls was glass and the room was on the outside wall, so the view showed more of the white concrete buildings which made up the campus. Whoever had designed the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery – SAS2 to its friends – had been into white concrete. In a few places, another designer had come along and added highlights in grey or black or blue, but the predominant colour was stark white, at least among the academic buildings.
Quite a few desks were already taken, either with someone sitting at them or indicated by the presence of a school-prescribed student case resting on the seat. Nava began to entertain hopes of a prompt start as she headed for the window seat on the fourth row. She would be sitting behind a copper-haired girl with large green eyes and a spectacular bust who looked nervous. It was the first day of a new year in a new school; Nava imagined that people were generally nervous about that kind of thing, even if she was not. Very little unnerved Nava.
Taking her seat, Nava hooked her case onto the hook at the side of the desk which was designed for that purpose. Then she pulled her ketcom out of its travel interface and slotted the slim plastic card into the slot on her desk which was also designed for that purpose. Without delay, the desk’s display systems lit up, requesting a password. Nava entered the string of sixteen random characters from memory using the desk’s virtual keyboard. Most people did not use passwords for secondary authentication, preferring the easy utility of facial or fingerprint recognition; Nava did not consider those methods secure enough. Now the display presented an interface to her ketcom, including an icon for accessing her personal files and another for approved classroom apps. There was also a clock, indicating that she had five minutes to wait before the teacher should arrive at eight thirty to begin homeroom. She was on time to within a few seconds of her expectations. Good.
She was one of only four students sitting alone at their desks. Her, the green-eyed girl in front of her, a dark, sullen-looking boy in the back corner away from the window, and another boy who, for reasons unknown, was wearing glasses and occupying one of the central seats. No one wore glasses these days since correcting eyesight was a simple procedure. An affectation of some sort then. He did look like the studious type even though he was, by the standards of the day, neither unattractive nor unfit. Perhaps the studious appearance was just the result of the glasses.
Everyone else was occupied with learning the identities of their classmates. They were standing around in groups, generally around a desk where someone who was slightly more attractive was sitting. The chatter was continuous and easily ignored though Nava picked snippets out of the conversations prior to rejecting them as meaningless. Sitting in a classroom with twenty-nine other people her age was going to be wearing. She was already looking forward to searching out her new accommodation after school; she had yet to see her apartment, having arrived at the school that morning.
Nava returned her attention to the desk in front of her when a pair of green eyes glanced her way. The girl had a round sort of face with ginger eyebrows matching her hair, a small pert nose, full lips stained red, and large eyes with seemingly oversized, vibrantly green irises. Her skin was tan coloured which was not atypical of the population of the Clan Worlds. Nava estimated she was about five centimetres shorter than Nava’s one hundred and sixty-nine centimetres. Probably around fifty kilos. A substantial amount of that weight had to be sitting on her chest; Nava was a little surprised that the girl had failed to attract the attention of the class’s boys since the cleavage on display – and Nava had some choice things to say about the uniform design here – was impressive and the overall impression was quite beautiful. Still, the girl was looking at Nava with a smile which quivered on her lips. This was not a confident human. Not confident at all.
‘Hi! I’m Melissa Connelly Avorn,’ the girl said, all in a rush. ‘I’m studying support magic and metaphysics.’ A hand shot out, ready to be shaken, as though the owner thought it might be bitten off.
‘Everyone in this room should be studying support magic and metaphysics,’ Nava replied. She took the offered hand. ‘I am Nava Ward.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry.’
That was a mildly perplexing reply. ‘Why are you sorry?’
‘W-well, you lost your p-parents…’
Oh. That. ‘I never knew them. There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. I’m not. I don’t know the Connelly family.’ Nava released Melissa’s hand and considered doing a search for the family and clan. That seemed rude, however.
‘No, very few people have. Most of us work in clan admin and the Avorn clan is hardly the biggest.’
The search could wait for later. ‘You must be quite a promising student to be sent here then.’
‘Th-that’s what I’m told. I-if you don’t mind the question, how are y-you here?’
Nava considered the answer carefully, even if she seemed to answer immediately. ‘Military scholarship.’ It was both true and public knowledge; telling Melissa that much compromised nothing.
‘Oh. You must be quite promising too then.’
‘I suppose I am. The teacher has arrived.’
The teacher was a moderately small woman. She had long blonde hair, which was a relatively unusual sight, and it did not appear to be dyed. Teachers at the school wore the same uniform as students, simply in a different dominant colour, and this woman was showing off cleavage which gave Melissa a run for her money. That ought to silence the boys quickly enough.
‘Take your seats,’ the teacher said to speed things along. The room’s conversation level dropped to nothing impressively quickly and soon everyone was sitting down. There were still several unoccupied seats. The teacher glanced over her lectern display, presumably checking attendance against the expected list. ‘We’ll give them five more minutes. The first day is always like this.’
Ten minutes later, there were still a couple of empty seats but the teacher was not prepared to wait any longer. The conversation level had gone up a little while they waited, but it died away quickly when she said, ‘Good morning, class.’ At her signal, the classroom door slid closed, barring the stragglers from entering without permission.
‘Good morning,’ the class chorused. Even Nava managed to chime in at the appropriate time.
‘My name is Luca Newton Kinnari. I am your homeroom and support magic teacher. You will call me Miss Luca Newton. This is the first day of your first term at the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery. Homeroom will be longer than usual so that we can introduce ourselves and get various formalities over with. I am required to state that this is class one-two-C. If you are not supposed to be in class one two C, please come forward to be directed to the right room.’
It appeared that no one had managed to get their navigation that wrong. ‘Good,’ Luca went on. ‘On to other matters. First step, I shall ask each of you to stand and give your name. I’d also like you to tell us a little about yourself. For those who like the sound of your own voice, please keep it to a couple of sentences. I’ll go alphabetically… Melissa Connelly Avorn.’
Melissa jumped in her seat. Then she appeared to drag herself up to a standing position as though the gravity had just doubled. ‘H-hello, I am Melissa Connelly Avorn. I’m from Avorn City on Avorna. M-my interests are ancient magic and natural remedies.’ There were some mutters, which Nava could understand to some extent; prior to the codification of metaphysics as a true science, magic had been considered a joke or a myth and those who looked back on the mythical magic of ancient times were generally thought a little strange. Melissa was admitting her hobby, and you had to admire that.
‘Thank you, Melissa Connelly,’ Luca said. ‘Next is Barrington Roe Bishop…’
~~~
The boy with the glasses turned out to be Rochester Hunt Leighton. Nava had heard of the family, which was one of the leaders of the relatively small Leighton clan. Rochester listed his interests as metaphysics and chess, and he mumbled his way through his introduction. Not, perhaps, the most social of individuals, which made Nava’s assessment of his character pretty much spot on, at least at a superficial level.
The parade of male and female students just reminded Nava of the uniform design that she did not approve of. The design of both types was based around that of the uniform of the Alliance Security Force, so there was something of a reason behind it. SAS2 was, at least in an informal sense, a military school and so the uniforms were semi-military. The boys’ uniform was a direct lift, aside from the colour scheme: a blue-and-grey wrap-over tunic-like jacket came with a red belt with gold trim, and there was a pair of black slacks to go with the tunic. The ASF version was black and gold. The girls’ uniform had more variation from the original. There were black slacks, or maybe leggings, but the legs and the sides of the hips were composed of a fishnet mesh. Over this went a dress with no sleeves and a wide collar. It was ankle length, but movement was made easier by a wide vent at the front and something else was assured by a large cleavage window. The waist was narrow, somewhat corseted, and black. The remainder of the dress was blue. The teaching uniforms replaced the blue with dark red. Footwear for the girls was only stipulated in so much as they were required to wear heels, which was ludicrous. The ASF provided boots with a minimal heel – much more practical. Nava had, however, found a pair of thigh-high boots with front lacing and decorative straps over the toes which met the requirements, covered more of her legs, and looked badass, so she was willing to accept the stupid requirement.
The only conclusion Nava could reach regarding the uniform the girls were made to wear – here and in the ASF, really – was that a man had designed them. Possibly a man with psychological issues.
Nava’s turn to introduce herself came last, of course; there were few clans with X, Y, or Z as initial letters. There was a slight murmur as the teacher called her name. Nava ignored it and got to her feet.
‘I am Nava Ward,’ Nava said. ‘I look forward to learning with you.’ She started to lower herself back into her seat.
‘You’ve nothing more to say about yourself, Nava Ward?’ Luca asked. ‘No hobbies or interests?’
Nava straightened her legs and contemplated her answer. Well, she could probably clear away a few things that were bound to come up. ‘I am an orphan. I never knew my parents. Asking about them is pointless.’ She spoke in an emotionless tone, because she felt no emotion concerning the matter. ‘I am attending school on a military scholarship. No, I have no special interests or hobbies.’ This time when she sat, there was no comment, but there was a slightly quizzical look, perhaps because of the flat delivery. It was like Nava was doing a really bad script reading.
‘That’s everyone aside from our no-shows,’ Luca said. ‘Next we’ll be going over various school rules and policies which we’ve found students tend to ignore. That should take us to the matriculation assembly and then you’ll be breaking for lunch. Your first lesson will be here, after lunch, with me.’ The teacher scanned the room to see whether everyone understood and was apparently happy with what she saw.
‘Very well, the first thing we’ll be discussing is the student presidency. The current president is stepping down at the end of next month. The election to replace him with a new president will be happening through next month. The student council will be making themselves known over the course of this month and next and presenting the choices you all need to make for the future. Get involved.’ There was another sweeping stare; the teacher apparently liked them to get involved in school politics.
‘Now, important school policies. First, duels.’ There was a shimmer of whispered sounds from the class. Not from Nava or Rochester. Melissa flinched. ‘Duelling is part of Alliance law and the school cannot legally bar students from duelling each other. We are, however, within our rights to ban frivolous duels, informal duels, and death duels without the written permission of the principal. All duels are to be carried out in one of the shielded combat arenas to ensure the safety of non-combatants. Anyone may bring a complaint to the student council if they feel that they have been challenged over a trivial matter or with no real reason. I am also required to say that disputes over refusal to duel should be taken to the student council for arbitration. The full school policy on duelling is available on the info-net. Read it.’
Nava had read it, along with everything else she could find regarding the school. It did not really matter to her, because she did not intend to take part in any duels while at the school. Duelling might have been part of clan and Alliance law, but it was something only idiots engaged in. Nava was anything but an idiot.
‘Second,’ Luca went on. ‘We have to say this every year and none of you listen, but… Students caught trespassing on areas reserved for members of the opposite sex will be suspended and possibly expelled. Do the intelligent thing and contain your young adult hormones.’ There were some rumbles of laughter and a few giggles. ‘I don’t know why we bother…’
~~~
One indication that all was not entirely equal at SAS2 was the variability of student accommodation. All students lived on the campus. Each student had an apartment to themselves. There the similarities stopped. There were apartment buildings closer to the academic buildings which would not have been out of place in the centre of a major city where the rents were ridiculously high. These apartments had two bedrooms, service robots to handle cleaning, and various other benefits besides being closer to where you took your classes. Nava’s apartment was not in one of those.
Following the directions on her ketcom, Nava walked for just over two kilometres before she located the modular, grey structure built from prefabricated housing units. It was no more than two hundred metres from the boundary fence of the school. Her unit was three floors up, accessed by an open balcony which also gave access to the other apartments on her floor. Waving her ketcom over the door sensor opened the place up and she walked in, immediately finding the stack of boxes which contained all her worldly possessions. At least those had been delivered while she was being bored to death.
The matriculation ceremony had been just that, a ceremony. There had been speeches. Several of them. They held no interest for Nava and she had forgotten about them as soon as they had finished. The afternoon lessons had been introductory. All students at the school were expected to know the basics of sorcery but it was apparent that the school wished to make sure that they did all know the basics. If this kept up, Nava was quite sure she would be reprimanded for falling asleep in class.
She continued into the apartment proper to see what she had to work with. It did not take a great deal of assessment because there was little to assess. She had a bed accessed by a ladder and suspended over a dining table which doubled as a desk. In front of the door was a bench seat which seemed to serve no useful purpose, though she supposed it let you take your shoes off in comfort. Above that was a storage area on the same level as the bed; you had to move the ladder to get up there. There was a sink, cooker, and refrigerator opposite the desk and a bank of drawers further down beside the tall, slim window. In a separate room was the toilet, another sink, and a shower. No bath, but there were public baths on the campus if she felt the need to sink into hot water.
Bolted to a wall where it could be seen while sitting at the desk was a fairly small video screen. It was not that small, but compared to typical entertainment systems, it was not very large. It did, however, have a slot for her to plug in her ketcom and that caused the apartment to come to life. The screen displayed a preferences page allowing her to adjust various aspects of the apartment’s environment. She decided to play with that later so just put the settings on to a music channel she enjoyed, then set off to unpack her belongings.
She was in the middle of unpacking the third carton of four when her door chimed. She stared at the offending portal for a second. ‘Open.’
The girl standing in the doorway was familiar; Nava had been staring at the back of her head for most of the day. ‘H-hello,’ Melissa said, ‘I am Melissa Connelly Avorn. I’m y-your n-neighbour.’
‘I know who you are, Melissa Connelly. We met in class.’
‘W-well, yes, I know, but now I’m introducing m-myself as your n-neighbour.’
Nava had the last apartment on the floor, so this was her only neighbour. They were in the same class too. It seemed that it would be a good idea to make a friend of Melissa Connelly. ‘Okay. In that case, I’m Nava Ward. Please come in. I’m afraid I don’t have anything to offer in the way of refreshment. I’m still in the middle of unpacking.’
Melissa’s expression shifted into a smile which, this time, seemed a lot less nervous. ‘That’s okay. Uh, if you want, I could make coffee and bring it over. I moved in yesterday.’
Nava looked around at her few belongings, piled on the table, and the box-and-a-half she had left to unpack before she could begin arranging things to her liking. ‘Actually, Melissa Connelly, that would be nice.’
‘Call me Mel. All my friends do.’
‘Then you should call me Nava.’
~~~
Melissa, it seemed, had a number of coping strategies to deal with her shyness. She admitted that she was shy, but she was working on it by, for example, forcing herself to go next door and talk to her new neighbour. Admittedly, that had been easier since they had already met, but it was all part of her plan to become a less timid person.
Nava heard all of this while she put away her things because one of Melissa’s coping strategies was to talk. Nava barely had to say a word, just drop in appropriate sounds such as mm, ah, and oh. That worked fine because it told Nava a lot about Melissa while requiring nothing in return.
Melissa had three brothers, two older and one younger. None of them had any real talent for sorcery, though the youngest could manage a basic cantrip. Neither her mother nor father could work magic. In fact, magicians were rare among the Connellys as a whole, so when someone with real talent turned up, the entire family got together to pay for them to be properly educated. So, in a way, Melissa was there on a grant too, or so Melissa said.
Melissa knew several spells already. That included Armour, Shield, and Force Wall, all important support spells, and Flight. Melissa loved flying. She was the kind of person who liked to be around other people, so long as she knew them reasonably well, but she also loved the freedom of flight. It was a shame the weather was not exactly great because she would have loved to go flying.
Melissa kept up her stream of chatter through Nava’s unpacking and then through dinner, which they ate at the nearest of several refectories dotted around the campus. Then Melissa suggested a trip to the baths. Nava was feeling a little funky after her labours and had nothing better to do…
Public bathing on Shinden followed the Japanese model. The original colonists of the system had been Japanese, hence the name, which meant ‘temple’ or ‘sacred place’ apparently, and there was a sort of overlay or veneer of Japanese culture to the place. It was more like someone had picked the best bits and plastered them on top of a more generic culture, or maybe it had started with a Japanese culture from which the worst parts had been cut away. Whatever, the baths were run like a Japanese sento and Nava was quite surprised to discover that she had to guide Melissa through the process. In fact, Melissa said there were no public baths on Avorna.
‘I’m a little surprised that you wanted to come here if you’re not used to this,’ Nava said as they sat at individual wash stations to clean themselves before entering the bath itself.
‘It’s part of my plan,’ Melissa replied. ‘A-and, okay, so I’m trying really hard n-not to freak out being naked in public, b-but we’re the only ones here, so I think I’ll m-manage.’
Nava was also a little surprised that, yes, they were alone in the women’s side of the bathhouse. It was not long after dinner, and some students might be eating late. It was also the first night in a new place, so some would be out discovering what they could of the campus. Some were probably flaked out in their accommodation after a first trying day. Still, she had expected there to be more people about. It was a surprise she was perfectly happy with.
Melissa finished washing as quickly as she could and then hurried ahead to sink up to her neck in the hot water. She was working on her shyness, certainly, but it was a process. Nava was impressed really. The redhead was nervous, but she had managed to get naked in front of a woman she had known for less than a day. Not that Melissa had anything to be ashamed of. Her body was not exactly toned, but it was shapely, and her breasts were magnificent. Round and firm, they sat there on her chest as though gravity had not been invented. They were proud, even if their owner was now hiding them.
Part of the issue might have been signalled by Melissa’s comment as Nava joined her in the bath. ‘Your body is amazing. I wish I looked like that.’
Nava was not really sure what to say in reply. She was not really sure why someone would think that way, though she knew that she was attractive by the standards of the Clan Worlds. She was fit and her body carried a lot of obvious, lean, lithe muscle. Her stomach was tight and ridged, and her thighs and biceps were clearly developed. She was not especially tall, but she had fairly long legs for her height. Her breasts were nowhere near the size of Melissa’s, but they were a nice shape: pert and slightly pointed. She had no complaints about them. Her skin was light brown and contrasted with her hair, which was stark white and very straight. It fell to the upper slopes of her breasts at the front and almost to her waist at the back, like a white curtain framing her face. Currently she had it tied back to keep it out of the water. Her fringe was cut straight across her dark eyebrows, as though her hairdresser had used a ruler to judge the cutting. She had a moderately small nose which curved to a perky point, full lips, and eyes the colour of a cold, winter sky, more grey than blue. She had been told that she was beautiful, but she had little experience to judge how accurate that assessment was.
‘Thank you,’ Nava said after some consideration. ‘I think you’re underselling yourself, however. You’re very attractive, Mel. What size bra do you wear anyway?’
Despite the fact that her breasts were entirely submerged, Melissa covered them with an arm and went scarlet. ‘D-double-D-D. They’re as much a nuisance as a b-benefit.’
‘I’d imagine they attract male attention. That can’t–’ Nava made a silent ‘ah’ face. ‘But attention like that would make you uncomfortable.’
‘Y-yes. A-and some of the girls back home got very catty when I was g-growing and they w-weren’t. I’m not good with confrontation.’
‘Mm. I take it that means you don’t duel?’
‘I would. If I had to. I learned Concussive Force so I could duel. If I had to. I’ve n-never had to.’
One of Nava’s eyebrows rose fractionally. ‘Concussive Force? Not Slice?’ 
Duels did come in three varieties: first strike, blood, and death. Blood duels were by far the most common because they had an obvious, non-lethal ending. When blood was drawn, the wounded participant had lost. First strike duels needed a referee to determine victory. Some unscrupulous duellists fought blood duels with Concussive Force because it did not draw blood until there was significant internal injury. Such duellists were trying to kill their opponents in what were supposed to be non-lethal duels.
Melissa’s blush deepened. ‘I, um, well, I can’t stand the sight of blood. If I had to fight a blood duel, I’d just lose it. I’m not really sure I could ever fight a death duel.’
So, Melissa was not an unscrupulous duellist. It had seemed out of character. ‘I’ve never fought a duel either.’
‘I bet you’d win if you fought one. You look like someone who would win duels.’
Nava considered that for a second. She nodded. ‘Yes. If I fought a duel, I would win. However, I have no intention of fighting one.’ She paused, considering again. Melissa was now a friend, or perhaps a potential one. How would she react to Nava’s true feelings on the matter? Perhaps it was better to find out now rather than later. ‘To be quite honest, I find the idea distasteful.’
‘Oh!’ Not a good start. ‘Well… I suppose… I suppose I do too. It’s just not the kind of thing you hear someone say in the Clan Worlds.’
‘I am an orphan. Clanless. To much of society, I have no honour.’
‘That’s just stupid. Just because you never knew your parents, doesn’t mean you have to act in a dishonourable manner. Just because you belong to some powerful clan, doesn’t mean your honour is unquestionable.’
Nava’s lips curled slightly; it was about as close as she got to a smile. ‘I do believe we are
going to be friends, Mel.’
Melissa started to smile back – with a much broader smile – but then the door to the changing rooms slid back, announcing the arrival of someone else in the baths, and instead she sank down until her chin was resting on the surface of the water. Becoming less shy was definitely a process.
‘Do you want to leave?’ Nava asked, her voice barely above a whisper. Melissa shook her head. ‘Good. I’m rather enjoying this.’
‘S-so am I. The water part anyway. It’s hot and the weather’s not.’
This was true. Outside the bathhouse, Shinden was in the middle of winter. The planet had a six-degree axial tilt which would have meant little in the way of seasons, but it also had an eccentric orbit. When it was close to its star, it was a sauna, averaging over three hundred kelvin. When it was furthest out, like now, it dropped to a cool two hundred and seventy-eight kelvin. It was not freezing, on average, but it was far from warm and it got distinctly cold toward the poles. Luckily, the school was more or less on the equator. Nava was convinced she would not be calling that ‘lucky’ come summer.
‘What’s Avorna like? Weather-wise.’
‘Temperate. Pretty much all year round. We don’t really get seasons, but we do get a long growing season.’
‘Sounds nice.’
‘Yes, it is. Oh!’
The exclamation came as the new entrant to the baths stepped over the edge to join them. Nava turned her head to look at the newcomer and it was quite a sight. The legs doing the stepping were long. She pointed her toes as she slipped her foot into the water, an elegant action which seemed to fit with the woman’s demeanour. She looked aristocratic, important, but in a terribly simple way. A country countess, stepping lightly into her bath. Her figure was slim and she was tall, easily ten or twelve centimetres taller than Nava. She had high, pointed breasts, not especially large, but that fitted with the catwalk-model impression she gave. A long face came with a pert, slightly snubbed nose, a small mouth with full lips, and high cheekbones. Her eyes were dark brown, almost black in the subdued lighting of the baths, and her hair was jet black. That was wound up into a bun behind her head, but from the amount of hair on show, it likely fell to her waist.
She settled into the water with a sigh, sinking down until her breasts were submerged and closing her eyes. Then she moved, sitting on the seating which ran around the side of the bath and coming to a relaxed sort of rest with her nipples just visible above the waterline. Dark eyes regarded her fellow bathers briefly. ‘Good evening,’ she said.
‘Evening,’ Nava replied.
The newcomer’s pupils were dilating. Nava detected slight colouring of her cheeks, more obvious since this was a pale woman. And her nipples were starting to stiffen before Melissa’s motormouth started going.
‘H-hello, I am Melissa Connelly Avorn. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.’
Inwardly, Nava sighed. Melissa had introduced herself in the kind of overly formal manner which indicated a nervous speaker. Nava would have to do the same. ‘Nava Ward.’
The woman’s eyes flicked away from Nava’s. She looked… conflicted. She bowed her head and, when she raised her gaze again, she said, ‘I am Mitsuko Trenton Sonkei. The pleasure is all mine.’ She had a soft, velvety voice, dark and melodious and easy on the ear.
Melissa let out a little gasp and tried to sink even lower in the water. Unfortunately, that would have meant holding her breath, so she was out of luck. Nava could understand the reaction, to some extent. They had been joined in the bath by a member of one of the highest-ranking clans in the Clan Worlds, never mind the fact that the Sonkei clan ruled the planet they were on. ‘We’re first years,’ Melissa blurted before her brain could catch up with her mouth. ‘Support stream.’
‘I see. That would be why I don’t recognise either of you. I haven’t had time to familiarise myself with the support stream students. I’ll have everyone worked out by next week, at least well enough to recognise.’
‘You aim to memorise everyone in the year?’ Nava asked.
‘The school. I will be running for student president next month. Knowing who I’ll be representing is an important part of the job.’ Mitsuko’s gaze swept over the only visible part of Melissa. ‘You’re nervous. There’s no need to be. I may be a Trenton Sonkei, but I’m still a perfectly normal girl.’
‘Mel is just nervous,’ Nava replied for her friend. ‘She’s a little shy and you are intimidating.’ Melissa gave out a little squeak, though whether it was in protest or horror at Nava’s blunt statement was unsure.
‘Intimidating?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘And far from a “perfectly normal girl,”’ Nava added in her usual uninflected tone. ‘You are both subjectively and objectively a beautiful young woman. Your family name gives you power and influence. We have only just met you and know nothing of your temperament, but you have just stated that you have considerable political ambition. I believe it is unusual for a first-year student to become student president, but you intend to take the position. Your name suggests that you could achieve that goal. To sum up, you are a beautiful woman with a strong, dominant personality and the capacity, should we somehow offend you, to make our lives a misery. That would be intimidating to anyone with a working brain.’
Melissa whimpered, presumably at the thought of what Miss Intimidating was likely to do because of Nava’s blunt appraisal. Nava just watched Mitsuko, her gaze unwavering. There was an avalanche of expression flickering over Mitsuko’s face. Anger was in there. There was still more than a little attraction. The anger faded very rapidly to be replaced by a quirk in Mitsuko’s brow which suggested curiosity or intrigue…
‘And you say you’re studying support sorcery, Nava Ward?’ Mitsuko asked. ‘You have the self-confidence of a combat student. I clearly don’t intimidate you.’
‘The support and academic courses appealed to me more than the combat courses. You’ve done nothing to intimidate me, Mitsuko Trenton. I don’t wish to imply that you are trying to, simply that your very nature is likely to make a shy person of lower social standing uneasy.’
A slow smile spread over Mitsuko’s face. Not the smile of a politician in the making, but a genuine smile with just a hint of curious interest. ‘I apologise if I am, inadvertently, intimidating, Melissa Connelly. That is not my intention. Please be at ease. I am not even slightly offended. Frankly, I find Nava Ward’s bluntness refreshing. I should make you an advisor, Nava Ward.’
‘An advisor?’ In the corner of her eye, Nava could see Melissa relaxing some. Her shoulders broke the surface of the water for one thing.
‘Yes. Have you ever heard of the court jesters of ancient Earth?’
‘I’m not well educated in ancient history.’
‘A jester was an entertainer of sorts who catered to the royal courts of the time. Because he was, as some put it, a fool, he had latitude to make fun of his social superiors. It’s said that many wise kings took the words of their jesters to heart when some joke was made of their actions. The fool was pointing out that the king was not, perhaps, taking the wisest course of action. You are clearly no fool, but you don’t let social niceties get in the way of pointing out flaws. I think I like that. It could be very useful.’
Nava gave a shrug. ‘I’m not big on social niceties. You might even get my vote for president if your actions match your words.’
‘I’d v-vote for you,’ Melissa put in. ‘Um, might I ask w-why someone like you is using the b-baths all the way out here? You m-must have better ones c-closer to your ap-partment.’
‘Probably,’ Mitsuko replied. She stretched. It was a little like watching a cat waking up after a good nap. ‘Today is my birthday. Of all days to start at a new school, I have to do it on my birthday. If I were to spend my evening where my social equals spend most of their time, I would be faced with too many people inclined to false flattery and I’d want to challenge someone to a duel before curfew. I am, I suppose, in hiding.’
‘H-happy b-birthday.’
‘Thank you. It’s just another year to add to the collection.’
‘Every year above ground is a year to be celebrated,’ Nava countered.
‘You are an enigma, Nava Ward. I’m going to keep an eye on you.’
‘If you wish. I think you’ll be quite bored doing that, but if it’s what you want, I can’t stop you.’
235/1/18.
‘M-m-m-may I s-s-sit here?’
Nava looked around at the person asking to sit with her and Melissa at the refectory table they had selected for lunch. She was not entirely surprised to see Rochester Hunt Leighton standing there holding a tray. ‘If you wish.’
‘Thank y-you. I am R-Rochester Hunt L-L-Leighton.’ He sat down on the bench beside Nava. He left more than a respectful distance between them.
Nava was beginning to wonder whether she just attracted people with nervous stammers. Rochester had shown no signs of being nervous in class, however. Melissa had begun to get over her reticence to stand out in class and was speaking more or less normally when she answered a question, but she had been shaky. Rochester spoke clearly every time, though Nava had noticed that he did not look directly at Luca Newton when he spoke to her…
‘I know,’ Nava said. ‘I’m Nava Ward, but I suspect you know that.’
‘I’m Melissa Connelly Avorn,’ Melissa put in.
Rochester turned his head to look at Melissa. His eyes did an abrupt swerve from her chest to her hairline and his cheeks coloured. ‘I-I-I-I kn-know that as w-well.’ His attention returned to Nava, or rather Nava’s fringe. ‘I w-wanted to t-talk about–’
Nava held up a hand, bringing the speech to a stop. ‘If it would make you more comfortable, I am quite all right with you speaking to your food. You seem to have some difficulty talking to women.’
Of course, Rochester’s cheeks went so red that orbiting satellites could likely see them. His head snapped around so that he could stare at his tray. ‘I-I-I–’
‘Take a deep breath… and then continue.’
He did. And he did continue while not risking a look at either of the two women. It did seem to work better for him. ‘Y-you seem to have a very good intuitive g-grasp of metaphysics, Nava Ward. I have been impressed w-with your performance in class. Y-you are almost on a par with me.’
‘You’ve learned more than I have,’ Nava replied. ‘It’s clear that you’ve been studying the subject on your own before coming here. I’m simply good at picking up the lessons and in using the science in practice. I appear more learned than I am, perhaps.’
‘You’re the only person even close to my level.’ He paused and then added, ‘Uh, no offence, Melissa Connelly.’
Melissa grinned. ‘None taken. I know I have a lot to learn. That’s why I’m here. I bet you plan to take the academic track in your final years though.’
‘Metaphysics is my passion! Metaphysics and chess. I don’t suppose either of you p-play?’
‘I don’t, sorry.’
‘I don’t really play games,’ Nava said. ‘Perhaps I should learn, but I have other priorities currently.’
‘Chess is a game of tactics and strategy,’ Rochester said. ‘It teaches valuable lessons about war and the tactics of winning it.’
Nava considered that for a second. ‘It’s a game, is it not? With rules?’
‘Yes. Yes, of course.’
‘The problem I see there is that war has no rules. Assuming that it does is a recipe for disaster. However, I’ll look into this “chess” and see what I make of it. It may be interesting.’
‘You make it sound like you’ve never heard of chess before,’ Melissa said, grinning even more brightly.
‘I think I’ve heard mention of it. I had a rather… isolated early life. There are a lot of things I’ve never heard of which I’m sure you would consider everyday knowledge. For example, I’ve no idea who the singing stars the girls in our class swoon over are. For that matter, I have no idea who the female singers the boys seem to find so interesting are either. Sporting teams are a mystery to me.’
‘W-well, same here,’ Rochester said. ‘I have n-no interest in sports.’
‘You don’t talk about your life before you came here much,’ Melissa said.
‘No, I don’t,’ Nava replied. There was a finality to the statement that had Melissa looking down at her food. ‘I don’t like talking about it,’ Nava went on because it seemed like the right thing to do. ‘It…’
‘It brings back painful memories?’
‘That’s one reason. Rochester Hunt, did you have a motive for complimenting me on my skill in metaphysics?’
‘W-well, I th-thought we c-could study t-together. St-study partners c-can be h-helpf-ful in–’
Nava decided to stop him before his stutter ran entirely out of control. Again. ‘That sounds like it would be agreeable, so long as you’re willing to have Melissa Connelly asking questions when she gets stuck. I have already agreed to help her where she needs it and I will not back out of a commitment already made.’
‘N-no, of course. I wouldn’t ask you t-to. I h-have found that helping others with a subject can often solidify my own thoughts on the t-topic. I would be h-happy to assist Melissa Connelly as well.’
‘Thank you,’ Melissa said. ‘In which case you can call me Mel.’
‘M-Mel… Thank you, Mel. You may call me Chess. It’s the one nickname I’ve picked up which I’m comfortable with.’
Melissa giggled. ‘Chess. It suits you. And now I actually have a chance of getting through the year-end exams without failing.’
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‘I admit that I’ll need to further study such things as tactics if I wish to make it through to the final years and forget about all that,’ Rochester said. He now spent his lunch hours with Nava and Melissa, and his stutter was effectively gone unless he forgot and looked either woman in the chest.
‘It’s a matter of utility,’ Nava said. ‘However, it’s also a matter of effectiveness in your chosen profession. It’s never to your detriment to broaden your horizons. That’s why I’m on the support stream.’
‘I… won’t argue,’ Rochester said and then he prepared himself to argue. ‘However, I feel–’
Nava saw the attack begin and could, perhaps, have avoided it, but doing so would have driven her into Rochester and Melissa, so she braced herself to take the hit. Walking in the opposite direction from the trio were four boys, third or fourth years from the general look of them. They were laughing about something and appeared thoroughly engrossed in themselves, but Nava saw the leader’s eyes scan over her before he shifted his footing so that he would collide with her. You could tell he was the leader because he was bigger than the others by a few centimetres and had a cockier attitude about him.
The impact jarred through Nava’s body and she twisted her torso to shrug as much of it off as possible. There was going to be a bruise on her shoulder soon enough and, annoyingly, the uniform dresses were sleeveless. But it was the immediate reaction of the bully which brought all nearby motion to a halt.
‘Watch where you’re going!’ he exclaimed in a loud voice. He was a redhead with green eyes and a significant amount of muscle on his tall frame. He was trying, and failing, to hide a smirk.
Nava regarded the man for a second. ‘I would suggest that you take your own advice, but your action was deliberate.’
‘What? Are you accusing me of deliberately barging into you? You insult me and expect me to let this stand? Apologise.’
Nava could see where this was going. The whimper from nearby suggested that Melissa could see it too. Nava had two courses of action: apologise or be challenged. The apology would defuse the immediate situation, but not the overall threat. Unfortunately, the other route would likely solve very little either… ‘I will not apologise for your actions.’
The bully straightened his back and squared his shoulders. ‘I am Devin Girard Sonkei and I challenge–’
‘Declined,’ Nava said.
Surprise showed on Devin’s face until it was overridden by arrogant confidence. ‘You can’t just decline a challenge from–’
‘I can and have. Section three of the school disciplinary code, paragraph six. “Frivolous, casual, or contrived duelling is forbidden.” I am within my rights to decline a duel where the challenger has engineered a situation in order to make a challenge possible. Now, if that is all, I’d like to get some lunch.’ Turning on her heel, Nava started off in the direction of the refectory, Melissa and Rochester hurrying to catch up with her.
‘Don’t walk away from me!’ Devin roared from behind her. ‘This isn’t over!’
‘No,’ Nava muttered, ‘I don’t suppose it is.’
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Nava was annoyed, but it did not show. She was currently missing lunch because the Student Security Force’s captain had summoned her to a meeting. Luca Newton had passed on the ‘invitation’ in homeroom that morning. Nava was now standing at one end of a table where four people sat in judgement. They all had sandwiches and drinks.
‘Nava Ward,’ the one at the other end of the table said, ‘you have been accused of declining a challenge to a duel. I am Courtney Martell Garavain, Captain of the Student Security Force. I will be dealing with this, quite serious, infraction of the school rules. How do you answer the charge?’ She was calm about it but appeared mildly amused. She had short brown hair and dark eyes. Her skin was a lighter shade of brown and she was a pretty woman. She had been the SSF head for two years and was now in her fifth year at the school. Nava had familiarised herself with all the student representatives after meeting Mitsuko.
‘This is regarding the incident with Devin Girard yesterday?’ Nava asked. What else would it be? And where was Devin? If he had accused her, he should be here, missing lunch.
‘That is correct.’
‘Devin Girard purposefully bumped into me in order to extract an apology or a duel. Under the rules of this school, I would be required to decline such a challenge.’
‘You have evidence that he attempted to force a duel?’
Nava considered the statement. Specifically, she considered the tone of the statement. There was a hint of eagerness about it, as though Courtney was hoping that Nava had evidence. ‘No,’ Nava said, and the relaxation of Courtney’s facial muscles suggested that Nava had not mistaken the eagerness, ‘but you do.’
Courtney’s eyebrows lifted. ‘Explain.’
‘You have access to security camera recordings. There are two cameras covering the stretch of corridor where the incident happened. If you review the recordings, you’ll see that Devin Girard changed direction to ensure a collision. Additionally, his reaction was too quick. He was ready for his arm to hit my shoulder and knew exactly what he was going to say.’
There was a wall screen in the room and Nava was made to go through the encounter with Devin from two different viewpoints. It took twenty minutes. At the end of it, most of the SSF members were looking annoyed while Courtney appeared disappointed.
‘It’s subjective,’ Courtney said. ‘There’s not enough evidence here to charge Devin Girard, but I believe we must acquit Nava Ward based on what we can see in the camera data.’ Nava relaxed inwardly; again, this did not show. ‘I must caution you, Nava Ward, that making a habit of declining duels will negatively affect your academic record. I hope that we will not see you here again. Dismissed.’
Nava bowed her head slightly before turning without a word to head for the door. If she hurried, she would probably be able to wolf down some lunch before she had to rush to afternoon lessons. Still, it seemed likely that this was not the end of the matter and Courtney’s attitude to the situation had Nava wondering. Some research was in order, but that could wait until she was back in her apartment in the afternoon.
~~~
Devin Girard Sonkei was a bully. That had not come as any real surprise given Nava’s experience of him, but here she was looking at his duelling record and seeing clear evidence of his nature which no one could seriously deny.
Devin’s family, the Girards, was a minor family within the Sonkei clan, but they had been trying to rise up the ranks for a while. Marriages had been arranged and they attended all the right parties. Social media was a gold mine for that kind of information, but it was the duelling records that gave part of their game plan away.
Duelling was part of the legal code of the Clan Worlds and, as such, it was regulated. Nava thought it was not regulated enough, but regulated it was. Part of that regulation was that every duel had to have an official, independent witness and be recorded both as a video and in the form of a report. These records were all available to the public via a government web service. The Girards duelled a lot. They held their honour above everything, it seemed. Rarely did they lose a duel, which suggested to Nava that they were picking their opponents carefully.
Devin was a chip off the Girard block, with a soupçon of malice added to the mix. He was a fourth year now and he had, on average, fought a duel every month for the last three years. He never lost. Thirty-five duels, thirty-five wins. However, he rarely fought anyone on the combat stream and when he did, it was always late in the year when he could have worked out their strengths and weaknesses. He always fought blood duels, but he fought them with Concussive Force. In three years, he had killed seven students and put another sixteen in the school’s infirmary. Nava rubbed absently at the bruise on her right shoulder and reassessed her position on Devin. Devin Girard was not simply a bully – he was a murderer. He had deliberately engineered duels in order to kill people and no one appeared willing to stop him.
A chime from the door broke Nava out of her reverie. ‘Open,’ she said to the room as she rose to her feet to meet her guest. It was probably Melissa, come to see whether Nava wanted to do anything before dinner.
The sight of Mitsuko standing in the doorway was something of a surprise, though it did not register on Nava’s face. ‘Good evening, Nava Ward,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Might I come in?’
‘Of course,’ Nava replied. ‘Please excuse my meagre accommodation.’
Mitsuko smiled slightly as she walked through into the single-room apartment. ‘It is hardly what I’m used to. I assume you were thinking that? I live in one of the better blocks closer to the teaching buildings and this is far from how I’m used to living. Am I right?’
‘I’d imagine not, but I’m more referring to the fact that I cannot offer much in the way of refreshment.’
‘Ah.’ Mitsuko waved the comment away. ‘I don’t mean to take up much of your time anyway. May I sit?’
‘Of course.’
Mitsuko took one of the bench seats at the room’s table, Nava sitting opposite her. ‘I’ve come regarding Devin Girard,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Ah.’ They were the same clan. Was Mitsuko about to go down in Nava’s estimations by defending the man?
‘I believe you are a perceptive woman, Nava Ward. I believe you will understand what I’m about to say, but I consider it my duty to say it.’ That did not sound good. ‘Devin Girard will not let this matter go. The fact that you were able to persuade the SSF that his challenge was illegal will simply spur him to greater efforts. He will get his duel and his duelling style is…’
Mitsuko appeared to be searching for the right word, so Nava decided to supply a few. ‘Dishonourable? Lethal? Murderous?’ Mitsuko’s eyes widened briefly; that had been a little shocking. ‘I’ve reviewed his duelling record. He picks fights he’s almost certain he can win. He selects lower-status victims where possible and, when he believes he can get away with it, he kills them in duels which should be to first blood. His name likely shields him from the retribution he deserves. The Sonkei clan has no seat on the Clan Council, but they are far from powerless within the Clan Worlds, as you well know.’
‘You’ve done your research.’ That seemed like a tacit admission of the problem without actually agreeing with Nava’s assessment. ‘What will you do if he issues another challenge to you? Are you unwilling to defend your honour?’
‘I’m clanless. I have no honour in the eyes of the majority of people.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘I also have personal reasons for avoiding duels. However, if I am challenged by Devin Girard a second time, I will not decline, and he will regret his choice of actions.’
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It did not take long. The following Monday, after classes this time, Nava was back with the SSF. This time, Devin Girard was there as well, apparently unwilling to risk a second judgement against him. This time there was also an audience: Devin’s three cronies were there, Melissa and Rochester had come along to provide support, and Luca Newton and Mitsuko had arrived to watch the proceedings. The teacher was likely there to determine whether she had a problem student in her class, or maybe to provide support.
The subject of the inquiry this time was…
‘Nava Ward has been spreading rumours about me,’ Devin proclaimed. ‘I have it on good authority that someone has been claiming that I am an honourless coward. I have witnesses who have seen Nava Ward spreading this disinformation. I demand that I be allow to challenge her such that I may clear my good name.’
Courtney was sitting in judgement again. She looked a little tired. ‘We have received written statements from several students…’ Her gaze shifted to the three boys sitting together behind Devin. So, the witnesses were about as credible as Nava’s accuser. ‘These corroborate Devin Girard’s claim. How do you answer, Nava Ward?’
Nava, standing at the end of the table again, considered her answer carefully. To everyone around her, it seemed that there was a brief pause before she spoke in the same uninflected tone she always did. ‘I have been spreading no such rumours regarding Devin Girard. The witnesses are mistaken.’
‘She’s calling them liars!’ Devin barked.
‘Devin Girard,’ Courtney said, ‘you will leave the proceedings of the SSF to its members.’ There was a hard edge to her voice; Courtney really did not like Devin. ‘Are you calling these witnesses liars, Nava Ward?’
There was another brief pause. ‘Yes.’ She went on before anyone could respond. ‘Further, while I have spread no rumours regarding Devin Girard, he is a dishonourable coward intent on committing his eighth legalised murder.’
‘Silence!’ Courtney shouted over the ensuing chaos. The roars of anger from Devin’s side almost drowned out the sound of Melissa having a fit behind Nava. The other members of the SSF were shouting almost as loud as Devin’s people. Silence happened, if a little slowly. ‘Nava Ward, you understand that making such a claim means that you will be required to accept the challenge from Devin Girard?’
‘Courtney Martell.’ The voice came from behind Nava, but to one side. Mitsuko had decided to intervene.
‘The chair recognises Mitsuko Trenton,’ Courtney said.
‘Thank you. My impression of Nava Ward is that she would not stoop to spreading rumours regarding another student. I believe the testimony suggesting that she did is… mistaken, as she put it. Perhaps she was misheard. Further, Nava Ward is clanless and has not grown up with the deep understanding of honour within each clan. I believe she should be given the opportunity to withdraw her statement without recourse to a duel.’
‘I see. Nava Ward?’
‘I give my sincere thanks to Mitsuko Trenton,’ Nava said. ‘However, I stand by my words. I will ask that Devin Girard withdraws his challenge and his complaint now, before things go further.’
‘Oh?’ Devin said, half laughing the word. ‘And what will you do if I don’t?’
‘I’ll accept. Name the time and place.’
~~~
Devin was a little surprised to see Mitsuko standing outside his apartment door, but he did his best not to show it. He sneered. ‘Come to beg me to let your friend off the hook?’ he asked as he grandly gestured for her to enter. His family had seen to it that he got the best accommodation available. His apartment was as well appointed as Mitsuko’s, but not as tidy. There were cleaning robots for the best blocks, but even a device like that could not keep up with someone who was, essentially, a slob.
‘I’ve come to suggest that you withdraw your challenge,’ Mitsuko said. Looking around, she decided that she would not ask to sit. There was every possibility that she would discover she was stuck to whatever she sat on when she tried to leave. ‘Unfortunately, Nava Ward is not my friend. I believe that she might be a very interesting person to get to know, but she is not my friend.’
‘Then why the Hell are you defending a clanless, support stream coward? A freak! Have you looked at her? She only has one expression. She talks like a damn robot. She’s got no idea about honour. Why are you protecting her?’
‘You seem to be under some misapprehension, Devin Girard. I am not protecting Nava Ward.’
‘What?’
‘I am not protecting you either. I am here to try to avoid an embarrassment to our clan.’
‘What?’
‘If you win, Nava Ward’s words are still on record. You will have proven her false in the eyes of the law, but public opinion is another matter. Your actions will be seen as those of a bully, destroying any weaker opponent you believe you can get away with. If you lose–’
‘I won’t lose against a support stream weakling!’
‘If you lose, then she will have proven you false.’
‘That isn’t going to–’
‘It would be far better for you to withdraw your challenge, saying that her charge is beneath your dignity to answer. Beyond that, I think you assume too much about Nava Ward’s combat abilities. You believe her weak and an easy target, but you have not really met her.’
‘Careful, princess,’ Devin said, his voice low and angry. ‘Your words flirt with the same claim the orphan made.’
Mitsuko flicked away the accusation. ‘Challenge me, Devin Girard, and I will dismantle you. Then my family will dismantle yours. You’ll be clanless and penniless and, given your duelling record, dead within a year. Do as your honour demands and put your clan before your petty desires. Withdraw your challenge.’
‘I don’t ever back down from a duel.’
Turning, Mitsuko started back across the plush but somewhat matted carpet to the door. ‘Then on your own head be it.’
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The school had three duelling arenas, one of them larger than the others with more room for spectators. Nava was not sure whether to be pleased they were using that one or not. The basic setup of an arena was the same throughout the Clan Worlds, not that Nava had ever entered one before anywhere. There was an open area – a rectangle with rounded corners – in the centre. This was the arena proper. Around it there was seating for spectators, the adjudicator, and the seconds of the combatants. Two lines twenty metres apart marked the starting point for the fighters. Most magical duels ended before anyone had closed the distance, but there was more movement where the duel was to use melee weapons. The spectators were protected from misfired magic, or bullets in some cases, by a barrier spell which surrounded the fighting area. That also theoretically stopped spectators from meddling with the duel. The duel began when the adjudicator said it did and ended when the appropriate conditions were met.
Nava was on her line five minutes before the designated time of the duel. At sixteen thirty, they would begin and, if this duel went as most blood duels did, it would be over in the first couple of seconds. Devin would want to drag it out a little, hitting her again and again until her internal organs were soup, but she had no intention of allowing that to happen.
The rules were simple enough. In a magical duel, no magical devices or other weapons were allowed into the arena. The duellists relied upon their own power and nothing else. It was illegal to cast spells prior to the start of the duel; if a duellist wished to protect themselves, they had to raise a barrier as soon as the duel began. Most went straight to offence in the hope of drawing blood with the first strike and obviating the need for defence. Nava would go straight to the attack because she was sure that Devin would and because she was sure she was faster.
Devin walked out onto the arena floor a minute before the appointed time. He was smiling, all confidence. He paid no attention to Nava, but he did spare a glance to the seats where the seconds and the adjudicator were sitting. His second had just arrived. Courtney was sitting in the adjudicator’s seat having decided that she needed to oversee this personally. Melissa had agreed to be Nava’s second and was sitting beside Courtney, looking really nervous. Devin probably noticed Melissa’s state of mind, because his smile broadened. He took his place on the line and his attention turned to Nava. He said nothing, because smack-talk was not allowed, but his expression spoke volumes.
‘Magicians,’ Courtney said, rising to her feet, ‘you are here to settle a matter of honour through a duel to first blood. Fight honourably.’ She paused, probably because she wanted the last two words to sink in. ‘Raise the barrier.’
There was a flickering of space around the outside of the fighting area as the magical barrier went up. Courtney waited for a second to be sure it was active. ‘Duellists, indicate that you are ready.’
‘I, Devin Girard Sonkei, stand ready to defend my honour.’ Devin’s body tensed as he prepared himself for what was to come.
Nava did not move a muscle. ‘I, Nava Ward, am ready.’ She had no honour to defend and was not going to say that she was there to do that.
‘On my word, begin,’ Courtney said. ‘Go!’
Devin began to move, but Nava was half a second ahead of him. Her right hand flew out in a slashing motion and a disc of white light shot from her fingers, crossing the distance between the combatants in an instant. It slashed through the arm of Devin’s uniform tunic and the flesh beneath. Blood flew and Devin clutched at his arm. The fight was over; Nava had drawn first blood.
Except that Devin did not consider it to be done with. ‘Bitch! You’ll pay for that!’ He raised his right hand once again, aiming his palm toward Nava.
Rising to her feet again to declare Nava the victor, Courtney changed what she was about to say. ‘Devin Girard, stand down! You–’
‘Die!’ Devin shrieked and something left his hand. It was nothing which could be seen, but it distorted the light as it passed from Devin’s hand to where Nava had been until she sprang sideways and rolled to her feet in a single, smooth motion. The bolt of concussive force Devin had launched struck the barrier behind Nava and impact energy rippled violently across the invisible wall.
Nava raised her own hand before Devin could try again. A pulse of white light left her hand and shot across the gap to hit Devin in the forehead. And then a ball of white light exploded out in a perfect sphere, enveloping Devin’s body and continuing out to hit the barrier which flared brightly under the impact of the released energy. Then the light bubble popped, and everyone could see what was left of Devin Girard. His head, shoulders, and arms were entirely gone. The rest of him looked as though it had been tossed into a blender filled with acid. Skin and other tissues were left in ragged streamers. Huge rents in his uniform showed huge rents in the skin beneath all the way down his legs. If there was anything left of his internal organs, that would have been a surprise. Devin Girard was very definitely dead and no technology or magic was going to bring him back.
Without a word, Nava turned and started for the exit.
~~~
Of course, that was not the end of it. Nava was back in SSF HQ and they were not pleased. ‘That was meant to be a blood duel,’ Courtney said. ‘You killed him!’
‘He tried to kill me,’ Nava replied evenly.
‘You can’t know that. If a participant in a duel refuses to acknowledge that they’ve lost, you allow the adjudicator to–’
‘I’m supposed to stand there and let him hit me with Concussive Force spells until my insides liquify? In the time it takes for the barrier to drop, he could have fired off at least five of them. Besides, the duelling regulations do not forbid returning fire in self-defence.’
Courtney scowled, but Nava was right about the legislation and she was faced by Nava’s cool gaze which she seemed unable to dent. Nothing seemed capable of getting under the freshman’s skin. She reacted to someone trying to kill her and the death of that person at her own hands in the same way as one might react to discovering a tiny stain on their dress. Such an annoyance. Actually, she reacted less than that.
Try a different tack. ‘You couldn’t know he was using a lethal spell until after he’d used it. You didn’t even look at what it did to the barrier before attacking.’
‘I knew he was using a lethal spell because he was going to use the same spell even before I cut him. You only need to look at his duelling record to know the way he worked. He called out people he was sure he could beat, and he used Concussive Force to attack them because his first hit was unlikely to draw blood. His opponent would be knocked down, if not killed. If they were still alive, he would be justified in continuing until they were badly injured or dead. He was a bully and a murderer. When I landed the first strike, I was quite aware that he would respond violently.’
‘So, you admit that you went into that duel knowing you would kill Devin Girard?’
‘I expected to have to, yes.’
‘You could’ve used… a less extreme weapon and at least tried to keep him alive.’
Nava shook her head. ‘I was casting Slice as a cantrip. I only have one ranged combat spell available at reasonable levels and I used it. I used it in a manner that I was sure would render my opponent incapable of further attacks.’
Then, to Courtney’s surprise, Nava’s eyes tightened. It was just a little, but it was there, and it was the most expression the SSF captain had ever seen in the taciturn freshman. 
‘I’ll be candid,’ Nava said. ‘I find the practice of duelling to be abhorrent. You have turned combat into a game you use to enforce your will on those without the skill to defy you and you don’t expect there to be consequences which can’t be fixed by first aid. You duel to “preserve your honour” when all it does is prove your strength. Going forward, if I am challenged and I am at fault, I will apologise. I have no honour to worry about. If, however, I am not at fault, I will agree to the challenge and my opponent had better be ready to duel to the death.’
‘Death duels are forbidden.’
‘Without permission. If someone is not prepared to risk their life to prove their honour, their honour is not worth defending.’
Courtney’s scowl just got worse. ‘I can’t see the Sonkei clan leaving this alone. I’m not sure we’ll be able to–’
‘The Sonkei clan will not intervene in this matter,’ Mitsuko said.
‘But–’
‘I don’t see that Nava Ward did anything wrong. She conducted a legal duel and defended herself when dishonourably attacked with lethal force.’
‘She deliberately went into a blood duel knowing that she would kill her opponent,’ Courtney said. She was not sounding entirely confident. ‘She killed a man from your clan.’
‘I strongly believe that Nava Ward has restored the honour of my clan today. We should not have allowed Devin Girard to continue as he was. He dishonoured the Sonkei name every time he entered an arena. It may take some time for us to regain our lost face, but we will do so more easily without Devin Girard.’
Courtney sighed and said something she probably should not have. ‘She has made my life easier. Very well. No censure will be recorded. Nava Ward, the committee would prefer it if you do not reject duels without good reason and abide by the rules regarding their conduct, but I suspect you will not be getting many frivolous challenges in the future.’
‘So long as I can continue my education in peace,’ Nava said, ‘I will be quite happy.’
‘And I will be quite happy if I never see you in this room again. Unfortunately, I rather doubt that that will be the case.’
 



Part Two: Student Body Politics
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 235/2/1.
The weather was good, that was a definite plus. The skies were clear, if a little cool, so it was easy to see the members of the Flight Club as they demonstrated their aerobatics over one of the school’s four playing fields. Nava watched for a few minutes before heading for the tent where the club was handling any prospective new members they might catch this weekend.
Lessons had finished at lunchtime and, while there were normally lessons on Saturday morning, this week everyone was free. In fact, the school allowed for three and a half days of this in what they called the Extracurricular Activities Fair; lessons would not start again until Tuesday. This was also the start of the campaigning for student president; there had been an announcement concerning that matter in homeroom that morning.
Melissa did not shout or wave when she spotted Nava entering the tent, but she did smile very broadly and the look in her eyes was meant to bring Nava over to the desk Melissa was manning. ‘Can I interest you in membership of the Flight Club?’ Melissa asked, all proper aside from the big grin. Melissa had already joined up and had spent one Sunday afternoon in the air. ‘The Flight Club is an excellent way for aspiring flyers to earn their permit, should you not already have one.’ Like various spells, Flight required a permit to use, essentially confirming that you knew how to use it safely. As it happened, Nava did have a permit for Flight along with a number of other spells she knew.
Nava was just glad that Melissa was smiling. The shy redhead had not taken Nava’s win in the duel with Devin especially well. It had taken her a couple of days to get over seeing her new friend remove a man’s head with magic; it was just not what Melissa had expected of a fellow support stream student. She had got over it, however. The only thing Rochester had wanted to know was what kind of magic Nava had used; he had never seen anything like it before.
‘I’m interested,’ Nava said, ‘but I need to see a couple of other clubs and decide on my priorities. I came here first. The exhibition outside is pretty good.’
‘We’ve got our best flyers out there. They’re the ones who go into the competitions in summer.’ Melissa’s tone became rather proud and a little crowing. ‘The Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery’s Flight Club has placed highly in planetary aerobatics competitions every year for the last twenty years. We’ve had the planetary champion for seven of the last ten years.’
‘My aerobatics isn’t that good.’
Melissa deflated a little. ‘Neither is mine, but that’s one reason I’m in the club. We meet every Sunday for four hours. The senior students provide tuition to the younger ones in order to nurture the next generation of school champions.’
‘You sound like a recruitment vid. And you already told me all this.’
‘I memorised the recruitment vid, actually. I know you know, but I’m supposed to be earning my salary here.’
‘They aren’t paying you.’
‘And that is where the theory breaks down. What else are you going to see? You mentioned judo and karate, right?’
‘I want to take a look at those clubs. I’m not sure they’re right for me, to be honest, but we’ll see. I said I’d drop in at the Metaphysics Club stand.’
‘Oh yes, Chess is on that one. No real surprise there.’
‘And no matter how much he tries, he won’t get me to join up. I want to learn more about the theories behind magic, sure, but I don’t plan on making a career out of it. Similarly, I don’t think I’ll be joining any of the technical clubs, but I might look favourably on the MagiTag Club.’
Melissa deflated a bit more. ‘I really suck at MagiTag.’
‘That could be an issue. It’s one of the main tools used in magical combat training. That’s what it was invented for, even if it’s best known as a game now.’
‘I bet you’re really good at it.’
‘Actually, yes, I am.’
Melissa shook her head, grinning. There was not even a hint of bragging about Nava’s statement. It was a fact and that was all there was to it. Knowing Nava had been an up-and-down experience, but the one thing Melissa had decided she really liked about the strange, white-haired girl was that Nava told it like it was. She figured Nava was quite capable of lying – and figuring out when she was lying would be next to impossible – but generally she told the truth, no matter how painful it was. ‘Go see your fight clubs. The Flight Club will be waiting for you when you discover all the others are boring.’
~~~
The Judo Club was not exactly boring, but it was not what Nava wanted. They were holding exhibition matches in one of the school’s three dojos; unarmed combat was not a major part of the curriculum since it was assumed that graduates would be using magic to fight, but there was space for it to be taught where required. Nava watched a progression of fights between members of the club and rapidly got the impression that she was watching a sport. She had been expecting that, but it still came as something of a disappointment. She had been hoping for more.
More interesting was what was happening on a second mat. There, some of the senior students were fighting whoever wished to give it a go. It was apparent that these students had learned more than just the sporting version of jujutsu. They were demonstrating that their art could be used for self-defence against people who could select a range of fake weapons or try to attack unarmed.
It all went wrong when someone who looked like a first year got flattened when he tried to stab his opponent with a plastic knife. Nava did not know either of the men, but the younger one had the cocky look of someone from one of the rougher worlds in the Alliance. He thought he knew how to fight, though Nava could see that he was basically just a street brawler. As he struggled back to his feet after his unceremonious dumping onto the mat, he looked angry. More angry than Nava would have expected. His body language was far too aggressive. He dropped the fake knife, clenching his fists convulsively, and then fire burst around his hands as he turned, snarling, to face his opponent again.
‘I’ll teach you to–’ he began, and that was when something like a distortion in the air hit him in the side, catapulting him a metre across the mats. He ended up lying on his face, clutching his side in pain. An instant later the fire on his hands died away and Courtney stepped out onto the mat. She was looking annoyed, but at least she was not annoyed at Nava this time.
Courtney came to a stop over the fallen student. ‘Stay down if you know what’s good for you. Improper use of magic is a serious offence. You’re lucky if you get away with a couple of cracked ribs.’ She looked around. ‘What happened here, Rene Garver?’
She was apparently addressing the senior judoka because it was him who responded. ‘I’m… honestly not sure. He didn’t seem like the type to go nuts like that. I put him down and he called up Hand of Flame to attack me.’
‘Huh. Is that what you saw, Nava Ward?’
Oh, so Courtney was annoyed that Nava was in the room? ‘That matches what I saw, yes. The freshman strikes me as a street fighter, used to winning at all costs. The use of Hand of Flame was unexpected, and his reaction seemed… excessive. And I think you may have broken his ribs, not cracked them.’
‘Right… I’ll get a stretcher over here and get him shipped out. Then I’ll want statements. None of you are to go anywhere.’
‘I’ll be happy to stay, Courtney Martell,’ Nava replied. ‘I believe I’d like to try my luck against this judoka.’
‘Fine. Just remember not to kill him. Okay?’
~~~
‘I hear you had an eventful afternoon,’ Rochester said at dinner.
Inwardly, Nava sighed. The school had a rumour mill as efficient as any professional news media organisation. Probably better, in fact. ‘Someone got a little overenthusiastic in the judo demonstration. I happened to be there to see it.’
‘I heard that you beat the judo instructor,’ Melissa said.
‘Actually, Rene and I were fairly evenly matched. We called it a draw.’
‘Rene?’ Melissa was grinning. She thought she knew something, and Nava was almost sorry to disabuse her.
‘Rene Garver Morgan, one of the club’s senior members, not an instructor. He allowed me the honour of calling him by his first name. Actually, he said, “When you’ve had a man’s head between your thighs, you’ve earned the right.” I think he was being suggestive.’
Melissa made some sputtering noises. ‘No, really?’
‘I had him in a scissor hold. That’s all. He also agreed that there was little point in me joining the Judo Club. He did offer to spar with me whenever I felt the need. I think he was being suggestive there too. However, he’s too old.’
‘He is? He can’t be that old if he’s a student here.’
‘He’s eighteen. We could date, certainly, but anything beyond kissing would be illegal, which seems a waste if he’s going to let me use pins like that on him.’
‘Oh, I, um, see what you mean.’
‘If he was closer to my age it would be fine, but as it is, no. I suppose there’s nothing wrong with flirting. Anyway, Courtney Martell took our statements when she got back and there was nothing more to say about it.’ Nava frowned slightly as a thought crossed her mind. ‘She did say that the man who started it all had calmed down by the time she got him to a secure location. He was very apologetic. She said he seemed unsure of what had come over him.’
‘He would be apologetic,’ Rochester said. ‘Inappropriate use of combat spells could be grounds for expulsion.’
‘Perhaps.’
‘You think it was something else?’
Nava gave a shrug. ‘I don’t have enough information to give an opinion. It’s Courtney Martell’s problem anyway. Nothing for any of us to worry about.’
235/2/2.
Politics was not something Nava had ever paid much attention to. In the last couple of weeks her lack of interest had grown, but she had also decided that paying attention to it now might be useful. It was student politics, but that seemed to be just as cut-throat, perhaps worse, than the adult variety. Out in the real world, the ‘politicians’ were the heads of families or their representatives. Here, they were students and the successful ones got elected into their positions. Nava was going to get to vote.
Since she was going to need to vote, Nava was going to do the research, which was why she was standing in a courtyard listening to a speech. Someone named Tracey Spears Cook was droning on about school pride and great achievements which needed to be bettered. Droning was probably being unkind. Tracey had a fair voice and she knew how to use it, but she was not really saying anything. Nava could have got the same information with a network search, and then it would have come without the biased commentary.
Vaguely, Nava wondered whether Mitsuko Trenton would be just as worthless as a candidate. The tall beauty had seemed fairly down to earth, but then Nava had done a search on her. The Trenton family was high up in the ranks of the Sonkei clan. Mitsuko was a princess, if such a thing existed in the Clan Worlds. Politics was in her blood. Nava was just wondering what that actually meant when the world went a little crazy.
There was a sound which Nava immediately recognised. It was a tearing sound, like a series of very rapid, very small explosions one after the other. The sound came from the brief passage of a beam of light through the air. It ionised the gases in the atmosphere, heating them and causing them to expand violently. When it hit the backwall of the little stage that had been set up for the speech, it exploded a small section of that too. Nava turned, tracing the ionisation trail to the roof of one of the habitation blocks maybe eight hundred metres away. She looked back to see Tracey diving for cover, and then the courtyard was descending into chaos and Nava was too busy dodging other people to see more.
~~~
‘No one there when we got to the rooftop,’ Courtney said. She was back at the scene of the speech now, looking over it once again with the member of the committee who had been there when it happened. ‘Do we have the target secure?’
‘She’s in her apartment. We locked it down pretty thoroughly.’ Courtney’s colleague was Kyle Maynard House and he was in his last year at the school. He knew his way around weaponised magic and military tactics. ‘Someone tried to kill her with a Laser Strike spell. She’s a little shaken.’
‘A little shaken?’
‘She’s a third year in the combat stream, boss. She’s not a hardened soldier, but she’s working on it.’
‘Huh.’ Turning from the hole the spell had drilled into a poster of Tracey Spears, Courtney looked around and her eyes fell upon Nava, standing at one side of the stage and watching Courtney and Kyle. ‘We may have to call in the ASF on this, Kyle. Make sure everything’s perfect, just in case we do.’
‘Sure. What’re you planning to do?’
‘Interview a witness.’
‘This is an interesting situation,’ Nava said before Courtney could ask anything.
‘Interesting? You were here when it happened? You saw it go down?’
‘Yes. It’s interesting because the evidence gives conflicting pictures of the shooter.’
Courtney frowned. ‘Are you always enigmatic?’
‘I’m not being enigmatic. This was an attack using a Laser Strike spell. The maximum range is about a kilometre, but no one would seriously try to use it at eight hundred metres without a magitech sniper rifle to extend the effective range. That’s a military weapon, but no military sniper, or professional assassin, would use Laser Strike to try to kill someone under these circumstances.’
‘Because?’
‘Tracing the shooting location is too easy. Kyle Maynard identified the location almost immediately, correct? You were there in three minutes and you found nothing. So, a professional weapon, a professional escape plan, but the method was amateurish and they missed. The picture’s… inconclusive, confusing.’
‘Hm. We may end up having to call in the ASF on this one.’
‘The Allied Security Force won’t be able to do more than you can with the available information, Courtney Martell. You do realise that the sniper may try again?’
‘Yeah. That I figured out when I couldn’t find him or her. We’ll be moving all the future speeches indoors.’ Courtney gave a shrug. ‘The weather’s supposed to take a downturn overnight anyway.’
Nava looked up at the clear, blue sky above them. ‘That’s a shame. It’s been excellent flying weather and I’ve been too busy to indulge. It’s also excellent weather for sniping. And yet, the sniper missed.’
‘Yeah… The school has sniper rifles in storage. We could be looking for a student with a grudge. It’s something to work with at least.’
‘Good luck with your work.’
~~~
MagiTag had come out of military research into a method of training combat magicians. It was still used for that purpose, having a number of advantages over the alternatives. It familiarised magicians with the types of weapon employed by battlefield and police magicians. It was not especially expensive to deploy and it was relatively easy to use. Most importantly, it avoided the issue of people throwing potentially lethal spells around just to learn tactics.
The name, however, had come from a marketing team who had been given the task of commercialising it as a civilian game. There were enough people out in the Clan Worlds – about forty percent of the population, averaged across all the clans – who had just about enough magical potential to register that marketing to them was viable. They were more or less useless as magicians; those who bothered to learn could manage enough magic to levitate a coffee mug. Most of them were magically illiterate, but they could activate a lot of magitech items, which other people could not. And that meant they were potential customers for a game which involved running around shooting at people with magitech weapons. MagiTag™ had been born.
Nava was, perhaps unsurprisingly, quite good at it. It should not have come as much of a surprise, but it seemed that the people running the game for the MagiTag Club had not got the memo. They watched as she moved around an abstract obstacle course of cover-providing objects, silently demolishing her opposition with an almost frightening efficiency. The MagiTag pistol she was using seemed much like an extension of her arm. She barely aimed at her targets, but she always hit. Each hit took another opponent out of the ‘battle royal’ tournament. She was beating people three years her senior without trouble.
In turn, Nava found the MagiTag gear restrictive. It came in two parts: the weapon and the receiver harness. The latter was generic, a pair of plastic pods which sat on your shoulders, held in place by straps. It was, basically, a magic detector, but it was tuned to detect hits from MagiTag weapons which it converted into a simple display: green was good, yellow was wounded, and red was dead. Two yellow hits made for a red, or you could go right from green to red if a precise enough hit was registered. Military models gave more detailed information on where you had been hit.
The weapon Nava was using was a pistol, but there were carbine and rifle versions available. They were hardwired to cast a single spell, powered by a quintessence battery, a Q-Cell, in the form of a magazine which slotted into the grip. You got six shots per magazine and there were ten people in each game. That meant you had to swap magazines at some point and you had to be somewhat careful since you got three spare magazines to work with. Miss too often and you would be out of ammo and a sitting duck.
Nava did not miss. However, the basic messenger pulse spell the weapons fired had no penetration and there was the issue of limited ammunition in each magazine. In close quarters like this, she would normally have dispensed with a weapon, done her aiming by hand, and been able to keep shooting until she was exhausted. But this was a game and you had to abide by the rules.
Abiding by the rules, Nava turned a corner and spotted her last adversary more or less where she had expected him to be. He also saw her, and his pistol began to rise so that he could take aim. Nava squeezed the trigger of her pistol, not bothering to lift it from where she was holding it beside her right hip. On her target’s left shoulder, a large, glowing panel went from green to red and that was almost immediately followed by a horn sounding to indicate that the match was over. Nava’s target – a handsome young man with a shock of blonde hair and bright blue eyes – sagged his shoulders in mock resignation and then gave Nava a broad grin full of very white teeth. Well, he was good humoured in defeat.
‘You’re good,’ he said as they closed the range between them on the way to the exit. The match was being held in one of six arenas the school had for training purposes. This one was, supposedly, meant to mimic an urban environment, though it lacked buildings you could actually enter. It was a good thirty metres on each side, which was plenty of room for a ten-man match. ‘I haven’t seen you before, but are you really a first year?’
‘I am,’ Nava admitted, ‘though I have had some training prior to coming here.’
‘Obviously. I’m Francis Goretti Orlando, third-year combat stream.’
‘Nava Ward, first-year support stream.’
‘No way!’ Francis was a good fifteen centimetres taller than Nava and he looked down at her with a genuine expression of shock on his face. ‘What’s a girl with your talent doing in the support stream?’
A slight smile touched Nava’s lips. ‘Learning. There isn’t much this school can teach me about killing people, so I’m on the support stream, learning how to keep them alive.’
‘Well… damn. You’re going to join the club though, right? I mean, to keep your hand in. You don’t want to lose your edge while you’re learning to cast barrier spells.’
‘I’m considering it and for that reason. You’re a member?’
‘Yeah.’ Francis pulled himself up straighter. ‘I’m actually one of the best we have. Not the best, but I’m working on it.’
That was a little disappointing, but Nava decided saying so would be politically incorrect. ‘As I said, I’m considering joining. Perhaps we’ll get a rematch at some point soon.’
‘I’m looking forward to that.’
~~~
‘Who would do something like that?’ Melissa asked. She was sitting at Nava’s table, drinking coffee. Nava had managed to get her food situation sorted out by this point, but Melissa still had a habit of bringing coffee over anyway.
‘Take a shot at Tracey Spears?’ Nava looked thoughtful briefly. ‘Well, if I had to guess, someone who doesn’t like her policies.’
‘I don’t even know what her policies are.’
‘You need to get with the programme, Mel. We have to be responsible young adults and consider every candidate carefully.’
‘I just figured I’d vote for Mitsuko. She’s the only one I know, so…’
‘Hm. Well, if you had looked into Tracey Spears’ policies, you would have discovered that one of them is a prioritisation of the school’s budget toward the combat stream students.’
‘But… She can’t say that, can she? The student president doesn’t control the budget.’
‘No, but she can make the suggestion that she does. And if she becomes president, she will undoubtedly be bad for those of us in the support stream. It may be that someone has decided that her blatantly discriminatory viewpoint needs to be eliminated. However, I’m not sure that’s what’s happening.’
‘What do you mean?’
Nava took a drink from her mug and paused, considering her answer. ‘I don’t think this will be the last attempt on a candidate’s life. I don’t believe that Tracey Spears was the only intended target. Which is just one more thing that doesn’t make sense about whoever is doing this.’
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Another speech, another candidate, another venue. Courtney had announced that there would be no more outdoor meetings, so Ryan Fairhaven Corley was about to give a speech to the assembled students in one of the larger lecture theatres normally used by those attending the final two years of school. It was a tiered room with a stage and lectern at the front and curved rows of seats climbing up toward the rear.
At the rear, Nava sat near the middle with Melissa beside her. It was early and Melissa was not needed at the Flight Club stand for a couple of hours, so she had decided she would come along to see what a candidate other than Mitsuko had to say. Apparently, Nava’s little speech about responsibility and proper voting had sunk in. Or maybe she had nothing better to do.
‘So, what’s this guy like?’ Melissa asked while they waited for the last students to come in and for Ryan Fairhaven to get started.
‘Ryan Fairhaven? He is squarely middle-of-the-road. He’s a second year on the combat stream, but all the signs are that he believes in relative equality between the streams. He has no especially exciting ideas either. It’s likely that his tenure would be marked by no changes in anything.’ Nava was watching the stage. Kyle Maynard was standing there in his uniform looking very efficient and very guard-like. He was, Nava assumed, there to ensure that nothing like the event outside occurred here.
‘That’s Kyle Maynard, isn’t it?’ Melissa asked.
‘Yes.’
‘He’s really handsome, isn’t he?’
‘I suppose he is.’
Kyle was, in fact, objectively handsome. He was tall and powerfully built, which lent itself to his current role as watchman. His uniform – which had a gold collar to indicate his position in the SSF – stopped it being obvious, but he had a narrow waist to go with the broad chest and thighs which definitely filled out his slacks fully. He had dark-brown skin, a fairly broad nose, and full lips. His cheekbones were high, and his jaw was strong. His hair was a dark blonde, tousled-looking, and carefully trimmed. Not exactly a military cut, but it probably would have passed muster. He really did look very good in his military-inspired uniform.
‘Here comes Ryan Fairhaven,’ Nava observed.
Ryan was a fairly handsome man too, though he paled in contrast to his guardian. Paled was actually a good description since he was as pale as Kyle was dark. His hair was jet black which made his skin look paler, but both men kept their hair short. Ryan walked out to the lectern at the front of the stage as various images of him appeared on the display wall behind him. He smiled at the audience and waited for them to grow mostly silent. Then he began.
‘Ladies. Gentlemen.’ Short pause. ‘Fellow students.’ It was a statesmanlike beginning. Quite good for a start. Unfortunately, he did not get to say anything else.
Without warning, the lectern exploded. It was not a fiery explosion with lots of shrapnel. Instead, a sphere of white light burst free from the plastic stand, swallowing Ryan whole and continuing outward. Kyle vanished into the light along with the middle of the first row of the audience, and then it began to thin. The second, third, and fourth row remained visible through the glow before the energy which had been released dissipated and the screaming started.
Melissa was one of those doing the screaming, but she cut off suddenly as Nava rose into the air and flew down toward the stage. The scream turned into a squeak, and then Melissa was bringing her own Flight spell to the front of her mind to follow.
Nava swept down to land lightly on the now pitted and burned surface of the stage, her gaze sweeping over it. Chaos had descended upon the auditorium and people were trying to leave as quickly and as inefficiently as they could. Some were looking after their wounded compatriots in the first few rows. Nava gave one glance to what was left of Ryan Fairhaven and then moved toward Kyle. His wonderfully smooth, dark skin was now badly burned. Half his uniform was gone, showing the torn and bloodless flesh beneath it. He was on his feet, but clearly badly hurt and reeling. Courtney was not going to be happy.
‘Nava Ward,’ he said. His voice sounded weak. ‘What are you–’
‘Please shut up and heal,’ Nava told him. The bare flesh, which looked almost like it had been eaten away by acid, began to reform almost immediately. Nava turned away and started for the victims in the first row of the audience.
That was when Melissa flew in from above and landed beside Nava. She took one look at the mess of corroded flesh and bone that had been Ryan and clutched a hand over her mouth. ‘Oh, God.’
‘Are you going to be okay?’ Nava asked. ‘You shouldn’t have come down here.’
‘I can help!’
‘If you’re sure… Keep an eye on Kyle Maynard. He should be back up to full strength by now, but you check him out. Make sure he’s healthy before he starts ordering us off his crime scene.’
‘I can check out Kyle Maynard,’ Melissa said, nodding enthusiastically.
‘Down, girl.’
Melissa went scarlet.
~~~
Courtney was a little beyond unhappy. She was utterly furious. ‘Why is it that, every time something bad happens around here, I find you right in the middle of it?’
Nava found that highly unlikely. ‘I came to hear Ryan Fairhaven speak. Melissa Connelly came with me. I’m trying to listen to as many of the candidates as possible. Naturally, I’ve been to the only two speeches so far.’
‘Right. And the description of this explosion sounds a lot like the spell you used to kill Devin Girard.’
‘It was a release of quintessence,’ Nava replied, ignoring the implicit accusation. ‘A somewhat larger one than my Magic Burst spell. I’m not trained in demolitions, but I’ve seen the result of a C-sized Q-Cell rigged to explode. This looked similar.’
Courtney frowned. ‘A Q-Cell explosion?’ The heat had gone out of her anger in an instant and her analytical brain was picking up the slack.
‘Yes. They can be rigged by anyone sufficiently versed in magitech repair. Modern cells have safety measures to avoid short circuits, but those can be bypassed. Setting one up to explode on command or on a timer would, I’d imagine, require some more specific knowledge. A C cell produces an explosive force roughly equivalent to half a kilo of TNT, though the effects are different. Pure quintessence destabilises matter rather–’
‘I know what that kind of release does. What did you do to Kyle? He was badly injured and in pain. Then he wasn’t.’
‘An Active Recovery spell.’
‘You know how to cast– Obviously, you do.’ Courtney paused, still frowning. ‘Thank you. His uniform is a total mess, but at least he’s okay.’
‘It was my duty to do whatever I could to assist in the situation. This attack further confuses things. The sniper is also a demolitions expert. I don’t believe we are dealing with a student, Courtney Martell. It seems that all of the student president candidates are in danger.’
‘Yeah… I think you’re probably right. We’re going to have to shut down the campaigning until we can find a way to keep them alive to be elected.’
~~~
‘We had eight candidates, now we have three,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Obviously, as one of them, that makes things easier for me, but I can’t see this as any form of good thing.’
‘No,’ Courtney said, sarcasm heavy in her voice, ‘someone died.’ She had assembled all of the remaining candidates in the SSF’s meeting room to discuss the situation. It was going about as well as she had expected.
‘Yes, but it also damages what is supposed to be a democratic process. The reduction in candidates does make your job easier, I’d imagine. You have fewer people to protect.’
‘I want to assign someone to all of you.’
‘Well, I don’t need some sort of bodyguard,’ Tracey Spears stated flatly. ‘So long as you do your job and make sure there are no bombs in the auditoriums, I can handle my own security.’
‘I’ll take someone,’ Sebastian Ranta Voll said. ‘I’m not sure why anyone would want to kill me, but I’m not taking any chances.’
Courtney looked around at Mitsuko. ‘I,’ Mitsuko said, ‘am not stupid enough to refuse the help.’ Tracey Spears bridled some at that comment. ‘However, I’d like to see if I can source my own guardian before I take you up on your offer.’
‘Someone from your family?’ Courtney asked.
‘No, someone from the school.’
Courtney frowned. ‘Who?’
~~~
‘May I come in?’ Mitsuko asked.
Nava frowned, very slightly, but stepped back from the door to allow her in. ‘I’m not duelling anyone this time, so I assume this is not another warning. Do you mind Melissa being here?’
Melissa, sitting at the table, gave Mitsuko a timid grin. ‘Hi.’
‘Hello, Melissa Connelly,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I came to ask a favour of Nava Ward.’
‘A favour?’ Melissa asked.
‘A favour. I would like you to consider being my bodyguard until the elections are done with, Nava Ward.’
‘Her b-bodyguard?’
‘I think that’s my line,’ Nava said. ‘Why?’
‘Courtney Martell has decided that all of the remaining candidates require protection,’ Mitsuko explained. ‘Tracey Spears has declined. Sebastian Ranta has accepted. I would like someone a little less formal than a member of the SSF. I would be grateful if you accepted the position.’
‘W-what about the other candidates?’ Melissa asked.
‘There are no other candidates. The other four have dropped out. And the last is dead, obviously. I understand you were there when it happened, Nava Ward.’
‘We both were,’ Nava said. ‘Melissa assisted with first aid.’
‘Luckily,’ Melissa said, ‘there was n-no b-blood. I don’t get on well with b-blood.’
‘It makes your actions all the more commendable, Melissa Connelly,’ Mitsuko said, smiling. Melissa blushed.
‘You’ve explained why you need a bodyguard,’ Nava said. ‘Perhaps I should have been clearer in my question. Why me?’
‘Because I trust your honesty and because I am confident in your abilities.’
‘Your family could supply a small army, I’d imagine. Won’t they be a little annoyed at you going to an outsider?’
‘Not in the least. Trentons are self-sufficient. My parents will be worried when they hear about what’s going on, but they’ll accept whatever arrangements I make.’
Nava’s eyes narrowed. ‘You haven’t told them?’
‘No, because they’ll be worried. Will you do it? Then I can call them and tell them I have the entire situation under control.’
‘Really? I’m a clanless nobody. Without honour. You believe they’ll be happy with–’
‘Please don’t go there. I can’t argue that you’re not an orphan, but you have as much honour as anyone in the Sonkei clan. I believe you claim not to have as a shield against those of us who might use your parentage against you.’
‘And you called me blunt. Okay, I’ll do it, assuming it won’t interfere with my classes.’
‘It won’t. While I’m in class, the school’s security will deal with anyone meaning me harm. I’m not entirely helpless. I simply want you to be watching my back when I’m outside of class.’
‘Okay,’ Nava said. ‘Then you have a bodyguard.’
Mitsuko smiled. ‘Excellent. I’ll wait while you pack a bag.’
‘Pardon?’
‘My apartment has two bedrooms and if you stay with me, you’ll be able to look after me from morning until we turn in at night.’
‘I don’t think–’
‘Are you crazy?’ Melissa asked. ‘Her place is way better than what we have. You’d be nuts to turn down staying in one of those apartments for a month. I bet her shower is wonderful.’
‘Both of my showers are wonderful,’ Mitsuko said with a smirk.
Nava opened her mouth but concluded that Melissa did have a point. She restarted the statement she was about to make. ‘No, I am not crazy. I’ll pack a bag.’
~~~
‘Do you have any assignments you need to get done?’ Mitsuko asked as she led the way into her apartment. It was quite a change from Nava’s accommodations.
There was a lounge with a big wall screen and comfortable sofas arranged to watch it from. Off to one side of that was a dining table with four chairs. The kitchen was in a separate room rather than just wedged into the same one. There were two, good-sized bedrooms with double beds, wardrobes, etcetera. And the main bathroom had a bath and separate shower along with the usual other fittings. The main bedroom also had a shower room. Everything was clean and fairly new. Lots of subtle shades and very little grey which was the dominant colour in Nava’s apartment.
‘I did that on Friday night,’ Nava replied. ‘This is nice. Very spacious for one person.’
‘I considered getting a roommate. But then I wouldn’t be able to bring anyone back for nights of wild passion without checking with them first.’
‘You have intentions to do that? I’d have thought someone intending to be student president would need to be rather circumspect about that kind of thing.’
Crossing the lounge, Mitsuko pushed open a door. ‘That depends entirely on who I’m having the wild passion with. But, in truth, it’s not terribly likely. I think finding the right person to take to bed is harder than you might think. This is your room.’
‘I don’t really think about taking people to bed.’ Nava walked past Mitsuko and into her bedroom for the next few weeks. It was probably not actually larger than her whole apartment, but you would have needed to take measurements to be sure. ‘I’ll get settled in and we can go over the arrangements for your security. Unless there are assignments you need to complete?’
‘Oh, no. I did mine on Friday as well.’
~~~
‘That’s a nice outfit you’re barely wearing,’ Nava commented as Mitsuko emerged from the bathroom.
The tall brunette was wearing a red robe, barely. It was belted loosely around her waist and was no longer than a miniskirt, and the looseness exposed a large amount of cleavage. The fabric was translucent anyway. The swell of Mitsuko’s breasts was obvious through the material and the outline of her inner thighs was more or less as clear.
Mitsuko smiled. ‘Thank you. I like it. The material feels wonderful against my skin.’
‘I’m sure it does. Should you be wearing it in front of… anyone?’
‘I don’t think I’ve anything you haven’t seen before. You’re free to use the bath if you wish.’
‘I’ll take a shower before bed. Your first public speech is tomorrow afternoon?’
Walking across to the sofa Nava was sitting on, Mitsuko settled down beside her, crossing her legs. Her robe parted to flow over her thighs. ‘At fifteen hundred. There are no classes tomorrow, so several other candidates have… had meetings planned. Sebastian Ranta will be giving his opening address in the morning. I’d like to be there.’
‘So would I. I think it’s important to hear what every candidate has to say.’
‘That’s very responsible of you. We’ll go to see Sebastian Ranta together then. What did you think of Tracey Spears? Before someone tried to shoot her, obviously.’
‘I was unimpressed. If she has policies, she is determined not to reveal them. She speaks of honour and reputation, but she says nothing. It’s like her purpose is to minimise the amount of meaning while using the greatest number of words possible.’
Mitsuko’s grin was positively mischievous. ‘Yes, well, that’s politics for you.’
Nava showed no sign of noticing the grin. ‘I didn’t think that kind of politics existed in the Clan Worlds. Politicians are largely an extinct species.’
‘Anyone who says that hasn’t encountered enough people high up in the clans. Yes, the governance of clan-run worlds falls upon the high-ranking clansmen. The more powerful families essentially run things in every system, but you can’t really rule like that if you don’t have the support of the people below you. There’s still a need for politics, even if it’s just understanding the needs and desires of your people and at least making it sound as though you’re meeting them.’ Mitsuko regarded Nava for a second. ‘You are something of a conundrum.’
‘I am?’
‘Yes. Your abilities are remarkable, that’s one thing. You yourself are something else. You appear to have only one expression. Though I’ve seen a smile and a frown, I think, both are barely different from your disinterested, passive resting expression. You exhibit both amazing awareness and common sense and a degree of naïveté which is quite surprising in this age.’
‘I had a sheltered upbringing,’ Nava responded. ‘I don’t talk about it.’
‘Uncomfortable memories?’
‘Something like that. Some of them are very uncomfortable.’
‘Then I’m sorry for bringing it up. It was not my intention to cause you discomfort.’
Nava raised an eyebrow, just slightly. ‘No, from your mode of dress, I’d say your intention was quite the opposite.’
Both of Mitsuko’s eyebrows rose. ‘Would it bother you if that was my intention?’
Slowly and carefully, Nava lowered her eyes so that she could scan Mitsuko’s body from her toes to the top of her head. By the time Nava’s eyes met Mitsuko’s again, the brunette was squirming. ‘No,’ Nava said, ‘it wouldn’t bother me at all.’
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Mitsuko’s shower was objectively better than Nava’s own one. It had multiple heads, side jets, and it was significantly larger. Everything was controlled from a waterproof touchscreen which let you set pretty much every parameter you wished. Mitsuko had better soap too.
This specific shower came with an additional option which had nothing to do with plumbing. A hand slid over Nava’s hip, onto her stomach, and then began sliding down. A second hand cupped her left breast. Fingers began teasing at her nipple. She pushed up onto her toes to give Mitsuko easier access; the height difference between them was fairly large. However, what she said was, ‘Didn’t you get enough of that last night?’
‘A new lover is something I can never get enough of,’ Mitsuko replied, her lips right beside Nava’s left ear.
‘Really?’ Mitsuko’s fingers found Nava’s clitoris and began to stroke. Nava let out a soft whimper. ‘And how many lovers have you had?’ she asked when her breathing was even once again.
‘Oh, I’ve had–’ Mitsuko stopped herself. Somehow, she doubted that lying to Nava was going to work. ‘I’ve had exactly one. You. I still think that a new lover is something I could never get enough of.’ Mitsuko punctuated the assertion with two fingers, slipping them into Nava with absolutely no resistance.
‘Ah! Well, y-you’re my first too. You know w-we’ll be late to Sebastian Ranta’s meeting if you k-keep this up.’
‘We’ve time. I’ll make it quick.’
‘Liar.’
~~~
‘What did you think, Nava Ward?’ Mitsuko asked.
Nava was busy watching the crowd around them, but she had sufficient processing capacity to handle answering the question. ‘Sebastian Ranta appears to be aiming to get votes by appealing to anyone who sees you and Tracey Spears as too radical. He has no policies other than “Don’t rock the boat.”’
‘Hm. And what about you, Melissa Connelly? What did you think?’
Melissa let out a squeak. ‘M-me? You want to know w-what I thought?’
‘I wouldn’t have asked otherwise.’
‘Yes, of course. Right. Um, I thought he sounded n-nice. Like Nava said, he didn’t really s-say much… Anyway, I already decided to v-vote for you.’
‘Much as I’m grateful, why?’
‘You’re a Trenton Sonkei.’
There was a barely audible sigh which Melissa failed to register. Nava heard it and glanced at Mitsuko briefly before returning her attention to her surroundings. ‘You’re voting for me because of my family and clan?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘No,’ Melissa replied, which surprised both Mitsuko and Nava. ‘Well, sort of, but it’s not because your family is powerful or anything. Well, yes it is, but the point is that you’ve grown up with power. You’re used to it and you know how it should be used. Plus, I thought you were nice when we met in the b-bathhouse. You’re the only one of the candidates I actually know. Well, not know, but I have met you, which is more than I can say for the rest.’
‘I think that was quite carefully reasoned.’
‘If not quite so carefully explained,’ Nava said. ‘We should return to your apartment, Mitsuko Trenton. You need to prepare for your own speech and it’s safer there.’
This time, the sigh was more audible. ‘I suppose you’re right. Melissa Connelly, are you doing anything at the moment?’
‘Uh, no,’ Melissa replied. ‘I don’t need to be on the Flight Club stand today.’
‘In that case, I’d like to invite you to my apartment. Having an audience while I practise my speech would be useful.’
‘I-I-I–’
‘And you can use the shower if you want.’
‘I’ll come.’
~~~
‘That shower is as wonderful as you said it was, Nava,’ Melissa said as she emerged from the bathroom. She was rubbing at her hair with one of Mitsuko’s enormously fluffy, very absorbent towels and wearing a robe that Mitsuko had supplied. It was, therefore, short and a little translucent. Melissa did not seem to have noticed yet.
‘I’m so glad you enjoyed it,’ Mitsuko said, smiling warmly. ‘Do you also like the robe?’
‘It’s wonderful! It feels so silky. Uh, it’s a little short…’ The robe in question was silvery white, glossy, and it fell to mid-thigh on Melissa. Nava figured Mitsuko was somewhere between eighteen and twenty centimetres taller than Melissa…
‘Hm, yes. Why don’t you keep it?’ Mitsuko said.
‘What?! I couldn’t!’
‘You could and can. You think it’s short on you? Imagine it on me.’ Apparently, Melissa did as Mitsuko asked, because her cheeks reddened. ‘I seem to recall that I bought the wrong size. Or maybe I thought a robe which barely covered my dignity was a good idea. Either way, it fits you better and you look good in it.’
‘But–’
‘No buts.’
‘I think it’s thinner than the red one,’ Nava observed. Mitsuko flashed her a glare which probably meant something like ‘You weren’t supposed to mention that.’
‘Thinner?’ Melissa asked, frowning. She looked down. Her frown deepened. Then her cheeks got redder.
‘We’re all girls here,’ Mitsuko said quickly, ‘and you’re just out of the shower. Take the robe, Melissa Connelly. It’ll give me more room to buy one that fits me.’
Melissa’s fists clenched and she stood there trembling for a couple of seconds. Watching her was kind of a nail-biting experience: would she or would she not? ‘I am going to be adult ab-bout this, Mitsuko T-Trenton. You s-saw me n-naked in the b-bathhouse.’ She was losing it and she paused to gather her resolve. ‘I thank you for your lovely gift. I would be honoured to accept it.’
‘In that case, I think we can dispense with the formality. Please call me Mitsuko. No, call me Suki. My friends call me Suki.’
Nava had been granted the privilege the night before, sometime just after Mitsuko’s second orgasm, if she remembered correctly. It was a relief that she would not need to keep using the formal form of address in front of Melissa from now on. ‘The robe does look good on you, Mel,’ Nava said. ‘You have nothing to be ashamed of.’
‘I’m not ashamed,’ Melissa said quickly. ‘I’m shy. Please, Suki, you must also call me Mel, if we’re friends now. You wanted to practise your speech?’
‘Yes,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I really should give it one more read through…’ She waved Melissa to take a seat beside Nava and then paced for a few seconds as she collected her thoughts. Then she turned to her very small audience and opened her mouth to begin. She closed it again and frowned.
‘Is something wrong?’ Nava asked.
‘I was always told that, if you are nervous about speaking in front of an audience, you should imagine them all naked.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes. It has to be the stupidest advice I’ve ever heard.’
~~~
Courtney was on the stage of auditorium one when Nava arrived with Mitsuko and Melissa. The SSF captain was watching a couple of students as they went over the lectern for any signs of tampering. She glanced at the trio and then went back to watching the workers, though her commentary was clearly meant for Nava and Mitsuko.
‘They’re from the Magitech Club. Two of the best technicians they’ve got. I couldn’t find anyone with demolitions experience, but these two’ll know if there’s anything out of place in here. And I got a couple of people who can cast Sorcerer’s Eye to check the cabling void under the stage.’
‘You still haven’t figured out how they got the device into auditorium two, so you’re taking no chances here,’ Nava said. It was not a question; she was summarising her thoughts and figured Courtney would object if she was wrong.
‘That about covers it,’ Courtney said. ‘We’ve been over the security recordings millimetre by millimetre. There’s no way someone got that bomb into that podium without being seen. And yet, they did.’
‘C-could they have t-teleported it in somehow?’ Melissa asked.
Courtney looked around at the timid redhead, who appeared to shrink on the spot. ‘Not an easy trick to pull off, Melissa Connelly. It would take someone with pretty impressive skills to teleport an explosive device into another object with that kind of pinpoint accuracy.’
‘Oh w-well, I’m s-sorry–’
‘On the other hand, they couldn’t have done it any other way either, so we checked the magic sensors. All the cameras are fitted with sensors to detect quintessence surges. The original idea was that it would be used to spot problems quickly by alerting security to impending magical arguments.’
‘Went off all the time?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Whoever thought something like that would work in a magic school was an idiot. So, the automated alerts got turned off, but the data is still recorded. Normally, we ignore it due to all those false alarms, but there was no sign of anything like translocation magic being used in auditorium two prior to the meeting. So, Melissa Connelly, nice try, but no, they couldn’t.’
‘I believe I could have planted a device there,’ Nava said. ‘It’s extremely difficult to detect invisibility effects without specifically looking for them. Your terrorist was probably invisible.’
‘You can cast– You know, I’m just not going to ask you things like that anymore. I’ll just assume that you can cast every spell in the databases and you can correct me when I’m wrong.’ Nava opened her mouth to object, but Courtney just kept on speaking. ‘Invisibility is a possibility I can’t discount. It might explain how the sniper got away from me after the first attack too.’
‘There’s nothing in here that isn’t supposed to be, Courtney Martell,’ one of the two techs said. The other was busy bolting the access panel back onto the lectern.
‘Thanks,’ Courtney replied. She turned her gaze toward Mitsuko. ‘Now it’s up to you not to die on stage.’
‘Thank you,’ Mitsuko replied with a small grimace. ‘I’ll try to get to the end of my speech without the need for life support.’
~~~
Nava had read that people had once expressed their displeasure with political candidates by throwing rotten fruit. It was better than rocks or bullets, she supposed. Mitsuko appeared to be in no danger of getting her dress soiled by tomato juice, or blood for that matter. No one had even thrown an insult thus far and she was wrapping things up. Nava kept watching the audience anyway, just in case.
‘Those who are admitted to the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery are among the smartest and most capable young adults in the Clan Worlds,’ Mitsuko said. Her voice projected well into the auditorium, carrying with it a sense of authority, but also a hint of familiarity. You felt as though she was addressing you, not just a room full of people. ‘Many will go on to serve our society in the Alliance Security Force. Others will advance the science of magic or go on to create new technology which will make life better for our people. But right now, we are all here to learn. We are all students, equal in the eyes of the school’s administration.’
She paused briefly, smiling. ‘“Equal,” you might say. “You sleep in an apartment bigger than my family’s home while I sleep in a shoebox.” Of course, you’re right. We are differentiated by the wealth of our families and the power of our clans. Wealth and power don’t make us better than anyone else – they just give us a better start. Those without those advantages who have made it to this school have earned their right to be here. They deserve more respect, not less.’
Another pause. There were some murmurs in the audience, though Nava could not tell whether they were positive, negative, or both. ‘Those who have chosen to concentrate on non-combat studies in this school are still students,’ Mitsuko went on. ‘They contribute as much to the life of our school as the combat-oriented students do and should be treated with as much respect.’ Louder noises from the audience, though still indistinct. Mitsuko did not raise her voice, but she easily spoke over them. ‘This, then, is what I believe in: fairness. We come to our school to spend six years learning all we can in our chosen fields of magic, but, more, to grow into useful members of clan society. These should be some of the best years of our lives. I intend to make sure that they are, for every student of the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery. Whether you are born into a powerful family or a weak one. Whatever your chosen field of study. Even those without a clan are students, equal under the rules of this school, and all of us should be able to look back on our time here with pride.’
Mitsuko stepped back from the lectern, lowering her eyes, and the audience burst into applause. A wave began at the rear of the seating and swept forward, and the applause became a standing ovation. But not everyone clapped, and not everyone got to their feet. There was nothing to say that combat stream and wealthier students were to take the front ranks of seating while everyone else sat further back, but it was the way things tended to work when no one gave seat assignments. It was noticeable that those more toward the front seemed less pleased with Mitsuko’s speech than those at the back.
‘How did I do?’ Mitsuko asked as she moved to the back of the stage between Nava and Courtney.
‘Depends who you ask, I think,’ Courtney said.
‘You actually presented policies,’ Nava said, ‘which puts you ahead of the others in my view. You had them all listening, even if some seemed to be less pleased with your closing statements than others.’
‘Well, no one tried to kill me, which is a plus,’ Mitsuko said.
‘We haven’t got you back to your apartment yet,’ Nava replied.
‘Remind me to speak to you about optimism, Nava.’
Nava shrugged. ‘Optimists are never pleasantly surprised.’
~~~
‘Were you hoping to get Mel into bed with us this afternoon?’ Nava asked. She was lying with her head on Mitsuko’s shoulder; that worked a lot better than trying it the other way around and, despite the fact that Nava was older by a month, Mitsuko liked the ‘older sister’ vibe the position gave off. Of course, sisters did not usually lie in bed together naked after sex.
‘Hoped is too strong a word,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘I had a couple of fantasies about it, but I realise that she’s too shy to just spring something like that upon. I was quite surprised that she accepted the robe after you pointed out that small detail.’
‘She’s determined to overcome her shyness and sufficiently educated in the dictates of polite society to feel that she should only put up so much resistance to accepting a gift. She was flattered by your attention, though I’m not sure she got half your inferences. She isn’t clueless, but if you want her, you’ll probably have to pursue her more aggressively.’
‘You don’t seem like you’d be upset if I did.’
‘Well, you did seem to wish to include me. However, I’d not be excessively put out if you dumped me for her.’
‘Oh?’ Nava could not see the frown on Mitsuko’s face, but she could hear it in her voice. ‘Another of your peculiarities. You rarely show your emotions. You keep them hidden. I know you have them because, to be a little crude, I’ve seen your sex face, but you act as though there’s nothing behind that mask of yours. Wouldn’t you be even a little jealous of Mel if I took her to bed without you?’
‘I might be jealous of you…’
Mitsuko chuckled. ‘She is gorgeous. She’s so… cute. And her breasts…’ There was a sigh and then a change of subject. ‘I value your opinion.’
‘On Mel’s breasts?’
‘On my chances. You seem to have done a lot of research. I have my own estimates, but what do you think my chances of winning are?’
‘Too early to tell,’ Nava replied. ‘However, I think you have a better than average chance, especially after that speech. You’ll get a strong showing from the support students. Some may be put off by your family and clan, but most will see that as a positive. Among the combat stream, you probably lost some votes today. Those will be pushed toward Tracey Spears. Not every combat student is so convinced of their superiority, however. I don’t believe you’ll see a landslide in your favour, but I believe you’ll win. As things stand.’
‘You’re not just saying that because we’re fucking?’
‘Do I strike you as someone who lets sex get in the way of objective analysis?’
‘Well, no.’
‘Then you can take my analysis as my considered opinion of the current situation with the information I currently have.’
‘See? Now that’s just weird.’
‘Shut up and turn the lights off.’
‘Okay. Lights out.’ The room went dark at Mitsuko’s command. It went really dark since there were no windows in the room to allow light in. Mitsuko liked it that way when she slept. For a few seconds, there was silence. Then… ‘Ah! I thought you wanted to go to sleep!’
‘All I asked was for you to turn out the lights…’
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‘I’m not entirely sure about this,’ Rochester said. He was trailing along behind Nava and Melissa, not entirely happily, as they went to pick up Mitsuko for lunch.
‘I’m her protection detail,’ Nava said. ‘That means I have lunch with her, or she has lunch with us. She opted for the latter.’
‘Sh-she opted…’
‘Yes.’ Lessons were once again in operation. Mitsuko was on the combat stream, so she was in a different class, but lunchtime was another matter and Courtney had made it clear that Mitsuko was to have her bodyguard with her whenever she left the classroom. Nava was not saying it to anyone, but she suspected that Mitsuko preferred Nava’s company at the moment anyway. She was not worrying over what would happen at the end of the month when they would no longer have an excuse to be together. Mitsuko, Nava thought, had not had time to think that far ahead. ‘So long as you remember not to look at her chest, you should be fine.’
Rochester made a strangled sort of sound, but they had arrived at room one-oh-three where Mitsuko had homeroom and most of her lessons. There were still students at their desks, or in groups chatting before heading out for food. Mitsuko was talking to a small mixed group in a casual manner which suggested that it was nothing to do with her run for president. Then again, Mitsuko seemed at ease with more or less everyone when discussing more or less anything, so you never knew.
‘Wait here,’ Nava said as she continued at the same pace into the room, heading directly for Mitsuko. Nava was pretty much at ease wherever she was too. She was within two strides of her charge when one of the men in the group noticed her. His face hardened instantly and Nava suppressed a sigh.
‘What are you doing in here, clanless?’ the man snapped. He was the kind of big, strapping young man who would, in earlier times, have been a jock. He might have been captain of the football team, but football was no longer played in any recognisable form, so he was just a big, moderately handsome blonde with blue eyes and, if Nava were any judge, more muscle than brains. Given that no one got into SAS2 without a fair modicum of brains, Nava was wondering about the use of muscle-enhancing drugs in his training regimen.
Without turning to look who had drawn his ire, Mitsuko spoke before Nava could. ‘Siegmar Tate Orlando, if you cannot keep a civil tongue in your head around me, we will not be friends. Nava Ward has consented to act as my bodyguard during the presidential campaign. I will not see her insulted. She has a name and you clearly know it, so use it.’
Nava gave a shrug. ‘He’s right. I’m clanless. I don’t care what he thinks of me.’
‘All the more reason for me to care.’
‘If you needed a bodyguard,’ Siegmar Tate said, ‘why didn’t you pick one of us?’
‘Because, quite frankly, Nava could beat anyone in this class without much difficulty. I include myself in that list. If you doubt me, recall why you know who she is. Are you ready to leave, Nava?’
‘Yes. Ready when you are. Though sooner would be better. Melissa has been hungry since eleven.’
‘Then we’ll avoid keeping her longer from her food.’ Mitsuko waited until they were outside the room and starting for the refectory before saying anything further. ‘I apologise for Siegmar Tate’s–’
‘Don’t,’ Nava said. ‘Unless you provoked him into saying that just so you could defend me, apologising for him is nothing more than a platitude. I meant what I said. Nothing someone like that says to me bothers me.’
‘You’re too good for your own good.’
‘No. I’m really not. Do you know Rochester Hunt Leighton?’
Mitsuko looked over her shoulder to where Rochester was now walking alongside Melissa. ‘We haven’t been introduced. Good afternoon, Rochester Hunt. I am Mitsuko Trenton Sonkei. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.’
Rochester made a sound which was probably not a word in any known language. ‘Chess is worse than me when he has to talk to attractive women,’ Melissa supplied. ‘He’s pleased to meet you too.’
Mitsuko smiled and went back to looking where she was going. ‘Well, this should make for interesting lunch conversation.’
~~~
Rochester Hunt was in love. At least, that’s what it looked like to Nava and Melissa. Mitsuko had at least as much metaphysics education as he had and seemed happy to talk about it. Nava could keep up with Rochester because she had a greater innate talent for magic, but Mitsuko had been privately educated with a fairly solid basis in the science of magic drummed into her even before she started at SAS2. It was a match made in heaven, so long as he remembered to keep his eyes fixed on Mitsuko’s face.
‘Of course,’ Mitsuko said, ‘historically, native talent for sorcery was how it all began. It’s not surprising that the science is easier to understand when you have strong talent.’ The subject had drifted a little, because Melissa was looking embarrassed at her inability to keep up. Now they were discussing why Melissa was having trouble while Nava was not – so much – despite the fact that they appeared to have roughly equal basic knowledge of the subject.
‘It is?’ Melissa asked.
‘Oh, well yes, that’s true,’ Rochester agreed. ‘Tamara Edison Erickson’s magical talent was only confirmed several years after her first metaphysics paper was published in twenty eighty-three on the old calendar, but she was a sorceress, if only a latent one. Her talent allowed her to see something in an unpopular quantum gravity theory, loop quantum gravity, which no one else had seen. While her work was initially scorned as pseudo-science, experimental evidence began to pile up and she saw her theories recognised and turned into reality within her lifetime.’
‘Including faster-than-light space travel,’ Melissa said, a little gleefully. ‘First successfully tested in twenty-one thirty-one.’
‘Indeed.’
‘Without that, we’d probably never have been born. Humans would probably still be stuck on Earth and that’s no place to bring up kids.’ Melissa frowned. ‘It’s been over five hundred years, whichever calendar you use, you’d think things would’ve got better there by now.’
‘We, by which I mean humans of the past, made a terrible mess of the place,’ Mitsuko said. ‘We could go back and, perhaps, speed things up a little. We’ve developed terraforming techniques which might help, but those are mostly aimed at warming up cold planets and getting a viable atmosphere. We know that Earth can recover on its own, but the processes are slow and helping them along would be horrendously expensive. Frankly, aside from nostalgia, there’s no reason to make the place habitable again. The only reason for owning a planet is living space, and we have plenty of that on the much more pleasant worlds we’ve colonised.’
‘People live there,’ Rochester put in. ‘Not many, but there are a few hardy souls who refused to leave or became obsessed with going back.’
‘Or who want to be largely unobserved by the rest of society. The Earth system is within Clan Worlds space, but no clan claims it and the ASF only goes there when there’s a specific reason to. If you want somewhere to hide, Earth can be a very effective hideout. So, a lot of the people living there are, frankly, criminals. You’re very quiet, Nava.’
Nava looked up from her food, which happened to be a Shinden speciality today: rice cakes known as onigiri. ‘I’ve nothing to add to the conversation.’ Her gaze swept out and around the hall once again, looking for trouble as she had been for the last twenty minutes. She dropped her onigiri and got to her feet, pushing her chair back. For a brief instant, it seemed like the chair had fallen, hitting the ground with a bang, but the chair was still standing, and the bang repeated. There was also screaming, shouting, and the start of spreading panic. ‘Melissa, if you would protect Mitsuko,’ Nava said as she started forward, ‘that would be very helpful. I’ll deal with him.’
Him was a student. He was dressed in the usual male uniform and he looked about right for a first or second year. Dark hair, mid-brown skin, dark eyes. Holding a combat shotgun which he seemed to be randomly firing at anyone who came into his line of sight. There were three students down now. One of them would never be getting up and the other two looked bad. There was no cover in the refectory aside from the tables and no one seemed to know what to do about a man using a purely physical, somewhat archaic weapon to attack them. It was mostly first years in this refectory: they had not had battle tactics drilled into them yet.
‘Hey, you!’ Nava yelled. The shout was far more effective than she had expected it to be. There was a slight pause and then the gunman yanked his weapon up to his shoulder and began to spray heavy lead slugs in Nava’s direction, walking forward as he fired. Mostly, the weapon’s recoil was making it inaccurate; the walls and ceiling were going to need work, but few of the slugs were on target. One slammed into a force field a centimetre or so from Nava’s skin, flattening into a pancake and causing a shimmering ripple in the air. Another round hit its mark and was equally ineffective. Behind Nava, a Force Wall Melissa had put up shattered as a stray round hit home, but that bullet was stopped too before it could reach anyone else.
The gun stopped firing and it seemed to take the man a second to realise that his drum magazine was empty. He reached for it, pulling it free and letting it drop as he reached for a second magazine hanging from his tunic’s belt. That was when Nava’s fist smashed into his jaw. The impact ripples in her own force armour expanded out from the point of contact. The man’s head snapped back on his neck, jerked forward again, and then he was crumpling onto the tiled floor, his empty weapon clattering as it fell beside him.
Nava glanced around at the others. No injuries, and Mitsuko was using her ketcom, almost certainly to contact Courtney. Melissa had put up another Force Wall, replacing the one which had fallen. She was shy and she fainted at the sight of blood, but she functioned well in a combat situation. Turning, Nava started toward the students who had been hit before she intervened. Maybe some of them would survive the experience, if they were lucky.
~~~
‘He’s still alive,’ Courtney said. ‘Did you feel some sudden urge for compassion or something?’
They were in the infirmary. All the living injured had been taken to the infirmary, though two of them were basically there for a check-up; Nava’s magic had brought them back from the brink of death and they were going to be fine. The gunman was still unconscious, and now he was fixed to the bed by secure straps. Nava was fairly sure that was unnecessary, but she had said nothing when it had been done.
‘He isn’t my enemy,’ Nava said.
‘He was shooting at you with a fully automatic combat shotgun. If that doesn’t make him an enemy, what does?’
Nava regarded the man in the bed. His name was Enrique Tapia Espanola. He was a first-year student in the combat stream, an unremarkable member of the student body who had, apparently, elected to go hog-wild with a shotgun in the school’s first-year refectory. ‘When he wakes up, he’s going to have a ridiculous story about a waking dream of some form. He’ll say he was trapped in his body and unable to stop himself. All he could do was watch as he gunned down his fellow students.’
‘Insanity plea?’
‘I should listen to what he has to say. Have you ever heard of the Puppetry spell?’
Mitsuko swore under her breath, her eyes flashing. Courtney’s eyes widened and then narrowed. Melissa and Rochester just looked confused. ‘I haven’t,’ Melissa said.
‘It’s illegal on every one of the Clan Worlds,’ Mitsuko said. ‘For good reason.’
Nava shrugged. ‘As a policing tool, it would actually be quite effective and entirely non-lethal. It allows a magician to take control of a subject’s voluntary nervous system, Mel. It’s not mind control. The subject is fully aware but can’t control their muscles. If you’re skilled in its use, you can make your puppet appear almost normal, but it’s very hard to animate everything and the eyes suffer the worst. They tend not to focus properly because the magician can’t look through them. For the same reason, the eyes are often a little off in their aim, so to speak. In this case, the puppeteer was not bothering with facial animation at all.’
‘You’ve seen it used before?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘I’ve… seen it before, yes.’
‘Can you use it?’ Courtney asked, her voice hard.
‘I can’t.’
‘But we’ve only your word for that.’
‘Courtney,’ Mitsuko snapped.
The captain of the SSF dipped her eyes away. ‘I apologise. That was… uncalled for.’ Her eyes lifted to look once again at Nava. ‘You don’t actually care, do you?’
‘I care that you’re wasting your time attempting to find some reason to dislike me when there’s a killer wandering around our campus,’ Nava replied evenly. The corners of her lips shifted slightly upward. ‘Another killer.’
‘Nava, you’re not–’ Mitsuko began.
‘I killed Devin Girard. However, I was not just referring to me. There are a number of students and teachers here with blood on their hands. That includes Courtney Martell. The problem we have is that someone on the campus is perfectly happy to use mass murder as a cover for whatever scheme they have in mind. I don’t believe they’re a student.’
‘Someone from outside?’ Mitsuko asked, frowning. ‘It’s difficult to believe anyone could infiltrate the school’s security and go unnoticed for this long.’
‘The skillset suggests a particular type of terrorist. A certain… faction.’
Courtney jumped as though she had been shot. ‘You’re not serious!’
‘Emotion Control, Puppetry, Invisibility. It suggests one of their operatives.’
‘Emotion Control? You’re lumping that fight at the judo demonstration into this?’
Nava nodded. ‘I am. They like to cause chaos. Their aim is to destabilise the clan system and destroy the Clan Worlds.’
‘Who?!’ Rochester almost yelled. Frustration was making him assertive; he really seemed to hate not knowing something.
Courtney glowered at the floor and lowered her voice. ‘The Redwing Faction. No one is to repeat that to anyone in the school. I’m telling you now so you won’t bug Nava Ward about it and end up spreading the rumour.’
‘They’re supposed to be extinct,’ Rochester said. ‘Didn’t the ASF wipe out the last of them last year?’
Melissa nodded. ‘It was all over the news last April. They had some sort of base on Earth, of all places, and it was raided and destroyed.’
‘Anyone who thought that was their only operating base was a fool,’ Nava replied. ‘It was foolish of the Clan Council to suggest the Redwings were finished after that operation. I don’t believe they’ll want it blabbed about that a Redwing operative is here causing trouble.’
‘No,’ Mitsuko said. ‘They won’t.’ She sighed. ‘Now I’m going to have to call my family.’ She turned to Nava. ‘You’re quite sure that this is them?’
‘No. I can’t be absolutely sure. But this is the kind of operation they run, using the kind of magic they use.’
‘How do you know all this?’ Courtney asked.
‘I’m not at liberty to discuss that.’ Nava regarded Courtney’s exasperated expression and shrugged. ‘Everyone has their secrets, Courtney Martell. If you wish to find out what mine are, you’ll need to ask someone other than me.’
‘Who?’
Nava’s lips twitched again. ‘I’m not at liberty to discuss that.’
~~~
‘Courtney’s not going to let it go,’ Mitsuko said. She was speaking quickly, between moans, gasps, and the occasional whimper. ‘She’ll dig.’
Nava lifted her head briefly. ‘I’m aware. And you won’t?’
There were some unrecognisable sounds and then, ‘Maybe. Maybe I’ll find a… way to get it out of you.’
‘Torture? That doesn’t work, you know.’
‘There’s more than o-one way to t-torture someone. What you’re d-doing now c-could be c-considered– Ah!’
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‘Quintessence. Can someone explain to me what it is?’ Pause. ‘Anyone other than Rochester Hunt?’
The speaker was Lambert Stenger Mendel, metaphysics teacher to class 12C. He was an adequate metaphysics teacher, maybe even a quite good one. He was an older man with an academic background, though his age barely showed thanks to modern medicine. His brown hair had no grey in it, his body was moderately fit for someone who spent his life in classrooms and labs, and his blue eyes were clear. He hated it when the only person willing to answer his questions was Rochester. Nava put her hand up.
‘Nava Ward?’
‘Quintessence is the fifth fundamental force, the other four being gravitation, electromagnetic, and the strong and weak nuclear forces. At its most basic level, quintessence is responsible for the phenomena formerly known as dark energy and dark matter. It moderates the force of gravity depending upon its energy density in a particular location. A peculiarity of quintessence is that it can both affect and be affected by sentient minds. It is the fundamental energy source and active component of all forms of sorcery.’
‘Very good, Nava Ward,’ Lambert Stenger said. ‘Today, we will be going over the mathematics of quintessence theory so that you all understand how variance in the scalar field affects the universe and your magic. The explanation you’ve just heard is a simplification of the true nature of quintessence, but it is the one we give when discussing the subject at its most basic level and it meets our needs when using quintessence to enact changes in reality.’
It was, Nava thought, probably going to be a tough but boring lesson. She had a moderately good grasp on the basics of quintessence theory. You needed it to do even the most basic of magical improvisation. Knowing how quintessence worked was pretty basic to magic of any form, but she supposed they had to go over it in the first year because there were bound to be some students who had no education in metaphysics at all.
Her desk flashed up a message window and Nava’s eyes flicked to it. A message from Mitsuko, which might be important. Besides, Nava could split her attention between that and Lambert Stenger without difficulty. A gesture opened the message. All it said was ‘Are you free on Saturday night?’ That was going to need clarification at lunch.
~~~
‘I’ve been invited to a family party,’ Mitsuko said at lunchtime.
‘A party?’ Nava asked.
‘That’s what it’s called, but it’s more of a political gathering. Boring, but I’m required to attend. I would like you to escort me.’
‘As your bodyguard? I would have thought that the Trenton family could handle its own security.’
‘It’s overkill, but considering the situation and our, um, suspect list, I would feel happier if you were there to handle security at a personal level.’
Nava looked at Mitsuko for a long second, holding her eyes. Mitsuko looked back, a slight smile on her face which spoke of encouragement rather than mischief or deception. ‘I don’t have clothing suitable for some high-society dinner party.’
‘It’ll be catered, obviously, but it’s more of a buffet than a dinner. Your table manners will not be found wanting. I’ll take care of a suitable dress. Don’t worry about that.’
‘You can’t say no,’ Melissa put in. ‘The Trenton family is one of the most powerful on the planet! You won’t get the chance with that kind of company very often.’
‘That is not an encouragement to go,’ Nava said. ‘I have no fear of inadvertently insulting someone due to bad manners, but those are not really my kind of people.’
‘Then I suppose I’m not,’ Mitsuko said. She did not sound especially affronted.
‘You are a student here, just like me and… I suppose I shouldn’t judge other members of your family without meeting them.’
‘I assure you that some of them grate on my nerves. Others, however, do not.’
‘And I did agree to act as your security until the election is decided. If you have concerns, I should be there. You are asking a lot of me, Suki.’
‘I know,’ Mitsuko replied, smiling brightly. ‘I’ll make it up to you somehow.’
‘Hm. How are we getting to wherever this junket is happening?’
‘It’s taking place at my family home. Family home as in the house my parents own. They’ll send transport for us. All you need to do is have an overnight bag ready on Saturday evening.’
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‘That’s the transport?’ Nava asked. The school had a heliport because it was not exactly close to anywhere and sometimes important people needed to get there in a hurry. Actually, important people who had to visit the school were almost always in a hurry, so the heliport saw reasonable use. Today, the Trenton family had been given permission to land a tiltrotor there. It was now visible on final approach.
‘That’s it,’ Mitsuko said.
‘That’s a combat aircraft, Suki. Your family has sent something designed for ground suppression during infantry landings to pick us up.’
‘I guess they’re taking security seriously.’
‘How do they even own something like that?’
Mitsuko shrugged. ‘Sonkei clan.’
‘Right. How long are we going to be in the air?’ Nava checked her ketcom; it was six in the evening.
‘Around ninety minutes. We’ll have about thirty minutes to get changed. Uh, do you have any makeup with you?’
‘In case you hadn’t noticed, I don’t really wear makeup.’
‘I’d noticed. We’ll use some of mine. You should really go the whole way if you’re going to dress up for this.’
‘Is it too late for me to turn around and run screaming for my apartment?’
Mitsuko shook her head. ‘I don’t believe you’d run screaming from anything, never mind a social gathering.’
‘There’s a first time for everything.’
The Trenton Mansion.
The flight proved uneventful. That was fine with Nava since, given what they were flying in, anything that might have been a threat was also something she would not have been able to deal with. The aircraft came with six miniguns, twin multibarrel rocket launchers, chaff and flare dispensers, multimode radar and lidar, a fully stocked galley, very comfortable seats which reclined into beds, and two very attractive cabin crew, one of each sex. Admittedly, the galley, seats, and crew were not going to help in a fight, but they did make the journey seem to pass quicker.
After roughly eighty minutes in the air, Nava was looking down upon the estate which Mitsuko had grown up on. There was a substantial amount of open country nestled against a low, weathered mountain range to the north. There were a few small forests, a couple of lakes, but much of the ground was grassland of one type or another. From the air, you could see various houses dotted around the area. Not small homes either; these were small mansions with a couple of wings each, outdoor swimming pools or tennis courts. Only the one they were flying toward had a helipad.
Mitsuko’s ‘family home’ looked more like the residence of a planetary ruler. It was a big, multilevel mansion with both indoor and outdoor swimming facilities, courts for tennis and basketball, and a carefully maintained formal garden which, to Nava’s untutored eye, appeared to include elements of both Japanese and European garden design. It was impossible to be sure what was inside the buildings – aside from the pool which had windows all around and was obvious – but Nava doubted she would be able to think of anything the place would be missing.
‘So, this is how the other half lives,’ Nava commented as the tiltrotor dropped toward the landing pad.
‘Not half,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘My parents are probably firmly in the one percent. That doesn’t bother you, does it?’ She answered her own question before Nava had managed to part her lips. ‘No, of course it doesn’t. Do you ever get upset about anything?’
‘Of course.’
‘Just not social disparities.’
‘My worth as a person is not diminished by someone having more possessions than me. For that matter, it’s not diminished by someone thinking they are my superior.’
‘Good answer. Just remember that you’re my guest and here as the guest of my parents.’
‘Oh? You didn’t mention the latter.’
Mitsuko smiled. ‘I didn’t? Well, they agreed to my bringing you and said that they were happy to have you here. My parents are quite progressive. My father spent eight years in the ASF before returning home when his father died. He left with the rank of commander having worked his way up from second lieutenant. My mother… My mother is going to look like she belongs in an old movie about feudal Japan, but she’s a modern woman with modern ideals. Their marriage was arranged, but they have much in common and were quite happy with the arrangement.’
‘If you don’t mind me asking, how Japanese are you? You have the name and some of the looks…’
‘My mother is pure Japanese. She was originally a Maki Sonkei. My father is… somewhere between a third and a half Japanese with the rest being English, Canadian, and French. I’ll let you do the math. I get most of my looks from my mother and my height from my father. Weirdly, my elder siblings take after our father, while me and my younger sister take after our mother.’
‘Genetics are random.’ There was a slight bump as the aircraft’s wheels hit the concrete. ‘And we’re here.’ Nava grabbed her overnight bag – containing some toiletries and a change of underwear – and got to her feet. She pointedly put herself in front of Mitsuko at the door of the cabin, which seemed to surprise the woman waiting to open it. Mitsuko appeared to think this absolutely normal so the attendant said nothing.
As soon as the door was opened, Nava walked down the steps, which had extended from the hull, and scanned their immediate environment. The house was to the west and north. There was a clear view of over a kilometre to the south and east, but the tiltrotor blocked a clear shot from the south. A sniper could have been waiting out there in the grass, but that could not be helped.
A man was waiting on the edge of the pad to the east. He was dressed in the uniform of an ASF officer. Nava could just about make out the rank insignia of a lieutenant commander in the naval branch. He was tall, rugged. His body was not muscular exactly, but he clearly maintained a high level of fitness. He was not exactly handsome, but you could not deny that he had a sort of ‘action adventurer’ attractiveness, like someone off the cover of a trashy ‘rescue the damsel’ romance novel. He had to be Mitsuko’s elder brother.
And the child hiding behind his legs had to be the youngest sister. She looked a lot more like Mitsuko than the brother did. He appeared to have sprung from European stock, while she looked like a Japanese child, though the yukata she was wearing possibly prejudiced Nava’s opinion. She was certainly a cute little thing with her long black hair, large dark eyes, and pink-and-silver abstract yukata. Nava figured there was every chance that she would grow up to give Mitsuko a run for her money in the beauty stakes.
Turning slightly, Nava gave a tiny nod to Mitsuko and her charge tripped down the steps carrying her own bag. They were both still in school uniforms and they had flown north to get to the mansion. The cooler air was noticeable on their arms and Mitsuko appeared to be quite keen to get inside. She was hampered in this by a shriek of ‘Onee-chan!’ and the envelopment of her legs at the knees by a pair of small but strong arms.
‘Onee-chan?’ Nava asked.
‘Older sister,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘It’s an affectation she picked up from Mother. This is my youngest sister, Michiko. Say hello to Nava, Michiko.’
Michiko looked a little reluctant to let go of her sister’s legs, but her social conditioning kicked in and she stepped back to look up at Nava. ‘Hello, Nava-sama, I am Michiko Trenton Sonkei. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.’ A hand was thrust out for Nava to take.
Quite seriously, since Michiko was being quite serious, Nava took the girl’s hand and shook it. ‘Thank you for your warm welcome, Michiko Trenton. The pleasure is all mine.’
And then, before anything else could be said, Michiko went on. ‘Please allow me to introduce you to my Onii-sama, Lieutenant Commander Ruben Trenton Sonkei.’ This was all delivered in perfect English without any accent. Clearly, Michiko had had an excellent education thus far, as was to be expected.
‘Ahem.’ Ruben looked a tiny bit embarrassed to be introduced by his little sister, but he was an officer in the naval branch of the Clan Worlds’ military and he rallied quickly. He held out a hand. ‘Pleased to meet you…’
‘Nava Ward,’ Nava said, not taking the hand until she had judged his reaction. His reaction was barely noticeable and his hand remained unwavering. She took it firmly and shook. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lieutenant Commander.’
‘What are you doing here, Ruben?’ Michiko asked. ‘Shouldn’t you be on a ship somewhere keeping space safe from pirates and other criminals?’
‘The Pride of Shinden is in port for routine maintenance,’ Ruben replied. ‘Our parents asked that I attend tonight and my captain saw no reason to deny the request.’
‘The Pride of Shinden?’ Nava asked. ‘That’s a battleship, isn’t it?’
Ruben raised an eyebrow. ‘It is, Nava Ward. One of five in the ASF.’
‘Brother Ruben is a gunnery officer,’ Mitsuko supplied. ‘He’s training to be a strategy specialist.’
‘Hm,’ Ruben said, ‘and, as such… Please don’t take this the wrong way, Suki, but why have you taken a first-year student in the support stream as your bodyguard? The family could have–’
‘Nava is a friend,’ Mitsuko said, ‘and will not disrupt things at school by her very presence. Beyond that, she is perceptive, fast, and merciless. Her combat skills are easily better than the majority of the students in the school and quite on a par with most of the security personnel our parents employ. Since you know so much about her, I can’t believe you haven’t reviewed the recording of her duel with Devin Girard, so I’m surprised that you’re questioning my decision.’
Ruben glanced down at Michiko, who was watching the exchange with interest, and clearly decided that he was not going to go into details regarding the duel in front of a child. ‘I watched the video and read the report. I… suppose you have a point. If our parents trust your choice, I doubt it’s a bad one.’
‘Thank you. Let’s get inside. You and Michiko have more cloth to keep the cold out than we do.’
‘Of course.’ Ruben turned and started for the house. Michiko took Mitsuko’s hand in a grip which brooked no argument and they set off together, Nava bringing up the rear. ‘Mother and Father would’ve been here to greet you, but…’
‘I’ve been involved with organising something like this before. I understand. Is there anyone here I should know about?’
‘Hm…’ Ruben glanced back toward Nava. ‘Uncle Spencer is here.’
‘Has he started drinking?’
‘Probably.’
‘We can handle him. Anyone else?’
‘Nobuyuki and Rhianna Greyling are here.’
‘Really?’ Mitsuko sounded surprised.
‘Yes. I mean, they’re good people, for Greylings, but you should know they’re here.’ An interesting choice of phrasing. Nava decided to ask more about the Greylings when she had Mitsuko alone.
They entered the house through a door which only opened when Ruben passed his ketcom over a sensor. The security seemed reasonably solid. Inside was a corridor which led away in two directions and seemed to be a throughway with no doors off it. Ruben turned to the left and stopped, turning to face the newcomers.
‘I’ll leave you to get settled,’ he said. ‘Michiko, let your sister and her friend get changed in peace.’
‘But–’ Michiko began and then pressed her lips firmly together. She was not going to object further, but she was not happy either.
Mitsuko dropped to one knee to bring her eyes down to her sister’s level. ‘Are you being allowed to stay up for some of the party?’
‘Until ten o’clock.’
‘In that case, you’ll see me and Nava for a couple of hours before then, and we’ll be here in the morning too.’
‘Okay.’
With that sorted out, Mitsuko led the way to the right and into a wing of the house with two floors. Up a flight of stairs and then along another corridor – this one with doors on it – they ended up in a small suite of rooms which, it turned out, were Mitsuko’s rooms. There was a large bedroom with double bed, a separate dressing room with a walk-in wardrobe attached, a bathroom easily larger than Nava’s apartment at the school, and even a small kitchen.
Nava looked around, came to a conclusion, but then asked anyway since she wanted no confusion. ‘Where am I sleeping?’
‘In my bed,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘Just to be clear, I’ll be sleeping in it too. Before you ask, yes, my parents are perfectly happy with that arrangement.’
‘If you say so. You said you’d have something for me to wear?’
‘It should have arrived. We have a fabricator facility on-site. I sent the requirements yesterday, so your outfit should be waiting in the dressing room. Oh, I asked for something which would go with those wonderful boots of yours. You can keep them on.’ As she spoke, Mitsuko set off into the dressing room and Nava followed. It had a dressing table with an array of makeup products on it and a couple of bench-style seats, and the door to the walk-in. On one of the seats was a box and Mitsuko pointed to it. ‘That’ll be your dress. I’ll go find something suitable in my collection.’ And she vanished into the wardrobe, leaving Nava to handle her own clothes herself.
Nava opened the box – formed of recyclable plastic – and immediately wondered whether Mitsuko was trying to trick her. And if there was no subterfuge, then she had to wonder what sort of party she was going to. The box contained a dress and some panties, both in black which did go with her boots. The panties were mostly a lacy fine mesh with a strategically placed panel obscuring the most important area. That would have been bad enough, but the dress was composed primarily of mesh too, meaning that the panties were going to be visible under it. When she pulled the garment out to get a better look, it turned out to be a short, sleeveless design with a wide vent at the front and a pair of opaque panels which would cover her breasts. Part of her breasts since the vent would leave a lot of cleavage and her navel on display. What was Mitsuko thinking? Well, what the Hell.
The boots had to come off so that Nava could take off her leggings, so she started from naked and pulled on the new outfit before putting her boots back on. Then she turned to a huge mirror which took up a substantial portion of one of the room’s walls and examined herself. The dress would have been risqué even without the fabric. It was above mid-thigh and there was that vent. With the mesh fabric, Nava thought she looked like someone dressing for a club who was determined to get laid.
Mitsuko had not emerged from the wardrobe yet. ‘Is this really suitable for a high-society clan family party?’ Nava called over her shoulder.
‘If you’re unmarried,’ Mitsuko called back. ‘Married women are expected to dress more formally, though the trend over the last decade or so has been for… more risqué gowns? I think that’s the best way to describe it. In society, the rule has become “If you’ve got it, flaunt it.”’
‘And you think I have it to this extent?’
‘I’d accuse you of fishing for compliments, but I suspect you genuinely don’t understand how attractive you are. I can understand that from Mel, who is a shy girl at the best of times, but not in someone with your confidence.’ Mitsuko’s voice got louder as she spoke the last sentence, and she appeared soon after, dressed for the party. ‘As you can see, I haven’t dressed you up in anything I wouldn’t wear myself.’
Nava would have gawped if she was not more or less physically incapable of that level of expression. Mitsuko was practically naked. Her dress was a bib-fronted design with an extremely low back and a hem which barely covered her crotch. Since the garment was largely composed of fine, black mesh, it did not really conceal anything anyway. The only areas of solid black were the hem, the trim at the sides, and the collar which held the dress up at the front. Mitsuko was wearing a lacy black G-string and pasties under it. She was in outrageously tall high-heeled pumps which lengthened her legs. She looked incredible, but Nava could not believe the girl’s parents would accept their daughter walking around in an outfit like that.
‘Is your plan that I become so aroused that I won’t allow you out of the bedroom?’ Nava asked.
‘You know, the way you speak, it’s very difficult to tell whether you’re joking or not.’
‘I’m aware.’
‘Just wait until you see what the other women our age are wearing. This is nothing out of the ordinary. We need makeup.’ Mitsuko turned to the dressing table and began examining her supplies.
‘I’m going to refrain from judgement until I’ve seen the other guests then,’ Nava said, also stepping over to the table. ‘Keep in mind that I can kill you in one strike and reduce your body to its component atoms. They would never catch me.’
‘Now I’m sure you’re joking.’
‘Really?’
‘No,’ Mitsuko whined.
~~~
Mitsuko was safe from atomic decomposition for another night, but Nava had to wonder how such a ridiculous double standard had developed. The men at the party were either in formal suits or military uniforms. The women… were not. Well, except for a couple of women who were wearing ASF uniforms, and those came with cleavage windows only partially obscured by a mesh cape which was what passed for a ‘dress uniform.’ As Mitsuko had suggested, the older women, the ones more likely to be married, were in gowns, but those gowns tended to be low-cut or have skirts split to the hip or both. The women at a party like this could afford medical and magical treatments to keep them looking young and beautiful for more or less as long as they wished, so the outfits did not show off anything the owners would not wish seen. The younger women… Well, Nava almost felt overdressed.
It was possible, she reflected, that this kind of dress code had developed because it could be developed. Modern social conditioning within the Clan Worlds and most of the other societies had finally done away with gender discrimination and the ‘she’s just asking for it’ culture of earlier centuries. That need not lead to a society where women felt the need to wear basically nothing since they had the freedom to, but it partially explained the female school uniform and Nava figured it was at least one possible outcome of a society like that. She was moderately sure that this undress code did not apply to the lower ranks of society, however. Further research was needed, but that was going to have to wait.
‘Nava Ward, I’d like to introduce you to my parents,’ Mitsuko said. ‘This is Commander Zackery Trenton Sonkei.’
Mitsuko’s father was indeed a tall man and he had indeed given his looks to his son. There was the strong jawline and carefully chiselled features. His hair was dark brown, like his son’s, and Ruben seemed to have inherited his father’s slightly misty-blue eyes. Zackery was bigger, more muscular, and there was a hint of strong intelligence in his eyes, more so than in Ruben’s. He was dressed in a formal black suit with a black shirt beneath it. It made him look like a gangster, but he pulled the look off perfectly. This was a man to be reckoned with, mentally and physically. If he had also been a strong sorcerer, he would have been a real threat, but there was no hint of magic about him.
Nava took his offered hand. 
‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Nava Ward,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard much about you.’
‘The pleasure is mine, Commander,’ Nava replied. ‘I hope what you’ve heard hasn’t been too bad.’
‘On the contrary.’
What had Mitsuko been saying about her?
‘And this is Yuzuki Trenton Sonkei,’ Mitsuko went on, indicating her mother.
Yuzuki bowed to Nava rather than offering a hand. Nava knew enough about the etiquette of Japanese culture to return the bow, with added depth. Mitsuko’s mother was a beauty on a par with her daughter, but shorter. She was wearing a formal kimono in dark blue with a coral-and-white flower design which threw her pale skin into sharp contrast. The height difference between Yuzuki and her husband was even greater than that between Nava and Mitsuko. Yuzuki looked like a delicate china doll beside the big man, but there was an obvious strength in her which Nava thought her daughter had inherited along with her looks. Yuzuki’s hair was probably as long or longer than Mitsuko’s and just as black, but tonight it was piled and pinned into an elaborate style which hid its length. Nava doubted that Yuzuki was the power behind the throne her husband sat upon; he did not need such a thing. Instead, they acted as a couple, their energy shared and complementary. Together, the two of them could shift the world on its axis if they felt the need, and this was the family Mitsuko had come from.
‘Our daughter speaks very highly of you, Nava Ward,’ Yuzuki said once she had straightened her back. Despite the fact that she looked like a figure out of a samurai movie, her English was as unaccented as Mitsuko’s and Michiko’s. She did, however, speak with a careful deliberation, as though selecting her words to be absolutely sure of delivering the meaning she wanted. ‘Other evidence suggests that her choice of escort is… exemplary. You are talented in a number of fields, attractive, everything one could wish for, it seems.’
‘Most people find my lack of obvious expression and apparent emotionlessness off-putting, ma’am. I also have an unpopular view of duelling and I’m entirely merciless in any combat situation.’
Yuzuki’s lips twitched, but that was about the only indication of her amusement. ‘Apparent emotionlessness? A telling phrase. Lack of mercy in combat is precisely what we would seek in our daughter’s guardian.’
‘That’s… fair,’ Nava admitted.
‘We need to circulate,’ Zackery said, ‘but we’re going to talk again later.’
‘I’ll be looking forward to it.’ Nava watched Mitsuko’s parents slide away toward another group of their guests and considered. She was not sure a ‘we’ll speak further’ comment was a good thing.
‘They didn’t frighten you off, did they?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘I’m not sure which of them to worry about more,’ Nava replied, ‘and yet, I don’t feel I really need to worry about them.’
‘They’re my parents and they scare me sometimes.’
‘I can believe that.’
The party was a sprawling affair occupying an entire wing of the house. It happened to be the wing furthest from what could be called the private wing. Here, the space was semi-public, consisting of various lounges with varying exposure to the sun at different times of the day and one room which Nava decided fitted the role of ballroom. It was huge and high-ceilinged, and it even had a small stage at one end which was currently being used by an actual orchestra. Okay, so they were not a big orchestra, but they had all the important instruments plus an electronic section which could make up the gaps. They were playing a mix of formal dance music and more modern stuff which the younger partygoers could ‘dance’ to. Nava was using the term very loosely.
‘Want to dance?’ Mitsuko asked, possibly because dancing would eliminate the need to figure out who she needed to avoid in smaller rooms.
‘You mean “jerk violently in a rhythmic manner which is almost but not quite in time to the music?”’
‘And that would be a no then. I will get you on the dance floor at some point this evening. Maybe a slow dance.’
‘Only if you brought stilts for me to wear.’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘You do have a point…’
‘Mm. I can snuggle up to your breasts and you can look at everyone else over my head.’
‘We’re not that different… Okay, so I can look over your head, but you’d have to bend down a lot to get your face in my cleavage.’
‘A lot?’
‘It wouldn’t be a comfortable dancing position. I wish we could drink. Parties like this would go so much faster if I could have a hangover in the morning.’
‘I doubt that. And the morning would be unpleasant. Alcohol is bad for you, you know. It impairs… performance.’
‘And don’t I wish we were spending the evening performing. Okay, if we’re not dancing or drinking, we’d better wander around like lost lambs and try to avoid Uncle Spencer.’
Nava managed a slight frown. This was the second time Uncle Spencer had been mentioned. She was aware that ‘uncle’ and ‘aunt’ were used to refer to anyone older than you in your family, not just a sibling of one of your parents, so Uncle Spencer need not be a very close relative. But why did he seem to merit specific avoidance tactics?
~~~
Uncle Spencer was a short, fat man – and Nava had never thought she would have to use ‘fat’ in a description of anyone in the Clan Worlds – with a receding hairline and watery, brown eyes. The watery eyes might have been because, no more than an hour into the party, he was as drunk as the proverbial fish.
‘He’s a hundred and thirty years old,’ Mitsuko said as they observed the man from a hopefully safe distance, ‘and a miracle of modern medicine. He’s on his fourth liver, his second pair of kidneys, and his third wife just left him. Frankly, if he wasn’t a genius with stocks and shares, he’d be bankrupt and probably clanless.’
‘How does someone born in this age let themselves go like that?’ Nava asked, genuinely fascinated.
‘He claims it’s the stress of his job. The main problem tonight is that, since he’s currently unmarried, he’ll be looking for wife number four. I mean, being married doesn’t actually stop him, that’s why he needs a new wife, but he’s worse when he’s entirely unrestrained.’
‘Hm. Do I need to protect your virtue as well as your life?’
‘First, I think any virtue I had – and I’m not sure I had any – has been thoroughly eliminated by what we’ve been getting up to for the last week or so. Second, it’s more likely to be me protecting yours. He may be drunk and lecherous, but he still knows what my father would do to him if he made a pass at me. Oh God, he’s seen us.’
Spencer was moving toward them with a grin on his face. Walking was probably not the right word for what he was doing. It was more like his body was leaning their way and his legs were doing their best to stop him from falling on his face. The combined action resulted in forward momentum which did not necessarily look like it could be countered. Somehow, he managed it just before colliding with Mitsuko and he was left standing just a little too close to her.
‘It’s little Mitsuko!’ he exclaimed. ‘I remember when you were no bigger than this.’ His hand came up level with his crotch. It was possible that he meant to lift it higher, but his belly intervened. Either way, Nava was presented with a mental image she really did not need. ‘It’s so nice to see you.’ His face was level with Mitsuko’s chest and his eyes stayed firmly fixed on her pasty-covered nipples as he spoke.
‘Hello, Uncle Spencer,’ Mitsuko said. You could barely tell that her joviality was forced. ‘I’ve been taller than that for quite some time.’
‘Yes, you’re a big girl now. Who’s your friend? Is she married?’ His head turned toward Nava, overshot, came back, registered that he was seeing eyes and angled down by a few degrees. He was nothing if not consistently lecherous.
‘This is my friend from school, currently acting as my escort and bodyguard. She’s neither married nor intending to be.’
‘Bodyguard, eh? What do you need a bodyguard for? What’s her name?’
Nava saw Mitsuko’s face shift briefly into a grimace and steeled herself for whatever was about to happen. There was something else about Uncle Spencer which Mitsuko did not like and Mitsuko thought Nava was not going to like it either. ‘There’s been a little trouble at school, Uncle, so I need someone watching my back. Her name is Nava Ward.’
Spencer’s head snapped back around and this time he was looking up at Mitsuko’s face. ‘You need a bodyguard, so you got some clanless whore to do the job? What were you–’
Mitsuko’s face went flat and her jovial tone vanished. ‘Uncle, I know you’ve been drinking, but don’t you dare insult my friend like that.’
‘Like what? She’s a–’
‘Nava Ward will not take insult from anything you say, Spencer Trenton, which is a good thing since finding a coffin large enough for you would be difficult. However, Nava is my friend and here as a guest of my parents. If you insult her, you insult us. If my father doesn’t take the opportunity to rid the Trentons of the embarrassment you’ve become, I will. Apologise.’
Spencer’s eyes flashed. Well, they would have if they were capable of focusing properly. However, the tone of Mitsuko’s voice seemed to get through even if he could not really see the murderous calm on her face. ‘I apologise if I’ve caused you offence, Mitsuko,’ he said. ‘Please forgive me.’
‘No, but if you stay out of my sight for the rest of the evening, I won’t be tempted to challenge you anyway. Go and sober up.’ Not waiting for a response, Mitsuko turned and headed for one of the room’s doors. It had a number of them. The entire wing seemed to be built like a maze. Nava wondered how many guests were only found days after gatherings like this, surviving on hoarded party snacks while they searched for the exit. She was thinking about that rather than Spencer because the foolish man had been largely expunged from her mind as soon as he was no longer a potential – if virtually non-existent – threat. The same, it seemed, was not the case with Mitsuko.
‘His first wife, Glory, was born clanless,’ Mitsuko said, a little morosely. ‘It was a whirlwind romance. She was working as a table dancer in a club in Alliance City when he met her and they were married within a month. Everyone thought she was a gold-digger, but she became more or less the perfect wife. Gave him a son and a daughter. Then she absolutely skinned him in the divorce settlement and he’s hated anyone without a clan since. Blames that on what happened rather than his drinking and bedding any woman stupid enough to let him.’
‘Your Uncle Spencer?’ Nava responded. ‘I forgot about him as soon as he was out of sight.’
‘Of course you did.’ Mitsuko’s smile was still a bit strained.
‘What happened to Glory and the children?’
‘Oh, they’re doing fine. She might have been here tonight, but if she knew Spencer was coming, she would have declined. She’s still very popular with most of the family and he’s…’
‘Tolerated?’
‘Less and less.’
Nava gave a brief nod. ‘But he’s still part of the family and he won’t be ejected just for being a lecherous loudmouth.’
Mitsuko sighed. ‘Probably not, but I think he’s getting worse. I think there’s an even chance of him really messing up and getting disowned or winding up dead in a duel.’
‘Well, don’t let him spoil the party for you. I really don’t care what he thinks or says about me.’
‘I know. And that just demonstrates how much more evolved you are than he is.’
~~~
‘Ah, there you are,’ Ruben said as he appeared beside Mitsuko as though teleported in. Teleportation was not an impossibility, but relatively unlikely. ‘Follow me.’ Nava was wondering both what this was about and what she would find to do while Mitsuko was busy when Ruben added, ‘Both of you. Father needs to see you.’
‘Did Spencer complain?’ Mitsuko asked, her expression turning down in an instant.
‘What? Not as far as I know. Father had a couple of the servants put him to bed twenty minutes ago. I swear he’s getting worse.’
‘Mitsuko said something similar,’ Nava commented. What she was going to do had been sorted out, but now she was left with wondering why Zackery Trenton needed to see her. It was useless to speculate, but she found herself unable to avoid it as Ruben led the way through the house toward the more private areas.
She had been feeling easier about the evening having put Uncle Spencer behind them. The rest of the Trentons as well as the guests from outside the family either did not bat an eyelid at her orphan status or did an exceptional job of not showing how they felt. Most seemed interested in chatting about how Mitsuko was doing or what they were both up to at school. A few were aware of the current problems at SAS2 and asked about those. Mostly, the conversations revolved around Mitsuko because the people they were talking to knew her, but some made a specific effort to at least try to include Nava. She did not exactly feel part of the family, but the evening was turning out more pleasant than she might have expected.
And now this. What did Zackery Trenton want? A question that became ‘what do all these people want?’ when they arrived at something which looked like a meeting room buried away in the middle of one of the wings. With them inside, there was the sound of locks engaging. Heavy locks. And the door had been a solid-looking thing rather than the usual relatively flimsy office door. What was going on?
‘You’ll be wondering what’s going on,’ Zackery said, ‘but I’d like to get introductions out of the way first. Sit down and we’ll get started. Ruben, would you please distribute some coffee? Some of us probably need it.’
As Ruben went to a coffee machine set to one side and Mitsuko and Nava took seats beside each other at the large oval conference table which took up much of the room, Zackery set about introducing the other people who were there. ‘This is Nobuyuki and Rhianna Greyling Sonkei,’ he said, indicating a couple sitting more or less opposite Nava. ‘They’re… Nobuyuki?’
Nobuyuki was a compact sort of man who set all of the alarms in Nava’s head off. He was not especially tall and his muscle was hidden beneath a very carefully cut formal suit. If she had to guess, the man could break someone in half with his bare hands and without breaking a sweat. His black hair was cut short and a little wild. His eyes were black and hard. Despite his name, there was not even a hint of Asian ancestry about him. The chances that he was a sorcerer were high, and Nava was willing to bet that he was a fairly strong one, probably with a speciality in stealth.
‘We, the Greyling family, are the clan’s trouble-shooters,’ Nobuyuki said.
Beside him, Rhianna smirked. She was a very attractive woman of indeterminate age. Her own black hair was long and formed a dark wave down her back. She had dark-brown skin and eyes and an exotic quality about her, an air of mysteriousness which her minimalist, deeply cowled microdress denied; how could you be mysterious with that much flesh on display? She had a bust which likely exceeded Melissa’s and the looks of a model, but she fitted in perfectly beside her ninja-like killer of a friend.
‘That’s an excellent description,’ she said. ‘If there’s trouble, Nobuyuki shoots it.’
‘And you?’ Nava asked. She was not entirely happy about the way Rhianna was watching her.
‘Oh, I specialise in finding out what the trouble is before Nobuyuki gets to work.’
‘Should you be explaining this here?’ Mitsuko asked. She was frowning. Nava considered that a bad sign.
‘This room is secure, Mitsuko,’ Zackery said. ‘You know that.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘And Nava Ward is here as your bodyguard. She needs to know a few things to make the rest of this discussion worthwhile.’
‘We have checked into Nava Ward’s background,’ Rhianna said. ‘We’re quite happy that she can be trusted with the information we’re prepared to reveal. You’ll recall that she’s on a military scholarship. The ASF is quite sure of her… capacity to compartmentalise.’
Mitsuko sagged. ‘Fine. This is what I hate about Greylings. You people are always more cryptic than a crossword puzzle.’
‘And finally,’ Zackery went on, ‘we have Hyrum Himura Sonkei.’
‘I’m the administrative liaison between the ASF and the Clan Council regarding terrorism,’ Hyrum said. He looked like a man who was used to being in charge, used to being frustrated, and rather world-weary. He had to be at least forty, but beyond that it was hard to tell because he also looked wealthy enough to hold off age as much as he wished. Dark hair cut short, hazel eyes, not really handsome but not ugly either… Hyrum Himura looked like a civil servant.
The reason for the meeting came together in Nava’s head. The same reasoning had obviously occurred to Mitsuko. ‘So,’ the Trenton daughter said, ‘this is about the attacks at the school and the possibility that the Redwing Faction are involved. You got me here under false pretences, Father. “It’s just a family gathering, but it would be good if you could attend. Michiko is missing you.” That’s what you said.’ Her eyes widened. ‘Is this why it was so easy to get an invitation for Nava?’
Zackery waved the objections away. ‘I would want to meet anyone my daughter trusted enough to make them a bodyguard. Don’t be so dramatic, Suki.’
‘We had to deal with Uncle Spencer. I think that’s worth a little drama.’
‘She has a point, Father,’ Ruben said. With the coffee handed out, he was taking a seat beside Zackery – who had the head of the table – and opposite Hyrum.
‘Hm,’ Zackery said, more or less conceding the point. ‘Let’s get started. Ruben got a briefing from the ASF and knows their viewpoint. He’ll be representing them here. We all know the circumstances but to summarise: there have been a number of attacks on the candidates for student president at SAS-squared, two of them fatal. The methods used in some of these attacks suggest that a Redwing Faction operative is behind them, though the exact motive is unclear.’
‘If the Redwings are behind this,’ Hyrum said, ‘there’s an obvious political issue since the Clan Council issued a statement to the effect that the Redwing Faction was effectively destroyed last year. We did advise against such a statement…’ He gave a shrug. ‘I’m actually surprised that it’s taken them this long. Perhaps we did more damage to them than we thought.’
‘The information I was read in on,’ Ruben said, ‘suggests that the base on Earth was one of their most important, but any data relating to other locations and their current operational structure was destroyed before the base was captured. Apparently, a few prisoners were taken, but the most reliable of those had only limited knowledge of day-to-day operations. The ASF’s assessment is that the Redwings took a major blow with the loss of their Earth base but they had to have other resources on other worlds.’
‘Even if these attacks aren’t something new by the Redwings,’ Rhianna said, ‘they need to be dealt with. The pattern so far shows considerable sophistication and a significant degree of ruthlessness. Whoever is behind this, we need them stopped.’ She looked across the table at Nava. ‘Though, I happen to agree that a Redwing operative or operatives seems like the best explanation.’ Nava just looked back; there seemed to be no need for a response.
‘The immediate question,’ Hyrum said, ‘is whether we should involve the ASF.’
‘I can’t speak for the school,’ Mitsuko began.
‘Yet,’ Zackery put in.
‘I can’t speak for the school, but I’d imagine that they would prefer to avoid ASF involvement. The reason the school has the SSF and that it has such extensive powers is to make it self-policing.’
‘Courtney Martell considered calling in the ASF after the attack on Tracey Spears,’ Nava said. ‘I advised against it, principally because I doubted that the ASF could do more to handle the situation.’
‘SAS-squared is a training ground for future soldiers and cops,’ Rhianna said. ‘Courtney Martell is a capable investigator in her own right, but she can call upon people with expertise in a number of fields who can rightly be called geniuses in many cases. She can handle it, as it presents itself currently.’
Hyrum nodded. ‘If we don’t directly involve the ASF, we may be able to avoid some political embarrassment. Personally, I won’t allow that to get in the way of saving young adults’ lives, but some people in the administration will appreciate it. Have we any idea what their aim is?’
There was silence, so Nava filled it. ‘What are the stated goals of the Redwing Faction?’
‘They’ve never issued a manifesto,’ Rhianna said, ‘but they used to be a clan. They started operating a number of criminal enterprises, including piracy, and they were cast out of the Alliance as a result. They became a focus for various disaffected groups and their main goal appears to be the destruction of the Clan Worlds. They want revenge for being thrown out.’
‘They want to undermine the power of the Clan Worlds. A significant element in that power is the sorcery the Clan Worlds have access to. SAS-squared is an important element in the development of that magical power. Undermining the school, weakening it, seems like a likely goal in this instance.’
‘I’m not sure that’s enough, but it is the best explanation we have.’
‘The publicity involved in a successful intervention would reflect badly upon the Clan Council,’ Hyrum said. ‘If they can cause sufficient disruption, they can rub the council’s noses in the fact that they still exist despite official claims.’
‘That,’ Nava said, ‘would require them to do something big. Something which would make the news channels and social media pundits sit up and take notice. So far, even the bomb has been kept out of the public domain.’ She paused. ‘Information management at that school is quite strong.’
‘They guard their independence like lions,’ Zackery said. ‘Part of that is ensuring that the place is never viewed in a negative light. How many of them do you think are involved in this? The Redwings, I mean. Are we talking a small team or one individual?’
‘The skills employed so far would suggest a team. If it’s an individual operative, they are trying to obfuscate their nature and they have wide-ranging capabilities. It’s far from impossible that one person could be doing everything, but a team seems more likely.’
‘The Redwings rarely use single-unit cells,’ Rhianna said. ‘Even if a single operative is doing most of the work, they’ll have someone backing them up. A “handler,” if you like. Someone will be providing logistical aid and passing messages back and forth. They may be directing the operation.’
‘They will be very difficult to smoke out, if they exist,’ Nobuyuki said, ‘but doing so would probably cripple their operation.’
‘I’d imagine you want them alive?’ Nava asked.
The ninja looked at her with stony eyes. ‘That is not necessary. They know the stakes. Every member of the Redwing Faction is subject to the death penalty and those operating at the school have killed students. They know they will be shown no mercy and will act accordingly. They are difficult to extract information from anyway. Taking prisoners takes second place to taking them safely.’
‘I’m glad you see it my way.’
‘Frankly, Nava Ward,’ Zackery said, ‘when it comes down to the safety of my wife and children, I don’t care who is trying to harm them, I’ll see those outsiders dead. I’m entrusting Suki’s life to you. I don’t care who you have to kill to keep her safe, I’ll put all my weight behind you if it should be needed. If you can find out who’s behind this, show them not even the smallest hint of mercy.’
235/2/10.
‘So, what did you think of my family?’ Mitsuko asked as they walked back to her room.
‘I appreciate their faith in me,’ Nava replied. ‘They seem like nice people. I like your mother in particular. I’m not entirely sure what I was expecting of high-ranking members of the Sonkei clan… I suppose I have come to know you reasonably well, but you might have been an aberration. I have to say that, overall, this was a more… decadent party than I was expecting.’
Mitsuko’s cheeks coloured. ‘The pool house and the public baths always degenerate like that toward midnight. That’s one of the reasons we have two bathhouses here. We can still use the one at the back while the service robots are steam-cleaning the one at the front.’
‘Does that kind of thing happen a lot?’
‘I honestly don’t know. Reputedly, some form of orgy is the high point of many a party, but I suspect some of that is exaggeration.’
‘I see. I take it I’m not going to get to meet your other sister?’
‘Amédée is off-world. She’s currently running the Alliance liaison office on Garavain Prime, which happens to be where Courtney is from. I was surprised to see Ruben here, but I suppose that was explained by our secret meeting.’ Arriving at her room, Mitsuko pushed the door open and signalled Nava to go ahead of her.
Nava stepped through, scanning for any signs of disturbance. ‘I assume that makes her a fairly powerful woman.’ Nothing seemed to have changed. Nothing was out of place as she remembered it. No one seemed to have infiltrated the place in readiness for a sneak attack.
‘I guess she is.’ The sneak attack actually came from behind. Arms encircled Nava, gripped the edges of the vent in her dress, and pulled the fabric aside. Hands cupped her breasts, squeezing gently but firmly. Nava leaned back against Mitsuko and let her do as she wished. ‘I’ve been waiting for the chance to do this all evening,’ Mitsuko whispered.
‘We could have joined the people in the baths.’
‘No way. Etiquette in things like that is to share and I’m not sharing you with anyone.’
Reaching behind her, Nava cupped Mitsuko’s mound in her hand. Mitsuko let out a soft moan. ‘That suits me just fine.’ 
~~~
Michiko was making a sponge float through the air. If she concentrated, she could manage a bar of soap, but the sponge was easy. She was inordinately happy about this ability and Mitsuko was indulging her because that was what older sisters did for younger ones.
‘Michiko is the only other member of the family showing signs of real talent,’ Mitsuko said. She was in one of the family baths with Nava and her little sister. It was fairly early and Mitsuko had suggested that she had other plans for what she would be doing with Nava, but Michiko had quashed that thought. ‘Father and Ruben are entirely lacking any talent, Mother and Amédée can manage a weak cantrip. Little Michiko here is almost as precocious as I was.’
‘I’m precocious,’ Michiko informed Nava. ‘Everyone says so.’
‘I can see that,’ Nava replied. The sponge was doing loops around Michiko’s head at this point. ‘Don’t tire yourself.’
‘It’s only been a minute. I can do it for much longer than that.’ Children did not generally have a quintessence reserve and so had to put effort into working magic. Still, if Michiko thought she could handle it, Nava was not going to damage her confidence by suggesting otherwise. ‘Can you do this?’
Nava glanced at the soap Michiko had been demonstrating her prowess on earlier. It lifted into the air and began to chase the sponge around Michiko’s head. ‘Yes, I can. If I want to.’ Michiko giggled and splashed as she turned to watch the race of the washing implements.
‘A cantrip?’ Mitsuko asked.
Nava nodded. ‘I can move a couple of kilos like this. More if I’m not chasing a sponge.’ Cantrips were trivial spells, or trivial versions of more powerful spells, which a magician could work as a sort of improvisation, using only their basic power as a magician rather than the complex mental patterns required by spells of greater power. The more powerful you got, the more powerful the spells you could work as cantrips. Nava was using Telekinesis as a cantrip, but Michiko had had to memorise the spell fully to do the same work. More or less everyone at SAS2 could manage a basic Telekinesis cantrip, though some preferred to memorise more powerful versions of the spell.
‘I’m going to magic school when I grow up, just like Onee-chan,’ Michiko announced very seriously.
‘I’m sure you will,’ Nava replied.
‘Somehow,’ Mitsuko said, ‘I didn’t expect you to get on well with children.’
‘I don’t have any experience with children. Not since I was one anyway. I treat them as I would anyone else and Michiko is very mature for her age, so I guess that works.’ Michiko preened a bit at that.
‘You don’t talk about your life before school much.’
‘No. No, I don’t.’
And that was the end of that conversation.
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery.
‘Did anything happen while we were away?’ Nava asked as she put her tray down. Melissa and Rochester had met them at the helipad and they had all gone to lunch since it was that sort of time. It seemed like a good time to catch up, even if Nava and Mitsuko had not been away a day.
‘Tracey Spears announced her intention of reallocating club funds,’ Melissa replied.
‘Oh?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Uh-huh. She wants the clubs with combat applicability to be given higher priority because, and I quote, “The purpose of this school is to produce magicians capable of defending the Alliance.”’
‘Divisive. Did Sebastian Ranta respond?’
‘Yes,’ Rochester said, ‘and no. He issued a statement which you could read as supporting or decrying the policy.’
‘That sounds like him,’ Nava said. ‘What are you going to do about it, Suki?’
‘Nothing. Not until the school news people ask me, anyway. Then I’ll dismiss it as foolish and beneath my notice. It is foolish. Not everything about this school should be aimed at producing soldiers. Even the students on the combat stream need to unwind sometime.’
‘Then why do most of them end up joining combat clubs?’ Melissa asked.
‘Because they haven’t worked out that they need to do something else yet. And some of them never will, but that’s humans for you.’
‘What’s next on the campaign trail?’
‘The next big event will be the first debate. That’s next Saturday afternoon.’
‘That should be a lot of fun,’ Nava said.
‘You’re being sarcastic, I assume. It’s impossible to tell with you.’
‘Thank you. I consider that a compliment.’
235/2/16.
‘The debate is at one o’clock, right after lunch,’ Mitsuko said.
‘I know,’ Nava replied patiently, ‘I own a ketcom, just like you.’
‘Of course, I know that. I just… Hm.’
‘Has she been like this long?’ Melissa asked. They were headed for breakfast. There were hours to go before the debate and it looked a lot like Mitsuko’s head would not be in the morning’s lessons.
‘Since Thursday night,’ Nava replied. ‘She’s rehearsed her opening speech so much that I could give it for her from memory.’
‘This is important,’ Mitsuko responded. ‘This is where the majority of the student body will get to hear what I really think about what matters to them. It’s being streamed over the info-net, so everyone can watch.’
‘That assumes that everyone is interested.’
‘Some will have already made up their minds and won’t want to hear anything that changes them, but turnout for these elections is close to a hundred percent. Most people will watch, even if the numbers drop off for the second debate next week.’
‘Really?!’ Melissa asked, obviously surprised. ‘One hundred percent?’
‘Between ninety-two and ninety-eight over the past thirty years. It’s novelty. SAS-squared is very enthusiastic about students governing themselves and this is almost certainly the only period of their lives when students get to actually decide who governs them. According to what I’ve read, the old Earth’s democratic governments suffered a great deal from low voter participation. People were jaded. They thought their votes counted for nothing.’ She shrugged. ‘Perhaps they were right. I don’t know enough about those political systems to be sure. And I’m not saying the clan system is better. Or worse. Here, young adults get to have a say, however, and I can’t see that as a bad thing.’
‘I think it’s good. And I think you’ll do fine in this debate. You’ve nothing to worry about.’
‘Except the possibility of another attack,’ Nava said.
Melissa’s eyes widened. ‘You don’t think they’d try something at a crowded event like that, do you?’
‘A high-publicity media event with all the candidates in one place at one time? No, of course not. How could that possibly be considered a target?’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘You’re doing that thing where I can’t tell whether you’re being sarcastic again.’
Melissa was nodding enthusiastically. ‘It can be really annoying.’
‘I apologise,’ Nava said. ‘I’ll have a sign made with “Sarcasm” written on it and hold it up when applicable.’
‘You’re doing it again!’
~~~
The auditorium was packed and Nava did not like it. There were too many people here to be able to watch all of them at once, even with her processing speed. Okay, so Courtney was on stage with her, Kyle was stationed at the back, and there were two more members of the SSF on guard too, but it was still a risk.
Auditorium one was set up more or less exactly as it had been for Mitsuko’s speech. The only difference was that there were three chairs at the back of the stage and two set off to the left of stage where the compères would be sitting. Well, the display wall was showing publicity pictures of all three candidates too, but physically, it was just the chairs. The procedure was to have the debate opened by the current president. Each candidate would go to the lectern whenever they were to address the audience, whether for speeches or to answer questions. The current president and someone from the News Club were the compères, and they had a list of topics to try to get through. With only three candidates, it was expected that there would be plenty of time for questions from the audience.
A door at the side of the stage opened and the three candidates walked in. Nava checked that Mitsuko was okay and then focused her attention on a cantrip. The world around her shifted slightly, became unfocused for an instant, and then stabilised. She was going to have to pay to keep the spell active, but she could support it basically indefinitely if needed thanks to another spell she had active. Her eyes scanned the audience, but she saw nothing out of place.
Her eyes flicked to the man walking out to the lectern. He was a fifth year, Pascual Flores Daison. He was standing down as student president, according to him, to ‘spend more time with my books.’ It was not an uncommon choice according to the data Nava had seen. She was actually a little surprised that Courtney and Kyle were keeping up their SSF duties, though Courtney had plans to go into policing…
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Pascual Flores said, ‘let’s get things started.’ His voice was amplified, and the audience settled into their seats quickly at his words. Nava’s eyes were drawn to one of the rear entrances where a few stragglers were filing in, hoping to find seats at the back. They were going to be unlucky.
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Pascual Flores said again, ‘we want to give as much time as possible to the three candidates you’ll be deciding between, so I’ll keep this short. We’ll be inviting each candidate up to the lectern to give their opening address.’
Nava watched the last straggler enter, right on the heels of the one before her and shifting quickly to the left to let the door close. The door was hinged rather than sliding, and it was on an automatic closer, so one might have expected her to hold the door, easing it closed to avoid any noise, but that was not what she did.
‘Following the opening remarks,’ Pascual Flores continued, ‘we’ll be presenting a list of topics to the candidates, and once those have been exhausted, we’ll invite questions from the audience. There should be plenty of time for those questions, so please save them until the end.’
That last straggler did not seem concerned about seating. She stood on the steps at the side of the room and waited, but then some of the others who had come in ahead of her were now taking similar positions higher up. The room was packed. The girl was moderately tall; nothing like Mitsuko, but probably at least five centimetres taller than Nava was. Blonde hair was cut short and formed into a peak, a pseudo-mohawk, atop her head. She appeared to be attractive, but not uncommonly so. Her features were a little on the severe side and, at this distance, Nava could not make out her eyes. She was fit and shapely, filling out her uniform dress reasonably well, but there was something about the way she was standing that Nava did not like. There was actually something oddly familiar about the girl, but Nava could not figure out where she might have seen her before.
‘Let’s begin,’ the president said. ‘Sebastian Ranta Voll, please come to the lectern.’
Sebastian rose as Pascual stepped to the side and started for his seat. Up on the steps at the side of the audience seating, the blonde girl reached down and flicked her skirt aside, reaching for something strapped to her right thigh. She was not moving quickly. In fact, the girl was taking her time, as though no one could see her raising a spell pistol and aiming it at Sebastian as he got closer to the lectern. This was not a MagiTag weapon, but a general-purpose spell enhancer. Nava did not know what spell the girl planned to use, but nothing she could think of was likely to be good.
Raising her arm, Nava fired off the weakest version of her Magic Burst spell she could manage. It hit the girl’s hand and exploded into a sphere of white light which washed over the girl and then hit the three people nearest to her in the seats. There were screams, and the girl, who was now missing her right hand, bolted for the door even as Nava bolted after her. Nava hit one of the lower doors and then turned, charging up the corridor outside the auditorium, but she reached the door the girl had left through and could see no sign of her target. There was nowhere she could have run to in that time, but she was gone.
Turning, Nava pushed through the door beside her. The room was in chaos, but the SSF people were holding everyone inside. Nava glanced at the three people her spell had hurt. None of them were badly damaged, but the effects of raw magic were akin to burns and would be extremely painful. She was casting the last of three Active Recovery spells when Courtney, in a thunderous mood, stormed up the steps to reach her.
‘What the Hell was that?’ Courtney more or less shouted.
Nava simply pointed down at the pistol lying on the steps nearby. The shell was partially melted, but it was still clear what it was. ‘I assume you couldn’t see the shooter?’
‘There wasn’t– Invisibility! How could you–’
‘It’s a cantrip. For me. I’d imagine you’ve got the power to do the same. A blonde girl in school uniform. These skirts are really quite useful for concealing weapons. She was aiming for Sebastian Ranta, but I don’t know what she was aiming to fire. She could have taken out the stage and the front two rows with something like Fire Blast.’
‘You didn’t recognise her?’ The anger was gone. It was like flicking a switch with Courtney. One second she was a flaming demon and the next she was all reasonableness.
‘She looked familiar. I assume I’ve seen her somewhere on campus.’
‘There’s a fourth year in the Arts Club who’s good at getting images from descriptions. You’ll work with him. We’ll find her.’
‘I’d suggest checking that pistol for fingerprints. She’s badly wounded. She can’t have got far.’
‘How badly? She wasn’t outside when you looked?’
‘She’s missing the hand that was holding that pistol. And, no, she wasn’t outside. I don’t know where she could’ve got to, but there was no sign of her.’
The Captain frowned, her eyes fixed on the fallen pistol. ‘Teleportation? Teleportation and invisibility.’
‘That would explain her ability to vanish, certainly.’
‘So, all we need to do is catch an invisible woman who can disappear at will.’
Nava shrugged. ‘It may be easier than you think. She’s an invisible woman who can vanish at will, but she’s lefthanded now.’
~~~
In a capsule apartment more or less identical to Nava’s, the girl with the blonde hair flexed the fingers of her right hand and contemplated her failure. It was apparent from the video stream playing on one of the display screens that the debate was going ahead more or less as planned. It even looked like Sebastian Ranta Voll had gained a little from being the target of an assassination attempt.
It was annoying. Very annoying. However, she was going to have to report her status. She might have preferred to have good news to send, but the situation was what the situation was. It was apparent that her invisibility was not as effective now. Someone had figured it out and employed countermeasures. That girl had figured it out. The other SSF members would be deploying the same spell where they were able, which meant operating far more carefully.
Placing her hand on a device which rested on the dining table, she composed herself, formulated her message, and activated the device. Magical communicators were almost impossible to intercept and extremely hard to detect, but she kept her message concise anyway. ‘Operation failed. Target intact. Operative compromised but effective. DH fourteen confirmed.’
She took her hand off the device. There would be no response. Not now anyway. She might receive further orders at one of the scheduled communication times, or she might be left to continue her mission with the same parameters. In truth, she did not care which. She had plans to make and people to kill.
235/2/17.
‘Overall,’ Mitsuko said over breakfast, ‘I think that went quite well.’ Her eyes were glued to the rolled-out screen of her ketcom portable unit which was displaying data compiled following the debate. ‘Sebastian Ranta is up in the polls, presumably since he seemed to be the assassin’s target. However, his showing is still somewhat underwhelming.’
‘I don’t think he answered any of the questions well,’ Melissa said.
‘That is being kind,’ Nava responded. ‘He was insipid. The man doesn’t have a personality.’
‘I’m not exactly the life and soul of the party,’ Rochester said, ‘but even I think he was boring. Someone trying to kill him was the most exciting thing about his performance.’
Mitsuko’s lips twitched, but she refrained from commenting. Why do so when she could appear magnanimous and let her companions denigrate her opposition. ‘Tracey Spears is slightly down.’
‘She showed too much of herself,’ Nava said. ‘She’s probably managed to alienate almost the entire support stream population.’
‘She does poll most strongly among the combat students. I am a few points up. Even with Sebastian Ranta’s rise in popularity, I do still seem to be ahead of the others. This would be a lot less clear if the other candidates had stuck with it.’
‘We would probably have had more dead ones by now. The SSF would be hard-pressed to guard all of them.’
‘Do you think that assassin will try again at the next debate?’ Melissa asked.
‘No, she’ll try something different,’ Nava said. ‘She knows at least one person can see through her invisibility. If she has any sense, she’ll figure out that the senior members of the SSF can do it too, now they know what’s needed.’
‘She’s lost a hand,’ Rochester said. ‘Doesn’t that mean she’ll have to back off? Even if they send someone else, that one’s out of the picture.’
‘That would be worse. We have a likeness of that girl…’ Nava paused, remembering the drawing she had helped to create and wondering again why the face seemed so familiar. ‘We know what she looks like. If they sent someone else, we’d be back in the dark. Besides, I’m not sure there’s anyone else involved. Not in the active portion of the mission. I think she’ll be back, even if she does have to use her left hand. I’m ambidextrous. No reason why she can’t be too.’
235/2/22.
Friday night and Mitsuko was sitting at her terminal working on her notes for the debate which would happen tomorrow afternoon. She was not reflecting on this for two reasons. One, she was busy. Two, there were lessons on Saturday mornings, so the students generally reserved partying for Saturday nights.
Nava was not reflecting on the disparity between the kind of life students were supposed to have and the reality of the situation because she was not exactly a party animal anyway. She was, however, beginning to think that Mitsuko was spinning her wheels. The polls still put her ahead of the other two by a respectable margin. Tracey Spears had been haemorrhaging votes all week thanks to various poorly judged press releases. Most of those jumping ship were combat students who had jumped to Mitsuko. Tracey was just coming across as too gung-ho about the superiority of the combat stream.
‘It’s almost midnight,’ Nava said.
‘I just want to–’
‘Lack of sleep is more likely to trip you up than something you haven’t thought of in your notes. You’re just going to ignore them when you get on stage anyway.’
Mitsuko knew that was correct, annoyingly enough. ‘Making the notes helps to organise things in my mind. Anyway, I’m too wound up to sleep.’
Nava got to her feet and walked over to the dining table where Mitsuko had her terminal set up. Mitsuko was still in her uniform, which was unusual. That did not stop Nava from squeezing Mitsuko’s high breasts through the fabric. ‘If you stop now, I can help you unwind. If we wait much longer, there won’t be time.’
Attempting to ignore Nava managed to work for about three seconds. Mitsuko let out a groan. ‘Okay. Alright. You win. I want to take a shower before bed.’
‘Sex in the shower sounds good to me.’
‘It sounds good to me too, damn it!’
235/2/23.
Mitsuko’s body strained against the coming of what she knew would be the last orgasm of the night. She was not exactly sure of the time, but they had been ‘destressing’ her for a couple of hours, in the shower and then her bed. Nava was enjoying what they were doing, but she was also the kind of girl who would eventually place practicality above pleasure.
To Mitsuko, it was as though her entire body was rising and falling with the waves of pleasure washing in toward her core. Each wave drew her in and higher. Each wave crested without quite pulling her over with it, but she knew she would hit that peak soon and she wanted to stave it off as long as possible. Nava was relentless, however, and she had learned well what her companion needed. Mitsuko vibrated with the tension of holding back the inevitable. Her fingers twined into Nava’s hair, half pulling her closer, half pushing her away. But you cannot hold back a tsunami and, inevitably, the wave broke.
When Mitsuko’s senses returned to something like normal, Nava was lying beside her. Mitsuko’s body was still trembling from the aftershocks. The room was in darkness and had been for thirty minutes, but Mitsuko could see lights. ‘I think you broke me,’ she whispered.
‘If that means you’re ready to sleep now, good. You’re sleeping in the wet patch.’
‘Don’t care,’ Mitsuko lied. Well, right now she did not care, but she was sure she would at some point. She was unaware of the fact that the debate had not entered her mind once in over two hours, but she would have been pleased about that if she had thought of it. ‘I can sleep now. Well, when I’ve stopped shaking.’
‘Good. It’s twenty past two.’
Mitsuko grimaced, not in pleasure this time. She might get five hours’ sleep. Six if they skipped breakfast. It was not enough, but it would have to do. ‘Okay. Goodnight.’
‘Goodnight, Suki.’
Silence fell.
~~~
No one had invented a way for cameras to bypass magical invisibility. That was a useful consideration which was helping her get past security. She had no doubt that the cameras here were being watched, but her spell would stop anyone seeing her unless they were physically there and were using the counterspell. Teleportation had given her an easy way past the locked doors and security sensors attached to them. If she could see a spot on the other side, the jump was trivial. Even if she had to jump blind, at short range there was little problem.
Her ruined uniform had been dispensed with. Passing as a student here was simply not going to work when her face was plastered over the info-net. They would get nowhere with fingerprints, but if someone saw her now, she would be forced to make a run for it. Disguise was no longer useful, so she was in combat gear. Dressed in a tight-fitting bodysuit of composite armour, she walked nonchalantly down the corridors of the apartment block, looking for the right door. The lights had been off for over thirty minutes, so her targets would be asleep.
Finding the door of Mitsuko’s apartment, the assassin focused and teleported inside.
~~~
The bedroom door was not silent when it moved. The hinges were good, but not perfect. The mechanism which pulled the latch back made little creaks and groans when you turned the handle. And Nava was not asleep yet.
Mitsuko let out a little grumble, a tiny whimper, as Nava slipped out from under the sheets. The door stopped moving and Nava held her position, crouched beside the bed and ready to spring. She had excellent night vision, but the room was in pitch blackness. Almost. There was a little light coming around the cracked door from the lounge. Not much. Barely enough to notice, in fact, but it was there.
The door resumed its movement and, a second later, a shape became visible in the dim light. A humanoid shape. Nava was fairly sure what the shape looked like in full light, but right now it was a shadow against the night. Nava went for it anyway, bolting up and across the room to slam into the assassin. A shock of pain ran through Nava’s shoulder as she impacted the other girl. Armour. Nava was naked and the assassin was wearing body armour. Great. Nava locked her arms around her opponent’s torso and prepared to take the fight outside.
The assassin’s immediate response was to try to break the hold. It was a mistake. They were roughly evenly matched in strength and Nava had the advantage thanks to her hold. Nava twisted into the assassin’s body, used her hips as a lever, and tossed her opponent out through the doorway and into the lounge. She was aiming to do some damage with the throw, but the assassin managed to break the fall properly. Nava could see the girl move and it was clear that she was trained. Also, now that there was a little more light, it was clear that she was not wearing a helmet. Stepping forward, Nava stamped her foot down, her heel smashing into the girl’s face. And the assassin rolled away and into a standing position in one athletic move, putting a metre or so of distance between them. It was not unexpected, but this girl was tough.
‘You’re not getting to her,’ Nava said.
‘I could make do with you, traitorous bitch,’ the assassin replied.
Nava frowned, really frowned; that voice… Her eyes widened. ‘Maya?’ It was more of a whisper than anything, but the girl, Maya, seemed to hear it.
White teeth flashed in a vicious smile. ‘Goodbye, Nava.’ Maya slashed a hand out toward Nava in a chopping motion though she was too far away to hit anything. A small circle of white light left her hand and shot toward Nava. Nava fell backward, away from the Slice spell, the incandescent, magical blade sliding past her stomach with a few centimetres to spare. Nava’s left hand hit the carpet and pushed, and she was upright again, but Maya had taken the opportunity to dash toward the open bedroom door again. Then she let out a shriek as a disc just like the one she had thrown slashed through the left side of her neck above her armoured suit. Blood sprayed from the wound before she clamped a hand over it. She turned, blinking, and saw Nava coming at her with a cocked fist…
Nava’s fist passed through empty air and she had to catch her balance before turning to look at the bedroom door. ‘She’s gone,’ Nava said. ‘I’m going to come in there and turn the light on, okay? I’d like to avoid getting cut open when I do.’
‘Did I hit her?’ Mitsuko called back. ‘Lights. Full.’ Light filled the bedroom and Nava stepped into the doorway to see Mitsuko crouched at the foot of the bed.
‘You got her. Sliced her neck open. Probably hit at least a vein. She was bleeding badly.’
‘I can see that.’ Mitsuko waved a finger vaguely at Nava and Nava looked down to see the splashes of blood forming arcs across her chest. ‘Do you think she’s dead?’
Nava paused briefly, considering. She had an immediate answer to the question, but she was wondering whether lying might be a better option. Still, she was not the kind to gloss over unpleasant truths. ‘I doubt it. She had two hands, so she can probably work Active Recovery. She was able to teleport with a smashed nose and a major wound in her neck, so she’ll probably manage to cast the healing spell before she passes out from blood loss. The only way we’re going to kill her is if she dies in one hit.’
‘Oh.’
Nava turned and examined the blood dripping down the doorframe. ‘On the other hand, we’ve got some excellent genetic samples here which might be very useful in tracing her location. Call Courtney. Maybe we can track M– the assassin down tonight and end this.’
~~~
No such luck.
It turned out that Locate was a cantrip which Courtney knew and was, indeed, able to use on the blood left by Maya – who Nava was scrupulously calling ‘the assassin’ outside her head – at the scene. It was not, however, coming back with a location.
‘She’s got a scrying block up,’ Courtney had said. ‘I would have a scrying block device if I were the one running around trying to kill people here.’
‘It was worth a try,’ Nava had replied. ‘And thank you for teaching me a new cantrip.’
Now, after too little sleep, Nava was on stage watching the crowd gathering to see the second and final debate. Mitsuko was already in her seat and also suffering from lack of sleep, but it was a little less obvious. For one thing, Nava rarely wore makeup while Mitsuko customarily did. Today, Mitsuko had gone to some lengths to disguise the dark shadows under her eyes while Nava had not. The two of them had retired to the second bedroom to get some rest while service robots cleaned up the mess. By the time they had got up, the apartment was spotless and even the hole in the wall where Maya’s Slice had impacted after missing Nava was gone. All they had to do now was get through the debate without incident.
If Nava were to be honest, her mind was not entirely on her job. The familiarity she had felt on seeing the assassin now had a clear reason. She had not seen Maya for years and the girl had changed. She was supposed to be dead. Nava had been certain… Though maybe that had been an assumption. Maya had vanished one day and the ones who disappeared were never seen again. Maya was one of them, but now she had reappeared.
Shaking her head, Nava turned her attention outward again. Maya had reappeared and because of that, Mitsuko needed protection. That was the mission Nava had accepted, and it was the mission she was going to damn well do.
~~~
Mitsuko lay sprawled on one of her sofas, watching the feeds from the News Club on her wall screen. She was dressed in her red robe and did not seem to care that this was causing Melissa some embarrassment. In truth, she did care a little, but she was too tired to care a lot.
‘It’s a race between you and Tracey Spears,’ Melissa said. ‘Sebastian Ranta has fallen so far behind that he might as well c-concede now.’
‘If the polls are to be believed,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘I suppose, in these circumstances, they’re probably reasonably accurate. However, there’s a week to the actual election and things can change.’
‘You have an eight-point lead over Tracey Spears,’ Nava said. ‘That seems like a relatively insurmountable advantage.’
‘People don’t always vote the way they’ve said they will. Much of that lead comes from combat students saying that Tracey’s policies are too extreme. Some of them, maybe many of them, will vote differently when the time comes because they’re guaranteed anonymity.’
‘There might be some who go the other way though,’ Melissa said. ‘Peer pressure making them say they’ll vote for Tracey Spears when they really intend to vote for you.’
‘It may be my fatigue talking, but I suspect there will be fewer of those.’
‘We’ll just have to wait for the results and find out. I think you’ll win.’
‘Thank you for your confidence, Mel. After last night, I need the boost.’
235/2/30.
Nava slipped her ketcom into its slot as she sat down at her desk. The room was buzzing already and the polls would not be opening for five more minutes. What was it going to be like when these students, who had never been in a position to vote for anything in their life before, could actually cast their vote?
The idea of the ‘polls opening’ was a bit of a misnomer, of course. What was actually going to happen was that, at eight thirty, the website for voting would open. Since the site authenticated with the student’s ketcom, it was a highly secure method of ensuring that just those involved could vote and vote once. Those concerned with their privacy could access the site from anywhere they deemed secure and there were screened voting booths set up in the library for those who were really concerned. Nava did not care and planned to use the site as soon as it opened, right from her desk. It was vaguely possible that some people had not figured out where her sympathies lay, but they had to be few and far between. So, why hide it?
Luca Newton walked into the classroom and went to her lectern. She waited all of two seconds before speaking. ‘As I’ve no doubt you all know, it’s election day.’ The room was already beginning to quiet and those not at their desks were heading that way. Normally, Luca waited until everyone was seated before starting. Today, apparently, was going to be an exception to that. ‘The voting site will be open in… ninety seconds. If you already know how you’re voting and don’t mind that there might be someone looking over your shoulder, I have no objection to you voting during homeroom. Just remember that the site is open until eighteen hundred and that there will be no actual reporting on the voting trends. We get the results at eighteen fifteen and any reports you hear before then are speculation. You’ve got plenty of time, so you don’t need to jump straight in.’ Someone put their hand up, which got a raised eyebrow. ‘Yes, Lydia Bonfils?’
Lydia was a tall girl with bronzed skin and the look of someone who spent much of her time on a beach at an expensive resort surrounded by suitors. It tended to come as a surprise to discover that she was lacking confidence and tended to defer to her friends a lot. ‘How would you vote, Miss Luca Newton?’
‘It’s not my place to say. I believe that you should evaluate the candidates based upon how you see them. If you want my opinion on the traits of a good student president, then I think they should have some history with wielding power. They should be fair in their interactions with all students, but firm in their convictions. They should have policies which benefit the student body as a whole. If my analysis of a good candidate gives you any clue concerning who would be my choice for president, I do hope that won’t influence your own choice.’
Nava did not smirk, because Nava did not really do smirks. Melissa smirked for both of them. Nava could tell her friend was amused even though Melissa was facing the front, and when the redhead’s hands began to move and Nava noticed the time, it was fairly clear that Melissa was jumping in to vote for Mitsuko. Nava tapped at the message window which had just appeared to inform her that voting had started and prepared to do the same.
The site was already showing signs of stress; early voting, it seemed, was heavy. Still, all that meant was that a lot of people had firmly made up their minds. It did not give any indication of how many were going to vote for Mitsuko.
~~~
Mitsuko was, Nava thought, the proverbial swan. On the surface, she was a beautiful, pristine princess, all serenity as she negotiated the lunch queue under Nava’s watchful gaze. Beneath the surface, her emotions were paddling like crazy.
‘You’re sure you’ll be alright with just these sandwiches?’ Mitsuko asked. She was collecting lunch for them both so that Nava’s hands were free if needed. You just could not tell that the presidential candidate was as nervous as Hell.
‘That’ll be fine,’ Nava replied.
‘I could get–’
‘It’s all I need.’
Mitsuko slid closer and lowered her voice. ‘It’s not all I need. I need stress relief.’
‘You need to be seen. Everyone’s heard about the attempt the night before last. You acting like you’re fine and being seen is important. I’d go down on you here, but I think it might cause a scene.’
Mitsuko’s cheeks coloured a little. Nava was actually a little worried that her lover was thinking about it. Seriously. ‘It probably would…’
‘The polls are saying it’s very close,’ Rochester said once Mitsuko was on a seat beside Nava and opposite him. Rochester gave a shrug. ‘Not that I trust their polling methodology. Self-selecting polling systems have been entirely discredited for centuries.’
‘And yet, we still have them,’ Mitsuko said.
‘I’m sure all of the students in our class voted for you,’ Melissa said. Her tone was a little overly bright.
‘Thank you for trying to cheer me up, Mel. I’m quite sure several of the students in my class did not vote for me. Still, I didn’t expect them to.’
‘You’re taking this all very calmly. I’d be a nervous wreck. And someone tried to kill you the night before last! You’re amazing.’
Nava glanced at Mitsuko, wondering what her response would be. Apparently, she was willing to put on a brave front, but not to lie to someone she called a friend. ‘No,’ Mitsuko said, ‘I’m a nervous wreck. I just have a good poker face. You’d have to be inhuman not to be stressed by everything that’s going on.’ Which was probably true.
Nava ate her sandwiches quietly and calmly, her eyes scanning for any signs of trouble.
~~~
‘We’ve had a couple of attempts to hack the voting site through the day,’ Courtney said. She was keeping her voice low, but she was standing right beside Nava. They were both on the stage in the main theatre, the place where all the really big indoor events were carried out. The matriculation ceremony had been held here; you could fit more or less the entire school in this room, so it was being used for the revelation of the election results.
Nava was not sure why Courtney was telling her about the hacks. It was not general knowledge, so the SSF and the school were keeping it secret, but Courtney was telling Nava. Odd. ‘A couple?’ Nava asked.
‘Well, nine over the course of the day. Nothing successful, but the techs couldn’t trace them to a source.’
‘You’re sure they failed?’
‘About as sure as you can get. The security around the voting process is pretty tight. It wasn’t once and they learned from the experience.’
‘Oh?’
‘Huh, yeah. When the school first initiated the whole student council thing, they more or less used an honour system. No one thought anyone would try to rig the ballot. About ten years in, there was a very unpopular president on his third term, and everyone expected him to be voted out. He won by a pretty respectable margin and there were questions asked. Then they noticed that there were thirteen more votes cast than there were registered students.’
‘Someone got a little too enthusiastic?’
‘They’d got away with it for three years and they got cocky. Anyway, the school responded by making sure that site has the best security. It basically has the same security system as the secure library database, and that’s military grade. Could be that, whoever was trying to get in, they were just looking for the current vote counts. We’ve seen that before. The News Club can get… overzealous.’
‘Or they were trying to rig the vote,’ Nava suggested.
‘Or that. If that, then it’s possible they aren’t finished.’
That was why she was telling Nava about the hacks. Okay. ‘I don’t think they’ll be finished until their objective is complete or they can’t win. You’ve no idea who they were trying to boost? No, because they didn’t get in.’
‘No, we don’t know.’ Courtney frowned at her taciturn companion. ‘You have some idea?’
‘I have a guess with very little evidence to back it up. I… may be able to get more.’
‘Do it. As long as it’s not illegal.’
‘It’s not illegal.’
‘Then–’
‘One might consider it questionable, but it’s not illegal.’
Courtney frowned again. ‘Do it anyway.’
~~~
‘Speaking from experience,’ Pascual Flores said, ‘I can tell you that this is an extremely stressful time to be a candidate. It is with great relief that I stand here in front of you all, knowing that my school career is not dependent on the outcome.’
It was a cheap laugh, but it did get the expected result. The candidates all laughed too, though Nava doubted they were amused. Still, the waiting would be over soon. Pascual had the results.
‘Since it’s a stressful time,’ the outgoing president went on, ‘let’s make this short.’ He tapped at the lectern in front of him. ‘Tracey Spears Cook, three thousand nine hundred and eighty-two votes.’ That was under fifty percent of the total number of students, but it still might be enough to give her the presidency, depending on the no-voters and Sebastian Ranta’s count. ‘Sebastian Ranta Voll, ninety-two votes.’ Okay, so he was not going to be having much of an impact. Still… ‘Mitsuko Trenton Sonkei… four thousand–’
Uproar. The crowd went wild. It was a little divided over how it went wild, but there was definitely a majority of the crowd who seemed positive about the outcome. It also seemed to Nava that the group who had voted for Tracey Spears were not heavily represented by those yelling ‘boo!’ Yes, their candidate had lost, but they were taking it with good grace. It still left quite a few people vocally decrying the result.
‘Four thousand one hundred and twenty-six votes,’ Pascual said when the noise had died a little. ‘I declare Mitsuko Trenton Sonkei to be the next Student President of the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery. Mitsuko Trenton, please come forward.’
Nava’s body tensed and her senses went into overdrive. This was when it would happen, if anything was going to happen. This was when she would have hit the ceremony, when Mitsuko took centre stage to accept the presidency. There was already a little drama going on at the back of the stage: Tracey Spears was refusing to shake Mitsuko’s hand and was storming off in a huff. Nava filed that information away because, if she was right, that would change how things went going forward. Mitsuko took Sebastian Ranta’s offered hand and then turned, walking out toward Pascual and the lectern. Nava moved away from the rear of the stage and started keeping pace with Mitsuko as she moved, parallel and about three metres away to the left and behind.
The theatre was built with a large expanse of seating on the ground floor, but that was not enough to allow some eight thousand students to sit down. There were two balconies to give more seats, though the highest one gave you a really lousy view of the stage. That was likely why Maya appeared at the back of the lower balcony. This time, she was wearing a helmet and Nava could not see her face, but she was sure it was Maya. Maya with a magitech carbine and, since no one around her was reacting, she had her invisibility spell up. She took a second to assess her situation before raising her carbine to her shoulder, a second to take aim, a second of adjustment as Mitsuko finished her walk and, smiling, shook hands with Pascual…
It was too long. Maya had always been a confident one, maybe overconfident, right up until the point when… Recollections could wait. Nava was raising her arm and taking aim even before Mitsuko had Pascual’s hand in hers. A pulse of light flew up toward the back of the hall some fifty metres away and then exploded in Maya’s face. It was the weakest Magic Burst Nava could fire and, this time, Maya had had the sense to put up magical armour before teleporting in. Nothing got past that to Maya’s skin, but her shot went wildly off as she lurched back from the expanding wave of energy. A pulse of red-orange flame hit the ceiling at the back of the stage and exploded. Concrete dust and larger fragments rained down from the ceiling. The screaming started.
Up on the balcony, Maya vanished. On the same level, Kyle was rushing toward the spot where Nava’s spell had detonated, but he was going to find nothing except a few people in need of medical aid. Nava closed the distance between herself and Mitsuko, moving into a guard position. It was possible that Maya would try again and Nava needed to be ready. Possible, but Nava would not have been willing to risk money on it.
~~~
Mitsuko had wondered why Nava needed some privacy for a few minutes, but she had not asked what her bodyguard was up to. They had retired to Mitsuko’s apartment after leaving the theatre. The ceremony had been cut short due to the attempted assassination, but it was a formality anyway. Mitsuko would be taking over the presidency during the next week, while the school was taking its early spring break. By the start of the following week, when school restarted, she was supposed to have the other council positions ironed out, so she was going to be a busy girl.
Nava took out her ketcom, pulled out the screen, and activated the call function. Flicking through her contact list, she found the one she wanted and placed the call. A few seconds later, the call connected and a round face with tanned skin and large green eyes appeared on the screen. You could just about see the collar of her ASF uniform at the bottom of the miniature image.
‘Nava? Is there a problem?’
‘Good evening, First Lieutenant,’ Nava replied. ‘There are a number of problems and I’m sure you’ve been keeping up to date on them. Have you had a report on the attack that happened tonight?’
First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell Hamilton glanced away for a second, possibly to hide the fact that she had been checking up on Nava and Nava was not supposed to know but clearly did. ‘I got a report, yes.’
‘Did anything strike you as interesting about the attack tonight?’
‘It… A spell like that could have wiped out all the candidates and a fair amount of the audience. It was beyond effective range when it hit the ceiling and it still did damage to the structure. It seems like a step up from the previous attacks. We’d assumed the Redwings were trying to push a specific candidate into the presidency, but that could easily have killed–’
‘All of them except Tracey Spears Cook. She left the stage when she heard the results.’
‘Is that so?’ Fawn pressed her lips together and frowned at somewhere under her terminal.
‘First Lieutenant, could you run a background check on Tracey Spears? Financials. That kind of thing. It might show up any connection she might have to the Redwing Faction. It might not.’
‘And you want this kept quiet, of course. The ASF has not been called in for this case and I doubt the school wants us to be.’
‘I think that, if we can get evidence that Tracey Spears is connected to the Redwing Faction, Courtney Martell Garavain will contact the ASF to handle her arrest. Even if the school doesn’t want to involve you, the Redwing Faction is classified as a terrorist organisation. The SSF will have no choice.’ Nava paused and then added, ‘But I’d like to keep the search quiet in case it doesn’t find anything.’
Fawn nodded. ‘Since it’s the Redwings we’re talking about… I’ll be in touch.’
‘Thank you, First Lieutenant.’
‘Do I really have to ask you to call me Fawn again?’
‘Every time,’ Nava replied.
235/2/31.
‘It’s four in the morning,’ Nava said, her voice soft, ‘don’t you think you should get some sleep?’
‘Yes,’ Mitsuko replied, ‘but I don’t want to. It’s Sunday and things won’t take off until tomorrow. I think a lie-in is perfectly reasonable. I’ll sleep when I can’t stay awake. Until then, I want to celebrate.’
‘I don’t think it’ll work that way. Someone will–’
‘It will, because I say it will.’
Shaking her head, Nava reached for a long, thick, bright-red vibrator which Mitsuko had insisted on purchasing recently. ‘I guess we’ll see who collapses from exhaustion first, Madam President.’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘Don’t call me that, Nava. I’m still your– Yeee!’
‘But I like making Madam President squeal.’
‘You’re evil!’ Mitsuko said through the gasps.
‘You wouldn’t be the first person to call me that.’
235/2/33.
‘Mel, there’s something I’d like to ask you,’ Mitsuko said as the consumption of lunch began to conclude.
Melissa was, in fact, halfway through sucking yogurt off a spoon and had to swallow quickly to answer. ‘What would you like to ask?’
‘I’ll need to do this formally, but I wanted to sound you out before I officially ask you.’
‘Huh?’
‘Well, Vice President Darius Miller Fosse, Treasurer Marie Royce Sonkei, and Extracurricular Activities Committee Chair Leland Harlow Whitman are happy to remain in their positions on the council. However, Secretary Katherine Daniau Orlando is now a fifth year and found herself struggling to handle her studies and the council work last year. She’s an experienced council member and we’ll miss her, but she will be available to advise her replacement for a short time.’
Nava glanced at Mitsuko. Rochester frowned at Mitsuko. Melissa looked quizzically at Mitsuko and seemed to be the only person who had not figured out what was coming. ‘Uh, okay. What does that have to do with me?’
‘I want to ask whether you will become the new council secretary, Mel.’
Nava had never believed that people’s eyes could actually bulge from shock, but Melissa was giving a good impression of it. While Melissa was being indisposed due to shock, Nava decided she should intervene. ‘Are you sure about this, Suki? Mel’s shy. She may not cope well with a job like that.’
‘The principal role of the secretary is just to keep everyone organised. Mel, you’d keep the council’s calendar and make sure that any scheduling issues with individuals are noticed. Uh, there’s transcribing the minutes of meetings, but that’s usually handled using a Scribe spell. The most important thing is that you remind me when I’m supposed to do something. Me and the rest of the council, obviously. You can do most of that through the info-net messaging system.’
Mel was staring at Mitsuko like a frightened deer in the headlights of a monster truck. ‘W-w-w-why me?’
Mitsuko lifted a hand and started ticking off reasons. ‘One, and I can’t call this a minor reason, you’re on the support stream. Without that, the council will be heavily unbalanced. Marie is a second year in support, but the others are all combat. That includes Courtney, of course. She’s staying on as SSF captain. Second, I believe you’ll keep our feet on the ground. You have a straight-forward outlook and you don’t come from some powerful family in a powerful clan. I’ll be seeking your advice and I think, once they get to know you and you them, the others will do the same. Third, I like you. I know it’s not a really great reason, but it is a solid reason. I need people I can get on with.’
‘W-what about Marie Royce? She’s f-from your c-clan, so–’
‘I’ve met her twice. Once yesterday. What did you think of her, Nava?’
‘Wary,’ Nava replied. ‘She’s no more sure of herself faced with a Trenton Sonkei than anyone else would be. I think she’d warmed up a little by the time your meeting was over. And she reacted to me better than Darius Miller did.’
‘Yes. He’s… He’s a useful man to have around. He’s a third year, on the council since the latter part of his first year after the previous VP had to resign. He knows the ropes and he’s not in the least bit controversial as a choice.’ Mitsuko paused. ‘Still, I can get on with Courtney well enough, but I’d like someone else who I know I’m happy with.’
‘You need to watch him. The same goes for Leland Harlow. I wouldn’t trust either of them.’
‘I believe that you’re a suspicious woman by nature, Nava.’ Mitsuko was smiling, but the comment was not far from the truth.
‘I-if you think I can do this,’ Melissa said, ‘then I’ll…’ She clutched her hands together before her chest and leaned forward, eyes wide and earnest. ‘I have to at least try.’
Mitsuko bowed her head. ‘I thank you, Melissa Connelly. That is all that I can ask of you.’
235/2/34.
Officially called the Student Council Operations Room, it was something of a cross between a meeting room and an office. The central feature was a large, rectangular table made from synthetic materials – and therefore wipe-clean, heat resistant, and suitable for use as a dining table – with twelve chairs around it. Apparently, if people wished to work on it, they needed to use a portable ketcom interface. There was a desk set up at the far end from the door, and that had built-in computing facilities as well as a ketcom interface. That was for the president’s use, her ‘command chair.’ At the sides of the room were three more terminals, a refrigerator, a drinks machine, and a counter with a sink and cabinets beneath it. Light came from overhead panels, but also from a broad window behind the president’s desk. It was a cosy sort of room, nicely appointed.
It was certainly not full. Even with the full council in residence, plus a couple of extras, there were seats free at the table. Mitsuko sat at the head of the table, furthest from the door. On either side of her were Darius Miller and Leland Harlow, the latter on her right with Courtney sitting beside him. Beside Darius Miller was Marie Royce and then Melissa. Opposite Melissa was Katherine Daniau; the outgoing secretary was sitting opposite the incoming one and ready to provide advice. The outgoing president had claimed he had family business he needed to take care of and had vanished the morning after the election.
And there was Nava, standing beside the double door, watching. She was not entirely happy with the security in the council’s main meeting room. The window was, frankly, asking for a sniper to make use of it. The doors themselves were secure, but hardly high security. Then again, if Maya wanted in, she could teleport.
Someone else was not entirely happy with the situation. ‘Does she have to be here?’ Darius Miller asked. He was glaring in Nava’s direction when he said it, so it was fairly obvious who ‘she’ was.
‘Until we’re sure the threat is over, yes,’ Courtney said before Mitsuko could make a sound.
‘You’re here. I don’t think–’
‘I’m aware of that, Darius, but I’m here to concentrate on council business, not anyone trying to murder the president.’
‘Well, can’t she stand–’
‘Outside? I was under the impression that you’d done two years of combat stream. You must be aware that the assassin can teleport…’ Darius did his best to glower at Courtney, but she was not the kind of person glowering worked on. Particularly when the man in question was barely two centimetres taller than she was.
‘More to the point,’ Mitsuko said, ‘I see no reason why Nava should not be here. Are we here to discuss anything which is confidential?’
Darius frowned. ‘No, President. It’s simply a matter of practice that no unnecessary students are allowed into council meetings.’
‘I see. Well, that doesn’t apply here since Nava is necessary. Now, as the three council members wishing to retain their positions know, I have accepted them. Today, we make that official by entering it into the minutes.’ She gave a nod down the table to Melissa who smiled timidly and nodded back. Melissa had her ketcom open in front of her, recording everything said in the meeting. ‘Katherine is stepping down as secretary, so I have appointed Melissa Connelly Avorn to replace her. That is also now entered into the minutes. I’d also like to thank Katherine for agreeing to assist Melissa in getting started in the role she has filled so well for the past few years.’
‘It was my honour to serve, President,’ Katherine Daniau said.
Mitsuko flashed a smile. ‘That’s the immediate business taken care of. We have a full council. In the next few days I plan to hold meetings with each of you in turn to discuss your specific remits and how they affect the council and the student body as a whole, but right now I’d like to explain my general position on a few things.’
The new president paused, frowning and appearing to collect her thoughts. Nava was quite sure that this was for effect; Mitsuko already knew exactly what she was going to say, she just wanted certain members of her council to think she was considering her words carefully. ‘Unlike the governing bodies of the Clan Worlds, this council sits at the pleasure of its constituents, the students of SAS-squared. Our purpose here is to represent them to the school and its governing body. We are providing representation for all of the students. Partiality toward specific groups will not be tolerated.’ Mitsuko nodded to Leland Harlow, the chair of the Extracurricular Activities Committee. ‘Leland, your club heads are expected to show partiality to their own club. Pushing for funds and resources for their club is expected of them. I don’t expect to hear of any partiality on your part, however.’
‘There is some partiality in the committee’s regulations, President,’ Leland replied, his expression and tone bland. ‘Clubs which show the school in the best light are encouraged with more resources.’ Leland was the smooth, more attractive counterpart to Darius. He had more obvious muscle on his frame, but they were about the same height. His features were a little softer than Darius’s with a more sensual mouth and a straighter nose. His eyes were dark blue, his hair a little browner and worn a little longer. He smiled quite a lot, but it was a sardonic sort of smile, as if he knew something everyone else did not.
Mitsuko smiled. ‘You know the kind of partiality I’m referring to. I’ll say nothing more about it.’ Her gaze swept the table. ‘I understand that we have to make choices, but I want to hear clearly reasoned arguments justifying the choices we make. If something we do benefits one portion of our students more than the rest, I want to know why in a manner that a team of Sonkei clan lawyers couldn’t find a hole in. Our job… Our purpose is to see to it that every student in this school has the support and resources they need to enjoy and benefit from their time here. That’s my position, and I expect everyone on my team to operate with that in mind.’
There were affirmations of various strengths from around the table. As Nava had guessed, Darius Miller and Leland Harlow were the least happy with the situation. Courtney looked a little conflicted and Nava was not entirely sure why that was. Mitsuko was going to be in for an interesting ride, that was for sure.
~~~
The principal of SAS2 got to his feet and rounded his desk as Mitsuko entered the room just behind Nava. If you had that kind of mindset, it was something of a comical sight watching them shake hands. Nava did not have that mindset, especially since the humour stemmed from an issue she could empathise with.
Auberon Ewart Orlando was not a tall man. He was, in fact, some two centimetres shorter than Nava. That put him at a little under seventeen centimetres shorter than Mitsuko without adding her fifteen-centimetre heels. A man of his stature had clearly had nothing to do with the uniform regulations. What he lacked in height, he made up for in personality. He was a slim man expanding a little in the stomach, the result of lack of exercise, no doubt. Dark hair was trimmed to fall almost to his shoulders in a slightly wavy curtain. His eyes were a bright blue and sparkled with wit and intelligence. He had exceptionally pale skin which added to his somewhat odd appearance. Unlike the rest of the faculty, Auberon Ewart wore a business suit. A pale-grey business suit with a pink pinstripe. His tie was an almost incandescent shade of baby pink and he had pink spats on his dress shoes. His smile had the odd characteristic of appearing to be far too wide for his face, and he smiled a great deal. School rumour suggested that he was gay – not that anyone would care about that – or asexual or that he kept a large collection of anthropomorphic animal droids in his private residence. His magical speciality was illusion, but he was a very skilled, very creative sorcerer and those who took him at face value tended to regret it.
‘Principal,’ Mitsuko said, returning the smile, if not quite as brightly.
‘President,’ Auberon said in reply. ‘Now that that’s over with, you’ll call me Auberon when we’re in private.’
‘If you’ll call me Mitsuko.’
‘Just so. And this young lady is Vice Principal Joslyn Harris Daison.’ Auberon turned slightly to indicate the woman waiting beside his desk. Of course, Nava and Mitsuko both knew who Joslyn was, but there were formalities to handle.
One talent that Auberon lacked was skill in administration. He had Joslyn to make up for that. She was a slim, attractive woman with tanned skin, brown hair and eyes, and sufficient bust to make the uniform dress look good. She kept her hair short and carefully groomed. She liked things to be just so and was known to be a stickler for the rules. She was smart, of course. You would have to be smart to keep up – or put up – with Auberon.
Stepping forward, she took Mitsuko’s hand. ‘President.’
‘Vice Principal.’
‘In private, you may call me Joslyn.’ She did not look especially happy about that; she was probably going along with it since Auberon insisted in the informality. Joslyn’s eyes shifted to Nava, now positioned by the door to the principal’s office, not exactly at attention, but certainly appearing to be watching everything. ‘And this, I believe, is Nava Ward.’
‘Ah!’ Auberon exclaimed. ‘Nava Ward. You gave us something of a headache at the start of term.’
‘I’m sorry about that, sir,’ Nava replied.
‘No! It was a rather good kind of headache. We did have to deal with the Girard Sonkeis, but that was just a matter of telling them to review the duel report. Expelling the man would have been exceptionally difficult but shipping him out in a coffin was a lot easier.’
‘Auberon…’ Joslyn said in the kind of weary way that suggested this was hardly the first time he had said something he should not have.
‘Yes, yes. The death of a child is a terrible thing. Even if he was almost certainly a psychopath. Now, let’s settle down and Mitsuko can tell us all about what she has planned for the coming year.’
~~~
‘And what did you think of the principal?’
Nava considered her answer briefly. They were walking back to Mitsuko’s apartment from the administration block where the principal’s office was. Then they had nothing to do until the evening meal when they would be meeting up with Melissa and Rochester, no doubt.
‘I believe the term would be eccentric,’ Nava replied. ‘His office doesn’t fit his character. All that dark wood. And it’s a huge space that I think he rattles around in. I’m sure he would have liked more pastels. I’m not sure how he got the job, but I believe he’s a good principal. That said, he’s exceptionally intelligent and that makes him dangerous. Don’t get on his wrong side.’
‘Mm. And the VP?’
‘Stiff. Unmoving. Very loyal to the principal. So long as you don’t break the rules, she won’t be a problem.’
‘I think I should kick Darius out and make you my VP.’
‘I’d decline. I have no interest in doing something like that.’
Mitsuko sighed. ‘I know. Want to take a shower with me when we get home?’
‘That is something that I do have an interest in.’
‘I guess I’ll have to make do with that then.’
235/3/2.
Courtney unlocked the front door of one of the better apartment buildings on campus with her ketcom. The Student Security Force had the authority to get into more or less any building on campus, though their use of such authority was logged, and abuse could result in serious repercussions. In this case, she was not in the least worried about that because there was an ASF officer standing right beside her.
First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell Hamilton had contacted her earlier in the day and sent her a lot of information on Tracey Spears. It had not taken Courtney long to work out what the information was saying, even without the analysis the ASF had done and Fawn had provided. Courtney had invited the lieutenant to come to the school to ‘assist with the arrest.’ It was something of a formality; given what Tracey was being accused of, the ASF could have stepped in and made the arrest themselves, even with the arrangement the school had regarding law enforcement on campus. However, that was not done when it could be avoided, and it had always been avoided to date.
Together, they walked to the building’s elevator and rode it up to the second floor, then they made their way toward Tracey Spears’ apartment.
‘You didn’t say how you got involved with this case,’ Courtney said as they walked.
‘Anonymous informant,’ Fawn lied. ‘They suggested that Tracey Spears Cook might be worth looking at and… Well, you saw what we found when we looked.’
‘Yeah. I don’t have the authority to do that kind of digging.’
‘No, but we do. Uh, you weren’t the anonymous informant, were you?’
‘Me? No, I didn’t suspect Tracey of–’ Courtney stopped herself. ‘Maybe I should have suspected her. How the Hell did the assassin miss on that first attempt?’
‘Because she wasn’t trying to hit. Make Tracey seem like the first victim, or attempted victim, and suspicion points somewhere else. It’s like that old trope of hiding a single murder in a serial case. It’s a cliché because it’s actually a pretty good tactic.’
‘Huh. Didn’t fool someone. We’re here.’ Reaching out, Courtney pressed the buzzer beside a door.
The door opened a few seconds later and an annoyed Tracey Spears became a bemused Tracey Spears in a matter of seconds. ‘Courtney? And an ASF officer…’
‘First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell Hamilton,’ Fawn said.
‘Okay…’ Maybe Tracey was expecting something else in an ASF officer. Fawn was not a tall woman, only a centimetre taller than Nava and seven shorter than Courtney. She looked like what you’d get if you took a cute girl and put her through strength training. She was a little too wide in the hip and muscular for modern aesthetics to call her beautiful, but she had a pretty face with moderately large green eyes, full lips, and a cute nose. Her hair was kept short in case she had to put a helmet over it, and it was a sort of plum or magenta shade which was quite distinctive. Of course, she was dressed in ASF uniform, not school uniform, which marked her as different. This was essentially the same design as the uniform both students were wearing, but black where they were blue. Like Courtney’s dress, Fawn’s had gold trim; this was why the SSF uniform had gold trim. Fawn’s boots were flat rather than heeled and came up to her knees, and her leggings were solid black, not fishnet. It was not a uniform meant for combat; the ASF wore entirely different outfits in battle.
‘Can we come in, Tracey?’ Courtney asked.
‘Why?’
Courtney stared at her. ‘Do you really want to do this in the corridor?’
Tracey backed up into the room. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I guess you’d better come in.’
Courtney waited for the door to close behind her and Fawn before she continued. ‘Tracey Spears Cook, you are under arrest for the crimes of conspiring to commit terrorist acts and conspiracy with a terrorist organisation as defined under–’
‘Don’t be stupid! I’ve committed no such crimes.’
‘Tracey, I’m no analyst, but even I could see the money trail you left behind. We have several quite incriminating emails too. Things might go easier for you if you tell us where the assassin is.’
‘That’s ridiculous. How would I have the slightest clue…’ Tracey trailed off in the face of Courtney’s glare. ‘I’m saying nothing else without a lawyer present.’
Courtney turned to Fawn. ‘She’s all yours, First Lieutenant. Where are you taking her? Just in case I need to talk to her again.’
‘You have my contact details,’ Fawn replied as she stepped forward with handcuffs in her hands. ‘You’ll need to call me to get access. We’ll be keeping her in a secure, orbital holding facility.’
Courtney frowned. ‘You think she’s a flight risk?’
‘Oh no. It’s not to stop her getting out. It’s to stop someone else getting in. The Redwings don’t like loose ends and they tend to have an unsubtle attitude to eliminating them.’ Fawn gave Tracey a bright smile. ‘Don’t worry. I have an armed transport waiting to get you out of here and then it’ll be straight up to orbit. There’s almost no chance that they’ll kill you before we can get you to trial.’ There was a very slight emphasis on ‘almost’ which Tracey clearly noticed. Courtney had a feeling that Tracey would be singing her heart out before she was on the way to space.
‘Was becoming student president that important to you, Tracey?’ Courtney asked.
Tracey seemed to consider the question for a couple of seconds while her wrists were locked together behind her back. ‘Yes. It’s the most important thing in the world.’
Courtney shook her head. ‘Please, First Lieutenant, take her away.’
‘My pleasure,’ Fawn replied. ‘Oh, we have so much to talk about…’
235/3/5.
After a week-long break which had been anything but restful, school was back in session. However, lessons were over for the day and Nava was standing beside the door in the student council’s HQ, watching the first full meeting of the new council. They had got the basics out of the way and now Courtney was explaining the matter of Tracey Spears’ arrest.
‘It seems that the plan the Redwings were working to was to get Tracey elected as student council president,’ she said. She sounded weary, as though the recent events had been draining. Maybe finding out someone would stoop to such depths to get elected had a deleterious effect on your mental health. ‘The initial effort was aimed at scaring off the other candidates and it more or less worked. Then they moved on to eliminating those who remained.’
‘And the assassin was working alone?’ Darius asked. ‘Aside from Tracey Spears, obviously.’
‘We’ve uncovered no evidence suggesting there was another Redwing involved. First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell is fairly sure that, if there is anyone else, Tracey knows nothing about them. Tracey never had direct contact with the assassin. Contact was via anonymous messaging. She was told to get out of the results ceremony as soon as the results were announced. Assuming she didn’t win, obviously. The idea there was to kill as many people as possible, leaving us with no choice but to bring Tracey in as the new president. Now that Tracey’s in custody, we can finally stop the protection details.’ Courtney looked over at Nava. ‘You can stand down, Nava Ward. Mitsuko should be safe now.’
‘You don’t think we should keep it up for a little longer?’ Mitsuko asked. ‘There may be reprisals.’
‘First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell says that they’ll have given the entire operation up as a failure. The Redwings have many faults, but they don’t bother continuing a plan once it’s clearly dead.’
‘That’s excellent news,’ Darius said. His smile looked genuine. ‘Nava Ward can go back to… whatever it is she does. Thank you for your diligent protection of our new president.’
It was a less than graceful dismissal, but it was water off a duck’s back to Nava. She nodded. ‘I’ll return to my own apartment this afternoon.’ She started to turn, but Courtney interrupted the movement.
‘Actually, Nava, could you just hold on a second?’
Nava paused and turned back. ‘Of course, Courtney Martell.’
‘What possible reason is there for her to stay?’ Darius asked. There was more annoyance in his voice now, which was a mistake.
‘I can see we have a lot of work to do improving your attitude, Darius,’ Mitsuko said. She was smiling, making a joke of it. Her eyes, however, suggested that she meant exactly what she said.
‘The reason,’ Courtney said, ‘is that I need to ask her something. Nava Ward, I’d like you to join the Student Security Force.’ Both Darius and Leland started at that. ‘You’ve shown exemplary ability while guarding–’
‘Respectfully,’ Nava said, ‘I decline.’
‘What? Why?’
‘She’s support stream, Courtney,’ Darius said. ‘You know they can’t cut it in–’
‘That’s exactly why I want her in the force,’ Courtney snapped. ‘She’s got the combat skills to take on just about anyone in the school. And support students are useful to the SSF under the right circumstances. Donovan Ilbert Morgan’s analysis skills are essential to our activities. I’m not sure how we’re going to replace him when he leaves at the end of this year.’
‘But all the other members are combat stream.’
‘And that’s a perfect reason for Nava Ward to–’
‘I repeat,’ Nava said, ‘I’m afraid I must decline. Courtney Martell, you don’t want me in the Student Security Force.’
‘If I didn’t want you, I wouldn’t have asked,’ Courtney snapped, visibly annoyed now. ‘What reason do you have for declining? No one has ever declined before.’
‘As I understand it, a nomination to the SSF must come from the current captain but taking up the position is entirely voluntary. I don’t need a reason. However, I will give one. I’d estimate that it will take no more than a month before I kill someone should I accept a position in the SSF.’
‘What? But–’
‘Putting a support student in an enforcement role will cause resentment among a certain segment of combat students.’ Nava did not say that Darius was one of them, but she obviously meant it and he glowered across the room at her. ‘They will resent the idea that someone on the support stream is good enough to enforce the school rules against any of them. They will start probing to determine whether I can do my job. It will start with minor things, which I will ignore, and escalate. Eventually, they will engineer a situation which I have to respond to and, since they will be intent upon doing me harm, I will react to them as enemy combatants. Then you will have one or more corpses on your hands as a result of the arrogance of students too foolish to realise that their games have consequences. I cannot, in all conscience, agree to put myself in that situation.’
Courtney stared at her for a long second. ‘Not having you in the force is a huge waste of resources.’
‘If you require my talents and they can be used in a suitable way, I have no objection to lending assistance where it’s required. The politics of the situation make my regular participation in the SSF’s duties impossible.’
Looking away, Courtney nodded. ‘You may have a point.’ She lifted her head and looked across the table at Darius. ‘I’m not withdrawing the nomination. If things change, we’ll revisit this.’
‘I can accept that,’ Nava said. Then she turned and left the room.
~~~
‘You didn’t even say goodbye,’ Mitsuko complained at dinner.
‘It’s not like I moved to another planet, Suki,’ Nava responded. ‘I’m sitting beside you now. “Goodbye” is hardly an appropriate thing to say. I just moved my stuff back to my assigned apartment.’
‘Well, you could’ve…’ Mitsuko trailed off, frowning; she was not sure what Nava ‘could’ have done either. Or she was sure but was not going to say it in front of Melissa and Rochester.
‘I can’t believe you turned down Courtney Martell,’ Rochester said. ‘Members of the SSF have rank.’
‘I’m not interested in that, Chess,’ Nava replied. ‘I’m in this school to learn, not to lord it over anyone else, and certainly not to be forced into a position where I have to defend myself from idiots who think they have something to prove.’
‘But wouldn’t they be put off by what happened in January? Everyone knows about the duel.’
‘No,’ Mitsuko said, a little sullenly, ‘Nava’s right about that. A duel is one thing. Enforcing school rules is entirely different and they would expect her to show restraint even when they aren’t.’
‘It’s a shame,’ Rochester said. ‘It would be nice to know someone on the SSF understands what it’s like on the support stream. I mean, the one guy they have is basically a forensics specialist. He doesn’t patrol.’
‘Do you think students on the support stream are discriminated against, Chess?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Well… Yes. Yes, I do. We’re looked down upon. We’re considered cowards. I mean, I’ve made it clear I plan to go academic in my fifth year and that makes it worse, but the combat students look down upon anyone who isn’t in their stream. They are the warriors and we… are not.’
‘So, not that different from any other school.’ Rochester opened his mouth to respond and then closed it again, bemused. Mitsuko smiled at him and continued. ‘In lower schools, magicians get picked on for being “weird,” or they’re rejected from cliques because the other members are scared of them. In ordinary high schools, the sporting types pick on the studious ones. “Nerd” gets used a lot. It’s no different here. In fact, there’s likely a direct correspondence between sporty and combat.’
Melissa shook her head. ‘I don’t think that’s true. The Flight Club is pretty mixed. Maybe a slightly higher proportion of support than combat. Flight Club is pretty sporty.’
‘Kendo is frequented by more support than combat,’ Nava said, ‘while it’s the other way around for kenjutsu. I think karate has more combat students while aikido and judo have more support students. Oh, and it’s pretty even in the Swimming Club, but they’re not competitive enough to have made official status.’
‘Okay,’ Mitsuko said, ‘I stand corrected on the correspondence, but I’m not wrong on the general point. People will always find a way to present themselves as superior to another group so long as we have a society where status is important. That’s easy for me to say because I belong to a family with considerable status, but it’s true.’
Nava nodded. ‘It may be wrong, but there’s probably nothing to be done about it. Just don’t let it get to you. What you can do has value, Chess. Whatever anyone else says, you have value.’
‘Then why are you worried you’d kill someone for being an idiot?’ Rochester responded.
‘Ah, well, when I was growing up, it was kill or be killed. Put me in a position which forces me into that mindset again and I’ll kill. Devin Girard did just that. You saw the results. Simply put, I can’t trust myself to be in a real combat situation where I should keep my opponents alive. If I’d joined the SSF, it would have ended in blood.’
235/3/6.
Nava’s apartment signalled that someone was seeking admittance at twenty past midnight, which seemed odd for a number of reasons. Melissa was likely in bed by now. Nava was preparing to do the same, a little late. Melissa had, in fact, spent a couple of hours in Nava’s apartment earlier, so it seemed strange that she might need something now. It was also raining, heavily, which was likely to put off anyone else seeking to visit so late.
Shrugging, Nava opened the door and was confronted by a dripping wet Mitsuko. Her hair was plastered to her head and neck, and water ran across her chest in thick droplets. Her dress was quite resistant to rain, but there were rivulets of water running down from her bodice to her skirt. She looked miserable, but apparently that was not due to her soaked condition.
‘I can’t sleep,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I tried. I can’t.’
‘I’m absolutely positive that you can work an Umbrella cantrip,’ Nava responded.
‘I… didn’t think of it.’
Nava shook her head and stepped back to let Mitsuko in. ‘Go and dry yourself off. I’m not cleaning up a puddle.’ She indicated the bathroom door and Mitsuko vanished through it. ‘I thought you’d be able to last one night without me,’ Nava said through the door. There was no answer, so she wandered off to watch the rain running down her window.
She heard the bathroom door slide open a minute or two later but did not turn around. A pair of high breasts were pressing against her shoulder blades a second after that. Arms wrapped around her waist. Nava got the distinct impression that Mitsuko was now naked.
‘Apparently, we both overestimated my resolve,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’ll get over it. Well, I hope you won’t be a complete stranger now we’re not under one roof, but…’
‘It’ll be harder to keep this a secret now.’
‘I don’t care.’
Nava was fairly sure that Mitsuko would come to care. Or maybe not. Others would probably care. There was no way a relationship like this could last, not in the society of the Clan Worlds or that of the school.
‘I want you,’ Mitsuko said.
Nava turned around. Sure enough, Mitsuko was not wearing a stitch of clothing. Her nipples were already standing out. Nava’s lips shifted to find one, but first she said, ‘Since you went to such trouble to have me, I can’t think of a reason to deny you.’
Mitsuko’s response could not have been described as words.
~~~
‘So, you’re sleeping with Suki, right?’
Nava glanced at Melissa, who was walking alongside her as they headed for their apartment building after lessons. It sounded like she just wanted to be sure and lying seemed pointless. ‘Yes. What gave us away?’
‘Uh, well, the walls are thin and she’s loud.’
Nava made a mental note to buy a gag for Mitsuko. ‘Did we keep you awake? You did look a little bleary-eyed this morning.’
‘Yes… Yeah, the sounds woke me, I think, and then…’ Melissa’s cheeks were getting redder by the moment. ‘I couldn’t stop listening.’
‘Huh. We were that entertaining?’ That just got a mumble in response. ‘Well, next time, come around and ask for admittance.’ And that got a squeak. Melissa’s cheeks looked like you could fry eggs on them. ‘Suki wouldn’t mind. She wants you too. We just thought you’d be too shy to join in.’
There were some unrecognisable sounds which likely indicated disbelief mixed with discomfort. Eventually, Melissa settled enough to say words again. ‘I’m not sure I could do that.’
‘Mm.’
‘Well, this certainly brings a new meaning to “student body politics.”’
‘We don’t discuss politics in bed. It’s a policy.’
‘Probably a good one.’ Melissa was silent for a second or two. ‘I think I’m jealous.’
‘Well, all you have to do is ask…’
 



Part Three: Addictions
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 235/3/19.
Another week, another homeroom, another set of announcements. Nava’s eyes flicked over the windows on her terminal while she listened to Luca Newton telling her much the same things.
‘The most important thing on the announcement list is also the one most of you are not going to pay attention to,’ Luca said.
Nava was not at all sure what their homeroom teacher was referring to. Everything appeared to be important, one way or another. Well, a lot of it was seriously boring, but you had to take note, right? Nava thought herself fairly used to life at SAS2 now, but she did have to wonder how people put up with all the bureaucracy. She had decided, after hearing all their complaints, that both Mitsuko and Melissa were practically goddesses of patience because, yes, they complained, but they seemed to do that as a coping mechanism. The work still got done.
‘Every year we have to issue a warning around this point,’ Luca went on. ‘Every year we lose students to Crystal Mana.’ There was a rumble of muttering around the room. Nava picked out the parts of at least some of the mutters and she had to admit that Luca was right: a lot of her classmates did not want to hear it. ‘For those who aren’t aware and skimmed the first two lines of the notice before deciding they’d never touch drugs… Crystal Mana is an illegal drug which enhances your ability to perform magic. Sounds fantastic, doesn’t it? If you use it for an extended period, it can permanently increase your magical capacity. Really fantastic.’
Luca paused, staring around the room at her students. Nava had scanned the full document and seen what was coming. She figured it would be interesting to hear Luca’s take on it.
‘Power always comes with a price,’ Luca said. ‘In this case, the price is a near-unbreakable addiction. Trying to come off Crystal Mana is incredibly hard, and it can permanently cripple your ability to work magic while you’re trying to break free. If you’re forced into withdrawal because you can’t get the stuff, your magical strength tends to decrease. And it’s expensive on top of all that.’
She spoke slowly to emphasise the point as she continued, narrowed eyes sweeping the room. ‘Stay away from Crystal Mana. If you learn of anyone selling it on campus, report it. These people are scum. Even if they’re friends of yours, you owe them nothing. And that’s the last I hope I have to say on the subject.’
~~~
Nava had her hands full with a different form of addiction. This one had nothing to do with drugs though. There was no rain tonight, but Mitsuko was on her doorstep again, begging with her eyes. It was unbecoming of a princess of the Sonkei clan, but Nava said nothing. She just stepped back and waved Mitsuko in.
‘I’m sorry,’ the student president said as soon as the door closed. ‘I just… I couldn’t…’
‘It’s not like I want rid of you, Suki,’ Nava said, ‘but you’re risking your reputation by–’
‘I don’t care about that!’
‘I’m aware. Would you stop undressing while I’m trying to have a serious talk with you?’
‘No.’
Nava suppressed a sigh. Maybe it would have been better to let it come out, but that was her nature. ‘If people find out you’re having sex with a clanless nobody–’
‘You’re not–’
‘A clanless nobody. Worse, that you can’t go a night without it, your reputation is going to be in the toilet.’
Mitsuko appeared to have developed a bad case of selective hearing. ‘I want you to move in with me.’
‘Could you repeat that? I think I misheard.’
‘I want you to move in with me. You can even have your own room. My place is big, a lot more roomy than this place.’ Pause for an intake of breath. ‘Please, Nava.’
Nava looked into Mitsuko’s eyes. It was a lot easier with her kneeling on the floor wearing only her leggings and heels. ‘No.’
‘W-what?’
‘No. Or at least, not now.’
‘I d-don’t understand.’ That was clear. Nava did not think she had ever seen Mitsuko so unsure of anything. She was, Nava thought, unsure of herself right now.
‘I won’t have you throw your future away on a fling.’ Nava held up a hand as Mitsuko opened her mouth. ‘Yes, you don’t think it’s a fling. I don’t know what this is. I’ve never been in a relationship with someone. I don’t know and can’t guess what might happen. I want you to wait. If we’re still together by the start of next year, we can share an apartment then.’
Mitsuko looked like she was going to pout. ‘I hate it when you’re being reasonable. A whole year… I suppose… I suppose that’s not too long to wait.’
‘And in the meantime, I’ll come to you. If you keep coming here at…’ Nava glanced at her wall screen, which was just displaying a clock now. ‘At quarter to midnight, someone other than Mel is going to notice.’
‘Melissa knows? I mean, not that I mind…’
‘She knows. The other reason we should use your place is that the walls here are thin and we keep Mel awake. Well, you keep her awake. You’re loud.’
Mitsuko went scarlet. ‘You didn’t really give me a first reason. Are you saying you can sneak into my block without being seen and I can’t get here without– Oh!’
‘You can’t turn invisible.’ Nava’s disembodied voice came out of the air in front of Mitsuko, but when Mitsuko reached for her, there was nothing to touch. ‘I can.’ Off to the left. ‘And I’m quiet with it.’ From the rear.
Mitsuko was about to turn when she felt hands grasp her breasts from behind. She looked down and there were clearly fingers pressing into her flesh, but there was nothing there to see. ‘It’s like I’m being molested by a ghost.’
‘Let’s hope Mel is sound asleep.’
‘W-why?’
‘Because I think the ghost is a total pervert.’
235/3/24.
Combat training did not happen in any shape or form for the support students until after the late spring holiday in May, but Nava had been issued with an outfit designed for it. Essentially, this consisted of a one-piece bodysuit in blue with some white-and-red detailing and boots with flat heels. It was made from a reactive material which hardened under impact. It actually worked best against sharp impacts over most of its surface and so was a little more useful against bullets and knives, but the elbows, knees, and spine were reinforced against blunt trauma since its primary purpose was to stop students getting hurt too badly in falls.
It was perfect for playing MagiTag in, so Nava had dragged hers out for a Saturday afternoon spent evaluating the MagiTag Club for real. She had provisionally joined during recruitment week, and then been too busy with Mitsuko to actually attend any of the meetings. She had been free of that obligation for a couple of weeks and had finally decided to get it over with.
The weather was fine this Saturday afternoon, and the seniors who ran the club had decided to make this an outdoor meet. The school had a couple of woodland areas on the grounds, one of them maintained as a combat training area. When the weather was fine and everyone could be bothered to go the extra mile, the MagiTag Club would set up slightly more realistic game sessions in the woods. The artificial environments they usually used were more controlled but, as a result, they tended to be somewhat abstract, less real. Staging a mock battle in the woods made the gamers feel like they were really fighting in some sort of guerrilla war.
The extra effort needed came in the form of deploying an array of drones into the woods to monitor the combat. These essentially allowed those not currently in a game to watch those who were, but their technical purpose was to allow the judges for a match to look out for rule violations and call the result at the end.
Francis Goretti Orlando was one of the judges for the current match. He had made something of a point of getting Nava to stand beside him while he watched the array of monitors which had been put up outside the woods. Nava suspected that his motive was not simply to ensure that she stayed in his favoured club. Mitsuko would not be pleased to discover she had competition, but Mitsuko was not here and Nava did not really flirt. Frankly, she was too busy watching the screens.
The current game was a three-way battle based around point controls. Each of the three teams had four members and there were two areas in the forest designated as capture points which had to be taken and held. There were three teams because this kind of game could degenerate into a team claiming one point and sitting on it while a second team did the same at the other location. You ended up with a draw, but you did not lose either. A third team, ensured of losing if they did not claim a target, could be guaranteed to act aggressively under those circumstances. In this particular case, aggression was not the issue.
Nava recognised Siegmar Tate Orlando from Mitsuko’s class and he seemed like he was the same playing MagiTag as he was in the classroom: arrogant, aggressive, and irritating. By whatever means, he seemed to have made himself the leader of his team and he was pushing them hard to take out as many of their opponents as possible. It was, in fact, about the only strategy that worked if you wanted to win; eliminate the opposition and there was no one to try to take your captured points. Unfortunately, Siegmar’s leadership skills were lacking and his team was not really good enough to pull off what they were trying to do. They were all wiped out within five minutes and the game devolved into a hold-and-draw situation.
‘I suppose he has potential,’ Francis said as the teams walked back to the control point, ‘but he needs to get rid of that attitude.’
‘I don’t believe that,’ Nava replied.
‘Which part?’
‘He has little potential because he will never rid himself of his belief in his own abilities. Perhaps if he were to undergo military training… Here, I doubt he will ever realise he loses matches like this due to his own faults.’
‘You… may have a point.’ Francis sighed. ‘We’re looking for people to take part in this summer’s war games. There are a couple of hopefuls, but I’m not sure he’s among them. He’s not much of a team player.’
‘Neither am I.’
‘Well, that’s a damn shame. With your skills you’d be a shoo-in for the team.’
Francis said it at exactly the wrong time. Nava had heard Siegmar approaching – he was berating his teammates with a list of their deficiencies – and it so happened that he arrived just as Francis gave his opinion of Nava’s skills. The only part of what happened next which surprised Nava was that the tall, blonde first year had noticed anyone but himself speaking.
‘You really think she would be a good choice for the school’s team, Francis?’ Siegmar said, sneering. He did give a pretty good sneer.
Francis turned to look at his clansman. The Orlando clan was one of the bigger ones. They were strong, powerful. They were on the Clan Council, unlike the Sonkeis, and had a loud voice there. However, the Goretti family were more highly ranked than the Tates, which made Francis Siegmar’s social superior. On top of that, Francis was Siegmar’s senior in school too. The quality sneer was not going down well.
‘You’ve never seen her in action, Siegmar,’ Francis replied. ‘She’s good.’
‘That so? Well, I’d certainly like to see her perform. How about we switch things up a little? A game of Fox and Hounds. She’s the fox.’
‘That wouldn’t be fair–’
‘That’s fine by me,’ Nava said. ‘That’s fifteen against one, right? I get two minutes before the others come after me.’
Francis turned around such that he was facing Nava and Siegmar could not see his smirk. ‘That’s correct.’
‘How long to assemble your team, Siegmar Tate?’ Nava asked.
Siegmar’s sneer turned into a mocking grin. ‘Won’t take long. You go ahead and get started. We wouldn’t begrudge you the extra couple of minutes.’
‘That’s very sporting of you.’ Nava stepped over to a table where an array of MagiTag weapons were laid out and selected a pistol. She slotted a magazine into it and picked up two spares, attaching them to a strap on her left thigh.
‘You’ll need more ammo than that,’ Siegmar said.
‘There are only fifteen of you,’ Nava replied. ‘I can miss three times.’ Turning, she headed toward the trees at a steady walk, taking her time.
‘You’d better get that team together, Siegmar,’ Francis said. ‘If you give her too long to prepare, who knows what
she’ll have waiting for you in there.’
‘She’s only a support student. Clanless. She’s had no combat training. They don’t even start until after late spring break! She’s no threat.’
Francis nodded slowly. ‘Keep telling yourself that.’
~~~
Fox and Hounds had a time limit: thirty minutes, usually. It was always played where there was a lot of cover available. Those who really specialised in playing the fox tended to fall into two categories: guerrillas and ghosts. One of the most successful strategies was to find the best possible place to hide and simply wait out the timer. That was the ghost strategy. Guerrillas were ghosts with an attitude; they used the cover a great deal, but attacked whenever they got the chance, thus thinning the numbers of those searching for them. Foxes who tried purely offensive strategies tended to lose. Quickly.
Nava did not wish to waste thirty minutes of her Saturday but going up against a fifteen-man search team by running around and shooting people was just going to give Siegmar what he wanted. It would also give Nava the exact opposite of what she wanted: she was here to work out whether it was worth turning up for any other meets. If she did not try her best against these people, she would not be able to fairly judge her skill against theirs. Plus, there was no way she was allowing Siegmar to win.
So, Nava camouflaged herself in some bushes around two-thirds of the way back through the little forest. They had given her far more than one hundred and twenty seconds to prepare, so she had a good idea of where to go once her cover position was blown. Siegmar was overconfident. He was too ready to make assumptions based on his opinion of how the world should work. Support students did not have the training to defeat combat students. End of story. That neglected two realities: that a student might have had training prior to coming to school, and that none of the first years had had very much training in either stream.
He had also never been taught effective methods of searching for someone. Or maybe he had only found four people willing to do what he said. Nava spotted his group of five walking through the trees and guessed that the hounds had split into three groups. In the woods here, that meant that no two groups could see each other. Nava was now faced with five opponents instead of fifteen, and if she dropped them all, it was unlikely that the remaining ten would even realise it.
She waited. She gave them every chance. Nava had never had an actual lesson in camouflage techniques, but she did have a certain innate talent for sneakiness and enough basic knowledge to make it work. Siegmar’s team walked right past her and continued on toward the back of the wood. Nava waited for them to hit the fifteen-metre mark, then she raised her pistol, took aim, and fired.
Headshot. Her target’s harness lights turned red instantly and she shifted her aim to a second target before the hit had even been registered. She was going for snapshots targeting centre of mass now but she racked up two more red lights as Siegmar’s hounds frantically searched for their attacker.
‘There!’ Siegmar and another of his men yelled, pointing toward the bushes where Nava was hiding.
Nava tagged Siegmar’s last companion before he could get a shot off and Siegmar returned fire, lifting his weapon to use the sights, but not really taking the time to aim. Trying to hit a prone target through cover, he was doomed to failure, though he did get close. Nava was almost impressed. That did not stop her returning fire.
‘Bitch!’ Siegmar yelled as his harness told him he had been killed. Then he did what Nava had been hoping he would do. Lifting his head, he raised his voice. ‘She’s over here!’ It was a violation of the rules since he was out of the game. Nava did not mind, however. In fact, she wanted the others to converge on her current location.
Twisting, Nava rolled out of her cover position, regained her feet, and dashed into the trees behind her. When she was more or less shielded from Siegmar’s view, she jumped, caught a low branch, and swung herself upward. Trained soldiers would not ignore the third dimension when operating in this kind of environment. She had a strong feeling that the people Siegmar had recruited for his fox hunt were not that well trained…
~~~
‘She cheated,’ Siegmar said flatly, one index finger aimed squarely at Nava’s face. She stared back at him, her expression as flat as ever.
‘In what way?’ Francis asked.
‘She… She must have cheated. She–’
‘Did nothing we saw which could be called cheating. You on the other hand did cheat. We were watching, you know. We all saw and heard you call out her location to the other teams after you were hit.’
‘We don’t need cheats in this club,’ another of the judges said. Nava had not been introduced to the man, but he looked like someone with authority. Tall, very straight, saturnine good looks. Dark hair fell around a pale sort of face which appeared to have been carved rather than grown. Dark eyes observed Siegmar coolly. Siegmar shrank a little under his gaze.
‘Don’t reprimand him too heavily,’ Nava said. ‘I’d have had much greater difficulty eliminating the others if he hadn’t drawn them in like that.’
‘Wha–’ Siegmar began and cut off as the dark gaze hardened further.
‘One of our principal objectives at this time of year,’ the dark-haired man said, ‘is evaluating students for the summer war games. We can’t expose the school to the scandal of any of our players cheating in any of the games. That goes double for those who lose because
they cheated.’ Turning, the man looked down at Nava. ‘I am Naomi Himura Sonkei, captain of the MagiTag Club. You are Nava Ward, is that correct?’
Nava gave a nod. ‘It is. I’ve met one of your family before, Hyrum Himura.’
‘Uncle Hyrum mentioned you. I hope that we’ll be seeing more of you here, Nava Ward.’
‘I’m afraid that I won’t be making a regular showing. My objective in coming here was to keep my practical skills current. I’m afraid that I won’t be challenged sufficiently to make that happen.’
She was sort of expecting Naomi to be insulted by that, but he shrugged. ‘We lost a lot of good people due to graduation and the new intake is not up to speed yet. May I ask you to return after the late spring break? I think we may have beaten some of them into shape by then.’
Nava executed a bow from the hips. The Himura family was among the stronger ones in the Sonkei clan, maybe even second to the Trentons. While the Trentons had adopted some traditions from their originally Japanese clan, the Himuras had retained many more and a good bow always went down well with them. Or so Mitsuko had said. When Nava looked up again, Naomi’s expression was somewhere between surprised and impressed. ‘I’ll be sure to check in with you again then,’ she said.
‘I look forward to it.’
~~~
‘Siegmar was fuming, of course,’ Nava said. She was sitting with Mitsuko, Melissa, and Rochester in the refectory they used at weekends. It was a little closer to Mitsuko’s block, a little nicer, and it tended not to have many of the wealthier students in it.
‘He’s such a child,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’m sorry you had to put up with his games.’
‘There’s nothing for you to apologise for. He’s not even one of your clansmen.’
‘He is a classmate.’
‘It’s still not your fault.’
‘Do you think he might do anything to get back at you?’ Melissa asked.
‘Men like him don’t take defeat well,’ Rochester added.
‘Not sure,’ Nava admitted. She looked at Mitsuko. ‘Is he that stupid?’
‘My opinion may be jaundiced thanks to sharing a classroom with him. I’ll ask around. But watch your back while I do.’
‘I can do that.’
‘Flying tomorrow,’ Melissa said brightly, probably to shift the subject to something less gloomy.
‘Yes, flying tomorrow. I’m looking forward to it.’
‘You’re not a prodigy at flying too, are you?’ Rochester asked.
‘Oh, I’ve a lot less experience at flying,’ Nava replied. ‘I’m quite sure there are plenty of people in the Flying Club that are better than me.’
‘Well,’ Melissa said, ‘I haven’t actually seen you fly yet, but talent with sorcery is a factor in handling a Flight spell well, and you’ve got talent in spades.’
235/3/25.
What the world called spells were actually mental processes which magicians were able to make real, impressing upon consensus reality the personal reality of the magician. At least, that was what they taught in class. It made sense of one aspect of spellcasting: most magicians could only have a single such process in mind at a time. It was possible to expand this to two or more spells, but it took effort and training to manage more than one complex, reality-altering thought process at a time. Even those who could handle multiple ‘active’ spells usually knew more than they could hold in their mind at once and had to shuffle them around, bringing one to the front of their mind while losing access to another.
Nava shifted Flight to the active portion of her consciousness and prepared to take off. Beside her, Melissa was probably doing the same. Or, as seemed likely, Melissa had swapped Flight in right after lunch in anticipation of going out flying that afternoon.
Since this was her first visit to the Flight Club and she was being watched, Nava did everything by the book. She made a show of looking up and around to ensure that her take-off path was clear, stepped away from Melissa, and then lifted into the air. Actually, she shot into the air; she was almost fifteen metres up after barely a second. She came to a stop at two hundred and ten metres after seven seconds which mostly consisted of acceleration and deceleration, and it did not look like she had hit her top speed.
‘Wow, she’s fast,’ Melissa said to no one in particular. She took off and joined Nava in the sky, also taking only seven seconds to reach the same height. She took some solace in the fact that she had not hit her top speed either, but she noted that her acceleration did not match Nava’s. ‘I just bet you’re going to be better at aerobatics than I am too,’ Melissa said as she slid smoothly into a hover. She pointed at various obstacles which had been set up on the ground. Most of them were four-metres poles set five to ten metres apart which created zig-zag courses for the students to fly. There were a few poles with hoops mounted on top too.
Nava watched a number of club members twisting and turning as they danced between poles or through hoops. While she knew the spell, she had never really had the chance to use it extensively, especially around other people. This was the first time she had really evaluated her skills against others. ‘It’s possible,’ Nava admitted. Sorcerous talent was, after all, a factor. You could not do without physical talent when it came to moving your body around, but when your propulsion system was a spell, talent with magic was talent with flight. ‘I suppose we’ll find out. Shall we?’
Melissa grinned. ‘Sure. Pick a course and we’ll join the queue.’
~~~
‘How are you not tired?’ Melissa sagged onto the ground to rest while Nava hovered in the air a metre or so above and in front of her. ‘You have to have a really huge quintessence reserve.’
‘It’s… bigger than average, I guess,’ Nava replied, ‘but I’m replenishing it as I go, so that’s not really a factor.’
‘You know Gather Quintessence? Of course you do.’ Melissa grinned to show she did not mean anything by the assertion. It was just one of those things: Nava knew a lot of fairly advanced magic for her age. Then Melissa’s eyes widened. ‘But you’re flying. You’re flying and using Gather Quintessence.’ Now she narrowed her eyes. ‘You can have two active spells in your head at once.’
‘I can handle two at once, yes.’
Melissa’s eyes got narrower. ‘More? How many?’
Nava’s expression did not change, but the slight delay in answering suggested that she was weighing up her options. ‘Four.’
‘Four?!’ It came out as something of a shout and Melissa glanced around before continuing. ‘That’s amazing,’ she said in a more normal tone. Actually, it was more of an amazed, admiring tone. ‘I so wish I could do half of what you can.’
Nava did not immediately reply, and Melissa was actually starting to get a little uncomfortable by the time her friend finally spoke. ‘You don’t. Don’t ever envy me, Mel. I’m not someone who should engender envy in someone like you. Believe me, it’s the other way around. I’m going to… I need a little time to myself. Come get me when you’re rested.’ Without waiting for a reply, Nava shot upward, becoming a speck of darker blue against the sky in a matter of seconds.
Melissa watched the speck for a few seconds before looking down. What did Nava have to envy about her? Nava had proven better at aerobatics than Melissa, and the difference was down to magical talent. Technique-wise, they were about equal, but Nava could redirect her motion with greater precision and speed because she could manipulate quintessence more easily. Melissa was actually no slouch at it, but Nava could run rings around her if she had to. What had happened to Nava to make her so good at magic, but at the same time cause her to envy someone who was, in every measurable way, her inferior?
‘Then again,’ Melissa muttered to no one in particular, ‘maybe I don’t want to know.’
~~~
There was a noticeable breeze at one kilometre above the school, but Melissa was dressed in her combat practice gear and barely noticed it. At this time of year, the weather was warming as the planet’s orbit took it steadily closer to its star and, on a bright day like this, a little wind was not going to make much difference.
She had not seen Nava for over an hour. Her mysterious friend had vanished into the sky and, sure enough, had waited for Melissa to join her rather than getting bored and coming down again. It had taken Melissa about thirty seconds to get up there and another few seconds to spot Nava, and Nava was just hovering, floating languidly in the air as though lying on a cloud. It looked like she was staring down at the flyers below her, but when Melissa looked down too, there was little to see since most of the club’s activities were happening at low altitude.
‘It’s kind of pretty,’ Nava said as Melissa approached.
‘What is?’
‘The campus. It’s funny, we’ve been here for a couple of months now, and I couldn’t tell you what half the buildings are there for without consulting my ketcom. We don’t go anywhere aside from our apartment blocks and the first-year teaching building.’
‘Well, mostly. I guess you’re right.’ Melissa was now looking down at the huge expanse of the campus and, yes, it was kind of pretty. There was a lot of white concrete, true, but it was bright in the spring sunlight and there was enough design to the buildings to make the view interesting.
‘It’s the first time I’ve come up this high just to look around. I got wrapped up in studying the layout.’
‘I… I’m sorry if I upset you earlier.’
Nava shifted into a more upright position and slid closer. ‘You didn’t upset me. One of the reasons I like flying is that it gives me some alone time. I need my alone time now and then. Haven’t had much of it recently.’
Melissa suspected that Nava was lying about being upset, or not telling the whole truth anyway, but it was really hard to figure out what Nava was thinking ninety-nine percent of the time. ‘Okay. Had enough for now?’
‘For now.’
‘Good. I want to get in another couple of tries on the obstacle courses before we have to give up for the day.’
‘Fair enough. We are going to have to work on your stamina.’
‘That’s what she said.’
‘Sorry?’
Melissa started down, grinning as she went. ‘Never mind. It’s a really old joke. Let’s go wrap ourselves around a few poles.’
‘Um, that’s what she said?’
‘Touché.’
235/3/27.
Students in the combat stream were introduced to practical exercises aimed at teaching you how to fight a lot earlier than those on the support stream. Mitsuko had got a lot more use out of her combat uniform than Nava had, though it was largely an unnecessary accessory when what you were doing was learning to use magitech weapons to launch spells. Well, whatever, it was a change from the dress.
The exercise today was taking place on the firing range, an open area which could host shooting competitions out to a hundred metres safely. There was actually another range which could handle a kilometre, but it was smaller and only used by the fifth and sixth years. The first years were using spell carbines today at ranges from ten to fifty metres and Mitsuko was not having much trouble. She could hit a man-sized target ninety-five percent of the time at fifty metres with an aimed shot. They were not being taught to hip-fire a carbine at that sort of distance.
The advantages of a magitech weapon like this were twofold. First, it improved your accuracy by, basically, giving you a set of sights to aim down to target your spell. Second, it came with a magazine containing a quintessence battery which could power your spell, and that meant you were not exhausting yourself firing off spell after spell in practical class. Mitsuko fired off the last ‘round’ in her ‘clip,’ popped the drained magazine out to show she was done, and then backed off the firing line to await another turn. She was happy: twelve spells on target, most of them close to the centre of mass.
As she looked back, Siegmar Tate took up the firing position and raised his weapon to his shoulder. He started firing and Mitsuko absently looked up at the screen above his position which showed the impact points he was hitting. Siegmar was not a bad shot, but she had watched him before and he was not as good as she was. It was talent rather than skill; Mitsuko was a talented sorceress and Siegmar was a less talented sorcerer. They were, she figured, about even on their actual skill with a magitech weapon, but she won out thanks to her greater ability to make reality do what she wanted.
But not today. Today, Siegmar seemed to have improved, unless he was just getting noticeably lucky. He was matching Mitsuko’s scores without appearing to put any great effort into the task. He was not taking longer to aim or preparing his shots better. He was just better than he had been a week earlier.
Mitsuko shrugged. Well, maybe losing at MagiTag to Nava had given him a kick in the pants. Negative reinforcement worked on arrogant men. Who knew?
~~~
‘What is the greatest challenge facing magical technology engineers at this time?’ Lambert Stenger asked.
While Mitsuko was watching a sparkling performance on the firing range, Nava was in theory class, learning theory. Specifically, the theory behind magical technology, aka magitech. Humans just loved shortening things. Why the language hadn’t lost all its vowels to make it faster to say, Nava was not sure.
Meanwhile, Rochester’s hand had gone up. That was pretty usual. Melissa’s hand went up half a second later. That was less than usual. Lambert had only one choice really. ‘Melissa Connelly,’ he said.
‘That would be the creation of magical devices which don’t require a magician to activate them,’ Melissa said.
‘That’s correct.’ There was no surprise in Lambert’s voice. It was impressive. ‘Can you explain why this is such a difficult problem?’
‘Because, as far as we know, it requires a living mind to interact with the quintessential field. With a few exceptions, machines on their own are incapable of utilising or even perceiving magic. While we can create devices which enhance spells in various ways, or even allow magicians who don’t know a spell to cast it, like with MagiTag weapons, we can’t build devices which can produce magical effects on their own because a machine needs a mind to influence the Q-field.’
‘And the exceptions?’
‘Uh, the most basic effect quintessence has is gravitational moderation. Artificial gravity and antigravity can be produced without a magician. And there are devices which can generate, um, noise designed to stop magic working within a certain distance. There are also sensors capable of detecting magic, but they don’t work on subtle effects or spells which only affect the perceptions, like illusions. Most “magic detectors” actually detect the effects of magic, rather than the magic itself.’
‘A concise and complete answer, Melissa Connelly. Very good. If anyone can actually come up with an answer to this problem, the world… the universe will change. Until then, magicians remain a vital resource. Without magicians, there would be no interstellar communications. Travel would be limited by the speed of light. Spaceships would need to carry huge amounts of fuel in order to travel between planets. In essence, without magicians, our modern society would collapse. With self-initiating magical devices, our society could advance immeasurably.’
Nava held up a hand. Lambert nodded at her. ‘If current theory says that a sentient mind is needed to cast a spell, is there any proof, or even a suggestion, that it’s possible to create a machine to do it?’
‘A good question, Nava Ward.’
‘Thank you.’
‘Without a good answer.’
‘Oh.’
‘There is a suggestion that it’s possible. However, that suggestion is open to a lot of vagary and interpretation. Essentially, it comes down to unconfirmed observations and hearsay. In some cases, it’s nothing more than legend.’
‘Legend?’
Lambert looked at Nava for a second. ‘Melissa Connelly, do you know what I’m referring to?’
‘Artefacts?’ Melissa replied. When Lambert nodded, she went on. ‘There are a bunch of stories concerning the artefacts left behind by the Harbingers. Originally, they were little more than tales told by spacers. Ancient ships which still functioned, seemingly with a life of their own. A lot of the legends make very little sense when you really look at them. Like, an ancient warship left defending an empty world which destroys everything coming near. Well, how did the story get back to us? More recently, we’ve found Harbinger sites, archaeological sites, and some of them have what appear to be devices on them which may be self-initiating. No one’s ever figured out how to make any of them work.’
‘That about covers it,’ Lambert said. ‘Do you see what I meant now, Nava Ward?’
‘I understand,’ Nava replied. ‘It might be possible. An ancient civilisation might have done it. But we have no idea how and only rumour to indicate that they did.’
‘But if you can crack the problem, you’ll be famous and probably fabulously wealthy.’
‘I don’t really want to be famous or wealthy.’
‘Well, you may be the only magician who doesn’t.’
~~~
‘I can’t believe you’ve never heard of the Harbingers,’ Melissa said.
‘Sheltered upbringing, remember,’ Nava replied. She was focusing on her dinner, but Melissa was not taking the hint. ‘I didn’t get read bedtime stories.’
‘The Harbingers aren’t fairy tales, they’re science. I mean, they’re scientific fact. We have archaeological sites and everything.’
‘It’s true,’ Rochester said. ‘We’ve never discovered the world they originally came from, but the Harbingers appear to have colonised a number of worlds in this part of the galaxy. In fact, many of the worlds colonised when humans left Earth have turned out to be old Harbinger colonies. They seem to have required conditions not unlike those we do. They also appear to have had the ability to terraform worlds more effectively than we do, probably utilising massive metaphysics projects which we can’t replicate.’
‘Essentially,’ Mitsuko said, ‘if we come across a world with a fully established alien ecosystem, it’s likely that it was a Harbinger colony. The development of multicellular life is extremely rare. In all the worlds we’ve surveyed, we’ve never found a world with complex organisms on it which cannot be explained by Harbinger activity. Except Earth, obviously. They imported modified versions of their home world’s flora and fauna.’
‘Was Shinden one of these Harbinger colonies?’ Nava asked.
‘No, it was a bare rock with some bacteria which produced oxygen living in the oceans. That’s why the genetic diversity is… lacking in diversity. We brought plants engineered to live in the conditions here, but few animals. A few more species have been introduced over time, but you couldn’t describe Shinden as having a fully developed ecosystem. There are a few Harbinger artefacts on the planet. SAS-squared is one of various institutions around the Clan Worlds which handles their analysis and the items make their way into museums once that analysis is complete.’
‘Huh. So how long ago were these Harbingers around?’
‘The sites we’ve found date to between two hundred and two hundred and forty thousand years ago,’ Rochester replied. ‘It’s speculation, but they probably began their spacefaring phase around three hundred thousand years ago. Humans had barely evolved at that point and the Harbingers were making journeys to other star systems. They knew things about metaphysics, and possibly physics, which we cannot comprehend. If we could only ask them…’
Nava gave a slight shrug. ‘If they were around to ask, I doubt they’d take kindly to another species taking over their colonies.’
‘That’s true,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I don’t subscribe to the idea that aliens would automatically be our enemies, but I don’t believe they would automatically be our friends either. If the Harbingers still existed, they would be our superiors in every way. If they wanted us gone, there would be no stopping them and, human nature being what it is, I’m sure we would mess things up royally before we even knew we were doing it.’
‘Still,’ Rochester said, ‘if we could… No, you’re right. If they were still around, we probably wouldn’t have made it off Earth.’
235/3/28.
Siegmar Tate was his usual, blustering self as he and a bunch of his cronies made their way along the refectory’s food counters. There were actually counters, more than one. Meat dishes were served on one, vegetarian dishes on another, and then there was a divided counter handling fruit, vegetables, and cheeses, though that latter option was only available at dinner time. Then you had the desserts and the drinks to round out the set. And Siegmar seemed to have a noisy and negative opinion about everything.
‘He’s on form today,’ Nava commented. She had come to the conclusion that he was actually being more obnoxious than usual. That was not an easy feat but he seemed to be pulling it off.
‘He’s been like that all morning,’ Mitsuko said. She was looking annoyed. She and Melissa had to get to a lunch meeting of the student council. The presence of someone slowing the queue down in front of her was not making things easier. ‘Maybe I’ll just grab some sandwiches and eat them in the council room.’
‘We could do that,’ Melissa agreed. She was looking a little crestfallen, however; if they ate in the council room, she would miss out on friendly conversation in the refectory.
‘I could shoot him in the head?’ Nava suggested. ‘That might speed up the line.’
‘First,’ Mitsuko said, ‘I would remind you that we can never tell when you’re being facetious. Second, I think that destroying half the refectory would slow the line instead.’
‘You may have a point. Besides, I’m not sure losing his head would stop him. He’d just run around causing trouble. Like a chicken. Or a cock–’ Nava cut herself off because Siegmar’s voice was not continuing its rant about lousy food.
‘Siegmar? Are you okay, man?’ The voice came from one of the cronies and Nava narrowed in on it. Siegmar was standing there, more or less. He was swaying, his tray held precariously in one hand while the other one was pressed to his chest.
‘Put a call in to the SSF,’ Nava said as she set her own tray down and started through the crowd. She was no more than two metres away when Siegmar collapsed, tray and dishes clattering to the ground and food splattering across the tiles. There were exclamations, some of them expletives, but no one had actually moved to check on their fallen friend until Nava got there. She pressed fingers against his throat, but she could see his chest moving. He was alive, but he was not moving. Nava had reached the limits of her ability to handle basic medical aid, so she called on an expert. ‘Mel? You know first aid, right?’
‘Hey!’ One of the cronies had woken up. ‘What are you doing to him?’
Nava looked up at the man, giving him one of her blank stares, but it was Mitsuko who spoke. ‘Don’t be foolish, Moritz Evered. She’s checking his pulse, as you’d have done if you hadn’t been paralysed from shock.’ Mitsuko raised her voice a little as Melissa appeared, dropping to one knee beside Siegmar. ‘Stand back, please. We’ll have this situation sorted out as soon as possible and we can continue with lunch.’
Melissa had finished – with a little help from Nava since Siegmar was a big man – pushing her patient into a recovery position. ‘He’s unconscious, but I can’t see any sign of injury.’ She looked up at Moritz Evered, another bulky-looking young man though nothing like the size of Siegmar. ‘What happened? Before he fell over, I mean. You asked if he was alright, didn’t you?’
‘Why should I answer questions from a support–’
‘Idiot!’ Mitsuko snapped. ‘Someone with Melissa Connelly’s knowledge and background is exactly who you want at a time like this. How do you expect to get through a battle alive if you don’t even know what support magicians are for? Answer her.’
‘Yes, President,’ Moritz mumbled. ‘He just stopped talking. In the middle of a word, he just stopped. He looked sick. White. Kind of nauseous. Then he fell over.’
Nava raised a hand and focused. ‘There’s no spell affecting him.’
‘Then we’ll have him taken over to the medical office and they can deal with him,’ Mitsuko said. She sighed. ‘I’m not going to get any lunch at all, am I?’
‘Come on, Chess. We’ll get Suki and Mel some sandwiches. That counter’s not closed at the moment.’
Mitsuko gave Nava a look of gratitude. ‘You’re a lifesaver, Nava.’
Nava set off for the vegetarian counter. ‘Not usually, no.’
235/3/29.
‘I said no one would listen, and now we have our first victim.’ Luca Newton’s gaze swept around the room. Most of the people looking back appeared confused. ‘Yesterday, one of the combat students collapsed due to overuse of Crystal Mana. That person is in isolation, undergoing withdrawal. They will miss at least two weeks of school. Luckily, they are in the early stages of dependency and they may entirely recover. It’s also possible that they end up unable to use sorcery at all once they’re off the drug.’
Luca was not saying who had fallen foul of the drug, but Nava knew. So, she figured, did Melissa and Rochester. They had been there when Siegmar Tate had collapsed. Nava had looked up the various indications of Crystal Mana use. One of them was sudden exhaustion once its effects wore off. Generally, a single dose was not a problem, but people who could afford to rarely stopped at one dose. They would chain them, delaying the loss of effects and the drain on their system. But it could result in an even worse hit when they eventually stopped. And, sometimes, the hit was really bad anyway. It seemed likely that Siegmar had been taking Crystal Mana all morning and had not remembered to take one at lunchtime. As a result, his system had crashed hard.
When Nava had gone to Mitsuko’s apartment the night before, she had learned that ‘tests were still being carried out.’ Courtney was handling the case and was, apparently, not saying much. That was irritating Mitsuko, but then Courtney was not exactly in Mitsuko’s best books anyway. When Courtney had arrived in the refectory, a couple of subordinates with a stretcher behind her, the first thing she had done was to ask Nava how she was involved. Mitsuko had been… somewhat vitriolic in reply. Nava had not had to say a word.
‘I hope,’ Luca continued, ‘that this is the last time I am required to make an announcement regarding Crystal Mana.’
Nava’s eyes caught Luca’s as the teacher made her statement. Luca moved quickly on to someone else, but a recognition had passed between them in that instant. They both knew that, no matter how much Luca hoped for it, this would not be the last announcement she had to make.
~~~
The atmosphere in the student council room was… tense. There were various items on the agenda for the meeting, but they all knew it would be the last one which would be the most important and the most divisive. It was.
‘I’d prefer to keep details on this case as quiet as possible,’ Courtney stated flatly.
Mitsuko’s reply came in her reasonable voice. It was almost impossible to tell how irritated she was. ‘I think you can keep the council apprised of the situation, Captain.’ Okay, so she was referring to Courtney by her SSF rank, so maybe it was a little more obvious once you thought about it. Melissa had been around Mitsuko long enough now that she was shrinking in her seat. ‘This situation is extremely serious. I can’t believe that Siegmar Tate is the only student hooked on that atrocious substance.’
‘No one’s given out the name of–’
‘I know you’re not that much of a fool, Courtney, so please don’t act like you are.’
‘But–’
‘Siegmar collapsed in full sight of most of the first years yesterday. He was not in class today. Those paying attention will have noticed that he suddenly became significantly more talented recently. The purpose of Crystal Mana is to temporarily increase talent in sorcery. If the entire school doesn’t yet know that he was using, they will by this time tomorrow. Now, what’s the current situation? What have you managed to find out?’
Courtney sighed. Looking down at the table with a furrowed brow, she began. ‘Siegmar Tate is saying nothing. He refuses to acknowledge even taking the drug. Idiot. The tests indicate that he was using for around two days. If he hadn’t suffered a bad crash after missing a dose, I doubt we’d have known what he was doing until it was far too late.’
‘If he’s saying nothing,’ Leland Harlow said, ‘I assume there’s no way of knowing why he started.’
‘Not for sure, but we can make some assumptions, given the timing. On Saturday afternoon, he suffered a humiliating defeat in a MagiTag game. He’s expressed a desire to go forward to the war games in the summer and it’s likely that this defeat pushed him to try to increase his power and talent.’
‘Ah, yes. I heard about that from Naomi Himura.’ Leland looked amused. Courtney did not.
‘Nava Ward thrashed a group of club members in a game of Fox and Hounds which Siegmar organised. Siegmar accused her of cheating–’
‘And Naomi shot him down,’ Leland said before Mitsuko could respond. ‘According to Naomi, Siegmar barely got away with his club membership intact. Whatever Siegmar wanted, he wouldn’t have been selected for the war games. Frankly, this business with the drug just confirms Naomi’s belief that Siegmar was willing to do more or less anything to win.’
‘Siegmar hasn’t been told that, has he? His defeat by Nava Ward–’
‘Captain,’ Mitsuko said, ‘what is this vendetta you seem to have against Nava Ward?’
‘I don’t have…’ Courtney trailed off under Mitsuko’s gaze.
‘Is it because she refused a position on the SSF? Is it because she’s support stream and capable of taking down more or less anyone on the combat stream?’
‘No!’ After the sharp rebuttal, Courtney dropped back into her seat, shoulder’s slouched. She still looked annoyed though. ‘It’s not a vendetta. She just seems to be there whenever anything bad happens. She admits that she’s basically a walking murder case waiting to happen. That’s the reason she gave for refusing the SSF position.’
‘That’s just stupid.’ Pretty much everyone turned at the sound of Melissa’s voice. Generally, they heard it answering questions about scheduling and agendas and such. She hardly ever spoke up during meetings. It was like having an animated calendar application in the secretary’s chair. ‘Nava just wants to learn. So long as no one tries to kill her, she won’t hurt them. Siegmar Tate called her a cheat, in front of witnesses. If he’d said that to any of you, you’d have been in a duelling arena before sunset. She only killed Devin Girard because he tried to kill her.’ Melissa leaned forward to look down the table at Courtney. ‘I’m shy, I faint at the sight of blood, and I’m a bit of a coward. I was Nava’s second in that duel and I saw what she did to Devin. Do you really think I’d still be friends with her if I thought she was dangerous?’ She sat back in her seat, shrinking again. Her cheeks were flaming red. ‘Get to know her before you throw around allegations like that,’ she added in a mumble.
Silence.
‘We searched Siegmar’s apartment,’ Courtney said after what seemed like a couple of decades. ‘He hid his stash under his mattress.’ There were a couple of snorts of derision at that. ‘One worrying thing: Crystal Mana is expensive. The street price is around two hundred and fifty dollars per dose. We found what was left of three thirty-dose packs. That should have cost him almost three months of his allowance and his finances are not looking that depleted.’
‘You’re suggesting someone is supplying Crystal Mana in the school for cheap?’ Darius Miller said.
‘We found a large cash transfer made via an anonymising escrow system, but that was for eighteen hundred dollars. That was set up on Sunday night. I can’t prove that was for the Crystal Mana, but it’s the only thing that comes close and it would mean someone was selling the stuff for less than a tenth of its street price.’
‘Why would anyone do that?!’
‘I have no idea. When I find out who’s doing it, I’ll be sure to ask.’
235/3/31.
The MagiTag Club was indoors today, principally because the spring weather had decided to dump a considerable amount of water on the campus. It was something of a pain getting to the practical building where the combat simulators were housed, but even people with effectively zero talent for sorcery could manage an Umbrella cantrip. Courtney and Kyle were – mostly anyway – dry when they walked into the operations room to check on things.
Naomi Himura spotted them immediately and walked to the door to meet them. And he clearly suspected an ulterior motive. ‘What brings the captain of the SSF and one of her trusted officers to my humble club, Courtney?’
‘And a warm hello to you too, Naomi,’ Courtney replied.
‘Huh. Welcome to the MagiTag Club. You too, Kyle.’
‘Thanks,’ Kyle said. ‘I haven’t been for a couple of years.’
Naomi nodded. ‘I know. The same is true of your boss. But this isn’t a nostalgic visit, is it? This is about Siegmar Tate.’
‘Yes and no,’ Courtney replied. ‘All the evidence we have says that he started using after your last meeting, so you wouldn’t have seen any signs of it.’
‘I’ve seen no signs of sudden improvements in any of the members.’ Naomi paused briefly. ‘But that means nothing. People who use Crystal Mana are generally in it for the long haul. Sustained use is not a guarantee of increased power, but most people will see some improvement. Using it to enhance control is something that’s usually kept for when it’s needed.’
‘You… have a point. It’s possible that Siegmar got his drugs from someone outside the club but checking things out here is really the only lead we have currently. I’d like to interview some of your members. Especially the ones closest to Siegmar.’
Naomi gave a slight sigh. ‘It’s not like I can stop you. Thank you for asking.’
Courtney gave a crooked sort of smile. ‘I may have the powers of a cop while on campus, Naomi, but even the ASF’s policing officers are polite until they lock on the cuffs.’
235/3/32.
There was still cloud in the sky, but the rain had let up during the night. Nava did not consider it perfect weather for flying, but it was good enough. Hovering above the field where the club did its practice, she waited for Melissa to return to the sky and watched a group of six flyers conduct what seemed like a series of aerobatic manoeuvres below her. Somehow, she doubted that they were just flying for the fun of it. There was too much stopping and restarting the same sequence.
‘Welcome back,’ Nava said as Melissa rose up to meet her. ‘What are that lot up to?’
Melissa looked in the direction Nava was pointing. ‘Oh, that’s the novice freestyle aerobatics team. Or, that’s the group who want to be the team.’
‘You don’t want to do something like that?’
Melissa giggled. ‘Me? Can you imagine me entering a competition like that? I’d freeze and fall out of the air ten seconds in. That’s assuming I could get myself together enough to take off. I also don’t think I’m quite good enough, though…’
‘Though?’
‘Well, two of them were really struggling before the holiday. There’s a big competition coming up the week of the next break and, frankly, I didn’t think they were going to be ready. They’ve come on leaps and bounds in the last couple of… Nava? Why are you looking like that?’
‘Like what?’
‘Well… Okay, so your expression hasn’t actually changed, but it’s like you’re putting out negative energy all of a sudden.’
‘Sudden improvement in talent,’ Nava said, her tone flat.
‘Yeah, like I said. The holiday must’ve really done them some– Oh! No! You can’t think–’
‘I think you can point out which of them has shown this sudden improvement and we’ll keep an eye on them. It’s late. They won’t take more of it today. Next Sunday, we’re going to see what happens.’
235/3/33.
Courtney put her thumb to the sensor pad on her ketcom and then waved the device over a lock. Presented with an override code which SSF officers had available for just this kind of purpose, the lock instructed the door beside it to open and Courtney stepped into one of the many capsule apartments on campus.
This particular one belonged to Brynn Hermanson Bishop, a third year on the support stream. No one had seen her the day before and she had not turned up for lessons today. Her homeroom teacher had reported her missing at the end of the day after receiving no notification that she was ill. Courtney could have done without having to deal with a missing student just now, but it was part of the SSF’s job to handle cases like this along with the school’s medical practitioners. Generally, the medical practitioners involved were psychologists, but Courtney had brought Tanzi Royce Sonkei, one of the school’s nurses, along this time, just in case.
The smell which assaulted Courtney’s nose as the door opened told her that Tanzi was going to be useful for exactly one thing: officially determining that death had taken place. ‘Shit,’ Courtney said under her breath. Louder, she said, ‘I believe we have an unattended death. Everyone wait a second before we go in.’ She activated the recording function on her ketcom and then took one step into the apartment, scanning her device around to take in the scene.
Brynn Hermanson was lying on the floor beside her dining table. She looked like she had just dropped there. Possibly, she had fallen off the bench seat. The smell of decomposing meat in the air – which the air-conditioning system was desperately trying to remove from the sound of the fans – suggested that checking for signs of life was largely academic, but there was little visible indication of decay. The capsule apartments were basically hermetically sealed once the door was shut. Insects – what few of them there were on Shinden – rarely got to a corpse in a building like this, so it was all down to the microbes already in Brynn’s body to get decomposition going.
Courtney had dealt with death on more than one occasion at the school. Mostly, however, those deaths were in an arena and the body was gone before it could think about decaying. She had attended only a couple of unattended deaths and they were all bad. Every last one of them had been ugly and most had been unnecessary. From the relaxed look of the body, Courtney immediately estimated time of death as more than thirty-six hours ago. She had died on Saturday night, alone.
‘Tanzi Royce,’ Courtney said. ‘I’d appreciate it if you could confirm that she’s dead for the record. Uh, could I borrow a pair of those gloves too?’
Tanzi was pulling on a pair of thin latex gloves. She held out the box for Courtney. The box had come from a little cart Tanzi had brought along with her, though most of what was in the cart was designed for helping living people and it was going to be mostly useless. ‘I could do that from here,’ the nurse said, ‘but I suppose we have to be official about it.’
‘Sorry.’
‘Not your fault.’ Tanzi was a moderately tall woman, a little shorter than Courtney but by no means small. She was also slim aside from a substantial bust which was currently squeezed into a one-piece, white body suit, there to protect her from whatever she might come up against when on duty. It was armour for meditechs. Add a helmet and better gloves and it would keep even the nastiest of pathogens out. Tanzi was pretty, like most people from a good family. She had short, dark-brown hair, tanned skin, and hazel eyes. She was, in fact, the eldest sister of Marie, the treasurer for the student council. She was also a competent medical technician and sorceress. Checking someone’s pulse was a little beneath her really. She still did it. ‘No pulse, no sign of respiration…’ She focused for a second. ‘Time of death was twenty-two forty-eight on Saturday night.’
Well, ‘more than thirty-six hours’ had been right. Courtney nodded. ‘Ties in with the statements from her friends. I know this is asking a lot, but is there any immediate indication of cause of death?’
‘Well, that kind of depends on what you consider an indication.’
‘Huh?’
Tanzi nodded to the table the body was lying beside and Courtney moved closer. She saw what Tanzi meant more or less immediately. The plastic bottle of pills, several of which were spilled out over the table surface, had been hidden by the back of one of the seats. The pills themselves looked more like sweets. Each was about five millimetres in length and purple in colour. Courtney knew exactly what they were without waiting for a lab test.
‘Crystal Mana,’ Courtney said.
‘That’s a lot of them too. You don’t normally see almost full bottles of the stuff.’
‘That seems to be a trend this year.’ Raising her voice, Courtney called back over her shoulder. ‘Kyle, get this place locked down and get Don over here. We’re going over this apartment with a fine comb.’
From the doorway, Kyle said, ‘On it, Captain.’
‘Now, the question is, what killed her?’
‘I’ll check for signs of overdose,’ Tanzi said. ‘There’s no obvious physical trauma, so overdose seems like a likely cause. Or a severe crash after taking too many in sequence. Thing is, that doesn’t make too much sense either.’
‘Why?’
‘Only idiots overdose on Crystal Mana. About the only people who try taking too many at once are the ones trying to really rush the power-gain process.’
Courtney shrugged. ‘If you ask me, only idiots take it at all, but that does open up the possibility that she didn’t take the pills voluntarily. We might just have a murder case on our hands.’
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‘Death was due to neurological collapse,’ Courtney said. ‘That resulted in a complete failure of the autonomic nervous system and heart failure. The cause of that collapse was an overdose of Crystal Mana. She took around fifteen tablets. Surviving that is just about impossible.’
‘Oh,’ Mitsuko said.
‘That’s terrible,’ Melissa said, her voice almost a whisper.
‘It’s supposed to be a relatively painless way to die,’ Courtney said. ‘Your brain just shuts down. You don’t have time to notice that you can’t breathe or that your heart’s stopped beating. It’s like going to sleep. Anyway, we found a large supply of the drug in her apartment.’
‘How large?’ Darius asked.
‘Large enough to suggest that she’s supplying rather than using. She was a member of the MagiTag Club, which also suggests that she was the one who supplied Siegmar Tate.’
‘She was obviously using too.’
‘No, not really. The tests didn’t show any signs of long-term use. It appears that this was the first time she’d taken any. Or, she certainly hadn’t been using it for more than a day or two and the state of the stash we found suggests that she was supplying more than just Siegmar.’
‘I’ll get the entire club tested,’ Leland said, his tone low and angry. ‘Still, you’ve broken this problem’s back, right? With the supplier out of the picture…’
‘It’s not that easy,’ Courtney replied. ‘No one with a clue takes that much Crystal Mana in one go. If she was supplying, she probably knew what it did. She wouldn’t have swallowed fifteen pills of her own volition and waited to die.’
‘Remorse over what happened to Siegmar?’
‘Suicide? It’s a possibility, but no one I’ve talked to has said she was acting strangely since Siegmar crashed. If she was depressed about harming another student, or worried about being caught, she was a good actress.’
‘You’re saying someone fed her those pills,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Not exactly. The autopsy came up with no evidence of violence. She’d have fought back if she was being forced. Equally, I don’t think she took them of her own volition.’
‘Mind control, then.’
‘It’s a distinct possibility. Yes.’
~~~
‘Okay,’ Nava said, her gaze on Mitsuko, ‘what’s up?’
‘What?’ Mitsuko responded. ‘Nothing’s up. What would be up?’
‘You tell me. It’s probably not any of my business, unless you’re getting tired of me, but you have something on your mind.’
‘I’ve nothing–’
‘Suki, you’re barely interested in what we’re doing.’
‘Oh. Well. I suppose… It’s the Crystal Mana thing. If Courtney’s right, we have a real problem.’
Nava looked away for a second and then turned back. ‘You have a real problem.’
Mitsuko did not have Nava’s poker face. She frowned. ‘What do you know, Nava?’
‘I don’t know anything. I suspect that a couple of people in the Flight Club are using. On Sunday, at the next meeting, I plan to confirm that one way or another.’
‘You should take what you have to Courtney.’
‘Courtney Martell is not my greatest fan. I need to confirm what Mel and I have seen before I go to her with it. Besides, we may be wrong.’
‘Be careful. If this is some kind of larger conspiracy, they’ve killed someone already. I doubt they’ll worry too much about hurting someone else.’
Nava’s lips twitched, a slight curl at the left corner. ‘Worried about me? You have met me, haven’t you?’
‘You’re not invulnerable, you know. There’s a possibility that they used mind control of some kind on Brynn Hermanson.’
Nava gave a small shrug. ‘That just means I have to take them out before they can use it on me.’
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Michelle Yamasaki Sonkei made her way quite quickly into the girl’s restroom in the building attached to the field where the Flight Club met. The members changed there before taking to the air, and it was not uncommon for people to need to use the toilets considering that they were out for most of the afternoon. So, no one batted an eyelid at Michelle heading off there during a rest break from practice.
She was one of the novices aiming to go to the next Shinden Aerobatics Competition. Freestyle aerobatics was her life. Well, maybe it was not quite that important to her, but it was far more than a hobby. Doing well in the competition had become something of an obsession and, were she honest with herself, she was not quite good enough. That, of course, was why she was taking the stuff. It gave her an edge. She would stop as soon as her talents had caught up with the others in the team. She could stop now, if she wanted.
The restroom was empty, and Michelle decided to risk it. She slipped a small bottle from a pocket in her suit, popped open the top, and let a single purple pill drop into her hand. Briefly, she looked at it before she dropped it into her mouth, then she swallowed it down with a handful of water. She could stop at any time… But it was getting harder to think of stopping.
Turning, she rushed back to the door and out into the bright sunshine of a Sunday afternoon. She ran straight past Nava, who was watching the entire thing, hidden by an invisibility spell.
Now it was time to go see Courtney.
~~~
‘Can’t use it,’ Courtney said flatly.
‘But–’ Melissa began.
‘You didn’t see this, Melissa Connelly. That’s right, isn’t it?’
‘Well, no, I guess–’
‘So, what you’ve got is the word of a clanless schoolgirl against that of a Yamasaki Sonkei.’
Melissa’s face twisted into something which was about as angry as the girl ever got. ‘That’s just the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard! Are you really that prejudiced that–’
‘She has a point, Mel,’ Nava said, cutting off the tirade. ‘It may be unfair and unjust, but my word isn’t enough evidence under the circumstances.’ Her eyes were on Courtney’s face, but the SSF captain was not budging. Which was what Nava had expected. ‘If I can get more evidence, can you act then, Courtney Martell? More physical evidence?’
Courtney nodded. ‘Get me something I can’t ignore and I’ll arrest her faster than you can blink.’
‘I can’t wait to see that. You’ll have your evidence tomorrow.’
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Courtney would not have approved. Nava was quite sure that the SSF captain would have viewed Nava’s method of obtaining the evidence they wanted as… well, criminal. Technically, it was, but that was not going to stop Nava from doing it. She was simply not going to capture the illegal bits.
For example, Nava had her ketcom portable unit waiting to video her search, but it was not turned on while she cracked the security on one of the service doors at the back of Michelle Yamasaki’s apartment building. It was not especially hard. She considered talking to Courtney about improving security, but then she would have to admit how she had got in, and there was always the point where she might need to do this again.
Once inside, with her invisibility spell working to keep her hidden, she went through to the lobby and turned on her ketcom’s recording program before heading for the elevator. Huh, rich girls got elevators; Nava’s building had stairs and that was it. Nava frowned on the way up to the fourth floor because she had never had that thought in Mitsuko’s building. Maybe her own prejudices were coming out.
She turned the recorder off again while she hacked her way into Michelle’s apartment, turning it on as the door slid aside. That would look… mostly natural. Now all she had to do was locate the drugs which she was sure were here. If Michelle had been improving since the early spring break, she had been on the stuff long enough that she was probably physically dependent on it. She would need daily doses to stave off increasing amounts of pain and, potentially, the loss of sorcerous power. That meant she was keeping the majority of her stash where she could easily get to it.
Now, where would a rich girl keep her stash of illegal drugs? Nava mentally kicked herself for the ‘rich girl’ thing. Where would someone like Michelle Yamasaki keep her stash of illegal drugs? Okay, so that actually did not sound much better.
Nava started for the main bedroom.
~~~
Courtney’s ketcom chimed, indicating the arrival of a message. She had a sort of special dispensation during council meetings because, when her ketcom got a message, it might be something which needed immediate attention. Darius still glared at her when she checked.
‘Uh, excuse me,’ Courtney said. ‘I need to check this. It could be important.’ She stood and moved to one side of the room before opening the full screen and then opening Nava’s message.
‘Sure,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’m not sure this meeting is really getting us anywhere anyway.’
‘We need to come up with a way of dealing with this drug problem once and for all,’ Darius said. ‘It’s been going on for too long and we’ve made no inroads into it.’ His gaze shifted toward Courtney. ‘The SSF has entirely failed in its role as custodians in that respect.’
‘I don’t believe that’s fair. Tell me, Darius, how would you deal with the problem?’
‘We need to find the distributors and–’
‘How?’
Darius stalled and then tried for a strong rally. ‘We have to get the users to give up their distributors and work our way to the top.’
‘By what means?’
‘What do you mean? We ask them who–’
‘And they say they won’t tell you. What next? The school already applies the maximum censure possible for almost all users. Courtney has no say in that matter and neither do you. What’s your bargaining chip? Why should they agree to anything you ask?’
Darius, red-faced, was saved from having to come up with an answer by Courtney. ‘I’ve just had confirmation of something,’ she said as she retook her seat. ‘I’ll be conducting a search of a student’s apartment immediately after lessons end today. It’s possible that we may be able to apply some leverage to this particular student to get her to talk.’
‘Who?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Michelle Yamasaki Sonkei.’
Mitsuko flinched. ‘You’re sure? Her family are… full of themselves.’
‘Precisely. I think they might be persuaded to get her to talk to keep things quiet.’
‘It’s hard to believe that someone like her would be using in the first place,’ Darius said. ‘You’d better be right about this.’
‘She’s using,’ Melissa said. ‘She’s shown sudden improvement in her aerobatics since the holiday. Her and–’
‘Let’s stick to the one we know for now,’ Courtney cut in. ‘And we’ll see how talkative she is when we have her stash in our evidence store.’
~~~
‘This is outrageous!’ Michelle Yamasaki screamed as Courtney’s team spread out through her apartment. ‘You can’t do this!’
‘This apartment is on school grounds,’ Courtney said in an even tone. ‘The SSF has the right to go anywhere on campus in the pursuit of its remit.’ She watched as Kyle and Donovan headed straight for the main bedroom. This was going to be a short operation. The other searchers were really just for show.
‘I am not a Crystal Mana user. I would never!’
‘Then you have nothing to worry about.’
‘Tell me who’s accusing me of using the abhorrent stuff and I’ll prove my innocence in the arena!’
‘This doesn’t work like that, Michelle Yamasaki.’ Something was off. Michelle looked… just a little smug. That was when Kyle reappeared in the bedroom doorway, his expression discouragingly dark.
~~~
‘Nothing,’ Courtney said. ‘We found absolutely nothing.’
‘You saw the video,’ Nava said. Courtney was fuming. Nava was calm, as always. Courtney being annoyed was par for the course.
‘So what? For all I know, you faked the damn thing. You planted those bottles under her bed and then filmed going back to find them!’
‘That is enough, Courtney,’ Mitsuko said. Mitsuko was outwardly calm, but you could see the cracks in the skin of serenity. The meeting was taking place in Mitsuko’s apartment, largely so that it did not take place in the council room or the SSF HQ. Yes, Melissa was there, but she was not taking minutes. Kyle was there too, looking like he was readying himself to physically restrain his boss.
‘No, it’s not enough! Darius is screaming his lungs out. He wants my resignation. I haven’t heard from the Yamasakis yet, but it’s just a matter of time.’
‘I can handle the Yamasakis. As for you resigning, I won’t accept it.’
‘You don’t have a say in the matter. The captain of the SSF is appointed by the principal from a shortlist provided by the student council and the faculty. And if I want to resign, there’s nothing anyone can do about it. As Nava Ward knows, participation in the SSF is purely voluntary.’
‘Fine, but I’ll argue with you about it. For as long as it takes. I still won’t have you throwing accusations of faked evidence around.’
‘What the Hell am I supposed to think?! We went to the place the video shows the drugs were in and there was nothing there!’
‘That doesn’t mean it was faked, boss,’ Kyle said. Courtney swung around to glare at him, but he kept on going. ‘What possible reason does Nava Ward have for faking evidence against Michelle Yamasaki? I get that you’re worried about Darius Miller. The man’s wanted you out since he became VP, but you’re not being rational.’ 
Courtney’s glare faltered. Then she looked away and the red in her face turned more to embarrassment than anger.
‘Rationally,’ Nava said, ‘someone removed the drugs before you went in to search for them.’ Courtney glared at her, the anger rising again. ‘But let’s assume for a moment that I have a reason to frame Michelle Yamasaki as a drug user.’
‘But–’ Melissa began.
Nava held up a hand. ‘Let’s imagine that I managed to get my hands on about a six-month supply of Crystal Mana on my minimal student grant… And that’s not going to happen. So, let’s assume that I’m a master criminal and that I’m actually the person behind the drug supply in school. I’m only pretending to be a poor student living in a one-room apartment and I’ve had a lifelong vendetta against the Yamasakis.’ Courtney’s embarrassment had gone back to anger. She was beginning to turn purple. ‘So, I produce video of an illegal search of Michelle Yamasaki’s apartment having secreted a carton of pill bottles under her bed for me to “find.” And then I send the video to the captain of the SSF, who could use it to have me expelled, and get her to raid the apartment in search of the drugs I planted. But then I take the drugs away with me when I leave.’
‘Maybe,’ Courtney more or less growled, ‘you did it to force me out of the SSF.’
‘Because you’re constantly, irrationally, trying to blame me for every tiny problem you can find? An interesting theory.’ Both Melissa and Mitsuko looked a little shocked at that. In both cases it was because Nava was clearly demonstrating that she was getting fed up of Courtney’s attitude. Well, clearly if you knew her fairly well. ‘But in that scenario, I can’t really be the criminal genius. I would be a poor, clanless student who could not afford to buy a bottle of Crystal Mana, never mind a carton. Perhaps, instead, we can entertain a simpler theory?’
Courtney let out an exasperated gasp. ‘She was warned and she, or someone else, moved her stash.’
‘So, who knew about the raid beforehand?’
‘Everyone on the council,’ Mitsuko said. ‘What about the SSF?’
‘Courtney didn’t tell us what was happening until about ten minutes before we went in,’ Kyle said. ‘It’s possible that someone could’ve done something, but I don’t think it’s likely.’
‘Exactly what did you tell the council?’ Nava asked.
‘Um, your message came through while we were discussing the drug problem. Darius was mouthing off about how the SSF wasn’t doing its job.’
‘And Suki was taking him apart,’ Melissa put in, grinning.
‘I hear he plans to go into politics. End up on the Clan Council. He’s no cop. Anyway, I said I’d received evidence that Michelle Yamasaki was using and that–’
‘No,’ Melissa said. She was scanning her ketcom. ‘You said you’d received confirmation “of something.” You never actually mentioned evidence, or what the confirmation was. When you said you were going to raid an apartment, Suki asked whose and you told her. You said that the Yamasakis might be persuaded to pressure Michelle into talking. Darius found it hard to believe that she would use the stuff and I brought up her sudden improvement since the holiday. And then we pretty much wrapped the meeting.’
‘I should have just looked at the minutes,’ Nava said. ‘So, we have three suspects and Mel’s life is in danger.’
‘Three?’
‘Why three?’
‘M-me?!’
Nava weathered the burst of confused questions from Mitsuko, Courtney, and, of course, Melissa. She was about to speak when Kyle cut in instead. ‘We can forget Melissa as a suspect because we’d need the same sort of convoluted scheme as with Nava to make it work. Besides, she’s backing up Nava’s testimony. I’m assuming Nava has a good reason to exclude Mitsuko, so that’s not one of her three. Darius, Leland, and Marie were in the meeting and could have told Michelle about the raid. Personally, I think we can exclude Marie, but that’s just gut feeling.’
‘That’s… logical,’ Courtney admitted.
‘But why am I in danger?’ Melissa asked. ‘I’m sorry to be selfish, but I kind of think that’s the more important thing here.’
‘You spoke up in the meeting,’ Courtney said. ‘You basically told whoever is behind this that you knew Michelle was using. Given what happened to Brynn Hermanson, I’d expect the next logical step would be to have you die of a drug overdose.’
‘Unimaginative,’ Nava said. ‘I’d almost hope that they come up with an alternative. Perhaps a dive off the roof of our building. Whatever, I’ll be spending the night in your apartment, Mel.’
‘We can provide–’
‘No. No disrespect, Courtney, but we haven’t absolutely excluded your people from this. Plus, I can get into her apartment without being seen. So when they come for her, they won’t know I’m waiting to kick them out.’
Courtney glowered. ‘We could really do with taking them alive.’
‘I’m not making any promises.’
~~~
‘Are you sure you’re going to be okay down here?’ Melissa asked as she walked out of her bathroom. Nava was not quite sure why Melissa had gone in there to change into her nightwear. Then again, Nava was not sure of the purpose of nightwear.
‘I’ll be fine,’ Nava replied. ‘I’ve slept in worse conditions than this.’ She was planning to sleep on the bench seat in front of the door. Unless intruders crashed through the window, they were going to have to deal with Nava before they got to Melissa. ‘You really sleep in that?’
Melissa looked down at her outfit, appeared to realise what she was wearing for the first time, and blushed. She had on a camisole-style T-shirt and a pair of lacy boy shorts in some form of pink. Fuchsia maybe. The shorts did not hide much, but it was probably the shirt which was causing the embarrassment. White with pink trim, it featured lettering in baby blue and pink: KAWAII on the streets SENPAI in the sheets. It was an old meme now, but Nava had no clue what it meant. Well, she had figured out what ‘kawaii’ was, but… ‘What’s “senpai?” I haven’t met that one.’
Melissa appeared to want to look anywhere aside from where Nava’s face was. ‘It’s, uh, like what you call an upperclassman or anyone more experienced than you.’
‘Right. So, that’s cute in public, but you’ve been around the block.’
‘It was a present!’
‘Is it true?’
‘You’re evil!’
‘You just figured that out?’
Melissa giggled. ‘This is like a sleepover. Except we’re expecting to be attacked by masked men intent on doing bad things. It’s like a sleepover in a horror vid. Are you going to just sleep in your uniform? Are you sure you’ll be okay on that seat?’
‘I’ll be fine, Mel,’ Nava said patiently. ‘The alternative is that I change into my sleepwear and we share your bed.’
‘I wouldn’t really mind–’
‘I don’t have any sleepwear. I sleep naked.’
Melissa’s blush, which had been retreating, launched a sudden retaliatory artillery barrage on her cheeks. Nava wondered briefly whether it was possible for someone’s face to spontaneously combust. ‘Perhaps not then,’ Melissa said, starting for the ladder up to her bed. ‘What would Suki say?’
‘This is only a guess, but “Why didn’t you call me?” As for the uniform, I’ll go back to my place before breakfast to shower and change.’
‘O-okay.’ Melissa began climbing the ladder and Nava found herself watching her friend’s lace-coated behind all the way up. It was not an unpleasant view in any way, shape, or form. Saying so was probably not a good idea; Nava was unsure how flammable the bedsheets were. ‘Goodnight then, Nava. Turn the lights out when you’re ready.’
‘Goodnight, Mel. Sweet dreams.’ Nava settled onto the bench seat and lay down on her back, looking up at the bottom of the storage area. Melissa’s apartment was an identical copy of her own, aside from the contents. There was not really that much difference there either: Melissa came from a world on the outskirts of Clan Worlds space and transporting luggage cost money, so Melissa had brought relatively little with her which needed storing. Melissa had more casual clothes – and things to wear in bed – but those were in the drawers, out of sight.
In some ways, Melissa was like Nava. Melissa had family, but they were so far away that they might as well not exist. Melissa was not on a grant, as such, but her extended family had put an amount of money aside for her which paid her a regular allowance, so they were in the same boat financially. Of course, their personalities were poles apart and Melissa was a step up on the social ladder, but their circumstances were not that different.
‘What a difference a loving family makes,’ Nava thought. Then she put that line of enquiry aside and spoke aloud. ‘Computer, lights off.’
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Mumble… ‘No, we can’t!’ Mumble… ‘Nava, no… What would Suki say?’ Mumble… Moan… ‘Oh, Nava…’
Nava stared up at the dark ceiling and grinned. Inwardly, she grinned. Even in the dark, with no one to see her, she kept her expression flat. She had been hiding her emotions for so long now that it was second nature.
‘Oh! You’re here too, Suki?’ Long moan…
Senpai in the sheets indeed.
~~~
‘No trouble, I take it?’ Mitsuko asked over breakfast.
‘No trouble,’ Nava replied. ‘Well, a little trouble sleeping, to be honest, but it wasn’t too bad. No intruders.’
‘Why is Mel blushing like that?’
‘Senpai had a little trouble sleeping too. She woke up in the middle of the night. Probably just a nightmare or something.’ Melissa made strangling noises.
‘Really? That must have been some nightmare. I want to hear all about it later.’ More strangling noises.
‘My lips are sealed,’ Nava said.
‘You’re no fun.’
‘You just figured that out?’
~~~
Tonight’s shorts were white and the camisole had a cartoon cow on it with ‘Moo’ written beneath the image. The white lace tended to show less of what was underneath than the fuchsia had which might have been Melissa’s intent or pure coincidence.
‘What’s a moo?’ Nava asked, pointing vaguely at Melissa’s chest.
‘It’s supposed to be the sound a cow makes,’ Melissa replied.
‘What’s a cow?’
‘You don’t know what a cow is? I mean, I’ve never seen one. They’ve been extinct for centuries aside from a few examples in zoos. They used to be used for food and a few other things and then the Vegan Revolution happened on Earth and all domesticated animals became kind of a luxury. Pigs, cows, chickens, sheep… They were all on the endangered list within a century.’
‘You learn something new every day.’
‘I’m glad my top is educational.’ Melissa’s face straightened. ‘Do you think they’ll come tonight?’
‘I can’t see them waiting much longer.’
‘Oh.’ Melissa headed for the ladder. ‘Well, I won’t wish you a good night then. Since it probably won’t be.’
‘And I won’t wish you sweet dreams, because we all know where that ends up.’
Melissa let out a squeak. Nava had checked: the sheets and pillowcases were flame retardant.
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The room was in darkness and Nava deepened that darkness by hiding her head under her blankets. She was supposed to be asleep, but there had been worrying signs all day and sleep was refusing to come. The instructors had been watching. The instructors had been having private conversations at the sides of the dojo where they thought they would not be overheard. Nava had, in fact, overheard nothing, but she had come to a conclusion: they would be coming tonight.
The sound of shoes on the tiled floor came to her. Whoever the shoes belonged to, they were trying to move quietly, stealthily. She detected three pairs of shoes, moving closer by the second. Her body tensed. Were they coming for her? Were they coming for one of the other girls? Who was it this time? Questions which would be unanswered until someone was taken.
The footsteps fell silent too close to Nava’s slim, metal-framed bed. Was it her turn tonight? Then she heard a muffled sound from about two metres away, the sound of a pressure syringe firing… Maya. They had come for Maya. Inside her mind, Nava realised she was relieved, but at the same time she hated herself for feeling that emotion. She was safe for another night. She was…
Someone yanked the blankets off her bed…
Nava bolted upright on the bench seat in Melissa’s apartment. She made no sound, but the lingering unease from the nightmare clung to her and there was cold sweat on her brow. She did not get dreams like that often, but they shook her when they came.
Swinging her legs down to the floor, Nava stood and went to the bathroom to splash cold water on her face.
~~~
Merle Shepherd Fosse watched his buddy, Jesse Audley Beyer, at work on the lock with some interest. It was hardly the first time he had seen Jesse bypassing the security on an apartment, but the skill with which his friend could do it was really quite remarkable and he did not get to see it every day. It was two fifteen in the morning, so there was no one about to disturb them, but Merle was still making a point of checking the area once in a while to be sure that they were undisturbed.
There was a soft click as the lock disengaged and the door began to slide open more or less immediately. Merle stepped forward, getting one foot inside just before a hand came out of the dark apartment to strike him in the chest. The combat uniform he was wearing absorbed the force of the punch, but a pulse of light exploding from the impact point marked the application of a spell. Magical force lifted Merle off his feet and threw him bodily out, over the balcony rail and into empty air. Then he was falling.
Back at the apartment door, Jesse was in the middle of rising to his feet when Nava stepped out of doorway. ‘What?’ Merle got out, and then Nava’s knee slammed into his face. Stunned, he just knelt on the ground while Nava reached out and put her hand on his shoulder. His eyes widened, and then he slumped, falling to the concrete as Nava released him. Nava turned to the rail.
‘No!’ Melissa was in the doorway, still in her cow T-shirt and lacy panties. ‘I’ve called Courtney Martell. She’ll be here soon. We need them alive, so you’re not going after the one who fell.’
For a second, it looked like Nava might start toward the stairs anyway. Then she shrugged. ‘Assuming he’s still alive. That was quite a fall.’
‘Well… We can hope. I’ll put some clothes on and then go check.’ Melissa turned to go back inside.
‘Thank you, Mel.’
‘What for? I should be thanking you for–’
‘For stopping me.’
‘Oh. That. Well, that’s what friends are for, right?’
~~~
‘He’s alive,’ Courtney said. ‘Barely, but that should be enough.’
‘If he talks,’ Nava said.
‘Yeah. If.’
‘Who are they?’ Melissa asked.
Courtney paused for a second, apparently considering her answer, or whether to answer. ‘The dead one is Jesse Audley Beyer. He’s a third year in the support stream. It, uh, seems that he died of shock. His heart gave out. The only physical trauma was a broken nose, so it seems that Nava Ward isn’t responsible for that death.’ Courtney flashed a look at Nava; she was not convinced. ‘The other one is in the same class. Merle Shepherd Fosse.’
‘The same clan as Darius. And the same year,’ Melissa said.
‘Yes, but that doesn’t necessarily imply a connection.’
‘No. Of course not.’
‘Interesting coincidence though.’ Courtney looked down at the carton of Crystal Mana pill bottles which were still sitting on the ground where Jesse had left them. Right beside his body, in fact. ‘Merle Shepherd is licensed to use Suggestion. It looks like the idea was to basically tell you to swallow a lot of pills. You’d be dead and I’d have another overdose case. This time, it would seem like you were supplying to people in the Flight Club, and that you were trying to throw us off by implicating Michelle Yamasaki.’
‘Do you think you’ll be able to get who’s behind this now?’
Courtney sighed. ‘I don’t know. It depends on whether we can get that guy to talk. He’s on the line for attempted murder. That might be enough leverage to move him.’
‘If you’re having trouble,’ Nava said, ‘I could talk to him.’
‘I’d like him alive after the interrogation.’
‘I can do that.’ Pause. ‘Does he have to be able to walk?’
~~~
Nava was running a little low on sleep. So was Melissa, though she was doing a little better than Nava having not woken up because of a nightmare before she was woken up by people trying to kill her. Neither of them was entirely awake, and they were contemplating skipping lunch to take a nap.
That was probably why Nava did not spot Darius Miller until he was already in Melissa’s face. He was a tall, slim man, though not lacking in muscle. His features were mostly derived from northern European stock, tending to a heavier, more rugged type of good looks. He had a strong jawline, a cleft in his chin, a nose with a pronounced bridge, and thin lips. His eyes were a darker shade of blue and his hair was black and kept short. He had paler skin than many humans these days, but there was a slight tan overlaying the white. His height gave him an effective advantage when he wanted to be intimidating. And, right now, he was going for intimidation.
‘Melissa Connelly,’ he said as he loomed, ‘I will not stand for this outrageous accusation against my clansman.’
‘Wh– Darius Miller? What–’ Melissa shrank somewhat under the sudden onslaught of words and physical presence. Behind her, Rochester began fiddling with his ketcom. ‘What are you t-talking about?’
‘I’m told that you claim Merle Shepherd broke into your apartment last night in order to execute some ridiculous plot involving Crystal Mana. You will withdraw your claim or–’
Nava stepped between them. She had to look up at Darius, just as Melissa did. She said nothing. Her expression did not change. Darius took a step back, a look of shock registering on his face.
‘Nava Ward,’ Darius said after a second. ‘This is none of your–’
‘I put Merle Shepherd in the hospital,’ Nava said. ‘Further, I am the principal witness to the activities of Merle Shepherd and Jesse Audley, not Mel. If you’re going to threaten anyone, you should threaten me. I should add that it won’t do you any good, but you’re welcome to try. Especially while you’re being recorded.’
Possibly for the first time ever, Darius noticed Rochester and, in particular, Rochester’s ketcom which was being held in a position which clearly indicated that the entire scene was being recorded for posterity. Darius’s teeth ground together and he leaned down, possibly trying to lean over Nava to get closer to Melissa. ‘I’ll be bringing this up at the council meeting this afternoon. I will not have a trio of support stream cowards ruin my… I mean my clan’s reputation.’ Turning on his heel, he marched away.
‘W-well,’ Melissa said, ‘I d-don’t need that n-nap now.’
‘Wait until the adrenaline wears off,’ Nava said. ‘Chess, did you get all that?’
Rochester was busy checking his recording. ‘To be honest, I missed a little of his threat, but I think there’s enough there to count. Plus, he might have lowered his voice, but I got what he said at the end perfectly.’
Nava nodded and started on her way to the refectory; they were blocking traffic out of the classroom at it was. ‘We’ll give Suki a copy when we meet her.’
‘I can send a copy to Courtney. Those were not the actions of an innocent man.’
‘Maybe. Let Suki send the data to Courtney, if she wants to. There’s no point in giving Courtney the opportunity to accuse you of faking evidence.’
‘That seems a little harsh,’ Melissa said.
‘I’m sleep deprived. I’m not feeling much like being nice.’
~~~
‘Currently,’ Courtney began, ‘Merle Shepherd is in a critical condition in the campus medical facility. He sustained a head injury after falling from the third storey of Melissa Connelly’s apartment block.’ It was evening and the student council was meeting to go over the latest events in the Crystal Mana saga. Courtney had just started giving her report, but they had already been presented with clear evidence of some discontent regarding what had happened.
‘After being pushed from the third storey!’ Darius more or less yelled. He was not a happy man.
Courtney largely ignored him. ‘Evidence at the scene suggests that Merle Shepherd and Jesse Audley planned to plant evidence suggesting that Melissa Connelly was a Crystal Mana supplier.’
‘Entirely circumstantial evidence!’
‘I expect analysis to uncover that the drug they had with them is of the same batch as that found with Brynn Hermanson and Siegmar Tate.’
‘Circumstantial! I demand–’
‘Shut up, Darius.’ Mitsuko spoke relatively softly, but her tone suggested that she might start shouting very soon if Darius kept going. ‘We’ll discuss your demands later. In private.’
‘But, President, this entire situation is–’
‘Later, Darius. Captain, please continue.’
‘We do have evidence linking Jesse Audley to the drugs,’ Courtney said. ‘His fingerprints are on the carton. We also have clear evidence of his tampering with the apartment’s lock. I got Donovan Ilbert to return to Brynn Hermanson’s apartment and check the lock there. Sure enough, he found partial prints matching Jesse inside the lock. That connects him and Merle Shepherd to the death of Brynn Hermanson.’
Darius opened his mouth, glanced at Mitsuko, and closed it again. ‘The problem,’ Mitsuko said, ‘is that Merle Shepherd is unconscious and may not survive. Is that correct?’
Courtney nodded. ‘Without his testimony, I’m not sure we’ll get further up the ladder. We’re going over Merle’s and Jesse’s apartments, computers, and the rest, but so far we’ve got nothing actionable.’
‘What do you plan to do about Nava Ward?’ Darius asked.
‘What about her?’
‘She assaulted one man and killed a second on campus grounds.’
‘I’m satisfied that she acted in self-defence. Jesse Audley died of heart failure. She hit him, but his death appears to be entirely accidental.’
Darius made a scoffing sort of laugh. ‘She’s a known killer! She executed–’
‘Enough!’ Mitsuko was on her feet and leaning forward toward her VP, eyes flashing. ‘I received a particularly damning video at lunchtime, Darius. I’ve debated sending it to the SSF all afternoon. Courtney, you’ll find you have a transfer request pending on your ketcom.’
‘President,’ Darius began, his tone shifting to something a little more reasonable, even if his anger was still in the back of it.
‘Threatening another member of this council in an attempt to get your clansman off the hook? Using your position as VP to threaten three students while simultaneously demonstrating that you don’t believe in my policies regarding student equality? Tell me, Darius, are you of the opinion that I’m easily manipulated?’
‘I’d never–’
‘Say that out loud? I suggest that you very carefully consider your position as vice president of this council. I’m going to be doing the same.’ Mitsuko fixed Darius with her gaze for a second, and then turned away, dismissing him. ‘Mel, is there any other business?’
Darius sat back in his seat. Mel glanced at him before she checked her agenda, knowing there was nothing else to discuss. Darius might have been dismissed, but he was far from finished. ‘No,’ Melissa said, ‘that’s everything.’ Until, of course, it was not.
235/4/9.
The appearance of Courtney and Kyle at the door of the classroom caused a stir which rippled down the rows of seats like some sort of event propagation effect in the quintessential field. The teacher looked up from his console and then around at the door, raising an eyebrow.
‘Excuse me,’ Courtney said. ‘I’m sorry for the disturbance, but this is official SSF business.’
She had arrived just as period one was ending and period two beginning. The timing was deliberate, of course. It minimised class disturbance. ‘What is it you need, Captain Courtney Martell?’ the teacher asked.
Courtney looked out across the room as she stepped over the threshold. ‘I need Leland Harlow Whitman to come with me,’ she said and a second wave passed over the room, this time one consisting of gasps. ‘Leland Harlow, consider yourself under arrest.’
‘On what charges?!’ Leland said, rising to his feet with a look of affront on his face.
‘I wasn’t going to mention them in front of your class, but since you ask… Distribution of a controlled substance and conspiracy to commit murder. Other charges may arise as the investigation continues. Merle talked. Don’t make this more difficult than it already is, Leland.’
Leland’s jaw tightened. Then, barely visibly, his shoulders sagged and his eyes dropped away from Courtney’s. ‘Of course, Captain,’ he said. ‘I’ll cooperate with your investigation in any way I can.’ He stepped out from behind his desk and started toward Courtney and the door.
Courtney nodded. He would cooperate alright. With what the SSF had on him, he would probably be singing his heart out within the hour.
~~~
Another afterschool council meeting, this time with a slight alteration to the usual attendees. Leland was, of course, missing. Naomi Himura sat in his place as the acting chair of the Extracurricular Activities Committee. He had been Leland’s vice chairman and would remain in that position until it was confirmed that Leland would not be returning. He was… unhappy but not angry about the circumstances of his temporary promotion.
‘I find it difficult to believe that Leland is responsible for this,’ Naomi said.
‘Well,’ Courtney responded, ‘he is. Considering what we could prove thanks to Merle Shepherd’s testimony, it was fairly easy to persuade Leland that he’d probably be treated better by the courts if he gave us everything we needed to close down his ring.’
‘But… Why?’
‘It’s not obvious? He is, or was, the head guy for extracurricular activities in this school. The school puts a degree of pressure on the EAC to give a good showing at various high-profile competitions through the year. Beyond that, Leland’s personal reputation benefits from the school’s students doing well. Crystal Mana improves the power of its users and it can be used to increase their ability to wield magic if you’re careful not to get caught at any competitive events. What he was doing was finding young magicians who could be competitive with a little help and educating them in how to beat the system. He was actually giving away Crystal Mana to the right students to improve the school’s performance. He’s been doing it since last spring, seeking out first years he could get involved. He did the same this year while keeping up the supply for the second years he hooked last year. He had a couple of older students involved and was planning to start bringing in more this year. Thankfully, he hadn’t got to that part of the project yet.’
‘What about Siegmar Tate?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘He was not part of the programme. Brynn Hermanson was actually Leland’s distributor in the MagiTag Club. She handled a few other clubs too, but she was there scouting MagiTag players and then handling their supply as needed. She saw an opportunity to make some money on the side when Siegmar came sniffing around for Crystal Mana. Leland liked his users to be sensible enough to be discreet and, as demonstrated by what happened, Siegmar was far from subtle. Brynn was killed to keep us off the scent and to send a message to the other distributors.’
‘“Don’t cross me or you’re dead.”’
‘Precisely. The only thing we can’t get out of Leland at the moment is his supplier. I don’t think we’re going to get any names there, to be honest. He seems more scared of them than he is of anything the SSF, school, or ASF can do to him.’
‘There is another thing,’ Marie said. Courtney almost jumped; the treasurer did not speak often at meetings. She was almost quieter than Melissa. She was a relatively slight woman, pretty but a little too long in the nose to be called beautiful. She wore her light-brown hair in a bob, but generally kept the left side tucked behind her ear. Moderately large, brown eyes gave her a doe-like look, but she was uncommonly smart and was likely to end up on the academic track in her final two years. ‘Where did Leland get the money to finance this operation? His clan is a strong one, but he is here on the standard sort of allowance for a student of his status. It seems relatively unlikely that he could personally get the cash together to purchase Crystal Mana in bulk.’
Courtney frowned. ‘That’s an interesting point. He hasn’t mentioned anything financial… I’ll look into it.’
‘It seems that we have this almost wrapped up,’ Mitsuko said. ‘All we have to do now is deal with the fallout. Courtney has made a number of arrests today. There are students who may or may not be expelled, but certainly need help in overcoming a serious addiction. Some of them may suffer power loss as a result of giving up the drug. And, somehow or other, we have to hold the EAC together through this. Naomi, I need you to begin the process of electing a new chair for your committee. Leland will not be returning, and I think you should just get it over with. Whether you take the chair until the next elections and you bring in a new vice chairperson, or you hold full elections now, I don’t really care. But it should be done, and without delay.’
Naomi nodded. ‘This is a terrible day for the EAC. It will take strong leadership to bring things back from the edge.’
‘The EAC will have the support of the student council.’ Mitsuko looked at the empty chair beside her where Darius should have been sitting. ‘Whatever form the council takes, you’ll have our support.’
235/4/10.
Nava watched Mitsuko emerging from the bathroom with her usual taciturn expression. Mitsuko was rubbing at her hair with a towel and all she was wearing was her red robe. ‘You should put some clothes on,’ Nava said.
‘And I thought you liked this robe.’
‘I do. And when Chess arrives at some point in the next few minutes, I’m sure he’ll also enjoy it. However, I refuse to clean up the ocean of blood that’s sure to fountain from his nose and I’m not going to catch him when he faints.’
Mitsuko paused in her rubbing for a brief second and then turned, heading for the bedroom. ‘You make a valid point.’
Nava returned to reading a document on quintessence particle theory on her ketcom, only to be interrupted after a couple of seconds. ‘You know, I could’ve lent you some casual clothes to wear or got you some sent over.’ It was called out through the partially open door, but it was quite audible.
‘I’m not a charity case, Suki.’
‘I know that, but you’re still in uniform and this is a party.’
‘Bet you Courtney turns up in uniform.’
‘Huh. You might be right.’
‘Anyway, the only “party dress” I have is that black one you bought me. If I wore that, we’d have the same issue with Chess. Hey, you’re not wearing–’
‘No, I have a different outfit for tonight. More casual.’
Nava was just wondering what could possibly be more casual than a barely existing, transparent dress you had to wear pasties under when Mitsuko emerged from the bedroom. More casual apparently meant a pink camisole top with the kanji characters for her family name in red on the front, a pair of pink shorts which were closer to panties and tight enough to show a clear impression of her labia, and strappy sandals which were mostly transparent plastic to add to her height.
‘I’m going to find a mop and bucket,’ Nava said.
~~~
As it turned out, Rochester had double the reason to collapse in a dead faint; Melissa turned up in an off-the-shoulder, long-sleeved top which left her belly bare, shorts which deserved the name more than Mitsuko’s but were still brief, and high-heeled pumps with a slight platform. The top was a rose pink with ‘LOVE’ in white stretched across her chest. The shorts were blue fading to white as they went down. She looked great, and Rochester did not know where to put his eyes.
Nava was actually wondering how Rochester had managed to walk to Mitsuko’s building. He had, all gentlemanlike, escorted Melissa from her apartment. That meant he had been in danger of his knees giving out for a good fifteen minutes before arriving. Then he had got there and… Well, the mop and bucket had not been needed, but Melissa had steered him into a seat before he fell over.
Rochester had casual clothes, which almost surprised Nava. He was in a T-shirt and pristine denim jeans. Running shoes adorned his feet. His T-shirt had an equation printed on it, sort of. It was a superposition expression representing the half-dead, half-alive state of the cat in Schrödinger’s famous thought experiment. A quantum physics joke. It suited him down to the ground and, truth be told, he looked quite handsome out of uniform.
Then Courtney and Kyle arrived, both of them in uniform, though Kyle had loosened his tunic to make it a little less formal. As far as Nava was concerned, the female uniform was not exactly formal anyway. Anything that revealed that much cleavage could not be viewed as formal.
‘I’m still not sure what the point of this is,’ Courtney said as she came in.
‘The point,’ Mitsuko reminded her, ‘is for you to see Nava in an environment where there’s no trouble you can find to blame her for.’
‘But if things get boring,’ Nava said, ‘I’ll nuke the bathroom to give you something interesting to do.’
Courtney stared at Nava for a second and then looked toward Mitsuko. ‘Have you figured out how to tell when she’s being sarcastic yet?’
‘No,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘I generally assume she is if the subject is ludicrous enough. There’s no way she’d actually use her Magic Burst on the bathroom just to liven up a party.’
‘You just keep thinking that,’ Nava said. ‘Courtney, Kyle, what would you like to drink?’ She turned, starting for the kitchen.
‘I’ll come help,’ Kyle said, setting off after her.
‘I’m sure she wouldn’t,’ Mitsuko said, referring to the bathroom nuking.
Courtney regarded her with a raised eyebrow. ‘You just keep thinking that.’
~~~
‘I think at least part of the problem is that I hate mysteries.’
‘Huh?’ Mitsuko gave Courtney a perplexed frown since her assertion seemed a bit odd. They had been discussing various things for the past hour, none of them directly related to Nava, but now they had turned to Courtney’s problem with her underclassman. A hatred of mysteries did not seem to fit the topic.
‘It’s true,’ Kyle said. ‘She really dislikes puzzles she can’t solve. It’s why she wants to go into the policing side of the ASF. So she can solve mysteries with real meaning.’
‘I think you’re underplaying the number of mysteries the ASF doesn’t solve,’ Mitsuko replied, ‘but I don’t get what that has to do with Nava.’
‘You don’t?’ Courtney asked. ‘Seriously?’
Mitsuko turned her head to look at Nava, sitting beside her. As always, Nava’s expression was neutral. She possibly looked a little more relaxed than usual. ‘Well…’
‘When the situation with Devin Girard was developing, I opened up Nava’s records.’
‘And not Devin’s?’
‘I didn’t need to look up Devin Girard. I knew all about him from previous incidents. Nava was someone new and I knew nothing about her. And after I’d read all I could find, I still knew nothing about her. Okay, I found out that she’s on a military scholarship. The ASF is funding her education. She was recorded as arriving on Shinden in June of two thirty-four. Her age then was listed as fourteen standard years. I got basic biometrics and a picture. She hasn’t changed much in the past eleven months. Or at all, actually. Aside from that, I couldn’t access a single document about her.’
‘I’d like to illuminate you,’ Nava said, ‘but as your search will have indicated, the ASF has classified just about everything about my history. Where and how they found me, my circumstances when they found me, everything is hidden behind the Alliance Information Security Act. I can tell you why it’s classified, if you like.’
‘That would be something,’ Courtney said.
‘The operation they were conducting is also classified. Revealing anything about me would compromise the security of that operation. When I arrived on this world, last year, I was put through an education programme designed to bring me up to speed on Clan Worlds society with the intention of sending me to SAS-squared when I was old enough.’
‘Which implies that you weren’t found in Clan Worlds space.’
Nava simply stared back at Courtney, her expression unreadable.
‘You don’t exhibit any signs of emotion. Your attitude to killing is… outside the normal parameters of Clan Worlds society.’
‘She has emotions,’ Melissa said.
‘I’m not actually claiming she doesn’t, but she doesn’t demonstrate them.’
‘I actually think Nava is more restrained about killing than most of the rest of us,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I believe her attitude to duelling is far more mature than most of her peers and a large proportion of adults.’
‘I’m not actually going to argue that last point,’ Courtney said. ‘My upbringing says one thing and my common sense says another. Frivolous duels are more common in school than they should be. It is used as a bullying tool, in young adults and adults alike. But two people have died as a result of her actions in just a couple of months. Most people don’t have that kind of record unless they’re active in the ASF. Even then…’
‘You said yourself that Jesse Audley appeared to have died of shock.’
‘I did…’ That Courtney was unconvinced was obvious. ‘The point is that Nava’s a mystery I can’t solve and that makes me… nervous.’
‘I know how you feel, boss, but does it really matter?’ Courtney looked around at Kyle, her eyes widening a little. ‘So, she’s got a background you can’t look into and she has some weird attitudes. Well, weird attitudes don’t make you a bad person. I think she uses her clanless status as an excuse to avoid duels, but that’s not a bad thing. Given her combat capabilities, she could be the biggest bully in the school if she wanted to be. I doubt there’s a sixth year who could beat her. She’s fast and ridiculously accurate. I’m pretty sure that one or two people wanted to get back at her for Devin’s death, but they’re all pretty sure she’d beat them if they called her out.’
‘Well, that’s probably true…’
‘And you don’t know the background of most of the student body. Recent events suggest that what you could find out would give no indication of criminal intent. Leland Harlow comes from a good family and clan. In fact, his background is probably why he set all this Crystal Mana stuff up. He wanted to increase his own reputation by raising the profile of the school and his clan. You’re never going to see Nava doing something like that.’
‘All I want to do is have a normal life, with a normal education, in a… relatively normal school,’ Nava said. ‘That’s probably going to turn out to be a pipe dream, but it’s all I want.’
‘You’re on a scholarship from the ASF,’ Courtney said. ‘You might get a “normal” life, whatever that means, while you’re here, but they only hand out grants when they see potential. Once you leave the school, all bets are off.’
Nava nodded. ‘Yes. Yes, that’s probably a fair assessment. But for these six years I can live the life of a typical schoolgirl. And that’s all I want to do.’
~~~
‘So, Courtney and Kyle are an item,’ Mitsuko observed. The couple in question had left about twenty minutes earlier and Rochester had set off to escort Melissa back to her apartment a minute ago. It was approaching midnight and bed was calling even if none of them had lessons tomorrow.
‘You just figured that out?’ Nava asked.
‘Well, I thought it likely, but tonight confirmed it. Especially when she picked lint off his uniform.’
‘They seem to be rarely apart. He answers questions for her. She isn’t overly protective of him, but she shows more concern for his health than she might. She was more than a little grateful when I healed him after that explosion in the auditorium.’
‘Mm. Perhaps the more interesting question is which apartment Mel and Chess are going to end up in tonight.’
Nava began stripping off her dress as she headed for the bathroom. ‘Separate ones.’
‘You think? He’s being terribly gentlemanly. Escorting her here and back. He was always the one getting her a drink tonight.’
‘Oh, I agree that them ending up in bed together is likely, just not yet. They’ll both want the other to make the first move. If I had to make a decision, I’d say that Mel will snap first. I just hope it isn’t a disaster when she does.’ Nava laid her dress over one of the sofas and half-turned back toward Mitsuko. ‘Personally, I’m wondering whether Courtney has figured out what we’re up to when everyone’s backs are turned.’
‘Probably. Not that I mind in the least. You’re the one saying we should keep it quiet. Also, since Courtney and Kyle keep their relationship quiet, I don’t think either of them will say anything about us.’
Nava nodded. ‘Probably. I’m going to take a shower before bed. Join me?’
Mitsuko started toward Nava, grinning. ‘Always.’
235/4/16.
‘Siegmar Tate is out of rehab,’ Courtney reported to the council. Darius was back in his seat. Naomi was now the official chairman of the EAC. This was, effectively, the SSF’s after-action report on the Crystal Mana incident. ‘He’s returning home where his family can look after him. He’s convinced himself that he can’t work magic without Crystal Mana. He had a bit of a rough withdrawal.’
‘What about the other addicts?’ Naomi asked.
‘They aren’t as lucky as Siegmar. They’ve all been taking it long enough to develop a physical dependency. It’ll be about a month before they’re declared clear and we won’t know how it’s affected their abilities until then. In total, there are twenty-three students undergoing treatment, including four third years, two fourth years, and two fifth years, though those weren’t all down to Leland’s scheme. The rest are split between the first two years where Leland had the most influence.’
‘We’ve lost some very promising students to this.’
‘The school is treating each case on its merits. I think the upperclassmen will be expelled. Basically, they should have known better. For the others, well, they might be back, but I don’t know what state they’ll be in if they are. Leland and his distributors are being kicked out and facing charges from the ASF. We couldn’t avoid bringing the ASF in on this. It’s a hit to the school’s reputation, mitigated somewhat by us cleaning house ourselves.’
‘Well, we’re just going to have to work twice as hard to raise our reputation,’ Mitsuko said.
‘That isn’t going to be easy,’ Darius said. ‘We’ll be fighting against the perception that our students use drugs to increase their strength.’
‘Yes, we will. Yes, it will be hard. But nothing worth doing is ever easy.’
 



Part Four: Quintessential Terror
The Trenton Mansion, Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 235/5/9.
The sun was hot, the sky was blue with a few wisps of cloud hanging on through grim determination, and Nava was lying in the sun, enjoying the warmth on her skin. Somewhere in the background, she could hear Rochester trying to teach Melissa how to play chess. It did not seem to be going especially well, but it did mean that he did not have to look at an excessive amount of female flesh.
It was true that Mitsuko had put some thought into ordering Nava a swimsuit. She had considered the fact that Rochester was going to be joining them on their two-ish-day visit to the Trenton Mansion at the end of the late spring break. Nava had suggested, on seeing the garment in question, that Rochester would die of heart failure and then Mitsuko would have to deal with the consequences. Mitsuko had then shown Nava what she would have ordered if Rochester was not a factor and Nava had had to concede that the eventual choice was better…
Hence, Nava was clad in something which covered all the bits required for public decency while still managing to look like it had come from a lingerie catalogue and probably deserved the name ‘monokini,’ and Rochester was teaching Melissa chess. Melissa actually had a bikini on under a blouse and shorts, but she had chickened out of taking off the outer layer once they had got outside. Nava had been a little surprised that the timid young woman had such a thing as a bikini, though her idea of a bikini was poles apart from what Mitsuko was wearing; there had to be three or four times as much fabric in Melissa’s version for starters. Nava had made Mitsuko walk behind Rochester on the way out to the patio they were using to avoid cardiac infarction.
‘We’ll go into town tomorrow,’ Mitsuko said. She sounded as though she was right on the edge of falling asleep and had decided to say something primarily to avoid doing so. She was lying on a lounger beside Nava. Another thing Rochester had had to be distracted from was the lengthy process Nava had gone through putting sunscreen on Mitsuko’s pale skin. Mitsuko had to use the strongest blocking factor available to avoid turning into a lobster and there was a lot of her to smooth the stuff onto.
‘Town?’ Nava responded. The mansion was not exactly close to anywhere.
‘Alliance City. It’s only thirty minutes or so to get there.’
‘By rocket?’
Mitsuko giggled. ‘Courtney has a contragrav licence. We can borrow a car. We have… an indeterminate number of them in the garage.’ Courtney and Kyle were somewhere else in the complex the Trentons called a mansion. Possibly, they were testing the bed in their room.
‘Your family is really rich, isn’t it? Most people can at least count the vehicles they own. On one finger, usually.’
‘I could say something at this point which would make me sound like a really terrible person. You know the kind of thing. “Oh, wealth is really a curse.” “Money can’t buy you happiness.”’
‘I’m glad you decided not to say anything like that.’
‘It’s not all a bed of roses. There’s a reason I know how to cast Detect Poison. Taken as a whole, however, I’d much rather belong to one of the most powerful families on the planet than not.’
‘I don’t think I can blame you,’ Nava replied, ‘but you have to stop buying me clothes. I have little in the way of outgoings. I can afford to spend money on myself.’
‘Well, you’ll have the opportunity to do just that tomorrow. Shopping will be at least one aspect of the trip.’
‘It’s Chess and Kyle I pity.’
‘Oh, don’t worry. We’ll take them lingerie shopping.’
‘It’s Chess I pity.’
~~~
Nava had put a loose shirt on over her swimsuit and gone searching for the sound of gunshots. She traced them to one of the lawns at the back of the house and Zackery Trenton’s shotgun.
‘Pull!’ At the command, something hidden out of sight in some dip in the lawn launched a missile of some kind into the air. Zackery’s gun swung through the air and fired. The missile was reduced to powder at some thirty metres from where Zackery was standing.
Nava watched three more of the red discs being destroyed before Zackery had to stop to reload his weapon. At that point he noticed her and pulled off the ear protectors he was wearing. ‘I hope I’m not intruding,’ she said.
‘Not at all. Suki’s not with you?’
‘I left her baking in the sun. The gunshots drew my attention. If you don’t mind me asking, what are you doing?’
Zackery raised an eyebrow. ‘You’ve never seen clay pigeon shooting? Sorry, that’s a foolish question. A lot of people have never actually seen it, but most would recognise it if they saw it.’
‘I had something of a sheltered upbringing,’ Nava said, trotting out her usual excuse. ‘Those projectiles don’t look much like pigeons.’
‘Ha! No. Not that I’ve ever seen a pigeon, but no. The idea is to recreate the sport without having to slaughter animals. Would you care to give it a try?’ He shifted the weapon in his hand as though ready to hand it over to her.
Nava walked over to where he was standing, beside a small table set up with a box of ammunition for the shotgun, but did not hold out a hand for the weapon. ‘I don’t believe I would be particularly good at this using that weapon, sir. I’m a reasonable shot with a pistol, but even using a multiple-projectile load such as this, I doubt I would be able to reliably hit a target travelling at around twenty metres per second at thirty metres.’
‘It’s always best to know one’s limitations. I’m impressed that you’ve learned to use a pistol, being a sorceress.’
‘I had a sheltered but unusual upbringing. Might I try an alternate method of destroying these pigeons?’
Zackery’s eyebrows both went up this time. ‘Be my guest. The launchers are voice activated. When you call for a clay, either of the launchers can fire one.’
Nava nodded. She had worked that out from watching. She raised her hand toward the empty field. ‘Pull!’ A clay launched from her right and she swung her arm to follow it. She was unsure whether Zackery spotted the distortion in the air, but he certainly saw the pigeon evaporate into a puff of smoke. ‘Pull!’ Puff. ‘Pull!’ Puff.
‘Impressive,’ Zackery said.
Nava switched tactics. ‘Pull!’ This time she snapped off a shot almost immediately, cutting the range of the shot while forgoing the benefits of aiming. Still, she blasted the clay to pieces. Then she took out three more the same way. ‘This is definitely a worthwhile test of reflexes and marksmanship,’ she said.
‘I’m feeling old. You’re using a Concussive Force spell, aren’t you?’
‘A cantrip, but yes.’
‘Never got the hang of the difference. I have to shoot a couple of hundred pellets at the clays to hit them and you’re doing it with one pulse of magic. Without aiming.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘I can see why Suki wanted you as a bodyguard, young lady. And I can see why Devin Girard stood no chance in that duel.’
‘He lost because he was playing a game and didn’t understand the rules. Or, he didn’t understand that the rules had changed.’
‘And you did?’
Nava shook her head. ‘I wasn’t playing.’
~~~
Mitsuko was not actually out on the patio; she had gone inside to get drinks – and for a break from listening to Rochester explaining how knights moved – only to discover that her mother was in the kitchen.
‘Ah, Suki, I wanted to have a little word.’
Parents saying something like that was never a good sign. ‘Oh?’
‘Your father and I… Please don’t immediately jump to the wrong conclusion.’
Really not a good sign. ‘I’ll try.’
‘Your father and I were wondering what your intentions are regarding Nava.’
Mitsuko frowned. Her parents had shown every sign of considering Nava a ‘good find.’ Certainly, there had been no issues with them sharing Mitsuko’s bedroom after the party back in February. ‘I’m not entirely sure how to answer that.’ Definitely not to her mother. Mitsuko was still grateful to her mother for never even broaching the subject of ‘the birds and the bees’ with her. ‘Is there a problem?’
Yuzuki’s face shifted into a brief grimace at the suspicion in her daughter’s voice. ‘Do you want the long answer or the short one?’
‘I think I’d better have the long one. The short one would probably make this situation very awkward.’
‘More so than it already is? Very well. First, we will support you, no matter what you wish to do.’ Ouch. Not good. ‘We have seen no reports of your relationship with Nava, so it seems that you are keeping it quiet.’
‘For now.’
Yuzuki nodded. ‘Very well, for now. If you make it public, or even official, there will be repercussions. I assume you understand that?’
‘Yes. No one has mentioned marriage, Mother. Something like that is far too premature.’
A smile slid onto Yuzuki’s face. ‘And I am glad to see that all semblance of common sense has not left you. If you become less quiet about your relationship, there will be… unpleasant stories in the media. There will be gossip. There are some who will shun you for your choice of partner. There are many who will view Nava as a gold-digger. Her treatment is likely to be harsh.’
‘That kind of thing doesn’t bother her in the least.’
‘It will bother you.’
Mitsuko paused and then nodded. ‘You’re right. It would. Alright, you asked what my intentions are. What I want is that Nava moves into my apartment and that we make the relationship public, at least as far as the school is concerned.’
‘I see.’ There was no disapproval in Yuzuki’s tone. Then again, Mitsuko knew that her mother was almost as good at hiding her feelings as Nava was.
‘What we’re doing is waiting. Nava insisted. If we’re still together at the start of next year, then she’s agreed to be my roommate as well as my, um, lover.’
Yuzuki actually grinned this time. ‘Don’t want to say that word in front of your mother?’
‘It was like pulling teeth.’
‘This is why an arranged marriage is better. The parents are expecting sex to be involved so there is no need to mention it.’ A puzzled sort of frown replaced the grin. ‘Of course, my mother insisted on giving me “the talk” on the night before our wedding, so perhaps it all evens out. I assume, from your wishes and their resolution, that Nava has insisted upon the delay?’
‘Yes. She may not care what people think of her, but she is concerned about my reputation. Probably more so than I am.’
Yuzuki picked up the glass of juice she had poured. ‘As I said, Zackery and I will support you, no matter the outcome, but you should think on the matter as seriously as, it seems, your lover has.’ There was a very slight emphasis on ‘lover’ which brought colour to Mitsuko’s cheeks. ‘Off the record, the more I learn of Nava Ward, the more I think that she is an excellent catch. If you break up with her, we may have to put her on the payroll to keep someone else from grabbing her.’
With that, Yuzuki swept out of the room, leaving Mitsuko moderately confused. And still blushing.
~~~
Michiko was sulky at dinner because she had heard that her Onee-chan was going to the city in the morning and had been told that she was not allowed to go too. Rochester did – mostly jokingly – suggest that she take his spot, but Onee-chan was being firm.
‘I’m not sure how you can deny anything to someone that cute,’ Kyle said. He was grinning, but he was also right. Michiko was dressed in a T-shirt and shorts today, rather than a yukata, but she was terminally cute whatever she wore.
‘Years of practice,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘You must show Kyle your Telekinesis, Michiko. Kyle is something of a specialist in that kind of thing.’
‘You are?’ Michiko asked, all her sullenness vanishing in the face of someone who might appreciate her magic.
‘Well, I suppose I am,’ Kyle replied. ‘I have a number of ranged spells, but I’m really a close-combat specialist. With the Telekinesis spell, I can fight someone far away with the same moves I’d use close up.’
‘Oh. Are you going to join the ASF when you leave school? Are you really still in school? You look too old to be in school.’
Kyle grinned. ‘I am still in school, but I won’t be next year. And, yes, I do plan on joining the ASF, though which part of it is… unsure at the moment.’
‘My fault,’ Courtney said. Her cheeks were a little red. ‘I plan to go into policing work and Kyle’s not sure whether he wants to go the same route or stick with the regular marines.’
The comment was really more for the adults at the table, but Michiko pondered it carefully. ‘I think the police are more important. We haven’t had a war in a long time. The police keep everyone safe at home.’
‘Ah,’ Zackery said, ‘but there are pirates and smugglers, Michiko. The navy and regular marines deal with them.’ His attention turned to Kyle. ‘Not that it’s my business to provide career counselling for you, young man, but you may get much the same experience in an ASF Special Tactics Unit as you would in the marines, with the added benefit of not spending half your life on a spaceship.’
‘I wouldn’t want to spend all that time on a spaceship,’ Michiko said, possibly to keep her place in the conversation.
‘It’s a valid point,’ Kyle agreed. ‘And thank you for your advice, sir. I had considered that. It’s possible that my talents would be better suited to an STU, actually.’
‘You know you’re going to actually have to make your relationship official if you want the ASF to keep you together,’ Mitsuko said.
‘We know,’ Courtney said curtly. ‘That’s down to me too. It’s my family who’ll kick up a fuss.’
Mitsuko glanced at her mother, but it was Nava who spoke. ‘Your family is quite a powerful one while Kyle’s is not. It’s a shame that the difference in social status might get in the way of your relationship.’
‘Don’t have to tell me twice.’
‘Yes, I did,’ Kyle said. ‘More than twice, actually.’
‘I know. It’s stupid. My parents are so backward.’
‘Amédée does say that the Garavain clan is exceptionally traditionalist,’ Yuzuki said. ‘She’s our eldest daughter. She’s the senior Alliance liaison officer on Garavain Prime.’
‘It’s not my place to say, but I pity her that assignment. She’s right about my clan. Well, I wouldn’t call them traditional. I’d probably use a less complimentary term. But not in front of Michiko.’
‘It’s something rude then,’ Michiko said sadly. ‘No one ever says anything rude in front of me. I’m ten, you know. I’m not a child.’
‘Legally,’ Nava said, ‘you are until you’re fourteen. Then you’ll be a young adult, like me, Suki, Chess, and Mel. And when you get to seventeen, you’ll be called an adult.’
‘“Called” is the appropriate word, Nava,’ Zackery said. ‘Some of those in the adult bracket behave like they never transitioned to young adults.’
‘And some grow up far too fast,’ Yuzuki added.
‘I grew up too fast,’ Michiko said, all seriousness. ‘Everyone says so.’
‘Then you should slow down, Michiko,’ Nava said. ‘Take time to be a child. You’ll never get the opportunity again.’
‘That sounded like the voice of experience,’ Kyle said into the silence which followed the statement.
‘Yes.’
Michiko was not silent for the same reason as the older people in the room. She was pondering Nava’s suggestion as she seemed to consider everything adults – or young adults – said to her. ‘I will take that under consideration, Nava. Thank you for your advice.’
‘You are most welcome.’
Alliance City, 235/5/10.
In some ways, Alliance City was not what you might expect of the capital of a vast, interstellar alliance. On paper, it was two hundred and thirty-five years old, but that ignored the fact that Alliance City had been New Kyoto prior to its renaming on Alliance Day of the first year of the Clan Worlds Alliance. When you included the time before that event, the city was four hundred years old and a lot of its architecture dated back three hundred years when a major round of civic works had happened.
There were modern buildings, more on the outskirts than the central region, but a lot of the city owed its style to a period when the inhabitants had got comfortable, society was stable, and they had looked back toward the architecture of old Earth. The city owed a lot to European architecture from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of the old calendar. However, the majority of the settlers had originally come from Japan, so there was old Japanese architecture dropped in among the stone buildings with their columns and tall, arched windows.
‘It’s all rather generic, when you really get down to it,’ Mitsuko said as the group of six walked down one of the main shopping streets. ‘The buildings are generic. The brands in the windows are generic.’
‘I think you’re being a little cynical, Suki,’ Nava replied. ‘When you get down to it, everywhere is really quite generic, but if you’ve never been there before, it can still have some charm. Until you get used to it, anyway.’
‘What I can’t get used to is the prices,’ Melissa said.
‘They’re not especially high,’ Mitsuko pointed out, frowning at a window display.
‘Technically, you’re right. But I’m used to Avorn dollars, not everything priced in Alliance Solars.’
‘Oh, right. Yes, I suppose that would take a little getting used to.’ Alliance Solars had been designed to not use any subdivisions. Most of the clans had their own currency, most of them were called dollars, and most of them had either cents or pennies. The exchange rates varied, but you could generally count on a hundred Solars being one clan dollar. Shinden was the only world in the Alliance that used the Solar as its basic currency, so someone visiting had to cope with everything appearing to cost a hundred times as much on first inspection.
‘The school doesn’t help you to get used to it,’ Melissa added. ‘Everything’s charged to your account. You never really see the prices unless you go looking.’
‘I look,’ Nava said. ‘Mostly so that I know how much of a nest egg I have for emergencies. Or shopping trips with Suki.’
‘I somehow doubt that Rochester and I will be spending much money,’ Kyle said.
‘Chess is wearing beige, knee-length shorts and a short-sleeved shirt with palm leaves printed on it,’ Mitsuko said. ‘If he doesn’t buy himself more normal casual clothes, I will.’
‘What’s wrong with–’ Rochester began.
Melissa put a hand on his arm. ‘She’s right, Chess. Just accept it. How many pairs of jeans do you own?’
‘I, uh… Well, just the one.’
‘I know just the place,’ Mitsuko announced, and she set off with renewed vigour.
Nava shook her head as she stretched her legs to keep up. ‘Give the girl a mission…’
~~~
The small boutique Mitsuko had dragged them all into after an hour of other, varied boutiques had changing rooms in the back, lots of racks of products, and several seats beside the changing area’s entrance upon which men could sit looking either uncomfortable or expectant. The product – Rochester in particular refused to describe any of it as clothing – consisted of various amounts of different materials arranged in patterns which tended to afford… strategic coverage. It was a lingerie shop and, more or less as Nava had predicted, Rochester was not handling it that well.
‘He’s out there imagining you in various flimsy garments,’ Nava said. ‘Let’s face it, he just has to look up to provide him with fantasy fodder. Imagination is only required for what you look like.’
‘Why me?’ Melissa asked. She was currently trying on bras because getting a good fit was not a trivial matter for her and this was an opportunity to check out new manufacturers. Melissa had foundationwear issues.
‘You are neither that blind nor that naïve. And I don’t think you’re into that much self-delusion either.’
‘No one who is uninterested would spend that much time trying to teach a woman chess,’ Mitsuko added. Her choice of garment to try on was more exotic. Not that teddies were exceptionally exotic, but she did appear to be trying to find ones with as little solid material in them as possible.
‘He’s into you, Mel,’ Nava said, just to be clear. Nava was, in fact, the only one fully dressed. She had located something – another teddy – she liked, checked the sizing and the price, and decided to buy it in about a minute. She was in the changing rooms to keep the other three company.
‘He’s so into you,’ Courtney said. She emerged from a cubicle wearing a black, baby-doll nightdress, looked at herself in one of the larger mirrors, sneered, and went straight back into the cubicle.
‘You’re not that kind of girl, Courtney,’ Nava said. ‘I’m a little surprised that you don’t wear camouflage pattern underwear.’
‘I have some. Kyle bought it for me as a joke, but the panties are surprisingly comfortable, and the bra makes me look as though I have boobs.’
‘You’re really sure he likes me?’ Melissa asked, bringing the topic back to Rochester.
‘Ah!’ Mitsuko said. ‘Now I can believe Mel is that insecure.’
‘A valid point,’ Nava said. ‘Yes. His body language demonstrates a number of signs of attraction. He’s actually getting used to me and Suki, for example. He can look at us in low-cut tops without having to concentrate on our hairlines.’
‘And he’s never had that much trouble with me,’ Courtney said.
‘You’re only a cup-size smaller than Suki and me, Courtney. Insecurity doesn’t suit you. Mel, on the other hand, is quite the handful’ – cue squeak from Melissa’s cubicle – ‘and he couldn’t look her in the chest at all when we first met. Now, it’s furtive, lingering looks when he thinks he won’t be spotted. He’s more familiar with Mel than the rest of us, but he also treats her with more deference. He’s interested, even very interested, but he isn’t sure she is.’
‘They’re made for each other,’ Mitsuko said. ‘However, if you do want to take this further, Mel, you probably don’t want to wait for him to make the first move.’
‘I had to jump Kyle’s bones,’ Courtney put in. ‘That wasn’t insecurity. He just didn’t want to burden me with a lower-status partner. Idiot.’
‘That is a factor, you know,’ Melissa said. ‘The Hunts are a reasonably powerful family within the Leighton clan. The Connellys are basically your typical–’
‘It’s not even close to the same,’ Courtney said, her tone bitter. ‘The Avorns and the Leightons have roughly equal standing in the Clan Council and, unless you’re going to tell me different, I don’t think either of them would object to a marriage between them. The Garavains are one of the stronger clans, and they tend to favour internal marriages or alliances with stronger clans.’ She barked a short, mirthless laugh. ‘There are actually signs of inbreeding showing up in some of the stronger Garavain families and they still won’t change their ways.’
‘Besides,’ Mitsuko said, ‘we’re not talking about an official relationship here. At this stage, all we’re discussing is a roll in the hay.’
‘Good luck finding any hay to roll in,’ Nava commented.
‘It’s a turn of phrase.’
‘That’s just it though,’ Melissa said. ‘What if it’s terrible?’
‘Oh, that’s expected. You just keep doing it until it isn’t. Or you decide you’re going to be a meditative aesthetic and give up sex entirely.’
‘Or you give women a go,’ Courtney added. ‘It’s not an unpopular option.’
‘Certainly isn’t,’ Mitsuko agreed. ‘On that note, Nava and I will be available to console you, Mel, should he turn out to be an insensitive jerk.’ Melissa made a strangled sort of sound. You could imagine her cheeks reaching fusion temperatures. ‘But please try him out, Mel,’ Mitsuko continued. ‘Frankly, the sexual tension is getting too much for me.’
‘I g-guess I’d better go and find something other than b-boring bras out in the shop then,’ Mel said.
‘That’s my girl,’ Nava said.
~~~
The Clan Alliance Assembly building was a modern construction, if you viewed modern as anything under a century. And, actually, a century was pushing it. The original assembly building had been replaced with a newer one ninety-eight years ago. You could still visit it, but it was now a museum devoted to the history of the Clan Worlds.
The new building had a lot of asymmetric features and ‘radical’ design elements. Everyone had hated it, saying that it had ‘all the worst features of modern, decadent architecture.’ A century later, no one really cared. It did its job exceptionally well and it was not as ugly as the office complex nearby which housed the Alliance’s central administration.
Part of the redesign had been sociological. It was not enough, said the then members of the Clan Council, for government of the Alliance to be done: it had to be seen to be done. Hence, the new building was designed to allow the public in in a controlled manner. They could stand in viewing galleries where they could watch the council at work – through armoured glass – and see what their leaders actually got up to. Of course, most of the people who could conveniently get to the gallery – or even the planet – were members of the Sonkei clan who did not have a representative to watch. People on Shinden on business tended to have little time for sightseeing and generally preferred to view sights with more interest than a room full of politicians and patriarchs. Shinden did have a tourist trade and Alliance City did get tourists, but the sociological experiment had largely failed due to low interest. Why travel all that way to see something you could view from a better angle on video?
One side effect of this grand experiment had, however, gone down well with those who spent more time in the area: the clan leaders and the administrative personnel. The new building had cafés and restaurants to cater to the tourists who rarely turned up. Very few of them had gone out of business, despite the lack of the intended type of patrons, because the locals used them instead.
One such café came with a great view out over the bay Alliance City sat on, and it was there that Mitsuko took her friends for a bite to eat and a drink before they headed home. She had, rather dutifully, taken them up to the gallery to watch the council’s proceedings first. Melissa and Rochester were the most interested, and even they could only manage to keep that interest up for a couple of minutes. There was nothing of great political interest happening and the huge, tiered hall where the General Assembly of the Clans met was more than half empty.
‘My parents brought me here when I was… ten,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Father was on shore leave, but he was not getting much time off his ship, so Mother and I came out to meet him and we had lunch in this café. I say lunch. It was mostly sticky pastries. This place makes pastries from all over the Alliance and they’re all good.’ She put down her own plate of flaky, sticky goodness and settled into one of the seats at a table facing the ocean.
Nava had asked Mitsuko to pick something out for her because she had no clue what any of the sweets were. Whatever the thing was she had been given – it had almond slices on it and looked nice – she was going to eat it and say she enjoyed it. She sat down beside Mitsuko, not particularly worried that her view was not especially good. She was, in fact, happier with the arrangement; she could see the door from her seat.
‘The assembly was a little… underwhelming,’ Melissa commented. She barely appeared to notice that Rochester held her chair for her as she sat down, though she did give him a quick, slightly nervous smile.
‘Somehow, I expected something more momentous,’ Rochester said. ‘I suppose I should have known better.’
‘When there’s something important going on, it gets more exciting,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I remember, that first time I came, the place was heaving. Everyone was there discussing something or other.’
‘Five years ago?’ Kyle asked. ‘There was a big Redwing Faction attack on Hamilton’s Star around then. A lot of rumours that they were planning assaults on other worlds. That might’ve been why your father was shorted on his leave too.’
‘They mostly attacked orbital facilities,’ Nava said. ‘There was some guerrilla activity on Hamilton’s Star Four. Civilians died. Any real chance of continued operations was negated by the loss of almost the entire Redwing attack force. They did do significant damage to some of their targets before the ASF and local defence forces destroyed them or drove them off.’
Kyle raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m a little surprised you know about that. You tend to be, um, uninformed about Clan Worlds history.’
‘Yes, I do. I am, mostly. I happened to meet someone who was on Hamilton’s Star Four at the time while I was being acclimatised to the culture here. In the end, the attack put more of a dent in the pride of the Hamilton clan than any physical damage caused.’
‘The Hamiltons do tend to be rather fanatical about wiping out the Redwings,’ Mitsuko said.
‘It was a Hamilton who came to take Tracey Spears into custody,’ Courtney said. ‘Uh, Fawn Tyrell, first lieutenant.’
‘Oh,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I suddenly feel almost sorry for Tracey.’
‘I don’t.’
‘I did say “almost.”’
The Trenton Mansion.
Courtney slid the Daison-Musck GravCruiser into a perfect, gentle landing on one of the mansion’s landing pads. She sighed. ‘Daison-Musck really know how to make a contragrav. I don’t get to fly many with this quality very often.’
‘I’ve only ever flown Avorn-Devin models,’ Melissa said.
‘You can fly contragrav?’
‘Anyone can fly contragrav, but I did have a permit on Avorna. I never bothered to get one here because I figured I’d never get to use it.’ It was true that pretty much anyone could fly a contragravity vehicle; the flight controls were meant to be easy to use because they were meant to be used by the general public. More or less everywhere had a permit system, however, and restricted use of the vehicles to those who had passed a test because that extra dimension of freedom made them more susceptible to pilot error than ground vehicles.
‘Kyle actually has a licence for operating spaceships,’ Courtney said, a hint of pride in her voice.
‘Not that I get to use it much,’ Kyle said. ‘What’s the plan for this afternoon?’
‘Pool?’ Mitsuko suggested.
‘You mean you want me to dip you in sunblock again so you can roast,’ Nava said.
Mitsuko grinned. ‘Pretty much.’
‘I’m feeling a little tired,’ Rochester said. The colour in his cheeks suggested something else. ‘I believe I’ll lie down in my room for a while.’
‘We’re here to relax. If that’s how you want to relax, far be it from me to force you onto a lounger.’ Mitsuko turned slightly so that she could give Melissa a pointed look and, for once, Melissa actually got the meaning.
‘I’ll see what I feel like when I’ve got changed,’ Melissa said.
‘Good plan,’ Nava said. ‘Flexibility in planning is a very useful habit to get into.’
‘Flexibility is always good,’ Mitsuko said as she stepped out of the car. Nava suspected that planning was the last thing on her mind when she said it.
~~~
‘Do you think she’s chickened out?’ Courtney asked. She was lying on a lounger on the patio in a bikini which managed to be conservative and risqué at the same time. The briefs were high-hipped and thong-backed, but the top was a moderately covering sort of bandeau-with-halter-string affair. However, the material was a fine-weave nanofibre which was not entirely opaque. Kyle seemed to like it. Quite a lot.
‘Who?’ Kyle asked. ‘Mel?’
‘None of your business.’
‘Huh.’
‘It’s been thirty minutes,’ Mitsuko said, rather giving the game away. ‘I’d have expected her here if she wasn’t going to try.’
‘I think you’re underestimating her capacity for prevarication under these kinds of circumstances,’ Nava said. ‘However, I think she’s going to try.’
‘I feel kind of superfluous at the moment,’ Kyle said.
‘Of course you’re not,’ Courtney countered. ‘You’re providing excellent eye candy in those tiny little trunks.’
‘Your eyes are closed.’
‘Mine aren’t,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Nor are mine,’ Nava added.
‘And I can see you, even with my eyes closed,’ Courtney said, grinning.
‘I don’t know, I’m just a piece of meat to you all.’
‘Yes.’
Kyle considered for a moment and then he shrugged. ‘I guess I can live with that.’
~~~
As Nava had predicted, it had taken Melissa a good twenty-five minutes to finally decide on her course of action. She had then stood outside the door to Rochester’s room for a couple of minutes before screwing up the courage to knock. She did it a little tentatively, just in case he really was napping and not just avoiding all the naked flesh out on the patio.
The door opened and Rochester was standing there, looking a little surprised to find Melissa there. She went ahead with her plan – if ‘plan’ was the correct word – before she could change her mind. ‘Hi, Chess. Could I come in. There’s something I need to discuss with you.’ She was wearing a yukata-like robe which had been provided for her, primarily for walking to the mansion’s bathhouse. There was very little skin on display, so Rochester would have no reason to balk on those grounds.
‘Of course,’ he said after a second.
Melissa walked in, crossing the floor to stand in front of one of the windows. Rochester had closed the shades, either because the light was bright or he was trying to make it look like he was sleeping. His ketcom was lying on the stand beside the bed, its screen open to show what looked like a metaphysics text. That was just like him.
The room itself was more or less identical to Melissa’s, aside from the colour scheme. Her room was predominantly yellow with some gold and red mixed in, while his was predominantly red, with some gold and yellow. Aside from that, there was a large bed, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers, a desk/dresser, and a door which no doubt led to a bathroom. The carpet was just as plush under her bare feet as the one in her own room.
‘What did you want to discuss?’ he asked, walking around the bed to close his ketcom.
Now or never. ‘I wanted your opinion on something.’ Keeping her voice steady was getting harder. She was determined not to stammer.
‘Oh?’
‘Yes.’
‘And what–’ Rochester turned around to discover that Melissa had dropped the robe. Beneath it was a red teddy. A red, lacy teddy. The fabric over her large breasts was actually more opaque than the main body of the garment which was fairly conservative for lingerie. The hips were not especially high and there were frills around the leg holes. Melissa had wondered whether the frills were a bit much, but Mitsuko and Courtney had persuaded her that it worked for her. Right now, Melissa was not entirely sure because Rochester was just standing there, his mouth open and his eyes sort of bulging. She moved, putting her arms behind her back. This had the effect of pushing her chest out, but that was a side effect; the real reason she had done it was so that she could clasp her hands together and stop herself hiding.
‘What do you think?’ she asked, trying for a suggestive tone she was sure she had messed up.
‘I-I-I… It’s… You look…’
Melissa started a slow walk toward Rochester. She was going for ‘prowling,’ though she suspected she looked indecisive. She came to a stop with her lace-covered breasts almost touching his shirt. She looked up into his eyes. She was almost fifteen centimetres shorter than he was, and her heels usually made up most of the difference, but it seemed right now that looking up into his eyes was appropriate.
‘Chess, I like you,’ she said.
‘W-well, I l-like you,’ he replied.
‘Good. That’s what I hoped you’d say. Now, I’d like you to demonstrate how much you l-like me. Physically.’ She kicked herself for breaking on the third from last word, but she just kept her eyes fixed on his.
‘Physically?’ It was almost a squeak.
‘Physically,’ Melissa confirmed. ‘Intimately.’
‘I… I’ve never…’
‘Well, that makes two of us. We can work it out together.’
~~~
‘Mission report?’ Nava asked. It was after dinner and she had managed to get Melissa off to one side where she could talk, even if it meant keeping her voice low.
‘Huh,’ was the response.
‘How was he?’
Melissa’s cheeks turned scarlet as though a switch had been flipped. ‘Who says–’
‘Your cheeks say, for one thing. There was also the air of smugness you were wearing when you came to dinner. And the slightly bemused look on Chess’s face. Kind of like he’d spent a week under artillery barrage.’
‘Oh. Well, I suppose if we were that obvious… It was a bit of a disaster at first. He was over-excited and neither of us really knew what we were doing. He was embarrassed and I said it was fine and we’d just try again and he said he knew how to make it up to me and–’
‘Breathe.’
‘And he did know how to make it up to me. You know how he is, he may have little practical knowledge, but he’s read all the manuals.’
Despite her normally ironclad lack of expression, Nava had to force herself not to burst out laughing. ‘I see.’
‘Then we tried again and it wasn’t so much of a disaster, but it wasn’t exactly perfect either. But the third time was the charm and then we took a shower and, um, well, you know. And then I went back to my room for another shower because if we’d done that again, I wouldn’t have been able to walk.’
‘He’s got stamina.’
‘I think it’s more enthusiasm. He’s coming to my room tonight.’
‘Just remember to get some sleep.’
235/5/11.
‘So, that’s three couples banging away under the old home’s roof,’ Mitsuko said. They were actually on a break, lying together with Nava’s head on Mitsuko’s shoulder.
‘Four.’
‘Four?’
‘You’re forgetting your parents.’
‘I’m not. I’m purposefully declining to consider them as that sort of couple. My mother is a nun.’
‘I don’t believe that to be true. Your mother is a beautiful woman and your father would be an idiot if he wasn’t–’
‘She’s a nun and that’s all there is to say about it.’
‘They have four children.’
‘We were manufactured in cloning tanks.’
There was enough silence for Mitsuko to start wondering whether she had said something wrong. ‘That’s actually not funny,’ Nava said.
‘I– I’m sorry.’ Mitsuko was unsure why it was not a good joke, but it did sound like Nava was upset by it. You could tell nothing from her face, of course, but she would not have said anything if it was all okay. Perhaps she would have said nothing at all if someone else had said it. Nava was a mystery, but she was opening up, just a little, when she was alone with Mitsuko.
‘It’s nothing important. I’m sure you can think of a way to make it up to me.’
Rest time was over. ‘I’m sure I can.’
Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery.
‘Do you think we should have invited them over to use the spare room?’ Mitsuko asked. She was putting clothes away in the wardrobe in her apartment’s bedroom. Nava was languishing on the bed. They were all back at school having left the mansion after lunch. The ‘them’ in question was Melissa and Rochester, who had headed off to their own apartments with a look about them which suggested they would get no further than Melissa’s bed. ‘From personal experience, we both know that there can be insufficient clearance in those bunks.’
‘That’s mostly your problem for being so tall,’ Nava replied.
‘Chess isn’t that much shorter than me!’
‘Five or six centimetres. I suppose Mel will have some difficulty if she wants to be on top. However, I think they’d be far too embarrassed to take you up on the offer.’
‘Perhaps. Maybe we could invite them over here every so often and then just… suggest they stay because it’s late.’
‘Flimsy, but it might work.’
‘I’m glad they finally got their act together.’
‘Yes,’ Nava agreed. ‘And we have every hope they’ll pass through the novelty phase quickly enough to not be irritating.’
Mitsuko giggled. ‘I haven’t got over it yet.’
‘Then why aren’t you over here, ravishing me?’
With a slightly exaggerated motion, Mitsuko tossed aside the dress she had just put on a hanger and turned toward the bed. ‘That’s a very good question…’
235/5/13.
Nava stood in combat simulation room three, dressed in her school combat suit, with the rest of class 12C. There was a MagiTag pistol in her right hand which she was largely ignoring while her classmates examined theirs with interest or outright glee.
The room was basically a gymnasium with a bunch of embedded magical devices allowing the instructor to create illusory obstacles and obstructing force walls wherever they wished. It was employed for combat practice. Today would be the first that the class was to receive actual instruction in the practical use of magic and the tactics it demanded. Truthfully, Nava considered it pointless: she was about to spend an afternoon having fun rather than learning anything.
‘All right, listen up.’ The instructor was a big man, muscular and powerful with the general air of a drill instructor about him. His hair was probably dark, but the precise colour was hard to tell since he kept it shaved to near baldness. His eyes were blue, and he came with a solid jawline and aquiline nose which likely marked him as coming from European stock, but his skin was a darker shade of brown. His name was Mathias Statham Mendel, which made him a clansman of their theory teacher, but the two men were entirely different, it seemed.
The class grew quiet and Mathias continued. ‘In these lessons, you’re all going to learn what it is to actually fight, using sorcery to gain advantage over your opponents and defeat them. You’re all on the support stream, but that doesn’t mean you can assume that you’ll never have to fight.’
So, even some members of the faculty were under the impression that people selected the support stream to avoid combat. Of course, that was not entirely untrue. Both Melissa and Rochester, and likely others in the class, had no plans to end up on a battlefield. They might end up in the ASF’s naval forces where magical technicians were an integral part of any warship’s functions, but close combat was something they were unlikely to see. Still, Nava had to agree that some combat experience was useful, it was just that, by the time her classmates came to really use what they were learning, it was fairly likely that they would have forgotten their lessons.
‘We’re going to start with something you’ll probably find fun, but I’ll be assessing your abilities while you’re enjoying yourselves. I want everyone in teams of three. Then we’ll get started.’
Nava did not even bother turning around. She knew that Melissa and Rochester were flanking her. She had a three-person fireteam practically built in and none of the others were going to try to break them up.
~~~
Nava watched the goings-on below from the training room’s observation area, considering her strategy. The tactics were not an issue, but the strategy was another matter.
She had spent the first couple of matches watching the instructor. Her assessment was that he was an arrogant man who did not want to be bothered with teaching students who did not want to learn how to fight. He was not ex-military. The military would have knocked some of the edges off the man. Besides, he was too young to have had a military career and then gone into teaching. Practically, people did not tend to retire from the ASF until they had to. Mitsuko’s father was something of an exception since family duties had compelled him to leave the service. The same was true of the services the clans organised for system defence. So, Mathias was a man with no real combat experience who looked down upon those who wanted none. Nava was considering strategies for shaking up the man’s mindset.
‘Okay,’ she said, keeping her voice down but loud enough that Melissa and Rochester could hear, ‘here’s the plan. This is a simple Capture the Flag scenario, he’s just reforming the playing area between each round to keep us on our toes. We have two ways of winning, namely, eliminate the other team, or take and hold their starting area along with our own for two minutes. Practically, it’s easier to wipe out our opponents, though I think the three of us could do it the other way.’
‘With you doing the attacking, I’m sure either way would work,’ Melissa said. ‘We’re really just holding you back.’
‘Subjectively, that might seem true, but you’re neglecting the tasks we need to perform to successfully win. I suppose, if I were alone, I could sit on my home location and take out the opponents as they attacked, but that’s the kind of thing which leads to stalemate. It so happens that, with the three of us, we have a near perfect arrangement for this kind of scenario.’
‘W-we do?’ Rochester asked, clearly quite genuinely sure that he was superfluous.
‘We do. You have a licence to use Sorcerer’s Eye.’
‘Uh, yes. It’s useful for–’
‘It’s useful for scouting. You’ll sit at our home base and send out your senses to discover what the opposing team is doing. When we know whether they’re holding their position or sending out attackers, or both, I’ll know what I need to do to take them out. Mel has a permit for Force Wall.’
‘Yes, but I can only make the weakest kind,’ Melissa said.
‘MagiTag pistols fire a spell equivalent to a Concussive Force spell at rank two, but without the actual force. Your Force Wall is quite capable of blocking an attack at that level and, at rank three, you have the coverage to put a wall around our flag area. They’ll have to smash their way through it to take the two of you out. And, if they managed that, they’d need to contend with the two of you shooting at them when they broke the barrier.’
Melissa gave a little start at that. ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that. Most people don’t have the strength to shoulder through a Force Wall.’
‘No, they don’t,’ Nava agreed. ‘I’m a little surprised that none of the other students have used one.’
‘Didn’t he say that Armour wasn’t allowed?’
‘Force Wall is a different spell. He forbade Armour because plenty of people could make themselves immune to the pistols using it. If he meant to deny us the use of Force Wall, he should have said so. Anyway, if Chess has them located and I do my job right, none of them will get close enough to try.’
‘You make it sound easy,’ Rochester said.
‘We’re not fighting seasoned professionals, Chess. This will be easy.’
~~~
A horn sounded just after Nava took out the last of the opposing team with a headshot from twenty metres. The opposition had decided on an all-out-attack approach with all of them charging through the maze of illusory walls the instructor had set up. Presumably, the plan was to use overwhelming force to take out Nava’s team before they went down themselves. It had partially been successful since Nava had had to double back to get the last one. He had been frantically trying to shoot Melissa and Rochester through a translucent wall of energy which was not going to budge.
Mathias was scowling when he came down to the floor of the training room, the rest of the class behind him. He pointed a finger at Nava. ‘Why are you in the support stream?’
Nava wondered briefly whether any of the teachers talked to each other. She had explained this before… Then again, Mathias seemed like someone who would not have been interested in the opinions of the support stream teachers. And it seemed like he needed a customised explanation. Or maybe she was just feeling vindictive.
‘Because killing people is easy,’ Nava said. ‘Keeping them alive is hard.’
‘I specifically stated that use of the Armour spell was not allowed.’ Apparently, he did not have an answer for Nava’s point.
‘But not Force Wall. MagiTag tournament rules allow the use of force barrier protection spells and mandate Concussive Force rank five or lower for use in the demolition of such barriers. Since you didn’t mention Force Wall, I assumed you were testing whether anyone would be competent enough to use it.’
‘I didn’t think anyone knew
it. Otherwise–’
‘Melissa Connelly’s permit to use Force Wall is part of her school records. You didn’t read the data on your students before starting to teach us?’
Mathias stared at Nava for two more seconds. Nava stared back. He was a big man, probably used to his stare making students back down, or maybe cower in fear. Nava had been stared at by people a lot more impressive than Mathias Statham. He gave up, turning away as though she was not worth his time.
‘Put your weapons back in storage,’ Mathias said. ‘We’re going out to the shooting range to see how many of you can hit a target.’ Well, that was likely to be fun.
‘That was kind of intense,’ Melissa commented as she stepped up beside Nava.
‘Not really,’ Nava replied.
‘I don’t think he likes you,’ Rochester added from the other flank.
‘I contradicted his firmly held belief that support stream is for people who don’t want to fight. People don’t like their belief systems questioned. I’m reserving judgement on Mathias Statham until I’ve seen whether he has anything to teach.’
‘I don’t like him,’ Rochester said.
‘There are many things I don’t like, Chess, but if they’re useful they have to be endured.’
235/5/16.
It was the end of a theory lesson with the other member of the Mendel clan on the faculty and class 12C were being taken on a field trip. Okay, so it was not actually out in the field, but it was out of the classroom. It was also possible that Lambert was taking them across to one of the postgraduate labs because he was showing off. However, this was their chance to look at a real, newly discovered, honestly mysterious Harbinger artefact. Lambert was supervising the project to analyse it, hence the suggestion of showing off.
‘Turns out,’ Rochester said as the class marched over to the laboratory building, ‘that Lambert Stenger is something of an expert on Harbinger artefacts.’
‘I thought you knew,’ Melissa said. ‘He’s written a bunch of scientific papers on the subject along with various magazine articles and a book. The Harbingers Demystified. I don’t think it was a best seller, but it’s one of the better books on the subject for the general public.’
‘Did it demystify the Harbingers?’ Nava asked.
‘Well, not so much. I mean, we know so little about them that all he could really do is explain the most popular theories and suggest which were the most likely to be true.’
The lab building was white concrete, of course, and seemed to have a lot of corridors in it. Postgrads, mostly in casual clothing, looked askance at the stream of young adults trooping through their domain. There would, probably, have been things said if they were not following along behind Lambert. Another thing Rochester had discovered was that Lambert was one of the senior educators at the school. He had tenure, which technically gave him the right to be called professor, but he had told them to call him ‘mister.’ Nava wondered why he was teaching metaphysics to a bunch of freshmen, but maybe he just liked doing it.
Laboratory 126 was a room with a lot of equipment in it. Nava had no idea what most of the equipment was or what it did, but there was plenty of it. There were also various things which were probably Harbinger artefacts given that they looked nothing like any of the other equipment in the room. The thing they were here to see was obviously not the only item under investigation. Nava noticed something which looked like it might have been a weapon – it was shaped like a gun though it was all smooth lines and there did not seem to be a trigger – though it could also have been a child’s toy or a hairdryer or something for trimming toenails for all she knew. It appeared as though the Harbingers had built devices on aesthetic grounds as much as for functionality. If the device was a weapon, it was not terribly threatening. Then again, an alien might not find a nine-millimetre pistol threatening if they had no idea what it did.
However, one of the artefacts was different. It sat in pride of place under a plastic dome in the middle of the room. There was a remote camera on a robotic arm slowly moving over it. Presumably that was recording as much fine detail as possible before anyone got to work on trying to analyse the thing.
‘It arrived yesterday,’ Lambert explained as the class gathered around to watch the process and examine the artefact. ‘We are currently taking external measurements and images. Lidar this morning to give us a full, three-D model. The camera is now recording microscopic imagery in the visible spectrum along with near-infrared and ultraviolet wavelengths. This is… an absolutely amazing find.’
Why it was so amazing was not especially clear, though it was different from the other things under study. It was a black box. Not quite a cube, the top surface was about two centimetres smaller in each dimension than the bottom. The base was probably about thirty centimetres on each side and it was roughly thirty centimetres high. Not huge. Yet it gave off the strong impression that you should stay the Hell away from it. Carved into three of the side faces was some sort of image. A figure, humanoid but clearly not human. The fourth face had writing carved into it, though it was not any kind of writing Nava had ever seen before.
‘Those are Harbinger glyphs,’ Melissa said, keeping her voice low. ‘No one knows how to read them.’
‘And is that what the Harbingers looked like?’ Nava asked, pointing vaguely at one of the figures.
‘Probably. There are a few instances of carvings and statues like that on Harbinger sites. Long limbs, long fingers, and a thin body. Fairly big head. The one skull that’s been found suggests that they had around twenty-five percent greater brain capacity than humans, but that doesn’t necessarily make them more intelligent.’
‘What makes this artefact different from the others, Mister Lambert Stenger?’ someone asked.
‘Ah, that’s a very good question,’ Lambert replied. ‘I’m glad someone other than Rochester Hunt or Melissa Connelly asked it.’
‘I was going to,’ Melissa muttered.
‘This is the only instance of a functioning Harbinger artefact ever discovered.’
‘No way!’ Melissa had, perhaps, not meant to say that quite so loudly, but Lambert did not seem to mind.
In fact… ‘Very well put, Melissa Connelly. Ha! Yes, that was very much my reaction when I was told about it. I didn’t believe it until it arrived and we did a cursory inspection. Full analysis is yet to be carried out, but this device is emitting quintessential energy in a manner consistent with an active spell.’
‘B-but how has it stayed functional all this time? Tens of thousands of years and it’s still operating? That’s…’
‘Unprecedented. Unique. Quite marvellous. I have no answer to your question at this time, but I am very much looking forward to finding out and I promise that you’ll all be among the first to hear it. We live in fascinating times, students. This single artefact from a long-lost civilisation may be the key to sorcery we have yet to conceive of.’
It sounded great, but Nava found herself wondering what kind of magic could be in the thing that it made her want to leave the room.
~~~
‘It’s all over the news channels,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Finding an artefact like that which is still functioning is very newsworthy.’
‘Probably,’ Nava agreed.
‘She’s been grumpy since we left the lab,’ Melissa said.
‘When have I ever been grumpy?’
‘Since we left the lab, obviously.’
‘I wouldn’t say she was grumpy,’ Rochester said, his tone thoughtful. ‘Sullen, perhaps.’
Nava kept her mouth closed aside from to put food in it.
‘Well, the fact that the artefact was brought to SAS-squared is a boon for our publicity and a big boost to our reputation,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Mel, would you put down a note to discuss it at the next council meeting? I wonder if Lambert Stenger would agree to a few more class visits.’
‘Probably,’ Melissa said. ‘He seemed quite enthusiastic about showing it off to us.’
‘Because you’re enthusiastic about the subject,’ Rochester said. ‘Still, I’d imagine he would like to garner more interest.’
‘I wonder what it does.’ Melissa stopped eating to stare at the ceiling as though imagining all the many things such a device might be capable of. ‘I mean, it could be anything. If it’s still functioning, maybe it’s some sort of quintessence aggregator. Maybe, with this thing, we can get other artefacts working.’
‘I doubt it,’ Nava said. ‘To me, it looked like a container. It looks like it was built to contain something.’
‘What?’
‘I have no idea. On the other hand, the Harbingers went to the trouble of building something which would keep whatever it is locked up forever. I can’t see it being good.’
Melissa’s eyebrows rose. ‘Well, that’s certainly dramatic. Have you been reading Gothic horror novels?’
Nava gave a small shrug. ‘It’s just a feeling. I don’t think anything good is going to come of messing with that artefact. If it was me who found it, I’d have dropped it in the nearest black hole.’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘You aren’t normally like this. What has you so disturbed about a weird, black box?’
‘I have no idea. It just… felt wrong.’
‘As far as I could see,’ Melissa said, ‘it was just a black box with some carving on it. Shame we can’t read the writing. That might tell us what’s inside.’
‘Personally,’ Nava said, ‘I hope we never find out.’
235/5/18.
Lambert pressed the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger, his brows furrowed. Maybe, just maybe, he should give it up for tonight. It was eight in the evening and he had been working on the artefact scans all of Sunday. His understanding wife knew that he was excited about his new object of obsession, but his daughter was likely to get grumpy if she did not see her father at all today.
His eyes wandered over the array of screens showing various different views of the artefact. It was proving to be just as fascinating, and enigmatic, as expected. The exterior views were, of course, the epitome of enigmatic. The carved images were probably representations of Harbingers, but there was limited information on exactly what they looked like when they were wandering the galaxy and these carvings were somehow different. It was not something Lambert had yet managed to put his finger on, but there was something a little off about these specific carvings. He had a computer running a comparative analysis of these three images against every other known representation. The writing was as indecipherable as always. The likelihood of anyone ever discovering a Rosetta Stone for the Harbinger language was basically ‘a snowball’s chance in a supernova’ to none.
The interior scans were a little fuzzy, but from what Lambert had been able to make out, the mechanisms within the case – which was made of an unusually dense material, hence the fuzzy scans – were unlike any human magical engineering. The only absolutely clear thing inside the artefact was a sphere, right at the centre, which none of the scans could penetrate. Sonar, radar, or magical, nothing he had tried could get inside that sphere. Lambert was beginning to suspect that the entire artefact was there to support what had to be some sort of force barrier. Whatever was inside, it had to be exceptionally important.
He was staring at one interior image, trying to resolve what he was seeing while simultaneously trying to persuade himself to go home, when one thing jumped out at him. In the upper right portion of the image, fuzzy but clear if you looked at it right, there was a switch. It was a classic toggle switch, a stick protruding from a slot. The stick was protruding from the bottom of the slot, as though it had been flicked down. Flicking it up…
Lambert was alone in the lab. Everyone else had left to have at least a bit of a weekend and Lambert himself should get up and do the same. The switch could be examined more carefully in the morning. Perhaps they could trace what it connected to and work out what it did. Playing with it now was not a good idea.
But there was a switch…
One of the spells Lambert had learned to make life easier was Telekinesis. He had enough power to deadlift forty-five percent more weight with his mind than he could with his muscles. That was not necessary to move a toggle switch. The difficulty was in seeing what he was doing. He set up an imaging radar system which had produced the best pictures so far, and then he fumbled around with his mind, using the least amount of power he could muster until he saw the switch move on the radar display.
‘Well then,’ he said to the artefact. ‘Let’s see what this does.’
He flipped the switch.
235/5/19.
Courtney stood in lab 126, wondering why someone had let a tornado loose in it. Various bits of equipment had been thrown into other bits of equipment. And ‘bits’ was now the appropriate term for a lot of it. Mixed in with the gear Courtney thought she should probably recognise were several things she did not. Given that this was a lab devoted to analysing Harbinger artefacts, she guessed that she was looking at some of them. They had not been trashed, but they had been haphazardly discarded as though worthless.
All except for one something anyway. There had been something made out of black material in the middle of the room. Someone had used various heavy objects to smash it. Heavy objects and, probably, magic. Whatever the thing had been, it was in pieces now and the postgrad who had found it was having a fit.
‘It’s incredibly important! Lambert will be beside himself!’
Courtney examined the rather cute blonde who was doing the wailing. There was a vague memory of someone of that build – short, enormous bust, voluminous hair – graduating last year. What was her name? ‘Please calm yourself,’ Courtney said. The name was not coming. Academic track in the last two years… ‘Professor Lambert Stenger Mendel. He’s in charge of this lab?’
‘Yes,’ the blonde said. ‘I’m surprised he’s not here. I was sure he’d be here early before he had to go teach.’
‘Well, since he’s not, why was this particular artefact so important?’
‘It was still working! Obviously, it’s not now. We’ll never be able to put it back together. We have some data recorded. Maybe I could work through that and see whether I could piece it together…’
‘Hoshi Horne,’ Kyle said. ‘I think we need to determine what happened before you worry over this jigsaw puzzle. Who was the last person in here last night? And are the security cameras operational?’
Hoshi Horne Sonkei! Right. Trust Kyle to remember the name of a stacked blonde. Sometimes, Courtney was left feeling inadequate. Now was not the time.
Hoshi was looking up toward the corners of the room where it was quite clearly visible that the cameras were not operational now. ‘I don’t think they were damaged like that before. All the data is filed centrally. The SSF has access to that, right?’
‘We do,’ Courtney said. ‘I’ll file the request to pull last night’s data on my way to class.’ She sighed. ‘Why do I feel like this is just the start of a long, annoying day?’
‘Because you’re just that smart, boss,’ Kyle replied. It was not an especially comforting statement.
~~~
Sure enough, things escalated rapidly. Courtney was just waiting for her tactics teacher to arrive for second period when her ketcom signalled the arrival of an urgent message. Being captain of the SSF came with responsibilities which occasionally included having to do catch-up on her own time because she had to skip the odd class, and it looked like her tactics instructor was about to be annoyed with her.
The message was short: Professor Lambert Stenger Mendel reported missing. Security records indicate that he was the last person to leave Laboratory 126 in the Magical Sciences Building. The school requests an official SSF search for Lambert Stenger.
Great. It looked like she was not the only one who would be missing a few classes today.
~~~
As the search began for the missing lecturer, Lambert Stenger was hidden away in the basement of the Magical Sciences Building, using his ketcom, plugged into a service terminal, to access a lot of information that Lambert Stenger should have already known.
He was having considerable trouble operating the interface, but he was managing to pull up historical records going back to the start of the Clan Worlds Alliance and even further back. He was learning why the galaxy was the way it was, but not what he wanted to know.
A memory surfaced and he made a new search: Harbingers.
With a growing feeling of disquiet, Lambert began to read the new documents his search had brought up.
~~~
Combining a search for Lambert Stenger with a routine patrol seemed to Kyle like a worthwhile use of his time. Classes had just let out for the afternoon. This was frequently the time when shit happened. He had heard the term spoken by some sort of monster on a truly ancient, absolutely classic old Earth action/horror movie and it had stuck in his head. He considered ‘shit happens’ to be an excellent summary of the nature of the universe, not to mention exactly what you could expect when a bunch of young adults armed with lethal sorcery came rushing out of boring lectures.
He moved at a leisurely pace, taking his time and keeping his eyes open for problems. Marching around like you had a purpose tended to attract attention, which was not what he wanted. Kyle’s grandmother had been fond of the phrase ‘you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.’ Kyle had found that you caught more students up to no good by making sure they did not know you were there until you had them in an arm lock. Of course, students were not flies. Well, maybe some of them were not that different…
He was walking the boundary between the school – the part devoted to teaching – and the postgraduate research area when he finally spotted something wrong. Well, not wrong exactly, but also not right. Someone was wandering along a path, looking like they had no idea where they were or what they should be doing. They did not get many visitors at the school because it was some distance from the nearest town. The visitors they did get usually had some idea of what they were there for, or they were with someone who did. And on closer inspection, they were not usually a member of faculty reported missing that morning.
‘Professor Lambert Stenger?’ Kyle asked as he approached the confused man.
Lambert blinked at him. ‘Uh, yes. I think.’
‘You… think?’
‘I… I woke up in a storeroom. W-what day is it?’
‘Monday. We’ve been looking for you, Professor. There’s–’ Kyle stopped himself. If this was not some sort of act – and the man certainly looked confused – then Lambert might not take the destruction of his prized artefact well. Interrogation could come later. ‘Why don’t you come with me. We’ll get you checked out by a meditech and we’ll go from there.’
‘I need to get home. My wife, she’ll be worried.’
‘Medical check first. If they say you’re good, then we’ll get you home.’
~~~
‘I’m fine, Candide,’ Lambert said. His wife was fussing over him. That was natural, of course, but he did not want to be fussed over. ‘Well, I’ve lost most of a day, but I’m fine.’
‘We were so worried, Lambert,’ Candide said. They had been married for almost twenty years now and Candide was just as beautiful as the day they had met on the grounds of this very school. Her auburn hair shone in sunlight and her green eyes sparkled when she laughed. Right now, she was worried. Relieved that he was back, certainly, but worried by his loss of memory. ‘We were very worried when daddy didn’t come home last night, weren’t we, Beth?’
Bethany, their eight-year-old daughter, nodded. She was an intelligent girl who would probably end up attending SAS2 eventually. Both her parents had the talent; currently, she was too young to show signs of it. Children under about ten rarely had the mental equipment to perform any kind of sorcery. She took after her mother in looks, which Lambert had always considered a good thing. He was not ugly but snagging Candide had been the luckiest thing to ever happen to him.
‘She’s been very quiet,’ Candide said. ‘I think she was really worried about you.’
‘I’m back now. Nothing to worry over.’
‘Are you sure there’s nothing I can get you?’
Lambert closed his eyes. ‘Really. I’m fine. A little tired, that’s all. Tired and confused. But, in the morning, I’m sure I’ll be back to normal.’
‘Perhaps we should go to bed a little early tonight.’
Opening his eyes, Lambert smiled at her. ‘I think that would be a very good idea.’
Quietly, Bethany got up from where she was sitting on the floor across the room from her father and set off toward her bedroom.
235/5/20.
Bethany made her way from her room to the lounge, and then she went through into the kitchen. No one else was up, it seemed, but she could manage to make herself a bowl of cereal without any trouble. There was also juice in the fridge, so she was set. Her mother would usually make lunch for her, but she could manage in the school cafeteria.
She was eating her cereal when Lambert poked his head in through the door of the small kitchen. ‘Ah, you’re up,’ he said, smiling at her. Bethany nodded an answer. ‘Your mother is having a lie-in. Do you need anything?’ 
Bethany shook her head.
Lambert moved further into the room and looked down the kitchen to where his daughter was sitting in the nook at the end. ‘Are you okay, Bethany?’ he asked. ‘You’re being very quiet.’
Bethany took a drink of juice, then swallowed. ‘I’m okay,’ she said. ‘I’m glad you’re back.’
He smiled at her and turned around. ‘I’ll see you tonight, after school.’
‘Did you forget? I’m staying with Adaline tonight. It’s a sleepover.’
Lambert paused. His shoulders shifted, tightening. ‘Oh. Yes, of course. You have a good time with Adaline.’
‘I will.’
As soon as he was gone, Bethany poured her half-eaten cereal into the waste disposal, following it with the remainder of her juice. Then she left the house. She did not want to be in it any longer, though she hated leaving her mother alone with the man who had come back to them. She was not sure who that man was, but she was sure that he was not her father.
~~~
‘They said he was just tired and maybe a little dehydrated, right?’ Courtney asked.
‘That was the diagnosis,’ Kyle replied. ‘Bed rest and a meal was all that was needed. They mandated a rest day today, but that was just to be sure. I didn’t figure him for a flight risk, so I escorted him home.’
The couple were walking through the staff residential area of the school, on their way to Lambert Stenger’s house. The residential region was a bit of a mixed bag as far as architecture went. Closest to the more academic parts of the school, there were several apartment blocks for single faculty and staff, and also housing the majority of postgraduates. They provided something of a screen for what was generally called the Estate, a small town of cul-de-sacs with various types of family homes arranged a bit like a tree spreading out from the ‘planting bed’ of the blocks. Luckily, there were pedestrian walkways which provided shortcuts between branches; walking to any given part of the Estate along the roads would have been a chore. Compared to the academic, almost utilitarian look of the school, the Estate was like a quaint suburban neighbourhood.
‘I’m not criticising your decisions,’ Courtney went on. ‘I’m just making sure we’re good to go talk to him now.’ Having missed a lot of lessons the day before, Courtney had decided to interrogate Lambert about his missing time and the destruction of the artefact at lunchtime. She had not wanted to wait until after school.
‘Should be. And that’s it.’
It was a single-storey house rendered in off-white. A broad window at the front showed an apparently empty lounge. There was a front door set under a portico which Courtney headed for.
‘No signs of life,’ she commented as they approached.
‘His daughter’s at school,’ Kyle said. ‘His wife should be at home.’
‘Yeah, his daughter’s at school.’ One of the reasons that Courtney had not wanted to wait until lessons were over was the message she had received from Joslyn Harris, the vice principal. It had been a little vague, but basically it had come down to Bethany Stenger being convinced that the man who had come home the night before was not her father. Bethany had, apparently, been rather vague herself, but she had said one thing which made her story seem a little more reasonable: she had told that man that she was having a sleepover with a girl called Adaline and he had claimed to remember that. There was no girl in her class called Adaline and no sleepover had been arranged. The kid was smart for an eight-year-old. ‘Okay, let’s take this easy at first and we can get more hard line if something seems wrong.’
‘I’ll follow your lead.’
Courtney pressed the doorbell button and waited.
It took a couple of minutes for the door to open. Lambert Stenger looked quizzically at Courtney and then he spotted Kyle just behind her. ‘Oh, hello again,’ he said. ‘What brings you back here?’
Courtney answered him. ‘I’m Courtney Martell Garavain, Professor Lambert Stenger, captain of the School Security Force. We’d like to ask some questions about what happened to you. There are some things you should be aware of. Your insight on some of those things would be very valuable.’ The truth was that the SSF had the right to question even senior faculty members when working a case, so Courtney could have forced this, but having the subject’s cooperation made things go more smoothly.
‘It’s not really a good time… But I suppose it’s best to get this over with quickly.’ Lambert turned, heading back into the lounge and leaving Courtney and Kyle to take care of the door. ‘Please, ask me anything you want.’
Courtney walked into a lounge which was clearly a family room. Comfortable sofas, a large entertainment screen on one wall, a coffee table which had various books on it, many of them meant for a child, though Lambert’s own book, in hardback, was there too. Physical books were always going in and out of fashion. Currently, most people preferred reading on their ketcoms; Lambert obviously believed in the power of the physically printed page. There were no toys which suggested that Bethany was the kind of kid who enjoyed more mental forms of entertainment, or a mother who religiously cleaned up after her child. Of the mother in question, there was no sign.
There was something a little odd that Courtney picked up on right away but could not quite place. A scent. It sat right on the edge of Courtney’s perceptions and made her feel a little disquieted. She glanced at Kyle, but he seemed not to have noticed anything out of place, so she ignored the feeling in favour of talking to her subject.
‘I’ve read the report, Professor, but it would be useful if you could go over what you remember of the last thirty-six hours or so. Perhaps you’ve remembered something which could be important. You were in lab one twenty-six, working on the new artefact. Is that correct?’
‘Yes.’ Lambert sat down on one of the sofas. He was dressed in jeans and a dress shirt. His feet were bare, and the shirt had been done up wrong as though he had put it on in a hurry. Courtney got the sudden impression that maybe they had interrupted his getting reacquainted with his wife and that the scent was… No… No, that was not it. ‘It’s a fascinating piece, though I suspect it will turn out to be relatively mundane in nature. Just finding something which has been working for so long… It could teach us much.’
‘So I’ve heard. You said that you woke up in a storeroom in the Magical Sciences Building and have no recollection of how you got there. Do you remember anything odd before you woke up? Something in the lab?’
‘Let me see…’ Courtney watched as he considered his answer. He was looking pale, aside from the dark rings under his eyes. If he was supposed to have got a good night’s sleep, it seemed like he had failed. It looked, actually, like he had not slept in two days. If he had been unconscious in a storeroom for eighteen hours of that, surely he would be more rested.
‘I was working on the scans of the artefact,’ Lambert finally said. ‘I wanted a more detailed scan of part of the interior, so I used the imaging radar. I recall that I was going to go home as soon as that scan was done. And then I was in a cupboard surrounded by rolls of toilet paper and bottles of cleaning products. I felt lightheaded, confused. I went outside, thinking that I needed to go home. And that was when Kyle Maynard found me. I’m afraid I have no recollection of anything more than that. Do you think I was attacked? Is that why I suddenly blacked out?’
‘That’s a possibility.’ Courtney paused, deciding how to continue, and that scent kept stabbing at the edge of her mind, demanding attention. She pushed it away. ‘Professor, we’ve reviewed the security recordings for the period when you blacked out. It appears that you destroyed the cameras in the lab, probably with Concussive Force.’
‘What?!’
‘There’s no one else on camera and you leave the lab about thirty minutes after the cameras were destroyed. You appear on several corridor cameras, heading for the basement. Coverage down there is far from complete. A search failed to discover you, there or anywhere else on campus. You vanished for almost eighteen hours.’
‘But–’
‘During the thirty minutes you remained in the lab, it was trashed. Various pieces of equipment were destroyed, including the imaging radar unit and several computers. Most of the artefacts in the room were not damaged, but the new one was smashed.’
‘No! That artefact was– Wait, you think I destroyed it?!’
Something was not right. There was something about his outrage which looked… He looked like he was having fun. And that scent kept coming back to insist that Courtney pay attention to it. What was it? Something with a hint of meat in it. Slightly rotten. There was a metallic edge to it. Coppery… ‘We don’t know, Professor,’ Courtney said, her mind more focused on what her senses were telling her than on her words. ‘We have no evidence one way or another, but you did destroy the cameras.’
‘I did no such thing. I would never–’
‘Where’s your wife, Professor?’ Kyle asked. It was, Courtney figured, a ploy to derail Lambert’s outrage.
‘Candide? She went out. Shopping.’
‘Really? Because her ketcom is here. She’d have a lot of trouble paying for things without it.’
‘She must have forgotten it. I’m sure she’ll be back any minute, embarrassed at having left it behind.’
It looked so natural, but Courtney’s blood ran cold as Lambert made his explanation. Then again, it was not what she was hearing that was disturbing her. It was what she was smelling. She knew what the scent was. The more private rooms were at the back of the house. The bedrooms. Courtney bolted toward the corridor that led back into the house. Bethany was convinced that this was not her father…
‘What are you doing?!’ Lambert called from behind her. ‘You can’t go back there!’
Courtney slammed a door open. A child’s room. Bethany’s. It was painted pink, though a rather adult shade of pink, maybe orchid or amaranth, or some other name for a slightly darker shade of a girly colour. There was a chair, of the straight-backed and wooden variety, out of place near the door. It would have been perfect for wedging under the door’s handle to bar the door.
‘You can’t go back there!’ Lambert repeated. His voice was closer. He was following.
Turning, Courtney strode toward the door at the end of the corridor. That seemed a likely place for the main bedroom.
‘No! Stay out of– What?! What are you doing?’
She did not look, but Courtney guessed that Kyle had restrained Lambert. Kyle’s idea of restraint generally involved rank thirty Telekinesis and some form of remotely executed wrestling hold.
Slamming open the door of the bedroom, Courtney took in the scene. For a second, all she could do was take in the scene because her mind was refusing to entirely accept it. Just for a second; she was planning to be an investigator in the ASF and she figured things like this would eventually become part of her life. She was not expecting it to be so soon, however.
The room’s décor was bland, off-white walls, maybe a shade of pale yellow. One wall was a huge window, though the shades had been closed and the room would have been in darkness if the overhead light had been off. The shade had been removed from the light, presumably to make the room brighter, so the scene on the bed was starkly clear.
The bed sat against the wall on Courtney’s right, the footboard facing the window. It was an old-fashioned design with the head- and footboards made like iron fences painted white with gold knobs on each corner post. Candide Lambert was tied to the bed, her arms stretched out to the corner posts of the headboard, her ankles taped together and then tied to one of the posts at the foot. There was a wad of cloth stuffed into her mouth and then tied over with what might have been the belt from a robe. Livid bruises covered her body, only obscured by the blood which had oozed out of various cuts. Her auburn hair was matted and stuck to the pillow, and a lot redder than it should have been. Her eyes were closed, but Courtney could see her ribcage moving. She was still alive, if that was actually a good thing.
Courtney pulled out her ketcom. ‘This is Captain Courtney Martell Garavain, SSF. I need medical technicians and additional SSF backup to the Stenger Mendel house immediately.’ Without waiting for a response, she turned to stare down the corridor at Lambert, who was currently struggling against invisible hands which had him jammed up against a wall with his right arm twisted up behind his shoulder blades. Courtney had, on occasion, felt the grip of Kyle’s Telekinesis spell and she knew that nothing human was going to break out of it. ‘Lambert Stenger Mendel, I am arresting you on charges of assault and destruction of school property and anything else I can think of before you’re handed over to the ASF for trial!’
She looked on, horrified, as Lambert smiled down the hallway at her. He smiled. ‘You can have him,’ he said. Then the smile collapsed, Lambert’s face went entirely slack and his eyes became unfocused. For a couple of seconds he just blinked, still pressed against the wall by Kyle’s spell. Then the blinking became more rapid and he seemed to reacquire awareness of his situation. ‘W-what? What’s going on? Where…’
‘Oh no,’ Courtney snapped, marching toward him. ‘You don’t get to pull that twice. After what you’ve done to your wife, I’m going to print off the entire legal code so I can throw it at you.’
‘Candide? What’s happened to Candide? Where’s Beth?!’
Disgusted, Courtney turned her back on him and set off toward the bedroom to record the scene and see whether there was anything she could do for Candide before the medics arrived. ‘Kyle, get this piece of shit out of my sight!’
~~~
‘I’m sorry, but I don’t believe it,’ Melissa said. ‘Lambert Stenger is simply not that kind of person.’
‘Agreed,’ Rochester said.
‘I’m just reporting what I was told,’ Mitsuko said, her hands raised to prevent more vehement denials. Or perhaps to say, ‘Don’t shoot the messenger.’ They were in Mitsuko’s apartment. The intent had been to determine whether the day’s homework required a mass study session, but Mitsuko had just read Courtney’s report and, since Lambert was their metaphysics teacher, she had told Nava, Melissa, and Rochester about it.
‘The facts,’ Mitsuko said, ‘are that Professor Lambert Stenger was caught on camera destroying property. The security cameras in the lab, to be precise. Obviously, that means there’s no record of him trashing the lab and destroying the artefact.’
‘Why would he destroy it?’ Melissa asked. ‘When he showed us around the lab, he was as fired up about it as I’ve ever seen him about anything. He was excited to be working on it.’
‘Currently, he claims that he remembers nothing about the destruction of the artefact, or the lab, or going home and… He’s denying the assault charges regarding his wife.’
‘May I see the report?’ Nava asked.
Mitsuko considered for about half a second. ‘Okay. Just don’t tell Courtney I let you see it.’
‘Excellent. Blackmail material.’ Nava took Mitsuko’s ketcom from her before the words had sunk in and flicked the screen to make it scroll to the top of the message. She began to read.
‘A-anyway…’ Mitsuko actually seemed a little worried that Nava might not be joking. ‘The Stenger Mendels are both in secure rooms in the infirmary. Sedated. Lambert Stenger has been diagnosed with physical exhaustion. They’re suggesting that he hasn’t slept since he vandalised the lab. Candide Lambert’s wounds were severe, but she’s been healed of those. The physical ones. Mentally, she’s a wreck, hence the sedation. Her husband of twenty years spent the entire night and half the day torturing her. She hasn’t been coherent enough to make a statement yet.’
‘According to this,’ Nava said, ‘Lambert Stenger stated that he was making a more detailed scan of the artefact’s interior using imaging radar. Then he blacked out. The video evidence shows him using the radar unit, but then turning to the cameras and blowing them out with Concussive Force spells. He claims to have woken up in a storage closet several hours later. The video evidence shows him walking to the basement where the cameras lose him. When his wife was discovered by Courtney, he “attempted to pull the same waking up con.” Courtney’s words. He claims to have no memory after using the scanner until he woke up against a wall in his house, but the medics say he’s probably been awake and active the entire time.’
‘That’s about the size of it,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I admit that it’s not easy to believe that an intelligent man such as Professor Lambert Stenger–’
‘He hates being called “professor,”’ Melissa said. ‘I know it’s the correct title, given his tenure, but he expressly forbade us from using it.’
‘Won’t even accept doctor as a title,’ Rochester added.
‘He’d say, “Mister is quite good enough.”’
‘Well, it’s difficult to believe a man like that would snap like this, but high intelligence doesn’t preclude mental instability.’
‘No previous indications of domestic abuse,’ Nava said. She was tapping away at Mitsuko’s ketcom screen and obviously accessing things she was not really supposed to. ‘The daughter’s teachers have noticed no signs of anything until today when Bethany suddenly began claiming that her father was not her father. There’s also the last words Lambert Stenger spoke before doing his “waking up act.” According to Courtney’s report, he said, “You can have him.”’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘Are you making a case for mind control?’
‘I’m suggesting that the case may not be cut and dried. If it’s mind control, I see no reason for an external agency to victimise a metaphysics professor and his family. If it’s mind control, that probably leaves us with a psychopathic mind controller among the staff or students, and then there’s the question of why they waited until now. We’ve been here for months and no one has decided to randomly torture a housewife until now. I’m not sure mind control works, but I’m also not sure that Lambert Stenger was in control when he did those things. And I can’t get over the weird feeling of unease I felt when I was near that artefact. The artefact Lambert Stenger was working on when he suddenly went crazy.’
‘I see. You think the artefact is somehow responsible.’ Nava gave a small shrug in reply. Mitsuko considered for a second. ‘But the first thing he did was to destroy the artefact. If it was controlling him, shouldn’t destroying it have removed that control?’
‘If. There’s another more specific piece of evidence suggesting that something is out of place.’
‘Oh?’
‘The video shows Lambert Stenger using Concussive Force to destroy the security cameras.’
‘Yes. So?’
‘Those cameras are mounted under hardened plastic domes. Concussive Force requires a permit if you know it at rank three or above. Lambert Stenger has no such permit. He has a licence for Slice and Sorcerer’s Eye, and a permit for Complex Illusion. He would need quite a high ranking in Concussive Force to destroy those cameras and I don’t believe he has that.’
Mitsuko’s frown deepened. ‘He could have kept it secret… I have no idea how I’m going to do this, but I’ll mention the inconsistencies to Courtney.’
‘So long as she keeps an open mind on the possibilities, that’s enough for me.’
‘She’s fairly wound up after finding Candide Stenger… I’ll see what I can do.’
~~~
‘All the scans were giving back the same information,’ Lambert said. ‘The density of the casing material was giving us some trouble, but even so, it was apparent that there was a… void inside the artefact.’
‘A void,’ Courtney said. She was spending her lunch hour on interrogation again and it did seem that something had changed. Lambert was giving more detail about the time before his supposed blackout anyway. ‘What kind of void?’
‘A spherical force barrier, I believe. It had to be of a type we currently can’t create because it was blocking all forms of magic as well as every other method of determining what was inside it. Well, visible light may have worked, but I couldn’t see through the case.’
‘A spell that’s lasted several tens of thousands of years.’
‘Quite amazing, I agree, but there it was. Information magic simply returned that there was something blocking the use of information magic.’
‘A scrying block.’
‘Presumably. With no other way forward, I was attempting to examine the imagery we had of the engineering around the void. I assumed that was powering the spell. It had to be collecting quintessence using a mechanism far smaller than anything we’re currently able to make. In one of the images, I saw a shape which, to me, appeared to be a switch. An old-fashioned, bar-shaped toggle switch.’
‘Inside the case?’
‘As you say.’
Courtney closed her eyes. She could tell that Kyle, standing beside the door of Lambert’s room, was having the same thought because he groaned. ‘Don’t tell me you toggled the switch.’
‘It seemed like the only course of action available,’ Lambert said. He did sound a little embarrassed about it.
‘If someone shows you a big red button labelled “Do not press under any circumstances,” do you press it to find out why you shouldn’t?’
‘I, uh…’
‘So, you flicked the switch. Then what happened?’
‘I think I saw the barrier disappear. Things get a little fuzzy around then. I think the barrier went down and there was nothing inside it. The next thing I remember is waking up with my face crushed against a wall in my house.’ Lambert flashed a look at Kyle and then looked away.
‘Right.’ The problem was that Lambert really did not seem to be lying. Not this time. And there were those discrepancies Mitsuko had mentioned in a message. Courtney had the distinct impression that Mitsuko had not come up with the list on her own. Nava, and possibly Melissa and Rochester, were involved. Melissa was part of the student council, but the other two should not have been involved. Well, there was one thing Mitsuko had mentioned which was interesting. ‘Professor,’ she began.
‘I don’t like using that title,’ Lambert said. ‘Mister is quite good enough.’
Courtney sighed. ‘So I’ve been told. Kyle, could you ask if Mercia Reynell is ready?’
Lambert blinked as Kyle turned and tapped on the door to be allowed out. ‘Mercia?’ Lambert asked. ‘She’s–’
‘She’s helping with the treatment of your wife. We’re going to have her look you over too, if you’re okay with that.’
For a brief second, Lambert looked a little afraid. Then he straightened his back and nodded. ‘If that’s the only way you’ll believe me, then I’ll do whatever is needed.’
~~~
Mercia Reynell was a small woman. Petite and slim, her black hair was cut into a tight pageboy cut which framed a face full of delicate features. Her eyes gave more away about her than her size; some people had described them as ‘cold as the darkest parts of space.’ She was actually a very compassionate woman, but she had a reputation. She was a brilliant psychologist and a powerful sorceress. Her speciality was magic dealing with the mind and, aside from working as the school’s head counsellor, she taught her speciality to the senior students. She had not had a date in five years, despite being objectively beautiful, because men in particular found her immensely intimidating.
She was, no matter what rumours suggested, human. As a result of that and having just come from interviewing Candide Stenger, Lambert had been treated to the full weight of Mercia’s bottomless black eyes when she had entered the room ten minutes earlier. Now…
‘He’s telling the truth,’ Mercia said. ‘He’s not repressing memories or plain lying. He has absolutely no memory of what happened after he opened the artefact. Nothing until he woke up at home.’ There was an undeniable note of pity in her voice and her eyes had softened.
‘How is Candide?’ Lambert asked before Courtney or Kyle could comment on Mercia’s assessment.
‘Physically, she’s fine. No lasting effects of… what happened.’ There was a slight pause as Mercia assessed what else she should say and how. ‘Mentally is a different matter. I can now tell her that her husband did not torture her for hours, but it will take time for her to believe it.’ Another pause. ‘If she ever does.’
‘O-oh.’
‘Alright,’ Courtney said. ‘We can now drop the charges against Lambert Stenger, but that leaves us with a mind controller on the loose who–’
‘No,’ Mercia said.
‘I’m sorry? You just cleared him of, well, everything. Someone had to be controlling him and that person–’
‘No, this was not simple mind control. Mind control is controlling the mind. It’s in the name. The mind has to be conscious, aware of what’s happening, in order for someone using any form of mental coercion to manipulate it. Lambert Stenger was entirely unaware for the duration. This was not done with mind control magic. I’m not immediately aware of any magic which works this way, but I’ll do some research.’
Reaching up, Courtney squeezed the bridge of her nose. ‘Great. So we have someone using an entirely unknown spell to commit crimes.’
‘Someone or something,’ Mercia said.
‘What makes you say that?’
‘Lambert Stenger’s memories end approximately three seconds after he moved that switch inside the artefact. If it had been immediately, perhaps the connection would be clearer, but the coincidence shouldn’t be ignored.’
‘The central part of the artefact was hidden inside a barrier,’ Lambert said. ‘I’m sure I saw that vanish when I moved the switch.’
‘You did,’ Mercia agreed. ‘And you were correct in your statement that there appeared to be nothing inside it. However…’
‘Why would you build what seems like a containment vessel,’ Courtney said, ‘without something to contain? Lambert Stenger, I’m officially releasing you from custody. I suggest you take the remainder of today to rest and I’d imagine the meditechs will agree with me. Tomorrow, I want you to begin trying to piece that artefact together’
‘I’ve virtually no chance of getting it working again.’
‘I understand that, but maybe if you can work out exactly what it was doing, we might be able to work out what, if anything, was inside it.’
~~~
‘If this is SSF business, what are we doing here?’
Courtney stared at Nava for a long second before answering, but Nava was just the kind of person who would not break, even under the deepest of intimidating stares. ‘Let’s just say that I don’t think Suki came up with all those comments about my report to her about Lambert Stenger. I’d rather cut out the middleman.’
Nava shrugged. ‘Fair enough.’ She walked over and settled down beside Mitsuko, but she did not look entirely happy. They had convened the impromptu meeting in Mitsuko’s apartment after dinner. Technically, this was nothing to do with Nava or Rochester. Melissa might have been involved due to her position on the student council, but they were keeping it all unofficial to avoid any difficult questions, most likely from Darius Miller. No one was taking minutes.
Assuming centre stage in front of the entertainment screen, Courtney began. ‘We’ve established that Lambert Stenger was not responsible for what happened in his lab or his home. The charges against him have been dropped.’
‘I knew he wasn’t that kind of person,’ Melissa said. ‘What about his wife and daughter?’
‘The daughter is staying with friends for the moment. Candide Stenger is under treatment for severe mental trauma. She… She’s unlikely to make a full recovery.’
‘O-oh.’
‘Setting that aside, we have the problem of an unknown perpetrator using a form of mental control which Mercia Reynell has never encountered before.’
Mitsuko started at that. ‘Seriously?’
‘Very seriously. She’s researching it, but the forms of control she knows would all leave an impression in the subject’s memory. Lambert Stenger has no memories of the period he was under control. None. They’re not buried away where he can’t access them or repressed due to the horror of it. They’re simply not there.’
‘That’s… weird and unhelpful.’
‘Right. If he remembered what happened, he’d probably be as traumatised as his wife, but he also might be able to tell us something about his attacker.’
‘It’s weird,’ Melissa said. ‘It kind of sounds like some of the ghost stories associated with Harbinger sites.’
Courtney frowned. ‘Explain, please, Mel.’
‘Uh, well, I’d have to do a search to find the details, but on several of the worlds which used to be Harbinger colonies, there are stories about ghosts possessing the living. A couple of Harbinger sites have been discovered by people who went to sleep in their beds and woke up having apparently dug up some bit of Harbinger architecture or technology. No one knew the sites were there before then and the people concerned have no memory of going to the site or doing the digging.’ Melissa’s cheeks coloured. ‘A-and there are a few stories about couples having, uh, wild nights of passion, only to discover that one of them doesn’t remember it in the morning. And a few other variations on a theme. I don’t know how many of them can be verified, but the main thing is that the people involved don’t remember what happened while the “ghost” possessed them.’
‘Ghosts…’
‘Ghosts, spirits, whatever you want to call them. I think there has been some research into the possibility of immaterial beings like that.’
‘Yes,’ Rochester said. ‘During the early period of metaphysics research, it was theorised that “beings of pure thought” were possible and that such entities might be the basis for ghosts, spirits, and even gods. However, no such entities were ever observed on Earth and research along those lines is largely regarded as fanciful.’
‘But we have ghost stories associated with Harbinger sites matching Lambert Stenger’s experience,’ Mitsuko said. ‘And we have a smashed Harbinger artefact which appeared to be designed to contain something. Sorcery was no use in penetrating the interior of that artefact, so we can assume that the barrier within it would stop anything magical getting out.’
‘Until Lambert Stenger turned it off,’ Courtney concluded.
‘Just so I’m clear,’ Kyle said. ‘We’re saying that a two-hundred-thousand-year-old ghost was locked up in an equally old magical device. Lambert Stenger freed it and it possessed him to destroy its prison and then do things I’m not going to mention to his wife. Is that about the size of it?’
‘Well, you have to admit that it fits the available facts,’ Courtney said.
‘Yes. Yes, it does. But it’s really out there, Courtney. I just, um, can’t come up with anything more reasonable right now.’
Courtney actually grinned. ‘I’m sure there’s some quote about impossible answers being what you have to go with when nothing else works.’
‘Yeah, but there’s also the old adage about extraordinary claims demanding extraordinary evidence.’
‘You’re not wrong.’
‘It’s only a working hypothesis,’ Rochester said. ‘That adage is entirely wrong. Even if a claim is beyond normal, any evidence which supports it irrefutably is sufficient, no matter how ordinary. However, more evidence is needed. As with any hypothesis, we can only progress through testing it against observed reality. I’ll see if the library has any of the old papers on non-physical entities and see whether that gives us anything new.’
‘Sounds like a plan,’ Courtney said. ‘Lambert Stenger will be trying to work out what the artefact actually did tomorrow. That may give us something.’ She turned her gaze on Nava, who was sitting quietly on her sofa. ‘You usually have more to say, Nava.’
Nava looked up, a slight wrinkle touching her brow. ‘I don’t have anything to add.’ She looked down again and went back to her thoughts. Something was bothering her. There was something… unsettling about the conversation, or the room, or… She felt nervous. And Nava never felt nervous. Well, not since she had seen the artefact in Lambert Stenger’s lab…
‘We’ll wrap this up, then,’ Courtney said. ‘Chess, if you find anything, message me. Any time. I don’t care whether I’m in bed or a lecture.’
‘I’ll do my best,’ Rochester replied.
‘I’ll see if I can find out more about those ghost stories,’ Melissa said. ‘The library is bound to have some papers on “space folk tales” or something. Some sort of comparative study.’
‘Right,’ Courtney said. ‘And I’ll… be at a loss for what to do while you people do that.’
‘Get a good night’s rest,’ Mitsuko suggested. ‘If something does come out of all this research, I suspect you’ll need to be fresh to make use of it.’
‘Yeah. An early night sounds good. If I can sleep. Kyle, let’s get out of their hair.’
Kyle nodded, a smile touching his lips. ‘An early night sounds good to me too.’
~~~
‘I’m going out for a while.’ Nava was obviously going out since she was walking toward the apartment door.
‘Okay,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Is there a problem?’
‘I don’t know. I’m going out to find out.’
‘Uh, okay.’
‘You haven’t upset me or anything. Don’t worry about it.’
Mitsuko brightened a little. Nava had been very quiet since Courtney and Kyle had turned up. There was something of a natural tendency to wonder whether one had inadvertently upset one’s partner when they went all quiet on you. ‘I’m glad to–’
‘Yet. There’s nothing to worry about yet.’ And then the door was closing behind her.
Staring at the closed door of her apartment, Mitsuko voiced her concerns over the matter. ‘Oh. Crap.’
~~~
If anyone asked, Kyle was patrolling the residential blocks. It made the students feel safe to have the SSF checking up on things in the late evening. Most of them would not have actually cared that the real reason he did this was so that he could end up with a personal tour of his captain, but Courtney and Kyle were determined to at least keep up the appearance of not being a couple.
It was gone nine and about time to head toward Courtney’s apartment. They used Courtney’s place most of the time because she had one of the bigger places and Kyle was in one of the better capsule buildings. His bed was not right under the ceiling, but it was a single and Courtney’s was… huge. She liked a big bed.
Kyle was just considering what he was going to do in that big bed to relieve Courtney of some of her stress when he felt something, a pressure on his mind. He had about enough time to wonder whether this was what Lambert Stenger felt when he was taken over when Kyle’s mind went entirely blank.
~~~
Kyle had access to Courtney’s apartment via his ketcom, not that either of them would admit it to anyone. So, when her apartment door opened, she rushed out of the bedroom in time to see him walking in. She had been expecting him, obviously, and she smiled warmly at him.
Still, she waited for the door to close, just in case, before speaking. ‘Any trouble on the way? I hope not because I really need you tonight and I don’t want to be disturbed.’
‘No trouble,’ Kyle replied. He did not comment on the fact that Courtney was stark naked, but he did move closer with a predatory expression on his face. ‘No trouble at all.’
Courtney backed up toward the bedroom door, grinning. ‘Oh, I don’t like that look in your eye. I think you’re trouble.’
‘You’re absolutely right. I am.’
He advanced and she retreated. He was not always this forceful, but she loved it when he was. She felt the foot of the bed against her calves and stopped. ‘You’ve got me cornered.’
‘I have.’ He raised his hand toward her and…
Courtney gasped as she felt a spell sweeping over her. For an instant, she felt as though she had to sleep, but she pushed the sensation away. ‘What–’ Another spell hit her and this one took hold. Her muscles cramped and fire burned through her veins. She managed more of a croak than a scream before her legs crumpled under her and she fell. She was in agony, her mind unable to work through the pain, but she heard Kyle’s voice.
‘You’d have suffered less if you’d slept. Well, I lie. You’ll suffer. I’ll make you pay for disturbing my–’
There was a noise a bit like someone hitting an off-key gong and Kyle crumpled onto the carpet beside Courtney. She did not notice immediately, but a second later the pain stopped. Breathing hard, her vision swimming, she struggled to sit up. She saw Kyle, sprawled beside her. Raising her eyes, she saw a saucepan hanging in the air briefly until a hand appeared around the handle.
‘Are you okay?’ Nava asked.
‘N-Nava?’
‘No mental damage then. I figure that was an Agony spell, or the equivalent. I guess Kyle won’t be arguing against this disembodied spirit thing when he comes to.’
Courtney’s eyes widened. ‘That thing? Where–’
‘It’s gone. Ran off after I hit Kyle. Oh, he’s bleeding on your carpet.’ Nava lifted the saucepan. ‘I’m going to put this away and get a meditech over here.’ She turned and started for the bedroom door. ‘Then I’ll call Suki and have her come over. You should probably put some clothes on.’
Courtney struggled to her feet, still groggy. ‘Wait. How did you know it was here? How do you know it’s gone?’
‘I honestly have no clue how I know, and the reason I’m not healing him myself is that I’m not absolutely sure it’s gone. Let’s get him to the infirmary and we can worry over my weird feelings once we’re sure he’s okay.’
~~~
The first thing Kyle thought upon regaining consciousness was, ‘What happened?’
He was, he thought, on a bed. He was certainly lying horizontal on his back, but not in a position one would normally sleep in. When he tried to move, two things impinged upon his slowly returning consciousness. One: he was attached to the bed by soft cuffs around his ankles and wrists as well as a band around his chest. Two: his head felt as though someone had used him as a target dummy for Concussive Force spells. Opening his eyes seemed like a bad idea.
‘Oh… Shit. Did someone hit me with a sledgehammer?’
‘It was a saucepan.’ Female voice. Deadpan, pardon the pun. That had to be…
‘Nava?’ Tentatively, Kyle opened his eyes. The sight which met them was too damn bright – he had been right about it not being a good idea – which just added to the impression that he had died and gone to heaven. Three beautiful faces looked down at him from various points around his bed. If his head had not been throbbing to the beat of an unheard heavy metal band, he would have been really happy. Considering that he was naked and not under a sheet, really happy might have been really embarrassing. ‘Uh, hi,’ he said. ‘I don’t generally mind a bit of bondage, and a foursome sounds great, but this seems a little excessive. And why did you hit me with a saucepan? No, wait, when did you hit me with a saucepan?’
‘I think it’s really him,’ Nava said. She was at the foot of the bed. ‘I guess whatever I’m feeling is real. If he can recognise me from my voice, there’s probably no neurological damage.’
‘I agree,’ Courtney said from Kyle’s right. She looked worried. ‘I guess we can take the straps off.’
‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Mitsuko said from Kyle’s left. ‘I think we should keep him tied up and do further checks.’ She was just about managing to keep a straight face, though there was a hint of worry about her eyes too.
Nava, of course, was unreadable. ‘You just like the view.’ She reached for the padded cuffs holding Kyle’s ankles down and about forty centimetres apart. ‘Whatever had him is gone, and I suspect he has need of the analgesics. I did hit him quite hard.’
Courtney and Mitsuko began working on the other cuffs. Kyle decided he deserved some answers at this point. ‘Okay, so why did you hit me? With a saucepan, of all things.’
‘It was a good, solid saucepan. Solid metal with a bolted-on wooden handle. I figured it would knock you out.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘What’s the last thing you remember?’ Courtney asked.
‘Uh… I was doing a patrol. Heading toward your block. And…’ He frowned. Then his eyes widened. ‘That thing. It possessed me?’
‘Do you normally use Sleep and Agony spells on your captain?’ Nava asked.
‘I don’t know either of those.’
‘Apparently, it does.’
Kyle turned his gaze upon Courtney, who was now holding out a pill and a glass of water. ‘Are you–’
‘I’m unhurt. Okay, so now I know what Agony feels like, I’d be quite happy if I never got hit with that again, but Nava bashed your head in before that thing could do anything worse.’
‘It seems to like using someone with a close relationship to its victim to attack them,’ Mitsuko said. ‘If Nava hadn’t thought there might be a problem, the two of you might be in the same positions as Lambert and Candide Stenger.’
‘And now,’ Courtney said, turning to the foot of the bed, ‘Nava is going to explain how she knew.’
‘She’s not,’ Nava replied. ‘She doesn’t know how she knew.’ She held up a hand to forestall a response from Courtney. ‘When Lambert Stenger took us to see the artefact, I had this weird feeling of unease as soon as I entered the lab. I figured, okay, it’s a weird, black, somewhat ominous object with slightly disturbing carvings on it.’
‘But you’re never nervous or uneasy,’ Mitsuko said. ‘You’re not afraid of anything.’
‘Not true, but I’ll admit that I don’t react to threats the way most people do. Still, I felt weird around the artefact and I got the same feeling when you arrived with Kyle for the meeting, Courtney.’
‘That’s why you were so quiet?’ Mitsuko asked.
Nava nodded. ‘I didn’t connect the two feelings until the meeting was wrapping up. It was more intense in Suki’s apartment… And then it went away when Courtney and Kyle left. I theorised that I was somehow sensing the whatever it is. The spirit. So, I left and caught up with Courtney on the way to her apartment, sneaked in behind her, and waited. At best, I was going to end up being a voyeur.’
‘You know Invisibility?’ Kyle asked.
Another nod. ‘Turns out, I wasn’t just a pervert. That feeling came back when Kyle turned up, and when he started attacking Courtney, I got a saucepan from the kitchen. And the rest is history.’
‘So, where is it now?’
‘No idea. It’s not here. The feeling vanished not long after I knocked you out, but it could’ve gone anywhere. I can tell when it’s close to me, but I’ve no way of searching for it aside from searching the entire campus.’
‘And no way of doing anything to it if you found it,’ Courtney added. ‘Let’s hope Lambert Stenger or Chess can come up with something tomorrow, because right now, I think we’ve established that we have an unkillable, psychotic murderer walking the campus who could be pretty much anyone at any given time.’
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Nava was expecting it, so it did not come as a surprise when Darius spoke up as soon as she stepped through the door. ‘What is she doing here?’ Because she was expecting it, and because she did not care, Nava continued into the room and took a seat at the table.
‘Nava is here at my invitation,’ Mitsuko said, ‘and that of Courtney. She has a unique talent which makes her exceptionally useful in this current emergency. Therefore, if you can’t keep a civil tongue in your head, Vice President Darius Miller Fosse, you are not required here and can leave.’
‘What unique talent?’ Darius was not backing down entirely. His tone was sullen and a bit defensive.
‘For whatever reason, perhaps a quirk of genetics, Nava is sensitive to the entity we are dealing with. She can tell when it’s nearby.’
‘That’s–’
‘That saved my life last night,’ Courtney said. ‘We’re as sure of it as we are of anything in this case. We may also need her firepower to defeat this thing, so she’s staying and, as the president said, you can leave if that bothers you.’
‘As vice president, I need to know what’s happening,’ Darius stated, lifting his nose rather imperiously.
‘You could read the minutes,’ Mitsuko said flatly. Then she continued before he could protest. ‘Now, I did call this meeting in order to brief the student council on what’s happening, so let’s get started. We have established within a reasonable margin of surety that we are dealing with some form of immaterial entity. For want of a better word, a spirit. This spirit is capable of possessing people. It uses those people to commit crimes, namely murder by torture. Thus far, it has not actually succeeded in killing anyone, but its intent was clear.’
‘That’s a… quite fanciful story, President,’ Marie Royce said. ‘Are you quite sure about this? It sounds like the plot of a horror vid.’
‘Oddly enough, it possibly is the plot of a horror vid, but it’s also the best hypothesis matching the evidence we have. Mercia Reynell has examined the literature on mind control methods and can find nothing matching the symptoms experienced by the victims. However, there is a match to be found in literature. Mel, have you finished your analysis?’
‘Well, enough to say that the stories match the experiences of Kyle and Lambert Stenger,’ Melissa replied.
‘Wait,’ Naomi Himura said, ‘Kyle Maynard was taken by this thing?’
‘Apparently,’ Courtney said, ‘it decided to pay me back for stopping it getting its first victim. It picked Kyle as its tool because it knew I trusted him. If Nava hadn’t figured it out, I would have been tortured to death by Kyle.’
‘I see… Please, Melissa Connelly, continue. What “stories” are you speaking of?’
‘Well, they’re sort of urban legends really. There have been stories told about the worlds where Harbinger sites have been found for almost as long as there have been spacer tales about the Harbingers. I found a couple of studies on them. The research was done because, well, the spacer tales turned out to have a hint of truth about them, so maybe the urban legends did. The recurring factor is a form of possession. The victims of this have missing periods of time during which they’re entirely unconscious. Not sleeping. Totally unaware of time passing. They suddenly find themselves somewhere unexpected and have no idea how they got there or what they’ve been doing.’
‘What about that thing you mentioned with the possessed lovers?’ Mitsuko asked. ‘Didn’t that just involve missing memories?’
Melissa blushed. ‘Uh, yes. That’s the exception since there generally isn’t some peculiar travel involved. However, the research agrees that those stories are just stories. There was an obscure porn vid made in one thirty-six with that basic plotline. It’s thought that embellishments of that are the source of all the, um, saucy ghost stories.’
‘I see.’
‘A general summary of the papers on the subject suggests that there is something to the Harbinger spirit idea. They may really exist. Certainly, no one has been able to satisfactorily explain some quite well-documented incidents and these incidents only happen on worlds which used to be Harbinger colonies.’
‘Shinden was never a Harbinger colony,’ Darius pointed out.
‘No,’ Mitsuko said, ‘but we recently took receipt of an active Harbinger artefact which could have contained some kind of immaterial entity. Lambert Stenger was possessed almost immediately after turning the thing off.’
‘Foolish,’ Naomi said.
‘Yes, but he’s paid a rather steep price for his curiosity. His wife won’t, no, she can’t see him. She’s been emotionally destroyed and it’s possible that she’ll never be able to go near him again.’ Mitsuko looked down at the table for a second, frowning. Then she looked up at Melissa. ‘So, there is at least apocryphal evidence to support the existence of these spirits.’
‘Yes,’ Melissa replied. ‘There’s considerably less evidence for direct action by them, but the possession stories have a reasonably solid basis in fact. There are two Harbinger sites which were uncovered due to someone finding themselves there, kilometres from where they last have a memory of. It’s like the Harbingers don’t want to be lost in time, so they pointed someone at the sites.’
‘It’s preposterous,’ Darius said. ‘But… I suppose if it fits the facts…’
‘Exactly,’ Courtney said. ‘I don’t want to believe it myself, but we don’t have a better theory.’
‘Besides,’ Melissa said, ‘we’re magicians. We make things happen every day that scientists would have said were impossible before the discovery of metaphysics. We know the Harbingers had magical technology far beyond our capabilities. Who’s to say they couldn’t somehow transcend the need for physical bodies?’
‘What can we do about this?’ Naomi asked.
‘Lambert Stenger is currently trying to uncover any secrets the remains of his artefact might be hiding,’ Courtney said. ‘It’s not easy for him, considering what that thing cost him, but he’s working on it. We have someone examining old metaphysics papers. There was some research done into “spirit magic” back in the early days. We’re hoping that might produce some results we can use.’
‘He’s still working on it,’ Melissa said. Neither of them were mentioning a name because Darius would likely blow a fuse if he discovered a first year on the support stream was doing the work. ‘He’s hoping to have some results tonight.’
‘Good,’ Mitsuko said. ‘We need a method of containing this thing.’
‘No,’ Nava said. ‘What we need is a method of killing it. The mistake the Harbingers made was that they locked up some criminal, an insane serial murderer. It got out and it’s just started up where it left off. We work out how to end it, and then we show it absolutely no mercy.’
‘I’m not sure the metaphysics specialists in the faculty would agree. They’d say it was of crucial scientific importance.’
‘They can tell that to Candide Stenger.’
~~~
Lambert Stenger looked uncomfortable as he walked into Mitsuko’s apartment. He looked downtrodden, defeated, but those emotions were kind of expected of a man whose wife thought had almost tortured her to death. The discomfort was because he had been invited to a single student’s apartment. Of course, he was hardly there alone with her, but…
‘Perhaps we should have done this in the student council room,’ Mitsuko said. It was getting a little crowded in her lounge. Nava was perched on the arm of one of the sofas, but that still left five seats to find. ‘Oh well, we’re all here now. Sit beside Kyle, please, Mister Lambert Stenger. I’m sure he won’t mind scooting closer to Courtney.’ Mitsuko was standing having taken the job of chairwoman.
‘Never let it be said that I won’t sit closer to an attractive woman,’ Kyle said.
‘Don’t think I won’t put you on double patrol duty,’ Courtney replied, though her heart was not really in the banter.
‘Uh, let’s skip the formalities under the circumstances,’ Lambert said. ‘If you keep calling me “Mister Lambert Stenger,” this meeting will continue until tomorrow morning.’
‘Fine,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘If everyone is okay with that, let’s proceed. Melissa, for those not present at the council meeting earlier, a twenty-word summary of your findings, if you would.’
‘Okay,’ Melissa said. She pursed her lips briefly. ‘Research suggests that the idea of immaterial entities, spirits, on Harbinger colony worlds is not without foundation.’
‘Admirable. I think you have two or three words spare.’
‘They’re probably real.’
‘I was unable to find any research which confirmed that,’ Rochester said. ‘However, that seems to be because spirit magic, necromancy, and demonology proved to be an entirely academic pursuit on Earth and no one has ever tried to use any of the spells associated with those paradigms recently. Or, if they have, they did it in secret.’
‘Demonology?’ Courtney asked.
Rochester made a dismissive hand-wave gesture. ‘It all comes down to the same thing when you examine the metaphysics. Spirit magic assumes the existence of atavistic entities representing natural phenomena or moral standpoints. In some cases, it refers to what we would call gods. Necromancy deals with the spirits of the dead, generally in the belief that death frees one from the constraints of time and allows ghosts to predict the future or reveal the past. Demonology posits the existence of extradimensional or immaterial entities which are not necessarily evil but have powers which a summoner can exploit. There are some badly documented cases of necromancy producing results on Earth. Results as in the summoning of some form of ghost, not of any predictions made. A review of such cases posits that there was limited evidence to suggest that powerful magicians might be able to transcend death in some way.’
‘The Harbingers were far more advanced than us as far as sorcery went,’ Melissa said. ‘Maybe they found a systematic way to do that.’
‘That is not without foundation. I found two pieces of rather speculative, untested metaphysics research from the first century after the formalisation of the subject. One suggests that it is possible, at least in theory, for a conscious pattern of thoughts to exist within the quintessential field. It is suggested that such “tulpa” entities could arise spontaneously through quantum fluctuations or be formed by the transition of a sentient mind into the Q-field. Another paper suggests a mechanism by which a proposed tulpa could possess a material host. It utilises a metaphysical hypothesis on the nature of conscious minds which has never been proven, and also never disproven. That said, the suggested observable results of such a possession are a good match for what Lambert and Kyle experienced.’
‘What’s a tulpa?’ Courtney asked.
‘It’s a concept from theosophy,’ Lambert said, ‘common in mysticism and paranormal research prior to the formalisation of metaphysics. The original concept is… Think of it as an imaginary friend, sentient and independent of the person it originated from. An entity of pure thought.’
Courtney frowned. ‘So, we’re saying that our perpetrator could be an entity of pure thought, normally living in the Q-field but able to assume a physical form by using sorcery to possess a material host.’
‘An adequate summary of what we have,’ Rochester replied. ‘It would seem likely that the Harbingers perfected the transfer from physical body to immaterial Q-field pattern and that one of them was, for whatever reason, trapped within the artefact.’
‘I think the reason is obvious,’ Nava said. ‘It’s a sadistic monster. It’s unreasonable to suggest that the Harbingers were perfect. Their society probably produced serial killers just as this one does. How do we kill it?’
‘The tulpa paper suggested that such entities would be especially vulnerable to surges of quintessence. Attacks with raw magical energy would harm them more than other forms of attack. However, their existence within the Q-field means they need to be attacked from within the Q-field. Or by some means of projecting an attack into the Q-field. Even your Magic Burst spell operates by directing quintessence into this dimension. It would have no effect on the Harbinger which exists outside our reality.’
‘Lambert,’ Mitsuko said, ‘have you found anything which might help us?’
Lambert sighed. ‘The concise answer is no, though I’d like to review what I have in the light of those papers Rochester found. The engineering involved in the creation of the intact components is far beyond our capabilities, but not entirely beyond our understanding. I believe that careful examination will advance some areas of magical engineering by decades, even centuries. The device was able to gather a substantial amount of quintessence from its surroundings despite being substantially smaller than our aggregator technology, for example. I believe that part of the device was concerned with the generation of a force barrier. It shows some similarities to the force screen generators used by the military or in some illusory art installations.’
‘There’s a suggestion in one paper I found,’ Rochester said, ‘that it should be possible to create a… standing wave in the Q-field. The proposal is that it would create a solid barrier against sorcery, but my reading is that a tulpa would be unable to cross it. Combined with a more physical barrier and formed as a sphere, I suspect that it would make an effective container for a tulpa. Perhaps the differences you’re seeing are related to generating such a dual barrier.’
Lambert actually smiled. ‘There’s a reason you’re always answering my questions in theory classes. Please send me the references to those papers and I’ll check over my findings on the components.’
‘It would be my honour.’
‘But,’ Nava said, ‘that’s still a method of containing the thing and that’s proven to be an insufficient method of dealing with it.’ She looked across at Lambert. ‘You’re not going to argue that it should be kept alive for study, are you?’
‘I can understand why someone would argue the case,’ Lambert said, ‘but I want it destroyed. Frankly, I doubt it would be cooperative if we did capture it.’
‘Right. So how do we get me into the Q-field?’
‘What?!’ It was not just Mitsuko who responded with some degree of horror. Everyone let out some form of exclamation, except Rochester who had already come to the same conclusion as Nava.
‘The only way we have of attacking the Harbinger is for someone to meet it on its own ground,’ Rochester said. ‘Nava is the only logical candidate.’
‘What about targeting it from this world?’ Kyle asked.
‘Targeting is the issue,’ Nava replied. ‘I can only run one improvised spell at a time. We may be able to work out how to see it.’
‘That would be relatively easy,’ Rochester said. ‘A variation on the usual spell for observing invisible objects will do it.’
‘Okay, but I can’t see it and improvise a version of Magic Burst which will fire into the Q-field. Hence, I’d be shooting blind. If I’m there with it, I can just use my usual spell, right?’
‘Making a number of assumptions about the way it works, yes. I believe that, with some further research, I could define the parameters of the proposed spell to transition someone into the Q-field. The author called it “Ascend.” It would be useful if Lambert could provide his expertise to the process. We could then explain it to you.’
‘How long?’
‘Defining a spell which could have fatal results needs to be done carefully,’ Lambert said. ‘You won’t be able to do much to the Harbinger if the spell kills you.’
‘Fine,’ Nava said, ‘take all the time you think you need. Just remember that that thing is out there, right now, selecting its next victims. I think we’ll be really lucky to stop it from finishing what it does a third time. While we’re planning, it’s killing someone.’
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‘Okay, here’s what we have,’ Courtney said. ‘Two students have been declared missing. I had the administration put in some stricter rules regarding students missing classes, and these two are the only ones today who haven’t given some form of excuse.’
‘It’s lunchtime,’ Nava said. Despite being shorter than both Courtney and Kyle, she seemed to be keeping up with them perfectly well as the trio marched toward one of the missing students’ apartments. ‘We could have been doing this hours ago.’
‘Yeah. I had words about more prompt alerts. They said they wanted to be sure these two wouldn’t call in sick.’
‘If Petra Faulkner is dead,’ Kyle said, ‘they’re going to be really regretting that decision.’
‘Let’s just hope it hasn’t had time to get that far,’ Courtney replied.
Petra Faulkner Fosse was a first year on the support stream. She was not from a wealthy family, so she was living in one of the capsule blocks not that far from the one where Nava and Melissa lived. Her apartment was on the second floor and, as the trio approached the door, Nava started having second thoughts.
‘They’re not going to be here,’ she said.
‘What?’ Courtney responded. ‘Why?’
‘I live in one of these apartments. There’s not enough room to swing a cat, never mind torture someone to death.’
‘I’m not sure that really requires space,’ Kyle said.
‘They’re not here. But since we are…’ Nava waved at the lock panel, suggesting that the SSF members do their stuff.
Courtney unlocked the door using her ketcom and SSF authority, and silence greeted them as the door slid aside. Kyle was through the door first. Nava went in behind him and immediately opened the bathroom door. It took very little time to determine the situation.
‘She was right,’ Kyle said. ‘No one’s home.’
‘Not even a Petra Faulkner too sick to call the office,’ Courtney agreed. ‘It must have taken her to Anton Landon’s place. Let’s move.’
~~~
By contrast, Anton Landon Corley came from a fairly well-off family and had better accommodation. In fact, he lived in the same apartment block as Courtney.
‘It didn’t go far after it missed me,’ Courtney commented. ‘Down two floors.’
‘And to the other end of the building,’ Nava said. ‘Maybe I should’ve wandered around after I stopped it.’
‘Second-guessing your actions isn’t going to help. You had me and Kyle to deal with.’
‘I’m aware.’
They stopped outside a standard door on a standard residential corridor. There were no sounds coming from within the apartment, but then the soundproofing was pretty good, the bedroom was at the back of the apartment, and it was likely that Petra had been gagged.
‘If it turns out they’re having sex,’ Kyle said, ‘this is going to be embarrassing.’
‘Serves them right for skipping classes,’ Courtney replied, and then she unlocked the door.
The apartment within appeared to be undisturbed. There was not a single thing out of place. The sofa was clean and there was a coffee table on which a stack of magazines had been carefully arranged in a neat, vertical pile. Someone’s ketcom sat on the arm of the sofa. There was a large entertainment screen on one wall, a bookcase against another wall, and there was a desk beside the bookcase with an integrated terminal which looked like it had another ketcom plugged into it.
‘It’s here,’ Nava said, her voice low. ‘I can feel it. It’s here somewhere.’
Kyle headed for the kitchen door while Nava and Courtney started for the bedroom. They had almost got there when Kyle spoke. ‘This is not the apartment of a bachelor fourth year.’
Both women stopped to look at him. ‘What?’ Courtney asked.
‘You’ve seen my place. It’s smaller than this and I still can’t keep it this tidy. There’s something wrong…’ Stepping back into the lounge, he walked over to the desk.
Nava turned back to the bedroom door and moved forward, reaching for the handle. She pushed it open, ready for whatever might be waiting on the other side, and stopped. Anton Landon was lying on his bed, but he was not having sex with Petra Faulkner. He had been tied down with what looked like torn-up bed sheets in a crucifix posture. He had been fairly good-looking in the ID picture Courtney had showed to Nava, but you could barely tell he was human now. There was blood everywhere, coming from numerous cuts marking his limbs and torso. His face was now a ruin; someone had taken a heavy object and smashed it down repeatedly until the bones had collapsed under the impacts.
‘These books,’ Kyle said. ‘There aren’t any titles on the–’
He was cut off by a shriek. An arm emerged from the bookcase. It was covered in blood and holding a kitchen knife, and Kyle reared back from it. The blade slashed down past his chest in a stabbing motion and a woman emerged from inside the bookcase, coming after him. She was basically unrecognisable as Petra Faulkner: her hair should have been blonde and now it was red and her face and body were coated in thick, red blood. Kyle reacted with his default means of attack and defence: he grabbed at her with his Telekinesis. She slashed at him again, but he was out of reach of her weapon and she could no longer get closer. Lifting her easily, he drove her back into the wall through what had to be an illusory bookcase.
‘What the–’ he began.
A wave of pure, unimaginable, existential terror washed out across the room. Courtney had started moving toward Kyle, around the sofa, and she came to a sudden and complete stop, flinching visibly. Kyle staggered back to end up leaning on the back of the sofa. His concentration gone, Petra was released from the grip of his spell. She dropped to the floor and stepped out of her imaginary bookcase, a broad grin splitting her blood-drenched face.
And then Nava vaulted over the sofa and punched Petra in the chest. Nava’s punches were nothing to write home about, but the Push spell she often stacked on top was another matter. Petra was slammed backward and into the wall at considerable velocity. Her head hit first and there was a grunt of pain before she dropped to the carpet, unconscious.
The illusions vanished in an instant, revealing the apartment as it actually was. Blood smeared the wall where Petra had been standing, the seat at the desk where she had used the terminal, and the sofa where she had, presumably, been sitting. There was no bookcase, but there was something standing up, out of Petra’s fallen body, where the bookcase had been. Nava stared at it and it stared back for a second or two before turning and rushing away through the wall. Bolting for the apartment door, Nava yanked it open and rushed into the corridor, but there was no sign of the thing which had been controlling Petra and the sensation of its presence was gone.
Once again, the Harbinger had got away, but this time it had left a corpse behind it.
~~~
‘We have an issue,’ Rochester said as he put his tray down at dinner.
‘Straight to the point, I see,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Sorry. Good evening, President. How has your day been? Mine has been fruitful and yet frustrating. By the way, we have a problem.’
‘I think I preferred it when you used to stammer every time you looked at my chest.’
Without thinking – and possibly as Mitsuko intended – Rochester’s eyes flicked down. His cheeks flared red. ‘I-I-I–’
‘That’s mean, Suki,’ Melissa said. ‘What’s this issue, Chess?’
Rochester sat down beside his girlfriend, his cheeks still burning. ‘I… That is to say… Well, you see…’
‘Calm down. Deep breaths. I’ll let you look at my chest all you want later.’
‘And that’s supposed to make him calmer?’ Nava asked.
Strangely, Rochester did seem to recover his composure rather quickly. Maybe the thought of breasts he could actually make contact with was easier to handle than ones he had to look at from afar. Well, about a metre. ‘With Lambert Stenger’s assistance, I was able to produce a good schema for the Ascend spell,’ he said when his breathing had steadied.
‘That sounds more like a good thing,’ Mitsuko said.
‘It’s excellent news as far as it goes, but the schema suggests a spell complexity of two hundred and twenty to two hundred and thirty Tammys.’
Melissa and Mitsuko both winced. ‘My biggest spell is only sixty-seven Tammys,’ Melissa said.
‘Seventy-five,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Sorcerer’s Eye is sixty-five,’ Rochester said. ‘We’re talking about something three times as complex. We’re going to need–’
‘It won’t be a problem,’ Nava said. She was looking down, concentrating on her food in the kind of studious fashion she displayed when she was having to reveal something she did not really want to.
‘But–’ Mitsuko began, cutting herself off. ‘What is the complexity rating on your highest spell, Nava?’
‘I’d rather not–’
‘If you’re saying that two thirty isn’t an issue…’
‘Two hundred and fifty-two.’
Silence.
‘I-is that your Magic Burst?’ Melissa asked.
‘No. None of you have ever seen me use that spell. And I’d rather none of you ever did. Most of my spells are less complex, though that’s partially because I’ve never taken the time to enhance some of them. Magic Burst is a hundred and fifty-seven. Third rank Gather Quintessence is a hundred and thirty-five.’
‘You’re incredibly powerful. I mean, that kind of potential and you can hold four active spells.’
‘I can manage two,’ Mitsuko said. ‘What are you even doing here, Nava? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you came to SAS-squared. Really glad.’
‘You just want me for my body.’
‘Yes, but you could have done anything with that kind of power. Why are you here?’
Nava lifted her head and looked around the table. ‘I wanted a normal life. A normal life at a relatively normal school. With friends and learning and all the other stuff young adults normally have. And I have that. And I don’t want to lose it, so I’d appreciate it if you all avoided mentioning what I can do.’
‘Our lips are sealed,’ Mitsuko said. The others nodded.
‘Okay, so, I’ll take a look over this schema. If I know what I have to do, hopefully I’ll be able to implement it. And then comes the actual problem we have. The Harbinger has killed, but I doubt it plans to stop after a success and it’s Friday night. It could basically get a free pass to spend the next couple of days slaughtering students. We need to find it and stop it. Short of quartering the campus until I can feel it nearby, I can’t think of a good way of doing that.’
‘I’ll speak to Courtney after dinner,’ Mitsuko said. ‘She’s the aspiring detective. Perhaps she can come up with a plan.’
‘You saw it, didn’t you?’ Melissa asked of Nava. ‘The Harbinger. You used that See Spirit spell Chess came up with, so you saw it.’
‘I saw it,’ Nava replied. ‘It’s big. Two metres tall at least with long limbs. It moves on its toes. Its hands had two long fingers and two, well, thumbs. Its head is big. Not a large face with few features; no visible nose, just a couple of holes, and thin lips. Its eyes were pale blue on black with small, slitted pupils. Oh, and it’s blue. Various shades of blue all over its body. No clothing that I could see.’
‘Just like the statues and carvings then.’
‘Yes, but they don’t convey the way it stared at me. That thing wants me dead.’ Nava gave a small shrug. ‘It’s mutual, obviously.’
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As Courtney settled into her seat for homeroom, she slotted her ketcom and was immediately greeted by a display showing the expected attendance figures for every class in the school. Nodding, she watched it as their teacher entered the room and walked to his lectern.
It was not much of a plan, but it was the best she could come up with for now. Any student who did not make it to homeroom was going to be investigated. That was going to cause problems and probably some embarrassment. It was better than discovering another body.
Now, all she had to do was wait and see who had not reported in for morning classes. It was a bit like hoping for a disaster to occur so that you could learn to predict them. Courtney was hoping – if hoping was the right word – for someone to be traumatised and injured in order to catch a killer. Sometimes, her job really sucked.
~~~
‘Nothing,’ Courtney said. She more or less slammed her tray onto the table beside Mitsuko’s. Her cutlery bounced and clattered. Her glass of juice sloshed out, forming a pool with her fork in it. ‘Oh…’
‘Calm yourself, Courtney,’ Mitsuko said. ‘It had to get smart eventually. We’re probably lucky it didn’t work out that it should keep student hours where possible before now.’
Kyle handed Courtney a handful of napkins. ‘The president’s right, Courtney. We’ll just have to move to plan B.’
‘There’s a plan B?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Yeah,’ Courtney replied, ‘and you and Nava are going to be a major part of it. Actually, Nava is, but the first part is going to be better if there are two of you.’
‘You want me to wander around the campus looking for it?’ Nava asked.
‘That seems inefficient,’ Rochester commented.
‘We’re going to reduce the target area,’ Courtney said.
‘How?’
‘Oh, I figure I know the best place for this thing to find its next victims. So, Suki’s going to take Nava clubbing.’
Melissa and Rochester looked at each other and then both asked the question that first came to mind: ‘We have clubs?’
~~~
The campus actually had three establishments which could be described as nightclubs; it was in the middle of nowhere and it needed to provide entertainment to at least some extent. One of them did not serve alcohol and catered to the young adults at the school. One was aimed at the middle range, the older students and the younger postgraduates. Those two were located in the residential areas. The last was aimed at faculty and their families, and that one was out in the suburbia the older residents of the school called home.
Nava and Mitsuko could get into the first of them without any trouble at all. It was not exactly the sort of place Nava would have selected for having a good time. Mostly, the club area – and it was referred to as a club, not a nightclub – consisted of dance floor, but there were areas around that where you could sit at a table and chat. Sonic barrier magic was used to reduce the volume of the music outside the dance floor so that the chatting did not involve screaming at the top of your lungs. Nava was a little ambivalent about that since, given the opportunity to speak, the male customers were using that privilege to try to pick her up.
She supposed that it was inappropriate to blame them, and they were trying for Mitsuko about as much. Nava had exactly one dress suitable for a nightclub: the one Mitsuko had bought her for the party at the mansion. Mitsuko had found something a little less revealing to wear, though it was short, had a very low, open back, and was made of something which suggested a lot of what was technically hidden. It was probably unsurprising that they were getting attention, even if one of them was the student council president.
They were not, however, getting the attention they wanted. ‘It’s not here,’ Nava said. She was, as usual, expressionless, but there was something about her which suggested frustration. Or maybe just annoyance. Mitsuko was unsure why anyone was braving her gaze when she was giving off the kind of negative vibes that should have terrified potential suitors.
‘I guess we keep looking until Courtney comes and picks us up,’ Mitsuko replied.
‘If she waits too long, the death toll from the massacre will put the Harbinger to shame.’
‘Massacre?’ Mitsuko decided she had to be a little distracted after a second when it occurred to her what Nava was implying. ‘No massacring the students. It’s against school policy.’
‘Just the men? Please?’
‘No. Bad girl. If you don’t behave, there’ll be no treat later.’
The right corner of Nava’s mouth twitched slightly. ‘I feel like you should buy me a collar and a lead.’ She turned, scanning the room. ‘I wouldn’t mind if you did. Oh, Courtney and Kyle are here.’ And Nava set off toward the door.
‘Wait,’ Mitsuko said to Nava’s retreating back. ‘Nava, what did you mean by–’ No, she was out of range and clearly walking away just to leave Mitsuko hanging. She could be really evil at times. Mitsuko hurried to catch up and meet Courtney and Kyle halfway.
~~~
The second place they were checking out was the one for older students, and Mitsuko and Nava only got in because Courtney used her SSF authority. And then they had to promise not to drink any alcohol. Nava wondered whether the doorman thought either she or the president of the student council were going to break the law right under the nose of the SSF captain. Apparently, he did, but they were allowed in anyway.
‘I can’t feel anything yet,’ Nava said as they entered the club proper. It was actually referred to as a nightclub, though, like the first one, it was only open on Saturday nights. It was a bit dimmer and the atmosphere was different, but the layout of the place was more or less the same as its partner establishment. Nava could see people looking their way, but the presence of Kyle apparently shielded them from pick-up artists here.
Courtney had come decked out in an off-the-shoulder, long-sleeved top and a very mini miniskirt. All in black, which matched Kyle who was wearing dark jeans, a nanomesh T-shirt which did nothing to hide his physique and a fairly expensive-looking faux leather jacket. Nava suspected that this bad boy image was responsible for the lack of suitors and wanted to kiss him. Courtney might have objected and it just was not Nava’s style, so Kyle remained unkissed.
‘We’ll keep prowling for a while and then see if it’s at the place on the Estate,’ Courtney said. ‘We could miss it at any of them, but you’re the best detector we have, unless you have any clones.’
‘Sorry, I’m unique.’
‘Yeah, I’d worked that out. Kyle, would you get us some drinks? We’ll mingle and try to spot anyone doing anything odd, I guess.’
Nava had to wonder how they were going to do that considering that the light in the club was ‘moody.’ She had excellent night vision and it was still dim as far as she was concerned. The Harbinger could have translated itself into physical form in here and, so long as it ducked, you would have had trouble spotting it. Well, she would know when it was nearby. Did it get some similar feeling when it got close to her or was it one-way? She suspected it knew that she could sense it after the incident in Anton Landon’s apartment, but could it feel her nearby?
Well, maybe tonight was the night to find out.
~~~
‘What time is it?’ Mitsuko asked. They had been hanging around for a while now with no sign of the Harbinger showing up. Conversation was beginning to lull. They had discussed men, politics, the latest fashion trends, whether alcohol was a worthwhile purchase, and the chances of any of the school’s teams doing well in the summer war games. ‘I’m going to start asking for ideas for the theme of the summer dance next and we don’t want to go there.’
‘That’s months away,’ Courtney said.
‘It’s closer than the war games.’
‘A valid point. It’s coming up to twenty-two hundred. An hour before midnight. Maybe we should try the Estate.’
‘We may have missed it,’ Kyle said.
‘Yes, but we can’t give up yet.’
Kyle shrugged. ‘Agreed. I was just trying to be realistic. This was something of a long– Nava?’
Nava had pulled herself up straighter and was looking around the room. ‘It’s here. It’s–’ She stopped in the middle of speaking and turned around as she felt something. There was a pressure on her mind, as though someone was squeezing her brain. Her fists clenched as she fought back against the force, and then it was gone and she turned to look behind her.
The Harbinger was staggering away from her as though stunned. It came to a stop maybe two metres away, obviously dazed and standing in a tall man with dyed blonde hair and very dark skin. The contrast between the blue of the alien and the dark-brown skin of the man and the confusion of limbs and heads created a monstrous pseudo-creature, a surrealist’s depiction of twisted life.
‘Nava?’ Mitsuko asked, obviously worried.
‘It’s there,’ Nava replied, pointing. ‘I think it tried to possess me and it… It’s stunned. I’m going to do it.’ Improvised spells were a standard of sorcery. Cantrips were, technically, improvised spells so simple that the magician could do them in their sleep, but you could temporarily work harder spells if you understood what was required. The Ascend spell that Rochester and Lambert had defined for her definitely fell into the latter category. It took real mental gymnastics to force the thought processes necessary to cast it, but Nava did it.
‘Wait,’ Mitsuko said.
‘No,’ Nava replied. And then her clothes were falling to the floor as she vanished out from inside them.
‘But– Damn it!’
‘She’ll be okay,’ Kyle said.
‘We can’t know that.’
Kyle once again shrugged. ‘Something tells me that she’s quite capable of taking that thing on. There’s something very dark about that girl. If I met her on a battlefield, I’d be running away screaming.’
Mitsuko frowned, unsure how to respond. It was not as though he was wrong…
~~~
To Nava, the experience of ascending to another plane of existence was somewhat different. The world around her faded. The colours became muted, almost to a monochrome, but the light seemed to get brighter as though there was light coming from a different source. Or maybe she was not seeing her surroundings with her eyes and the light really did not matter. There was something a little weird about the entire environment. Nothing looked entirely right, almost like she was looking at two-dimensional objects which turned to keep themselves facing her. It was like being in a video game where the graphics were amazing, but just a little out of step.
Her clothes fell through her, leaving her standing there in the nude. Her first thought on the matter was that Rochester had never mentioned that feature. Her second thought was that it might explain why the Harbinger wore no clothes.
‘But– Damn it!’ Mitsuko said. Her voice sounded like it was on the other side of a wall, muted and a little hollow.
Nava cast her Push spell on herself. The Harbinger was shaking off its stun, regaining its senses.
‘She’ll be okay,’ Kyle said.
Stepping forward as the murderer’s eyes refocused, Nava drove the heel of her hand into its chest. The creature was tossed back six metres, through various people who were now all a uniform shade of brownish-grey. It stumbled as it landed, falling in a jumble of over-long arms and legs. Somehow, Nava could still see it through the humans in the club as the only source of real colour in the world aside from herself.
‘We can’t know that,’ Mitsuko said.
Nava began casting defensive magic on herself as she moved toward the Harbinger at a slow walk. Mitsuko was sort of right: they could not know how this was going to pan out. It seemed reasonable to give herself the best chance of surviving the experience. Armour, two steps closer. The Harbinger rolled to its knees. Active Recovery, two steps closer. The Harbinger regained its feet and turned to face her. Closer still, and now it was within range of her arm.
‘Something tells me that she’s quite capable of taking that thing on,’ Kyle said from behind Nava. ‘There’s something very dark about that girl. If I met her on a battlefield, I’d be running away screaming.’
The Harbinger drew back an arm and threw a punch at Nava’s face. Her parry was not fast enough and the creature’s fist made contact… with an invisible barrier which flared briefly under the impact. It had left itself wide open for her counterattack. Her fist hit its chest again, and the alien was thrown back the way it had presumably come in, right through one of the building’s walls. Nava ran after it.
Somehow, she had imagined that passing through solid objects would be at least a little traumatic, but neither the people she was dashing through nor the walls presented any impediment. It was like running through air. Outside, she could not feel either the grass or the concrete of a path under her feet. She figured that, had she wanted to, she could have ignored the fact that there was a surface there and slid into the ground.
Out here, the muted colours were worse. Overhead lights provided illumination which seemed starker than usual. The lamps were carefully designed to direct light downward in a cone, reducing light pollution and making more efficient use of the photons. Here, that cone had a distinct edge, quite visible in whatever it was that passed for air. There was still a weird, overall sense of illumination which overrode the real-world light sources, casting a grey, eerie light on everything. The only thing which showed real colour was the Harbinger, running down a path away from her.
Nava followed. She was sure she was faster because she had gained ground running out of the club. Now she slowed herself deliberately. She wanted some distance between them. She needed space to use her Magic Burst. The Harbinger used its apparent advantage and turned a corner, and Nava lost sight of it behind a building for a couple of seconds.
Of course, it was an ambush. She was pretty much expecting it and she went on the defensive as she followed the creature around the bend. The Concussive Force spell – or whatever the Harbinger’s equivalent was – was actually more obvious in this place. It came at her in the form of a visible shockwave in reality, a distortion of space which glowed slightly. Nava threw herself into a dive, out of the path of the incoming attack, and sprang out of it and onto her feet. His second bolt hit her in the chest, tossing her through the air like a rag doll. Her vision darkened as pain lanced through her body. Her Armour spell had taken some of the force out of it, but not nearly enough. She had broken ribs for sure, maybe worse damage, and the pain was agonising.
‘You should not have come here, to my world,’ the Harbinger said. Part of Nava’s brain which was still functioning wondered how it could speak English so well. Was there a spell for that? She was over ten metres away from the thing, maybe twenty. Was it moving closer? ‘I was discorporated for my crimes, but they unknowingly made me more powerful.’
The pain in Nava’s body dulled to something bearable and she turned her head to see where the Harbinger had got to. Casting Active Recovery had been a good move. For that matter, the Armour spell had probably saved her life.
She was lucky; it was a sadist and it wanted her to suffer as much as possible. It was walking slowly toward her as it explained its power and her weakness. It was around fifteen metres away and still walking.
‘I’m glad that you’re awake,’ it said in a crowing voice. ‘I’ll make your last moments as long and painful as possible. I was afraid that I’d killed you. That wouldn’t do at all. Have you ever felt the effects of the Agony spell? Really, you’ll wish I had killed you.’ It raised its hand. Nava lifted her own arm, trembling as though in acute pain. The Harbinger paused. ‘Still a little fight in you? Give me your best shot, human. There’s nothing you can do to hurt me.’ It almost spat the word ‘human.’ Like an insult.
‘I’m not as human as you think,’ Nava said. Her arm steadied and a bolt of incandescent white light left her palm. Even the carrier for Magic Burst was more obvious here and the effect, when it penetrated the Harbinger’s chest and detonated, was even more dramatic. The usual sphere of white light was a bluer colour and lightning arced around it as it expanded. Nava’s sorcerous armour flared as the edge of it touched her and the electrical arcs jumped to writhe over her body. They felt warm and tickled a little.
When the sphere vanished, there was no sign at all of the Harbinger. It was gone. Disintegrated. The feeling of unease the thing caused in Nava was gone too. No more murders. No more murderer.
She climbed to her feet, wincing a little as she felt her broken ribs setting. ‘Okay, so, now I’ve just got to go back.’ She looked back the way she had come, toward the club where Mitsuko and the others were probably waiting for her. ‘Cancelling the spell should work.’ She was speaking aloud, she realised, because the silence in this place was deafening and no one could hear her anyway. ‘Of course, then I’d be standing in a nightclub full of adults, stark naked. Possibly not the best course of action.’
Pulling her Flight spell forward in her mind, she lifted into the air. That still worked then. She had no ketcom to get her into anywhere, but she could walk through walls. Or fly through them. ‘This could actually be kind of fun.’ She let herself grin, because there was absolutely no one around to see her, and then she flew off toward Mitsuko’s apartment building.
~~~
Of course, without her ketcom, Mitsuko’s apartment had identified Nava as an intruder and sent a message to Mitsuko’s ketcom. So, Courtney and Kyle had burst into the apartment ready to blast anything they found there with Mitsuko right on their tails. And what they found was Nava, in Mitsuko’s red robe, sitting on one of the sofas in the dark.
‘Are you okay?’ Mitsuko asked immediately.
‘I’m fine,’ Nava replied, ‘though I’d appreciate it if you could tell your apartment that I’m not here to steal all your stuff or something.’
‘And the Harbinger?’ Courtney asked.
‘It’s not fine. In fact, it’s probably nothing more than a few random fluctuations in the Q-field. Chess was right about it being vulnerable to raw quintessence attacks. There was nothing left.’
‘So, it’s over.’
‘No one else is going to die,’ Nava said. ‘I think calling it over is premature. Candide Stenger is still traumatised. Lambert has quite possibly lost his wife and maybe his child. Petra Faulkner is a mess and Anton Landon is dead. But the living can be told that the thing that was responsible has paid for what it did. I guess that’s as good a result as we could hope for.’
‘Sometimes,’ Mitsuko said, ‘we have to make do with small victories. I’m just glad we didn’t lose you in the process.’
‘Of course not. Now there’s only one thing left to do.’
‘Oh, and what’s that?’
‘I have to beat Chess soundly for not mentioning the part where I end up naked after using that spell.’
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‘I didn’t consider that as an issue!’ Rochester was practically glowing red around the cheeks and throat. It was kind of like someone had refitted his skin with internal LED lighting. Nava was somewhat pacified by this reaction, not that she was going to show that, obviously. ‘T-taking clothes across would have increased the spell complexity.’
‘But you didn’t consider clothing as an issue,’ Nava said, pouncing on the excuse as a means of prolonging her friend’s suffering. ‘How would you know that it would increase its complexity?’
‘Uh, well, obviously, uh–’
‘Stop being mean, Nava,’ Melissa said. ‘Even I know that it would mean an increase in complexity and I’m nowhere near as good at metaphysics as you and Chess. Besides, having to fight an alien thought entity in the buff wouldn’t have bothered you in the slightest.’
‘While true,’ Nava replied, ‘that statement doesn’t negate the fact that I did have to. I’d have liked a warning.’
‘N-next time, I’ll be sure to take n-nudity into consideration,’ Rochester said with a hand over his heart.
‘I’m hoping there won’t be a next time,’ Mitsuko said.
‘And so say all of us,’ Courtney added.
It was late for breakfast, but it was Sunday morning and everyone had decided that they deserved a lie-in. Not much of a lie-in since they had met up in the refectory at nine a.m., but still a lie-in compared to school days. Rochester and Melissa had wanted the full story and not just a ‘yes, I’m fine, it’s gone’ summary from Nava. They would probably be going back to bed soon enough since it was Rochester’s birthday. Courtney and Kyle were there too, partially to see whether anything new was added to what they had heard the night before.
‘Well,’ Nava said, ‘you were right about it being susceptible to quintessence-based attacks, so I suppose that makes up for it. And it’s your birthday… I’ll let you go without diabolical punishment this time.’
‘Just out of interest,’ Courtney asked, ‘what kind of diabolical punishment did you have in mind?’
‘Well, there’s absolutely no reason why I can’t cast that spell on someone else…’
There was a pause while everyone worked out who her target would have been, and they watched the LEDs in Rochester’s face brighten another hundred Watts.
‘You actually thought about that, didn’t you?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘I refuse to answer that question on the grounds that I might incriminate myself. Anyway, it was a somewhat interesting experience and the results were positive. For us. For the Harbinger, not so much.’
‘Uh,’ Rochester began, which probably meant that what he was going to say might go down the wrong way, ‘Lambert Stenger did suggest that, if the spell worked as intended, we could write it up for inclusion in one of the metaphysics journals. He, uh, suggested that Advances in Metaphysics might publish it. We would, uh, both get credit as co-authors.’
‘He really thinks AiM might accept it?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘A spell which shifts someone to within the Q-field together with a report on the subjective experience of being there? Yes, he does.’
‘I’d rather not be mentioned,’ Nava said.
‘What? Why?’ Mitsuko looked genuinely surprised. It appeared to be an emotion shared by everyone.
‘Because people will want to know how a first year at SAS-squared was capable of casting a two hundred and thirty Tammy spell. I did say my abilities were to remain a private matter, didn’t I?’
‘Yes. Yes, you did,’ Rochester said. He sounded a little sad about it. ‘I’m sure we can anonymise the report, if that’s what you want.’
‘I don’t mind contributing my experiences there, brief as they were, but I do wish to remain anonymous. Frankly, I don’t need the attention. Too many people know about this as it is.’ She paused. ‘And I do believe this needs to be publicised, so I am happy to contribute. The Harbinger told me, while it was crowing about how it had defeated me and was planning to kill me slowly, that it had been discorporated for its crimes. It’s quite possible that not every Harbinger tulpa out there is as evil as that thing was, but researchers dealing with Harbinger artefacts need to be warned about the possibility of freeing something like it.’
‘There could be more of those things waiting for someone to find them,’ Courtney said.
‘Oh well,’ Melissa said after a second, ‘it’s not like I need sleep…’
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‘The next item is the summer dance,’ Melissa said. She did not actually have to check her agenda notes for this, but she did so because she felt it made her look efficient. ‘We now have two weeks remaining to finalise everything.’
Mitsuko sighed. ‘Half a year gone, just like that.’ She shook off the sudden flash of melancholy and turned to Naomi Himura. ‘Music.’
Despite the brevity of the implied question, Naomi knew exactly what she was asking. ‘The Music Club has a line-up of three acts organised to appear. Each represents a different genre, I’m told. Brandy Scherer Voll is handling things. She’s been running the Music Club for three years, so she has a good handle on what’s needed.’
‘That seems to be covered. Decorations?’
‘The Art Club is on that. I’m told it’s a combination of fixed physical art, lighting, and static and animated illusions. I’ve seen a few of the concept sketches and they look good. I’ll send them around for you all to look over, but I don’t see any problems.’
Nodding, Mitsuko turned to the treasurer, Marie Royce. ‘We’re keeping to budget?’
‘So far, there have been no unplanned expenses. I managed to negotiate a small discount with the school’s catering department, so we may even come in under budget this year. However, I’m not going to officially say that just yet. Two weeks is a long time in accounting.’
‘Accounting jokes? Really?’
‘Accounting is never a joke.’ Marie’s poker face was ruined when Melissa giggled. Melissa’s giggles always seemed to ruin Marie’s normally dour expressions and, as far as Mitsuko was concerned, that alone justified Melissa’s inclusion in the council this year. ‘Being serious,’ Marie went on, ‘it looks like we won’t have any issues with the budget this year. We haven’t needed to dip into the slush fund at all. So far.’
‘Well,’ Mitsuko said, ‘we can hope. Mel, when are we getting the menu for approval?’
Melissa checked her ketcom again, this time because she needed to. ‘That should arrive on Monday. I’ll forward it to everyone as soon as it arrives. Oh, and the final bill for renting the hall came through. I’ve sent that on to Marie.’
Maire nodded. ‘It’s as expected. No surprises.’ The student council organised two parties each year, the summer dance and the winter ball. Each was held in the school’s theatre with the chairs removed, and the school charged the council for ‘rent’ of the facilities. Since the school largely financed the council, most of this was handled as an accounting exercise rather than the actual transfer of funds, but the council also got money in from alumni and even a few organisations with an interest in sorcery education. For example, the ASF provided an annual grant to the student council since many of the students at the school would eventually join up.
‘Good,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Security?’
‘My people are briefed and ready,’ Courtney replied. ‘Obviously, we’ll be holding additional briefings on the run-up to the event. There’s rarely any trouble at the summer event, but we’ll have it covered.’
‘We do want the SSF members to have some time to enjoy themselves too.’
‘I have some auxiliary members, people who make up the numbers if we have people down with illness and the like. They’ll all be taking a shift so that the regulars can relax for a while.’
‘Excellent. Anything else we need to look at? Darius, are you aware of any issues?’
Darius Miller shook his head. ‘Nothing, President. Everything seems to be moving along smoothly.’ There was a slightly bitter edge to his tone. Increasingly, Darius was being side-lined when it came to council matters. He was, essentially, superfluous and he knew it. It was not sitting well with him.
‘Good. I’ll be counting on you to give me some time to actually enjoy this event, Darius. I don’t want to be watching that things are going well for the entire time. That said, we’re also both going to have to make some sacrifices for the greater good.’
Surprise registered on Darius’s face. Whether it was from the sacrifices comment or that Mitsuko was actually planning to have him do his job was unclear. ‘Sacrifices, President?’ The question did not really clarify his thought processes; he was hardly going to admit to surprise at being delegated some responsibility.
‘Yes. We’re both going to have to dance with the important and the shy. Some of the higher-status students are going to expect a dance from the student council staff. I’m afraid this will partially apply to you too, Mel and Marie, but it’s me and Darius to a greater extent. Courtney can probably escape by faking an emergency.’
‘Can and will do,’ Courtney put in, provoking another giggle from Melissa.
‘I’d also like us to try to get the wallflowers involved. Not in a pushy manner, but if there’s someone clinging to the sides and not dancing, it would be appropriate to issue an invitation. I’m sorry about this, Darius, but as our only man, aside from Naomi of course, you’ll be busy.’
‘Uh, okay,’ Darius said. ‘But can’t Naomi lend a hand in that respect?’
‘Have you seen Naomi?’ Everyone looked around at the big, stoic-looking chairman of extracurricular activities. He looked stoically back. ‘If Naomi asked a shy girl to dance, she’d probably either run screaming or melt into a puddle.’
‘It’s true,’ Melissa said. ‘Naomi is really intimidating until you get to know him.’
Naomi raised an eyebrow. ‘And when you get to know me, Melissa?’
Melissa swallowed. ‘Well, then you’re really intimidating.’
~~~
Naomi was not as intimidating as Melissa thought. Or at least, that was the impression he got whenever he talked to Nava. He watched her walking out of the woods where she had been playing the fox again, and once again he prepared his arguments knowing he was going to fail.
‘They’re getting better,’ Nava said as she approached the control tent. At this time of year, the tent was popular because it was out of the sun. It was a blazing-hot July Saturday, but the heat did not seem to be affecting Nava.
‘You still appear to have wiped out all the hounds,’ Naomi countered.
Nava pointed at her left shoulder where a yellow light was glowing. ‘I did, but they wounded me. I’ve got better at camouflaging myself too, so there’s a definite improvement compared to spring. I don’t know whether they’ll win anything at the war games, but I don’t think they’ll sully the school’s good name either. Even against some of the professionals that go to that event.’
‘We would do significantly better if you were to join the team.’
‘And yet, I’d prefer to keep my participation to helping get your teams ready.’ Nava still had not officially joined the MagiTag Club. She turned up and went through various games every so often, and she had been turning up every Saturday for the last six weeks, but she never put herself on the official list of members.
Naomi allowed this for a couple of good reasons, and one weak one. The weak one was that the club had enough members that its official status was not in question. One more would make no real difference. The real reasons why Naomi liked Nava taking part in the games were training and humility. Nava was no teacher, but just seeing her do battle had a habit of inspiring the other members. It also had a habit of keeping the members’ egos in check. It was hard to be a pathologically confident MagiTag player when a girl on the support stream could walk in having not picked up a pistol for three weeks and trounce you as though it was another day at the office. Still…
‘I really wish you would reconsider,’ Naomi said.
‘I’ve explained this, Naomi. I’m not confident enough in my ability to compartmentalise games like this from real combat. If I’m up against professional magicians or an ASF team, I might just start thinking that the situation is serious. If that happens, there could be fatalities.’
‘I think you’re underselling yourself. I believe you have more control than you admit.’
He possibly had a point. There had never been an issue at school. She had never wanted to kill anyone in a game. Yet. ‘I’d prefer not to test my limits at a public event,’ she said. ‘Has the council meeting wrapped up?’
Naomi sighed, but he accepted the change of topic. ‘Yes.’ His brow creased a little. ‘You’re not one of Courtney’s ‘standby’ SSF members, are you? She mentioned she had some auxiliary officers–’
‘Oh no. I don’t do SSF work on any kind of regular basis because then I would definitely end up killing someone.’
‘But you helped with that incident in May. Courtney gave us the rundown on what happened.’
‘Yes. I told her I would be available for situations where my talents were useful. In May, something needed killing and I was probably the only one who could do it. An SSF operation perfectly made for me. Generally, Courtney wants people taken alive.’
‘I see.’
Nava was fairly sure that he did understand, but that was not going to stop him from asking again next week.
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Naomi was not the only one trying to get Nava to compete for the school in a competition. Carlton Horne Sonkei, chairman of the Flight Club, was just about as bad. Then again, Naomi would turn up at Flight Club these days to pressure Nava there too. Sundays were becoming irritating because she had two people trying to pressgang her into competition.
For this reason, Nava was spending less time near the ground, testing out her aerobatics, and more time at high altitude. Since Melissa could not stay airborne for as long as Nava could, the situation was not ideal. One of the reasons Nava came to the club was to spend an afternoon enjoying herself with Melissa. And, eventually, Nava had to come down…
‘Your stamina is quite amazing.’ Carlton belonged to one of the weaker families within the Sonkei clan, but he was still one of the Sonkeis and he had a handsome face and fit body to add to his charisma. If he could just learn to take no for an answer…
‘So I’m told,’ Nava replied.
‘We haven’t seen you in any of the practice areas for a while. It’s a shame. It’s really quite something to see you sliding around the obstacles.’
‘With the aerobatics competition coming up during the summer holiday, I feel it is more important to give those competing as much time as possible to train. I won’t be competing, so I don’t need to train.’
Carlton did not have Naomi’s poker face. His expression shifted from false joviality to disappointment. ‘I’m aware. You’ve made it quite clear, but I still think you should reconsider.’
‘Carlton, I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I come to this club to enjoy myself. I have no interest in competitions of any kind. There are plenty of people in the club who are enthusiastic about competing and have the skill to do well.’ Nava paused briefly to consider her next words and concluded that, no, she was not feeling generous today. ‘Frankly, your determination to get me on the team is undermining the other members’ confidence. I don’t take this seriously and you try to persuade me to compete every week. I’d be taking someone else’s place. Someone who wants to compete would be unable to because you pressured someone who doesn’t want to be there into doing it.’
‘I see.’ She had hurt his feelings. Or, more likely, she had rubbed an unpleasant truth in his face and he did not want to hear it. ‘Then I suppose I should concentrate on those who do wish to represent their school.’ Turning, he set off toward one of the aerobatics training areas.
Melissa, who had been watching from a distance, walked over. ‘Well, you finally told him. I wondered how long it would take before you got angry.’
‘I’m not angry about that.’
‘You’re not? You sounded angry. Uh, well, no you didn’t. But there was a definite aura of angry about you. Or, well…’
‘I’m not angry about him asking, yet again. I’m angry that he’ll do it again next week.’
‘Oh.’
‘Really, why won’t anyone in this school accept that some people don’t want to perform like a pet monkey just because they’re asked to?’
‘I really don’t know. No one’s ever asked me to do anything monkey-like.’
‘Want to swap lives?’
~~~
Mitsuko’s muscles tightened. Her back arched off the bed in an almost frightening display of flexibility. She let out a shriek of release that might have woken the neighbours even through the superior soundproofing. Nava did not relent, however, until her lover collapsed back onto the bed, sated. Then she crawled up from between Mitsuko’s thighs to lie beside her.
‘Your stamina has improved,’ Mitsuko said when her breathing was back to normal. ‘You used to call for a break before I did.’
Nava’s shoulders shifted under Mitsuko’s arm; a tiny shrug, hampered by her posture. ‘Sex is good exercise.’
‘And we’ve been doing it nonstop since February.’
‘I wouldn’t say nonstop. Consistently, perhaps. You’ve been more eager again recently.’
‘Stress. Getting everything ready for the dance. Between that and lessons, I need the stress relief. Is Naomi really being a pain?’
There was a brief pause before Nava gave her answer. ‘I want to punch him. I’m not entirely sure I can reach his nose, so I think I’d aim lower, but I want to punch him somewhere painful.’
‘Violence is not the answer to every problem.’
‘I am sadly aware of that.’
Mitsuko chuckled. ‘I’m not sure whether that “sadly” was sarcastic or not.’
‘Life would be simpler if every problem could be disintegrated. However, I’ll refrain from punching Naomi since it’s likely to just complicate things.’
‘I’d appreciate it. He’s been trying to get me to push you into both competitions, you know.’
‘No, I didn’t, because you didn’t say anything. He doesn’t know about us, does he?’
‘He knows we’re good friends. If he knows we’re lovers, he’s never let anything slip. He believes that I can influence you. He wishes me to use that influence to get you into the war games and the Shinden Aerobatics Festival. I’ve told him that you’re clearly not interested, but he still pushes.’
‘Huh. What I need is a good excuse for not doing them. I think I have perfectly good excuses: safety and not wanting to. Apparently, I’m supposed to submit to the desires of my “betters” in order to increase the reputation of SAS-squared.’
‘Ah, well, aside from the fact that that was said in a far more bitter way than I’d expect from you, I have some sympathy for Naomi there. I’m quite sure that, with your talents, you would do well in the competitions and that would raise the school’s reputation. That’s one of the goals of the student council and therefore one of mine. Obviously, a slaughter would be bad, so I can grasp your issue with the war games, but the aerobatics…’
‘I think you’re neglecting the fact that I’m a total amateur and people who watch events like that would know. They’d know I was just good at aerobatics due to natural talent and they’d know that the school had little or nothing to do with it.’
‘Plenty of people would just look at the results… But I see where you’re going. I’ll mention it to Naomi when he tries to persuade me again.’
‘Thank you.’
‘Are you up for round four?’
Nava glanced over at Mitsuko’s ketcom which was plugged into a stand beside the bed. ‘It’s after midnight and we have lessons in the morning.’
‘I know…’
‘In the shower then. We’re already going to have to change the sheets before we can sleep.’
Mitsuko’s smile was all triumph. ‘I can get behind that.’ She could influence Nava when she wanted to. She just preferred to save it for things that really mattered.
235/7/28.
It was Wednesday morning, and that meant metaphysics. Today, it seemed, that meant that Lambert Stenger had made it in to do the teaching. Class 12C never knew who would be taking the lectern for any given theory class until the teacher arrived.
Most of the students knew that something bad had happened to the man back in May, but few of them knew the details. The school had invoked personal privacy to keep the full story under wraps. They had been unable to silence it entirely because someone had died, but exactly what had happened to Lambert and his family was known only to those directly involved.
Nava, Melissa, and Rochester knew that their teacher had lost pretty much everything. His wife was still unable to look at him without either bursting into tears or screaming. His daughter understood, perhaps more than anyone, that her father had not done anything to her mother, but Bethany was sticking to her mother’s side at the moment and Lambert rarely saw either of them. To add insult to injury, Lambert was increasingly unable to focus on his work. With the Harbinger destroyed, Lambert had delegated all his research work to his subordinates and rarely went near the lab. Just looking at the broken artefact sank him into days of depression. He muddled through, barely keeping his life ticking over. Rumour had it that the school wanted him to take a sabbatical to sort himself out, which was a polite way of saying, ‘We can’t fire you, so please resign.’
‘All right,’ Lambert said. The class had already settled and grown silent. Having Lambert turn up always had that effect these days. Even the class clowns could see that their teacher was broken and they preferred not to push him over the edge. ‘Today, we will be going over the mathematical process of determining the complexity of spells. Rochester Hunt, would you please define the Tammy for us?’ That was another thing: Lambert usually took the path of least resistance now and just asked Rochester to answer questions.
‘The Tammy is the unit of spell complexity,’ Rochester said. He sounded a little depressed himself; seeing Lambert like this did not go well with him. ‘Named for the founder of metaphysics, Tamara Edison Erickson, who was, apparently, Tammy to her friends. The scale is somewhat arbitrary. One Tammy is defined as the complexity of the simplest of cantrips. This basic building block was then used to scale other measurements. A typical, entry-level student at SAS-squared is capable of handling spells in the sixty to one hundred and ten Tammy range, though some have significantly higher capabilities.’ He did not look at Nava when he said that last part, but she knew she was who he was talking about.
‘Very good.’ Lambert knew that Rochester was talking about Nava too, but he did not look her way either. Everyone was being very good about that. The teacher gave a sigh and then he activated the screen behind him to show a complicated set of equations. ‘Now, we’re going to go through all of these in detail, but I want you to take in the whole thing before we dissect it. Establishing the complexity of a spell requires the use of a considerable amount of metaphysics knowledge, but it’s one of those things you need to know how to do, so you just need to knuckle down and learn this.’
Knuckling down and getting on with it seemed to be Lambert’s default mode now. His life had been his research and his family. Now he had neither.
235/7/30.
‘Does anyone see anything problematic in the buffet menu?’ Mitsuko asked. Her gaze swept around the student council who were, once again, discussing the details of the summer dance. Mitsuko’s stress levels were not going down. She planned to drag Nava into bed as soon as possible tonight.
‘Is everything going to be suitably labelled?’ Darius asked. ‘We do have students with special dietary needs.’ Darius had turned around a little after Mitsuko’s pep talk the week before. He was actually being helpful. Less useless definitely, but sometimes that edged into helpfulness.
‘Vegetarians?’ Melissa asked. Then she answered as though that was what he had meant. ‘There’s a selection of dishes designed for them and a slightly more restricted list of vegan dishes. They’ll be labelled as such. Uh…’ She flicked at her ketcom briefly. ‘Yes, there are a few other indicators on the labelling for things like gluten and lactose intolerance. It should all be labelled the same as the refectories, so there shouldn’t be a problem.’
‘Except for when some joker swaps the labels,’ Courtney said. ‘We’ll need to watch for that. It’s not a problem in the cafeterias because the labels are built into the cabinets.’
‘There speaks the voice of experience,’ Mitsuko said. ‘We’ll need to keep an eye on that. Anything else we need to discuss?’
‘Not about the dance,’ Melissa said, flicking at her ketcom again, ‘but we did get a request from the administration. From Vice Principal Joslyn Harris, actually.’
‘Oh. What now?’
‘Let me see… The school is taking part in a symposium being held in Alliance City from the thirteenth of August to the sixteenth. They’re sending a delegation of faculty and staff, but they’d like the student council to arrange a student delegation.’
‘A symposium?’ Darius asked.
‘Sorcery in Society zero two three five. It’s the first in what they hope will be a series of Alliance-wide discussion forums regarding the place and function of sorcery, uh, in society. It’ll cover social issues for magicians, relations with non-magicians, military aspects including policing, and education. Uh, it’s that last one they’re asking us to prepare for. They’d like a representative of the students to sit on one of the discussion panels which will happen on the fourteenth, if everything goes as planned.’
Mitsuko groaned. ‘I wonder how long they’ve known about this. And they tell us a week before the dance and two weeks before they expect us to perform. My little vindictive self wants to tell them that we can’t do it.’
‘But your dutiful, daughter-of-a-clan-leader self is saying that you can’t avoid it?’ Darius suggested.
Mitsuko flashed a grimace. ‘Sometimes, I wish I’d been born on a backwater world to a vat-meat production worker.’
‘No, you don’t,’ Melissa said.
‘Okay, you’re right, I don’t.’
~~~
‘And so, on top of organising the dance, I’ve agreed to take on this seminar,’ Mitsuko said. She was at dinner with Nava, Melissa, and Rochester, as usual. Her contemplation of stress relief had risen to the point where she was almost ready to invite them all back to her place for an orgy. Maybe she could get Courtney and Kyle to come over…
‘Ahem,’ Melissa said. ‘You agreed that we would do it.’
Shifting thought patterns in an instant, Mitsuko put on her best pleading face. ‘You do want to do it, don’t you? You wouldn’t leave your poor president and friend out in the cold when she desperately needs her efficient, organised, brilliant, beautiful secretary to help, would you?’
‘I am not all of those things.’
‘I think you are,’ Rochester said.
‘I’ll help,’ Nava said. She forked rice into her mouth and let her words sink in. It took a second for Mitsuko to understand what she had heard.
‘What? Why? I mean, I won’t turn down the assistance and they did say three or four people would be best, but–’
‘I think I may have a unique perspective. Having grown up outside the normal clan system and coming to SAS-squared fresh. Without any preconceived ideas.’
‘That’s… an interesting idea. I like it. Yes, I could see how that might– Wait! You just want an excuse to not go to the war games.’
‘That is just a fringe benefit. What I really need is a better excuse for the aerobatics festival. My excuse for the war games is, I believe, quite valid.’ Mitsuko stared at Nava, narrowing her eyes. ‘Okay, so being at this symposium will mean I can’t do flight practice for a week and give me a somewhat better excuse to avoid both competitions. My point still stands. I believe I can contribute to many discussions on the place of sorcery in society having grown up with a different view of society.’
With a sigh, Mitsuko gave up. ‘Yes, well, I did say it might be useful. You have some connection to the ASF as well and that will be useful. I’m going to formulate some ideas based on the documents the administration sent us. Next week, after the dance, we’ll move to Alliance City and spend the week coming up with strategies and speeches.’
‘Where will we stay in Alliance City?’ Melissa asked. ‘And can Chess come?’
‘If he wants to, I see no issue in him coming. I think we can swing a pass for him to attend the symposium too. The more of us who are there, the more ground we can cover.’
‘Well, I’d be happy to,’ Rochester said. ‘Especially if they’re discussing metaphysics in some of those panels.’
‘There’s one I noticed on applying metaphysics to “real-world” problems,’ Melissa said. ‘I didn’t make the title up, so don’t blame me that they don’t seem to think sorcery is the real world.’
‘As for where we’ll be staying,’ Mitsuko went on, ‘I’ll see if the townhouse is available.’
‘Townhouse?’
‘We, the Trentons, have a place in Alliance City for when we have to spend more than a day there. It doesn’t get an enormous amount of use, but–’
‘Your family is rich and can afford an unused property in Alliance City,’ Nava said.
‘That’s… more or less valid. I’ll check, but we can probably block book it for those two weeks. It’s usually Father who uses it the most. He has business in the assembly every so often, but I doubt he’s involved in this symposium.’
‘That sounds nice,’ Melissa said.
‘Also convenient. It’s about a kilometre from the assembly building.’
‘Sounds perfect,’ Nava said. ‘I assume it has enough rooms for all of us?’
‘Oh, it has plenty of space. It’s not the mansion, of course, but…’
‘Yeah,’ Nava said, patting Mitsuko’s arm. ‘I get it. Rich family.’
235/7/31.
The club was busier than it had been the night Mitsuko and Nava had been there hunting for a Harbinger. There was only one week left of school before the month-long summer holiday and the students were cutting loose a little.
Coming had been a joint proposal from Mitsuko and Melissa. That Melissa had backed Mitsuko up was the amazing part, but she was showing signs of stress herself with only a week to go before the dance. She had suggested that a night out with her boyfriend and her two girlfriends might relieve some of that stress. She was not a natural clubgoer. Neither was Rochester, but he had agreed to go.
Part of his reason might have been because he had seen Melissa’s outfit and had decided he had to keep an eye on her. There was a danger she might get picked up by someone better looking than he was. It was an unjustified worry, but Melissa had plucked up the courage to wear a floral skirt and top combo which left her midriff bare and showed off her bust quite spectacularly, so without a man, she was going to get invitations. Rochester had put on the jeans he had been forced to buy in Alliance City and a dark shirt which was unlike him but did look good on him.
Nava and Mitsuko were in the same outfits they had worn last time. Rochester had no idea where to look. Especially since his two friends were hardly the only women there in brief outfits.
‘Is the dance next week going to be like this?’ Rochester asked as they found a free table to sit down, drink, and chat around.
‘Yes,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘The winter one will be different. It’s a little more formal so we should expect to see gowns on the women and suits on the men.’
‘I don’t own a suit.’
‘And I don’t own a gown,’ Melissa added.
‘Ditto,’ Nava said. ‘However, I recall some of the gowns at that party at your mansion, and I think Chess is still going to be wondering where to put his eyes.’
‘That’s a valid point,’ Mitsuko agreed. ‘We must endeavour to find a gown for Mel which will ensure that Chess is unable to take his eyes off her.’
‘Now I’m scared of the winter ball,’ Melissa said.
Mitsuko smiled. ‘Don’t worry, I know of several designs which will suit our purpose and won’t embarrass you. Much.’
‘Not helping.’
‘To be honest,’ Nava said, ‘I’m more scared of what she’ll find for me. Then again, both dances are scary anyway.’
‘You’re not afraid of anything,’ Melissa countered. ‘You weren’t afraid to use an untested spell to follow a monster serial killer into another dimension. If you’re not afraid of that, what could possibly be scary about a dance?’
‘The dancing.’
‘Huh?’
‘I can’t dance. I’ve never learned. I have no idea how to do that… wiggling that seems to be going on out there.’ Nava waved a hand vaguely at the club’s dance floor where people were, as she put it, wiggling to the music.
‘Well, I’ve never learned. You just sort of… do it.’
‘I disagree,’ Rochester said. ‘I’m with Nava on this one. Dancing scares me silly. I have big, heavy feet and you are going to be bruised by bedtime.’
‘At least you’re about the right size for your partner,’ Nava said. ‘Anyway, didn’t I hear that you’re going to have to get people dancing who don’t have a partner, Mel?’
‘Oh, yes, I hadn’t thought of that,’ Melissa said, going a little pale. ‘You’re right, dancing is scary. Uh, b-but it’s the ball I really don’t know about. I mean, the “wiggling” is easy enough, but there’ll be formal dances at the ball. I have no idea how to do those.’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘That’s an interesting point. We do have people from all walks of life here. The stronger families are a little more prominent, perhaps, but even in some of those, the children won’t get any lessons in dancing before coming here. I had two years of weekly dancing lessons, so I can happily say that you’re better off without. However… Perhaps we should arrange a few classes for the autumn term.’
Melissa reached for the bag she was using to lug around her ketcom. ‘I’ll make a note to discuss it at the next council meeting.’
‘Good. It’s not like we don’t have plenty of those to do it in.’
235/8/3.
The night of the summer dance came with very clear skies which burned brightly with stars. It also burned brightly in another sense: it was hot, which seemed to have determined the final choice in what to wear. There was nothing quite as revealing as the outfits on show at the Trentons’ party, but brief was definitely in. Melissa, on hand before the doors opened to help make sure everything was as it should be, considered it likely that Rochester would be staring at people’s hairlines a lot tonight.
She was not helping, though her boyfriend had come to terms with her body by this point and could actually look directly at her no matter how much cleavage she had on display. In truth, he was a lot better than he had been as a virgin, while Melissa was still shy and had really needed to psych herself up to wear the dress she had bought for the occasion. It was short, well above mid-thigh, and made of metallic-red nanofibre, so it was more bold than her normal outfits just based on the colour. It had no left arm, while the right one was wide and made of finer mesh. She had teamed the dress with strappy red sandals with heels which pushed her closer to Rochester’s height. Nava had told her she looked very sexy in it, which had been an ego boost. Rochester had not seen the dress yet and Melissa was looking forward to seeing his reaction.
‘You’ve seen what Nava’s wearing, right?’ Mitsuko said, walking over from checking on the first band to play tonight.
‘I have,’ Melissa replied.
‘She wouldn’t show me.’
‘I’m aware. She wanted it to be a surprise. Has she seen your dress?’
‘She’s seen it, just not on me.’ Mitsuko was in sky-high pumps and a faux leather minidress with plenty of zippers. The zipper which went up her right thigh to her hip was clearly not meant to ever close all the way. The two-way zipper from her right shoulder – there was no left shoulder on the dress – to her left hip could be closed, but it was not. The open section in the middle acted as a cleavage window. As usual, Mitsuko was sex on long, long legs. Melissa considered it likely that Mitsuko could look elegant, composed, and really sexy while wearing an oily boiler suit. ‘I have no idea what she’s wearing. Are we going to clash?’
‘Technically, since you’re not an openly acknowledged couple, that shouldn’t matter.’
‘Well, no, but–’
‘However, I actually think you’ve selected something which should complement her outfit quite well.’
‘And you’re not even going to give me a hint?’
‘I thought I just did. Oh, they’re initiating the illusions.’
SAS2 was a magic school so, of course, they had people there skilled in illusion. While it was, ostensibly anyway, aimed at developing military magicians, it attracted people with all sorts of aims because it was one of the best sorcery schools in the Clan Worlds. Even if the combat students looked down upon the academics, every year people enrolled with the goal of following the academic stream in their fifth and sixth years. The academic and support streams both produced magical engineers ranging from those who maintained and operated magical devices of various kinds to those who improved those devices or invented entirely new ones. Illusionists usually came out of the support stream too. There were plenty of military applications for illusions – including those ‘holographic’ projection displays so beloved of old science fiction movies – but most ended up in the entertainment industry.
Tonight, just about every illusion specialist in the school was involved in conjuring about ninety percent of the decorations in the hall. The council had borrowed more or less every holoprojector in the school and placed them around the hall in strategic locations. Holoprojectors had nothing to do with holograms. They were a magical device which, when used by an illusionist, allowed an illusion spell to be maintained without the magician’s continuing presence. Power came from a built-in quintessence aggregator, so you cast your spell through the device and then the device took over to keep it going as long as it was plugged into the mains.
The entrance to the hall was now flanked by static images of sand dunes. Around the sides there were animated illusions of a tropical beach complete with rising and falling waves and gently swaying palms. The illusions were animated as part of the magic; no direction from the magician was required unless you needed to do something specific rather than ‘what waves and trees do naturally.’ On stage, behind the band, the ocean expanded out to a horizon which was all clear, blue sky. Overhead, illusory seabirds – none of which could be found on Shinden – sailed through a projected blue sky. As the evening went on, the sky would darken into a starry night, or so the Art Club had said.
‘It looks good,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Cold drinks are going to be going like hot cakes with that sky.’
Melissa giggled. ‘Nice analogy. I think we’re ready.’
Mitsuko nodded and raised her voice. ‘Okay, everyone. It’s time. Unleash the horde!’
~~~
Nava strode toward the hall, heels clicking on the concrete paving slabs. She was getting looks from the other students who were going the same way to do approximately the same thing. She paid little attention to those looks because she did not really care what people felt about her, but she got the impression that mostly she was seeing a mixture of lust and jealousy. Some of the latter was verging on hostility. She could live with that.
She did wonder how Mitsuko was going to react to her outfit. It was… a little unconventional, which Nava felt fitted her image. Was Mitsuko going to like it? Probably. Was she going to think it appropriate? Less clear.
Nava spotted the back of someone’s head and knew who that hair belonged to. She vectored in that direction and rapidly caught up with Rochester. ‘Hi, Chess,’ she said as she slowed her pace to match his. A glance took in all there was to see. ‘You’re looking good. That’s an unusually sexy look for you.’
‘I-it is?’ Rochester asked in reply. He was wearing his jeans, because they were about all he had to wear for a party like this, along with a pair of grey loafers which matched reasonably well. He was also wearing a black, long-sleeved shirt with the arms folded up to just below his elbows. The shirt had no buttons and his smooth, tanned chest was visible as the garment moved.
‘Yes, it is. Mel’s going to love it.’
‘Uh, thank you. You look… dangerous.’
‘Thank you. Looks like the doors are open. Let’s hope we can find Mel and Suki in there.’
‘I’m sure we will. If the worst happens, I’ll use Sorcerer’s Eye to get a bird’s eye view. Didn’t you work out how to do a location spell?’
‘I think that might constitute abuse of magic, but I’m willing if it comes to it. Looks like Kyle is on door duty.’
Kyle acknowledged Nava’s nod of greeting with a raised eyebrow and a spreading grin. It was the outfit, she figured. The man himself was actually more conventionally dressed than Rochester: dark-grey slacks, a cap-sleeved shirt in black, and tennis shoes. His shirt had buttons and the majority of them were done up. However, the short sleeves showed off Kyle’s arms, especially biceps, which flexed and shifted under his dark skin in an appealing manner. You could almost feel the humidity rising as women drooled over him. Several men too, though the general male reaction was more jealous than lustful.
‘Nicely crafted illusions,’ Rochester commented as they got through onto the open floor, now stripped of its usual rows of seats.
Nava took in the beach scene spreading around them and nodded. Up on stage, a group of musicians were playing instrumental rock. Nava had no idea whether what they were playing was original or a cover; sooner or later she was really going to have to try to figure out Shinden’s pop culture. There were few people dancing to it at the moment. Most were involved in grabbing food at this point of the evening. Nava kept scanning until she located a head of black hair sticking up above the crowd. Technically, that was not an absolute method of locating Mitsuko, but she was very tall, and she had very black, straight hair; Mitsuko stood out even when surrounded by most men. Kyle was fractionally taller in bare feet, but Mitsuko would be wearing heels.
‘This way,’ Nava said. ‘At least, I think I spotted Suki. Hopefully, Mel will be nearby.’
Sure enough, Melissa was with Mitsuko. They were chatting beside one of the buffet tables. Mitsuko was also watching what was going on nearby. Well, both of them were, but Melissa’s range of vision was significantly reduced by her relative stature. She did spot Rochester as soon as he got through the throng. She smiled. His jaw dropped.
‘That,’ Mitsuko said, ‘is the kind of reaction one expects from a boyfriend.’ Her eyes fell upon Nava, prowling closer. They widened; Mitsuko was far too composed to let her mouth hang open.
Nava had elected to forgo the more usual dress in favour of a sleeveless, full body, faux leather catsuit. It fitted her body perfectly, showing every curve. Much of the front was nanomesh, a window through the leather that started at her collarbones and went down in a V past her navel. There were nanomesh panels diagonally over her hips too. The back of the suit was open, with laces closing the bottom of the opening. Matching bracers – gloves without the hands – encircled her arms from above her elbows to her wrists, and she was wearing her tall boots to finish off the ensemble. She rarely wore makeup, so the dark shades around her eyes and the deep-red lip gloss and nail varnish stood out. She looked dangerous: a fetishist’s wet dream or a character from a dark superhero vid.
‘I d-don’t suppose we can leave early?’ Rochester asked, his eyes still on Melissa. He absently repositioned the bottom of his shirt so that it covered his crotch.
Beside Melissa, Mitsuko nodded as if to say ‘me too.’
‘Sorry,’ Melissa said, ‘I’m on duty until midnight.’
‘Yes,’ Mitsuko agreed on a sigh. ‘I’m afraid we’ll be here for the rest of the night. Aside from breaks. I’m even going to have to ask you to let Mel dance with other men, Chess. She’ll be helping me to get the wallflowers on their feet. Frankly, I’m too tall for some of them.’
Rochester nodded. ‘I understand the dictates of duty. And the issue of standing around the wall looking lost at parties.’
Melissa giggled. ‘Yes, it’s usually me wishing someone would ask me to dance. And dreading that someone will.’
‘It won’t be an issue for the first hour,’ Mitsuko said. ‘They’ll be stuffing their faces for most of it. Uh, we should get food while the selection is still reasonable.’ She let Melissa and Rochester shift toward the buffet first and moved in beside Nava. Bending slightly, she lowered her voice as far as she could without being inaudible. ‘There’s no way you’re wearing anything under that.’
‘There are ways,’ Nava replied. ‘I did some research and there are ways. I just didn’t use any of them.’
‘How am I supposed to keep my hands off you until the party finishes?’
‘Self-control? I like your dress, by the way. Those zippers are very tempting.’
‘You’re evil. Self-control is second nature to you. I have to work at it.’
‘Oh, but you will control yourself, Madam President. Otherwise, I’ll have to punish you later.’
Mitsuko made a little whimpering sound. ‘Evil,’ she said. ‘Totally evil.’
~~~
‘Okay,’ Melissa said, ‘here’s something I don’t get. It’s been bugging me for a while so… Spell complexity. It’s measured in Tammys, which is really cute, but it doesn’t really seem to be about how complex a spell is. I mean, it is, but it isn’t.’
‘We’re at a party,’ Mitsuko said, ‘and we’re discussing metaphysics. How sad is that?’
‘Can’t dance all the time. So, like, um, Armour, for example. First rank Armour is a twenty-three Tammy spell. I did the math. With difficulty, but I did it, and I get why it’s twenty-three Tammys. But second rank Armour is thirty-four Tammys and the higher the rank, the higher the complexity. Except that second rank isn’t more complex than first rank, it’s just… tougher.’
‘That,’ Rochester said, ‘is because “complexity”’ – he made air quotes with his fingers for emphasis – ‘is being used in an unconventional manner. Metaphysical complexity is actually a measure of the resistance reality has to a particular sorcerous manipulation.’
‘That’s also a simplification,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Part of the complexity is actually how conventionally complex a spell is. Every spell requires the magician to process information about how it’s going to work and the perceptions of reality which must be overridden to make it happen. The more difficult it is to do that, the higher the complexity of the spell.’
‘But,’ Nava continued, ‘what Suki just said leads into what Chess said. The “perceptions of reality which must be overridden.” It’s harder to make reality think you can stop a bullet than it is to make it think you can stop a knife. Part of the complexity rating of a spell is the magnitude of the perturbation of the Q-field you need to generate to make the spell work.’
‘Oh! That’s what that term means!’ Revelation had, apparently, dawned upon Melissa. ‘Come to a party, learn something new. Who’d have thought it possible?’
‘Not me,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I thought we did things like this when we got together for study sessions.’
‘We do.’ Melissa giggled. ‘Chess and I have paused for metaphysics discussions during sex.’ She frowned. ‘I mean, when we’re taking a break. We don’t suddenly stop to talk about magic.’ She glanced at Rochester to discover that he was scarlet. Luckily, the illusions were shading toward night now and the sunset colouration made it harder to tell how embarrassed he was. ‘That might have been too much information,’ Melissa admitted.
‘I don’t know,’ Nava said. ‘I’m always up for hearing more about your sex life.’
‘I’m going to assume that was sarcasm.’ Melissa looked at Mitsuko. ‘Should we be mingling?’
‘Well, I’ve mingled,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘I’ve even dragged a couple of reluctant first years out to dance.’ She glanced at Nava. ‘Not this reluctant first year, but some. I’m taking a mingle break.’
‘Oh. Seems fair.’
‘Have you seen Courtney?’
‘Uh, yes. That’s an un-Courtney outfit she’s wearing. Maybe she has a wild side.’
‘A shiny metallic-purple microdress with nothing over the stomach and a low-cut top. It’s not necessarily something I’d expect to see her in, no. She does look good though.’
‘It’s the purple that got me,’ Nava said. ‘High-heeled purple pumps with an ankle strap too. She’s usually in more muted colours.’
‘I believe the term would be eye-catching,’ Rochester said, happy to have the conversation shift away from his bedroom habits.
‘That’s a good phrase, sure. I mean, she’s hardly the only one. People have really come out of their shells tonight. Marie Royce is in a scarlet mini that barely hides her assets. She’s always struck me as the quiet type.’
‘Not according to rumour,’ Mitsuko said, lowering her voice to conspiratorial levels. ‘If you believe the gossip, she has a different man in her bed every night.’
‘I don’t,’ Melissa said. ‘Believe the rumours, I mean. For starters, that seems like far too much work. Some nights, everyone wants to curl up with a mug of hot chocolate and a book.’
‘I never have,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I don’t like hot chocolate. I don’t actually believe the rumours entirely though. Still, I’ve never seen her with the same man twice. Maybe she has commitment issues.’ Mitsuko shrugged. ‘Anyway, it’s not entirely out of character for her to be wearing something outrageous.’
‘What about Darius?’ Melissa asked. ‘Have you seen him?’
‘Uh, no, I don’t think I have.’
‘He’s wearing this iridescent shirt. Sort of a metallic rainbow. It’s loose, like Chess’s. I can’t help but think he’s looking for someone to take back to his apartment tonight.’
‘Darius has a thing for blondes, or so I’ve heard.’ Mitsuko looked around at Nava. ‘You’d better be careful.’
‘I doubt he could overcome his aversion to support students,’ Nava replied. ‘Not without alcohol anyway and there’s none on offer.’
‘He’s going to be at the symposium, isn’t he?’ Melissa asked.
‘Yes,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘As a general attendee. Kyle is doing the same, though that’s partially because I persuaded Courtney to help us with the panel. She is also interested in a couple of the other panels. There’s one on sorcery and how it relates to the ASF’s policing role she said she had to go see.’
‘They’re coming to this townhouse of yours, right?’ Nava asked. ‘Courtney and Kyle. If you’ve invited Darius–’
‘I have not invited Darius. Courtney and Kyle will be arriving on Wednesday. They have a few things to wrap up here before they can leave. Technically, so do I, but Darius has agreed to do the legwork so that we can do the prep work for the symposium. It’s just admin and he’ll flag anything to me which needs my attention.’
‘Is he getting soft? Volunteering to handle grunt work doesn’t sound like him.’
‘Oh, I started giving him more to do. Suggesting that he was important to the smooth running of the dance, for example. And he is, at least to some extent. I’m sure we’d make do without him, but I wouldn’t be able to take breaks. He’s capable enough. He just doesn’t see eye to eye with me on certain policies.’
Nava gave a little shrug. ‘To be fair, he’s a fine example of a high proportion of the general population. Clan Worlds society glorifies combat. Most of the citizens have never seen any, so it’s easy to romanticise.’
‘Metaphysics and now sociology.’
‘I’m complex.’
‘At least eight hundred Tammys,’ Melissa said.
‘Is that because I’m inherently complicated or because I’m hard to get reality to accept?’
‘I refuse to answer that question on the grounds that I might get punched on the nose.’
~~~
The evening was drawing to a close and there had been no disasters. Well, there had been a slight emergency when the amount of LanCor Cola had got low and Melissa had had to organise a team from the Athletics Club – which did far more than just athletics – to carry new barrels over from the kitchens. Nava could not understand why the drink was so popular since she thought it tasted like shredded tyres soaked in sugary water for several months, but it was the current favourite of children and young adults. In fact, it was solely responsible for the recent rise in fortunes of the Landon family, part of the Corley clan, hence the name. Melissa had received effusive thanks from Mitsuko for her quick and decisive actions in saving them all from a riot. Melissa had blushed.
Right now, another crisis was coming to a head. ‘No, I’m not going to dance with you,’ Nava said. ‘Not when the band has decided to play all their slow songs one after the other.’
Mitsuko was looking unimpressed. ‘Why not?’
Nava lifted a hand so she should could tick off points on her fingers. ‘I can’t dance,’ was the first.
‘You danced already.’
‘Standing around in a circle doing vaguely rhythmic wiggling while chatting with friends is not dancing. Secondly, we’d look silly. You’re taller than Naomi with those heels on.’ Nava went on quickly before Mitsuko could respond, but she also lowered her voice. ‘Lastly, what are people going to say if they see the two of us in each other’s arms out there? I know you don’t care about your reputation, but I do. I’ll dance with you at the winter ball, even if we do look stupid.’ Pause. ‘And by that time I might have worked out how not to stand on your toes.’
‘I think my reputation is mine to do with as I wish.’ Mitsuko was actually looking upset and Nava was beginning to worry a little about that. ‘I’m not going to find someone else to love before winter, you know. It’s still going to be you, and I’m going to hold you to your promise. I don’t see why we can’t just… throw caution to the wind. A-also, I don’t care how silly we’d look, and I have tough toes.’
‘Wait,’ Nava said firmly. Then her tone shifted to something as close to wheedling as she ever got. ‘Please?’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘I’m not happy.’
‘I know.’
‘I’ll wait. But nothing’s going to change.’
Nava nodded. ‘Just so you know, I’m hoping that nothing changes too.’
Mitsuko’s expression changed to one of mild confusion. ‘That’s… an odd way of putting it.’
‘Yes, well, I’m an odd sort of person.’
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Mitsuko marched through the door of her apartment and headed for the bathroom. The dance had finished. She had got up on stage and made a speech about everyone enjoying their summer holidays and coming back refreshed and ready for a new term. The various members of the student council had done whatever was necessary to wrap things up. It was close to one a.m. now and Nava would be turning up in a few minutes, invisible as she usually was when she came to Mitsuko’s bed.
For the first time in a long time, Mitsuko was not entirely sure that she wanted Nava to arrive. The whole business with the dancing had got to her more than she had expected it to. Intellectually, she understood Nava’s point. And her parents’ point for that matter. Emotionally, things were not that simple. The fact that she could be annoyed with Nava for being practical was probably a further sign that she was head over heels in love, she reasoned. Then she wondered whether she should be reasoning about things which were inherently not subject to reason.
She reached for the tap on her sink, intending to wash her face and then reapply her makeup, and that was when she heard music. Frowning, she straightened her back and turned toward the door. Music. Definitely music. A popular love ballad which the band had played a cover of just before the dance ended. She had not asked her entertainment system to play anything, so…
Nava was standing in the middle of the lounge floor, still in her party outfit. She lifted her right hand and held it out, palm upward. ‘Pardon me, but might I have this dance?’ she said, just as though she were a young man enquiring of a pretty young lady he had spotted on her own.
Mitsuko took a step forward without thinking about it. She stopped herself. She was still annoyed. Right? ‘I don’t know. My dance card is quite full.’
‘But you’re alone right now…’
‘I’m waiting for someone… But I suppose, while I wait…’
It was less dancing and more swaying. There was some rotation involved. Despite her protestations, Nava was too coordinated to step on Mitsuko’s toes. Nava rested her cheek against Mitsuko’s left collarbone and Mitsuko rested her cheek against Nava’s head. It probably did look silly, but no one was watching and they did not really care.
‘This isn’t the same as doing it in front of the school,’ Mitsuko whispered.
‘No. No one’s laughing.’
‘They won’t laugh. They’ll be too busy being jealous.’
‘Huh. Maybe. I’d be jealous of me if I were watching this.’
Mitsuko smiled. ‘Funny, I was thinking more or less exactly the same thing.’
Alliance City.
The Trentons’ ‘townhouse’ was the entire upper floor of a twenty-storey apartment building which had a helipad on top. Mitsuko’s father had sent a tiltrotor to pick up the symposium team from the school and fly them to Alliance City, so it landed on top of the building and all they had to do was take the elevator down one floor. The elevator went all the way to the ground, but it would only stop on the top floor if presented with appropriate identification. Mitsuko had, of course, appropriate identification.
Mitsuko stepped out of the elevator and into a reception room. ‘Father,’ she said in a mildly surprised tone.
Zackery Trenton smiled at her from across the room. ‘I was in town on business and I decided to delay my departure a little to provide a suitable welcome. Your pilot will be taking me back to the mansion shortly, so you don’t need to worry about me scuppering your plans for wild parties.’
‘Oh yes,’ Mitsuko said, raising an eyebrow, ‘the wild parties. When did we schedule the orgy for, Nava?’
‘Next Friday, after the conference,’ Nava replied. There was a squeak from Melissa who had apparently not noticed they were joking yet.
Zackery nodded seriously. ‘Just be sure to inform the cleaning robots that they need to sterilise everything afterward.’ He smiled again. ‘Anyway, welcome to the Trentons’ business home. Make yourselves at home. How are the preparations going?’
‘I have a battle plan worked out,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘We’ll get the details organised this week. You know Courtney and Kyle are arriving later?’ Zackery nodded. ‘We’ll get the final finalisations sorted then, but we’re hoping to have all the data ready to be quoted or presented before then. Mel is quite the wizard at finding things in the school databases and Chess can handle any programming we need done.’
‘You seem to have everything covered. This place has ultrafast, secure networking, so there shouldn’t be any problems, but you know who to contact if there are.’ Mitsuko nodded that she did. ‘Good. Your mother and I will try to get our hands on a recording of your panel. I’ll leave you to it. Good luck, all of you.’
‘Love to Mother!’ Mitsuko called out as the elevator doors closed behind him. Then she turned and headed for the inner door. ‘He was checking up on me. I swear, sometimes they seem to think I’m still twelve. I’m two metres tall in heels!’
‘I think it’s sweet,’ Melissa said.
‘You’re just saying that because your parents are light years away and can’t drop by for a visit.’
‘Yes. That would probably be annoying. And embarrassing. I already get emails telling me I just have to bring my “young man” to see them.’
‘You do?!’ Rochester asked, his cheeks reddening even as the rest of his skin went paler.
‘Don’t worry. It’s not like we can afford that many flights to Avorna and back. And they suggested I bring Nava to see them too.’ Melissa frowned. ‘I have this weird suspicion that they think I’ve made up friends so they won’t worry about me.’ She came to a grinding halt as the room they had walked into impinged upon her senses. ‘This room is bigger than my house on Avorna!’
‘I’m sure that’s an exaggeration,’ Mitsuko replied.
The room in question was very large. Apparently, the designers had decided to make the entire central portion of the floor into one big room with a kitchen in one portion, dining area in another, and much of the rest arranged for sitting down and entertainment. There were various doors leading off into other parts of the house and one window – at the side of the dining area – through which the Clan Assembly complex could be seen in the middle distance.
‘Okay,’ Mitsuko went on. ‘We’re going to need to get all your ketcoms registered with the security system and such. Uh, that door on the left is the master bedroom, which I hereby claim as the resident Trenton. Those two doors over there lead to the four smaller bedrooms. Just pick one. They all have their own bathrooms and there’s a sento-like setup with a sauna over through the door at the back there that we can use if we want.’
‘There’s a sauna?’ Melissa asked.
‘As Father said, this place is basically here for family members who need a place to conduct business from, so it has a sauna for relaxing after a stressful day.’
‘The door on the right?’ Nava asked.
‘Leads to the meeting room and offices. We’ll be setting up in there, but that can wait until tomorrow. Mel and I haven’t had a real chance to stand still in the last two weeks, so tonight we’re going to relax. Possibly in the sauna.’
Nava wandered over to a cabinet which was nearby and peered at it. ‘Drinks cabinet,’ she said. ‘Locked.’
‘That’s not actually because of us being here. If it’s not locked, Uncle Spencer gets in here and it all has to be restocked.’
‘Ah. Yeah.’
‘Okay, let’s get settled in and I’ll check the kitchen for supplies.’
‘You’re going to cook?’ Melissa asked.
‘If there’s something to cook. Father doesn’t, so we should be good.’
‘You don’t have–’
Mitsuko shook her head. ‘Cooking is relaxing, especially when it’s for friends. And I never get to do it at school. We’ll have a nice meal and forget about all the work we’re going to have to do in the morning.’
‘When you put it like that… Come on, Chess, let’s go find a room. I can’t wait to get on with the forgetting.’
~~~
Rochester had his eyes closed. It looked like they were closed because he was relaxed and enjoying the steam, and he had not objected when Mitsuko suggested that they use the sauna after dinner, but he did have a towel in his lap and no one had made any comments about any lewd thoughts he might have been having because they did not want to spoil the mood.
‘If I fall asleep,’ Melissa said in a drowsy voice, ‘someone will carry me out, right?’ The seating, all slatted wood, was laid out on two levels and she was stretched out on the top of it behind Rochester. His head was resting against her hip. Her posture was probably not helping with her drowsiness.
‘I’m sure one of us will,’ Mitsuko replied. She was basically in the same position as Melissa, but on the opposite side of the room.
Nava was sitting on the seat below with her head resting on Mitsuko’s thigh. Her legs were stretched out and crossed at the ankles and her arms rested along the ledge of wood behind her, and she suspected she might be much of the reason for Rochester’s closed eyes. ‘I’m sure Chess will be gallant and extract you from the dangerous, steamy room.’
‘If I don’t fall asleep first,’ Rochester countered.
‘You know,’ Mitsuko said as though she were just about to suggest watching a movie or something, ‘we could have an orgy.’
Rochester made a sort of strangled coughing sound.
Melissa said, ‘Whu?’
‘I don’t think you can have an orgy with just four people,’ Nava said.
‘Well, Kyle and Courtney will be here on Wednesday.’
‘And if they had sex with any of us, they’d have to arrest each other.’
‘Oh. Right. I forgot about that. Stupid law.’
Nava could certainly agree with that sentiment, though mostly because she thought it was illogical. ‘How did it get like that? You can have sex if you’re a young adult, and you can have sex if you’re an adult, but the two groups can’t do it with each other unless they’re married before the eldest becomes seventeen. It’s… too convoluted.’
‘History,’ Mitsuko replied.
‘That much I’d worked out for myself.’
‘Uh, back when the Clan Worlds were coming together, the rules on the age of consent each clan had were many and varied. The youngest was twelve. And that was old Earth years. The oldest was twenty-one, I think.’
‘Twenty-five,’ Rochester chimed in. ‘The Bishop clan. Well, twenty-five with conditions.’
‘Oh yeah, them. They were a huge part of the problem. They said you couldn’t have sex outside marriage until you were twenty-five, but you could get married at thirteen. They had the highest instances of matrimonial abuse, child abuse, child abandonment, and a few other related issues of any clan in the Alliance. Anyway, when they were forming the legal code the Alliance was going to follow, there were a lot of arguments about the age of consent. Actually, what age people were allowed to do things was pretty contentious all round. A lot of the colonies which were more into agriculture wanted their children to be able to drive tractors and such from a very young age. Eventually, the age-related laws were set as they are now, but the marriage laws were left to the clans. So, they had to put in the clause about adults married when they were young adults. Someone tries to change it about once a decade or so, but it never gets anywhere.’
‘Well,’ Nava said, ‘I know more, yet I don’t feel enlightened.’
‘Well, no, that’s politics for you.’
‘Hm.’
Silence fell once more, broken only by the hiss of steam as the automated system sprayed water onto electrically heated rocks. Until Mitsuko spoke up once more.
‘So, it’s just going to be a foursome then?’
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In the end, Mitsuko went without her foursome, but everyone was a little late getting up the following morning and Melissa was looking smug when she did. They made it into the meeting room by ten a.m., ready and mostly willing to get started on filling in the details Mitsuko thought were needed in their presentations and general knowledge.
The panel had been given the title ‘The Future of Sorcery Education.’ It was such a broad topic that planning for it was next to impossible. All they could really do was gather as much information on current educational theories and practices, and the results those practices produced, as possible and come up with a way to organise it all for quick and easy access. Mitsuko had decided that Nava should direct her attentions in a different direction.
‘I want you to profile the other panellists,’ Mitsuko said.
‘I’m no psychologist, Suki,’ Nava replied.
‘No, but you’re intelligent and you can work a computer efficiently. You dig up whatever information you can on the panellists and just see what kind of picture you get of them. This subject is a non-subject. Someone’s put it forward with an agenda in mind. They probably plan to control the discussion in a way that pushes their agenda forward. I’d like to go in knowing what they’re trying to do.’
‘Okay. I’ll see what I can do.’
~~~
‘Okay,’ Melissa said, ‘we have the academic statistics for SAS-squared going back a decade. We also have the stats for all the other sorcery schools on Shinden. I’m expecting the data for the other major schools in the Clan Worlds tomorrow or the day after. Certainly by the end of the week.’
‘And I have a first prototype of the database program,’ Rochester said. ‘Now that we have a mass of data to work with, I can begin testing. I’ve programmed a keyword indexing system, so you’ll be able to search by educational establishment, planet, type of establishment, and keywords.’
‘You did that already?’ Mitsuko asked. ‘It isn’t even lunchtime.’
‘It’s not really programming. This is basically database configuration. It’s point and click, for the most part. However, once I’ve got data in it, it may need redesigning. I expect to be tweaking it at least a little for as long as I have time to work on it.’
‘That’s programmers for you,’ Melissa said, grinning.
‘I suppose so,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘I wonder how Nava’s getting on.’
‘I think what you asked her to do is going to take longer to bear fruit.’
‘Probably…’ Mitsuko’s gaze turned to the wall which happened to be in the direction where Nava was working in one of the offices. ‘I’m going to make coffee. Who wants coffee? I’m sure Nava would like some.’
‘You know, you don’t have to make excuses to go be with your girlfriend for a few minutes.’
Mitsuko started for the door. ‘We’re working here, so… Yes, I do. Coffee?’
~~~
‘It’s actually an interesting exercise,’ Nava said over lunch. She did not sound especially excited, or even interested, but then, that was Nava for you. ‘I may need to borrow Chess to help with the research. Some of these people are a little harder to find information on than others.’
‘Anything of note coming up?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Felix Leavitt Orlando.’
‘I don’t know him, but he’s part of a powerful family.’
Nava nodded. ‘He’s the proposer, the guy who came up with the idea for the panel. He attended SAS-squared, graduating eight years ago. Support stream. He was the student council vice president for the last three years of his time there.’
‘Well, at least he has some idea of the current state of things.’
‘Yes, but I found some old recordings of him in the News Club’s archives. Despite getting the VP position, he doesn’t seem to have enjoyed his time at the school. He was especially critical of the attitude of combat students and blamed the school for not stamping down on the “warrior culture” he claimed is prevalent.’
‘Well, it is,’ Melissa said. ‘The combat students do think the rest of us are a lesser species. Uh, present company excepted.’
‘There’s a vocal minority,’ Mitsuko said. She frowned. ‘I admit that they might not be a minority by very much.’
Nava shook her head. ‘No.’
‘They’re not a minority?’
‘Not that. The problem isn’t a warrior culture in the school. Felix Leavitt probably had no experience of the outside world when he gave those interviews. Clan Worlds society as a whole suffers from a glorification of the “warrior.” Not that most of them would know what the word really means. I’m told that the least discriminatory sector as far as sorcery is concerned is among spaceship crews. They rely upon magicians to survive. Both faster-than-light communications and transport rely on sorcery to work at all. Artificial gravity and antigravity may not be required, but they certainly are convenient. Without a magician, modern spaceships would be a lot less comfortable and it would take decades or centuries to travel between systems.’
‘Even in-system,’ Rochester said. He had his ketcom out and was tapping at the screen. ‘Using least-energy, Hohmann transfers to get from Shinden out to the mining stations in the asteroid belt, you’d be looking at three and a half years in space. With a least-time, brachistochrone transfer using a ship capable of one gravity of acceleration, the time is about a week. Magicians are indispensable for space travel in the modern world.’
‘And yet,’ Nava went on, ‘society as a whole views sorcery as a tool for war. Most of the populace aren’t interested unless someone can throw around attack spells.’
‘And, perversely, they consider magicians to be dangerous,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Because they only view sorcery as useful if it can blow things up, they see magicians as disasters waiting to happen.’ She shrugged. ‘Nothing much we can do about it. If they haven’t got the idea that sorcery is a good thing by now, they never will. Their power is generated using fusion reactors which couldn’t function without sorcery.’
‘Well, I don’t mind being considered dangerous,’ Nava said.
‘You don’t, but–’
‘Well, it’s not a prejudice. I really am about as dangerous as they think.’
‘No,’ Mitsuko said firmly, ‘you’re not.’
Nava gave her a look. It was more or less the same look as always, but there was more of a stare behind it. ‘You just haven’t seen me get angry, and I hope you never do. You really wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.’
~~~
‘That felt like a long day,’ Melissa said. It was, once again, after dinner and, once again, they were in the sauna. This time Rochester had actually suggested it, saying that his back ached from hunching over a terminal all day. Well, technically, he had said he was going to spend some time in there and the girls had trooped in after him, but he seemed less concerned tonight.
That said, his eyes were closed and his head was resting against Melissa’s hip. ‘I hope we get this all finished before Sunday,’ he said. ‘I think I’ll need a day to sleep it off.’
‘We can’t keep this pace up all week,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I think tomorrow will be lighter because we’ll be waiting for data to come through the FTL system.’
‘That’s a valid point,’ Rochester said.
‘And it’s Mel’s birthday tomorrow. We need to take at least a moment to celebrate.’
‘Not that sixteen is a big one,’ Melissa said. ‘I guess a little celebration would be good.’
‘Even I’m waiting for some data from another system,’ Nava said.
‘Oh?’ Mitsuko asked. She was back on the platform above Nava. Nava had her head resting against Mitsuko’s thigh. They had all just assumed the same positions as the evening before, like it was the right thing to do.
‘I asked for some news stories from Floridia Three.’
‘That’s the Orlando clan’s planet, right?’
‘Mm. Felix Leavitt Orlando has given a number of interviews to local news media. I’ve asked to see them.’
‘Okay. What about the other members of the panel?’
‘Well, the principal is going to be on it with us. That’s likely to be… interesting. However, I doubt he’ll say anything we fundamentally disagree with. There’s going to be an ASF representative. They haven’t announced who that’s going to be, but I’ve put together a basic profile of the ASF’s attitude to sorcery education. There’s someone on the assembly who’s part of the Special Interest Group on Education. That’s SIGED and his name is Oliver Barnes Garavain. I’m working his profile in the morning. And there’s someone from a research organisation developing educational techniques and technologies. Sarah Keifer Plank. I don’t know much about her yet.’
‘Should we really be talking about this during our relaxation time?’ Rochester asked.
‘No,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I apologise.’
‘Well, I was the one suggesting we couldn’t keep working like this…’
The steam spray thing chose that moment to hiss into life and silence fell. Visibility across the room reduced as a haze of steam filled the air. Nava looked across the misty space between her and the opposite couple. Both of them had their eyes closed and it looked like they would probably be staying like that for a while.
Reaching up and back, Nava wrapped her fingers around Mitsuko’s right breast. Mitsuko’s body stiffened, but she did not make a sound. Perfect. Nava began to stroke and squeeze, her fingers slipping easily over skin rendered slick by steam and sweat. Clearly trying to retaliate, Mitsuko reached for Nava’s chest, but it was just out of reach. Besides, Nava captured the groping hand, popped the index finger into her mouth, and began to suck.
After a minute or so, Mitsuko’s body was trembling. She seemed to have decided that Nava had trapped her, that there was nothing she could do. So, she lay there, aware that they could be seen if Melissa or Rochester just opened their eyes. The danger was possibly winding her up more than Nava’s fingers. The steam was fading now, and Nava was waiting for the next burst. Her hand tightened and relaxed around Mitsuko’s breast, sliding toward her nipple and then back down. Mitsuko’s trembling was getting more violent.
With a hiss, steam filled the room again and Nava’s fingers clamped down on Mitsuko’s nipple. The trembling stopped, replaced by a sudden tightening of muscles. Nava heard a little, rapidly suppressed cry, but she very much doubted that Melissa or Rochester had heard it over the hissing steam. Nava gave Mitsuko’s breast a light pat, as if to say ‘good girl,’ and then she released Mitsuko’s finger and settled back into her resting position.
‘Did you say something, Suki?’ Melissa mumbled from across the room.
Mitsuko coughed. ‘No. No, I didn’t say anything.’
‘Huh. Thought I heard something. Probably just the steam.’
‘Yes. I’m sure it was…’
~~~
‘You are evil,’ Mitsuko said as they prepared for bed.
Nava gave a small shrug. ‘You only just figured that out?’
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Nava went up to the roof to bring Courtney and Kyle down from where a Trenton-owned tiltrotor was dropping them off. Mitsuko’s father was really good about stuff like that, it seemed.
‘We could’ve made our way here by public transport,’ Courtney said as Nava used her ketcom to instruct the elevator where to stop.
‘I have no doubt,’ Nava replied. ‘Aren’t you glad you didn’t have to?’
‘It’s quicker with a private tiltrotor,’ Kyle replied. ‘I am not complaining.’
‘I thought not. I didn’t. Suki’s in the meeting room with Mel and Chess. They’re up to their eyes in statistics. Suki said to show you the bedrooms so you can pick one, then they’ll do a briefing on where they’ve got to.’
‘She’s planning this like a military campaign,’ Courtney said.
‘Well, since we don’t know exactly what the agenda will be, it is like a military campaign. We need to be ready for any eventuality. Speaking of which, what can you tell me about Oliver Barnes Garavain?’ The elevator doors opened, and Nava led the way into the reception room and on through.
‘Um, not a whole bunch. Why?’
‘He’s on the panel and Suki has me profiling the other panel members.’
‘She is running this like a military campaign,’ Kyle said, sounding impressed.
‘Mm. I’d say I was rubbing off on her, but I think she’s always been like this.’
‘Sneaky and underhanded?’ Courtney asked, grinning to show it was a joke.
‘Thank you for the compliment,’ Nava replied.
~~~
‘Okay, Oliver Barnes.’ Courtney had been briefed on the current state of play and had come over to Nava’s office to provide what insight she could. Kyle was with her, of course. ‘Well, I’ve called my clan backward and the Barnes family are hardly an exception. They’re actually one of the most powerful families in the clan, so it’s hardly surprising that one of them is among the clan representatives here. I highly doubt his appointment was based on merit. Honestly, I had to look him up. I think I recognise his picture, but he’s never come to my notice before now. I know Raffaele Chevalier Garavain, the current ambassador. The Chevaliers are the current head family of the clan and Raffaele… He’s very conservative.’
‘I see,’ Nava said. ‘Can you think of a reason why Oliver Barnes would be interested in education?’
‘Uh, the Barneses started an engineering school on Garavain Prime. They’re not exactly sorcery-positive, if you take my meaning. They believe in advancing mundane science and engineering. I don’t actually think they’re wrong…’
‘But it’s unlikely that Oliver Barnes is particularly positive about sorcery education.’
‘That’s a fair assessment, but it might be wrong. Maybe Oliver has a different view to the rest of his family. I just doubt it. Not since he’s been assigned to the assembly.’
Nava nodded, paused, and then asked another question. ‘When you say your clan is backward, or traditionalist as Yuzuki Trenton put it, what do you mean?’
‘Well, all our representatives in the assembly are men. All from the highest-ranking families too. I wouldn’t say that women are treated badly, but you’re more likely to see men in positions of power in the Garavain system. Sorcery is considered necessary, but not desirable. Magicians are less common among the Garavains than most clans. There are no advanced sorcery schools in the system, which is why I left to come here.’ Courtney gave a bleak sort of grin. ‘My parents agreed to me attending SAS-squared because they had this weird idea that I’d see how good things were back home if I spent six years away.’ She glanced at Kyle. ‘That really backfired.’
Kyle shrugged. ‘It’s not like my world doesn’t have its traditionalists. The House clan isn’t exactly forward in its thinking, and outside clan lands… Well, another issue with our relationship is that my parents expect me to head back to Beherbergen to help fight our local terrorists.’
‘I wasn’t aware of a terrorist group from Beherbergen,’ Nava said.
‘Free Beherbergen. Well, Befreit Beherbergen, actually, which would usually be translated as “free accommodation.” German is the second language of Beherbergen and the main language outside clan lands. Anyway, they’re domestic terrorists, though they have taken action off-world. They first came to notice when they bombed the Clan Worlds Alliance office in Hausman City in one fifty-three. They want us to leave the Alliance and “go back to our roots.” They’re crazy survivalists, when it comes right down to it.’
Nava nodded. What she said was, ‘Your planet’s name means “accommodation?”’
‘Harbour. It’s one of those words that can mean several things. I don’t necessarily think “harbour” is better than “accommodation.” Anyway, we’re the House clan.’
‘Yes. You make a valid point. What does Garavain mean?’
‘It’s a corruption of Garavan,’ Courtney replied. ‘I think that’s French. Or Italian. I think there was a long, twisting path to get there, but the really early history of the clan isn’t something I was taught.’
‘And it’s at times like this that I’m happy I don’t have a clan name,’ Nava said.
‘Well, I’m not going to say I don’t envy you that sometimes. Being clanless isn’t exactly ideal in the Clan Worlds, but my life would be less complicated if I wasn’t in a clan.’
‘The grass is always greener,’ Kyle said.
‘The grass on my side is yellow, patchy, and it can’t afford the rent,’ Nava said. ‘So you must have really bad grass.’
~~~
‘I could get used to this,’ Kyle said on a sigh.
They were back in the sauna. Nava, Mitsuko, Melissa, and Rochester had assumed the same positions as the last two nights. Kyle and Courtney were sitting beside each other in between the other couples. Rochester had more reason to keep his eyes shut, but he did seem to be getting over it to some extent. Maybe it was because Kyle had a towel in his lap too; if someone as confident as Kyle needed to ‘conceal his feeling’ on the situation, then maybe Rochester was feeling less of a fool.
‘You’re just saying that because you’re surrounded by naked, sweaty women,’ Courtney said.
‘There is a degree of truth in that assertion. Damn, Chess, you’ve had two days of this already and you’re still functioning normally?’
‘No one has ever accused me of being normal before,’ Rochester replied. ‘I find this uncommonly relaxing. I wouldn’t have believed it myself without being here and the first night was embarrassing, but…’
‘After a day of nonstop computer work,’ Melissa said, ‘this is a great way to unwind.’ There was a short pause and then she added, ‘Oh, I got the name of the ASF person on the panel.’
‘Oh?’ Nava asked. ‘Who is it?’
‘It’s a First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell Hamilton.’
‘She’s the one who came to arrest Tracey Spears Cook,’ Courtney said.
‘Oh. Well, according to the information I have, she’s some sort of liaison officer. Do you know her, Nava?’
‘We’ve met,’ Nava replied. ‘I believe she handles a number of liaison operations within the ASF and externally.’
‘What’s she like?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Seemed like a nice enough person to me,’ Courtney said.
‘She’s not the most formal of officers,’ Nava said. ‘Fairly young. About my height. Pretty. Fit. Competent.’
‘Stacked,’ Courtney added.
‘That too. She’ll be pro-sorcery, though she’s not a sorceress. She was a marine before they promoted her, but she doesn’t seem to share their general dislike of support magicians.’
‘Okay,’ Mitsuko said, ‘not one to worry about.’
‘No, she’s not someone we need to worry over,’ Nava said. Sometimes, keeping secrets was harder than it needed to be.
235/8/8.
Mitsuko’s ketcom trilled and she checked the screen. ‘Oh,’ she said.
‘Something up?’ Nava asked. Having pretty much finished her work on the panel members, she was, along with Kyle, doing odd jobs. Fetching coffee was one of the major ones, but there were other small tasks to be handled too.
‘First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell Hamilton is in the lobby, requesting to see us.’
‘I see.’ Nava kept her face as straight as always, but she was wondering what the woman was up to coming to see them like this. Sometimes, secrets were really hard to keep, it seemed.
‘Since you know her, would you go meet her at the elevator? I’ll inform the concierge to pass her through.’
‘Of course.’
Standing in the reception room and waiting for the elevator to arrive, Nava went through various iterations of why the lieutenant might be visiting. She was having a degree of difficulty coming up with anything especially positive. Speculation was not particularly useful, but she could not help herself. Still, she cut off that line of thought when the indicator above the door hit eighteen.
The doors opened, and Nava took a fraction of a second to determine that Fawn was in her standard uniform and that she was alone. ‘Good morning, First Lieutenant,’ Nava said.
Fawn winced before stepping out of the car. ‘How did you manage to get such a firm reprimand into a greeting?’
‘I wasn’t aware that I had. Perhaps you have a guilty conscience. Might I ask the reason for your visit?’
‘I’m an educational liaison officer.’
‘Among other things.’
‘Among other things, I’m an educational liaison officer and I’m here because Mitsuko Trenton is appearing on the same panel as I am at the symposium. Incidentally, I’m checking up on one of my students under the ASF’s grant programme.’
‘I was under the impression that our relationship was confidential.’
‘Confidential, yes. Secret, no. It’s perfectly reasonable for me to occasionally check in with you and everyone here is a friend of yours, correct? You don’t think they can be trusted with a relatively mundane “secret?”’ Fawn added air quotes and a grin.
Nava gave a small shrug. ‘I think they can be trusted with all of it, but it’s not my call. Very well.’ Turning, Nava led the way through the apartment to the meeting room. She checked that Fawn was through the door with her before saying, ‘Let me introduce First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell Hamilton. I’m informed that I can also introduce her as the liaison officer assigned to me by the ASF under their grant programme.’
‘Uh, we did ask Nava to keep the names of ASF personnel she was involved with private,’ Fawn said quickly. ‘She was under the impression that it was more secret than it is. Courtney Martell, it’s nice to see you again. Everyone else, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Call me Fawn, I try not to be too formal when I’m out of the office. Not that I’ve ever managed to get Nava to listen.’
‘Quite correct, First Lieutenant,’ Nava said.
Fawn winced again. ‘She’s a little irked about the misunderstanding.’
‘You must know her quite well,’ Melissa said. ‘Most people can’t figure out what she’s feeling, um, ever really.’
‘I’ve known her for a while, yes. You look surprised. Melissa Connelly, right?’
‘That’s me. I suppose you know who all of us are, being in the ASF. Uh, I’d just forgotten that the SAS-squared uniform was based on the ASF uniform. It looks good in black and gold.’
Smoothing the front of her dress, Fawn smiled. ‘I’ve seen worse uniforms.’
‘I can’t imagine what idiot decided to put a huge hole in the front of it,’ Nava said. She wandered over to a spare seat and sat down.
Mitsuko was a little perplexed; she had never seen Nava sulk before, but that was definitely the impression she was getting. ‘What brings you here, Fawn?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘I heard Nava was in town and wanted to check up on her,’ Fawn replied, ‘but I also heard that she was part of the student team from SAS-squared, so I wanted to look in and check out the competition. I’m going to be on the same panel as you, Mitsuko Trenton.’
‘Suki, since we’re being informal. I don’t think we’ll be competing. I had Nava profile all the other panel members and you don’t seem like you’ll disagree with us.’
Fawn glanced at Nava, an eyebrow raised. ‘She does have some training in intelligence analysis…’
‘Which I hadn’t mentioned,’ Nava said.
Blushing, Fawn waved the implied rebuke away. ‘Yes, well, how should I know what you’ve actually told anyone?’
‘Just assume it’s nothing and work from there.’
‘Nava doesn’t really talk about her life before school,’ Melissa said. ‘She said… No, I suggested it was bad memories, and she didn’t contradict me, but maybe it’s because she’s not allowed to.’
‘She did explain that some of it was secret,’ Courtney added. ‘That the operation where she was found was classified and talking about her past would reveal too much.’
‘All true,’ Fawn said.
‘Including the part about it not being my favourite memories,’ Nava added. ‘I wasn’t lying, Mel. I wasn’t telling the whole truth either.’
‘Well, no,’ Melissa said. ‘I don’t think you lie very much. Maybe at all.’
‘I’m not that virtuous. Lying a lot is simply a sure way of being identified as a pathological liar. Anyway, maybe we could take this opportunity to grill the lieutenant regarding the ASF’s attitude to sorcery education.’
‘What?!’ Fawn exclaimed.
‘Excellent idea!’ Mitsuko said, grinning broadly.
Fawn raised her hands and backed up a step. ‘You know, “grill” is such an emotive–’
‘I think we have an uncooperative witness,’ Nava said, getting to her feet. ‘I’ll get the ropes.’
‘You do remember no one can tell when you’re joking, right?’ Fawn asked, backing up another step.
‘We don’t really have any ropes,’ Melissa said. Then she noticed Nava looking at her. ‘We, uh, d-don’t, do we?’ She glanced at Mitsuko to find her blushing. ‘Okay. I stand corrected.’
~~~
‘Okay,’ Nava said, ‘what’s this really about?’
She was in one of the offices with Fawn because the lieutenant had said she wanted to have a quick chat, catch up on how she was doing, stuff like that. But Fawn got regular updates from both Nava and the school, so there was no real need for ‘catching up.’ There had to be another motive.
‘Well, I did just want to check up on you,’ Fawn said. ‘You’re doing okay? No problems you haven’t mentioned?’
‘Nothing. I’m enjoying my time at SAS-squared. I’m learning. I’m also having fun.’
‘Yes. With ropes, apparently.’ That just got a look from Nava, so Fawn went on. ‘Your relationship with Mitsuko isn’t going to be a problem, is it?’
‘I don’t know. Is it?’
Fawn frowned. ‘Not until it is. Her family went sniffing around when you took on that bodyguard job for her. We’re not naïve enough to believe they didn’t get pretty much the full story.’
‘If they told Suki, she’s a phenomenally better actress than I think she is.’
‘It’s quite possible that they didn’t. If they got even half of the story, they’re probably aware that you can keep their daughter safe. I’m… a little surprised that they didn’t object more to the more, um, intimate relationship.’
‘I think they did,’ Nava replied. ‘She never said anything, but she got tense around them while we were staying at her home in spring. I think, from the way she reacted, that they don’t want her to damage her reputation unless she’s sure. Since I’m of the same opinion, I can’t fault them. I’m perfectly happy to enjoy my time with her and, if it all falls apart, I hope we can salvage a friendship out of it.’
‘You say that now… You’re not emotionless, Nava. You hide your emotions extremely well, but you still feel them. The end of a love affair is never fun.’
Nava shrugged. ‘I’ll let you know. Now, how about getting to the point, First Lieutenant.’
Fawn scowled. ‘Why won’t you use my name?’
‘If you remove my rank, I will. The point?’
‘We’ve picked up some troublesome intel over the past couple of months,’ Fawn said, still looking a little annoyed. ‘We think that the Redwings are working with another group, small-timers called Free Beherbergen.’
‘Huh. We were talking about them yesterday. Kyle’s from Beherbergen. But I’d imagine you knew that.’
‘Obviously. He was checked out when he first came to Shinden. To be honest, it was a formality. Free Beherbergen consider anyone in the House clan a traitor.’
‘Befreit Beherbergen, I’m told. Kyle doesn’t think much of them, but they’re a thorn in his side for another reason. Anyway, you’re saying they’ve hooked up with the Redwings?’
Fawn gave a brief nod. ‘And we’ve seen indications that some of them may have made their way to Shinden. It’s possible, maybe even probable, that the timing is a coincidence, but we can’t totally ignore the possibility that they’re targeting this symposium.’
‘And that’s why you’ve been assigned as the ASF’s spokesperson for this event?’
‘One reason. I am actually a liaison officer too, you know. The point, since you wanted me to get there, is that I’d like you to keep your eyes open. Let me know if you spot anything that could be a problem.’
‘How long have you known me, First Lieutenant?’
‘Uh, it’ll be a bit less than eighteen months. Seventeen, maybe.’
‘And you haven’t figured out yet that I always have my eyes open?’
235/8/9.
‘Okay, I know it’s relaxation time, but I just want to check up on our current situation.’ From her current position – horizontal on her usual seat in the sauna – Mitsuko did not exactly sound business-like.
‘Up to our necks in steam and suppressed sexual tension,’ Nava said.
‘Not that kind of situation,’ Mitsuko said.
‘There’s sexual tension?’ Melissa asked.
‘I think “suppressed sexual tension” is something of a redundant statement,’ Rochester said.
‘What I meant,’ Mitsuko said before the conversation could get further out of control, ‘is whether anyone can think of anything we need to do tomorrow. If not, we get three days to bask in the afterglow of work well done before the symposium starts on Tuesday.’
‘That’s a strong incentive to forget to do some things,’ Courtney pointed out. ‘This is actually supposed to be our summer holiday.’
‘Be conscientious. I can’t think of anything right now that needs doing. Chess, how’s the reference database looking?’
‘I’ve just been tweaking things for the sake of it for most of today. On Monday, I’ll take a fresh, empty copy of the schema and run a full import of everything we’ve collected. That’ll optimise all the data access and keys. Then I’ll export it to a datachip so you can use it on your ketcom.’
‘Could you do two exports? Then Mel and I can both have a copy.’
‘No problem. And the import process is all automated, so it’s not like I have to watch it. It’ll take… thirty minutes to set everything going. Another thirty to do the exports when it’s done.’
‘Okay. Can anyone think of anything we haven’t researched?’
‘That depends,’ Nava said.
‘On what?’
‘On whether you include the things we should have researched but don’t know we should have.’
‘Huh?’
Courtney answered. ‘She means that there are bound to be things we couldn’t possibly have thought of. Information we might need but we simply didn’t know it was needed or that it existed.’
‘In any battle,’ Kyle said, ‘it’s the stuff you didn’t know that you didn’t know that trips you up every time.’
‘You people are speaking English, right?’ Melissa asked.
‘It makes sense,’ Rochester said. ‘In the scientific method, nothing is ever proven, because there may be evidence contradicting a hypothesis which you just don’t know about yet.’
‘So, what you’re saying,’ Mitsuko said in a musing tone, ‘is that we may be faced with something we haven’t anticipated, and then we’ll have to wing it.’
‘That’s a succinct summary, yes,’ Nava said.
‘But there’s no point in worrying about something like that because we can’t anticipate it. Is there anything we can anticipate that we haven’t dealt with?’
Steam hissed into the silence.
‘That’s a no then,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Nava’s reports are going into the database, right, Chess?’
‘Yes, but you should read through them. Mel too.’
‘Of course. I plan to do that before the panel, so it’s fresh in my mind.’
‘Me too,’ Melissa said, even if that was the first time she had thought of it.
‘Great. I declare us to be on holiday until Tuesday. We may return to the steam and sexual tension.’
‘Suppressed sexual tension,’ Nava corrected.
Rochester shook his head. ‘That’s still redundant.’
235/8/12.
It had been something of a lazy weekend. They had slept in – well, they had got up late anyway – and gone out shopping or to sit in cafés to watch the world go by. The sauna had seen less use because they were not as stressed, though they had ended up all sitting in the sento-style bath on Sunday night because their feet were aching after a day wandering the city on foot.
And now it was Monday evening and the stress was starting to ramp up again. They had not retreated to the sauna again. Yet. Instead, they were sitting in the lounge, watching coverage of the Shinden Annual MagiTag War Games.
‘There’s Naomi,’ Courtney said, pointing at the ridiculously huge wall screen.
‘And Francis Goretti,’ Nava said. ‘It looks like they went with the expected line-up.’
‘Once again, the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery team is favourite for the junior title,’ an announcer said over the video. ‘With almost the same line-up as last year, including their captain, Naomi Himura Sonkei, they appear to be a shoo-in for the top spot. However, this will be the last year Naomi Himura can compete in the junior competition, so everyone will be carefully examining his teammates for signs of weakness they can exploit next year.’
‘No pressure or anything,’ Melissa said.
‘And my decision to avoid that seems like even more of a good idea,’ Nava said.
‘In the senior competition, we’re once again expecting great things from Leontina Bisset Firmin’s team, the Firmin Commandoes. Six-times winners, the Commandoes have won three consecutive titles and are aiming for their fourth. After today’s preliminary matches, it looks a lot like they’ll take the top spot on the podium on Friday.’
‘To be expected, in some ways,’ Kyle said. ‘The Firmin clan is known for their combat skills.’
‘You mean they’re known for producing some of the most active mercenary units in the Clan Worlds,’ Mitsuko said.
‘And that.’
‘They used to be one of the most powerful clans around. Peace hasn’t been kind to them.’
‘So they turned into mercenaries?’ Melissa asked.
‘Pretty much,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘They used to supply a lot of people to the ASF. Marines for the most part. Now, most of their people end up in their clan militia or one of their mercenary companies. They have their own sorcery school too, so it’s pretty rare to see any of them at SAS-squared.’ She paused, her gaze turning to Chess. ‘Did the databases compile properly, Chess?’
‘Yes,’ Chess replied. He was not exactly excited by the war games. Actually, he was not excited at all. ‘The two of you should plug the chips into your ketcoms. Make sure there are no issues. I’ll go get them.’ He was on his feet and heading for the offices before Mitsuko could say anything.
‘This isn’t really his kind of thing,’ Melissa said, waving a hand at the screen where footage of various MagiTag games was now showing. ‘To be honest, I’m more interested in the aerobatics in two weeks.’
‘I’m not really all that interested either,’ Nava said.
‘I’d have thought you’d be really into it,’ Kyle said. ‘I know you didn’t want to take part, but…’
‘MagiTag is a means to an end. It’s the best way we have of simulating realistic battle scenarios. But it’s still a game. Especially when it’s this kind of tournament. Games don’t teach you anything other than how to play games. Thinking otherwise will get you killed.’
‘That’s not gloomy at all,’ Mitsuko said.
Nava shrugged. ‘Not really. Wait until you’ve been shot, then you’ll know what “gloomy” feels like.’
235/8/13.
The opening ceremony of the symposium reminded Nava, to some extent, of the matriculation ceremony at her school. The school’s principal was even there to give a speech. It was boring. If the rest of the symposium was like this, Nava felt it likely that she would be catching up on her sleep. It was a shame that she had not lost any sleep recently, but maybe she could bank some while pretending to listen to some of the panels.
‘I’m not exactly sure that this convention was designed with us in mind,’ Melissa whispered. ‘I mean, there’s next to nothing I’d normally pay any attention to in any of the panels. If we weren’t part of one, I wouldn’t have come.’
‘I was thinking something similar,’ Nava replied. She turned to her right, where Mitsuko was sitting. ‘Can’t we just go sunbathe and come in tomorrow?’
‘Courtney wants to see the policing panel this afternoon,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘And we get a free lunch.’
‘It had better be good.’
~~~
They ended up in a café in the Clan Assembly building for lunch.
What people thought of as the Clan Assembly building was more of a complex. The convention centre was one of several buildings backing up the one where the representatives of the clans actually met, and it was a short walk to get from one to the other. You could walk between any building in the complex through either tunnels or covered walkways. Nava took note of the riot shutters installed at various points along the tunnel they used; you could isolate any given building from the others, though you could always go outside to bypass those shutters. Thinking about it, all the external doors were shielded too. Whether that was good or bad probably depended upon whether you were stuck in a building with or without rioters.
‘They weren’t trying with that lunch,’ Mitsuko said once they were sitting down with a view of the ocean.
‘I think the school does better,’ Melissa agreed.
‘And another nail goes into the coffin,’ Nava said. ‘We could’ve been sunbathing. There’s a shielded deck beside the helipad, right?’
‘There is,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘I don’t think it gets much use, but it’s there. When’s that panel you wanted to see, Courtney?’
‘Fourteen hundred,’ Courtney replied. ‘Theatre nine.’
‘And our panel is the same time tomorrow. Maybe we should just take the mornings off.’
Courtney shrugged. ‘I figure we’re here, so we may as well look like responsible adults.’
‘I am legally not an adult,’ Nava said. ‘I reserve the right to not behave like one.’
‘She makes a valid point,’ Kyle said. ‘Ah, to be young again.’
‘You’re only five years older than me.’
‘Ah, but it’s not the years, it’s the mileage.’
‘Really?’ Nava said. ‘A hundred and forty-six light years.’
Kyle shook his head. ‘Got me beat. Beherbergen is a hundred and thirty-eight from here.’
Melissa let out a little squeak. ‘Avorna’s only sixty-four.’
‘Seventy-three to Leigh’s Landing,’ Rochester said. ‘There are not many systems in the Alliance that are over a hundred light years from Shinden.’
‘Ah,’ Mitsuko said, ‘but one of the few things we know about Nava is that she did not grow up on a world with our culture.’
Kyle shrugged. ‘Parts of Beherbergen aren’t part of clan culture, but the world is in the Alliance. One or two of the Clan Worlds aren’t entirely clan worlds. Especially out on the fringes. You okay, Courtney?’
Courtney wrenched her eyes away from Nava and shook her head. ‘Yes. I’m fine. Just… lost in my thoughts. Uh, Garavain is only twenty-four light years away. Really, Suki’s the least-travelled person at the table.’
Mitsuko frowned. ‘You’re right. I’ve been to orbit a couple of times. Never out of the system.’
‘A real homebody,’ Kyle said.
‘That’s the Sonkei clan for you. We stick to our system like glue. Right up until the time we don’t.’
‘That describes more or less everyone in the Clan Worlds,’ Courtney said. ‘I read somewhere that eighty percent of Clan Worlds citizens never leave their own planet.’
‘I think that might be a bit low for Avorna,’ Melissa said. ‘We don’t get out much.’
‘Same for Leigh’s Landing,’ Rochester said, nodding.
‘I couldn’t wait to leave,’ Nava said quietly, as though to herself.
Courtney heard it anyway. ‘I’d imagine so,’ she said. Then she went on quickly. ‘I mean, you were rescued or something, right? Wherever it was, it can’t have been good.’
‘No. “Good” doesn’t describe it. “Good” doesn’t even come close.’
~~~
Courtney sat in one of the theatres in the convention centre, only half her attention on the panel she had wanted to see. They were discussing the role of sorcery in the ASF’s police work and it had slid into an argument over whether spells which affected the mind should be allowed to investigators. Specifically, mind-reading spells. It was a privacy issue, and a serious one, but it was something which had been hammered to death on multiple occasions without resolution. It was, essentially, not that exciting to see it dragged up into the light once more.
Meanwhile, something else was playing on Courtney’s mind. One hundred and forty-six light years. A habitable world, one hundred and forty-six light years from Shinden. That was where Nava was saying she had come from. There was one world Courtney knew which was that far from where she was now: Earth.
The old home system of the human species was, technically, within the Clan Worlds. It was not part of the Clan Worlds because no one lived there. Well, there were people there, but they were more or less isolated tribes of survivors. They had no interest in the greater universe outside Earth’s atmosphere. The colonies on Mars and the Moon had been abandoned when it became clear that Earth could no longer support them. Occasionally, archaeologists or anthropologists would go there to look into the dead cities or the people left behind. Generally, Earth was left alone as an object lesson in how not to treat your planet. The only known location where intelligent life had evolved had been ruined by that very species of evolved apes.
Of course, there were probably other worlds at that approximate distance from Shinden. It was doubtful that Nava had quoted a precise distance. Earth was actually one hundred and forty-six point three-nine-six light years away, if Courtney was remembering it right. Nava had been extracted from somewhere as part of a classified ASF operation. Why would the ASF have been doing anything on Earth? Except… There had been a Redwing Faction base on Earth until the ASF had raided it. It had been all over the news because the Clan Council had been claiming they had put an end to the Redwings. There was no way that could be related. Right?
Someone in the panel decided to shift the discussion away from the use of mind-reading and Courtney decided to return her attention fully to what was being said. Speculating about Nava would get her nowhere anyway. Even if Nava had been born on Earth, that told Courtney nothing about the enigmatic girl. She was not a Redwing. Events suggested that was a highly unlikely possibility. When it came down to it, this was all about Courtney’s inability to let a mystery go, and she strongly suspected that Nava would always be a mystery.
235/8/14.
The panel on sorcery education was underway and things were not going especially well. Felix Leavitt Orlando had an agenda. It appeared to be denigrating SAS2 as much as possible.
His primary target was Auberon Ewart, the principal of the school. Felix’s opening remarks had basically indicated that the school on Shinden promoted a toxic atmosphere for any student not engaged in learning to use sorcery for combat, blaming the administration. Everyone else had started up with a more general view pushing forward with the future of sorcery education, but the person running the panel appeared to view Felix’s inflammatory words as a way to create an exciting panel. Or Felix had bribed him to push for whatever Felix was selling.
It did not really help that Auberon did not seem to be able to take the man seriously. Nava watched the principal, sitting up on stage with a sketchy smile on his face as Felix expounded his view that SAS2 fostered an attitude that might was right, that offensive magic was all that mattered, and she wondered whether Auberon was ever going to actually rebut any of it.
‘Principal Auberon Ewart,’ the panel’s compère said, ‘what do you say to Felix Leavitt’s quite stinging remarks?’
‘Stinging?’ Auberon replied. ‘Were they? I hadn’t noticed.’ The strange little man was wearing purple today. Maybe purple was wrong since it was a bright shade with a metallic quality to it. It could be seen in his waistcoat and bow tie. Shine a spotlight on him and he could have blinded people with the reflection. Joslyn Harris sat behind his right shoulder, ready to lend assistance if it was required. She was wearing the school’s faculty uniform dress and leggings and she looked just as efficient as ever.
‘I think,’ Auberon said after a short pause, ‘that I should yield my time to Mitsuko Trenton, our student president. She has more direct experience of the culture Felix Leavitt speaks of and I believe she’ll give a more relevant response.’
Nava inwardly grinned as she saw Mitsuko’s expression ripple. The flicker of annoyance was perfectly reasonable; ‘You utter bastard’ was flashing through Mitsuko’s mind, no doubt. Well, maybe not that. Nava was not sure that Mitsuko would ever come out with something like that, even inside her head. The sentiment was there whatever the actual thought. Nava checked her ketcom, which was linked with Mitsuko’s and Melissa’s. Melissa was pushing the profile of Felix to Mitsuko’s unit. This ought to be interesting.
Mitsuko was already speaking, however; she remembered Felix Leavitt’s profile well enough. ‘I’m not going to say that the culture of SAS-squared has changed since Felix Leavitt was there. There is still a “warriors before all” culture at the school and there probably always will be.’
‘Ha!’ Felix burst out. ‘It’s as I–’
‘Because that culture is not a product of the school.’
‘What?! Of course it’s–’
‘Perhaps Felix Leavitt would like to let me finish,’ Mitsuko said. Her voice was calm and not at all loud. It held no hint of rebuke. At the same time, it froze Felix in place and left his cheeks shading into red. ‘Felix Leavitt had something of a tough time at SAS-squared, it seems. He became vice president on the student council and yet his graduating test scores were not exemplary. He blamed the “warrior culture” of the school and the school itself for his poor results and, on returning to Floridia Three, he began a campaign to create a new school there, one which would teach a curriculum based around support magic.’
‘It’s what we need!’ Felix snapped.
Mitsuko ignored him. ‘He has had little luck finding public or private funding for this. Interviews he’s given indicate that he believes that the Sonkei clan are blocking his progress because they don’t wish SAS-squared to lose Alliance funding.’
‘It’s–’
‘Felix Leavitt suffers from a problem which is not uncommon. He can’t accept that his own abilities are the cause of his problems. It’s a form of cognitive bias. I’m sure Sarah Keifer knows all about it. We all do it to some extent. There’s no conspiracy to defeat him. There are two reasons why Felix Leavitt is unable to secure funding for his project, and one of the foremost is that he’s not that good at persuading people to do as he wishes.’
Felix was turning purple. ‘You have no evidence–’
‘I’ve seen your interviews. You’re not that good a speaker. However, you do have a point regarding the “warrior culture” at SAS-squared. The problem is that it’s not caused by the school.’
‘Of course it–’
‘We live in a society which prides itself on self-reliance, taking up arms against any threat, and resolving personal issues in the duelling arena. Our media glorifies combat and the warrior spirit, despite the fact that it misrepresents both and most citizens have no idea what combat is really like. Most are ready to enter a duel, but never have to. Most of those who have been in a duel think that they’ve been in combat, but what they have really experienced is a game.’
Mitsuko paused, her gaze going out into the audience. ‘A friend of mine at school was not born into the culture of the Clan Worlds. She doesn’t talk about her life before she came to Shinden, but what I’ve put together is that she did not have it easy. She is… disparaging of our culture, even while she accepts it and, I think, believes it better than the alternative. Duels, she says, are abhorrent. They are bullies’ charters. The strong imposing their will on the weak in the name of honour. Just to be clear, no one at the school will duel her because they would lose if they tried. She’s studying support magic because she knows all she needs to know about killing people. Our entire culture looks up to “warriors” and down upon everyone else. It’s not just magicians. We idolise those adept at all forms of combat. Until we change the way our society thinks, we will never change the culture in our schools. SAS-squared allocates the same funding to all of its courses and to all of its official clubs, no matter their focus. I can display the figures if you wish. There are students and faculty prejudiced against the academic and support streams. They shouldn’t be, but they are. And changing their minds means changing the entire nature of our society. I have to say, that’s something of a tall order for someone only halfway through her fifteenth year. Perhaps the adults can handle it.’
There was a rumble of laughter from the audience. Nava did not laugh, but she did tap at her ketcom’s screen for a second or two. Up on stage, Melissa leaned forward and tapped Mitsuko’s shoulder, presenting her own ketcom’s screen for Mitsuko to look at. Mitsuko grinned.
‘Perhaps,’ Mitsuko said, ‘if that’s all we need to say about that subject, we could discuss the real future of sorcery education in the time we have remaining.’ She turned her gaze on Felix, but the man was glaring at the stage. He had nothing further to say.
~~~
Felix remained silent for more or less all of the remaining time, sullenly watching the other panellists as they spoke about the use of advanced psychological and sociological techniques to increase the rate at which students learned, alternate lesson schemes which had been proven to have some effect, and the promotion of teaching as a profession among magicians.
Fawn spoke up on the ASF’s views, returning to Felix’s agenda, to some extent. It was, she said, easy to get combat-oriented magicians out of the education system, but technicians were just as important to the running of any military organisation and quality magicians with technical skills were harder to source. They had other options, so the ASF was keen to push for more support students and commonly gave out more grants for them than for combat students. The latter point rather undermined Felix’s arguments.
The session wrapped on a far more positive note than it had started. Auberon crossed the stage to congratulate Mitsuko and Melissa on their part in the proceedings and Nava set off toward the stage to join them only to come to a sudden stop as something caught her attention.
At first, she was not sure what it was. The audience were filing out of the theatre and she had seen something… Nava turned, looking around the room slowly, her accelerated perceptions taking in faces where she could see them, profiles and hair where she could not. One such head, turned away from her, jumped out just as it vanished through a door and was gone. Nava considered running after the person she thought she had seen, but the crowd was too dense. There was no way she was getting near her prey now.
She turned back to the stage. She needed to speak to Fawn.
~~~
‘Maya?’ Fawn asked. ‘You’re sure it was her?’
‘No,’ Nava replied, keeping her voice low. Fawn had taken her to a room at the back of the stage, but neither of them were sure they could not be overheard. ‘I’m… sixty percent sure. The hair was hers, but someone else could have the same style and colour. I couldn’t see her body properly. But something caught my attention and made me look for her, so I think it was her.’
‘Your sixty is probably anyone else’s eighty or ninety.’ Fawn said it in a grumbling sort of tone. ‘We’ll check the security cameras…’
‘Are you aware of the Escape Detection spell, First Lieutenant?’
Fawn grimaced. ‘That’s the one that hides you from cameras, right?’
Nava nodded. ‘I was taught it. I’m moderately sure that Maya was still around at the time. Even if she wasn’t, I’d imagine she can use it. You won’t see her on cameras.’
‘There are times when I hate magic. I’ll coordinate with security and get some extra people in. Maybe this is what Free Beherbergen are targeting.’
‘Maya’s not–’
‘We have some intelligence suggesting that the Redwings have been working with Free Beherbergen. If she’s here, she may be scouting for them. Or she could be after you, of course.’
‘Yes… But if she was after me, I think she’d have tried something by now. I’ll keep my eyes open for her.’
‘Let’s hope we can spot her before anything happens.’
Nava gave Fawn a look. ‘You know you just doomed us, right?’
235/8/15.
‘Is it just me, or is there more security around today?’ They were walking across a plaza outside the conference centre on their way in. Mitsuko’s question was aimed vaguely in the direction of Courtney, who was frowning.
Nava answered. ‘It’s not just you.’
‘There does seem to be a heightened ASF presence,’ Kyle said. ‘Maybe they heard something they haven’t made public.’
‘We could ask,’ Courtney said. ‘Somehow I doubt they’d tell us their reasons, however.’
‘I might be able to find out,’ Mitsuko said, ‘but I doubt it’s something to waste that kind of contact on. If we need to know, I’m sure they’ll tell us.’
Nava remained silent. If ‘they’ were keeping quiet about the reasons now, it seemed unlikely that they would say anything until it was too late to matter.
They had just made it through the doors of the building when Darius Miller spotted them and rapidly closed the distance. ‘Do you know why the ASF is out in such force?’ he asked without preamble.
‘Good morning to you too, Darius,’ Mitsuko said. ‘No, we’ve heard nothing. We’re assuming they have some intel they’re working on, but we don’t know what that might be.’
Darius frowned. ‘I asked, but they wouldn’t give me a straight answer.’
‘What did you expect?’ Courtney asked.
‘Well… Nothing, I guess. This isn’t making you nervous? They wouldn’t raise the alert level without a reason.’
‘Probably not. On the other hand, they’re professionals tasked with keeping us safe. I don’t see a reason to worry more than I usually do. Keep your eyes open. If you see anything suspicious, report it to the nearest ASF officer. Just like you would at any other time.’
Darius gave a weak, rather self-deprecating smile. ‘You’re right, of course. I suppose the events of the last few months have made me hypersensitive to trouble.’
‘There’s nothing wrong with that,’ Nava said, ‘unless it affects your performance negatively. Like Courtney said, keep your eyes open. There are a fair number of important people here who could be targets. We never did catch the assassin who attacked the school during the election…’
‘We never did get a good image of her either,’ Courtney said. ‘Short blonde hair with a peak at the top. Fit. Fairly attractive.’
‘I think I’d recognise her if I saw her again,’ Kyle said.
‘Yeah,’ Courtney conceded. ‘I guess I would too. But I doubt she’s going to turn up here. She was with the Redwing Faction, right? What would they want with a symposium like this? The people here aren’t that important.’
Nava shrugged. ‘Who knows, but the ASF obviously have information about something which could be trouble. No point in getting too excited about it. No point in ignoring it either.’
~~~
It began at midday. A truck with canvas sides drove onto the plaza outside the conference centre’s entrance and stopped. The driver made no move to get out of the cab and just seemed to be sitting there, waiting. The ASF officers on duty looked at each other and one of them, a second lieutenant, selected himself to go check on what the problem was.
He had taken two steps toward the truck when twin streams of high-velocity bullets began flying out through the canvas side of the vehicle. The lieutenant was peppered with eight-millimetre bullets, dying on the spot. The other officers, still at the top of the steps leading up to the building, took multiple hits as the machine guns swept across the building’s frontage.
The canvas was ripped open by a massive metal leg as the spider tank inside the truck pushed its way out and began to move toward the building. It had eight small turrets atop its bulky armoured body and three larger weapons mounted at the front. One of these blasted out three rounds as soon as the robot was clear of the vehicle, blowing a gaping hole in the entrance of the convention centre.
With surprising dexterity and speed, the tank began walking up the stairs to occupy the lobby.
~~~
The first Nava knew of the attack was when her ketcom signalled a loss of network connectivity. It was not unknown for networks to go down, but it was unusual. She was in a session discussing ‘novel applications of sorcery in everyday life,’ which had sounded like it might be interesting. It had just started and, so far, it seemed like her estimation was going to be right. And then the network went down.
A second later, the sound of explosions somewhere in the building put an end to her speculation on the failure and, incidentally, to the panel. Nava got to her feet and headed for the exit while those around her looked up in confusion and began to mumble questions no one had answers to.
~~~
In another theatre, Melissa frowned at her ketcom as the network indicator turned red. Networks did not fail, as far as she was concerned. She had never seen the indicator turn red. Yellow a couple of times when the signal got weak, but such regions were rare, even on Avorna.
‘The network’s gone–’ she began, addressing Rochester on her right. Then three rapid noises vibrated through the building and she stopped, looking around toward the door.
‘Was that…’ Rochester’s words trailed off.
‘Explosions. I think anyway.’
‘Should we find the others?’
Melissa shook her head. ‘The network’s down. There’s no way to contact them. The best thing to do is wait here until Nava comes to get us.’
‘You seem quite sure she will.’ Rochester watched as various people got to their feet, looking confused. A couple started for the doors.
‘She will. I have absolutely no doubt at all.’
~~~
In a panel on advanced medical spells and their potential effect on society, Courtney and Kyle both got to their feet as the detonations echoed through the building. Mitsuko did not stand, but she opened her ketcom out, reached for the messaging app, and then paused as she noticed the flashing indicator which said she had no connectivity.
‘The building’s network is down,’ she said. ‘No, I’m not even seeing a weaker signal from outside.’
Courtney bent to look at Mitsuko’s screen. ‘Jamming,’ she said, her voice low to avoid panicking the people nearby. ‘Someone’s jamming communications. Combine that with explosions…’
‘Someone’s attacking the symposium? Maybe the increased security suggested something might happen, but–’
‘We won’t know until we go look.’
‘We should stay put,’ Mitsuko said firmly.
‘What? But–’
‘Right now, Nava is on her way here. She’ll either stop off and bring Chess and Mel, or she’ll be heading to wherever they are from here. You did notice that she made a point of finding out where we were all going to be before we split up, didn’t you? When we’re all together, then we can see what needs to be done.’
‘The president has a point, Courtney,’ Kyle said. ‘She’s right about Nava. She is going to be heading this way and we would be better off working as a group.’
Courtney frowned. ‘You’re right.’ She realised that she sounded sullen and her frown got deeper. ‘I wish we had some information. What the Hell is going on?’
~~~
‘What’s going on?’
Nava found it interesting that Darius thought she would know. He had emerged from one of the theatres and fallen in beside her as she walked through the corridors of the centre, avoiding the relatively few individuals who had left the panels so far. That was going to change: pretty soon, she figured, there would be a large-scale exodus and total chaos.
‘I don’t know,’ Nava replied, ‘but if the first two people on my list have kept their heads, we’ll have more information soon.’ She turned left, pushing past a group of delegates who were standing at the door of a theatre, looking out with trepidation and confusion on their faces.
‘How are you going to–’
‘Mel,’ Nava said before he could go on.
Melissa and Rochester moved out into the aisle as Nava approached. ‘It’s bad,’ Melissa said.
Nodding, Nava turned to Rochester. ‘You did some scouting?’
‘Briefly,’ Rochester replied. ‘There’s one of those robot tanks in the lobby. The spider-shaped things. It wiped out the ASF people, and everyone else, down there. People in combat gear came in after it. They’re securing the ground floor, but they’ll be up here soon.’
‘Armament?’
‘The tank has machine guns and light cannons. The men are carrying assault rifles. Old-style things like you see the goons in action movies using.’
‘Okay.’ Nava mulled over that for a second.
‘How do you know all this?’ Darius asked. ‘You’re a support student. You can’t have been out there to scout.’
‘Sorcerer’s Eye,’ Melissa said. ‘Support sorcery does exactly what it says on the tin. Chess can go look around in conditions you’d get shot to pieces in. So, we provide the support you need to do the simple part.’ She frowned at the VP. ‘Nava understands that. Why don’t you?’
‘Never mind that,’ Nava said before Darius could start an argument, ‘right now we need to go pick up Suki and the others. When we’re all somewhere secure, I’d like Chess to do some more scouting.’
‘Of course,’ Rochester replied. ‘Where is more secure?’
‘Good question. Let’s go get everyone else first.’
~~~
The convention centre was basically built on three levels. Down at ground level there was the lobby, security facilities, the cafeteria, and the largest theatre where the opening ceremony had been conducted. At the top there were offices and meeting rooms. In the middle there were the bulk of the theatres and the bulk of the delegates who were now starting to panic as armed men rushed in, shouting for people to get down on the floor and make no sudden movements.
Nava had taken everyone up to the third floor and into an empty meeting room, ignoring Courtney’s questions until they were inside. ‘Melissa, lock the door,’ she said as soon as they were in. ‘Then I want you to put a wall up right behind it. Even if they break through the locking spell, they won’t be able to open the door.’ She neglected to mention the possibility of them blasting their way in with a grenade or something. Better to stay positive at a time like this. ‘Chess, get your Sorcerer’s Eye going. Fast survey of all three levels and the roof, please.’
‘On it,’ Melissa and Chess chorused.
‘That door doesn’t lock,’ Darius pointed out.
‘It will for me,’ Melissa replied, pressing her palm to the door in question. Light shimmered over the surface and she smiled. ‘You’ve never heard of Magelock? It’s funny because we don’t use the term “mage” these days. It was actually named for a spell found in fiction going back centuries. It’ll seal any door, lockable or not.’
Darius’s cheeks coloured. ‘I had actually heard of that,’ he mumbled just as Melissa summoned up a wall of energy which sat no more than two centimetres from the door and covered the entire wall. ‘That, um, that ought to hold them.’
‘Hope so. My walls aren’t the strongest, unfortunately.’
Fawn was now with them having appeared in one of the corridors as they made their way to the stairs up. She was ASF, but she was unarmed. She did not even have sorcery to work with and she was as much in the dark as everyone else. ‘What do you have on what we’re facing?’ she asked.
‘Chess spotted a spider tank, the autonomous kind, in the lobby,’ Nava replied. ‘I’m sorry, the officers down there are dead.’ Fawn’s fists clenched, but she gave a curt nod at the blunt news. ‘We also have troops. Combat fatigues and assault rifles. By now, they’ll be invading the second floor. That should take them some time since they’ll need to control all the delegates. Then I’d expect them to search up here.’
‘And we have no communications,’ Courtney added, snapping her ketcom’s screen closed. ‘We figure it’s a wide-area jammer. This is a well-coordinated attack and I’m not sure I see the point.’
Chess blinked as his senses returned to his body. ‘Uh, I haven’t finished going through everywhere, but these guys are speaking some weird language. Like, “Durchsuker den dritten stock.”’
‘German,’ Kyle said. ‘That was badly pronounced German, but they’re probably speaking German.’
‘Free Beherbergen, then,’ Nava said.
‘I’d say that’s not unlikely. And, if Chess heard someone say that, it means they’re heading up here.’
‘Chess, see what you can see on the stairs, then check the roof.’
‘Right,’ Chess replied. His eyes closed.
Nava turned to Fawn. ‘So, Free Beherbergen are
attacking this symposium. Why?’
Fawn shrugged. ‘Hostages? They have plenty of hostages here. They can afford to lose quite a few and still have people to spare. I’d like to know where they got a robot tank from.’
‘The Redwings? They may have jammed comms, but this is going to be noticed. What’s the response?’
‘Isolate the convention centre from the rest of the compound. Riot shields in the tunnels. Deployment of marines. The shields will take… seconds to minutes. The troops will take longer, but they’ll have the area surrounded in thirty minutes. Then… negotiation. If they’re willing to negotiate.’
‘Befreit Beherbergen want Beherbergen to secede from the Clan Worlds Alliance,’ Kyle said. ‘I don’t think negotiations are going to go well.’
‘I think they know that,’ Rochester said. ‘Looks like they’re in this for the long haul. I found a couple more robots on the roof and in the vehicle park at the back. They’re not as big as the tank. Six legs and they look more like walking weapon mounts. Definitely a pair of miniguns each and possibly lasers.’
‘Point-defence units,’ Fawn said. ‘They’ll be there to stop assault teams getting in from the rear or the air. Those lasers can take out missiles as well as assault ships. They’ve got the tank on the front entrance… This isn’t going to be easy.’
‘That’s way too coordinated for Befreit,’ Kyle said. ‘They use whatever weapons they can get their hands on. Improvised bombs and a few grenades. Flak jackets are usually their best defences.’
‘Well, these ones have modern military combat dress,’ Rochester said. ‘The guns are classic terrorist weapons, but they’ve all got at least five modern fragmentation grenades. I saw people with missile launchers.’
‘We need to know where the jammer is,’ Fawn said. ‘If we can take that out somehow, we can re-establish comms.’
‘I didn’t see anything, but they’ve got a scrying block up around the entire main theatre. If I had to guess, that’s their command centre, and it’s where they’ve got the jammers.’
‘Great. Getting to that is going to be tough.’
‘Not really,’ Nava said.
‘You are not thinking what I think you’re thinking.’
‘Reading minds isn’t one of my talents, but I probably am.’
~~~
Maya watched the proceedings from a seat in the front row of the main theatre. Up on the stage, the Befreit Beherbergen people were prepping for their big announcement. A camera was being set up facing a portable stand which showed their flag – they had actually come up with their own flag – and a slogan in German which she had been told said ‘Return Our Lands!’
Out of sight of the camera, some of Maya’s colleagues from the Redwings were watching the video feeds from the robots. Actually, they were watching visual feeds from cameras and the echo displays of radar systems, and they were also monitoring the radio jammer. The scrying blocker ran pretty much autonomously once it had been initialised by a magician. By Maya, in fact. There were few magicians among the assault team. Maya considered that a mistake, but she also considered herself powerful enough to make the difference.
If she actually needed to. She was not really that bothered about this mission. It had been set up to cause the Clan Worlds pain. The chances of the Beherbergen group getting their wish granted was up there with being hit by lightning while wrestling a shark, but the ASF would be shown up as ineffectual and the assembly would lose face when a lot of ‘innocent’ people were killed right on their doorstep. And Maya? Maya would vanish without a trace when the ASF stormed the place having completed her personal mission.
Maya had a traitor to kill. She just needed to know where the bitch was.
~~~
The door of the meeting room gave a shudder as someone put their shoulder to it. Then there was a sound like a foot being applied to the wood. Then there was the sound of voices.
‘“It’s locked,”’ Kyle reported softly. ‘“It can’t be.” “Well you open it.”’
There was another attempt to break the lock which was not there and then more voices.
‘They’re reporting in to someone.’ There was a pause and then more German. ‘They’re leaving someone outside the door and moving on,’ Kyle said.
‘Interesting,’ Nava said. ‘Why didn’t they try shooting?’
‘Something else in mind?’ Courtney asked.
‘Almost certainly.’
~~~
‘Agent Maya.’ The speaker was Nikolas Wolfe Redwing, Maya’s superior. Well, he had superior rank and he was in charge of the operation on the Redwing side. In every other way, Nikolas was Maya’s inferior and she thought he probably knew that.
Whatever, Maya got to her feet and walked at a steady pace up onto the stage and across to the portable command centre where Nikolas was directing things. ‘Sir?’ she asked.
‘Our colleagues have found a room on the third floor which appears to have been secured with a spell. Go up there and eliminate anyone you find inside.’
‘Of course, sir. Has the traitor been located yet?’
‘No one matching her description has been found on the second floor. They’re still checking.’
‘But she could be in that room.’
Nikolas nodded, a smile on his lips. ‘It’s possible. I did say to eliminate everyone in there.’
‘Consider it done,’ Maya said, turning on her heel.
~~~
‘It’s this door.’ The words, in English, came through the door. Someone had arrived to back up the soldier left to guard the meeting room’s one exit. Whoever they were, they either did not reply or did so sufficiently softly that their voice did not carry.
Nava tensed, ready for what she was sure was likely to come, but there was only silence for several seconds. Nothing happened. No one pounded on the door. No one shot at the door. No one blew the door apart with explosives. There was just silence and waiting.
A wave of something passed through the room, invisible but definitely having an effect. Rochester, Fawn, and Kyle keeled over, falling to the ground. Kyle was as pale as a sheet, Rochester curled immediately into a foetal position and lay there trembling, and Fawn just sat there, staring into space. Melissa let out a shriek of panicked terror, dropped to her knees, and began to retch up what was left of her breakfast. Darius did much the same but without the screaming.
Then Maya appeared, standing in the middle of the long table which took up the centre of the room. She was dressed in grey, camouflage-patterned fatigues with a row of four ammunition cases strapped across her stomach and a pistol at her right side. In her hands was a rifle, not one of the assault rifles Rochester had described, but a modern one with a spell-assistance component mounted over a standard weapon. She spoke immediately, her weapon scanning around as she turned. ‘Where are you, bitch?! Traitor! Where–’
Nava moved, jumping up onto the table to close the distance, but Mitsuko and Courtney had pushed the Terror spell aside and were still in the game. Mitsuko threw out a Slice spell without pausing to aim. Maya ducked out of its way, a plane of energy appearing to slide the blade of quintessence aside – a Shield spell. Courtney went with Concussive Force, but again, Maya twisted out of the path of the spell and, dropping her rifle to hang on its sling, she twisted and swung her leg up for a strike at Nava’s head. Nava caught the swinging leg.
‘You were never that great at unarmed combat, sister,’ Nava said. She was in close now and Mitsuko and Courtney hung back, not wishing to accidentally hit Nava. Well, there was the danger and the surprise. Sister?
Maya attempted to break free of the hold, but Nava had too firm a grasp. ‘Traitor! You were never my sister! I am Death’s Handmaiden!’
‘You’re a reject,’ Nava said softly. ‘They told me you were dead. Let’s not make them liars.’
‘You–’ Maya’s voice cut off suddenly. Her eyes widened and the leg she was standing on gave out under her. Nava let her fall onto the table where she lay, staring up at the ceiling. Unmoving. Dead. Killed in an instant by something unseen and unknown.
Silence fell. Silence aside from the continued sound of Melissa and Darius violently retching. They had run out of stomach contents and were dry-heaving, unable to stop the visceral reaction to Maya’s Terror spell.
Mitsuko broke free of the non-magical spell holding her as Nava got down onto one knee beside Maya. ‘Is she dead?’ Mitsuko asked.
Reaching out, Nava closed Maya’s eyes. ‘Yes. Her heart stopped. You could probably get it started, but if you did, I’d just have to kill her again. So… please don’t.’
‘S-sister?’
Nava did not reply. She moved to the edge of the table and climbed off, not looking at either Mitsuko or Courtney.
‘Nava,’ Courtney began. ‘Who is–’
‘Tell them.’ Fawn struggled to her feet, blinking away whatever horror had caused her to fall.
‘First Lieutenant?’ Nava asked, turning to face the ASF officer.
‘Tell them,’ Fawn repeated. ‘All of it, Specialist. They’re just going to speculate and keep poking at it now. It’s better they hear it all and know why they have to keep it quiet. I’ll take responsibility.’
Nava straightened her back and nodded. ‘Very well. But we’ll wait for everyone to come around, if you don’t mind. I don’t want to have to do this twice.’
~~~
‘About twenty years ago, the Redwing Faction began a project they called “Death’s Handmaiden.”’
Everyone was sitting around the table while Nava told her story. They had moved Maya’s body to the end of the room, away from the door and themselves. There had been nothing to cover her with, but she had been laid out with a degree of solemnity. The room was quiet, aside from the sound of Nava’s voice. But not for long.
‘That’s what the girl said,’ Courtney broke in. ‘“I am Death’s Handmaiden.” That’s what she meant?’
‘This will go fast if you leave questions to the end,’ Nava said. Courtney frowned, but she said nothing more. ‘Death’s Handmaiden was meant to give the faction a decisive lead in sorcery. A lethal decisive lead. They were aiming to produce sorceresses capable of killing anyone the faction deemed to be a target. Sorceresses, because it was thought easier to ensure the expression of the right genes if two X chromosomes were used. They spent four years getting their hands on genetic material from all over the known galaxy. DNA from the most powerful and skilled magicians they could find, inside the Clan Worlds and beyond. Equipment too. I understand they got some of it from Beherbergen, but a lot was sourced outside the Alliance, where the restrictions on genetic engineering are far less prohibitive.’
Nava paused. Her eyes were fixed on the table and she did not look up. ‘I came out of the incubator about six months after they gave up trying to find better DNA.’ There was a little gasp from Melissa, even if everyone had worked out this revelation was coming. ‘Maya was five days ahead of me. So, in a way, we’re sisters. She was the thirteenth successful product. I was the fourteenth. There were twenty-three in total, but six of those died in the incubation tanks and were never numbered. The first five numbers died before they were nine and so did the three born after me. They were trying some really strange variations with me and the last three. The first ones suffered from premature aging.’
‘Premature aging?’ Melissa asked.
Nava gave her a look and she shrank in her seat, but she still got an answer. ‘They wanted a product they could use quickly. They accelerated our development process. We spent five months in the incubators. We had mature, adult bodies by the age of nine. Nine Earth years. The base where they did all this was established on Earth, where no one bothered to go looking.’
Courtney nodded to herself. She said nothing, but that confirmed her speculation. Nava had been born on Earth, one hundred and forty-six light years away.
‘They got the genetics wrong at first,’ Nava went on. ‘The accelerated development became accelerated aging. Dramatically accelerated in some cases. Number six died young. She seemed okay at first, but she looked to be about seventy by the time I was three. Her heart gave out on her during daily exercise.’
‘Doesn’t that mean your lifespan–’
‘No, Mel, I’ll live longer than you. When they were creating the later genomes, they added every anti-aging trick they could find. If the lower numbers hadn’t died anyway, they’d have had shorter lives, but Maya, me, and a few earlier ones were engineered to live long, useful lives. I can expect to make two hundred years, uh, something like a hundred and sixty or more Alliance-standard years, even without any other intervention.’
Mitsuko let out a breath. Nava glanced at her and then went back to looking at the table.
‘Anyway, they started on the real training when I was six or so. We learned sorcery. Attack spells and spells to help us get in where we could kill our targets. As it went on, more and more of the girls were evaluated as “not up to standard.” Or they died. Uncontrolled, untreatable cancers. Organ failure. Not enough power or talent. The ones in the last category, like Maya, were taken away. I was told they were dead. Executed. It seems like at least some of that may have been part of my training.’
‘But Maya wasn’t dead,’ Courtney said.
‘No,’ Fawn said. ‘We’d all like to know how many of them the Redwings lied to Nava about. Maybe Maya was the last. We just don’t know, which is worrying.’
‘There are four more I can’t account for,’ Nava said. ‘I saw most of them die, but five, including Maya, were taken away as rejects. They wanted an emotionless, fearless weapon, so part of the training was emotional manipulation spells and attacks with Terror. The Terror spells worked. I just don’t get afraid like normal people. I suppose you could say I developed an immunity to fear. The emotionless bit… Well, I learned not to show my emotions. I got so good at hiding what I felt that I can’t stop. After Maya was gone, they started teaching me the final step. Two spells that were to make me their Handmaiden of Death. Some of the scientists wouldn’t shut up about that. Anyway, two spells. Magic Burst and Hand of Death. Hand of Death causes instantaneous heart failure in anyone I touch.’
‘That’s what killed Jesse Audley,’ Courtney said. ‘When he came after Mel, you killed him with that.’
‘Yes. Another thing they drilled into me was that enemies deserved to die. Enemies had to die, no matter what. Anyone I faced in combat, I had to kill. They would capture people and bring them to the base and offer to let them go, if they could kill me. None of them ever escaped. I’ve killed… a lot of people. I stopped counting.’
‘But… How did you end up like you are?’ Melissa asked. ‘Maya was… was a fanatic. You’re not like that!’
Nava shrugged. ‘I’m not entirely sure. They wanted me emotionless and I resisted. They taught me to sense when people were lying, and I started seeing that they were lying to me when they told me how corrupt the Clan Worlds were. They told me how the Redwing clan had been unjustly outlawed. It wasn’t even as if they believed what they were saying. When the ASF raided the base, I saw my chance.’
‘Huh, yeah,’ Fawn said. ‘We were working our way in, meeting fairly stiff resistance. And then it just stopped, and this girl walked out of one of the doors ahead of us, hands in the air. She got down on her knees before we could say anything. Turned around, dropped to her knees, and put her hands behind her head. She said, “You can take the rest of the facility now. They’re all dead.”’ Fawn glanced at Nava, then away. ‘It was the way she said it. Flat. Emotionless. It wasn’t a voice that ought to belong to a young adult. We brought her back here, taught her how to behave in clan society, and arranged for her to enrol at SAS-squared.’
‘And gave her rank in the ASF,’ Kyle said. ‘You called her “specialist.” That means she has rank as a sorceress.’
‘Officially, she’s a second lieutenant, specialist, under the junior officer programme. Well, semi-officially. It’s a secret. Mostly because we don’t consider it as informal as that position usually implies. Nava is an asset we’d like to develop further. Potentially, she’s one of the most powerful sorceresses in the Alliance.’
‘You mean she isn’t already?’ Mitsuko asked. ‘She’s way ahead of pretty much everyone in the school. Including faculty.’
‘She can get better.’
‘Because I’m not–’ Nava began.
‘You don’t need to tell them that,’ Fawn said quickly. ‘That’s… personal.’
‘If I’m telling them how I got here, they might as well know it all. When they brought me back here, they sequenced my genome. I’m not human.’
‘So, they manufactured your genes in a lab,’ Mitsuko said, waving the comment away. ‘That doesn’t mean–’
‘Humans have twenty-two non-sex chromosomes. I have twenty-six. The extra ones don’t even have the usual types of base pairs. No one knows what they do or where they came from, but it’s probably something to do with enhancing my sorcery. Since my cells have to be able to process and replicate these weird genes, my biochemistry isn’t the same as a human’s. Some drugs work on me, others do nothing, a few cause problems. I’m not human.’ She shrugged. ‘I couldn’t have children with a human. It would be like a human and a chimpanzee mating. Actually, chimps are closer to humans, genetically, than I am. But I’m sterile anyway, so that’s not such a big problem.’
‘Oh,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Is that everything?’ Darius asked. He had been silent until now. Nava was vaguely wondering whether he was hoping she would forget he was there if he did not speak. Maybe that was not his angle. ‘You’re an artificially created humanoid, made by the Redwing Faction to kill their enemies. You turned against them, hence the other girl calling you a traitor. You’re a secret officer in the ASF and likely to become an extremely powerful weapon in their arsenal, but you’d really prefer to save lives than take them. That about it?’
‘Um, yes,’ Nava said. ‘That’s an accurate summary. I was expecting you to express it more negatively.’
‘And maybe I would under other circumstances. Right now, it seems like you’re exactly what we need.’
‘The VP makes an exceptionally valid point,’ Courtney said. ‘We can maybe worry over the implications of this later. What do we do next?’
‘Next?’ Nava asked. ‘Next, I go out there and kill the bad guys. Chess, please could you take a look outside? They’re bound to be wondering what happened to Maya.’
‘On it,’ Rochester said, closing his eyes.
‘You can’t go out there alone,’ Melissa said.
‘I tend to agree,’ Courtney added.
‘I can,’ Nava replied, ‘and I will. I’m sorry, but the rest of you are just going to slow me down. You’re going to stay right here and defend this room and each other while I go secure our way out. First Lieutenant, I believe you should be able to use Maya’s pistol and rifle. She’s carrying plenty of ammo. Hopefully, you won’t need any of it, but some of them might get past me. They’re going to know they have a problem up here pretty soon, I think.’
‘Yes,’ Rochester said. ‘There’s a team of eight on their way up the stairs.’
Nava started for the door. ‘Mel, let me out and then reseal the door. I’ll take care of those ones on my way down.’
Melissa got up to follow. ‘Okay, but I don’t like it.’
‘I’m not asking you to,’ Nava said, just before vanishing. Melissa’s wall collapsed and then the door opened by itself. ‘See you soon.’ And the door closed again.
~~~
Hubert Allard Haanraats was actually of Dutch descent, not German. He claimed to be able to trace his ancestry back to the fifteenth century on the old calendar, which was a lie, but he could go back five centuries, with a few gaps. The last few generations had been staunch individualists and Hubert was just as fanatical about fending for himself as his father and grandfather had been. He had learned to shoot when he was seven. Beherbergen had an ecosystem, but none of it was useful as a food source, having the wrong sort of proteins or something; eat a dead deer-like creature on Beherbergen and you were in for a night of vomiting uncontrollably. The local predators avoided humans like the plague. You learned to shoot on Beherbergen so that you could kill humans and for no other reason.
This operation was, as far as Hubert was concerned, the height of his career in Befreit Beherbergen. He had joined up when he was fifteen. His early years had been spent running messages between safehouses. He had killed his first traitor when he was seventeen, emptying a full clip from his AK-304 into a House-clan scientist who was experimenting with novel farming practices outside clan lands. The weapon he was carrying now, an AK-306, was a slight upgrade of his personal favourite. The 306 had a multispectral laser targeting system instead of a monochrome one; none of the Befreit troops had the gear to properly use such a system, but it was still a new gun.
So far, Hubert had not fired his new gun, but he was hopeful that that was about to change. He and seven other members of the invasion force had been sent up to check on one of the Redwing operatives working with them. Hubert did not trust the Redwings, but he was scared of the one they were going to look for. The one with the dead eyes and the powerful magic. If she had run into trouble… Well, it was not going to be something he and his friends could not deal with.
The team reached the top of the stairs and advanced into a corridor. There were doors on either side. They wanted the room five doors up on the left. They started for it, but they had gone only a couple of paces when there was a sound up ahead and their sergeant held up his fist. Everyone stopped.
‘Was that a door closing?’ the sergeant asked.
‘Not sure,’ someone replied.
Hubert shifted his position to look around the man in front of him, down the corridor toward their target. There was nothing to be seen. If a door had been opened and then closed, it seemed that no one had walked through.
There was a flash of light. Hubert had time to register it, and then the expanding wall of white before his eyes. Then he was screaming. Pain burned through every nerve in his body. It felt like he had been burned all across his chest and face, and he had no idea what had just happened to him. He heard someone firing, panicked fire on full auto. His eyes fell on their leader, the sergeant, now a corpse with no upper body. White filled his vision again and the gunfire ceased. Silence fell, aside from some whimpering.
He heard a footfall just to the left of his head, but he could see no one there. He did feel a hand touch his chest. He was just realising that it had touched bare skin, and that the front of his uniform had been entirely destroyed by the invisible attacker, when his heart stopped.
~~~
‘Okay,’ Fawn said, ‘we have a radio.’ She was going through Maya’s possessions and the first thing she had found was an earpiece for a handheld radio. ‘They must have a hole in the jamming to let them communicate.’ She popped the earpiece in her ear and then started on the pouches strung across Maya’s stomach.
‘I’m not sure how you can put a dead woman’s earpiece in your ear,’ Melissa commented.
‘Needs must. They’re a noisy bunch. Let’s see… rifle ammo, rifle ammo, rifle ammo. Was this woman a magician or a gunship? Pistol ammo and…’ Fawn took a small bottle from one of the pouches and held it up. ‘Well damn.’
‘Is that Crystal Mana?’ Courtney asked.
‘Looks like it. So, she was a reject.’
‘They put her on that stuff to boost her power? That’s…’
‘Sick? They engineered a girl to be a walking weapon and tried to brainwash her into murdering their enemies. They half succeeded. The Redwings are not noted for being nice people. There’s a reason they were ejected from the Alliance.’
‘That’s a valid point. Are you hearing anything interesting?’
‘Well, they’ve figured out that the team they sent up to get us has gone silent…’
~~~
The delegates had been gathered into four lecture theatres with six men guarding each room. Nava had already found a few bodies, all of them civilians. Either it was making a point, or these people had tried to resist. Perhaps the terrorists were making a point by killing people who resisted. Now they would pay for that.
The first of them fell without warning and his partner just stood there, confused, until Nava’s touch took him down too. The other two pairs were not paying enough attention to notice by the time Nava had reached the stage where her next pair of targets were standing.
When the third fell, his companion let out a yelp which drew the attention of the last pair. It made no difference to the one who had cried out; he died before the echoes died away. Bullets sprayed over the stage, but they were aiming at something they could not see which was moving fast. Still, there was a chance they could hit a hostage. Nava paused at the edge of the stage to throw out an improvised Slice spell. Her target went down in a spray of blood, his unprotected neck slashed open.
His companion reared back as blood splashed over his face. Bullets riddled the ceiling panels. He brought his weapon back down toward the aisle he had been guarding, but he was too late. Nava’s fist hit his chest, doing no damage thanks to his fatigues, but nothing could stop the spell her punch was the vector for. His eyes widened, shock registering briefly on his face before he fell to the floor.
Nava started for the door. ‘Stay in this room,’ she ordered, just a disembodied voice to the hostages. ‘No one leaves here until the rest are gone.’ Then she was out and away before anyone could respond.
~~~
‘… under attack. Unknown…’
‘Sergeant Battle. Say again. Report, Sergeant!’ There was no response and Nikolas Wolfe glared at the radio. He pressed the transmit button again. ‘Anyone on the second floor, report.’ Pause. ‘Now!’ Nothing.
What was going on? They had complete control over the building, so… No, there was the room on the third floor and the possibility that the traitor was up there. Maya had apparently failed, but the other one, the traitor, would stay put. Right? There was no way she would expose herself. She was a traitor. A coward. An engineered thing put together in a lab… to be the most powerful sorceress in the faction’s arsenal.
‘We may have incoming resistance,’ Nikolas said, raising his voice to be heard through the theatre. ‘A teenager with white hair. She’s to be shot on sight.’
Beside him, the radio jammer vanished in a ball of white light which washed over him in an instant. The pain was indescribable, but it lasted for barely a second before he blacked out. Three metres away, across the stage, the wave from the Magic Burst explosion hit the men preparing for their first broadcast. Its force was diminished by distance, but they were still left reeling from the pain or lying on the ground, writhing in agony as the raw magic power shredded nerve endings and ate into flesh.
‘Was war das?!’
‘Wo sind sie?!’
Nava did not understand German, but she got the general idea. She was not where she had fired from anyway; she was heading for the Befreit soldiers guarding a select group of hostages who had been brought to the theatre. She only recognised a few faces: Oliver Barnes Garavain had been one of the panellists with Mitsuko and there was Auberon Ewart and Joslyn Harris. The others were presumably also members of the assembly or other political figures. Maybe important clan members. She did not actually place an especially high priority on rescuing them. Maybe the principal and VP. Maybe. Certainly no more than any other civilians at any rate. Having them die on her would be less than perfect, however; the remaining men on stage could wait for the guards to die. She launched a Slice spell across the seats at another terrorist’s throat, and then she was reaching out for her next victim.
~~~
‘Network’s back up,’ Melissa reported. She had been watching her ketcom screen for the last few minutes, from about when they had decided Nava would go for the jammer next.
‘Thanks,’ Fawn said, pulling her own ketcom from where it was fixed to the waistband of her leggings. Two seconds later, she was saluting an image on her screen. ‘Major Deveraux Wescott, sir. First Lieutenant Fawn Tyrell reporting.’
‘We noticed the jamming field going down, Lieutenant,’ said a deep, authoritative voice. ‘Is that your doing?’
‘Second Lieutenant, Specialist, Nava Ward is engaging with the enemy, sir. She took the jammer down.’
There was a slight pause. ‘I see. Are they from Befreit Beherbergen? We’ve received no notifications of intent so far and they seem strangely well equipped for backwater terrorists.’
‘The majority are Befreit, sir, but they have Redwings with them. The agent designated DH thirteen, Maya, attempted an attack on Nava.’
‘Attempted? I see. It’s not like interrogating fanatics usually produces results. We’ll hold here and move in once the second lieutenant has disabled that tank. We’ve lost enough people today as is.’
‘Yes, sir. We weren’t expecting something on this–’ She stopped as an explosion shook the door to the meeting room. She looked up to see that their barrier was still on its hinges and shut, but another blast like that was probably going to bring it down. ‘I need to get back to you, sir. We have a situation here.’
‘Good luck, Lieutenant.’
Fawn closed her ketcom’s screen and picked up Maya’s rifle.
~~~
Nava cancelled her invisibility spell right after she had made sure that all of the terrorists were dead. A young adult in SAS2 uniform appearing on the stage amid the carnage was, apparently, something of a surprise. She figured the hostages had expected someone from the ASF, likely a marine specialist or something, to be the one who had dispatched fifteen armed men in under two minutes and with absolutely no sign of mercy.
Oliver Barnes overcame his paralysis as Nava walked toward the hostages. ‘You did all this?’
‘You see anyone else here?’ Nava asked.
‘We didn’t see you either.’
It was a valid point. ‘Please wait in this room until I’ve taken care of their tank. The ASF will deal with things after that.’
‘But you’re just a schoolgirl! That’s the SAS-squared uniform, isn’t it?’
Nava glanced down at the logo on her left breast and then back up at Oliver. ‘What can I say? The school provides an excellent educational service.’ She walked on past the hostages, heading for the back of the theatre, and was invisible again before she reached the door.
‘We just might have to increase their budget next year,’ Oliver muttered, mostly to himself.
‘That would be most appreciated, Assemblyman,’ Auberon said with a smile, though his eyes were on the spot where Nava had vanished.
~~~
Another grenade outside the door finally caused it to give way. It bounced against the force wall behind it and then fell outward. A burst of three bullets hit the wall and it shattered, letting the last two bullets pass through to embed themselves in the wall at the back. Through the door, the man who had fired became visible.
Fawn put three rounds into the man’s chest from her rifle, pushing him back across the corridor. He clutched at his chest, wincing, but he did not go down. That was when Courtney hit him with Concussive Force. She was not holding back either. The terrorist’s chest was turned into a most un-chest-like shape against the wall and he folded very unnaturally as he fell to the floor.
‘Not much point in me shooting him,’ Fawn grumbled. Louder, she added, ‘He won’t be all of them.’
Almost as if they had heard her, another Befreit operative appeared in the doorway, two more behind him. Kyle thrust out a hand and the man reeled backward, bumping into his two friends and then collapsing onto the ground; a punch in the face, even a telekinetic one, will do that. Another of them was slammed across the corridor, sliding down to lie beside his crushed compatriot, but the third managed to get his rifle up to fire, just as Melissa threw a new wall up across the doorway. It shattered on the first round but losing sight of his targets before he could fire meant his spray of bullets went high. Darius provided the return attack, a Slice spell that almost cut the man in two from right hip to left shoulder.
‘Four more,’ Rochester said. ‘One’s pulling a grenade.’
Mitsuko jumped to her feet, pointing at Melissa. ‘Wall up after I fire!’ She ducked out through the door, raising her arm. The four remaining combatants were about five metres away. She could see one of them holding a cylinder, his finger hooked through a ring attached to it. A standard fragmentation grenade, in all probability. Mitsuko fired off a burst of red-orange light and then threw herself back into the room. Fire roared past the doorway, hot gas licking at Mitsuko’s feet. She had her Armour spell active, however, and could not feel it.
Melissa raised another wall almost immediately, though she was not quite sure why. The fire was already gone and surely the men had to be at least unconscious after that fireball. She was just about to ask why Mitsuko had asked for it when the grenade went off outside. Metal fragments peppered the corridor, two of them hitting the wall. The energy field collapsed again, but it had done its job: neither the blast nor the fragmentation had made it into the room.
‘Um, I’m not going out there for now,’ Melissa said. ‘At least, if I do, someone will have to lead me since I’ll have my eyes closed.’
‘Problem with blood?’ Fawn asked.
‘Uh, yes.’
‘Nothing to be ashamed of. I used to be the same.’ She looked out through the open door at the torn and shattered bodies. ‘Of course, I got over it after a while.’
~~~
The tank was big. Nava came up to its knees and it barely fitted into the lobby, even though this floor had a higher than usual ceiling. The big, black, spiderlike monstrosity sat there, waiting. Nothing moved unless it spotted something outside, and then one of its numerous weapons would track the target. If it spotted Nava, it would open fire with overwhelming firepower.
Except that she was invisible, and its radar was going to be no use in pinpointing the source of a magical attack. The lobby came with various pillars to hide behind too, though the tank had demolished a couple of them getting in. Nava wondered absently whether the thing was dumb enough to drop the building on its own head. People would probably be happier if she killed the thing without so much collateral damage. Might as well get started.
Nava moved out from behind a pillar and launched Magic Burst at the tank. Then she bolted for the cover of another pillar. The tank’s armour was thick and the spell’s penetrator didn’t ignore armour. It had a high penetration factor, but armour could be too thick for it. The spell detonated outside the tank, a bloom of white expanding out from the side of its hull. Nava was out of reach of the quintessence explosion and the tank’s armour was too thick. Except that it was now a little thinner having been corroded at the subatomic level by Nava’s magic.
Another pulse of light lanced out, striking the robot and then exploding into a sphere. The tank picked a response this time and began to fire. Four of its turrets sprayed bullets across virtually the entire area of the lobby behind the metal spider. Behind one of the pillars, Nava kept her head down and waited for it to stop. There was no stopping, but there was a change in sound: the sounds of motors operating and massive feet hitting the floor. It was moving. It had visual sensors where its head would have been, and it was hoping that it could spot where she was with those. Turning would also bring those front-mounted cannons around, allowing the robot to blow her up.
Timing her move for when the robot’s field of fire was off her, Nava moved out of cover, fired, and ran right across the lobby, ahead of the tank’s visual arc as it turned. Another sphere of white blossomed, followed by a far more normal explosion as the tank blasted a hole in part of the building in an attempt to hit something. Shrapnel hit Nava’s armour and she rolled from behind a pillar, firing her Magic Blast one more time.
This time, the light pulse vanished in through the depleted armour and the spell detonated inside the tank. It jerked as though someone had hit it with the biggest rolled-up newspaper ever, staggering back a step and demolishing another of the support pillars in the process. Then its hull hit the floor as its legs gave out, and the massive autonomous killing machine stopped. There were no twitching gun turrets or lights which slowly died before coming back as it jerked into a final attempt to strike its prey. It stopped. And Nava turned for the inner door without saying a word.
 



Epilogue
Alliance City, Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 235/8/16.
They had had to move the venue – because the existing one was a bit of a mess and still had the corpse of a spider tank in the lobby – but the organisers of the symposium managed to get together a reduced set of panels for the delegates who could still be bothered to go to them. They also arranged for the closing banquet to take place too. A few more people attended that than the panels.
Mitsuko stood at one side of the hall, turning down offers to dance. Nearby, Melissa was doing the same with more embarrassment. That was partially because her boyfriend was standing right beside her, and partially because this was Melissa. Courtney and Kyle were somewhere around, possibly dancing while they could. Darius had already returned to SAS2.
Nava… Nava was not there. She had been taken away in a helicopter by Fawn the previous afternoon. Both of them were going to undergo debriefing, apparently. There had been no word from either of them since. Mitsuko’s attempts to contact them had been blocked and she could get no straight answer about where they were.
‘Do you two want to come back to the mansion with me tomorrow?’ Mitsuko asked, apparently out of nowhere.
‘I d-don’t have any other plans…’ Melissa replied.
‘Same,’ Rochester added.
‘So, if you don’t mind the company, I guess we’ll say yes.’
‘I want the company,’ Mitsuko said.
‘She’ll be back. In fact, I think she’ll turn up wherever you are when she does, so being with you is an even better idea.’
‘You have an amazing ability to maintain a positive attitude, Mel. I envy you that.’
‘No, I have an amazing ability to look like I’m positive. But, this time, I am. She’ll be back.’
Mitsuko flashed a grin and pushed herself away from the wall. ‘I’m heading back to the apartment. I’m really not in the mood for this.’
‘We’ll come with you,’ Rochester said.
‘Yeah,’ Melissa agreed. ‘Neither of us are ever really in the mood for something like this.’
‘Then why did you come?’ Mitsuko asked.
‘Seemed like the right thing to do…’
Trenton Mansion, 235/8/17.
Lunch was happening in a somewhat stiff atmosphere. There was an empty chair beside Mitsuko which just seemed to exude the need for Nava to be in it. Michiko had asked about Nava once, been told that she was helping the ASF, and had then decided that further mentioning the missing girl would be insensitive. Michiko was, as she would tell you, a precocious child.
She did, however, want to hear at least some of what had happened at the symposium. So, she was getting an edited version. Melissa, who was one of the ones telling the story, would have edited it more if it were one of her relatives she was talking to. Michiko seemed able to handle a few truths that Melissa herself would not have at that age.
‘Was it scary when the men came to get you?’ Michiko asked.
‘Well, yes,’ Melissa replied since it seemed to be her that was being asked. ‘Of course it was…’ She trailed off and then frowned. Michiko waited patiently for her to continue. ‘You know, I wasn’t scared until after. I was nervous. I’m a nervous kind of woman, Michiko. I’m sure you’ve noticed.’
‘You used to be.’
‘I still am when I don’t know people. So, I was nervous, but I wasn’t afraid. I mean, we had a trained marine and four combat magicians. Suki may only be a first year, but she’s got power. You should’ve seen the Fire Blast she used. Courtney, Kyle, and Darius are older, so they knew what they were doing and they’re all powerful enough in their own rights. Those soldiers didn’t know what they were messing with. So, it wasn’t that scary.’
‘Don’t sell yourself short, Mel,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Or Chess. Your spells kept them out until they brought in explosives. Chess provided the intel we needed to protect ourselves and counterattack.’
‘We were just doing what we usually do in tactics classes,’ Rochester said. ‘I scout, Mel blocks, and–’
‘And Nava takes out the opposing team without breaking a sweat,’ Mitsuko finished for him since he did not seem to want to.
‘That. Yes.’
Michiko watched the little exchange and then appeared to hesitate before asking a question. ‘Did Nava really kill a tank on her own?’
‘Yes,’ Zackery Trenton said to his youngest daughter. ‘I’ve seen the initial report. It’s quite clear that Nava was able to destroy an armoured robot tank, singlehanded.’ He glanced at Mitsuko. ‘Is this the second or third time she’s saved your life, Suki?’
‘Depends how you count it. Third, I think.’
‘Do you think you could possibly manage to go the rest of the year without needing to be saved?’ Yuzuki asked.
‘I’ll try, Mother,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘I really will. But I’m not making any promises.’
~~~
‘So, how much of Nava’s backstory did you know when we had our little chat back in May?’ Mitsuko had managed to get her mother alone and was finally getting to ask the question which had been worrying at her since Nava had told them what she was.
Yuzuki looked at her daughter for a second or two and then went back to carefully arranging flowers in a vase. ‘Death’s Handmaiden? The connection to the Redwings? Her ancestry?’ Yuzuki asked.
‘All of that.’
‘When you took up with her, we naturally had the Greylings look into her background. It took them a surprising amount of time to get all of it, but we think they did.’
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’
‘We weren’t supposed to know, Suki. We knew that she wouldn’t tell you unless you needed to be told for some reason, because she had been told not to tell anyone. The Greylings are satisfied that she has no ties to the Redwings. Did she tell you that she slaughtered more or less everyone in the base on Earth?’
‘Well, Fawn Tyrell told us that part, but yes. She told us about her genetics too. That she’s not human.’
‘Does that bother you?’
‘Should it?’
Yuzuki turned and gave her daughter a smile. ‘I don’t believe it should, no. What “human” is has been a moving target for thousands of years.’ Her face straightened. ‘The issue is more to do with what Nava actually is. She’s a template for a more powerful sorceress. If that becomes widely known…’
Mitsuko nodded. ‘Yeah. That could turn out to be a problem. The Redwings won’t give up either.’
‘No, I don’t suppose they will, but they’ve been dealt a severe blow here on Shinden. Much of their operational cell on this world has been wiped out thanks to Nava and the ASF. That’s what I’m told, anyway. For the time being, you should be safe from them here. And you did promise to stay out of trouble for a while…’
‘I did not,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I said I’d try. I very explicitly avoided promising anything. It’s not like I had much control over the trouble I’ve got into so far this year.’ She grinned. ‘I promise not to go looking for trouble, but if it comes looking for me, all bets are off.’
Yuzuki sighed. ‘I suppose it’s all we can ask for…’
~~~
A military tiltrotor dropped lightly in to land on the mansion’s pad. The wind from its rotors blew Mitsuko’s hair into her face and she was briefly jealous of Melissa’s shorter style. The blades did not stop, but a door opened in the side of the vehicle and, a second later, Nava was dropping to the concrete and then rushing across to where her friends were waiting. She paused briefly, turning to wave back toward the craft’s cabin. The tiltrotor was returning to the air as Nava continued on toward her reception party.
‘I wasn’t entirely sure you were coming back,’ Mitsuko said as Nava approached.
‘Of course I was,’ Nava replied as though there had never been any doubt about it. ‘They wanted to go over what I knew about the other possible survivors. Not that I could tell them much. Even the descriptions were probably wrong. Maya used to have beautiful, long, blonde hair. Anyway, I’m here. There’s nothing to worry about.’
‘There is,’ Melissa said, though she was grinning. ‘Now that you’re back, Suki’s going to suggest we spend the rest of the evening in the baths.’
‘It’s only about half past seven. If we spend all night in there, we’ll all turn wrinkly. Oh, I’m going to need some clothes from somewhere. I don’t suppose you guys brought my luggage from Alliance City?’
‘We did,’ Mitsuko said, ‘and I’ve had it all laundered, but you don’t really need to worry about it for now.’ She turned, starting toward the house.
‘Uh, why not?’
‘Oh, Nava… If you think I’m letting you wear anything at all before lunch tomorrow, you’re far more naïve than I thought.’
###
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