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Part One: Black
Sheep

 Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden,
Clan Worlds Alliance, 237/9/19.

Saturday night was the
one night of the week when people at the Shinden Alliance School of
Sorcery tended to let loose a bit. There were lessons on Saturday
morning, so Friday night was more restrained. That left Saturday
night for dancing, chatting up members of the preferred
orientation, and drinking where old enough. The students and staff
of SAS2 tended to be intelligent, and it was therefore
assumed that they would drink intelligently. Well, some people
assumed that, but not the members of the School Security Force, and
certainly not the SSF’s current captain, Nava Greyling.

Having ditched
her responsibilities at the school during the summer holiday to
deal with her responsibilities to the Alliance Security Force, now
that she was back at school, Nava had decided that she would run
some Saturday night patrols. There was the guilt, but she also felt
that her worries over other students trying to test her were likely
to be just worries at this point in the year. When the new first
years arrived in January, things might need re-evaluating, but for
now it was unlikely that anyone thought messing with Nava to be a
good idea.

Messing with
other students, however, was an entirely different matter, and Nava
was currently engaged in observing a brawl taking place near one of
the on-site clubs. ‘I’d definitely say alcohol was involved,’ she
observed out loud.

Beside her,
Sixte nodded. ‘Are you basing that on the way hardly anyone is
actually hitting anything?’ He gazed in something near to awe as a
large young man, probably a sixth year, pulled back his fist, swung
it forward in a punch so telegraphed it was difficult to believe,
and missed his target’s entire body by more than twenty
centimetres. Physics being what it was, and the man’s balance being
not what it should be, the combatant spun in a complete circle
before falling flat on his face. Sixte really had to try hard not
to laugh. He hoped that Nava was having difficulty too, but
he had a feeling that Nava never had any difficulty hiding her
emotions.

‘The general
lack of coordination is indicative. I suppose we’d better put a
stop to this before someone gets hurt.’ Pause. ‘More hurt.’ There
were ten or twelve people in the fight. It was difficult to be
absolutely sure of the numbers because the middle portion of the
combat area was now a dogpile of combatants.

‘Okay, what’s
the plan, Captain?’

Nava shrugged.
‘Leave it to me.’ She raised her right hand toward the scrap and,
quite suddenly, the fight stopped. Everyone involved in the fight
stopped moving. The ones still standing collapsed to the ground,
unmoving. The pile stilled. ‘Put a call through to get some help
and a paramedic, then help me pull this pile apart before someone
suffocates.’

‘Sky and Mori
are on their way,’ Sixte told her a minute later when he joined her
in picking the pile of bodies apart. ‘Miss Tanzi Royce is coming
over from the infirmary.’

‘Right.’ Nava
yanked someone upright, her hands under his armpits. He was both
bigger and taller than she was; his legs hung limply as she pulled
him back out of immediate danger of crushing someone to death.

‘Uh, he looks
kind of green, Captain. I think he might–’

Nava stared
into the handsome face before her, her eyes meeting his. ‘He is
not,’ she said. ‘If he were to throw up on me, I would remove all
of his internal organs, line them up in front of him, and set fire
to each one in turn while he watched. And then I would repair all
the damage and do it again.’

The young man
targeted for this outlandish punishment looked as though he was
very worried that Nava might do it. He possibly looked more
worried that he still might toss his cookies. His eyes widened. His
lips tightened. His eyes widened further as his body refused to
obey him and his cheeks bulged grossly.

‘Oh… That’s
nasty,’ Sixte said.

Then Nava’s
victim swallowed. His eyes began to water.

‘I think
I might throw up,’ Sixte said, turning away.

Nava nodded and
set her victim down in a recovery position. ‘Just so long as you
don’t do it on me, I’ll allow it.’

237/9/20.

‘It all turned out to
have started when someone dissed someone else’s boyfriend,’ Nava
said. ‘Said he was a slut, apparently, plus other choice terms
which resulted in punches being thrown.’

‘That sounds
depressingly typical,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I assume there was alcohol
involved?’

‘They were
drunk, certainly. We’ll be hauling all of them up in front of the
disciplinary court, and the decision will be placed on their
permanent records.’

‘It’s sad,
really,’ Melissa commented. ‘Students here should be smart enough
to avoid drinking to excess.’

‘Intelligence
and common sense have low correspondence.’

‘I suppose…
What do you think the ASF wants with us?’

The trio were
on their way to a meeting with an as-yet-unknown ASF officer who
had requested a meeting. That it was them being requested suggested
that it was something to do with what had happened over the summer
holiday, but they had assumed that their involvement with that was
done and dusted. Then the request had come through the school’s
administration.

‘It was a
request,’ Mitsuko said, ‘not a demand. They’ve even laid on lunch.
I’m not sure whether that makes it less perplexing or more. What
could they want?’

They were
approaching the meeting room in the administration building which
had been prepared for them as Nava said, ‘Speculation is a waste of
time when we’ll find out in another few seconds.’

The confusion
was at least partially resolved for Melissa when she saw one of the
two occupants of the room. ‘Colonel Myron Seward Voll? I’m
remembering right, aren’t I?’

The man in the
ASF uniform smiled. ‘You are correct, Miss Melissa Connelly.’ He
was not massively memorable; he followed the usual mode of
attractive features, slightly tanned skin, dark hair cut short, and
brown eyes. Melissa had sat next to him at Naomi’s graduation
dinner, however, and remembered him quite well. ‘This is my
assistant, First Lieutenant Emilia Lambert Garnet.’

Beside Myron
stood a woman in her mid-twenties compared to his late thirties.
She was something of a stunner with long, straight, black hair,
delicate, finely carved features, pale skin, and near-black eyes.
She actually looked a little like Mitsuko, if Mitsuko had been born
to purely Caucasian parents. And also if her bust had not stopped
growing; Emilia’s breasts appeared to be trying their best to force
their way out of her uniform dress. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you
all,’ the lieutenant said. ‘Colonel Myron Seward spoke extensively
of his chat with you last year, Miss Melissa Connelly, and the
entire ATC has been talking about the after-action reports
concerning your activities over the summer.’

‘O-oh,’ Melissa
said. She rallied quickly before her embarrassment could hit too
hard. ‘Let me introduce Mitsuko Trenton Sonkei and Nava Greyling
Sonkei. Colonel Seward Voll is a strategy instructor at the Admiral
Aurora Trenton Advanced Training Centre. We sat next to each other
at Naomi’s graduation ball.’

‘And we
discussed the use of Force Wall in tactical situations,’ the
colonel said, ‘which I believe you have perfected since.’

‘P-perfected? I
w-wouldn’t actually say I’d–’

‘Melissa is the
queen of offensive Force Wall,’ Mitsuko said, ‘though she claims
she gets lucky a lot.’

‘I do!’

‘We would like
to hear more details,’ Myron said.

‘And more about
the other support spells you three employed in Avorna,’ Emilia
said.

‘Emilia is a
sorceress. She’s my main source of information on the subject of
magic.’

‘I suppose, but
I’m not that good. My capacity is only one-eighty. I wasn’t
good enough to attend SAS-squared.’

‘One hundred
and eighty is respectable for an SAS-squared graduate, First
Lieutenant Emilia Lambert,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Nava will graduate with
a somewhat higher score, but we can’t all be prodigies. I’m not
sure what I can add to this conversation, if I’m honest. I’m a
combat student.’

‘You were there
and a part of the operations,’ Myron said. ‘A combat student’s
perspective will also be useful given that both Miss Melissa
Connelly and First Lieutenant Nava Greyling are support. Now, let’s
sit down, talk, and eat. And perhaps we could drop all the
formality. I’ll be Myron, or we’ll be here until next year.’

Nava headed for
a chair. ‘That suits me fine, Myron. Clan Worlds people have too
many names.’

‘It wouldn’t
matter if we didn’t insist on using them all the time,’ Mitsuko
replied.

‘Agreed. But
you do…’

~~~

‘That seemed
productive,’ Nava said as they walked back to the house. ‘It’s nice
to know that some members of the ASF marines wish to further the
use of sorcery within the organisation.’

‘It made me
think that no one in the ASF ever speaks to the instructors here,’
Mitsuko said. ‘Most of the spells we discussed are at least
mentioned in support-stream classes, so why don’t the military
already use them?’

‘A lot of
support students go into other lines of work,’ Melissa said.

‘And those who
do join the ASF have likely forgotten many of these spells by the
time they do,’ Nava added. ‘Add on the fact that a lot of marines
don’t really trust magic, and you have a recipe for lack of
innovation. Why would anyone put forward ideas for unconventional
uses of magic when they know those ideas will be met with
derision?’

‘But the
marines we worked with on Avorna three liked what Mel did,’
Mitsuko pointed out.

‘They got no
choice about accepting it. Mel was there and she cast her spells.
They got to see them working before they got the chance to decide
such tactics would never work.’

‘Well, maybe
things will change now,’ Melissa said. ‘Colonel Myron is going to
go back and try to change things, right?’

‘Yes,’ Mitsuko
said. ‘Unfortunately, “try” is an important word in that sentence.’
She sighed. ‘I still think I was a fifth wheel in that discussion.
I spoke, certainly, but I don’t think I had much to add.’

‘Of course you
did,’ Melissa replied.

Nava, however,
was silent. Mitsuko took that to mean she had not, in fact, been of
much use and Nava was saying nothing to avoid hurt feelings.
Sometimes, the fact that Nava preferred not to lie could be a real
pain.

237/9/21.

‘Four-fifty, it’s
confirmed.’ Hoshi was looking at the display on a
capacity-measurement machine which Nava had just hit with a
four-hundred-and-fifty-Tammy version of the standard test spell.
Nava was not looking like her head was hurting, which was a
definite plus.

‘You are, as
always, amazing, Champion of Light,’ Carina said. She had come
along to discover Nava’s capacity because of course she
wanted to know.

‘That’s about
what I expected,’ Nava said. ‘That means I could cast rank five
Active Recovery.’

‘There’s a rank
five?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘There is. It
is exceptionally powerful.’

‘Oh.’

‘Now you just
have to decide what capacity you’ll fake at the end of the year,’
Melissa said, grinning.

‘Indeed,’ Nava
agreed. ‘Something in the three hundreds. No one will believe
anything less.’

‘That might be
a little harder than you expect,’ Hoshi said.

Rochester
nodded. He was practically living with Hoshi now, so of course he
had come out before breakfast to find out Nava’s new capacity.
‘Arden Archer’s new capacity machine.’

Nava looked at
him. ‘This is the first I’ve heard of this.’

‘I suppose you
could say it’s the first practical product of his discussions with
Trudy,’ Hoshi said. ‘You know she can objectively measure capacity.
The problem is that she has no way of converting her measurement
into Tammys. Arden came up with an idea about how to measure
capacity based on your maximum cantrip complexity and the school
has put some resources into building it. They’re hoping to run a
sort of open beta at the end of the year, testing the new machine
against the traditional test.’

‘Oh,’ Nava
said. ‘So, a large disparity between the two results might raise
questions.’

‘Uh-huh. I’m
more interested in the fact that Arden and Trudy seem to have
created a device which detects Q-field perturbations with far
greater accuracy than anything else we have. So is the rest of the
department. If this works, we’ll have useful magic sensors
available in the near future.’

‘Arden Archer
did say that he would like some help with calibrating the first
prototype,’ Rochester added. ‘It would be useful if you would agree
to try it out, Nava. Privately, of course.’

‘He wants to
ruin my life and expects me to help him?’ Nava asked.

‘Well, yes. You
have met the man, haven’t you?’

237/9/27.

It was the following
Sunday, and everyone, including Arden Archer, was in the house.
They were not testing any kind of capacity machine, however.
Instead…

‘I requested
this meeting of the “we know Trudy exists” club,’ Arden said,
‘because we’ve come to something of an impasse over units, and we
thought some fresh minds might help.’

‘I don’t get
it,’ Melissa said. ‘What’s the problem with units? What
units?’

‘All of them.
Time. We don’t have a way to accurately convert between seconds and
the equivalent Harbinger unit.’

‘The problem,’
Trudy said, ‘is that both our species created units of measurements
based upon our environment.’ Trudy was physically in the room,
which would have sent most citizens of the Clan Worlds into a fit
of one form or another if they walked in. A giant blue alien was
sitting on one of the sofas in the lounge, looking like she
belonged in a horror vid. ‘Humans defined a second based on
subdivisions of your solar day.’

‘Which was
eventually redefined using the radiation from a specific atom,’
Arden said.

‘But
importantly, and for clear practical reasons, the duration
of a second remained the same. All that changed was how that
duration was defined. Likewise, we Harbingers have a comparable
unit based on a subdivision of our solar day. Though we used
subdivisions of sixty-four rather than sixty. Where did you get
base sixty from?’

‘Blame the
Babylonians,’ Melissa said. ‘So, you’re saying that all our units
are arbitrary, so it’s difficult to convert one to the other.’

‘Technically
not,’ Arden said. ‘The Harbingers obviously redefined their second
using fixed physical constants, but Trudy is a biologist, not a
physicist.’

‘I just don’t
remember the definitions that well,’ Trudy said. She never really
exhibited emotions the way humans did, but she looked
embarrassed.

‘I’d have to
look them up,’ Carina said. ‘Oh, a metre is the distance light
travels in a vacuum in– Actually, no, because I don’t remember the
exact definition of the speed of light. It’s about three hundred
million metres per second. Two, nine, nine, seven… No, I’d have to
look it up.’

‘Isn’t that
definition circular anyway?’ Mitsuko asked. ‘A metre is defined in
terms of the speed of light. The speed of light is in metres per
second.’

‘And the speed
of light is a defined constant under the SI system,’ Rochester
said, ‘not a directly measured value. That works perfectly for the
purposes of defining the metre and the speed of light, but it does
nothing to help convert SI units to Harbinger units.’

‘I’m getting a
headache,’ Mitsuko said.

‘If we could
manage to convert just a few basic units,’ Hoshi said, ‘we could
probably do them all. It’s not that hard from that point of
view. It’s just getting over that first hurdle that’s hard.’

‘It would
appear,’ Nava said, ‘that you need to speak to a Harbinger
physicist.’

‘We don’t have
one,’ Arden said.

‘We don’t have
one here. I know there’s an engineer on Avorna. He might be
sufficient, but there may also be other science specialists there.
The problem would be persuading them to help. They only spoke to me
because they thought I might be a threat.’

Everyone looked
at Trudy. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘in the worst case, I suppose I could
go to Avorna. Perhaps we could change this session to a discussion
of other ways we could persuade them.’

‘You could make
a sign,’ Melissa suggested.

‘A sign?’

‘Yes. Write a
sign in Harbinger saying something like, “I need to talk to a
physicist. Trudy sent me. Please help.” And then Arden could stand
in the museum holding that until one of them makes contact.’

There was
silence for a moment. ‘Let’s put that on the backburner for now and
consider some other options.’

~~~

‘I understand you have
a new capacity-testing machine in the works,’ Nava said.

Arden gave a
small grimace. ‘I understand I’m making life difficult for you
again. Though, to be fair, it’s not just me this time.’

The discussion
of units had stalled with two principal options becoming the main
means of contacting the Harbingers on Avorna. No one had had any
other really good ideas, so they were left with Trudy going there,
or Arden standing somewhere they knew the Harbingers frequented
with a sign. The exact wording of the message was still up for
debate. Now Nava had decided to change the subject.

‘It was
inevitable that my true capacity would become public knowledge.’
Nava gave a shrug. ‘I suppose the end of this year will be as good
a time as any.’

‘It’s Taryn I
feel sorry for,’ Mitsuko said. ‘She’s going to be terribly
disappointed when she finds out what you can really do.’

‘Hm.’

‘How did you
come up with a better sensor system anyway?’ Melissa asked. ‘That
seems to be the key advance in technology. Somehow, you’ve managed
to get a machine to really detect quintessence fluctuations.’

‘Biomimicry,’
Arden replied. That got a lot of blank looks, so he continued.
‘It’s down to Trudy, obviously, but she told us how humans, and
other organic entities, detect the Q-field. There are quantum
nanostructures in our nerves. That’s how magicians are able to
influence the Q-field as well, but for now we’re sticking to
mimicking those structures in electronic form to sense
quintessential perturbations with greater accuracy.’

‘This is the
first I’ve heard of this,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Because we’re
still working out how to publish the information without giving
away how we discovered it. The sensor is being attributed to a
collaboration between myself and Hoshi. Once we knew what we were
looking at, some aspects of Harbinger artefacts were obviously
their version of the same technology, so we “discovered” a means of
creating artificial Q-sensitive nerves.’

‘The discovery
of the structures in your nerves has already been made,’ Trudy
said. ‘The problem there is that they were identified over four
hundred years ago on Earth. At the time, they were documented as a
scientific curiosity with no known function. I only found the paper
because I specifically went looking for it to see whether the human
mechanism for Q-field manipulation was the same as ours.’

‘I remember
that,’ Carina said. ‘I remember you asking me to search for it. You
never did explain what it was about.’

‘Now you know.
We could possibly push a biologist to rediscover it.’

‘Except we
don’t have a biologist in the faculty,’ Hoshi said.

Melissa
grinned. ‘Maybe we could make a sign…’

237/10/6.

‘That seems serious,’
Mitsuko said. She was reading on her ketcom at breakfast, so
presumably it was something in the news.

‘More detail
would be required before I could comment,’ Nava said.

‘Obviously.
There was an explosion in a communications centre early this
morning. A big explosion. There were several deaths.’

‘In a
communications centre?’

‘Yes. Not the
sort of place you would expect to contain anything volatile.’

‘That’s the
second time it’s happened,’ Carina said. ‘You were on Aquaria or
Avorna when the last one happened. There were deaths last time
too.’

Mitsuko nodded.
‘Twelve dead in the first event, fourteen this time. A lot of them
were magicians on the night shift. There’s speculation that this
could be some form of anti-magic terrorism.’

‘That’s new.
The news channels said it was an accident last time.’

‘Apparently
that was re-evaluated later since they couldn’t find any evidence
of anything which could have exploded.’

‘Except that
that would include explosives,’ Nava said. ‘If they can’t find
evidence of a bomb, that would suggest magic. Why would a magician
be involved in anti-magic terrorism?’

‘Fawn might
know more,’ Melissa suggested.

‘Mm. Perhaps
I’ll call her. That being said, it’s none of our business unless
someone wants to make it so. Perhaps I’ll let sleeping dogs lie.
Until they wake up and bite me, anyway.’

237/10/27.

‘You’re not here to
talk about explosions in communications companies, are you?’
Melissa asked.

Fawn looked at
her for a second. ‘No. Oh, that. No, this is nothing to do with
that. IRD is involved in the investigation, but it’s nothing to do
with me. Or Nava.’

‘I thought Nava
was the ASF’s answer to everything now,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Well, not
everything…’

Fawn had turned
up for lunch on a Sunday, saying she had something to discuss with
Nava and that it was not confidential. Hence, lunch was being had
around the lounge table. Lunch was sandwich-based, though Mitsuko
had also made some miso soup to add something hot. It was getting
late in the year and the temperature outside was sliding toward
winter. Carina, in particular, was noticing the decline.

‘If I may ask
then, Lieutenant,’ Nava said, ‘what did you wish to discuss?’

Fawn frowned.
‘You said that if I turned up on a Sunday and didn’t make this
official, you’d call me Fawn.’

‘I lied.’

‘Hm. Well. The
ASF has decided what it wants to do about that whole informal
promotion thing, so I came to tell you what they decided.’

‘I sit here on
tenterhooks.’

Melissa and
Carina giggled. Mitsuko tried her best not to smirk too hard.

‘You’re mean,’
Fawn said. ‘They decided to make it official. You get an immediate,
full commission in the ASF, which is immediately converted into a
reserve assignment. You’d be “on secondment” to SAS-squared, in
effect, until you graduate.’

‘That sounds
excessively complicated,’ Nava said.

‘Probably. But
it gets more complicated.’

‘I’m not going
to like this, am I?’

‘Well…’ Fawn’s
face twisted into something of a grimace. ‘No. No, you’re not. The
IRD is all on-board with this. Major Deveraux Wescott put the idea
forward. Admiral Youta Ishida wants to go ahead with it.’ The major
was the head of the IRD and also Sixte’s uncle. There was only one
full admiral in the ASF, so the top man in the military wanted to
go ahead with this.

‘But?’

‘But some of
the generals have raised objections.’ Beneath Admiral Youta Ishida,
there were a number of vice admirals and generals. The vice
admirals were on the naval side of the organisation while the
generals were at the top of the marines. Given that the marines
generally had a worse view of magic than the navy, it was logical
that generals would object. ‘You would be bypassing a lot of
training and testing, so it’s not entirely without
justification.’

‘You protest
too much, Lieutenant. They’re objecting because they don’t like
magicians.’

‘They want you
to go through an evaluation process before they’ll accept the
arrangement. Three days of trials, starting on the second of next
month. It’s, uh, during your autumn break.’

‘I’m aware. If
I fail this evaluation, what happens?’

‘Well, nothing.
Things stay as they are.’

‘Then can I
just not do it and say I failed?’

‘Not
really.’

Nava was silent
for several seconds. ‘Can you stay a little after lunch?’ That
seemed to be all the acknowledgement Fawn was getting.

‘It’s Sunday. I
can stay all day. Why?’

‘After lunch,
we’re going to do some testing on something you may find
interesting.’

Fawn gave a
shrug. ‘In that case, I can’t wait.’

~~~

The machine looked like
a conventional capacity-testing machine. It was about the size of a
household refrigerator with a display set above an opening. The
person being tested fired a special spell into the opening, just as
with the normal machines. However, the only thing that did in the
normal devices was confirm that the spell had been cast. Here there
was actual measurement going on somehow.

‘What’s your
current cantrip limit?’ Hoshi asked.

‘Forty-four,’
Nava replied.

Hoshi’s
shoulders sagged. ‘I’m still on twelve.’

‘Forty-four is
high, isn’t it?’ Arden asked.

‘It’s not
record breaking or anything, but for a student it’s more or less
unheard of.’ She finished tapping at the display. ‘Well, that’s the
spell, if you want to see the schema. Just cast it when you’re
ready.’

‘And this thing
will then extrapolate her capacity based on that?’ Fawn asked.
There was quite an audience, as no one was surprised to discover.
Trudy was even watching, even if she was staying invisible.

‘It’s worked on
everyone we’ve tried it on so far,’ Arden said. ‘The results have
matched the figures gained through the old test. That won’t be the
case here, because Nava fakes her scores.’

‘Her public
scores,’ Mitsuko said. ‘We know what it should say.’

Nava raised her
hand and pointed it at the opening in the machine. ‘Well, let’s see
what it says.’ There was no visible result aside from the display
changing, but the display had changed, so the machine had
detected a spell.

Both Hoshi and
Arden peered at the results. ‘Four hundred and forty-seven with
error limits of plus four and minus three,’ Hoshi said. ‘That’s a
bigger range than we’ve seen with everyone else.’

Arden nodded.
‘It’s the magnitude of the effect.’ He peered at Nava. ‘You’re
swamping the sensors.’

‘Are we saying
Nava is overpowered?’ Melissa asked.

Rochester
replied. ‘Was there ever any doubt?’

237/10/31.

‘Champion of
Light?’

Nava was almost
used to being addressed as such and did not bat an eyelid when
Carina spoke. Then again, Nava rarely seemed bothered by anything.
‘Yes, Cari?’

‘You were
involved in that piracy thing in Avorna, right?’

‘We all
were.’

‘So, do
you think it was the Consortium?’

In the midst of
assembling a forkful of pasta, Melissa paused. ‘You’ve seen the
stories on the news channels then, Cari?’

‘Irresponsible
rumourmongering,’ Mitsuko said. Dinner was being had in the house,
but impending war was hardly the worst thing they had ever
discussed over a meal.

‘You think?’
Nava asked.

There was a
brief pause. ‘Well, no, I think someone’s trying to push opinion in
favour of a military campaign against the Consortium.’

‘And the
Sino-Soviet Republic,’ Carina said. ‘The reports I’ve seen suggest
that it’s pretty clear they were behind similar piracy in
Mandalore.’

‘Which is one
of the main indicators that it’s untrue,’ Nava said.

Carina frowned
and then her eyes widened. ‘Oh! Because it’s ridiculous that two of
our neighbours would decide to pull the same covert scheme at
basically the same time. So, you don’t think it’s down to either of
them?’

Nava was silent
for a second. ‘This is all confidential.’

‘Of course,
Champion of Light. I will take your words to the grave, despite the
oncoming Darkness.’

‘Mm. All the
evidence we gathered in Avorna suggests that the Consortium were
behind the attacks.’

‘Oh.’

‘However, there
were things about that evidence suggesting that it was either
fabricated or carefully arranged. There were things missing which
should have been there. Several people escaped the pirate base
before we assaulted it and, while there is plenty of evidence
concerning the origins of most of the pirates, there is nothing
about those commanders. The information available draws a broad
picture of a Consortium operation, but the details suggest
something else.’

‘And there’s
basically only very circumstantial evidence of Republican
involvement in Mandalore,’ Mitsuko added. ‘No matter what’s
inferred in those reports, the proof is not there.’

‘Someone wants
a war,’ Melissa said.

‘Well, that’s
not good,’ Carina replied.

‘That’s new,’
Nava said. ‘I was unaware that massive understatement was one of
your skills, Cari.’

‘True,’ Mitsuko
said. ‘I’d expect a statement like that from you, Nava. But with
added sarcasm.’

‘You can never
tell when I’m being sarcastic.’

Mitsuko
shrugged. ‘If it’s something like this, I just assume you are. It’s
easier that way.’

Trenton Mansion,
237/10/33.

Autumn break had
started, and Nava would be heading off for her assessment in a
couple of days, but first she was staying at the Trenton Mansion
for a couple of nights. There was, of course, a party. Nava was not
sure if it was celebrating anything, but it was a clan thing and
pretty lively. There was, in fact, only one major problem with
it.

‘We need to be
watchful,’ Mitsuko said as they walked from the family part of the
house into the more public area where the party was happening.
‘Uncle Spencer will be here.’

‘Now I just
want to turn around and go to bed,’ Nava replied.

‘Well, I’d
obviously prefer to just take you to bed, but we have
obligations.’

‘Mm. Really,
Spencer shouldn’t be a problem. I’d prefer not to meet him again,
but he’s meaningless.’

‘No, he’s an
irritant I don’t need when I’m trying to enjoy myself. And, since
he’s here, Glory won’t be.’

‘You make valid
points. I’ll upgrade him from meaningless to trivial.’

‘I really wish
I could have your attitude to annoyances.’

‘I recommend
being systematically tortured for years. It gives you a whole new
perspective.’

‘I think I’ll
pass.’

‘Good
answer.’

~~~

‘So far,’ Zackery said,
‘Amédée is doing fairly well on Aquaria. All the reports are… Well,
things are progressing. No one’s tried to kill her since she got
there.’

‘It’s always a
good day when no one tries to kill you,’ Nava opined.

‘There speaks a
voice of experience. Though I’m not sure it’s an experience I’d
want.’

‘I am quite
sure I do not,’ Yuzuki said. The living porcelain doll that was
Mitsuko’s mother was just as beautiful and generally perfect as
ever. Tonight, she was dressed in a white gown rather than one of
her kimonos, showing off more leg than usual. Even with more skin
on display, she still looked like she belonged on a throne. By
comparison, Zackery in his tailored suit looked quite ordinary.
‘Ruben and the Pride of Shinden are back in Mandalore.’

‘More piracy?’
Mitsuko asked.

‘There have
been reports of ships going missing. Piracy is suspected. However,
it may not be related to the previous activity.’

Zackery nodded.
‘It may not, but there are people on the Clan Council determined to
uncover evidence that the Sino-Soviet Republic is involved. We’re
trying to counter it, but there’s only so much we can do.’ His
expression shifted toward a grin. ‘You really took an entire squad
of marines across a total hellscape to invade a pirate base?’

‘Magic,’ Nava
said, ‘can do a lot of things people simply don’t realise it can
do.’

‘Such as
resisting temperatures which could boil lead, massive
pressures…’

‘Such as those.
We did need to use military screens as windbreaks. It wasn’t all
down to me knowing utility spells.’

‘And I heard
about that trick Melissa pulled. The one where she diverted
grenades back at the pirates.’

‘Mel’s the
queen of offensive Force Wall use,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Or that’s what
Suki is trying to push as a nickname. It does turn Mel scarlet
every time she hears it, so I’m backing its use.’

‘Where is
Melissa?’ Yuzuki asked. ‘We would have been happy to have her here
tonight.’

‘By now,’
Mitsuko replied, ‘I hope she’s in bed with Naomi. She didn’t get
any time with him over summer, so they’ve been making up time as
much as possible.’

‘I see. Of
course. Next time, I will be sure to invite both of them.’

~~~

‘Are you both recovered
from your summer “holiday?”’ Rhianna asked. The dark-skinned beauty
was wearing quite a staid outfit tonight: a glossy black minidress
which covered everything up, aside from her shoulders. There was a
harness-like affair – a collar with straps leading down from her
throat and looping around her back – which added a bit of a
dominatrix look to the dress. That suited the spy rather well.

‘As your tone
suggests,’ Nava replied, ‘it was not much of a holiday.’

‘But we’re over
it, I think,’ Mitsuko added. ‘Back in the swing of being
schoolgirls.’

‘Glad to hear
it,’ Rhianna said. ‘I heard the ASF is trying to cement their ties
to you, Nava?’

‘The evaluation
starts on Wednesday. I’m not looking forward to it, but they refuse
to let me just decline. Whatever they say, I’ll be available to the
Greylings as much as they wish over the winter break. The ASF have
monopolised my time enough.’

‘Well, we
weren’t going to complain about this summer. You gained valuable
field experience.’

‘I suppose
that’s true.’

‘I know I did,’
Mitsuko said. ‘Working with real soldiers is different from working
with other students. Or Nobuyuki. He’s not here tonight?’

Rhianna shook
her head. ‘He’s on Aquaria, keeping an eye on your sister.’

‘Have you seen
any indications that he’s needed? Father said no–’

‘If anything’s
come up so far, no one’s told me. On the other hand, we don’t think
the remnants of the Beyer family are going to go down without any
sort of fight. Currently, we think they’re regrouping and trying to
work out what they can do to get their revenge. I’m afraid Amédée
Trenton is an obvious target for that.’

Mitsuko nodded.
‘Of course. I have no training in intelligence analysis, but even I
can see that my sister has a target on her back.’

‘Yes. So do
you.’

‘Me?’

‘You, Nava, and
Melissa. The three of you were integral to the fall of the Beyers
and the clan as a whole. They’ll have trouble getting to you, sure,
but you should all keep an eye on your backs.’

‘Oh. Well,
that’s good news to hear at a party. And, of course, Nava doesn’t
look even the least bit surprised.’

‘Yes, but she
always looks like that.’

‘True… Let’s
hope there’s no more bad news tonight.’

~~~

That was, of course,
asking for trouble. Trouble came in the form of a voice, slurred
from excess alcohol. Both Nava and Mitsuko recognised it without
seeing its owner.

‘It’s little
Mitsuko! Haven’t seen you in ages. Are you avoiding me?’

Suppressing the
urge to say yes, Mitsuko turned to face the oncoming blimp that was
Spencer Trenton. ‘Uncle Spencer. Of course not. We just haven’t
been to the same parties.’ That was largely because Spencer was,
increasingly, not invited to clan parties when an excuse could be
found to do so.

His forward
movement came to an end in a wobble. Short and fat, Spencer was
looking older than he had the last time Nava had seen him. His
hairline had receded further; he was tending to bald. His nose was
broadening and reddening at the tip. His brown eyes were fading
toward a dirty hazel. His belly might not have grown, but it seemed
to have slumped. He stank of alcohol; that he was carrying a
healthy measure of some brownish spirit in a glass was
unsurprising. ‘Damn shame,’ he said. Then his eyes narrowed as Nava
turned and looked at him. Possibly he was trying to persuade them
to focus so he could get a good look at her. Possibly not. ‘Are you
still with this clanless whore? There’s no excuse for it! You
should–’

‘Spencer
Trenton,’ Mitsuko said, her voice instantly hardening, ‘you’ll mind
your manners around my partner. Besides, Nava is a Greyling now.
She’s no longer clanless.’

‘A Greyling!
What difference does that make? Every last one of them are
clanless bastards and whores! Not one of them was born a
Sonkei. We should get rid of–’

Mitsuko opened
her mouth to protest, but Nava held up a hand to stop her. ‘Spencer
Trenton Sonkei,’ Nava said, ‘I can ignore you insulting me because,
quite frankly, you are a worthless, honourless, drunken fool,
utterly beneath my contempt.’

‘Why you–’

‘But you have
insulted my family. I cannot ignore that. Apologise.’

‘I will do no
such thing! I would never bow my head to a–’

‘Then I’ll
expect to see you in an arena at your earliest convenience.
Assuming you can sober up enough to find one.’

237/10/34.

‘This is my fault for
wondering whether anything else could happen, isn’t it?’ Mitsuko
asked. She was peeling herself out of her minidress, which Nava was
appreciating.

‘Yes, but I
won’t hold it against you.’

‘But I
want you to hold it against me.’

‘I don’t think
you’re talking about the duel there.’

‘Well, no. You
know you’ll have to duel Spencer with guns? He has absolutely no
magical talent.’

Nava nodded. ‘I
suspected as much. I’m proficient with a pistol.’

‘Not expert?
Given your training…’

‘It was never
envisioned that I would need to use firearms. I was trained in
basic pistol marksmanship, just in case, but it was assumed I would
always use spells in combat.’ Nava gave a shrug. ‘Duelling isn’t
real combat, so the supposition still stands.’

‘So, winning
this one isn’t a foregone conclusion?’

‘No. If Spencer
Trenton is fast and accurate, or very lucky, he could wound me
before I hit him.’ Nava frowned. ‘I’m going to need to get a pistol
from somewhere.’

‘Rhianna can
probably help.’

‘I suppose she
probably can.’

~~~

Michiko was growing up.
She was also getting more adept with her magic. With some
concentration, she could now lift most people with her Telekinesis,
and she was demonstrating that by floating Nava in the air over the
bath.

‘I really want
to learn some other utility spells,’ Michiko said, ‘but I really
like Telekinesis. I may grow out of it eventually.’

‘Possibly,’
Nava said. She was appreciating the fact that Mitsuko was
appreciating having a floating, wet girlfriend to look at. Being
appreciated was nice, even if it was for her looks. ‘Telekinesis is
a useful spell. Versatile.’

‘I’m on rank
ten. What can you use, Nava?’

‘I’d have to
improvise it.’

‘Yes, but–’

‘The maximum
rank I could improvise would be one hundred and five, but you are
not to compare your capacity to mine.’

‘I know,’
Michiko said with a smile. ‘You’re special, and I’m still a child,
even if I’m thirteen now.’

‘At the rate
she’s growing,’ Mitsuko said, ‘I think she’ll outstrip me before
she enters SAS-squared.’

‘That’s not
impossible,’ Nava said. She began to drop smoothly toward the water
as Michiko decided she had demonstrated enough.

‘Did you really
challenge Uncle Spencer to a duel?’ the newly minted teenager
asked.

‘I did. He
insulted my family. I’m surprised you’ve heard about it.’

‘I heard people
talking. I’ve never met Uncle Spencer, but from what people try to
stop me hearing, I’m not surprised you have to duel him. You will
win, won’t you, Nava?’

‘I’ll do my
best, Michiko. I’m not expert with a pistol.’

The girl gave a
shrug. ‘But you’re still Nava. There’s no way you could lose.’

~~~

When Zackery asked Nava
if she had a few moments after lunch, she was a little concerned
over what he wanted. The fact that he took her to his office added
to her concern. He had gone to see Spencer in the morning,
attempting to get the man to apologise rather than go through with
the duel. He had not been looking especially happy all through
lunch.

His office was
rather more modern than Nava would have expected. It was in the
mansion and so had something of an Eastern feel to it; the walls at
least appeared to be screens, though this was decorative rather
than functional. There were solid walls behind most of the screens,
but the screens themselves were made of textured plastic rather
than paper, and were quite soundproof. The furniture consisted
largely of a single desk with built-in computing facilities.
Zackery plugged his ketcom in on arrival, though it looked like
that was an automatic action rather than something deliberate. He
did not sit down but walked over to the broad window which took up
one of the walls, looking out toward a forest over green
fields.

‘I spoke to
Spencer this morning,’ he said. ‘He refuses to apologise. Frankly,
I don’t believe he was entirely sober even after a night’s sleep,
but the probability that he’ll relent is low even if we could keep
a drink out of his hand for long enough.’

‘I see,’ Nava
replied. She was a little worried that Zackery was about to ask her
to drop the matter. She thought she knew the leader of the Sonkei
clan well enough to know that he would not do that. On the other
hand, she did not know everything about him…

‘He’s no
sorcerer. You’ll need to duel him with pistols.’

‘Yes, sir. I’m
aware.’

Turning from
the window, Zackery walked over to his desk and unlocked a drawer
with a thumbprint. ‘I’m assuming that you don’t have a duelling
pistol. Please borrow mine.’ A dark-wood case was produced from the
drawer and passed across the desk to Nava. ‘It’s a Sauter
P-ninety-three. It’s accurate and designed for duelling. It gets
very little use, but I do take it out and check everything is
working about once a month.’

Nava hesitated.
‘Are you sure you want to lend me a weapon to fight a duel with a
member of your family?’

‘Absolutely
certain.’

Nava took the
box. ‘Then I will accept. I will pay for any rounds I use and
return it to you when the duel is over.’

He smiled. ‘You
can forget about replacing the ammo. You told me that you could use
a pistol, but how good a shot are you? Are you going to win
this?’

‘Something
might go wrong, but I’m confident that I can hit a human target at
twenty metres with an aimed shot. If Spencer Trenton gets lucky, I
might lose. I’m assuming he is not an exceptional marksman. I
checked his duelling record. He doesn’t have one, which surprised
me.’

‘He usually has
more sense. I think it was mentioned that he’s been getting worse.
That was the first time you met him. He has not turned his
act around since then.’

‘So, it was
just a matter of time.’

‘Yes.
Unfortunately, yes. I know you have that evaluation coming up on
Wednesday, so I’ve made arrangements at an arena in Alliance City
on Tuesday at eleven a.m.’

‘Thank you.
That will work just fine.’

Shinden Alliance
School of Sorcery, 237/10/35.

There was not much call
for testing a student’s accuracy with firearms at SAS2,
but the firing ranges could accommodate it when needed. She set up
a target at twenty metres, loaded the weapon Zackery had supplied
with a practice magazine, and set about seeing if she remembered
how to use a handgun on the morning before her duel.

‘So, this
magazine has nine rounds in it?’ Melissa asked. She had come out to
watch, just as Mitsuko had.

‘Yes,’ Nava
said. ‘Duelling magazines are limited to six rounds, but the
P-ninety-three will accept nine-round mags for practice and target
shooting. Put your ear plugs in, please.’ Nava was already wearing
electronic plugs which would reduce the sound of the shots.

‘Not that
duelling rounds make that much noise,’ Mitsuko said.

‘No, but it’s
still best to be safe.’ Nava turned to her firing position, slotted
the magazine, and racked a round into the chamber. ‘Using
five-point-six-by-fifteen-millimetre rounds is quite old-school.
They used to be called twenty-two Long Rifle. I assume the
intention is to reduce the chance of a lethal wound.’

Mitsuko nodded.
‘Yes. Death duels with pistols use larger rounds. Usually.’

‘Mm.’ Raising
her pistol, Nava began squeezing off rounds at her target. Her
third shot missed. ‘Huh.’ She kept firing, and the ninth shot also
missed. There were seven rounds on target, all of them sufficient
to win a blood duel, but not the consistently perfect shots she got
using spells. ‘Clear.’ She popped her magazine out and began
loading new rounds into it.

‘Seven out of
nine isn’t too bad,’ Melissa said.

‘What if you
don’t aim?’ Mitsuko asked.

Nava glanced at
her, but she slotted the partially loaded magazine back in place,
racked a round, and then fired off three snapshots. One new hole
appeared in the target. ‘I’m a little surprised I hit once,’ she
said. ‘If I want to reliably hit him like that, I’d need to reduce
the range considerably, so I may as well take a second to aim.’

‘True, I
suppose. Unless he gets lucky, I doubt Spencer is going to hit you
at that distance either.’

‘Unless he gets
lucky.’ Nava raised her pistol to the firing position again. ‘I’ll
put in a few more rounds today, just to get my hand in.’

Alliance City,
237/11/1.

For someone who found
duelling distasteful at best, Nava seemed to be doing a lot of it.
When she had become a Greyling, she had assumed that the acceptance
of clan and family honour that entailed might result in more duels.
In reality, this was the first time she had actually been called
upon to defend her family’s honour. Her previous two duels had been
more personal in nature. Given that the average number of duels a
Clan Worlds citizen fought in their lifetime was, approximately,
zero, Nava was well ahead of the curve. Every citizen told
themselves they were prepared to fight for their honour, but most
of them never had to find out whether they were.

As Nava waited
for Spencer to arrive within the arena’s duelling area, she
contemplated the repercussions of the fact that this was his first
duel. The man was a drunken loudmouth. He would attempt to bed just
about anyone he found attractive. How he had managed to avoid
insulting anyone to the point where he was challenged before now
was something of a mystery. Unless the Trenton name carried
sufficient weight that others had let his transgressions slide,
which was not impossible. The idea that he apologised a lot – and
that anyone believed him when he did – seemed unlikely. Whatever,
he was going to face his first challenge today. If he ever turned
up.

Nava looked up
at the spectators gathered to watch the event. It was quite an
audience. Sitting beside the adjudicator was Rhianna, acting as
Nava’s second. Rhianna had, in fact, offered her services as second
at the party as soon as she had heard about the incident with
Spencer. She had seemed just a little too happy to do so.
Beside Rhianna was Zackery, then Mitsuko and Melissa. On the other
side of the adjudicator was an empty seat: Spencer’s second was
also a no-show at this point. Much of the remaining seating was
occupied by members of the clan, supposedly there to see that the
demands of honour were met, and members of the media, there because
just about anything Spencer did might be fodder for the scandal
channels. Nava was not exactly happy to have such a large
audience.

Anyway, how
late was Spencer allowed to be before he lost by default?

Whatever the
answer to that question, it was less time than it took for him to
waddle in and start toward his mark. His second was making his way
to his seat a few seconds after Spencer entered. The poor man was
some unfortunate Trenton who had drawn the short straw; no one
wanted to be second for Spencer, but the family had decided
that someone had to do it. Red in the face, the second took
his seat, and Spencer, carrying a pistol and dressed in a suit,
arrived at his mark.

‘That’s what
you’re wearing?’ Spencer asked. There was sufficient slur in his
voice to suggest that he was late because his second had been
required to pry a bottle out of his hands.

Nava looked
down at her outfit. It was largely black. Black T-shirt, black
leather jacket, black skirt which was a little on the short side,
and black knee-high boots with a low heel and some gold trim. ‘I
didn’t want you ruining anything expensive.’

Whatever
response her opponent might have given, it was cut off by the
adjudicator. ‘Now that both participants are finally here’ – such
a vicious reprimand had never been spoken in so calm a voice – ‘do
both parties attest that a duel is the only way in which the honour
of the aggrieved party can be upheld?’

‘It is,’ Nava
said.

‘Of course it
is,’ Spencer said.

‘Very well. You
are here to settle a manner of honour through a duel to first
blood. Fight honourably. Raise the barrier.’ Around the fighting
area, a barrier of magical energy shimmered into existence,
preventing stray bullets from harming the spectators. ‘Duellists,
indicate that you are ready to begin.’

‘Ready,’
Spencer said.

Nava slipped
her duelling magazine out of the waistband of her skirt, slotted
it, racked a round, and checked the safety was off. Apparently,
Spencer had walked into the arena with a live pistol. He was using
a Waltzer PW54 at that; it took a ten-millimetre round, which was
allowed under the rules, but considered impolite at best in a blood
duel. Whatever. ‘I am ready,’ Nava said.

‘On my word,’
the adjudicator said, ‘begin.’

‘Ha!’ Spencer
raised his pistol and began pulling the trigger as fast as he
could. Six bullets flew in Nava’s general direction, none of them
coming particularly close. The slide locked as the last casing flew
out through the ejection port, but he kept pulling on the trigger
for another second or two before realising his weapon was empty. A
somewhat panicked expression began to form on his face, and he
popped the magazine free, fumbling it.

Nava stood
looking at him as he scrabbled on the ground to pick up the mag and
check its contents. She was not often surprised. She did not show
any consternation on her face. She, and apparently everyone else,
was surprised at the outcome of the duel, however. The arena
was totally silent for maybe six seconds before the adjudicator
pulled himself together.

‘Spencer
Trenton Sonkei, you did not wait for me to say go. You… This duel
is decided in favour of Nava Greyling Sonkei.’

‘No!’ Spencer
shrieked. ‘She cheated! She–’

‘Spencer
Trenton Sonkei.’ The voice was Zackery’s. His words held the new
record for most vicious reprimand delivered in the calmest voice
and fewest words. Nava looked up at him and, while he appeared to
be calm and quite restrained, she could tell that Zackery Trenton
was sitting right on the edge of going nuclear. ‘Not only have you
failed to acquit yourself in a duel of honour, you cheated
in a miserable attempt to win. Your actions bring dishonour to
yourself and our family. Our clan is only saved from disgrace
because your opponent, who you claim to be honourless, has shown
herself to be both honourable and merciful by not shooting you in
the head as would be her right. There is only one recourse I have
as leader of the family. The paperwork to have you removed from the
clan rolls will be put through this afternoon. This is the last
time I will ever address you by the Trenton name.’

~~~

‘This is a nice place,’
Rhianna commented as she walked into the lounge of the Trentons’
city apartment.

‘You’ve never
been here?’ Nava asked.

‘Never had a
need to. I have an apartment in the city myself and I’m not a
Trenton.’

‘If you think
the lounge is nice,’ Melissa said, ‘you should see the sauna.’

‘A sauna?
Nice.’

Zackery was on
his way to the code-locked drinks cabinet. ‘Everyone here is old
enough to drink now, I think. I know I could use one.’ He tapped a
six-digit code into the pad. ‘Hm. We can probably do away with this
lock now. It was mainly to keep Spencer out.’

‘I’ll take a
glass of something,’ Melissa said. ‘I was nervous. And then it all
turned into a bit of an anti-climax.’

‘That’s a mild
understatement,’ Mitsuko said.

‘It couldn’t
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