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Part One: Love
Hurts

 The Trenton Mansion, Shinden, Clan Worlds
Alliance, 235/8/24.

One of the things about
belonging to one of the most powerful families in one of the most
powerful clans in the Clan Worlds Alliance was the expectation that
you would entertain guests. That went double when you were actually
the leading couple in that family. Hence, Zackery and Yuzuki
Trenton Sonkei were having a party and, since they were currently
staying in the mansion, Nava, Melissa, and Rochester were
invited.

Mitsuko was
going too, of course, since she was Zackery and Yuzuki’s third
child and second daughter. She had briefed the troops in a closed
session meeting in her rooms, possibly so that Rochester could be
persuaded that it was a good idea in private. Actually, both
Melissa and Rochester were likely to need a little persuasion, she
had thought; Nava would take the news in her usual taciturn
fashion. Mitsuko had been right: as soon as Rochester learned that
it was going to be a fancy dress party, he had developed a sudden
urge to catch a fatal disease. Melissa had mostly worried over what
she could possibly wear. Thankfully, they had had a week to
prepare.

It had been a
week of mixed emotions. Nava had returned from her debriefing at an
ASF facility off-planet. Everyone had been relieved about that, but
they also had to deal with the revelations about her they had heard
while barricaded in a besieged meeting room in Alliance City.
Everything had, apparently anyway, settled. Nava was fairly sure
that the reaction to knowing what and who she was would not be that
simple, but maybe the reaction to being in a terrorist siege was
overshadowing the more personal issues. Mitsuko had not been too
bad, but Melissa and Rochester had been woken by some nasty
nightmares during that week. To Mitsuko’s surprise, so had Nava,
though Nava’s dreams seemed to be related to her childhood and the
‘sister’ she had killed the week before.

In many ways
then, a party was a good idea. Nava had asked whether Spencer
Trenton was going to be there, had been told that he would not, and
had decided that she could let herself relax. The family drunk,
Uncle Spencer did not like clanless people and Nava was clanless.
Apparently, Spencer had been banned from fancy dress parties after
turning up as a Roman emperor with an exceptionally loose toga,
getting absolutely slammed, and throwing up in the swimming pool.
That was more or less normal for him, but he had claimed he was
being in-character since ‘purging at banquets was normal in Ancient
Rome.’ Nava had listened to the story and decided that the Trentons
were looking for any excuse to exclude the man from parties.

The
other reason Spencer had not been invited was that this was
not a family get-together. Airing the Trentons’ dirty laundry among
themselves was one thing but doing so where others might see it was
out of the question. Nava was a little confused about that too,
since this party seemed to feature pretty much everyone airing
parts of their body normally hidden. The costumes were many,
varied, and ranged from things someone seemed to have thrown
together to other outfits which had to have taken time, money, and
possibly a genius engineer.

Nava had
considered her costume options for approximately five seconds
before saying, ‘I wonder if I could get a whip from somewhere?’
Mitsuko had said she would ask around and the following morning
Yuzuki had presented Nava with a four-metre-long bullwhip.
Nava had not asked where it had come from and she had no desire to
know how Mitsuko’s gorgeous, regal, Japanese doll of a mother had
obtained it. Now, Nava was stalking the party in the same catsuit
and boots she had worn for the summer dance at school, but this
time with a bullwhip tied loosely around her hips. Mitsuko had
decided to match her, or at least to match one interpretation of
Nava’s outfit, by selecting a leather corset and thigh-high boots.
She was also carrying a pair of very functional handcuffs which she
would twirl around her fingers as though looking for someone to use
them on. In Nava’s opinion, Mitsuko looked more like a dominatrix
than she did, mostly because she had the kind of majestic beauty to
pull it off and because she was, in heels, taller than most of the
men at the party.

‘The pool room
is going to get hot enough to boil the water tonight,’ Nava
predicted as the couple wandered through the house in an aimless
manner.

Mitsuko’s eyes
followed a young woman in body paint, and only body paint,
which was designed to make her look like some sort of aquatic
alien. ‘I think that’s a distinct possibility. I wonder if that
paint is waterproof?’

‘Do you
recognise her?’

‘Vaguely. I
think she’s one of the stars of that teen drama thing about the
fish people. Uh, Aqua Squad.’

‘I’ve never
heard of it.’

‘No, well,
that’s about par for the course with you.’

‘I’m not
arguing. I’d suggest that such a show would have makeup artists who
knew how to apply a costume that will survive immersion.’

‘You make a
valid point. Oh, there’s Glory. Let me introduce you.’

The woman
Mitsuko was indicating was… pneumatic. She was also wearing a
corset, but hers was white and coupled with a long, asymmetric
skirt in a silky material, white stockings, and sky-high heeled
sandals. There was the impression of material under considerable
stress as her corset struggled to keep her breasts in line. She
looked exactly the kind of woman Spencer Trenton would fall
for and he had. She had skinned him in the divorce because the man
was constitutionally incapable of keeping it in his pants. Seeing
her just emphasised to Nava how insanely stupid Spencer was; Glory
was a beautiful woman with smooth, light-tan skin, long hair as
black as night, delicate features, full lips, and a figure most
women would kill for. This was after giving birth to two
children.

‘Mitsuko,
dear,’ Glory said as Mitsuko closed the distance. ‘It’s been such a
long time.’ She even had a voice designed to weaken men’s
knees.

‘It’s good to
see you again, Glory,’ Mitsuko said, bending to kiss the older
woman on the cheek. ‘Please allow me to make the introductions.
Gloriana Trenton Sonkei, this is Nava Ward, my friend from school.’
There was a very slight emphasis on ‘friend’ which caused Glory to
twitch an eyebrow. It was definitely that which caused the twitch,
not Nava’s surname. After all…

‘I’m pleased to
meet you, Nava Ward. I assume you know that, in one way, we’re
sisters. I used to be a Ward too.’

Nava nodded. ‘I
had heard that, Gloriana Trenton. Mitsuko was explaining why your
ex-husband found me particularly repellent. Not that his attitude
bothered me.’

Glory’s nose
wrinkled and she reached out to take Nava’s hand, clasping it
between hers in a conciliatory gesture. ‘I’m so sorry you had to
put up with him. I suppose you are used to that kind of behaviour
though.’

‘No. I just
don’t care.’

‘Nava grew up
outside Alliance culture,’ Mitsuko said. ‘She has a refreshing
attitude to the various discriminations heaped upon her.
Essentially, if it has no direct impact on her, it’s beneath her
notice.’

‘I see,’ Glory
said. ‘And if it does have a direct impact.’

Mitsuko
smirked. ‘She usually impacts it back and, if it’s lucky, it walks
away with a limp.’

~~~

‘Growing up on Avorna
never prepared me for this,’ Melissa said.

‘I could say
the same about Leigh’s Landing,’ Rochester replied.

‘I’m not sure
where to look.’

‘I’m glad these
britches are loose.’

Thankfully,
Melissa had not been drinking at the time since spraying the
partygoers with fruit juice would have been rude.

They had
decided on somewhat-matching pirate outfits, though Rochester’s
costume was a little more traditional. He had a creamy-white silk
shirt, open to the waist where it was closed by a wide, colourful
scarf tied as a belt. Bucket-top boots with voluminous, knee-length
trousers tucked into them were currently hiding his reaction to the
amount of female flesh on display. He was wearing an eyepatch over
his right eye and had been persuaded not to put his glasses on over
it. It was not like he actually needed corrective lenses;
the trouble he had seeing without glasses on his face was entirely
psychological. He was, obviously, a space pirate, so he had a fake
cutlass hung at his left hip and a fake ‘blaster pistol’ at his
right.

Quite a
significant amount of the female flesh troubling him belonged to
Melissa. If Rochester’s costume was fairly traditional, Melissa’s
was not. At least, it was rare to see a pirate in shorts and a
minuscule top, which might have been called a camisole, with
fishnet stockings attached to her shorts by suspenders and tucked
into softer boots than Rochester’s and had a tall block heel. The
top carefully shaped her large breasts into a stunning display of
cleavage. The lace in various places emphasised delicacy over
roughness, but she did manage to look a little badass too; she had
been practising her confident strutting technique in their room for
three days straight.

‘I mean,’
Rochester went on while Melissa was recovering her composure,
‘what’s she supposed to be dressed as? She’s wrapped in
bandages. Well, mostly not wrapped in bandages.’

‘She’s a
mummy,’ Melissa supplied.

‘How can you
tell?’

‘Huh?’

‘It’s not like
she has a child with–’

‘No! Not that
kind of mummy. A mummy. Have you never seen a horror movie?
Uh, generally they’re more decayed and they don’t have most of
their boobs hanging out of the bandages. Because they’re usually
male. Except when they aren’t. Anyway, it’s like a zombie, but from
Ancient Egypt. Or Ancient South America. Inca Mummy
Cheerleader was a classic.’

‘I think I’ll
take your word for it. I tend to prefer documentaries. Or I did
anyway.’

Melissa
grinned. ‘I can find you a documentary on mummies. They were real
things. It was part of the Egyptian funeral process. And part of
their ancient form of magic. I don’t think they actually used to
get up and walk around. Or wave pom-poms. Well, I suppose they
could have, but this was before sorcery became a science, so you
won’t find documentaries about walking mummies. And I don’t think
they had pom-poms in Egypt.’

‘Still, could
be interesting. Not the pom-pom bit. I could take you up on that
offer.’

Melissa’s grin
got brighter. ‘We can curl up in front of the screen and
watch–’

‘Now that just
sounds like a perfect way to miss everything after the first ten
minutes.’

~~~

‘Sneak.’

Mitsuko looked
around and frowned.

‘Sneak.
Sneak.’

‘You know,’
Nava said, ‘it’s not really sneaking if you say “sneak, sneak”
while you’re doing it.’ She turned her head to look at the woman
who had ‘snuck’ in beside her. ‘Hello, Rhianna Greyling. What are
you supposed to be?’

‘Sexy ninja,’
Rhianna replied through the black bandana tied over her nose and
mouth. It was possibly the largest piece of cloth on her body. All
the important parts were covered, but the various panels were
connected by torn streamers of black material which looked like
they could break free at any moment. Even her feet were only
covered by what amounted to torn, black bandages. She was a very
attractive woman with dark skin, black hair down to her hips, and a
bounteous chest. The latter was squeezing out of her costume in
various ways; she was a wardrobe malfunction waiting to happen.

‘I got the
impression that Nobuyuki Greyling was the ninja.’

Rhianna pulled
her mask down. ‘I suppose he is more ninja than I am. Good evening,
Mitsuko, Glory. It’s nice to see you at one of these gatherings,
Glory.’

‘It has been a
while,’ Glory agreed. ‘It’s always nice to meet a fellow back-pain
sufferer.’

‘Oh, I must
introduce you to Mel,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Good evening, Rhianna.
Nobuyuki’s not here?’

‘He’s away
doing something involving shadows and sneaking I’d imagine,’
Rhianna replied, shrugging. ‘Um, could I borrow Nava Ward for a few
minutes?’

‘Is she going
to come back unperforated?’

‘If I were
going to try to stab her, I would have brought
Nobuyuki.’

‘In that case,
I have no objection. Nava?’

‘I guess I’ll
be back shortly,’ Nava replied. ‘Lead on, oh sexy kunoichi.’

Mitsuko waited
until they were a couple of metres away before calling after them.
‘Nava, if she does try to stab you, try not to leave too
much of a mess.’

‘You won’t even
find the body.’

~~~

‘My specialities are
espionage, counter-espionage, and infiltration,’ Rhianna said once
she had Nava alone in a – locked – private room. ‘You probably
could kill me without too much fuss.’

‘You’ve almost
certainly seen everything the ASF has on me,’ Nava replied. ‘You
would know better than I do what your chances were.’

‘True. On both
counts.’ The spy paused, apparently considering something. ‘Zackery
says that he didn’t tell Suki any of the stuff we found out about
you and I believe him. He said he didn’t want her to be troubled by
it unless she had to be.’

‘I also believe
that to be the case. So far, she’s taken it all very well. That may
change when she’s had a chance to think about it.’

‘No… No, I
don’t think it will. She might ask more questions. They all might
have questions for you. From the report I saw, you gave them the
basics. They’re going to want more details and they’re probably not
going to know how to ask for them. But that’s not why I asked to
talk to you.’ Rhianna indicated the seats which were set beside a
small conference table for six or eight people.

Nodding, Nava
sat, and Rhianna took the chair beside her, turning it to face
Nava. Then she said nothing.

‘So… What is it
that you wanted to talk about?’ Nava asked.

‘Would you like
to be adopted?’

Nava stared at
the woman for a second. ‘Adopted?’

Rhianna grinned
like the proverbial cat that got the cream. ‘You are amazing. Do
you know that? Amazing. I drop a bombshell like that on you and you
don’t even blink. Not even a twitch. How in the name of every god
did you learn to do that?’

‘It’s easy. All
you need are trainers who torture you whenever you show any sign of
an emotion. What do you mean by adoption?’

‘Oh, uh, people
aren’t born into the Greylings. I mean, we do have children
born to family members, but when that happens the parents leave or
the children are fostered out. Most of us try to avoid it. New
Greylings are adopted from other families in the clan. Sometimes,
we bring in orphans, like you. You’d gain a family and clan. The
pay’s pretty good. We get excellent health benefits, not that you
need them, and the pension is amazing. That’s if you ever
retire.’

The room fell
silent as Nava considered what seemed to be a very generous offer.
There were a number of things which this would be a solution to.
Nava probably did not even know what all of them were. Still… ‘You
know the ASF expect me to join their forces after I leave
school?’

‘Not a problem.
A fair number of the lower-ranking Greylings are in the ASF. We get
on pretty well with them. There should never be any conflict of
interest because, when it comes down to it, we have the same goals.
Or theirs are a superset of ours. Sort of. They protect the Clan
Worlds Alliance. We protect the Sonkei clan. However, since the
clan more or less runs the Alliance administration, it’s rare that
a threat to the clan isn’t also some sort of threat to the whole
thing. See?’ Rhianna certainly had a ready grin.

‘I understand.
I think I’d like to put this to my ASF contact before accepting. Or
rejecting.’

‘Again, not a
problem. We’re not in a drastic hurry or anything. We want to grab
you before anyone else does, but your part in various things since
you came to Shinden has been kept very quiet. We shouldn’t
have any competition for a while.’

Nava nodded.
‘There is one other thing. I’m learning support magic because I
don’t wish to be a weapon. If all you want–’

Rhianna shook
her head. Then she partially took back the denial. ‘We obviously
can’t overlook your combat capabilities. That said, we see you more
as an all-round asset. That spell you improvised to take out that
Harbinger. Yes, I suppose you might say that was a straight combat
mission, but the spell wasn’t combat-oriented of itself. You can do
things a lot of older magicians would have a lot of trouble with
and you’ll probably get better. That kind of power brings enormous
flexibility. We just can’t afford to overlook that sort of
potential.’

‘I’ll give it
serious thought and get you an answer as soon as possible.’

‘Like I said,
no real hurry.’

‘Yes. How do I
contact you when I have an answer?’

Rhianna waved
the question away as obvious. ‘I’ll send my contact details to your
ketcom.’

‘Somehow,
that’s disappointingly ordinary.’

~~~

‘So, what did Rhianna
want?’ Mitsuko asked when Nava reappeared. Melissa and Rochester
had appeared, giving Mitsuko an excuse to stick with Glory for a
while longer. Nava had not had to search hard to find them.

‘I’ll tell you
later,’ Nava replied. ‘Top secret ninja stuff.’

‘Oh,’ Glory
said, grinning brightly, ‘how intriguing.’

‘Nava is a
woman of much mystery,’ Melissa said. ‘Even when you think you have
her sorted out, you discover something about her that you still
don’t understand.’

‘I’m not going
to claim to be an open book,’ Nava replied. ‘I try to avoid
bald-faced lies.’

‘Every woman
has to keep a little mystery about herself,’ Glory said. ‘Keep them
guessing.’

‘Nava’s
exceptional at that,’ Mitsuko said. ‘It’s almost impossible to know
what she’s thinking. Unless you ask her.’

‘I’m thinking,’
Nava said, ‘that I need another drink.’

‘Of course,
what she’s thinking may not be very profound…’

235/8/25.

Nava felt the handcuffs
lock into place around her wrists. She had expected them to get
used at some point during the night. Having her arms tethered over
a rail in Mitsuko’s huge walk-in wardrobe had not been one of the
scenarios she had envisioned, but it was certainly not an
unexpected turn of events.

Mitsuko’s
fingers began trailing lines over Nava’s skin. Fairly soon, Nava
was having trouble stopping herself from squirming.

‘So, what did
Rhianna want?’ Mitsuko asked. She was still fully dressed. If what
she was wearing could be called dressed.

‘Now?’

‘Yes. Now. You
don’t get to come until you’ve told me.’ Mitsuko lowered her voice
to what was probably meant to be a menacing level but just came off
as sexy. ‘Even if it takes hours.’

‘That is no
incentive for me to talk.’

‘I can come up
with some.’ Reaching into her bodice, Mitsuko removed a small
device: more or less bullet-shaped, bright pink, and about five
centimetres in length. She twisted the blunt end and it began to
buzz.

‘Have you been
walking around with that in there all evening?’

‘Yes. I never
quite got around to using it.’ Mitsuko wrapped an arm around Nava’s
waist and then lowered the hand holding the vibrator against Nava’s
butt.

‘This is kinky,
even for you.’

The vibrator
was repositioned. Its pointed end pressed between Nava’s cheeks and
slid closer to its target. ‘What did Rhianna want?’

‘I think I can
hold out longer thaaaaa–’

‘Oh, cool.
Maybe I’ll just make you come until you tell me.’

‘That’s not
going to make me… It’s just driving me… Okay! Okay, I’ll talk!’

‘Spoilsport.’
Still, Mitsuko turned off the little buzzing object. Nava was
acutely aware that the vibrator was still in the same place,
however.

‘I wanted to
ask you about this anyway,’ Nava said. ‘She wants me to join the
Greylings. I’d be adopted into the family.’

Mitsuko blinked
several times. She was not the kind of person to let her jaw drop,
but she was clearly dumbstruck for several seconds. ‘That’s… I
think that’s great news. I think. Let me think.’

‘It would
clearly be advantageous for our relationship. The Greylings have, I
believe, roughly the same status as the Trentons. At least on
paper. No one could complain about you hooking up with one.’

‘They could,
but they wouldn’t dare show it. I don’t want you to put that as
your first priority. You do this because it fits with what
you want, not because it’s advantageous to us. As
I’ve said more than once, I think this relationship can last, but I
could be wrong. I won’t have you stuck with the Greylings because
you wanted to make it easier for me.’

‘I hadn’t
planned to. I need to talk to Fawn Tyrell. Rhianna Greyling said
there would be no problem with me serving the ASF and the
Greylings, but I want to hear it from someone in the ASF too.
Actually, specifically because of the battalion I’m in…’

Mitsuko
frowned. ‘I never did get what part of the ASF Fawn was in.’

‘No… I don’t
suppose it matters if you know. It’s the Intelligence Response
Directorate.’

‘Oh.’ Once
again, Mitsuko was silent for a few seconds. ‘You should talk to
Fawn. I suspect there won’t be an issue, but you should
definitely confirm that with Fawn. The IRD, huh? Wow. Okay.’
Another pause. Then there was the sound of buzzing and the widening
of Nava’s eyes. ‘Now, where was I…’

~~~

‘Nava, did you see the
email from Lambert Stenger this morning?’ It was just after
breakfast and everyone had trooped out to sit beside the pool for
an hour. Rochester had decided to keep the news for then since it
did not concern Mitsuko’s family.

‘Yes,’ Nava
replied. She was busy smoothing sunscreen onto Mitsuko’s back.
‘Suki, why don’t you just use a Shade spell? We could dispense with
ten minutes of me– Never mind. Stupid question.’

Mitsuko
smirked, but she said, ‘I haven’t checked my mail yet.’

‘It was copied
to all of us,’ Melissa said. ‘Courtney and Kyle too.’

‘Oh. What did
he have to say?’

‘He’s taking a
sabbatical,’ Rochester said. ‘He’ll be away until at least two
thirty-seven.’

‘I got the
impression that he might not come back,’ Melissa said. ‘Ever.’

‘I could
certainly understand that,’ Mitsuko said. ‘It wasn’t the school’s
fault, but his work there basically cost him everything. I wonder
what he’ll do?’

‘He didn’t
say,’ Rochester replied. ‘The message was mostly to thank us for
taking care of the Harbinger entity and to make arrangements to get
the paper we were working on finished.’

‘His assistant
is taking over most of his work,’ Nava said. ‘Hoshi Horne Sonkei.
She graduated last year and moved on to postgraduate studies, so I
can’t imagine she knows his work that well, but he says she can be
trusted and has a good grasp of metaphysics.’

‘I assume he
meant that she can be trusted to keep your capacity secret,’
Melissa said.

‘Mm. Well, my
part in that paper is done, so I doubt I’ll need to talk to her.
Chess will need to help finalise things, but I don’t think there
was much left to do.’

‘No,’ Rochester
agreed. ‘The mathematics needs to be properly typeset. Everything
needs to be rechecked. I’d imagine she’s been at least partially
involved in getting it ready before this.’ He sighed. ‘It’s a
shame. Lambert was a good metaphysics teacher.’

‘I wonder who
they’ll get to replace him?’ Melissa asked.

‘The student
council should get notified of new faculty,’ Mitsuko said. ‘By
“student council,” I mean you, Mel. They’ll send it through to our
secretary so the rest of us can be notified.’

‘Oh. Okay.
Well, there hasn’t been anything yet, but I suppose there doesn’t
need to be a replacement in place for two weeks.’

‘And they may
just cover his classes with existing staff anyway,’ Rochester
suggested. ‘We are talking about first years. Even a postgrad could
probably teach the classes. I’ll message Hoshi Horne later and tell
her we’ve received the bad news.’

235/8/27.

‘Ahem.’ Lunch was
concluded, but it was apparent that Zackery, Mitsuko’s father, had
something he wished to say. No one actually said ‘ahem’ when they
coughed. Nava changed her assessment when Yuzuki got up from the
table and joined her husband. They both had something to say. This
sounded serious.

‘Father,
Mother, what’s this?’ Mitsuko said. Apparently, she had no idea
what was going on either.

At that point
Michiko, the youngest child of the family and far too mature for
someone in her tenth year, returned carrying a box. She had asked
to be excused a moment before the fake cough and rushed off in a
manner far more like a ten-year-old than Nava was used to from her.
Now she returned with great solemnity and walked up to join her
parents, little hands wrapped around the wooden box she had been
entrusted with.

‘Nava,’ Zackery
said. Nava got to her feet, because that just seemed like the right
thing to do. ‘In recognition of your actions in keeping our
daughter alive on more occasions than we would have wished, we
would like to present you with this small token of our
appreciation.’

Zackery gave
Michiko a little nod and she paced forward to Nava’s seat, holding
up the box which was really too big for her. ‘Thank you for helping
Onee-chan so much,’ the tiny girl said.

Nava took the
box from her before the strain on Michiko’s arms began to show in
her face. It looked like it was made from mahogany or some other
dark wood and there was a copper plate inset into the top with
‘Nava’ inscribed into it in cursive script. It looked a lot like a
presentation gun case and, sure enough, when Nava opened it, she
found a pair of spell pistols inside. ‘Thank you, Michiko, and
thank you, Zackery and Yuzuki. I was only doing–’

‘The other
reason for getting you a small gift,’ Zackery said, ‘is that you
saved hundreds of lives along with the reputation of the Clan
Assembly a week or two ago. No one is ever going to know about it.
Consider this a replacement for the medal you deserve. I suspect
you’ll find them more useful anyway.’

‘The people who
matter know,’ Nava replied.

‘Please accept
them,’ Michiko said, looking up at Nava with her big, doe eyes.

‘I suppose I
have no choice if you’re going to look at me like that. Thank you.
I’ll put them to good use.’ Turning back to the case, she lifted
one of the pistols free, checking that there was no magazine in it
currently.

‘There are
magazines under the top shelf,’ Zackery said. ‘Four standard and
two extended, if I remember correctly.’

‘I-is that a
Himura-Yamasaki SAH three oh one?’ Rochester asked. ‘The model with
the MageEye targeting system? A m-matched pair of three oh
ones…’

Nava peered
across the table at him. ‘Chess, you normally only get like that
around pretty women.’

‘Well, uh…’

‘Yes, a pair of
them. This is really a little much.’

‘Not compared
to Suki’s life,’ Yuzuki said.

‘Oh, please
don’t worry about persuading me to accept them. I may feel guilty
about it, but I’m not going to pass up the chance to try out
MageEye or use a magitech device of this quality.’ Nava looked
around at Zackery. ‘Sir, would you mind if I used your
pigeon-shooting equipment.’

Zackery
grinned. ‘Not at all. I may even come out to watch.’

~~~

‘Pull!’ Nava watched
the biodegradable plastic ‘pigeon’ fly out of the right-hand trap
and took her time lining up the shot. In her field of vision, a
target marker tracked the aim of her pistol until it coincided with
the target. At that point, a range indicator appeared to the lower
right of the marker and she watched as the range climbed. She
pulled the trigger at fifty metres and the puck exploded into
powder.

There was
clapping from behind her and she glanced around at the gaggle of
observers. Everyone had decided to troop out to watch. Even Yuzuki
and Michiko were there, though Michiko seemed less impressed than
everyone else.

‘Father can do
that with his shotgun,’ Michiko said.

‘Ah,’ Zackery
said, ‘but I shoot lots of small bullets which spread out to
intercept the targets, Michiko.’

Michiko’s eyes
and mouth widened. ‘Oh,’ she said through the circle her lips
formed. ‘And Nava is using Concussive Force which fires only
one bullet. Now I see.’ For someone yet to enter her teens,
Michiko was abnormally bright.

‘How is the
MageEye?’ Rochester asked.

Nava considered
her answer briefly. ‘I think I’d have to say that they’ve done a
good job with it. It provides the necessary information without
getting in the way. I have a charge counter and some crosshairs.
When the crosshairs are on the target, I also get the range in
metres. Having a precise range makes a significant difference to
accuracy.’

The MageEye™
targeting system was, at least currently, unique to Himura-Yamasaki
weapons. In fact, while there were other weapons on the release
schedule featuring it, the Spell Assistance Handgun Model 301 was
the first weapon on the market to feature MageEye. The name was
pronounced like ‘magi’ which was a fairly obvious marketing
gimmick. ‘Mage’ was not a term frequently used in reference to
magicians, but everyone knew what it meant. MageEye was designed
for use by expert magicians; one feature made sorcerous power
something of a requirement.

‘I can’t help
but think that the need to feed quintessence to the weapon to power
the targeting system will hurt sales,’ Nava went on. ‘Extended use
would be draining to most magicians.’

‘But not you,’
Melissa said, ‘with your military-grade Gather Quintessence
spell.’

‘Well, that’s
true. And the option to bypass the battery to power the spells
myself while still allowing use of the targeting system is
something I can get behind. There are times when you don’t want to
change the magazine right at that moment.’

‘From what I’m
told,’ Zackery said, ‘the weapons with MageEye are intended for
premier users. Magicians able to store up reasonably large amounts
of quintessence. Extended use is only suggested where the magician
has at least civilian rank Gather Quintessence available. Yes, it
narrows the market somewhat, but not enough to make them
uneconomic. I believe that the ASF is looking to the carbine
version for their special forces operatives.’

Nava nodded.
‘How far can these machines throw the targets?’

‘How far do you
want?’

‘About a
hundred and fifty metres.’

Zackery smiled.
‘Long pull!’ he called out. The right-hand launcher spat out
another target at a higher trajectory than the first time.

Turning, Nava
lined up her shot. Seventy metres. Ninety metres. A hundred and
twenty… She squeezed the trigger. A little over a hundred and fifty
metres away, the puck disintegrated. ‘And the range extension works
too.’ People had been constructing magitech sniper rifles with
range extension spells built in for a while, but getting that
technology into a pistol form, even if it was not quite as
powerful, was new with the SAH-301.

‘The specs
suggest you can double the range of your spell,’ Rochester
said.

‘And that
wasn’t quite double the usual effective range of Concussive Force,’
Nava said, ‘but it suggests that the marketing information was not
lying. Thank you for this gift. I’ll be sure to make great use of
these weapons, even if I’m not required to save Suki’s life
again.’

‘It’s not like
I try to get into these situations!’ Mitsuko wailed.

Yuzuki looked
around at her daughter. ‘Are you absolutely sure of that,
daughter?’ The first couple of times had been because
Mitsuko decided to run for student president.

Mitsuko hung
her head. ‘No…’

ASF Flight Training
Base Ashiya, 235/8/29.

The Ashiya base – named
for an air base in old Japan, apparently – was the principal flight
training facility of the ASF. Instructors there taught students how
to fly every form of air vehicle the ASF made use of. They also
taught advanced flight techniques to magicians who did not need a
vehicle to take to the air. And, for a week in each year, the base
closed down normal operations to host the Shinden Aerobatics
Competition.

Mitsuko was
attending the penultimate day of the competition as the student
president of the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery and you could
argue that Melissa was also there since she was a member of the
student council. In reality, Melissa was there because she
loved flying and she would have been there for the whole
week if she could have been. Nava and Rochester were along for the
ride, though Nava did enjoy the freedom of flight almost as much as
Melissa.

‘That’s the
amateur team from the Daison clan,’ Melissa said, indicating the
team currently doing a freestyle routine over the field.

‘Tight
formation,’ Nava said. ‘If the quality is this good throughout the
amateur teams, SAS-squared’s teams are going to have their work cut
out.’

‘The Daison
team is among the best in the freestyle competition. They were
second to us last year. Looks like they may have upped their
game…’

‘Which means
Naomi and Carlton will be sweating bullets,’ Mitsuko said. ‘We
should head over to the tent and check on them.’

‘That means I
need to prepare to be griped at,’ Nava said.

‘This is what
you get for having excessive talent,’ Melissa said. ‘Being awesome
must be such a burden.’

‘Wait until
you’re awesome and then tell me it’s not.’

Each team or
group of teams had a tent on one side of the airfield. The one for
SAS2 was fairly large, but then most of the Flight Club
seemed to be there, so large was a good thing. This was the last
day of the amateur competition, which was why Mitsuko was there:
the student president was making a showing to boost morale. Morale
did not seem to need much boosting, to be honest, but it had been
arranged and Melissa had been very keen to attend. It was a bright,
hot August day, so being outside was not exactly a problem, even if
Mitsuko had to keep a Shade spell up all the time to avoid
burning.

Just about
everyone in the tent was either in school uniform or the flight
suits designed and fabricated for the competition. Mitsuko and
Melissa had put their uniforms on since they were representing the
student council. Rochester had put his on because it was easier
than deciding what else to wear. There was a lot of blue on
display, which meant that Nava stood out quite a bit in black. She
had decided not to wear her uniform because she was most
definitely not representing the school. She was wearing her
boots, but they did not count. Her outfit was a short, flouncy
skirt in black satin over what might have been described as a
leotard if you were being generous. Made of black nanofibre fabric
which was just a little translucent, it covered her chest and upper
back, but not the bottoms of her breasts. A loop of fabric went
down the centreline of her body, under her crotch, and back up,
giving a very high hip. It was just about as far from being
school uniform as it could get, and Mitsuko had wanted to get Nava
back out of it as soon as she saw her in it. Secretly, the fact
that Mitsuko still wanted her just as badly as ever after almost
eight months, and discovering that Nava was not entirely human, was
an ego boost Nava could not deny.

‘President,’
Naomi said as soon as he spotted Mitsuko weaving through the throng
of competitors and support personnel. ‘I’m glad you could come.’
Naomi Himura Sonkei was a big man in just about every good way.
Tall and muscled. Slim in the waist but broad in the chest. His
presence was almost as powerful as his physique, and he was easy on
the eye too.

Carlton Horne
Sonkei stood beside him, less imposing in comparison, but still a
handsome man with a sense of presence beyond the physical about
him. He turned to look at the newcomers and smiled. ‘President, and
our illustrious secretary. Come to cheer us to victory?’

‘I certainly
hope so,’ Mitsuko said. ‘We saw the Daison freestyle team in the
air as we came in. It seems that we have competition this
year.’

‘Daison are
making a good showing. So are the teams from the Garavain and
Kinnari clans. We’re ahead on points so far, however. We creamed
them on the obstacle run and we won the straight races by a
sufficient margin. The freestyle will be the deciding factor,
however.’ There was a slight pause, then, ‘Of course, if a certain
other student had agreed to join the team, things might be
different.’

He meant Nava,
but Mitsuko got in before Nava could say anything. ‘While I’m not
convinced that Nava’s participation would have made as much
difference as you think, Carlton, if she had had sufficient time to
train for this event, it’s likely that we wouldn’t be here today.
Naomi, you’ll have to admit that the MagiTag teams did very well
without her being at that event, did they not?’

Naomi gave a
slow nod, conceding the fact. ‘They did. They might have done
better, but a win is a win. And we all heard what happened at the
symposium, obviously.’

‘Not all of it.
Not all of it has been made public. I can’t give details, but I
believe I’m safe in saying that Nava kept a lot of people,
including myself, alive that day. This may be a selfish statement,
but I’m very glad that Nava isn’t flying today.’

Naomi’s eyes
landed on Nava. There were a few other people staring at her too,
but they seemed to be appreciating her outfit; Naomi’s appraisal
was of a different quality entirely. ‘The reports indicated that
the terrorists were entirely wiped out.’

‘They were,’
Mitsuko replied.

‘Suki got four
of them,’ Melissa put in. ‘Well, technically, it was their own
grenade that killed them, but it was Suki’s Fire Blast that made
them drop the grenade.’

‘SAS-squared
acquitted itself quite well,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Melissa and Rochester
provided invaluable support. All in all, it was a harrowing
experience, but also valuable. I think even Darius came away
believing that support students were not quite as… useless as he
previously thought.’

One of Naomi’s
eyebrows went up. On his face, this was like some sort of seismic
event. ‘If Darius has had a change of heart, I can only assume that
all our fellow students gave remarkably good performances. First
years at that. Has anyone considered that Darius may need
counselling?’

Mitsuko
frowned. ‘Naomi, did you just make a joke?’

‘You may take
it that way if you wish…’

~~~

‘The scoring is based
around precision and difficulty,’ Melissa said. ‘Essentially, the
more difficult the manoeuvre, the higher the score can be, but if
you mess it up somehow, your score will be lower than an easier
trick done perfectly.’

They were
watching the school’s senior freestyle team going through their
routine and, so far anyway, it seemed like they were doing pretty
well. No flubs and, as far as Nava could see, they were carrying
out everything about as precisely as they could.

‘Everyone tries
to put in at least one high-difficulty trick,’ Melissa went on. ‘I
think they’ll finish this routine with a high-speed passing heart.
Uh, you’ll know it when you see it.’

A couple of
seconds later, they saw it. Two of the team, trailing red smoke
from canisters on their ankles, came in from opposite ends of the
runway. Their trajectory shifted upward as they approached each
other, and they were climbing fairly hard by the time their paths
crossed. Then they were looping into a high-g turn which brought
them together again for a second cross before they turned and flew
off in the same direction they had started. That left something
roughly like a heart made of red smoke hanging in the air until the
wind broke it up.

‘That looked
just about perfect from here,’ Melissa said. She sighed. ‘Maybe,
one day, I’ll be able to do that.’

It appeared
that that was the end of the routine since the score appeared on
the giant screen set up near the tents soon after. ‘Nine point
one,’ Mitsuko said. ‘That puts us in first place, I think, with two
more teams to go.’

‘And neither of
them are exactly hot contenders,’ Melissa added. ‘I think we have
it in the bag.’

‘Then let’s
head back and congratulate the, probably, winning team.’

~~~

‘I’ll be stepping down
as chairman of the Extracurricular Activities Committee once term
starts,’ Naomi said.

‘That’s not…
entirely unexpected,’ Mitsuko said. Naomi had taken Mitsuko and
Melissa off to one side of the tent to speak to them. You did not
do that to communicate good news, though this was technically not
bad news either.

Naomi nodded.
‘I have finals to think about and there’s normally an election for
the chair after the summer break anyway.’

‘Do you know
who’ll replace you?’ Melissa asked.

‘Carlton or
Francis Goretti of the MagiTag Club. They’re the most likely
candidates anyway. I can’t see anyone else standing, to be honest.
Carlton has the Sonkei clan going for him, but Francis is an
Orlando and that’s a strong clan.’

‘I don’t really
know Francis Goretti.’

‘As far as
status goes, the Gorettis are higher than the Hornes, but you
wouldn’t know it from the way the two behave. Francis is a likeable
fellow.’

‘Well, we’ll
miss you,’ Mitsuko said.

‘I thought I
was intimidating.’

‘You are,’
Melissa said. ‘But you’re intimidating in a nice way. Hopefully,
we’ll get on with whoever replaces you.’

‘I suspect you
will. And I’ll still be at school until the end of the year. If you
need a little intimidation in your life, just come and find
me.’

Shinden Alliance
School of Sorcery, 235/9/2.

When Nava had told the
school that her sponsor wished to have a meeting with her, the
administration had nodded its collective head and provided a room
and lunch. Apparently, this was far from an abnormal occurrence.
Sometimes it was a meeting with family. Occasionally someone had
some other third party needing to talk with them. Whatever, there
were procedures in place.

In this case,
Nava had asked for a meeting with Fawn, her ASF liaison, rather
than the other way around. Telling the school that seemed likely to
result in some form of misunderstanding and was also unnecessary.
Nava had been quite prepared to go to Fawn since school did not
start until Monday the fifth, but Fawn had said it was easier for
her to fly out to the school.

‘So,’ Fawn
said, ‘you asked to meet. What’s on your mind?’

Dragging this
out did not seem like a good idea. Nava swallowed the bite of
sandwich in her mouth and began. ‘I’ve received an offer of
adoption from the Greylings.’

‘Not an
entirely unexpected turn of events. What did you tell them?’

‘That I wanted
to discuss it with you
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