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​Part One: The Rise of Yaeko Himura
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Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden, 239/1/11.

There was no doubt in Mitsuko’s mind: shower sex on your birthday was the best way to wake up properly. Actually, considering what Nava’s mouth was currently doing to her, there was very little in Mitsuko’s mind, but there was definitely no doubt in there. When this was over – it had to come to an end eventually, no matter how she wished it would not – she knew that her thoughts would be clear, and she would be ready to face the day. When her head stopped spinning, obviously. For right now, she was perfectly happy to think about nothing aside from the fact that shower sex on your birthday was the best.

‘I’ve decided,’ she said when she was capable of thinking again. ‘I am going to do it.’

‘Oh,’ Nava said. ‘That’s cause for celebration, I think.’

‘Huh? Haven’t we just–’

‘That was for your birthday.’ Nava dropped once more into a crouch. ‘This is to celebrate...’
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‘I’m stepping down as president at the next election,’ Mitsuko said. Breakfast was not extravagant. The household was going out for a meal that evening, so they were saving themselves for that.

‘Oh,’ said Melissa.

‘I’d have thought you would stay on until next year,’ Carina said.

‘If I do, there’s a significant possibility that Yaeko will never get the position,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘My sister will be joining the school then.’

‘Oh, well, I see your point.’

‘Also, I want to concentrate on my studies. I switched streams last year. It was not as easy as I’d thought to pick up what I needed to. If I’m to graduate as well as I’d like, I’m going to need to focus.’

‘When you’re not caught up in something entirely outside school,’ Melissa said. ‘Like, for example, looking for a secret facility on Earth.’

‘That may or may not happen over the first spring break,’ Nava said. ‘My family has only just started surveying the region.’

‘We’ll handle things like that as they come,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’m going to tell the principal tomorrow. I’ll talk to the council on Sunday.’

‘I expect the council will change a lot this year,’ Nava said.

‘Yes. Yes, I expect you’re right.’

239/1/14.

‘And so, that’s everyone informed except the electorate,’ Mitsuko said.

The assembled council, including Nava, sat in silence for a second having heard the news. Nava sat in silence because she had nothing to say. Melissa sat in silence because she was working up to an announcement of her own.

‘I will also be standing down this year,’ Melissa said.

Yaeko made a small squeaking sound.

‘I suppose I should add that I’ll be standing down after the summer,’ Sara Janvier said. She was the chair of the Extracurricular Activities Committee; it was common for them to hold office through the summer games and then quit if they were going to.

‘Anyone else?’ Yaeko asked.

‘I’ll stay on,’ said Junpei Maki, the treasurer.

‘And I’ll still be handling the SSF,’ Nava added, ‘though I’ll probably start handing over to a replacement later this year.’

‘I, um, suppose I’m expected to step up into the presidency?’ Yaeko asked.

‘You’re not required to,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘If you still want it, now’s your chance. If you wait, you’ll be going up against my sister next year.’

‘You don’t want to do that,’ said Melissa.

‘It would be strategically inadvisable,’ Nava said.

‘Is Michiko that good?’ Yaeko asked. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever met her. I’ve heard she’s a capable sorceress, but not much more.’

‘Physically, she’s Suki with bigger breasts. Mentally, she’s a younger version of Yuzuki Trenton with more aptitude for magic.’

‘And she’s terminally cute,’ Melissa added. ‘You wouldn’t stand a chance. I don’t think anyone would.’

‘I suppose I’d better start organising my campaign then,’ Yaeko said.

239/2/5.

The Extracurricular Activities Fair happened every year, and it was always something of a problem for the School Security Force. There was a raft of new students in, and every club was vying for their attention. The approved methods of getting this attention were things like having a stand people could enrol at, performing demonstrations, and chatting to potential new members in an easy, conversational manner. Strong-arm tactics, bullying, and kidnapping first years from other clubs were not allowed, but they did happen. Fights over particularly strong candidates were not entirely uncommon. The SSF had to deal with all of it.

There was also the fact that school developed something of a carnival air when the fair was on. There were demonstrations of flying and combat sports and arts which even the older students, usually already members of whichever clubs took their fancy, took an interest in. If the fair had been held later in the year, when the weather was warmer, it would probably have been viewed as a short holiday.

As it was, the new uniform was being used to its full effect by many of the female students. The uniform had become general use at the start of the year, Shinden’s winter, and a lot of the female students were wearing trousers rather than a skirt. Some, it seemed, felt that a skirt was more feminine and stuck with it, but they were in a slight minority. Anecdotal evidence suggested that this had resulted in the male student body being even less pleased with the new uniforms, but no one was saying anything out loud because they had at least a modicum of sense.

A small gaggle of skirt-wearing girls had gathered on one of the fields on the southern quadrant of the school to watch the display being put on by the Flight Club. Melissa was out there too, but she was busy in the admissions tent, waiting for people to stop watching and start joining. The display was quite popular, despite a cool breeze coming from the north which the bright sun was doing nothing to heat up. In truth, this was a magic school; if the students were not warm enough, most of them could use Resist Cold.

The display team were just carrying out a complex sequence of intersecting, high-speed runs which they were expecting to garner applause and maybe some cheers when the gaggle of girls instead erupted into a chorus of shrieks. All of them were holding their skirts down in the face of a sudden gust of wind which had come out of nowhere. There had definitely been a brief moment of panty display, and all the girls looked somewhat embarrassed.

Oddly, several other girls in skirts a few metres away had been spared the embarrassment. But it was a windy, gusty day...

239/2/6.

‘What do you think of the candidates this year?’ Melissa asked as she spread butter, somewhat thickly, on a croissant.

‘Hm,’ Mitsuko replied. Then she stuffed her own pastry into her mouth to avoid answering.

‘She’s having second thoughts about stepping down,’ Nava said, ‘even though she knows Yaeko will run.’

‘I haven’t said anything.’

‘You didn’t need to.’

‘Oh. Well, you’re sort of right. Seven candidates from the combat stream, none from support if we discount Yaeko. They all seem to be opportunists with no real plan, though I suppose we should see what they come up with at a few rallies.’

‘Since you’re not standing,’ Melissa said, ‘and we don’t know that Yaeko will win, I’m not rethinking my position on stepping down this year.’

‘What about you, Nava? Thinking of handing the captaincy over early?’

‘If it becomes necessary,’ Nava replied, ‘I can intimidate any of the potential candidates into doing what I want them to do. The president has no real power over the SSF anyway. If any of them were stupid enough to interfere with the operations of the SSF, they’ll find themselves impeached in short order.’

‘Well, true, I suppose. You never tried to intimidate me to get what you want.’

‘I have much more pleasant methods of getting you to do what I want, Suki. Besides, we’re usually of one mind on most things about the school. If you want me to intimidate you, however, we can do that tonight.’

‘I don’t need to hear that,’ Carina said.

‘I’d have thought you’d be used to it by now,’ Melissa countered.

Carina considered for a second. ‘You’re probably right. I think I just said that for form’s sake.’

‘Mm, and we still don’t know whether Suki does want to be intimidated tonight.’

Mitsuko sniffed and tossed her head. Long waves of black hair fluttered behind her. ‘And you’re never going to find out.’ Her cheeks were a little pinker than usual.

Melissa grinned. ‘I think we just did.’

~~~
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SSF HQ was, as ever, a great place to handle such chores as security reports and homework, but Nava was not doing either. Instead, she was reviewing video footage from the school’s security cameras following several unusual incidents over the course of the day. It was Saturday night, and she would have liked to be out checking on the state of drunkenness around the clubs, but here she was looking at video.

It seemed that there had been several cases of sudden bursts of wind disturbing the peace. These unruly breezes seemed keen on flipping skirts, generally in rather small areas, but always outdoors and usually in locations where such a gust was not entirely unthinkable. Narrow areas between buildings could result in the wind funnelling in an unusual way. Nava would have had to run fluid dynamics simulations to determine whether all of these incidents were at all likely, and she was not a physicist. She could have asked Arden Archer, the school’s resident non-magical physicist, but she suspected that kind of simulation was not part of his general set of skills either.

It looked like magic was being used. She had done a back-of-an-envelope calculation based on a theory of how it could be done, and even a first year was capable of causing this kind of air disturbance over a small area. Older students were more likely to be responsible for them, however, given the areas being covered in most of the incidents. The problem was that she had no proof. There were magic sensors all over the school, but they were basically useless under most circumstances. With the fair on, that uselessness was even more apparent. Magic happened in magic schools. It was kind of in the name.

‘Whoever is doing it,’ she said to the room in general, ‘they’ll slip up sooner or later.’

The office’s door opened, and Nava lifted her head. It was time for another report. She wondered briefly what the vomit count for tonight would be, but she would know soon enough; speculation was pointless.

239/2/7.

In every election, some of the candidates got off to an early start with their campaigns. Yaeko was waiting until after the fair because she was the VP and had things to take care of. Others were holding rallies on the Sunday and Monday of the fair so that the student body could go to them without interrupting homework and free time later. As usual, Nava wanted to catch as many of these meetings as possible, and she also had the security of the venue to consider. Mitsuko was not surveying rivals this year, but she also wanted to see what all of the candidates had to offer. Melissa was there too, partially because Nava and Mitsuko made her feel guilty otherwise.

Yuki Ishikawa Sonkei was kicking her campaign off fairly well. She was a combat student in the second year and the only other woman running this year. The Ishikawas were a fairly small family. They owned an archipelago on Shinden and made most of their money on tourism. Yuki was an attractive woman with a trim body and, apparently, a fairly high magical capacity. Her campaign seemed to be based on getting as much of the female vote as possible; she really played up being a female combat student.

‘Is it that rough being a girl in the combat stream?’ Melissa asked.

‘No,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘One can make arguments about the suitability of women, in general, for combat roles, when compared to the average male. Magic tends to ignore sex. It’s a great leveller. There are some men who look down upon women in the combat stream, but it’s not common.’

‘So, she’s basically making up a problem she says she’ll solve?’

‘Basically, yes. She might even get away with it to some extent. The debates will be her downfall, if she has a downfall. All it’ll take is for someone to question her premise well enough and she’ll be finished.’

‘I don’t see that happening unless Yaeko brings it up,’ Nava said.

‘Possibly. I suppose we’ll have to wait and see.’
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Darrin Barnes Garavain seemed to be campaigning with the recent war stuck firmly in his head. Relations with the Sino-Soviet Republic were not exactly cordial at the moment, but neither side seemed to be inclined toward all-out war. Darrin did not seem to have got the memo.

‘As students at the best magic school in the Alliance,’ he proclaimed, ‘it is our responsibility to protect the people of the Clan Worlds with our magic.’ As was often the case with combat students, he wanted to increase the proportion of the budget spent on the combat stream and combat-oriented school clubs. The student president had no control over the school’s budget, and he would not be able to enact his policies if he won, but that did not stop him making the claim that he could and would. ‘We must be ready to defend ourselves at any time because, make no mistake, the threat posed by the Sino-Soviet Republic, the Consortium, and other foreign governments is real and imminent.’

He had another line of attack which Nava had never heard before. ‘I will see to it that the School Security Force works to reduce the crime wave which is hitting our school. Discipline must be maintained, and the current SSF is not able to handle it. Under my presidency, the SSF will be tough on crime and tough on the causes of crime.’

‘What’s he talking about?’ Melissa asked. ‘Is crime in the school on the rise? I haven’t heard anything about it.’

‘Because it’s not real,’ Mitsuko said. ‘It’s an old tactic. Really old. From back when there was politics in society. Scare the electorate into voting for you. Invent a problem and then tell people you’re the only one who can solve it. The problem is that it has something of a record of working.’

239/2/8.

Yaeko began her campaign for real on Monday evening once the fair was officially closed. As they waited for her to appear, Melissa asked Nava a pertinent question: ‘So, how do the crime statistics look for the fair this year?’

‘Slightly down on last year,’ Nava replied.

‘Oh, so Darrin Barnes–’

‘I said slightly down. It’s not statistically significant. Frankly, SAS-squared does not get that much crime compared to the rest of Shinden. There are blips, but the figures don’t vary much from year to year. Except for last year, but that was also a blip.’

‘Huh?’

‘Don’t worry about it. Yaeko is walking to the lectern.’

‘So she is.’

She was. She appeared cool and calm and confident. She was none of those. The last time she had run for president, she had attracted a mad stalker, and the end result had been her withdrawing from the election. Hopefully that was not going to happen this year. This year she had a distinct unique property as the only support student running, but the war the previous year might have affected people’s perceptions of the support stream. It was probably going to be an interesting race.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, fellow students, welcome. As most of you know, I am Yaeko Himura Sonkei, currently the vice president of the student council. I’d like you to ignore that last part. My current position does not have any bearing on this election, unless you wish to view it as experience. I don’t. I’ve seen the amount of effort Mitsuko Trenton puts into being president. I know it’s not an easy job. If elected, I would be stepping into big shoes. Now, let me explain why I think you should let me take President Mitsuko Trenton’s place.’
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‘She’s basically saying that what’s happening now works, and she will see to it that it keeps working,’ Melissa said.

‘Yes,’ Mitsuko said, ‘though she has a few ideas which might prove interesting. Bringing in donors from outside to promote less popular and new clubs might be interesting, if managed properly. She’s making more work for herself and the EAC.’

‘I think the “supporting the SSF to make the school as safe as possible” thing was put in just to counter Darrin Barnes,’ Nava said.

‘He is doing fairly well in the polls.’

Nava shrugged. ‘Sooner or later, someone from the News Club is going to ask me what I think of his policies, and then he won’t be.’

‘Oh?’

‘Wait and see.’

‘That’s mean,’ Melissa said. ‘If you have something on him, you should spill.’

‘I’d rather keep you in suspense. I think you’ll enjoy it more.’

‘Nope. You’re thinking of Suki. I’m not into that stuff.’

‘Hey!’ Mitsuko yelped.

239/2/11.

‘The council is full of powerful people from powerful clans,’ said Leonti Finley Hynes.

‘It is?’ Melissa asked. She was watching Leonti’s speech with Nava and Mitsuko.

‘You could make an argument that it’s full of Sonkeis,’ Mitsuko replied.

‘I suppose...’

‘What we need is representation for the weaker clans, the ordinary people,’ said Leonti.

‘He would be suitable,’ Nava said. ‘This is the first I’ve heard of the Hynes clan.’

‘Mm,’ said Mitsuko. She had done a little research. The Hynes clan was not big or influential. Their home planet was out on the edge of Clan Worlds space, and they had a single representative in the Assembly who rarely spoke. She had voted against war with the Republic. Leonti was only the fifth student from the clan to enter SAS2. Mostly, members of the Hynes clan stuck to their own system, aside from a few who entered the ASF as soldiers. Leonti himself was a fairly average first-year student in the combat stream, but he had more ambition than most. ‘I suppose we’ll see what else he has to say.’
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‘Unfortunately,’ Mitsuko said as they left the rally, ‘that was all he had to say.’

‘He was light on real policy,’ Nava said.

‘And I feel a bit insulted that I’m either being ignored or I’m now part of the rich elite,’ Melissa said.

‘Well, you’re not now,’ Mitsuko said, ‘but you’ll be one of the rich elite right after you graduate.’

‘He doesn’t know that.’

‘You don’t fit his narrative, so he’s ignoring you,’ Nava said. ‘It’s a standard trick in politics.’

‘Hm.’

‘We don’t have the best crop of candidates this year,’ Mitsuko said. ‘I’ll wait a little longer to see how things develop.’

‘Wait for what?’ Melissa asked.

239/2/17.

‘As the current president of the student council,’ Mitsuko said, ‘I have decided to endorse Yaeko Himura Sonkei to be the next president.’

‘Not an entirely unexpected turn of events, President,’ said Harlan Royce Sonkei. He was the News Club’s political correspondent. This was his time of year to shine. Mitsuko had arranged the interview to announce her endorsement, and Harlan had jumped at it. ‘Some will say that this is perpetuating the Sonkei clan’s hold over the council.’

‘You mean Leonti Finley Hynes and his supporters.’ Leonti had garnered a respectable count in the polls over the last week or so. ‘I have no means of rebutting that argument. I can say that I believe Yaeko has come a long way from her first run at the presidency. I can say that she has been a good VP. I can say that I have confidence in her. However, that’s just me justifying my decision. I feel she’s the best candidate, and that’s all the justification I need.’

‘Others might suggest that this is one support student backing another.’

‘I’m sure they will, but my answer is the same.’

Harlan shifted tack. ‘Most council presidents stay in the role until their sixth year. Why did you decide to leave early?’

Mitsuko smiled. ‘I haven’t looked at the statistics to know whether that’s true, Harlan Royce. Most presidents don’t change streams. I need to put in extra work to be sure of graduating as well as I’d like. I’m simply backing away from politics in order to do that.’ She was not going to mention the impending arrival of Michiko, who would likely kick Yaeko out of the job.

‘Thank you, President. Good luck with your studies.’

‘Thank you, Harlan.’

239/2/18.

‘Leonti Finley did say that it was basically nepotism,’ Melissa said.

‘To be expected,’ Mitsuko replied.

‘His poll numbers rose a little.’

‘Hm.’

‘Yaeko’s rose a lot.’

Mitsuko smiled. ‘It’s nice to know I have that sort of influence.’ She bit into her breakfast toast.

239/2/19.

The senior refectory at SAS2 was basically the same as the junior one. It was a little smaller because it had fewer people to serve. Some of the seniors returned to their rooms to make their own lunch, which reduced the number of people using this refectory further. Still, it was usually fairly full at lunchtime, as was the case now.

Since there was a council meeting immediately after lunch, Yaeko was with Nava, Mitsuko, and Melissa. Where Yaeko went, so did Dove and Sommer. The trio were connected at the hip. If Mitsuko was at all worried about Yaeko becoming president, her worry took the form of Yaeko bringing in Dove and Sommer, probably as the secretary and VP. No one was bringing that up at the moment, however.

‘What do you think of Darrin Barnes, Sommer?’ Nava asked as the group joined the line for hot meals.

Sommer’s face twisted. ‘I try not to get involved in clan politics.’

‘But?’

‘But he’s a warmonger. Even if he wasn’t going up against Yaeko, I wouldn’t vote for him.’

‘That’s–’

There were screams. Yaeko, Dove, and Sommer let out shrieks. Melissa did not because she was wearing trousers. Mitsuko did not because she had had dignity beaten into her early in life. Nava did not because she was Nava. Out of nowhere, it seemed, a gust of wind had swept through the room, flipping up skirts where it found them. Strangely, it seemed to have selected the area where Yaeko was standing to centre around.

‘What was–’ Yaeko began. She had turned toward Nava to speak, however, and she stopped when she realised that Nava was no longer there. ‘Where did Nava go?’

Mitsuko pointed across the room. ‘I think she just found out where all those sudden gusts of wind have been coming from. She doesn’t look pleased, and that is one really stupid prankster.’

Yaeko turned to look. Nava was standing in front of a man Yaeko did not recognise, holding a ketcom. The unknown man looked a lot like he had just emptied his bowels into his uniform pants. ‘How can you tell she’s not pleased? She looks the same as usual to me.’

‘Well, that’s true, but I can assure you that she doesn’t look pleased all the same.’

Melissa was nodding. ‘He’ll be lucky if he escapes with all his limbs attached.’

‘She wouldn’t do that, would she?’ Dove asked.

‘Probably not,’ Mitsuko said. ‘On the other hand, she’s probably going to miss lunch, so she won’t be feeling nice. And the thing about Nava is, she could pull his arms and legs off, and then regrow them before anyone found out.’
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‘The idiot was videoing the whole thing,’ Nava said. She was not exactly missing lunch, but she was having to eat sandwiches while reporting to the council instead of getting a hot meal. ‘The idea was to post an embarrassing video of Yaeko to reduce her poll numbers.’

‘And his brilliant idea was to do that in the refectory,’ Yaeko asked, ‘where no natural wind gust should be?’

‘Mm. No one ever said it was a clever idea. He is not the originator of the spell either. There are others using it where they’re less likely to be spotted.’

‘We’ll have to get the school involved,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Some form of announcement is needed.’

‘That and an information manipulation campaign,’ Nava said. ‘We’ll start some rumours which should discourage further uses of the spell.’

‘What do you plan to do with the boy?’ Yaeko asked.

‘He’ll go to trial. I’ll be pushing for expulsion since he was trying to manipulate the election.’

‘And not just because you missed a good lunch?’ Melissa asked.

‘I would never allow my personal feelings to influence the outcome of a trial, Mel.’

‘No. No, of course not.’

‘Besides, the fact that I marched him to SSF HQ with his pants full of shit was enough revenge.’

239/2/20.

It did not take too long for the school to make a decision.

‘It has come to the school’s attention,’ said Asami Shinkawa Sonkei, ‘that some students are using magic in an inappropriate manner. Specifically, magic is being used to flip the skirts of female students. Anyone caught doing so in the future will be facing expulsion. I believe you have something to say on the matter, Captain Nava Greyling?’ Asami was handling homeroom for Nava, Mitsuko, and Melissa this year. She was a support specialist, teaching survival spells when not making announcements.

Nava got to her feet. ‘Thank you, Asami Shinkawa Sonkei. The trial of the first person caught using this spell will take place on Monday. We expect that individual to be expelled on Tuesday since the evidence is clear and the school has already made a decision on the sentencing. This person had an ulterior motive for their actions, but the other uses of this spell have just been for supposed prank value. I don’t understand it, myself. Since these wind events have been happening, the percentage of students wearing skirts has gone down by twenty points. As I understand it, the boys are unhappy with the new uniforms because we have less flesh on display. If the use of this spell doesn’t stop, it seems likely that all the girls will be wearing trousers soon. Is that what these pranksters really want?’ She paused for a second to let that sink in. ‘Well, whatever. The SSF will be deploying spells to look for and localise use of this kind of spell. Anyone who decides to use it can expect to be out of the school within a couple of days. The school does not consider these events as “just” pranks. That is all.’
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‘Do you really have a spell that can detect use of this gust spell?’ Melissa asked.

‘No,’ Nava replied flatly.

‘Didn’t think so.’

‘But no one else knows that,’ Mitsuko said.

‘No, they don’t,’ Nava agreed. ‘They might guess we don’t. Given my reputation, I’m willing to bet that there’s enough doubt, however, that we won’t be seeing that spell used again. At least until next year.’

239/2/21.

‘The News Club has an interview with Darrin Barnes available,’ Melissa said.

Nava regarded her friend for a second. Nava, Melissa, and Mitsuko were in the lounge going over various reports on the EA Fair which had finally been provided by several clubs. Nava’s report on the fair had been in the council’s hands for over a week, but that was the SSF for you. ‘For some reason,’ Nava said, ‘I get the feeling that I’m not going to like it.’

‘No. That’s why I mentioned it.’

Mitsuko already had her ketcom out and she had an impressive reading rate. ‘He’s saying that the statistics prove that crime is increasing in the school. He wants to double the size of the SSF and says he will direct the new captain to ensure that disruptive behaviour is dealt with, quotes, “firmly.”’

‘The new captain?’

‘Yes,’ Melissa said, ‘he says he’ll be pressing for your resignation due to your failure to handle the rise in crime.’

‘Please leave him the use of his legs,’ Mitsuko said.

Nava nodded. ‘I’m just going to destroy his campaign. Physical violence will not be needed. Unless he calls me a liar or some such, in which case I’ll be required to defend my honour.’

‘Do you have enough to wreck his campaign?’

‘Probably. I wouldn’t have used it if he’d shut up, but now I’m going to have to talk to the News Club. I can’t forgive him for that. Actually, could I just lop off some of his toes?’

‘No.’

‘I suppose I’ll just have to hope he challenges me to a duel then.’

~~~
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It was Harlan Royce’s lucky day. That morning, he had published an article on Darrin Barnes and his claims regarding crime. Now he was interviewing Nava in SSF HQ regarding that very article. Nava might have preferred another reporter, but Harlan was the political correspondent, so he was who she was speaking to. There was, in fact, no crime reporter; crime in the school was not, usually, worth reporting on.

‘Darrin Barnes Garavain claims that the School Security Force under your command has failed to keep control of crime in the school,’ Harlan said. He was smiling. He thought he had a great scoop here. ‘Captain Nava Greyling Sonkei, how do you respond to that?’

‘Statistics,’ Nava said, ‘are mendacious. You can basically tell any story you wish by picking your statistics carefully and displaying them in a manner that emphasises what you wish. In this case, Darrin Barnes has statistics which indicate a rise in crime last year compared to the year before. He has chosen not to display the years before that and is neglecting to include the available figures for this year. Crime in SAS-squared is fairly stable. There was a five-percent rise across all recorded categories last year, and only last year. The figures for this year suggest the level has dropped to the pre-war level again.’

‘You’re blaming the war for last year’s rise in crime?’

‘I’m saying that people became stressed due to the impending conflict. Those allowed to drank more than usual. The younger students got into more fights because stress can manifest as irritability. Darrin Barnes should be well aware of this since he was booked for drunken and disorderly conduct just before the Republic’s abortive attempt to invade Shinden. The statistics Darrin Barnes has been using are all concerning the cases processed by the SSF. We were quite able to handle the small rise in incidents, otherwise there would be no statistics on them.’

‘What–’

‘Further, Darrin Barnes does not appear to understand how the SSF works. If he were elected president, he would have no say in the operation of the SSF. The SSF is independent of the council. The SSF might be required to pass judgement on members of the council, so it cannot be influenced by it.’

‘Who passes judgement on the SSF?’

‘The SSF’s captain and, ultimately, the school. The captain is appointed by the principal. The officers are appointed by the captain. The council may object to any such appointment, but it is ultimately down to the school and the captain. Further, the SSF is currently near to its maximum size according to its charter. If Darrin Barnes wishes to increase the number of members, he must first renegotiate that SSF charter with the school. I don’t feel that is needed, so I have never attempted to try, but I don’t expect that it would be easy.’

‘But there is a pervasive fear of crime among the students,’ Harlan said.

‘If there is, that would be down to Darrin Barnes and the News Club telling them that they should be afraid.’

‘The News Club?’

‘You report on fights outside the clubs. You do not, ever, report about the majority of nights when there are no fights. On the rare occasion that anything is stolen, the News Club reports it as breaking news, neglecting to mention how rare such events are. You don’t report on what the SSF actually spends most of its time doing, because it would be boring.’

‘And what would that be?’

‘Escorting drunks back to their rooms. Sometimes we have to take them to the infirmary. If Darrin Barnes actually wants to cut crime in this school, what he should be planning to do is ban alcohol for all students. Somehow, I can’t see him doing that. Can you?’

~~~
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‘You called me a liar!’ Darrin Barnes was not happy. This was not an unexpected state of events. However, Nava had not expected him to ambush her – with News Club reporter in tow – on the way home after classes.

‘Are you sure you wish to continue this here?’ Mitsuko asked before Nava could respond.

‘You stay out of this, Mitsuko Trenton,’ Darrin snapped. ‘You’re retiring. You are past history. It’s time for change at the helm of both the council and the SSF.’

‘I see.’ As usual, when Mitsuko affected a poker face, she gave away little. Melissa slid a half-step away from her, possibly to avoid the backblast. ‘Then on your own head be it.’

Darrin turned his attention back to Nava, who spoke before he could say anything more. ‘I did not call you a liar, Darrin Barnes. I said that you selected statistics to justify your claims to those unwilling to do further research. I also stated that you do not understand the school bylaws governing the operation of the SSF. There was no mention of lying.’

The presidential candidate was not for turning. ‘So, you’re saying that I’m a liar and stupid!’

Nava stared at him.

Darrin looked away. ‘I demand–’

‘I can have a duelling arena available tomorrow at noon. Frankly, you impugned the honour and integrity of myself and my team, so I would be happy to duel you on that account, but if you wish to hold a duel over your perception of my words in the interview this afternoon, that’s fine by me.’

‘D-duel?’

‘That’s what you were going to ask for, wasn’t it?’

Darrin glanced at the reporter. ‘Of course.’

Nava nodded. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to heal you up after you’ve lost.’

239/2/22.

‘He withdrew,’ Nava said as the usual culprits sat down to lunch just after noon.

‘From the duel and the election,’ Mitsuko said, nodding. ‘He’s wiser than I gave him credit for. He deserved what he got.’

‘You’re just saying that because he called you a has-been.’

‘Well, not entirely because of that... You know, you used to hate the very concept of duelling, but you basically forced Darrin Barnes into one.’

‘I still find the idea of duelling distasteful. It remains a bully’s charter. However, given that Darrin Barnes was trying to intimidate me, I had no problem with intimidating him back. I knew there was no chance of him going ahead with the duel.’

‘Well, no,’ Melissa said. ‘No one in this school would willingly go into a duelling arena with you.’

‘I’m not impossible to beat, Mel.’

‘Ah, but no one in the school actually believes that.’

239/2/26.

A message notification popped up on Nava’s terminal. Something private and encrypted had been delivered to her ketcom. She checked it, discovering that it was from her family, but not from someone she immediately recognised. She decrypted it and discovered that she was merely on the copy list; the message had been sent from one of the Greylings’ technicians to Master Kaede.

Apparently, someone had been tasked with extracting the schema from the mass conversion device the Voice of Magic had used to make people explode. The schema had been extracted and decrypted, making the spell available for use without the spell matrix it had been installed in. The spell was called Sacrifice of Matter. It was basically a curse which, after a delay, caused a large number of carbon atoms to be converted directly into energy. The underlying spell came in at over two thousand two hundred Tammys, so it was useless as a personal weapon. It required someone of very high capacity to use it, even with a spell matrix to assist.

That, however, was not the point. Mass conversion could be the ultimate form of energy generation. For relatively small amounts of mass, you could generate a lot of energy. The only problem, at the moment, was that you would need a high-capacity magician straining their capabilities to the maximum in order to make it work. That was not ideal.

Still, the first step was to have the spell available to do the work. The Greyling family had that spell. It was now a matter of how they would use it.

239/2/33.

‘It has been a fairly uneventful election,’ Nava said.

‘Not like my first one, certainly,’ Mitsuko replied.

‘Well, you’re still president for a few minutes. There’s still time for someone to try to assassinate you.’

‘Hm. Thanks for that.’ Mitsuko made her way to the front of the stage, to the podium where she would read the results for the 239 election. The auditorium was full; turnout had not been especially high this year, but most of the student body had voted, and they were now waiting to hear who had won. The audience noise died away as Mitsuko appeared before them for the last time in an official capacity. Nava was just glad she got to skip this duty this year.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Mitsuko began, ‘it has been a privilege, an honour, and mostly a pleasure to be your representative to the school’s administration. Now it is time to hand that role over to someone new. Let’s see who will be student president for the next year.’ She looked down at the list of candidates and their vote tallies. She nodded to herself, and then raised her head. A few of the candidates had dropped out over the last week or so. It was down to three. ‘Leonti Finley Hynes, three thousand, one hundred and twenty-seven votes. Yaeko Himura Sonkei, three thousand, eight hundred and forty-eight votes. Yuki Ishikawa Sonkei, one thousand and seventy-six votes. Yaeko Himura Sonkei is declared the winner and will be the new student president.’

‘That was fairly close,’ Nava noted as Yaeko began her acceptance speech. ‘If the combat stream vote hadn’t been split, and they persuaded a few more to vote their way, Leonti Finley could have taken it.’

‘But that didn’t happen. I’m fairly confident that Yaeko will make a good president. I think we’ll see how well it’s going to go when she announces her selection for VP and secretary.’

‘I wonder who she’ll pick,’ Nava mused.

‘We’ll have to wait and see, though I could make a guess, given who she normally associates with.’

239/2/34.

‘W-what?’ Carina said.

‘That was not what I was expecting,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Same,’ Nava added.

‘I make three,’ Melissa chimed in.

‘I said,’ Yaeko said, ‘I would appreciate it if you would be the new council secretary, Carina Schwartz.’

Carina stared blankly at Yaeko, then at Sommer and Dove who were standing behind their leader. ‘B-b-but what about S-Sommer and Dove?’

‘We declined,’ Sommer said.

‘For multiple good reasons,’ Dove added.

‘It would have seemed like nepotism, I’m told,’ Yaeko said.

‘One of us would have had to be VP and the other secretary,’ Sommer said.

‘And we would be Yaeko’s subordinates instead of her friends,’ Dove said.

‘I’m still stuck on my VP,’ Yaeko added, a little morosely.

‘You’ll figure it out,’ Mitsuko said with an encouraging smile. ‘The question is whether you have a new secretary.’

‘Why me?’ Carina said as soon as everyone looked at her.

Yaeko ticked off points on her fingers. ‘Your grades are excellent, so the extra work won’t harm them. You’re meticulous and knowledgeable. You come from a clan which is not well known or powerful, which looks good politically. You live here with Melissa Connelly, so the transfer is easy, and you can ask for her advice. I can get on with you.’

‘You haven’t always.’ Carina squared her shoulders and prepared her best possible defence. ‘My dark fate–’

‘I’d have thought your dark fate would push you into positions like this,’ Yaeko said. ‘Additional responsibility. Public facing. Pushed into the spotlight, where the dark gods can see you easily.’

Carina’s jaw worked for a few seconds while she tried to ignore Mitsuko and Melissa sniggering. ‘That’s mean,’ she finally said. ‘Okay, I’ll do it. But I can’t start until after the holiday.’

‘Oh? Why?’

‘We’re going
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