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Part One: The Girl Who Would Not
Duel

 Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden,
Clan Worlds Alliance, 235/1/10.

The corridors of the
first-year teaching building were thick with new students
attempting to find their homerooms. The intake this year came to
one thousand five hundred and sixty-two students which made for a
considerable amount of chaos. Nava navigated the throng with a
stoic expression on her face, maintaining a steady pace in the
direction her ketcom had told her would get her to room two-twelve.
Given that she had only received her first ketcom six months ago,
she found it difficult to understand how she could use hers while
everyone else seemed to be unable to. Ask the device for directions
and you got them.

Maybe it was
just that everywhere in the building looked the same. It was a
square building with a central quadrangle open to the sky. Each of
the four floors had fifteen classrooms on it along with a few
additional rooms for the staff and utilities. Each classroom
contained a lectern for the teacher and thirty identical desks in
rows of six. They all had doors off identical white corridors which
had few signs to indicate where you were. You needed a ketcom to
navigate the place, but it seemed that the students had forgotten
what seventeen years of life experience had taught them. About
seventeen years by the calendar Nava was used to; the Alliance
standard was a four-hundred-and-nineteen-day year; the school took
students of fifteen standard years and over. Nava had essentially
regressed two years of age on coming to the Clan Worlds. Days on
Shinden were twenty-three hours long; thankfully, no one seemed to
be taking that into account in age calculations.

Nava’s ketcom
vibrated in her hand and she cut across traffic to the door she had
just arrived near. Sure enough, a small sign above the door read
212. It was difficult to spot, but it was there. If everyone else
was checking every door that way, morning lessons would be starting
late. The door itself was open and she walked through into the
classroom which, as per spec, had thirty desks and a teaching
lectern. One of the walls was glass and the room was on the outside
wall, so the view showed more of the white concrete buildings which
made up the campus. Whoever had designed the Shinden Alliance
School of Sorcery – SAS2 to its friends – had been into
white concrete. In a few places, another designer had come along
and added highlights in grey or black or blue, but the predominant
colour was stark white, at least among the academic buildings.

Quite a few
desks were already taken, either with someone sitting at them or
indicated by the presence of a school-prescribed student case
resting on the seat. Nava began to entertain hopes of a prompt
start as she headed for the window seat on the fourth row. She
would be sitting behind a copper-haired girl with large green eyes
and a spectacular bust who looked nervous. It was the first day of
a new year in a new school; Nava imagined that people were
generally nervous about that kind of thing, even if she was not.
Very little unnerved Nava.

Taking her
seat, Nava hooked her case onto the hook at the side of the desk
which was designed for that purpose. Then she pulled her ketcom out
of its travel interface and slotted the slim plastic card into the
slot on her desk which was also designed for that purpose. Without
delay, the desk’s display systems lit up, requesting a password.
Nava entered the string of sixteen random characters from memory
using the desk’s virtual keyboard. Most people did not use
passwords for secondary authentication, preferring the easy utility
of facial or fingerprint recognition; Nava did not consider those
methods secure enough. Now the display presented an interface to
her ketcom, including an icon for accessing her personal files and
another for approved classroom apps. There was also a clock,
indicating that she had five minutes to wait before the teacher
should arrive at eight thirty to begin homeroom. She was on time to
within a few seconds of her expectations. Good.

She was one of
only four students sitting alone at their desks. Her, the
green-eyed girl in front of her, a dark, sullen-looking boy in the
back corner away from the window, and another boy who, for reasons
unknown, was wearing glasses and occupying one of the central
seats. No one wore glasses these days since correcting eyesight was
a simple procedure. An affectation of some sort then. He did look
like the studious type even though he was, by the standards of the
day, neither unattractive nor unfit. Perhaps the studious
appearance was just the result of the glasses.

Everyone else
was occupied with learning the identities of their classmates. They
were standing around in groups, generally around a desk where
someone who was slightly more attractive was sitting. The chatter
was continuous and easily ignored though Nava picked snippets out
of the conversations prior to rejecting them as meaningless.
Sitting in a classroom with twenty-nine other people her age was
going to be wearing. She was already looking forward to searching
out her new accommodation after school; she had yet to see her
apartment, having arrived at the school that morning.

Nava returned
her attention to the desk in front of her when a pair of green eyes
glanced her way. The girl had a round sort of face with ginger
eyebrows matching her hair, a small pert nose, full lips stained
red, and large eyes with seemingly oversized, vibrantly green
irises. Her skin was tan coloured which was not atypical of the
population of the Clan Worlds. Nava estimated she was about five
centimetres shorter than Nava’s one hundred and sixty-nine
centimetres. Probably around fifty kilos. A substantial amount of
that weight had to be sitting on her chest; Nava was a little
surprised that the girl had failed to attract the attention of the
class’s boys since the cleavage on display – and Nava had some
choice things to say about the uniform design here – was impressive
and the overall impression was quite beautiful. Still, the girl was
looking at Nava with a smile which quivered on her lips. This was
not a confident human. Not confident at all.

‘Hi! I’m
Melissa Connelly Avorn,’ the girl said, all in a rush. ‘I’m
studying support magic and metaphysics.’ A hand shot out, ready to
be shaken, as though the owner thought it might be bitten off.

‘Everyone in
this room should be studying support magic and metaphysics,’ Nava
replied. She took the offered hand. ‘I am Nava Ward.’

‘Oh, I’m
sorry.’

That was a
mildly perplexing reply. ‘Why are you sorry?’

‘W-well, you
lost your p-parents…’

Oh. That. ‘I
never knew them. There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. I’m
not. I don’t know the Connelly family.’ Nava released Melissa’s
hand and considered doing a search for the family and clan. That
seemed rude, however.

‘No, very few
people have. Most of us work in clan admin and the Avorn clan is
hardly the biggest.’

The search
could wait for later. ‘You must be quite a promising student to be
sent here then.’

‘Th-that’s what
I’m told. I-if you don’t mind the question, how are y-you
here?’

Nava considered
the answer carefully, even if she seemed to answer immediately.
‘Military scholarship.’ It was both true and public knowledge;
telling Melissa that much compromised nothing.

‘Oh. You must
be quite promising too then.’

‘I suppose I
am. The teacher has arrived.’

The teacher was
a moderately small woman. She had long blonde hair, which was a
relatively unusual sight, and it did not appear to be dyed.
Teachers at the school wore the same uniform as students, simply in
a different dominant colour, and this woman was showing off
cleavage which gave Melissa a run for her money. That ought to
silence the boys quickly enough.

‘Take your
seats,’ the teacher said to speed things along. The room’s
conversation level dropped to nothing impressively quickly and soon
everyone was sitting down. There were still several unoccupied
seats. The teacher glanced over her lectern display, presumably
checking attendance against the expected list. ‘We’ll give them
five more minutes. The first day is always like this.’

Ten minutes
later, there were still a couple of empty seats but the teacher was
not prepared to wait any longer. The conversation level had gone up
a little while they waited, but it died away quickly when she said,
‘Good morning, class.’ At her signal, the classroom door slid
closed, barring the stragglers from entering without
permission.

‘Good morning,’
the class chorused. Even Nava managed to chime in at the
appropriate time.

‘My name is
Luca Newton Kinnari. I am your homeroom and support magic teacher.
You will call me Miss Luca Newton. This is the first day of
your first term at the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery. Homeroom
will be longer than usual so that we can introduce ourselves and
get various formalities over with. I am required to state that this
is class one-two-C. If you are not supposed to be in class one two
C, please come forward to be directed to the right room.’

It appeared
that no one had managed to get their navigation that wrong.
‘Good,’ Luca went on. ‘On to other matters. First step, I shall ask
each of you to stand and give your name. I’d also like you to tell
us a little about yourself. For those who like the sound of your
own voice, please keep it to a couple of sentences. I’ll go
alphabetically… Melissa Connelly Avorn.’

Melissa jumped
in her seat. Then she appeared to drag herself up to a standing
position as though the gravity had just doubled. ‘H-hello, I am
Melissa Connelly Avorn. I’m from Avorn City on Avorna. M-my
interests are ancient magic and natural remedies.’ There were some
mutters, which Nava could understand to some extent; prior to the
codification of metaphysics as a true science, magic had been
considered a joke or a myth and those who looked back on the
mythical magic of ancient times were generally thought a little
strange. Melissa was admitting her hobby, and you had to admire
that.

‘Thank you,
Melissa Connelly,’ Luca said. ‘Next is Barrington Roe Bishop…’

~~~

The boy with the
glasses turned out to be Rochester Hunt Leighton. Nava had heard of
the family, which was one of the leaders of the relatively small
Leighton clan. Rochester listed his interests as metaphysics and
chess, and he mumbled his way through his introduction. Not,
perhaps, the most social of individuals, which made Nava’s
assessment of his character pretty much spot on, at least at a
superficial level.

The parade of
male and female students just reminded Nava of the uniform design
that she did not approve of. The design of both types was based
around that of the uniform of the Alliance Security Force, so there
was something of a reason behind it. SAS2 was, at least
in an informal sense, a military school and so the uniforms were
semi-military. The boys’ uniform was a direct lift, aside from the
colour scheme: a blue-and-grey wrap-over tunic-like jacket came
with a red belt with gold trim, and there was a pair of black
slacks to go with the tunic. The ASF version was black and gold.
The girls’ uniform had more variation from the original. There were
black slacks, or maybe leggings, but the legs and the sides of the
hips were composed of a fishnet mesh. Over this went a dress with
no sleeves and a wide collar. It was ankle length, but movement was
made easier by a wide vent at the front and something else was
assured by a large cleavage window. The waist was narrow, somewhat
corseted, and black. The remainder of the dress was blue. The
teaching uniforms replaced the blue with dark red. Footwear for the
girls was only stipulated in so much as they were required to wear
heels, which was ludicrous. The ASF provided boots with a minimal
heel – much more practical. Nava had, however, found a pair of
thigh-high boots with front lacing and decorative straps over the
toes which met the requirements, covered more of her legs, and
looked badass, so she was willing to accept the stupid
requirement.

The only
conclusion Nava could reach regarding the uniform the girls were
made to wear – here and in the ASF, really – was that a man had
designed them. Possibly a man with psychological issues.

Nava’s turn to
introduce herself came last, of course; there were few clans with
X, Y, or Z as initial letters. There was a slight murmur as the
teacher called her name. Nava ignored it and got to her feet.

‘I am Nava
Ward,’ Nava said. ‘I look forward to learning with you.’ She
started to lower herself back into her seat.

‘You’ve nothing
more to say about yourself, Nava Ward?’ Luca asked. ‘No hobbies or
interests?’

Nava
straightened her legs and contemplated her answer. Well, she could
probably clear away a few things that were bound to come up. ‘I am
an orphan. I never knew my parents. Asking about them is
pointless.’ She spoke in an emotionless tone, because she felt no
emotion concerning the matter. ‘I am attending school on a military
scholarship. No, I have no special interests or hobbies.’ This time
when she sat, there was no comment, but there was a slightly
quizzical look, perhaps because of the flat delivery. It was like
Nava was doing a really bad script reading.

‘That’s
everyone aside from our no-shows,’ Luca said. ‘Next we’ll be going
over various school rules and policies which we’ve found students
tend to ignore. That should take us to the matriculation assembly
and then you’ll be breaking for lunch. Your first lesson will be
here, after lunch, with me.’ The teacher scanned the room to see
whether everyone understood and was apparently happy with what she
saw.

‘Very well, the
first thing we’ll be discussing is the student presidency. The
current president is stepping down at the end of next month. The
election to replace him with a new president will be happening
through next month. The student council will be making themselves
known over the course of this month and next and presenting the
choices you all need to make for the future. Get involved.’ There
was another sweeping stare; the teacher apparently liked them to
get involved in school politics.

‘Now, important
school policies. First, duels.’ There was a shimmer of whispered
sounds from the class. Not from Nava or Rochester. Melissa
flinched. ‘Duelling is part of Alliance law and the school cannot
legally bar students from duelling each other. We are, however,
within our rights to ban frivolous duels, informal duels,
and death duels without the written permission of the principal.
All duels are to be carried out in one of the shielded combat
arenas to ensure the safety of non-combatants. Anyone may bring a
complaint to the student council if they feel that they have been
challenged over a trivial matter or with no real reason. I am also
required to say that disputes over refusal to duel should be taken
to the student council for arbitration. The full school policy on
duelling is available on the info-net. Read it.’

Nava had read
it, along with everything else she could find regarding the school.
It did not really matter to her, because she did not intend to take
part in any duels while at the school. Duelling might have been
part of clan and Alliance law, but it was something only idiots
engaged in. Nava was anything but an idiot.

‘Second,’ Luca
went on. ‘We have to say this every year and none of you listen,
but… Students caught trespassing on areas reserved for members of
the opposite sex will be suspended and possibly expelled. Do
the intelligent thing and contain your young adult hormones.’ There
were some rumbles of laughter and a few giggles. ‘I don’t know why
we bother…’

~~~

One indication that all
was not entirely equal at SAS2 was the variability of
student accommodation. All students lived on the campus. Each
student had an apartment to themselves. There the similarities
stopped. There were apartment buildings closer to the academic
buildings which would not have been out of place in the centre of a
major city where the rents were ridiculously high. These apartments
had two bedrooms, service robots to handle cleaning, and various
other benefits besides being closer to where you took your classes.
Nava’s apartment was not in one of those.

Following the
directions on her ketcom, Nava walked for just over two kilometres
before she located the modular, grey structure built from
prefabricated housing units. It was no more than two hundred metres
from the boundary fence of the school. Her unit was three floors
up, accessed by an open balcony which also gave access to the other
apartments on her floor. Waving her ketcom over the door sensor
opened the place up and she walked in, immediately finding the
stack of boxes which contained all her worldly possessions. At
least those had been delivered while she was being bored to
death.

The
matriculation ceremony had been just that, a ceremony. There had
been speeches. Several of them. They held no interest for Nava and
she had forgotten about them as soon as they had finished. The
afternoon lessons had been introductory. All students at the school
were expected to know the basics of sorcery but it was apparent
that the school wished to make sure that they did all know
the basics. If this kept up, Nava was quite sure she would be
reprimanded for falling asleep in class.

She continued
into the apartment proper to see what she had to work with. It did
not take a great deal of assessment because there was little to
assess. She had a bed accessed by a ladder and suspended over a
dining table which doubled as a desk. In front of the door was a
bench seat which seemed to serve no useful purpose, though she
supposed it let you take your shoes off in comfort. Above that was
a storage area on the same level as the bed; you had to move the
ladder to get up there. There was a sink, cooker, and refrigerator
opposite the desk and a bank of drawers further down beside the
tall, slim window. In a separate room was the toilet, another sink,
and a shower. No bath, but there were public baths on the campus if
she felt the need to sink into hot water.

Bolted to a
wall where it could be seen while sitting at the desk was a fairly
small video screen. It was not that small, but compared to
typical entertainment systems, it was not very large. It did,
however, have a slot for her to plug in her ketcom and that caused
the apartment to come to life. The screen displayed a preferences
page allowing her to adjust various aspects of the apartment’s
environment. She decided to play with that later so just put the
settings on to a music channel she enjoyed, then set off to unpack
her belongings.

She was in the
middle of unpacking the third carton of four when her door chimed.
She stared at the offending portal for a second. ‘Open.’

The girl
standing in the doorway was familiar; Nava had been staring at the
back of her head for most of the day. ‘H-hello,’ Melissa said, ‘I
am Melissa Connelly Avorn. I’m y-your n-neighbour.’

‘I know who you
are, Melissa Connelly. We met in class.’

‘W-well, yes, I
know, but now I’m introducing m-myself as your n-neighbour.’

Nava had the
last apartment on the floor, so this was her only neighbour. They
were in the same class too. It seemed that it would be a good idea
to make a friend of Melissa Connelly. ‘Okay. In that case, I’m Nava
Ward. Please come in. I’m afraid I don’t have anything to offer in
the way of refreshment. I’m still in the middle of unpacking.’

Melissa’s
expression shifted into a smile which, this time, seemed a lot less
nervous. ‘That’s okay. Uh, if you want, I could make coffee and
bring it over. I moved in yesterday.’

Nava looked
around at her few belongings, piled on the table, and the
box-and-a-half she had left to unpack before she could begin
arranging things to her liking. ‘Actually, Melissa Connelly, that
would be nice.’

‘Call me Mel.
All my friends do.’

‘Then you
should call me Nava.’

~~~

Melissa, it seemed, had
a number of coping strategies to deal with her shyness. She
admitted that she was shy, but she was working on it by, for
example, forcing herself to go next door and talk to her new
neighbour. Admittedly, that had been easier since they had already
met, but it was all part of her plan to become a less timid
person.

Nava heard all
of this while she put away her things because one of Melissa’s
coping strategies was to talk. Nava barely had to say a word, just
drop in appropriate sounds such as mm, ah, and oh. That worked fine
because it told Nava a lot about Melissa while requiring nothing in
return.

Melissa had
three brothers, two older and one younger. None of them had any
real talent for sorcery, though the youngest could manage a basic
cantrip. Neither her mother nor father could work magic. In fact,
magicians were rare among the Connellys as a whole, so when someone
with real talent turned up, the entire family got together to pay
for them to be properly educated. So, in a way, Melissa was there
on a grant too, or so Melissa said.

Melissa knew
several spells already. That included Armour, Shield, and Force
Wall, all important support spells, and Flight. Melissa loved
flying. She was the kind of person who liked to be around other
people, so long as she knew them reasonably well, but she also
loved the freedom of flight. It was a shame the weather was not
exactly great because she would have loved to go flying.

Melissa kept up
her stream of chatter through Nava’s unpacking and then through
dinner, which they ate at the nearest of several refectories dotted
around the campus. Then Melissa suggested a trip to the baths. Nava
was feeling a little funky after her labours and had nothing better
to do…

Public bathing
on Shinden followed the Japanese model. The original colonists of
the system had been Japanese, hence the name, which meant ‘temple’
or ‘sacred place’ apparently, and there was a sort of overlay or
veneer of Japanese culture to the place. It was more like someone
had picked the best bits and plastered them on top of a more
generic culture, or maybe it had started with a Japanese culture
from which the worst parts had been cut away. Whatever, the baths
were run like a Japanese sento and Nava was quite surprised to
discover that she had to guide Melissa through the process. In
fact, Melissa said there were no public baths on Avorna.

‘I’m a little
surprised that you wanted to come here if you’re not used to this,’
Nava said as they sat at individual wash stations to clean
themselves before entering the bath itself.

‘It’s part of
my plan,’ Melissa replied. ‘A-and, okay, so I’m trying really hard
n-not to freak out being naked in public, b-but we’re the only ones
here, so I think I’ll m-manage.’

Nava was also a
little surprised that, yes, they were alone in the women’s side of
the bathhouse. It was not long after dinner, and some students
might be eating late. It was also the first night in a new place,
so some would be out discovering what they could of the campus.
Some were probably flaked out in their accommodation after a first
trying day. Still, she had expected there to be more people about.
It was a surprise she was perfectly happy with.

Melissa
finished washing as quickly as she could and then hurried ahead to
sink up to her neck in the hot water. She was working on her
shyness, certainly, but it was a process. Nava was impressed
really. The redhead was nervous, but she had managed to get naked
in front of a woman she had known for less than a day. Not that
Melissa had anything to be ashamed of. Her body was not exactly
toned, but it was shapely, and her breasts were magnificent. Round
and firm, they sat there on her chest as though gravity had not
been invented. They were proud, even if their owner was now hiding
them.

Part of the
issue might have been signalled by Melissa’s comment as Nava joined
her in the bath. ‘Your body is amazing. I wish I looked like
that.’

Nava was not
really sure what to say in reply. She was not really sure why
someone would think that way, though she knew that she was
attractive by the standards of the Clan Worlds. She was fit and her
body carried a lot of obvious, lean, lithe muscle. Her stomach was
tight and ridged, and her thighs and biceps were clearly developed.
She was not especially tall, but she had fairly long legs for her
height. Her breasts were nowhere near the size of Melissa’s, but
they were a nice shape: pert and slightly pointed. She had no
complaints about them. Her skin was light brown and contrasted with
her hair, which was stark white and very straight. It fell to the
upper slopes of her breasts at the front and almost to her waist at
the back, like a white curtain framing her face. Currently she had
it tied back to keep it out of the water. Her fringe was cut
straight across her dark eyebrows, as though her hairdresser had
used a ruler to judge the cutting. She had a moderately small nose
which curved to a perky point, full lips, and eyes the colour of a
cold, winter sky, more grey than blue. She had been told that she
was beautiful, but she had little experience to judge how accurate
that assessment was.

‘Thank you,’
Nava said after some consideration. ‘I think you’re underselling
yourself, however. You’re very attractive, Mel. What size bra do
you wear anyway?’

Despite the
fact that her breasts were entirely submerged, Melissa covered them
with an arm and went scarlet. ‘D-double-D-D. They’re as much a
nuisance as a b-benefit.’

‘I’d imagine
they attract male attention. That can’t–’ Nava made a silent ‘ah’
face. ‘But attention like that would make you uncomfortable.’

‘Y-yes. A-and
some of the girls back home got very catty when I was g-growing and
they w-weren’t. I’m not good with confrontation.’

‘Mm. I take it
that means you don’t duel?’

‘I would. If I
had to. I learned Concussive Force so I could duel. If I had to.
I’ve n-never had to.’

One of Nava’s
eyebrows rose fractionally. ‘Concussive Force? Not Slice?’

Duels did come
in three varieties: first strike, blood, and death. Blood duels
were by far the most common because they had an obvious, non-lethal
ending. When blood was drawn, the wounded participant had lost.
First strike duels needed a referee to determine victory. Some
unscrupulous duellists fought blood duels with Concussive Force
because it did not draw blood until there was significant internal
injury. Such duellists were trying to kill their opponents in what
were supposed to be non-lethal duels.

Melissa’s blush
deepened. ‘I, um, well, I can’t stand the sight of blood. If I had
to fight a blood duel, I’d just lose it. I’m not really sure I
could ever fight a death duel.’

So, Melissa was
not an unscrupulous duellist. It had seemed out of
character. ‘I’ve never fought a duel either.’

‘I bet you’d
win if you fought one. You look like someone who would win
duels.’

Nava considered
that for a second. She nodded. ‘Yes. If I fought a duel, I would
win. However, I have no intention of fighting one.’ She paused,
considering again. Melissa was now a friend, or perhaps a potential
one. How would she react to Nava’s true feelings on the matter?
Perhaps it was better to find out now rather than later. ‘To be
quite honest, I find the idea distasteful.’

‘Oh!’ Not a
good start. ‘Well… I suppose… I suppose I do too. It’s just not the
kind of thing you hear someone say in the Clan Worlds.’

‘I am an
orphan. Clanless. To much of society, I have no honour.’

‘That’s just
stupid. Just because you never knew your parents, doesn’t mean you
have to act in a dishonourable manner. Just because you belong to
some powerful clan, doesn’t mean your honour is
unquestionable.’

Nava’s lips
curled slightly; it was about as close as she got to a smile. ‘I do
believe we are going to be friends, Mel.’

Melissa started
to smile back – with a much broader smile – but then the door to
the changing rooms slid back, announcing the arrival of someone
else in the baths, and instead she sank down until her chin was
resting on the surface of the water. Becoming less shy was
definitely a process.

‘Do you want to
leave?’ Nava asked, her voice barely above a whisper. Melissa shook
her head. ‘Good. I’m rather enjoying this.’

‘S-so am I. The
water part anyway. It’s hot and the weather’s not.’

This was true.
Outside the bathhouse, Shinden was in the middle of winter. The
planet had a six-degree axial tilt which would have meant little in
the way of seasons, but it also had an eccentric orbit. When it was
close to its star, it was a sauna, averaging over three hundred
kelvin. When it was furthest out, like now, it dropped to a cool
two hundred and seventy-eight kelvin. It was not freezing, on
average, but it was far from warm and it got distinctly cold toward
the poles. Luckily, the school was more or less on the equator.
Nava was convinced she would not be calling that ‘lucky’ come
summer.

‘What’s Avorna
like? Weather-wise.’

‘Temperate.
Pretty much all year round. We don’t really get seasons, but we do
get a long growing season.’

‘Sounds
nice.’

‘Yes, it is.
Oh!’

The exclamation
came as the new entrant to the baths stepped over the edge to join
them. Nava turned her head to look at the newcomer and it was quite
a sight. The legs doing the stepping were long. She pointed
her toes as she slipped her foot into the water, an elegant action
which seemed to fit with the woman’s demeanour. She looked
aristocratic, important, but in a terribly simple way. A country
countess, stepping lightly into her bath. Her figure was slim and
she was tall, easily ten or twelve centimetres taller than Nava.
She had high, pointed breasts, not especially large, but that
fitted with the catwalk-model impression she gave. A long face came
with a pert, slightly snubbed nose, a small mouth with full lips,
and high cheekbones. Her eyes were dark brown, almost black in the
subdued lighting of the baths, and her hair was jet black. That was
wound up into a bun behind her head, but from the amount of hair on
show, it likely fell to her waist.

She settled
into the water with a sigh, sinking down until her breasts were
submerged and closing her eyes. Then she moved, sitting on the
seating which ran around the side of the bath and coming to a
relaxed sort of rest with her nipples just visible above the
waterline. Dark eyes regarded her fellow bathers briefly. ‘Good
evening,’ she said.

‘Evening,’ Nava
replied.

The newcomer’s
pupils were dilating. Nava detected slight colouring of her cheeks,
more obvious since this was a pale woman. And her nipples were
starting to stiffen before Melissa’s motormouth started going.

‘H-hello, I am
Melissa Connelly Avorn. It is a pleasure to make your
acquaintance.’

Inwardly, Nava
sighed. Melissa had introduced herself in the kind of overly formal
manner which indicated a nervous speaker. Nava would have to do the
same. ‘Nava Ward.’

The woman’s
eyes flicked away from Nava’s. She looked… conflicted. She bowed
her head and, when she raised her gaze again, she said, ‘I am
Mitsuko Trenton Sonkei. The pleasure is all mine.’ She had a soft,
velvety voice, dark and melodious and easy on the ear.

Melissa let out
a little gasp and tried to sink even lower in the water.
Unfortunately, that would have meant holding her breath, so she was
out of luck. Nava could understand the reaction, to some extent.
They had been joined in the bath by a member of one of the
highest-ranking clans in the Clan Worlds, never mind the fact that
the Sonkei clan ruled the planet they were on. ‘We’re first years,’
Melissa blurted before her brain could catch up with her mouth.
‘Support stream.’

‘I see. That
would be why I don’t recognise either of you. I haven’t had time to
familiarise myself with the support stream students. I’ll have
everyone worked out by next week, at least well enough to
recognise.’

‘You aim to
memorise everyone in the year?’ Nava asked.

‘The school. I
will be running for student president next month. Knowing who I’ll
be representing is an important part of the job.’ Mitsuko’s gaze
swept over the only visible part of Melissa. ‘You’re nervous.
There’s no need to be. I may be a Trenton Sonkei, but I’m still a
perfectly normal girl.’

‘Mel is just
nervous,’ Nava replied for her friend. ‘She’s a little shy and you
are intimidating.’ Melissa gave out a little squeak, though whether
it was in protest or horror at Nava’s blunt statement was
unsure.

‘Intimidating?’
Mitsuko asked.

‘And far from a
“perfectly normal girl,”’ Nava added in her usual uninflected tone.
‘You are both subjectively and objectively a beautiful young woman.
Your family name gives you power and influence. We have only just
met you and know nothing of your temperament, but you have just
stated that you have considerable political ambition. I believe it
is unusual for a first-year student to become student president,
but you intend to take the position. Your name suggests that you
could achieve that goal. To sum up, you are a beautiful woman with
a strong, dominant personality and the capacity, should we somehow
offend you, to make our lives a misery. That would be intimidating
to anyone with a working brain.’

Melissa
whimpered, presumably at the thought of what Miss Intimidating was
likely to do because of Nava’s blunt appraisal. Nava just watched
Mitsuko, her gaze unwavering. There was an avalanche of expression
flickering over Mitsuko’s face. Anger was in there. There was still
more than a little attraction. The anger faded very rapidly to be
replaced by a quirk in Mitsuko’s brow which suggested curiosity or
intrigue…

‘And you say
you’re studying support sorcery, Nava Ward?’ Mitsuko asked. ‘You
have the self-confidence of a combat student. I clearly
don’t intimidate you.’

‘The support
and academic courses appealed to me more than the combat courses.
You’ve done nothing to intimidate me, Mitsuko Trenton. I don’t wish
to imply that you are trying to, simply that your very nature is
likely to make a shy person of lower social standing uneasy.’

A slow smile
spread over Mitsuko’s face. Not the smile of a politician in the
making, but a genuine smile with just a hint of curious interest.
‘I apologise if I am, inadvertently, intimidating, Melissa
Connelly. That is not my intention. Please be at ease. I am not
even slightly offended. Frankly, I find Nava Ward’s bluntness
refreshing. I should make you an advisor, Nava Ward.’

‘An advisor?’
In the corner of her eye, Nava could see Melissa relaxing some. Her
shoulders broke the surface of the water for one thing.

‘Yes. Have you
ever heard of the court jesters of ancient Earth?’

‘I’m not well
educated in ancient history.’

‘A jester was
an entertainer of sorts who catered to the royal courts of the
time. Because he was, as some put it, a fool, he had latitude to
make fun of his social superiors. It’s said that many wise kings
took the words of their jesters to heart when some joke was made of
their actions. The fool was pointing out that the king was not,
perhaps, taking the wisest course of action. You are clearly no
fool, but you don’t let social niceties get in the way of pointing
out flaws. I think I like that. It could be very useful.’

Nava gave a
shrug. ‘I’m not big on social niceties. You might even get my vote
for president if your actions match your words.’

‘I’d v-vote for
you,’ Melissa put in. ‘Um, might I ask w-why someone like you is
using the b-baths all the way out here? You m-must have better ones
c-closer to your ap-partment.’

‘Probably,’
Mitsuko replied. She stretched. It was a little like watching a cat
waking up after a good nap. ‘Today is my birthday. Of all days to
start at a new school, I have to do it on my birthday. If I were to
spend my evening where my social equals spend most of their time, I
would be faced with too many people inclined to false flattery and
I’d want to challenge someone to a duel before curfew. I am, I
suppose, in hiding.’

‘H-happy
b-birthday.’

‘Thank you.
It’s just another year to add to the collection.’

‘Every year
above ground is a year to be celebrated,’ Nava countered.

‘You are an
enigma, Nava Ward. I’m going to keep an eye on you.’

‘If you wish. I
think you’ll be quite bored doing that, but if it’s what you want,
I can’t stop you.’
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‘M-m-m-may I s-s-sit
here?’

Nava looked
around at the person asking to sit with her and Melissa at the
refectory table they had selected for lunch. She was not entirely
surprised to see Rochester Hunt Leighton standing there holding a
tray. ‘If you wish.’

‘Thank y-you. I
am R-Rochester Hunt L-L-Leighton.’ He sat down on the bench beside
Nava. He left more than a respectful distance between them.

Nava was
beginning to wonder whether she just attracted people with nervous
stammers. Rochester had shown no signs of being nervous in class,
however. Melissa had begun to get over her reticence to stand out
in class and was speaking more or less normally when she answered a
question, but she had been shaky. Rochester spoke clearly every
time, though Nava had noticed that he did not look directly at Luca
Newton when he spoke to her…

‘I know,’ Nava
said. ‘I’m Nava Ward, but I suspect you know that.’

‘I’m Melissa
Connelly Avorn,’ Melissa put in.

Rochester
turned his head to look at Melissa. His eyes did an abrupt swerve
from her chest to her hairline and his cheeks coloured. ‘I-I-I-I
kn-know that as w-well.’ His attention returned to Nava, or rather
Nava’s fringe. ‘I w-wanted to t-talk about–’

Nava held up a
hand, bringing the speech to a stop. ‘If it would make you more
comfortable, I am quite all right with you speaking to your food.
You seem to have some difficulty talking to women.’

Of course,
Rochester’s cheeks went so red that orbiting satellites could
likely see them. His head snapped around so that he could stare at
his tray. ‘I-I-I–’

‘Take a deep
breath… and then continue.’

He did. And he
did continue while not risking a look at either of the two women.
It did seem to work better for him. ‘Y-you seem to have a very good
intuitive g-grasp of metaphysics, Nava Ward. I have been impressed
w-with your performance in class. Y-you are almost on a par with
me.’

‘You’ve learned
more than I have,’ Nava replied. ‘It’s clear that you’ve been
studying the subject on your own before coming here. I’m simply
good at picking up the lessons and in using the science in
practice. I appear more learned than I am, perhaps.’

‘You’re the
only person even close to my level.’ He paused and then added, ‘Uh,
no offence, Melissa Connelly.’

Melissa
grinned. ‘None taken. I know I have a lot to learn. That’s why I’m
here. I bet you plan to take the academic track in your final years
though.’

‘Metaphysics is
my passion! Metaphysics and chess. I don’t suppose either of you
p-play?’

‘I don’t,
sorry.’

‘I don’t really
play games,’ Nava said. ‘Perhaps I should learn, but I have other
priorities currently.’

‘Chess is a
game of tactics and strategy,’ Rochester said. ‘It teaches valuable
lessons about war and the tactics of winning it.’

Nava considered
that for a second. ‘It’s a game, is it not? With rules?’

‘Yes. Yes, of
course.’

‘The problem I
see there is that war has no rules. Assuming that it does is a
recipe for disaster. However, I’ll look into this “chess” and see
what I make of it. It may be interesting.’

‘You make it
sound like you’ve never heard of chess before,’ Melissa said,
grinning even more brightly.

‘I think I’ve
heard mention of it. I had a rather… isolated early life. There are
a lot of things I’ve never heard of which I’m sure you would
consider everyday knowledge. For example, I’ve no idea who the
singing stars the girls in our class swoon over are. For that
matter, I have no idea who the female singers the boys seem to find
so interesting are either. Sporting teams are a mystery to me.’

‘W-well, same
here,’ Rochester said. ‘I have n-no interest in sports.’

‘You don’t talk
about your life before you came here much,’ Melissa said.

‘No, I don’t,’
Nava replied. There was a finality to the statement that had
Melissa looking down at her food. ‘I don’t like talking about it,’
Nava went on because it seemed like the right thing to do.
‘It…’

‘It brings back
painful memories?’

‘That’s one
reason. Rochester Hunt, did you have a motive for complimenting me
on my skill in metaphysics?’

‘W-well, I
th-thought we c-could study t-together. St-study partners c-can be
h-helpf-ful in–’

Nava decided to
stop him before his stutter ran entirely out of control. Again.
‘That sounds like it would be agreeable, so long as you’re willing
to have Melissa Connelly asking questions when she gets stuck. I
have already agreed to help her where she needs it and I will not
back out of a commitment already made.’

‘N-no, of
course. I wouldn’t ask you t-to. I h-have found that helping others
with a subject can often solidify my own thoughts on the t-topic. I
would be h-happy to assist Melissa Connelly as well.’

‘Thank you,’
Melissa said. ‘In which case you can call me Mel.’

‘M-Mel… Thank
you, Mel. You may call me Chess. It’s the one nickname I’ve picked
up which I’m comfortable with.’

Melissa
giggled. ‘Chess. It suits you. And now I actually have a chance of
getting through the year-end exams without failing.’
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‘I admit that I’ll need
to further study such things as tactics if I wish to make it
through to the final years and forget about all that,’ Rochester
said. He now spent his lunch hours with Nava and Melissa, and his
stutter was effectively gone unless he forgot and looked either
woman in the chest.

‘It’s a matter
of utility,’ Nava said. ‘However, it’s also a matter of
effectiveness in your chosen profession. It’s never to your
detriment to broaden your horizons. That’s why I’m on the support
stream.’

‘I… won’t
argue,’ Rochester said and then he prepared himself to argue.
‘However, I feel–’

Nava saw the
attack begin and could, perhaps, have avoided it, but doing so
would have driven her into Rochester and Melissa, so she braced
herself to take the hit. Walking in the opposite direction from the
trio were four boys, third or fourth years from the general look of
them. They were laughing about something and appeared thoroughly
engrossed in themselves, but Nava saw the leader’s eyes scan over
her before he shifted his footing so that he would collide with
her. You could tell he was the leader because he was bigger than
the others by a few centimetres and had a cockier attitude about
him.

The impact
jarred through Nava’s body and she twisted her torso to shrug as
much of it off as possible. There was going to be a bruise on her
shoulder soon enough and, annoyingly, the uniform dresses were
sleeveless. But it was the immediate reaction of the bully which
brought all nearby motion to a halt.

‘Watch where
you’re going!’ he exclaimed in a loud voice. He was a redhead with
green eyes and a significant amount of muscle on his tall frame. He
was trying, and failing, to hide a smirk.

Nava regarded
the man for a second. ‘I would suggest that you take your own
advice, but your action was deliberate.’

‘What? Are you
accusing me of deliberately barging into you? You insult me and
expect me to let this stand? Apologise.’

Nava could see
where this was going. The whimper from nearby suggested that
Melissa could see it too. Nava had two courses of action: apologise
or be challenged. The apology would defuse the immediate situation,
but not the overall threat. Unfortunately, the other route would
likely solve very little either… ‘I will not apologise for your
actions.’

The bully
straightened his back and squared his shoulders. ‘I am Devin Girard
Sonkei and I challenge–’

‘Declined,’
Nava said.

Surprise showed
on Devin’s face until it was overridden by arrogant confidence.
‘You can’t just decline a challenge from–’

‘I can and
have. Section three of the school disciplinary code, paragraph six.
“Frivolous, casual, or contrived duelling is forbidden.” I am
within my rights to decline a duel where the challenger has
engineered a situation in order to make a challenge possible. Now,
if that is all, I’d like to get some lunch.’ Turning on her heel,
Nava started off in the direction of the refectory, Melissa and
Rochester hurrying to catch up with her.

‘Don’t walk
away from me!’ Devin roared from behind her. ‘This isn’t over!’

‘No,’ Nava
muttered, ‘I don’t suppose it is.’
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Nava was annoyed, but
it did not show. She was currently missing lunch because the
Student Security Force’s captain had summoned her to a meeting.
Luca Newton had passed on the ‘invitation’ in homeroom that
morning. Nava was now standing at one end of a table where four
people sat in judgement. They all had sandwiches and drinks.

‘Nava Ward,’
the one at the other end of the table said, ‘you have been accused
of declining a challenge to a duel. I am Courtney Martell Garavain,
Captain of the Student Security Force. I will be dealing with this,
quite serious, infraction of the school rules. How do you answer
the charge?’ She was calm about it but appeared mildly amused. She
had short brown hair and dark eyes. Her skin was a lighter shade of
brown and she was a pretty woman. She had been the SSF head for two
years and was now in her fifth year at the school. Nava had
familiarised herself with all the student representatives after
meeting Mitsuko.

‘This is
regarding the incident with Devin Girard yesterday?’ Nava asked.
What else would it be? And where was Devin? If he had accused her,
he should be here, missing lunch.

‘That is
correct.’

‘Devin Girard
purposefully bumped into me in order to extract an apology or a
duel. Under the rules of this school, I would be required to
decline such a challenge.’

‘You have
evidence that he attempted to force a duel?’

Nava considered
the statement. Specifically, she considered the tone of the
statement. There was a hint of eagerness about it, as though
Courtney was hoping that Nava had evidence. ‘No,’ Nava said,
and the relaxation of Courtney’s facial muscles suggested that Nava
had not mistaken the eagerness, ‘but you do.’

Courtney’s
eyebrows lifted. ‘Explain.’

‘You have
access to security camera recordings. There are two cameras
covering the stretch of corridor where the incident happened. If
you review the recordings, you’ll see that Devin Girard changed
direction to ensure a collision. Additionally, his reaction was too
quick. He was ready for his arm to hit my shoulder and knew exactly
what he was going to say.’

There was a
wall screen in the room and Nava was made to go through the
encounter with Devin from two different viewpoints. It took twenty
minutes. At the end of it, most of the SSF members were looking
annoyed while Courtney appeared disappointed.

‘It’s
subjective,’ Courtney said. ‘There’s not enough evidence here to
charge Devin Girard, but I believe we must acquit Nava Ward
based on what we can see in the camera data.’ Nava relaxed
inwardly; again, this did not show. ‘I must caution you, Nava Ward,
that making a habit of declining duels will negatively affect your
academic record. I hope that we will not see you here again.
Dismissed.’

Nava bowed her
head slightly before turning without a word to head for the door.
If she hurried, she would probably be able to wolf down some lunch
before she had to rush to afternoon lessons. Still, it seemed
likely that this was not the end of the matter and Courtney’s
attitude to the situation had Nava wondering. Some research was in
order, but that could wait until she was back in her apartment in
the afternoon.

~~~

Devin Girard Sonkei was
a bully. That had not come as any real surprise given Nava’s
experience of him, but here she was looking at his duelling record
and seeing clear evidence of his nature which no one could
seriously deny.

Devin’s family,
the Girards, was a minor family within the Sonkei clan, but they
had been trying to rise up the ranks for a while. Marriages had
been arranged and they attended all the right parties. Social media
was a gold mine for that kind of information, but it was the
duelling records that gave part of their game plan away.

Duelling was
part of the legal code of the Clan Worlds and, as such, it was
regulated. Nava thought it was not regulated enough, but regulated
it was. Part of that regulation was that every duel had to have an
official, independent witness and be recorded both as a video and
in the form of a report. These records were all available to the
public via a government web service. The Girards duelled a lot.
They held their honour above everything, it seemed. Rarely did they
lose a duel, which suggested to Nava that they were picking their
opponents carefully.

Devin was a
chip off the Girard block, with a soupçon of malice added to the
mix. He was a fourth year now and he had, on average, fought a duel
every month for the last three years. He never lost. Thirty-five
duels, thirty-five wins. However, he rarely fought anyone on the
combat stream and when he did, it was always late in the year when
he could have worked out their strengths and weaknesses. He always
fought blood duels, but he fought them with Concussive Force. In
three years, he had killed seven students and put another sixteen
in the school’s infirmary. Nava rubbed absently at the bruise on
her right shoulder and reassessed her position on Devin. Devin
Girard was not simply a bully – he was a murderer. He had
deliberately engineered duels in order to kill people and no one
appeared willing to stop him.

A chime from
the door broke Nava out of her reverie. ‘Open,’ she said to the
room as she rose to her feet to meet her guest. It was probably
Melissa, come to see whether Nava wanted to do anything before
dinner.

The sight of
Mitsuko standing in the doorway was something of a surprise, though
it did not register on Nava’s face. ‘Good evening, Nava Ward,’
Mitsuko said. ‘Might I come in?’

‘Of course,’
Nava replied. ‘Please excuse my meagre accommodation.’

Mitsuko smiled
slightly as she walked through into the single-room apartment. ‘It
is hardly what I’m used to. I assume you were thinking that? I live
in one of the better blocks closer to the teaching buildings and
this is far from how I’m used to living. Am I right?’

‘I’d imagine
not, but I’m more referring to the fact that I cannot offer much in
the way of refreshment.’

‘Ah.’ Mitsuko
waved the comment away. ‘I don’t mean to take up much of your time
anyway. May I sit?’

‘Of
course.’

Mitsuko took
one of the bench seats at the room’s table, Nava sitting opposite
her. ‘I’ve come regarding Devin Girard,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Ah.’ They were
the same clan. Was Mitsuko about to go down in Nava’s estimations
by defending the man?

‘I believe you
are a perceptive woman, Nava Ward. I believe you will understand
what I’m about to say, but I consider it my duty to say it.’ That
did not sound good. ‘Devin Girard will not let this matter
go. The fact that you were able to persuade the SSF that his
challenge was illegal will simply spur him to greater efforts. He
will get his duel and his duelling style is…’

Mitsuko
appeared to be searching for the right word, so Nava decided to
supply a few. ‘Dishonourable? Lethal? Murderous?’ Mitsuko’s eyes
widened briefly; that had been a little shocking. ‘I’ve reviewed
his duelling record. He picks fights he’s almost certain he can
win. He selects lower-status victims where possible and, when he
believes he can get away with it, he kills them in duels which
should be to first blood. His name likely shields him from the
retribution he deserves. The Sonkei clan has no seat on the Clan
Council, but they are far from powerless within the Clan Worlds, as
you well know.’

‘You’ve done
your research.’ That seemed like a tacit admission of the problem
without actually agreeing with Nava’s assessment. ‘What will you do
if he issues another challenge to you? Are you unwilling to defend
your honour?’

‘I’m clanless.
I have no honour in the eyes of the majority of people.’

‘Yes, but–’

‘I also have
personal reasons for avoiding duels. However, if I am challenged by
Devin Girard a second time, I will not decline, and he will regret
his choice of actions.’
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It did not take long.
The following Monday, after classes this time, Nava was back with
the SSF. This time, Devin Girard was there as well, apparently
unwilling to risk a second judgement against him. This time there
was also an audience: Devin’s three cronies were there, Melissa and
Rochester had come along to provide support, and Luca Newton and
Mitsuko had arrived to watch the proceedings. The teacher was
likely there to determine whether she had a problem student in her
class, or maybe to provide support.

The subject of
the inquiry this time was…

‘Nava Ward has
been spreading rumours about me,’ Devin proclaimed. ‘I have it on
good authority that someone has been claiming that I am an
honourless coward. I have witnesses who have seen Nava Ward
spreading this disinformation. I demand that I be allowed to
challenge her such that I may clear my good name.’

Courtney was
sitting in judgement again. She looked a little tired. ‘We have
received written statements from several students…’ Her gaze
shifted to the three boys sitting together behind Devin. So, the
witnesses were about as credible as Nava’s accuser. ‘These
corroborate Devin Girard’s claim. How do you answer, Nava
Ward?’

Nava, standing
at the end of the table again, considered her answer carefully. To
everyone around her, it seemed that there was a brief pause before
she spoke in the same uninflected tone she always did. ‘I have been
spreading no such rumours regarding Devin Girard. The witnesses are
mistaken.’

‘She’s calling
them liars!’ Devin barked.

‘Devin Girard,’
Courtney said, ‘you will leave the proceedings of the SSF to its
members.’ There was a hard edge to her voice; Courtney really did
not like Devin. ‘Are you calling these witnesses liars, Nava
Ward?’

There was
another brief pause. ‘Yes.’ She went on before anyone could
respond. ‘Further, while I have spread no rumours regarding Devin
Girard, he is a dishonourable coward intent on committing his
eighth legalised murder.’

‘Silence!’
Courtney shouted over the ensuing chaos. The roars of anger from
Devin’s side almost drowned out the sound of Melissa having a fit
behind Nava. The other members of the SSF were shouting almost as
loud as Devin’s people. Silence happened, if a little slowly. ‘Nava
Ward, you understand that making such a claim means that you
will be required to accept the challenge from Devin
Girard?’

‘Courtney
Martell.’ The voice came from behind Nava, but to one side. Mitsuko
had decided to intervene.

‘The chair
recognises Mitsuko Trenton,’ Courtney said.

‘Thank you. My
impression of Nava Ward is that she would not stoop to
spreading rumours regarding another student. I believe the
testimony suggesting that she did is… mistaken, as she put it.
Perhaps she was misheard. Further, Nava Ward is clanless and has
not grown up with the deep understanding of honour within each
clan. I believe she should be given the opportunity to withdraw her
statement without recourse to a duel.’

‘I see. Nava
Ward?’

‘I give my
sincere thanks to Mitsuko Trenton,’ Nava said. ‘However, I stand by
my words. I will ask that Devin Girard withdraws his challenge and
his complaint now, before things go further.’

‘Oh?’ Devin
said, half laughing the word. ‘And what will you do if I
don’t?’

‘I’ll accept.
Name the time and place.’

~~~

Devin was a little
surprised to see Mitsuko standing outside his apartment door, but
he did his best not to show it. He sneered. ‘Come to beg me to let
your friend off the hook?’ he asked as he grandly gestured for her
to enter. His family had seen to it that he got the best
accommodation available. His apartment was as well appointed as
Mitsuko’s, but not as tidy. There were cleaning robots for the best
blocks, but even a device like that could not keep up with someone
who was, essentially, a slob.

‘I’ve come to
suggest that you withdraw your challenge,’ Mitsuko said. Looking
around, she decided that she would not ask to sit. There was every
possibility that she would discover she was stuck to whatever she
sat on when she tried to leave. ‘Unfortunately, Nava Ward is not my
friend. I believe that she might be a very interesting person to
get to know, but she is not my friend.’

‘Then why the
Hell are you defending a clanless, support stream coward? A freak!
Have you looked at her? She only has one expression. She
talks like a damn robot. She’s got no idea about honour. Why
are you protecting her?’

‘You seem to be
under some misapprehension, Devin Girard. I am not protecting Nava
Ward.’

‘What?’

‘I am not
protecting you either. I am here to try to avoid an embarrassment
to our clan.’

‘What?’

‘If you win,
Nava Ward’s words are still on record. You will have proven her
false in the eyes of the law, but public opinion is another matter.
Your actions will be seen as those of a bully, destroying any
weaker opponent you believe you can get away with. If you
lose–’

‘I won’t lose
against a support stream weakling!’

‘If you lose,
then she will have proven you false.’

‘That isn’t
going to–’

‘It would be
far better for you to withdraw your challenge, saying that her
charge is beneath your dignity to answer. Beyond that, I think you
assume too much about Nava Ward’s combat abilities. You believe her
weak and an easy target, but you have not really met her.’

‘Careful,
princess,’ Devin said, his voice low and angry. ‘Your words flirt
with the same claim the orphan made.’

Mitsuko flicked
away the accusation. ‘Challenge me, Devin Girard, and I will
dismantle you. Then my family will dismantle yours. You’ll be
clanless and penniless and, given your duelling record, dead within
a year. Do as your honour demands and put your clan before your
petty desires. Withdraw your challenge.’

‘I don’t
ever back down from a duel.’

Turning,
Mitsuko started back across the plush but somewhat matted carpet to
the door. ‘Then on your own head be it.’
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The school had three
duelling arenas, one of them larger than the others with more room
for spectators. Nava was not sure whether to be pleased they were
using that one or not. The basic setup of an arena was the same
throughout the Clan Worlds, not that Nava had ever entered one
before anywhere. There was an open area – a rectangle with rounded
corners – in the centre. This was the arena proper. Around it there
was seating for spectators, the adjudicator, and the seconds of the
combatants. Two lines twenty metres apart marked the starting point
for the fighters. Most magical duels ended before anyone had closed
the distance, but there was more movement where the duel was to use
melee weapons. The spectators were protected from misfired magic,
or bullets in some cases, by a barrier spell which surrounded the
fighting area. That also theoretically stopped spectators from
meddling with the duel. The duel began when the adjudicator said it
did and ended when the appropriate conditions were met.

Nava was on her
line five minutes before the designated time of the duel. At
sixteen thirty, they would begin and, if this duel went as most
blood duels did, it would be over in the first couple of seconds.
Devin would want to drag it out a little, hitting her again and
again until her internal organs were soup, but she had no intention
of allowing that to happen.

The rules were
simple enough. In a magical duel, no magical devices or other
weapons were allowed into the arena. The duellists relied upon
their own power and nothing else. It was illegal to cast spells
prior to the start of the duel; if a duellist wished to protect
themselves, they had to raise a barrier as soon as the duel began.
Most went straight to offence in the hope of drawing blood with the
first strike and obviating the need for defence. Nava would go
straight to the attack because she was sure that Devin would and
because she was sure she was faster.

Devin walked
out onto the arena floor a minute before the appointed time. He was
smiling, all confidence. He paid no attention to Nava, but he did
spare a glance to the seats where the seconds and the adjudicator
were sitting. His second had just arrived. Courtney was sitting in
the adjudicator’s seat having decided that she needed to oversee
this personally. Melissa had agreed to be Nava’s second and was
sitting beside Courtney, looking really nervous. Devin
probably noticed Melissa’s state of mind, because his smile
broadened. He took his place on the line and his attention turned
to Nava. He said nothing, because smack-talk was not allowed, but
his expression spoke volumes.

‘Magicians,’
Courtney said, rising to her feet, ‘you are here to settle a matter
of honour through a duel to first blood. Fight honourably.’ She
paused, probably because she wanted the last two words to sink in.
‘Raise the barrier.’

There was a
flickering of space around the outside of the fighting area as the
magical barrier went up. Courtney waited for a second to be sure it
was active. ‘Duellists, indicate that you are ready.’

‘I, Devin
Girard Sonkei, stand ready to defend my honour.’ Devin’s body
tensed as he prepared himself for what was to come.

Nava did not
move a muscle. ‘I, Nava Ward, am ready.’ She had no honour to
defend and was not going to say that she was there to do that.

‘On my word,
begin,’ Courtney said. ‘Go!’

Devin began to
move, but Nava was half a second ahead of him. Her right hand flew
out in a slashing motion and a disc of white light shot from her
fingers, crossing the distance between the combatants in an
instant. It slashed through the arm of Devin’s uniform tunic and
the flesh beneath. Blood flew and Devin clutched at his arm. The
fight was over; Nava had drawn first blood.

Except that
Devin did not consider it to be done with. ‘Bitch! You’ll pay for
that!’ He raised his right hand once again, aiming his palm toward
Nava.

Rising to her
feet again to declare Nava the victor, Courtney changed what she
was about to say. ‘Devin Girard, stand down! You–’

‘Die!’ Devin
shrieked and something left his hand. It was nothing which could be
seen, but it distorted the light as it passed from Devin’s hand to
where Nava had been until she sprang sideways and rolled to her
feet in a single, smooth motion. The bolt of concussive force Devin
had launched struck the barrier behind Nava and impact energy
rippled violently across the invisible wall.

Nava raised her
own hand before Devin could try again. A pulse of white light left
her hand and shot across the gap to hit Devin in the forehead. And
then a ball of white light exploded out in a perfect sphere,
enveloping Devin’s body and continuing out to hit the barrier which
flared brightly under the impact of the released energy. Then the
light bubble popped, and everyone could see what was left of Devin
Girard. His head, shoulders, and arms were entirely gone. The rest
of him looked as though it had been tossed into a blender filled
with acid. Skin and other tissues were left in ragged streamers.
Huge rents in his uniform showed huge rents in the skin beneath all
the way down his legs. If there was anything left of his internal
organs, that would have been a surprise. Devin Girard was very
definitely dead and no technology or magic was going to bring him
back.

Without a word,
Nava turned and started for the exit.

~~~

Of course, that was not
the end of it. Nava was back in SSF HQ and they were not
pleased. ‘That was meant to be a blood duel,’ Courtney said. ‘You
killed him!’

‘He tried to
kill me,’ Nava replied evenly.

‘You can’t know
that. If a participant in a duel refuses to acknowledge that
they’ve lost, you allow the adjudicator to–’

‘I’m supposed
to stand there and let him hit me with Concussive Force spells
until my insides liquify? In the time it takes for the barrier to
drop, he could have fired off at least five of them. Besides, the
duelling regulations do not forbid returning fire in
self-defence.’

Courtney
scowled, but Nava was right about the legislation and she was faced
by Nava’s cool gaze which she seemed unable to dent. Nothing seemed
capable of getting under the freshman’s skin. She reacted to
someone trying to kill her and the death of that person at her own
hands in the same way as one might react to discovering a tiny
stain on their dress. Such an annoyance. Actually, she reacted less
than that.

Try a different
tack. ‘You couldn’t know he was using a lethal spell until after
he’d used it. You didn’t even look at what it did to the barrier
before attacking.’

‘I knew he was
using a lethal spell because he was going to use the same spell
even before I cut him. You only need to look at his duelling record
to know the way he worked. He called out people he was sure he
could beat, and he used Concussive Force to attack them because his
first hit was unlikely to draw blood. His opponent would be knocked
down, if not killed. If they were still alive, he would be
justified in continuing until they were badly injured or dead. He
was a bully and a murderer. When I landed the first strike, I was
quite aware that he would respond violently.’

‘So, you admit
that you went into that duel knowing you would kill Devin
Girard?’

‘I expected to
have to, yes.’

‘You could’ve
used… a less extreme weapon and at least tried to keep him
alive.’

Nava shook her
head. ‘I was casting Slice as a cantrip. I only have one ranged
combat spell available at reasonable levels and I used it. I used
it in a manner that I was sure would render my opponent incapable
of further attacks.’

Then, to
Courtney’s surprise, Nava’s eyes tightened. It was just a little,
but it was there, and it was the most expression the SSF captain
had ever seen in the taciturn freshman.

‘I’ll be
candid,’ Nava said. ‘I find the practice of duelling to be
abhorrent. You have turned combat into a game you use to enforce
your will on those without the skill to defy you and you don’t
expect there to be consequences which can’t be fixed by first aid.
You duel to “preserve your honour” when all it does is prove your
strength. Going forward, if I am challenged and I am at fault, I
will apologise. I have no honour to worry about. If, however, I am
not at fault, I will agree to the challenge and my opponent had
better be ready to duel to the death.’

‘Death duels
are forbidden.’

‘Without
permission. If someone is not prepared to risk their life to prove
their honour, their honour is not worth defending.’

Courtney’s
scowl just got worse. ‘I can’t see the Sonkei clan leaving this
alone. I’m not sure we’ll be able to–’

‘The Sonkei
clan will not intervene in this matter,’ Mitsuko said.

‘But–’

‘I don’t see
that Nava Ward did anything wrong. She conducted a legal duel and
defended herself
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