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Part One: The Chūnibyō in
Class 14D

 Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, Shinden,
Clan Worlds Alliance, 236/1/10.

The sun was warm and
that was a plus. January on Shinden could be a particularly icy
month and this January day was pretty typical. It had dawned bright
and clear with a sub-zero temperature thanks to the clear skies the
night before, but the sun was giving it a boost and there was every
possibility that the temperature would be bearable by the time Nava
Greyling Sonkei had to brave it in uniform. Currently, she was
wearing a thick sweater under a coat and opaque hose under a short
skirt, and she was already looking forward to changing back into
something similar following the graduation ceremony.

Not that Nava
was graduating. Her second year at the Shinden Alliance School of
Sorcery – SAS2 to its friends – would be starting in two
days. Graduation was five years in the future. However, she had
acquaintances who were graduating this year, she was in school
anyway, and not attending the ceremony might have seemed
churlish.

Before the
ceremony, however, there was the arrival at her new accommodation.
This was why Nava was taking the unusual step of walking through
the school to the area known as the Estate. Generally, the Estate
was where the school’s staff lived. There was no reason students
could not rent a house there, but student apartments were cheaper
and there was a convention of sorts which kept the Estate and the
nearby apartment buildings to postgrads, faculty, and ancillary
staff. In particular, the Estate was really designed for couples
and families, but that kind of rule had done nothing to stop Nava’s
friend and lover, Mitsuko Trenton Sonkei, from arranging to rent
one of the larger houses. With the combined power of Nava’s and
Mitsuko’s allowances, and a little help from Melissa Connelly
Avorn’s far less abundant funds, the three of them were moving into
a four-bedroom house which Nava had yet to see. Mitsuko and Melissa
had been working to move everything in for about a week, but Nava
had had other duties to take care of before today.

The Estate was
a maze. Technically, it was more like a forest, but the effect, if
you were driving, was maze-like. Curving, dead-end streets branched
off from a couple of main roads. Smaller streets branched from the
branches. Nava assumed that someone had designed the layout;
presumably it had been someone who had failed a course in civil
planning. If you were on foot, things were a bit better. Various
paths cut through between the streets allowing for a considerably
more direct route to most places, but the house Mitsuko had
selected turned out to be on the far side of the Estate, quite some
distance from the main school buildings. From the helipad where an
Alliance Security Force transport had dropped Nava off, she felt as
though she had walked through the entire school to get to her
destination.

That said, upon
arrival it seemed as though the house was worth the walk. Situated
on the end plot of one of the cul-de-sacs, the house was a low,
broad building with big windows facing the street and a warm,
pale-yellow render on the walls. There was a lawn at the front with
a short, flagged path up to an entrance portico. Much to her
pleasure, the door recognised her ketcom when Nava waved the device
over the intercom and, dragging her lone suitcase, she stepped into
an entrance hallway where she was faced with a stack of boxes, one
large black case, and a collection of footwear lined up at one
side.

She was also,
almost immediately, faced with an oncoming Mitsuko who rushed out
of a door on the right. There were no words, because Mitsuko did
not allow time for them. A second after seeing the tall, beautiful
student president, Nava was balancing on her toes as Mitsuko lifted
her into a very enthusiastic kiss.

‘I missed you,’
Mitsuko said when she finally had to break for breath.

‘I would never
have guessed,’ Nava replied. ‘With such a lacklustre greeting, I
should suspect that you’d forgotten me in the eight days since you
last saw me.’

‘Eight days is
a long time when you’re horny,’ Melissa said from the doorway
Mitsuko had entered through. ‘It’s good to see you again. How was
your ASF training?’

‘Boring to the
point of aneurism. A lot of lectures on procedure and how they
operate in practice.’ Nava gave a slight shrug. ‘It’ll be useful,
eventually. It’s nice to be back here where I may learn something
useful to me now.’

‘Well, we’ve
left your stuff for you to put where you think is good.’ Melissa
indicated the boxes which contained all of Nava’s worldly
belongings, except what was in her suitcase. ‘First, we should
probably show you the house.’ Melissa grinned. ‘I told my parents
about it and they asked who I’d had to sell my body to to get it. I
think they were joking.’

‘You didn’t
sell it to anyone,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Really, it’s more of a rental
agreement… Let’s do the tour!’ She pointed to the back of the hall
where there was another door. ‘That takes you straight to the back
of the house. There’s a door off it into the sento.’

Nava held up a
hand. ‘Wait. We have a sento?’

Mitsuko
grinned. ‘When I saw that, I just had to have this house.
Apparently, they put them into most of the larger houses. The more
recent builds anyway. It’s more like a large bath than a proper
sento, but you can get three or four people in it and it’s got
separate washing facilities.’

‘It’s pretty
nice,’ Melissa agreed. ‘We have two shower rooms with toilet and
such as well, so we shouldn’t have conflicts over usage too often.
The kitchen’s… You know, let’s just take a walk and you can
see.’

The door
Mitsuko and Melissa had come out of led into the lounge. It was
large enough to double as a dining room if you wanted, but it
seemed that the two women had decided on more of a Japanese feel.
Sort of. If you squinted. There was a large sofa arranged to face
the main entertainment screen which occupied the opposite wall, but
between sofa and screen was a low table that seemed to be the only
surface suitable for eating on. To Nava’s right as she entered was
the big picture window which, she noted, could be entirely blocked
out by heavy blinds. Decoration was light: the walls were painted
in a soft, creamy colour and that was about it. It turned out that
the same decoration had been applied to all the rooms except the
sento; paintbrushes could be seen in their future.

In the middle
of the back wall was a door which opened onto a corridor. To either
side of this were the bedrooms. Mitsuko had claimed the one on the
right closest to the lounge and Melissa had selected the one on
that side at the back. This turned out to be because those rooms
had windows. They also shared a shower room; connecting doors from
the bedrooms let into the smaller room between them. Smaller, but
with a fairly large shower cubicle, and Nava could already see how
her evening was going to start tonight. The bedrooms on the other
side were set up in the same way and Nava selected the room
opposite Mitsuko’s to be hers, even if she was not going to be
sleeping in it very often.

At the back,
through another door off the corridor, was the kitchen. That had a
window overlooking the rear garden, a door out onto the garden, and
all the usual appliances. The garden was pretty bare, just grass
which did not appear to have been maintained well up until now.
Mitsuko had plans to get one of the gardeners from her parents’
estate to come down and do something with it.

Then there was
the door to the sento. Nava revised her estimation of the way the
evening might go on seeing a small pool raised a metre or so off
the ground but also clearly sunk into it. A pair of hand-shower
stations for washing let you get clean before plunging into the
temperature-controlled bath which almost certainly was big enough
for four. Yes, sex in the sento seemed like a high-probability
event. Since the outer wall of the room was a window, floor to
ceiling, you could do it in semi-public, if you wished.

That left a
mudroom – as Melissa described it – in the corner of the building
with another door out onto the garden there. Opposite that door was
the inner door onto the corridor from the entrance hall. You could
get from front to back without entering any of the private
rooms.

‘There’s a
void,’ Nava said, looking at the inner door. ‘The corridor doesn’t
fill the space between the bedrooms and the outer wall.’

‘Services
room,’ Mitsuko said. ‘Air conditioning and the house computer and
stuff like that are in there. Room might not be the word to
describe it, but it’s the best I’ve got. It’s full of pipes and
electronics, but there is an access door and you can move about in
there.’

‘I can’t,’
Melissa said. ‘Not easily.’ She tapped her expansive chest. ‘You
need to be able to fit into fairly narrow spaces and I’m badly
equipped for those.’

‘Speaking of
fitting into things,’ Mitsuko said, ‘you should change for the
ceremony, Nava. Oh! Are all your uniforms in the boxes?’

‘I think I got
whiplash from that change of topic,’ Nava replied, starting for the
corridor that would lead her to the entrance hall, ‘but I foresaw
this very situation when I left after the New Year celebration. I
have a uniform in my case. I’ll go and change into it now and we
can all watch Kyle graduate.’

~~~

There was quite the
array of outfits on show at the banquet after the ceremony.
Obviously, there were SAS2 uniforms; a substantial
number of graduates were wearing their uniforms for the last time
before they went off into the wider world. However, there were also
ASF uniforms because a lot of students went into the ASF following
their time in education, especially those on the combat side. The
ASF did not wait for graduation to employ them either; most of
those wearing the black uniforms were on a day’s leave from basic
training. There were also people in the school’s faculty uniform –
rust red instead of blue – and there were the visitors in a variety
of clothing ranging from the very casual to the strictly
formal.

Nava watched
the people celebrating with her usual somewhat disinterested
demeanour. The banquet was a buffet; some twelve hundred and
seventy students were graduating, plus guests, plus faculty, and a
sit-down meal was a logistical nightmare. In fact, there were
multiple banquets spread across several refectories around the
campus. Nava had eaten sufficient food that she could make do with
something light in the evening, and now she was following Mitsuko
around as the student president ‘pressed palms.’

Mitsuko had
actually described what was going on in that way. Various
higher-ranking citizens and students had an expectation of personal
congratulations from the president, and Mitsuko was endeavouring to
meet that expectation. However, the president was also the daughter
of the leaders of one of the most prestigious clans in the
Alliance. More people wanted to meet her than might be expected of
other graduations. Added to that, she was being escorted by the
newest member of the secretive but very influential Greyling
family. Plenty of people wanted to get a close-up view of Nava too.
Nava had concluded that her role was that of an escort: part
girlfriend, part bodyguard.

Melissa was
getting off lightly. ‘I think I’d want to murder someone by about
now,’ she said to Nava as yet another pompous parent pushed their
son at Mitsuko. No one was especially interested in some random
girl from a small clan from the edge of Clan Worlds space, and
Melissa was glad of that.

‘Suki’s
actually had lessons in not murdering people at events like this,’
Nava replied.

‘She has?’

‘Sort of. She
got some basic instruction in politics and public speaking. Her
parents knew she wasn’t interested in getting into politics at all,
but they also knew she was never going to be able to avoid it
entirely.’

‘And then she
stands for student president.’

‘That’s because
she had an agenda she wanted to push in the school. She doesn’t
have… Hm. Clan Worlds society as a whole suffers from this false
warrior ethic. Maybe she should continue after she leaves.’

‘Don’t you
dare suggest that where anyone else can hear,’ Mitsuko said.
Apparently, she had escaped her latest admirer. ‘Changing things,
at least a little, in SAS-squared might be possible. Changing that
attitude in the Clan Worlds as a whole will take more than just one
person talking a lot.’

‘It has to
start with someone.’ Nava held up a hand to deflect any response.
‘I won’t press you into it, however. Spending your long life as the
most unpopular person in the Alliance is something you’d need to
choose to do. Now, who else wants to have their existence confirmed
by feverishly gripping your hand?’

‘Kyle,’ Mitsuko
replied.

Nava turned to
see Kyle and Courtney weaving through the crowd in their direction.
Courtney was in her usual SAS2 uniform with the gold
trim associated with some position of power. The black ASF uniform
looked good on Kyle. He was a big man; the uniform tended to
obscure his muscles, but he was still tall and broad-shouldered.
His shock of dark-blonde hair was a strong counterpoint to his dark
skin. His uniform was essentially the same as the SAS2
uniform for boys, so it just appeared that his usual attire had
been recoloured in black with gold highlights. Aside from the cape:
a gold cape sat on Kyle’s right shoulder, hanging over his back and
right arm. That made this the dress uniform. Without the cape, it
was the operations uniform. Completely replaced by something else,
it was the combat uniform; the ASF uniforms were not especially
practical until they needed to be.

Courtney was
looking smug, and the couple had been missing for an hour, so Nava
could guess what they had been up to. Kyle was looking happy, but
there was an underlying current of worry to his pleased expression
which might require examination…


‘Congratulations,’ Mitsuko said as Kyle made his final approach.
‘What is it now, Cadet Kyle Maynard House?’

‘Cadet through
basic training,’ Kyle replied. ‘Then they promote me to officer
cadet for officer training.’

‘A
non-commissioned officer rank,’ Nava supplied. ‘Then you start
service as a second lieutenant.’

‘At which
point, I’ll have the official rank you already hold unofficially.’
Kyle lowered his voice a little to make the statement; Nava’s rank
in the ASF was, technically, a secret of sorts. ‘How was
your training?’

‘Boring. A lot
of lectures about procedures.’

‘That’s about
what we’ve been getting. An afternoon of familiarisation with the
new combat armour provided the most excitement so far.’

‘Ah. I did that
before the new year,’ Nava said. ‘My family is moving to the new
gear for those who don’t have some other form of protection they
prefer.’

‘Is that what
that big case is?’ Melissa asked. ‘It came yesterday, by courier.
It’s locked.’

‘Yes, that’s my
suit. I’m supposed to continue gaining familiarity with it. They’re
being introduced for students this year anyway.’

‘A slightly
lower-spec version is,’ Mitsuko corrected. ‘The chameleon surface
can be configured to show the school colours and logo, but the
specifications aren’t quite up to military standards.’

Nava nodded.
‘The protective value is the same, which is what counts for
students. We’ll all have a little less chance of scraping our
knees.’ She turned her attention to Kyle, fixing his eyes with
hers. ‘Now, Kyle, you’ve just graduated from SAS-squared and had
sex with your girlfriend, why are you looking worried?’

‘I’m not–’ Kyle
began and then he stopped because Nava was still staring at
him.

‘He’s worried
about me,’ Courtney said. She frowned. ‘I didn’t want to bring this
up here…’

‘But now we all
want to know what the problem is,’ Mitsuko said, ‘so you’ll be
telling us anyway.’

That got a
sigh. ‘My family found out about Kyle and they’re not happy. I said
they should look at his grades and consider the career he’s likely
to have. Then I said I loved him and wouldn’t leave him. And then I
said that if that was the way they felt, they could stuff
their money.’

‘They’re
disowning you?!’ Melissa squeaked.

‘Well, no. Not
quite. I’m not welcome at the family picnics until I “come to my
senses.”’

‘And they’re
stopping her allowance,’ Kyle said.

‘Tuition’s
free,’ Courtney countered, ‘and I have some money saved up.’

‘And I said I’d
send her money as soon as I’m in officer training,’ Kyle said.

‘And I say
again that you’ll need it yourself. I think I can just about make
it to graduation. I think.’ Pause. ‘Why are you staring at me like
that, Nava?’

‘I’m making an
assessment,’ Nava replied. ‘I believe that if you were unable to
complete your course due to the inflexibility of your family, that
would be a quantifiable loss to the ASF as well as an issue for the
school, given your position as captain of the Student Security
Force.’

‘Well, I’m
going to be stepping down as captain at some point during–’

‘But not
immediately. You will be less able to handle your duties if you’re
worrying over financial matters. I’ll see what I can do.’

‘What you can
do?’

‘And we can
alleviate some of the financial burden immediately,’ Mitsuko said.
‘I’ll talk to the administration.’

Looking a
little shell-shocked, Courtney turned her gaze to Mitsuko. ‘Talk
to… What about?’

‘Well, we have
a spare bedroom. I’ll have them cancel your current agreement and
you can move in with us.’

‘I’m not taking
handouts, Suki,’ Courtney said. She looked quite determined about
that. Rather fierce actually.

‘You’ll be on
the same arrangement as Mel. We’ll reshuffle the proportions and
with four of us paying, we’ll all have a little extra cash
available. This isn’t a handout, it’s a reasonable method of
reducing your costs while maintaining some of your lifestyle.’

‘It’s a
really nice house,’ Melissa said. ‘We have a sento and
Suki’s going to get the garden done up. Oh! And with you and
Nava living there, we’ll be safe from zombie plagues and alien
invasions. They’d never risk attacking.’

‘Uh, right,’
Courtney said.

Melissa,
however, was turning her attention to Mitsuko. ‘We’ll need another
maid outfit. Mine won’t fit her.’

Mitsuko nodded,
slowly and with complete seriousness. ‘You make a good point. I
don’t think the added expenditure will be a problem, however.’

‘M-maid
outfit?’ Courtney asked.

‘Yes, well, you
will be on the same arrangement as Mel.’

‘Just what
kind of arrangement are we talking about?’

Melissa could
not manage to keep a straight face at that point and had to turn
away to giggle into her hand.

Nava regarded
the SSF captain for a second. ‘I can’t believe you took the bait.
Are you sure you’re the captain of the SSF?’

Courtney
winced. ‘Maybe this is bothering me more than I
thought…’

~~~

Naomi Himura Sonkei
looked like an officer. In fact, he looked like the kind of officer
you saw at the head of his troops, holding a flag in one hand and a
battle rifle in the other, spurring his men on to victory. Or on
recruitment posters. Well, maybe his hair was a little wrong. He
had shoulder-length, black hair which did not quite fit the image,
but everything else was right. His strong, powerful body filled out
an ASF uniform to perfection.

‘He scares the
crap out of the instructors,’ Kyle said, smirking at his fellow
officer candidate.

‘I don’t
believe that’s entirely correct,’ Naomi replied.

‘That’s
effectively admitting that it’s at least partially true,’ Mitsuko
pointed out.

‘I’ll concede
that point.’ Naomi was not quite as taciturn as Nava, but he did
tend to give the impression that he was a mountain: immovable,
imperturbable, and invulnerable. ‘They should not be intimidated.
My scores in the finals were good, but not excellent.’

‘You being
intimidating has never been about sorcery, Naomi,’ Melissa said.
‘You look like you could break someone in half with your bare
hands. I bet you could fold me up like a pretzel if you wanted. I’m
sure I wouldn’t be able to stop you.’

Blink and you
missed it, but there was a very slight pause before Naomi replied.
‘I assure you that I don’t make a habit of folding young women into
pretzels without prior consent, Mel.’

‘Well, no,
because you’re a gentleman. But your instructors don’t know
that.’

Mitsuko bent
down to put her head beside Nava’s and whispered. ‘Did Naomi just
blush, or am I imagining it?’

‘He
blushed.’


‘Fascinating.’

~~~

‘This is doing wonders
for my feet,’ Mitsuko said. She was chest deep in the house’s bath
and loving it.

‘We spent
almost the whole day standing up,’ Melissa said.

‘The flat boots
the ASF wear are that way for a reason,’ Nava said. ‘Another
indication that the school’s uniform code was written by a
man.’

‘The men should
have to wear heels too,’ Melissa said. ‘I heard that they did, once
upon a time, because some king was self-conscious about his
height.’

‘Originally,’
Mitsuko said, ‘they were worn when riding. A heel stopped your foot
slipping through the stirrup.’

‘Practical,’
Nava said. ‘Not that there’s much need of that these days. People
still ride, I suppose.’

‘Sport and
leisure riding is the only reason we still have horses. We’ll get
Courtney moved in here tomorrow.’

‘Sudden change
of topic, but okay. She did appear to be missing Kyle even before
he left. I don’t suppose she’ll see him again for a month or
so.’

‘Yes. I did
consider inviting her to sleep here tonight, but it felt like I was
forcing the matter.’

‘It’s your
birthday tomorrow,’ Melissa said. ‘Are you sure you want to be
working like that on your birthday?’

‘It’s only my
sixteenth,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘We’ll go out for a meal in the
evening. All four of us. Courtney won’t let herself be a killjoy at
a birthday party. She might even enjoy herself.’

‘That may be
asking too much,’ Nava said. She looked around at her two closest
friends. ‘So, which bed are we christening tonight?’

Mitsuko’s lips
twitched. ‘I thought we’d start here, once my feet feel like
they’re attached again.’

‘That sounds
like a good plan.’

‘Then we can
work our way around the beds one at a time. And we should probably
do the sofa in the lounge tonight if Courtney will be here from
tomorrow.’

‘Hm. So, we’ll
be moving Courtney over tomorrow afternoon then.’

‘Probably.
Yes.’

236/1/11.

‘Happy birthday, Suki,’
Courtney said, lifting her glass of wine. She was the only one old
enough to drink alcohol and, despite the fact that the others were
restricted to grape juice, she had decided that tonight was one
night she needed a little inebriation. No one had said
anything.

‘Thank you,’
Mitsuko replied. ‘And welcome to the household, Courtney.’

Courtney
smiled. ‘Thank you. To be honest… Well, I’m happy to have the
company. I didn’t sleep that well last night.’

‘I can
understand that.’

‘Suki failed to
manage a night without me after I stopped guarding her last year,’
Nava said. ‘She knows your pain well.’

‘I don’t think
there was any need to bring that up,’ Mitsuko said, blushing.

Melissa
giggled. ‘I remember that night too.’

‘I’m not
surprised,’ Nava said. She turned to address Courtney in a manner
which might have been conspiratorial if it were not for Nava’s flat
expression. ‘The walls in those capsule apartments are thin and Mel
was entertained for several hours by Suki’s… singing voice.’
Melissa went scarlet and Mitsuko made strangling noises. Nava
appeared not to notice.

‘Well, I hope
the soundproofing in the house is good then,’ Courtney said.

‘You’re far
enough away from our room that it should be good,’ Nava said. ‘If
it becomes an issue, I’ll consult Chess about a soundproofing
spell.’

‘You’re going
to talk to Chess, the man voted most likely to faint at the sight
of boobs, about a spell to mask sex noises.’

‘Only if
required. It should be hilarious.’

‘You’re evil,
Nava Greyling.’

‘I have my
moments.’

Grinning,
Courtney turned to Mitsuko. ‘So, first day of a new year tomorrow.
Do you have your speech written?’

‘Written and
memorised,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘Mel can attest. Nava managed to
escape me rehearsing it, but Mel has had to sit through a couple of
performances.’

‘I think it’s
pretty good,’ Melissa said. ‘It’s encouraging, inspiring, and it
sets down the president’s opinion on how the students should behave
toward each other.’

‘You’re giving
them your speech on equality then?’ Courtney asked.

‘Not exactly,’
Mitsuko replied. ‘I’m simply pointing out a few facts about last
year which may challenge some preconceptions.’

236/1/12.

‘Hello, class
two-one-three, my name is Taryn Borchardt Firmin.’

There was a new
girl in Mitsuko’s class. A transfer student. A fairly unusual
transfer student. The Firmin clan had their own sorcery school and
more or less every magician in the clan attended it. To transfer to
SAS2 in the second year, Taryn Borchardt had to be some
kind of special.

Physically, she
was impressive. She was probably slightly taller than Mitsuko, but
the difference was marginal and masked by Taryn’s more voluminous
hair. Taryn was significantly more muscular than Mitsuko, however;
this was clearly a powerful woman, but also a very shapely one.
Taryn was attractive, a real beauty, with lightly tanned skin, a
mass of auburn curls falling past her shoulders, and blue-grey
eyes. Quite full lips came with a beauty spot above the left
corner. She had strong features, almost masculine but not enough to
detract from distinctly feminine good looks. Her bust was a match
for Melissa’s, so she filled out her uniform very well. Beyond all
that, she carried herself with the easy confidence one might expect
from a clan that specialised in professional mercenaries and a
family at the top of the clan.

‘I transferred
here from Bosquet,’ Taryn went on, ‘and I’d imagine some of you are
wondering why. Basically, I needed a bigger challenge than the
school there can provide, so a transfer to the best school in the
Alliance was arranged. I promise I won’t bring the class’s average
grades down.’ That got a laugh from some of the other students. ‘My
main hobby is MagiTag. From what I’ve heard, SAS-squared has a
pretty good team, so I’m looking forward to seeing what they’ve
got.’

As Taryn sat
down at her desk, Mitsuko caught the teacher’s eye, got a nod, and
got to her feet. ‘Welcome, Taryn Borchardt. I am Mitsuko Trenton
Sonkei, the student president. I’m sure you’ll get to know the
others here very quickly, but if there’s anything you need help
with, please ask. It’s rare for us to see a Firmin here, so I think
we’re all looking forward to seeing what you can do.’

‘Thanks,’ Taryn
replied. ‘I promise I won’t let you down.’

~~~

Nava shifted in her
seat and scanned around the theatre. Nothing seemed out of place,
but something was making her feel a little uncomfortable for the
second time in the last hour. Maybe she was nervous for Mitsuko,
who was at the podium right now, giving her speech. It did not seem
likely, but maybe that was it.

‘Last year was
an interesting one for this school and its students,’ Mitsuko said.
She was getting to the political bit. Up to now, it had all been
boilerplate, welcoming the new year’s students and welcoming back
the returning ones, and commenting on the excellent results of the
last graduating year – standard stuff that came out in one form or
another every year at the matriculation ceremony. Now she was
moving on to the less standard bit. ‘We were faced with various
threats, both internal and external. We faced two serial killers, a
ghost, and an extortionist threatening us with a hurricane. A group
of us, myself included, were involved in the terrorist attack in
Alliance City last summer. On the other hand, we kicked butt in
both the MagiTag and flight competitions last summer, not to
mention several other events throughout the year. We put on two
very entertaining dances and one of the best-received plays of this
decade. There was bad last year, but there were also good things
which we can hope to repeat this year.’

She paused,
looking around at the gathered multitude. There were about eight
thousand students in the theatre. Many of them knew their
president’s views, but at least fourteen hundred did not. They were
about to find out. ‘I’m sure you’re wondering what my point is, so
here it comes. We got through all of this, the good and the bad,
because we worked together. All of us. When we’re faced with a
challenge, the students of the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery
do not back down. No matter which stream of study we’ve
elected to take, we get the job done. I have personally witnessed
support students with no interest in seeing battle stand up and
acquit themselves with great honour in the most difficult of
circumstances.’ Mitsuko gave a small smile. ‘And I’ve seen combat
students knuckle down and do the boring stuff that’s needed to make
a school event run well. This year, I hope to see all of that and
more. Our school is considered one of the best in the Alliance.
Together, we can make it even better.’

~~~

‘Good speech,’ Taryn
said. ‘Very good for school spirit and all that.’

‘Thank you,’
Mitsuko said. She had invited her new classmate to lunch out of a
sense of duty more than anything else, but it did give her the
chance to see where Taryn sat on the ‘combat stream is superior’
scale, among other things.

‘Do you really
think people who don’t want to get into fights are capable of
handling them that well, though?’ That probably indicated Taryn’s
viewpoint quite well.

‘Well, the
three sitting with you certainly can.’

‘Huh?’

‘Two,’ Nava
said. ‘I’m support stream, but the only issue I have with combat is
when I’m not supposed to kill my opponents.’

‘Huh?’ Taryn
said again. She had selected a curry from one of the refectory
counters, but it was currently being ignored as she looked between
the people dining with her.

‘I’ve been in
two combat situations with Nava, Mel, and Chess,’ Mitsuko said.
‘Nava is something of a special case, I suppose.’

‘She’s a
one-woman army,’ Melissa said, grinning.

‘Mel handles
combat very effectively,’ Mitsuko went on. ‘She operates in a
supporting role, that’s true, but she doesn’t flinch when it comes
to it. Chess’s magic is exceptionally useful for scouting. He’s an
academic but that doesn’t stop him doing his job in a fight when
he’s needed.’

‘N-Nava drilled
situational awareness and combat tactics into us last year,’
Rochester said. He was doing his absolute best not to look directly
at Taryn, but he was still stuttering a little. With Melissa as his
previous girlfriend and Hoshi Horne as his current one, one might
have expected him to have learned to cope with large breasts. No
dice. He possibly had not seen Hoshi naked yet, given that anything
too intimate between them would have been illegal, but Hoshi’s
teaching uniform did little to hide her assets. Maybe Rochester was
destined to go through life staring at women’s hairlines.

‘I still have
some issues with combat,’ Melissa admitted. ‘I’m fine, so
long as I can’t see the blood. Blood makes my legs go wobbly.’

‘So,’ Mitsuko
said, ‘I do think that people who don’t wish to fight can
handle combat, yes. In some cases, they can handle it very
well.’

‘People who
want to fight are idiots,’ Nava stated flatly. Both Mitsuko and
Taryn flinched, but for different reasons.

‘That may be a
little too direct, Nava,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Perhaps a
little inaccurate,’ Nava replied. ‘People who want to be in fair
fights are idiots. If they like picking fights they know they have
no chance of losing, they’re just bullies. No one should want to be
in a fight they have a chance of losing, especially when death or
serious injury is a probability.’ She looked across the table at
Taryn, who was staring daggers at her. The virtual daggers had
absolutely no effect. ‘Don’t get me wrong. Sometimes, such a fight
is necessary, and entering into one is an act of bravery, but
seeking them out suggests that you were born with a severely
damaged sense of self-preservation. Or you’re stupidly
overconfident. Sadly, that kind of attitude is endemic in Clan
Worlds culture.’

Taryn frowned
and then turned back to her food. ‘That’s actually… probably
accurate. My family has a lot of mercenaries in it. I guess you
could say we seek out fights. But it’s to make a living. We don’t
start fights. We just make sure we finish them if one
happens.’

Nava gave a
small shrug. ‘Mercenaries have existed for thousands of years. I’m
sure society would be better off if they weren’t needed, but it
seems there is such a need. You’ll have to excuse me, Taryn
Borchardt. My background is somewhat unusual. I grew up outside the
Alliance and my attitudes to a number of things don’t quite fit.
Further, most people have a lot of trouble determining what my
feelings are since I don’t outwardly display them.’

Flashing a
half-smile, Taryn said, ‘I got that. Even after just a few minutes
of knowing you, I can tell you don’t give much away.’

‘Oh,’ Mitsuko
said, ‘you’ve no idea. Just remember that if she’s threatening you
with some form of anatomically improbable punishment, she’s almost
certainly joking.’

‘Almost
certainly?’

‘Well, she
hasn’t done any of them yet…’

236/1/13.

Mitsuko walked in from
the bathroom, rubbing a towel at her hair. Drying her hair could be
a real pain at times. Nava’s hair seemed to slough water as though
it was made of plastic – which it certainly was not – but Mitsuko
had to work at it. Nava’s hair was fresh from the shower now, but
it looked dry and untangled as she lay on the bed, naked, reading
something on her ketcom.

‘What’s got you
so enthralled?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘I’m not sure
enthralled is the right word,’ Nava replied in her usual
semi-monotone. ‘I’m learning Japanese.’

‘Oh. You
are?’

‘It seemed like
a useful skill to have, given the clan I’ve found myself in. Plenty
of people in the Sonkeis speak Japanese. You speak Japanese.’

‘Well, true.
It’s not mandatory or anything.’

‘I’m aware of
that. However, it demonstrates my willingness to fit in with my new
family, has utility in interactions with a wider scope of people,
and makes me feel like I belong a little more. I see no
downside.’

Finally
satisfied, Mitsuko tossed her towel over a chair. ‘I do.’

‘You do?’

‘Yes. Your
education is currently a barrier preventing me from doing one of
the things I’ve had far too little of in the last three weeks.’
Mitsuko was presenting her best ‘hungry’ expression. Her face said,
‘I want it, and I want it now!’

Nava decided
that prolonging the anticipation would heighten the experience. And
she was feeling a little mean. ‘It was only one week. We did it, a
lot, at new year. I do not know how your ancient ancestors came up
with such a convoluted writing system. I know you don’t use the
kanji characters for general writing these days but–’

‘Nava…’ Mitsuko
drew the name’s final vowel out into a long whine.

Nava’s eyes
flicked up from her book. Then she snapped her ketcom closed and
turned to place it on the bedside table. ‘Alright. I suppose I’ve
been missing it too. There’s nothing wrong with ending the evening
with a bang.’

‘That’s more
like it.’ Mitsuko stalked forward, regaining her predatory posture
as she went. ‘But I want several bangs.’

‘Of
course.’

‘Big ones.’
Crawling up the bed, Mitsuko closed the distance like a hunting cat
stalking prey.

‘Mm.’

‘Really
big ones.’

Nava shook her
head as Mitsuko’s lips closed on hers. ‘They’ll be positively
atomic.’

236/1/14.

Barring unforeseen
circumstances, classes at SAS2 kept the same homeroom
teacher for the first four years. Hence, Luca Newton Kinnari
registered class 22C, just as she had done with class 12C. This
maintained a sense of continuity for the students until they moved
on to the advanced courses in the fifth year. The same could not be
said for the combat instructor assigned to the class.

‘Good morning,
class two-two-C,’ the new instructor said as she paced in
front of her seated students. They were sitting on the floor in one
of the combat instruction rooms and the new face had been a little
surprising to many. ‘I am Captain Sienna Acker Fosse. I will be
teaching you for the next three years, so get used to calling me
Captain Sienna Acker. For those of you who happen to be
interested in my credentials, I served ten years in the ASF’s
marines.’

Nava considered
that statement. Ten years and she had made captain. Nava’s second
lieutenant rank was informal, but it was only two ranks below
captain. Sienna Acker had either been uninterested in advancement –
unlikely, given that she stressed her rank so much – or she had
annoyed the hell out of her superiors. Or she had done something
sufficiently bad that it had stunted her advancement. Nava hoped
the latter was not the case.

The woman was
built like a tank. A supermodel tank, but still a tank. There had
been little appreciative whimpers from most of the male students
when she had walked into the room and Nava could understand the
point. Sienna Acker was a very attractive woman. However, it was
her musculature which Nava picked up on. Her arm muscles were well
defined, but her thighs… She looked like she did five hundred squat
thrusts every morning without fail. She could probably crush a
man’s skull between those thighs. He might even die happy. She was
shorter than Mitsuko by maybe three centimetres: tall, but not
aggressively so. If she was ex-military, then she had taken to
civilian life since her hair was long and straight. Chestnut waves
fell from a centre parting to the upper slopes of moderate-to-large
breasts. Her nose was a little flat, but her lips were very full,
and she had a sharp, firm jawline and high cheekbones. Nava
suspected that her leadership style had been ‘ballbuster.’

‘You will be
learning combat tactics,’ Sienna went on, ‘because even support
specialists may be called on to lead other soldiers. You will be
taught the best use of support magic in combat situations. You will
continue to improve your marksmanship. This will assist you
in correctly targeting support spells. It is not simply
because we instructors like making you do the drills.’ That sounded
like a sore point from previous years. ‘Now there is just one thing
I want to know at this point, and that is: what are you wearing,
Nava Greyling?’

‘The new combat
training uniform, Captain Sienna Acker,’ Nava replied.

‘Why?’


‘Familiarisation. Familiarising oneself with one’s equipment is
important. I confirmed with the administration that, if I had one
of the new suits, I could wear it. I’d like to get fully up to
speed on all its functions as soon as possible and I’ve only had
time to achieve a basic familiarity.’

‘And how is it
that you have one when the first batch through have only been made
available to combat students?’

‘I’m a
Greyling.’

‘Huh.’ Sienna
favoured Nava with a frown. ‘Since we have an example and you’ll
all be getting the new suits next term, let’s take a moment to go
over what you’re getting. Nava Greyling, would you come to the
front and regale us with the specifications of the Mercury
MagiSystems Personal Defence System suits?’

It was probably
meant to be an exercise in humiliation. Nava would step up to the
front and



















































































































































































































































































































































































































cover.jpg
Niall Teasdale





