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***

Karen

"Aren't you embarrassed, going to kiddy parties at your age?" the teenage girl asked in a haughty tone. She flipped her long, red hair over her shoulder, a pitying look in her eyes directed at the blonde before her.

"They're not 'kiddy parties.' They're conventions."

"About cartoons."

"Animated films, Rose," the other girl corrected, her green eyes flashing in annoyance. She put a hand on her hip, fed up with the mocking. "Plus a bunch of stuff about Japan."

"Sure, whatever floats your boat, kid." Rose rolled her ruby red eyes and waved at the blonde. "I'm going to do some adulting."

"You're only sixteen."

"Doesn't mean I have to behave like a certain someone."

"Sure, because rolling your eyes is such an adult thing to do."

"Shut up, Karen."

Before they could continue, Rose's phone rang, and she shot Karen a nasty look before picking up and turning away from her.

"What?" The other girl's hands curled into a fist as she tried to keep herself from clawing at the redhead's annoying face. Karen let out a long breath, which helped her calm down a little. I swear I'm going to murder her one day, she thought, glaring at Rose's back.

"Baka!" Karen shouted at her, satisfied to have picked up such a useful word from watching anime. Rose turned around, confused, her phone still on her ear.

"No, just some random idiot shouting," she replied in the receiver, a wry smile on her lips. Karen's eyebrow twitched in anger. "Okay, see you there. Love you, Mark."

"Can you just—?" Karen started, before she realized something. "Wait, Mark?"

"Yes," Rose giggled, hiding her mouth behind her hand. She looked positively giddy.

"Mark Hammerson?"

"Yes, why?" the redhead asked innocently, but Karen could see through her act.

"Nothing."

Karen decided against mentioning that she’d had a crush on Mark for weeks now. She was just about to work up some courage and approach him, but Rose was quicker. However, if she questioned the witch, she would only give ammunition and satisfaction to her. Rose loved to antagonize Karen ever since they first met at age three, and Karen had long given up on understanding why. No matter what she did, Rose made sure to cross her.

"Well, just to let you know, while you're busy playing dress-up in that convention of yours"—Rose's grin widened and she flipped her hair again before she continued—"I'll be looking after a very important guest of the Society."

Karen immediately narrowed her eyes. So, someone significant enough was visiting their town to warrant the Magicwielders' Society's attention so much that the head's daughter was showing around said person.

"How funny that they didn't think to ask the genius of the century. I wonder why?" Rose cackled, mirth in her gaze as she looked at Karen. The smile froze on her face as she realized the blonde was lost in thought and not irritated like she had expected. She snapped her fingers. "Hey! Get your head out of the clouds!"

"Rose, get off your high horse. Not everyone wants to be an errand-girl. Some people shoot higher, you know," Karen patted the other girl's shoulder with a pitying look and walked away.

"How dare you—!" By the time Rose turned around, Karen was already gone. "Damn it!"

***

"Lastly, let me reveal our secret guest you've all been waiting for!" the emcee said, his sneakers making squeaky noises as he skipped around the stage in his excitement. "Drumrolls, please!"

Someone actually showed up with a small taiko drum and added the background noise for him. The tempo increased until it sounded like one continuous, long beat.

"Please look forward to meet the beloved, the famous, everyone's favorite novelist—" The emcee paused for a moment, and everyone sucked in a breath in anticipation. "Visiting us from Japan—" The audience felt like their hearts throbbed in their throats. Not one noise could be heard, even though the convention center was packed with a couple of thousand people. "Yuki!"

There was a split second of awed silence, and then an enormous cheer erupted, shaking the building walls. Yuki was the penname of the most popular writer, and every Japan and anime fan knew about her. Several of her novels had been made into a manga, then anime, and they'd been translated in more than a dozen languages and swept through the whole world.

"Awesome!" Karen screamed and hugged her friend, Emma.

The excitement didn't want to die down, and the emcee had trouble continuing. Even though Karen was trying to listen, she could only catch a few words.

"Did he say signing event?" Emma asked.

"I think so."

Both girls' eyes sparkled at the thought. They clasped each other’s hand, barely containing themselves.

"Do you think she'd kill me if I brought over all twenty books?" Karen asked, and from her voice, it was clear she would think it would be worth it.

"Gosh, I hope there isn't a limit!" Emma exclaimed, jumping a little.

The crowd quieted down a little, allowing the emcee to continue.

"This is the first place where you'll be able to get your hands on her new book—" Another cheer cut him off and drowned out the rest of his words. Karen and Emma were too far from the stage to be able to hear him.

"Anyway, let's just take note of the time and make sure we go," Emma said.

"I think they said the special event will be on the last day," Karen supplied. "So, two days from now on."

"Kakkoii! I can ask my brother to drive us here with the books!"

***

"I'm home!"

"Karen, dear, please come here!" Her mom shouted as soon as Karen stepped over the threshold.

"Coming!"

Karen quickly threw her coat and keys down and jogged to the living room. She stopped, surprised to see someone unexpected sitting on the couch. Her parents were there too, but Karen felt suspicious about having the head of the Society drinking coffee in their living room.

"What's going on?" she asked as she went to retrieve some orange juice and join them. She sat down on the only armchair available.

"Alexander is here to ask you for a favor," her dad replied.

She looked at the blond man with question in her eyes. What would Rose's dad want from me? Surely, she didn't go to daddy to cry, did she? Karen felt sweat travel down her spine at the thought. Damn, maybe I should've been more careful, but she's so infuriating!

"Karen, we'll have a special guest visiting us for the next few days."

She nodded; after all, Rose had been boasting about how she'd show that person around. Maybe now she could get some info on that VIP?

"I've heard about it."

Alexander, head of the Magicwielders' Society, sighed in relief. "Good, then this will be easier. I want you to escort her while she stays here."

It seemed as if the whole world stopped for a moment. Am I hallucinating? Karen could hear the clock mounted on the wall tick-tock.

"I'm sorry, what?" She shook her head to clear it. "I already have prior engagements—"

"This is very important for us, Karen," Alexander said, cutting her off. "And she especially asked for you."

"How is that possible?"

"Sweetie, I know this is sudden, but it's a great opportunity," Karen's mother said. Her eyes sparkled with pride. Karen glanced at her father, seeing the same look.

She felt defeated.

"B-but... the signing..." she murmured, crestfallen. Well, I guess I can ask Emma to have my books signed, too. Or maybe just to buy the newest one and have that one signed only.

"I'm sorry for such short notice, but she's a very prominent person in the community. I want her to be comfortable during her visit, and she asked for you by name."

"What the heck?" slipped out of Karen.

"Language!" her mother snapped, but Karen was too stunned to react.

"Dearie, it's important to all of us," her father said, giving her a look that said, show me you can be responsible.

Karen sighed. "Adulting is hard."

***

The special guest arrived that evening, and Karen, with her recently acquired license, drove to the airport to pick her up. Her fingers drummed on the steering wheel the whole way there. She couldn't contain her excitement ever since she had learned whom she'd be showing around.

It was Yuki, the novelist.

The secret, super special star of the anime convention in town.

Why would she come to such a small con? Karen couldn't help but wonder as she got off from the highway. She didn't even go to those mega big ones no matter how much they asked her. But she visits us? she mused, lost in thought as she arrived and picked an empty space in the parking lot, close to an elevator. Who knows how much luggage she has?

She played with her car keys as she ascended to the arrivals floor. The other passengers in the elevator gave her an annoyed look, and she stuffed the keys into her pocket as they exited. Karen looked at the arrivals screen and quickly picked out the flight from Osaka. I still have twenty minutes, she noted, nodding her head. It was better to arrive early than to make the person she admired wait.

Karen went in search of some coffee then made herself comfortable in one of the armchairs peppered around the arrivals floor. When it came to international airports in the US, theirs was a smaller one, but it still had significant traffic. As flights arrived, tons of people exited the secured zone via the automatic doors, then for long minutes, hardly anyone. Then another crowd came through just as she finished her coffee. She glanced up at the screen, seeing that the flight had landed ten minutes ago.

"Crap, when did that happen?" Karen panicked and looked around. What if she missed the Yuki coming through the doors? Oh, the horror!

"Are you all right? You look pale," a gentle, oddly familiar





































































































































































































































		Sword and Mirror

		Smoke and Jewel

		Blades and Feathers












cover.jpeg
O3 XN D












