
What readers are saying about Harsh Lessons… 

“This, like the previous volume, is a great cross-genre para-
normal book. Lots of action, plenty of mystery, mystical charac-
ters, a search for love, and horror/terror story as a bonus. Highly 
Recommended”

“Probably the most complex characters and dynamic story-
line of any sci-fi/fantasy series I've read. The heroine is almost 
fatally flawed, horrifically misused yet brilliantly heroic. Helpless 
but powerful. The story-line plays out with perfect tension and 
pacing. READ THIS SERIES!!”

“Like the first in the series, it treads a thin line in its portrayal 
of violence and sexual abuse within a story intended as enter-
tainment.  For  me,  it  hovered  on the  edge  in  places,  but  was 
saved towards the end by Leeth’s growth, and her budding sense 
of  moral  responsibility.  [...]  Leeth  is  an  interesting  character 
tested by a  variety  of  threats  both mental  and physical  and I 
found her story an absorbing read.”

“If you want strange this is it. One of those books you want to 
put down but cannot. Bring your imagination and give up reality. 
You will be in for a concentrated ride. Have some fun, when you 
wake perhaps the world will still be here.”

“Excellent read. This book, and its predecessor, really pulled 
me to finish them as quickly as possible. The story-line has cap-
tured my imagination, and I look forward to the sequel.  My only 
regret is now I have to wait for the next one to come out!”

“Describing the Leeth Dossier without mentioning the strong 
connection to the Shadowrun world would be hard. […] So, yes, 
Shadowrun was always a somewhat dark and dystopian future. 
But this here is FAR darker still. Also I like dark and dystopian 
stories this one is too much so. It will cause you actual emotional 
pain. Which of course speaks for the talent of the author.”

“This is well written but horrifying. What is done to this child 
is beyond awful. However, when her guardian realizes the conse-
quences of creating a killer I laughed my ass off. A comeuppance 
to a degree but sadly it is not enough for what has been done. 
The first book was awful in many ways but also entertain and 
even heart warming. This book is simply brutal.”

“Kinda disappointed in the first book when Leeth succumbed 
so totally to the Dr. But kept me turning pages needing to see her 
overcome! This second book totally lived up to my expectations 
for such an engaging character. Found the take on magic ability 



appealingly different and couldn’t put these books down! Hurry 
up 2017 for the next one.”

“While I quite liked the first book I thought this one was bet-
ter. It was strong in many of the places where the first book was 
weak. [...]At risk of additional spoilers, Leeth FINALLY starts to 
come into her own and standing up to Harmon. But not before 
she has to suffer yet more abuse. [...]  I’d actually recommend 
somebody jumping straight into this book as you are more likely 
to enjoy it, and then if you like it and want the background try 
reading the first.”

“Much better then the first book which was also very good. I 
highly recommend this series.”

“Great book. There are some things, again, that are kind of 
shocking  and  a  bit  sickening.  Overall  though,  the  novel  pro-
gressed well and the character development was good.”

“A sequel as good as the original.  Great premise, great char-
acters, good character development and well done action scenes. 
I found myself putting off things that needed doing to continue 
reading. It's a grabber of a book. I am eagerly awaiting the next 
book in the series.”

“Not what I was expecting but even better! I am sucked in 
and can't wait for more!  There are a lot of characters developing. 
I  can envision great  things from the Author.  This  book series 
could make a good TV series but definitely too long for movies.”

“I am not one to read dark, mind twisted stories. [...]At the 
same time the message I received and got was there is always 
hope. […] Yet I still read the book and will continue to read the 
books in this series because for me the author is just that good. 
[...] This not for everyone and the story is hard to read a times. I 
will  say at one point I actually laughed out loud, and with the 
way the story is I did not think I would. [...] I am so torn with 
this book and the series and I hope the author does not disap-
point because everyone one needs a hero, and everyone wants to 
be one, and everyone wants the bad guys to get what's coming to 
them.”

(As of October 2017, Harsh Lessons averaged 4.31 stars 
out of 5 on Goodreads, and 4.6 out of 5 on Amazon)



Harsh Lessons

 

L. J. Kendall

The Leeth Dossier Vol.2

For Patricia Mary Buttel (Patsy), 1928 – 2016.  Self-
effacing world traveler, and deeply loving and loved 

aunt



National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication 
entry (paperback : B-format edition)

Creator: Kendall, L. J., author.

Title: Harsh lessons / by L. J. Kendall.

ISBN: 9781925430066 (paperback : B-format edition)

Series: Kendall, L. J. Leeth dossier ; Vol 2.

Subjects: Magic--Fiction.
 Fantasy fiction.
 Science fiction.

Dewey Number: A823.4

 
Copyright © L. J. Kendall, 2016
Cover image copyright © Mirella de Santana,
   www.mirellasantana.com.br

Girl image copyright © Pindyurin Vasily / Dollar Photo Club
Background images from http://depositphotos.com/
  
All characters and corporations in this story are fictional, and 
any resemblance to real people or institutions is accidental

Story length: 90,000 words
Typeface: Georgia 10.5pt

This book is available as an A or B-format paperback, and in ebook formats.

Original release:  Jul 2016.
Release version: 5.   May 2019. (Updated sample chapter text, book details.)



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 
 
I want to thank my wife, Dr Stella St. Clair-Kendall, for her 

love and encouragement over the years.  Missing you, darling.

An ongoing thanks to Jon Marshall for his insight, support, 
and help in shaping Leeth over two decades.

Sincere  thanks  also  to  www.ThEditors.com for  Dave’s  in-
sights and advice.  Here’s hoping the next book won’t need cut-
ting in half!  (And thanks for the Superman bit.)  If you see a 
problem, you’ve probably found a spot where I ignored his ad-
vice.

Special thanks again to Mirella de Santana, the artist who de-
signs my covers.   Check out  more of  her  fantastic  art  on her 
Facebook  page  at:  https://www.facebook.com/mirellasan-
tana.digitalartist and at http://mirellasantana.deviantart.com/

Thanks, too, to the Online Writing Workshop for Science Fic-
tion, Fantasy and Horror, and the writers who reviewed a good 
number of these chapters at  http://sff.onlinewritingworkshop.-
com/, more than a few years ago.

Thank you, all.

PS: I don’t think you need to have read vol 1 to enjoy this!

Note: there's a special offer if you're 1st to inform me of errors 
in the text – see Publishing, 2015 for details.

This book is also available in electronic form from Amazon at 
http://bookShow.me/B01HA4FALC

http://www.theditors.com/
http://bookShow.me/B01HA4FALC
http://sff.onlinewritingworkshop.com/
http://sff.onlinewritingworkshop.com/
http://mirellasantana.deviantart.com/
https://www.facebook.com/mirellasantana.digitalartist
https://www.facebook.com/mirellasantana.digitalartist


Novels by L. J. Kendall

The Leeth Dossier:

Wild Thing

Harsh Lessons

Shadow Hunt

(…Violent Causes?

 …)



  

 
PROLOGUE 

“She’s a monster.”
The older man did not reply.  Ensconced in his white 

leather  chair  behind  the  expanse  of  gleaming  white 
desk, ‘Eagle’ waited, studying him.  Receding gray hair, 
strong  jaw,  and  intense  hazel  eyes  burned  beneath 
heavy salt-and-pepper eyebrows.  It was the eyes that 
had  earned  him  his  codename.   The  eyes,  and  his 
unique position.

Garland leaned forward, avoiding the empty vase to 
rest his knuckles on the polished surface.  His own eyes 
narrowed to meet that unsettling stare.  “A homicidal 
maniac in a girl’s body.”

He glared at the seated man, dismissing his cyber-
netic  system’s  helpful  offer  to  initiate  combat  mode. 
“Her so-called uncle may be worse.  Yet you want them 
both.”

Eagle ignored his anger; just as he’d ignored his pac-
ing, his refusal to take a seat – and his destructive ca-
pacity.  Garland fought the urge to clench his fists.

“What makes you think I want them, Detective Gar-
land?”  The deep voice was mellow, quiet.  So very sure 
of itself.

Garland frowned, resisting the impression that Ea-
gle could read his thoughts.  He forced himself to relax. 
“Get real.  You had my team and I bring them here be-
fore they’d even been processed.  It’s pretty fucking ob-
vious.  Sir.”

“Good.”
Garland scowled.  This whole situation stank.  He 

was glad he had his team tapping his audio stream: just 
in  case.   But something  right now was screaming at 
him; demanding his attention….

His eyes fell to the sculpted glass vase.
The flowers were gone.
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Only the stalks remained; with a faint scent of char-
ring in the air, and a dusting of ash around the slender, 
aquamarine-tinted swirls of glass on the otherwise bare 
desk.

At  the  spike  in  adrenaline  his  augments  went 
straight  to  combat  mode.   Neural  parsers  and  addi-
tional electronic sensors powered up, all feeding data to 
the emergency threat-response system.

The two empty seats facing the lustrous desk were 
still  warm – vacated less than ninety seconds before, 
the combat-comp told him.  The charcoal smell: com-
bustion of organic plant matter, probability 95%.  Also 
detected: ozone.  Analysis: laser cannon, 1.5-2kW, fired 
5-10 mins ago.  Active electrical current flows: nil.

Eagle simply sat, watching him.  Apparently untrou-
bled by seeing the heavily-cybered head of New Fran-
cisco’s PASWAT team humming at full combat readi-
ness.

Garland  allowed  himself  the  briefest  of  smiles. 
With a two kilowatt laser cannon in here?  Shit.  No 
wonder he’s calm!  He pinged his team, acknowledging 
their response even as he thought.   He wants me to 
know he wanted them.  “Why do you care what a mere 
detective thinks?  Sir.”  Does he want a hostile assess-
ment?

“Because I reviewed the report on your team’s detec-
tion and apprehension, two years ago, of ‘The God of 
34th Street’.”  Eagle smiled.  “It impressed me.  You’re 
an insightful man, Detective Garland.”

“What makes you think that was my thinking alone? 
My team-”

Eagle cut him off.  “Yes, yes.  Let’s skip ahead.”  The 
eyes locked on his.  “The return of magic was a game 
changer.  Tell me, Garland: do you want to see our na-
tion return to its former role of the world’s pre-eminent 
superpower?”

The large man snorted.  “Do we even deserve to?”
For  the  first  time,  Eagle  looked annoyed.   “You’d 

prefer to trust China as the steward of humanity’s best 
interests?  Or Newtopia?”
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Garland scowled.  “I’m just a cop.  World politics….” 
Staring at Eagle, he fitted two facts together: the Bu-
reau’s goal of restoring US influence, and a killer who 
looked like  butter  wouldn’t  melt  in  her  mouth.  “No 
fucking  way.   The  United  States  does  not  use  god-
damned assassins!  That’s insane!”

Eagle  looked  simultaneously  annoyed,  surprised, 
and pleased.  “Really?  You know power corrupts, Gar-
land.  And magic changed the game for the worse.  How 
do you think living ‘gods’ feel about democracy?

“But take a moment to consider the sensitivity of the 
information  you’ve  just  deduced;  the  consequences 
should it become public.”

Fuck!  I’m  transmitting  this  to  my  team.   He 
stopped streaming, sent a signal to them – and received 
no response. 

Holy Hannah!  He’d been sequestered from the net. 
How was that even possible?  He met Eagle’s gaze.

Eagle watched, something in his eyes too knowing, 
as if somehow aware of exactly what Garland was feel-
ing.  As if he had… Garland wanted to groan: of course 
he’d have a whole array of bio-monitors measuring the 
stress levels of his ‘guests’.

And as he realized that, Eagle nodded, microscopi-
cally.   “Yes,  Garland.   Now send  me  the  decryption 
key.”

To the audio stream.  Garland’s face, although still 
expressionless, had paled.

“You’ll want to take that seat now, Adam.”
He  did.   Eagle  accepted  the  short  personal-range 

transmission with an inclination of his head, then shut 
his eyes for several seconds to examine the results.

Garland’s weapons-comp was having a small melt-
down,  spamming his  visuals  with possible  sight-lines 
for  the laser cannon while simultaneously  trying and 
failing to re-establish a net link.   He sat,  ignoring it. 
Certain that if Eagle didn’t want him to leave the room, 
he never would.

 Scant seconds later,  Eagle opened his eyes again, 
pinning  Garland  to  the  chair.   “Good:  the  decrypted 
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contents confirm the stream destination was your own 
team, not some more external party.”

Garland felt dazed.
“Let me welcome you to the Bureau of Internal De-

velopment.”  Eagle’s smile was merciless.
“It was that, or have you killed.”  Eagle allowed him 

a full three seconds to absorb the bombshell.  “Before 
you relax too far, though, let me make one thing clear: 
the Bureau’s operations require the highest security we 
can achieve.   You have no idea of  the forces aligned 
against  us.   Would you care to guess the penalty for 
your attempted transmission of our conversation?”

Garland straightened.  “I accept full responsibility, 
sir.  The secure channel was set up at my request.  Not 
my team’s.”

“Very well.  In view of your exemplary record, and 
upon my own authority, we can let the matter end here. 
Especially  as  you’ll  find  your  team  received  not  one 
byte.

“But you need to re-evaluate your attitude, Garland. 
Do you have any concerns about trusting the Bureau, or 
my own capabilities?”

“No, sir.  No concerns.”
Eagle looked at him, then sighed.  “Very well.  I’ve 

read your report, and I’m happy to hear the mages were 
able to revive your colleagues, Berlusconi and Irons.  I 
also know you’re annoyed by my transfer of the offend-
ers to the Bureau.  Let me reassure you there is good 
reason for that.”

“Yes, sir.”  Anyone who knew Garland would have 
known the flat response meant he was far from reas-
sured.

Eagle waited.
Garland said nothing.
Eagle’s  expression changed.   “I  must  say,  reading 

your  report,  I  was  surprised  how  poorly  the  much-
vaunted lead PASWAT team of New Francisco fared in 
the execution of its duty this evening.  You were given 
every co-operation at the Institute.  You were directed 
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to the private rooms of Dr Harmon.  There, you found 
his young charge bound and helpless.

“Yet you and four of your best – a team of six, count-
ing my own agent, ‘Stark’ – was almost taken down by 
an unarmed teenage girl.  Within sixty seconds of her 
release.”

Garland’s  expression seemed to  close  in even fur-
ther.  “Yes, sir.”  His gaze was now as friendly as that of 
a Colt Terminator.

“Would you care to expand on your report?”
“It’s all there.”
Eagle simply looked at him for long seconds.  “No. 

Not for my purposes.  It covers just the bald facts.  And 
for me to do  my job, in our  nation’s service,  today I 
need you to trust me enough to share your frank  im-
pressions of the two offenders.”

One  thing  Garland  knew  about  the  coyly-named 
‘Bureau  of  Internal  Development’  –  the  secretive 
agency created, it was said, by the man now question-
ing him – everyone knew: Eagle always won.   Never 
even made mistakes.  Or if he did, always managed to 
make them look like pre-planned moves that won even 
bigger in the end.

The fact was, the more he thought about it, the surer 
he was that the whole thing had been orchestrated.  Or-
chestrated, by the man in front of him.

As he  remembered how his  team had become in-
volved at  all,  Garland’s  suspicions finally  gelled.   To 
hell with this, he decided.  Their gazes locked, and Gar-
land rose to his feet again.

“My impression is that my team was set up: that you 
specifically wanted a PASWAT team to attempt to bring 
those two in; that your own agent Stark was used to 
feed my team mis-information.  My impression is that 
this was a test.  Of me, maybe, or…”

Eagle watched.
“No, it wasn’t me, or my team; or her magician ‘un-

cle’.  It was the girl, wasn’t it?  This was all a test of the 
fucking girl!”
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He bent back down, putting his fists  on the desk. 
“And maybe you do it with your own people, but I don’t 
like people playing games with the lives of  my team.” 
Garland’s look openly challenged.

“Better.”   Eagle laced his  fingers together.   “What 
makes you think Stark fed you false information?”

It was not the response Garland had expected, and 
he hesitated a moment.  “He’d been there undercover 
for over a week.  He was friendly with ‘Sara’ and, I as-
sume, properly trained.  Yet he gave us  no indication 
we should expect  any trouble  from her.”   For  a  mo-
ment, Garland thought perhaps Eagle was smiling.  The 
impression was fleeting.

“Consider – your own report clearly shows the  girl 
was the real threat, not the magician.  Could Stark have 
simply demonstrated a spectacular lack of perception?”

Garland scowled.  “Are you saying he wasn’t there to 
smoke us?”

“Correct.  How did Stark seem afterward to you?  It’s 
not in your report.”

“Well… I’d have to say it was like he was in shock.”
“And how did he seem today?  I hear you called in 

on him.”
Did you, now,  Garland thought, somehow not sur-

prised.  “Still seemed pretty out of phase,” he admitted. 
He mulled over the implications.  “You were testing the 
girl,  Sara.  Twice.  First, you wanted to see what she 
could do to an agent sent in unaware, with no precon-
ceptions: Stark.  Then, to a group who were prepared, 
but not for anything specific.”

Eagle ignored the remarks.  “And your assessment 
of her?”

It was all the confirmation he was going to get, Gar-
land realized.  He considered the question.  “Surpris-
ing.   Dangerous.”   His  eyes  narrowed.   “Unnaturally 
strong, and apparently aware of us outside the room-”

“Not the facts, Garland.  I have those.  Your impres-
sions.”

“Unpredictable.  A killer – as I said at the start of 
our meeting, probably a psychopath.”
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“And the mage?”
Garland raised one eyebrow.  “I suspect  you know 

better than I do.  I only caught him in the middle of 
molesting  a  teenager.   For  all  I  know,  that’s  exactly 
what you need!”

Eagle  sighed,  more  tiredly.   “Very  well,  Garland, 
thank you for your frank opinions.  But at the Bureau 
for  Internal  Development  you  will  need  to  work  on 
keeping your emotions in check.  We swim with sharks; 
and they do enjoy the scent of blood.”

 Garland’s eyes narrowed.
“And don’t worry, I won’t ask you to work with the 

girl or her guardian.”
Garland saw the unspoken rider:  Not ever.
He frowned.
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 CHAPTER  1   

Agent  Emma  Salt,  her  slim  figure  hugged  by  the 
white,  zip-fastened cat-suit,  followed the maze of un-
derground corridors leading to the Department’s pri-
vate dojo and gymnasium.  The new inductee would be 
there, having her first  session with Paul Kawatsu.  A 
first session with Dojo in the dojo.  She shook her head. 
Why did Paul’s unimaginative code name bother her so 
much?   The  wrongness  of  it  was  like  an  itch  she 
couldn’t  quite  reach.   Maybe the  other new inductee 
could tell her – he was a trained psychologist, Mother 
had said.  She wondered what he’d be like.  And the 
girl, too.  Young, they’d said.

Gods!  She was actually excited by the prospect of a 
new face.  I’ve been between missions too long.  She 
wished James were back.  But a new face would do as 
well, for a while.

Of  course,  each  person  joined  the  Bureau  with  a 
clean  slate  and  no  obligation  to  discuss  their  past. 
Thank god!  Although in practice – with sympathetic 
listeners who were sworn to secrecy – well, things came 
out in their own time.  Meanwhile, though, there was 
the opportunity to penetrate a pleasant little  mystery 
from whatever inadvertent clues were dropped.

Sometimes it wasn’t hard, sometimes it was.  Take 
Paul, for instance.  With his Japanese background and 
knowledge of that  country’s  criminal underground,  it 
had  suggested  Yakuza  membership  –  except  for  the 
lack of tattoos.  The truth, in the end, had turned out to 
be stranger.

Of the new pair’s history, she gathered even Father 
and  Mother,  the  nominal  Heads  of  the  Department, 
knew  little.   Less,  even,  than  Eagle  normally  passed 
along with one of his ‘finds.’  They’d told her the man, 
the girl’s legal guardian, was a mage – about time we 
had one again, too – and a researcher in magical the-
ory, which was impressive.  He was to be called simply 
the Doctor.  The girl’s name was ‘Leeth,’ and apparently 
there was something strange about that, from the look 
Father  and  Mother  had  exchanged.   Father  had 
stressed her youth, and that she would receive special 
mental training from ‘the Doctor’ and intense martial 
arts training from Dojo.  They’d also asked Emma to be 
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friendly, but to avoid any philosophical discussions of 
the ethics of combat, or morals in general.

Emma  considered  those  last  points,  recalling  the 
look on Mother’s face – she’d not been happy.  Emma 
wasn’t  at  all  sure  she  herself  liked  the  direction  the 
clues were leading – martial arts training, immorality, 
and a strange name that suggested the word ‘lethal.’

Most disquieting, though, were the final, casual in-
structions.  “Oh, and in the interest of clear communi-
cation, use plain English with our new colleagues.  We 
don’t want to burden them with learning our technical 
jargon.”  So they were disposables?  Perhaps that ex-
plained Mother’s unhappiness.  Perhaps.

Her mood lightened as she turned the corner into 
the  final  stretch  of  corridor,  the  overhead  lighting 
tuned to match the leafy woodland scene displayed on 
the corridor walls.  On her left, a swallow dipped low 
under a branch, reappearing on the wall to her right be-
fore disappearing in amongst the trees, heading deeper 
into the forest.  Sometimes she wished she could step 
into that landscape and follow them.  She sighed in ap-
preciation.  If they did have to spend so much of their 
time buried in these deep concrete corridors,  at least 
the  Department  went  to  the  trouble  of  brightening 
them up.  She wondered what Checkbook had thought 
of the expense.  No doubt Eagle had simply overridden 
his objections.

She was near the dojo now, and a thump from be-
yond the double swing doors recalled her own intro-
duction  to  Paul’s  teaching  techniques.   She  smiled 
wryly.  It had been an ego-battering experience.  She’d 
been glad James and Preacher had been there to share 
the suffering.  Even Father had trained with Paul, bear-
ing  the  punishment  without  complaint:  the  old  man 
was tougher than you’d guess.  She wondered how the 
new recruit would handle it, alone.

The sound of bare feet slapping the floor at a run-
ning pace met her as Emma reached the doors.  Look-
ing through the small  perspex window into the room 
beyond, she was just in time to see a young woman’s 
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body arc gracefully into the air and land with a bone-
jarring  slam  on  the  blue  mats  on  the  floor.   Emma 
winced in sympathy, but watched with interest.

Paul, of course, looked completely fresh, and com-
pletely in control.  The girl lay stunned, briefly, before 
rolling to one side and pushing herself up onto hands 
and knees, breathing hard.

“Never lose your temper,” Paul admonished.  “Head 
and heart must balance.  When the animal dominates, 
judgment vanishes – strength undirected is easily de-
flected.”

Ahh.  They’re at  that stage.  So ‘Leeth’ must have 
some degree of skill.  And a temper, too, since this was 
her very first session.

The girl didn’t respond, merely stayed on all fours, 
her sides heaving, drenched in sweat.  Her hands were 
bunching up the material of the mat she crouched on. 
Emma frowned.  From memory, that stuff  was really 
quite tough, you couldn’t-

The muscles of the girl’s legs were subtly tightening, 
her weight shifting microscopically.  Then she was up, 
flying  toward  Paul  even  as  she  spun  into  a  flashing 
crescent kick.  She was fast!

But Paul was ready,  of  course.   Swaying aside,  he 
pivoted then chopped down and back – a powerful el-
bow-strike into her side which the girl absorbed with-
out a sound.  Emma winced again, then more so as the 
girl landed hard, rolling, and struggled to come to her 
feet.  She failed, clutching her side instead.

Emma replayed the engagement.  That had not been 
a very elegant attack.  She looked the girl over more 
carefully.   Quite  young,  despite  the womanly  curves; 
and now huddled into herself, obviously in pain.  Paul’s 
blow must have been harder than it looked.  Emma felt 
sorry for the girl as, head bowed, she rose clumsily to 
her feet, hugging herself to relieve the pain.

The tableau stretched out,  neither person moving. 
And at last Emma realized something was wrong.  Paul 
hadn’t moved forward to assist her in any way: in fact, 
he kept his distance.  Looking as if he expected another 
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attack.   And  more  than  that:  he  seemed tense.   Far 
more tense than she’d ever seen him.

The girl seemed to shrink slightly, a breath sobbing 
out.  Still Paul didn’t move – except for a minute rising 
and falling of his shoulders.  Wait –  Paul’s breathing 
hard?  Then Emma’s eyes widened in surprise as the 
revelation  hit  her  –  the  girl  was  trying  to  lure  him 
closer!

What the devil was going on?  This looked far too 
serious for a training session.

The girl seemed to realize her trap hadn’t worked, 
slowly unwrapping her arms from her waist, raising her 
face to meet Paul’s cold gaze.   He’s angry.  And then 
she looked at the girl’s face.  Quite pretty, she started to 
think, just as it transformed into a mask of focused ha-
tred.

Emma stood transfixed as the girl raised her hands 
before her in the Mantis position, and moved slowly to-
ward Paul.  The Mantis position?  Did she think this 
was some silly movie?  Just who had trained her?

Paul  took  a  defensive  posture.   The  girl,  Leeth, 
moved determinedly closer.  Emma watched, and saw 
that Paul had decided to let her try her attack, simply 
waiting.

Leeth feinted: Paul read it as such, counter-moved 
to take advantage of it, and parried the real strike that 
followed.   Surprisingly,  her  blow nearly  landed,  and 
was forceful enough to jar Paul’s counter strike off-line. 
And instead of moving away as his elbow hammered 
into her ribs, jolting her backwards with a gasp of ex-
pelled air, she turned in closer to lash out with her foot. 
Paul  responded  too  fast  for  Emma  to  see  properly, 
striking down at the leg, blocking another attack from a 
slashing arm and answering with a blow to the head be-
fore dancing back.

The sequence of attacks had been so fast they’d trig-
gered Emma’s own combat augmentations while she’d 
strained to follow the exchange.

The girl collapsed when her weight came down on 
the leg she’d just kicked with as she’d tried to follow 
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him.  Again, Emma winced.  She saw Leeth press her 
hand,  briefly,  to  her  eye and cheek,  where Dojo  had 
struck.  It’d turn into a  lovely shiner, if  she’d read it 
correctly.  She frowned, though.  There was something 
wrong here.  Something wrong with the whole atmos-
phere.  This should have been a simple sparring ses-
sion, but instead it seemed like a serious fight.

Paul stared down at the girl – from a surprisingly-
generous distance.  In fact… why was Paul, of all peo-
ple, standing so far back?  Did he think she could leap 
at  him from two meters away,  on the ground?  And 
though  it  was  often  hard  to  tell  what  he  was  really 
thinking, she sensed he was as mad as she’d ever seen 
him.

And cautious.  He hadn’t spared even a fraction of 
his attention to acknowledge her presence, outside the 
doors.  Emma felt a shiver run through her.

What had the girl done?  And something else, too. 
Emma herself had been on the receiving end of Paul’s 
punishing blows, when things got hard and fast.  And 
they hurt.  Yet the girl had scarcely made a sound.

Paul was speaking again.
“I said you must not lose your temper.  Yet you have. 

Very well.  Now you must lose your  anger.   I cannot 
teach you if you will not think.  And we are here so I 
may teach you.”

The  girl  massaged  feeling  back  into  her  left  knee 
while  he spoke.   She didn’t  answer,  though.   Merely 
forced herself back to her feet.  She looked tired, and 
hurt.  But still angry, very angry.

Emma watched in disbelief as the girl moved in as 
the aggressor,  again.  Even Paul seemed surprised as 
he  took  the  amateurish  attack  apart,  this  time  with 
three  perfectly-executed  but  intensely  painful nerve 
strikes, Emma knew from experience.  Apparently, Paul 
had decided to make a point.

Two  lightning  blows  to  the  girl’s  radial  nerves, 
briefly paralyzing both arms, and a powerful blow to 
her  right  leg’s  peroneal  nerve,  just  above  the  knee. 
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Emma saw the leg fail – but instead of collapsing, Leeth 
instantly shifted, somehow staying upright.

Still utterly silent, barely on her feet, and her head 
down.  But not in submission, that much was obvious. 
Rather, so he couldn’t see the look in her eyes.

In tones of  disgust,  he  spoke again,  words Emma 
had never heard him say.

“I  cannot  teach  you.   You  refuse  to  learn.”   He 
pointed to the doors.  “Go.  You have failed.”

The girl looked up, suddenly dismayed.  She shook 
her head.  Wordlessly.  And then at last, spoke.  “No!” 
Now, finally, at the point of tears.

Paul  pointed  to  the  doors,  eyes  never  leaving  the 
girl’s face.  Even now.

“No,” she grated out, her jaw clenching tight.  Her 
head went down slightly.  Then she rolled it, very delib-
erately,  from  one  side,  to  the  other.   Emma’s  eyes 
widened at the sound of the rippling crackle of muscles 
popping.  Unbelievably, the girl flung herself through 
the air, attacking again.

For Paul, it was like being attacked by a whirlwind. 
One knee, and a second, smashed at his sides with as-
tonishing force, barely deflectable; a palm strike simul-
taneously with an upward elbow blow, all while she was 
in mid-air.  And the palm strike flowed into a hammer-
blow from the following elbow.  Twisting and bending 
just  enough  to  parry  the  onslaught,  as  her  hands 
crashed back down sooner than was possible, his eyes 
met Leeth’s.

And there he read something strange.  A look on her 
face as if she had something more in her arsenal, in re-
serve.  Something which she held back.

As her feet touched the ground, relying on their con-
tact to keep her upright and balanced, he swayed back, 
denying  her  that  support,  sliding  around  her.   Effi-
ciently, while positioning himself for his own attack.

They hammered at one another, then – Dojo, with 
minimal expenditure of energy; the girl, attacking with 
shocking speed and force.  It continued far longer than 
Emma could believe, on and on; until finally the girl’s 
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head smashed back, Dojo’s forearm a club, and Leeth 
flew from him unconscious, to the mats.

Emma watched, holding her breath.
Paul  Kawatsu  swayed,  then  folded  forward,  arms 

resting on thighs, his shoulders heaving as he sucked in 
breath after breath.

In a daze, Emma pushed through the swing doors. 
She stepped in and around Paul, who met her eyes.  His 
blazed with anger – yet behind that, a strange delight. 
And the anger was not, she saw, at  Leeth.   He contin-
ued  resting,  his  breathing  now  under  control,  and 
Emma  waited.   Finally,  gathering  his  reserves,  he 
stood, then crouched down and with an effort, lifted the 
girl.

Paul looked at Emma across the inert burden cra-
dled in his arms.  “You saw?”

“Yes, I saw.”  She shook her head.  “I didn’t under-
stand, but I saw.  How- what?   What is she?  Is she 
augmented?”

Paul shook his head.  “No.  Father and Mother say 
she is not.   And it is  so.   She does not move in that 
way.”  He frowned.  “I do not understand… all she did.”

Emma opened the doors for him, and they moved 
off down the corridor, by unspoken agreement heading 
to the infirmary.

“What happens now?”
“I do not know.  Her style is poor, but she is remark-

ably fast,  and strong, and…” he grasped for the right 
word  –  “hard.   She  has  great  potential.   But  her 
spirit….”  He grimaced.

“What do you mean?  I thought she seemed too spir-
ited, if anything.  I couldn’t believe  she kept attacking 
you.”

He shook his head.  “We came very quickly to the 
barrier of her pride.”  He looked sideways at  Emma. 
“Which is common.  But there was more.  It was as if 
she thought I attacked her.  Her self, not her body.  As 
if she thought I attacked her spirit.”

They walked on in silence for a while.
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“And that made a barrier to my teaching I could not 
penetrate.”

“So what happens now?”
He shrugged slightly.  “Something changed, at the 

end.  She heard me.  But though she had lost the fight, 
and she knew it,  still she attacked.   And despite  her 
speed and ferocity, tired and injured as she was, her at-
tacks were easy to counter.  Except at the very end.”  He 
paused, clearly savoring the memory.  “But in the field, 
or in battle, I fear for her.  Were she wounded or out-
matched, I  think she would attack, ready to die fool-
ishly  rather  than  retreat,  regroup  and  rethink.”   He 
shook his head again.  “She needs much instruction.”

 He looked with distinct satisfaction down at Leeth 
then back to Emma, and nodded.  “Hai, shame of fail-
ure will unlock this oyster.”  The delight returned to his 
expression.  “This one, I will teach.  I will speak to Fa-
ther.”

They  walked  on.   “I  do  not wish  to  speak  to  her 
guardian.”

Emma looked at  the  cold  anger  on  his  face;  then 
down to the young, bruised girl in his arms.  Bruises 
which in a way he had been forced to inflict.

An unpleasant shiver ran up her spine.

Dojo left Emma in the infirmary preparing the med-
ical scanner, signaling to Father that he wished to re-
port  face  to  face.   The  carved  wood-paneled  door 
whisked aside at his approach.

“Dojo.  How did the first training session go?”  The 
man  behind  the  desk  sat  with  military  correctness, 
brushing the holo-display out of existence with a curt 
gesture.  Although in his fifties, he adhered to a sensi-
ble exercise regime.  Blue eyes in an austere face fo-
cused alertly  on him.  Then narrowed,  noting Dojo’s 
sweat, and disheveled look.

“Ah, a little bit strange.  She will be… a challenge to 
teach.”
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Father looked intrigued.  “Why?  She was extremely 
keen  to  be  given  martial  arts  training.   What  hap-
pened?”

“You informed her of my abilities in this area?”
Father frowned.  “Yes.  I stressed you were a true 

Master of the Art.   Pre-eminent.   She was, as I  said, 
very keen for you to teach her.  She literally  bounced 
from the room, she was so eager.”  His voice hardened. 
“What happened, Dojo?”

“You warned me not to underestimate her.”  Dojo 
paused.  “The warning was necessary.  She is as danger-
ous  as  you say.   And  when I  have  finished teaching 
her….”

He bared his teeth, but in something darker than a 
smile,  and for  some  reason Father  felt  the  man was 
warning him.  Dojo’s gaze went distant, and hungry, as 
if a long-held promise lay now in reach.  And his next 
words confirmed that.

“When I  have finished teaching her,  we may have 
the weapon we need against him.”

Father blinked.
“But there is something… wrong with the girl,” Dojo 

continued.  “She may not be completely sane.  She has 
some basic skill, and you told her what to expect.  Yet 
still,  she launched  the  first  attack  on  me.”   Dojo 
shrugged.  “Much spirit, not so much sense.  And she is 
as fast as you said.  Faster.

“So.   At  first  she  listened  to  my  words,  and  im-
proved.  But soon grew frustrated when she could not 
penetrate my defenses.  Her attacks became more de-
termined.  She lost her temper.  I explained to her she 
should not.  I showed her, anger was senseless.  She re-
gained control.   From then until  the end, she sought 
only  to  kill  me.   But  at  that  end…  it  was  glorious.” 
Dojo’s delight was palpable.  “And what she did…”  He 
shook his head.  “She is wildly unpredictable.  She con-
trols her center of gravity.  You understand?  Magic. 
Finally, you bring me the student you promised.”

“And Leeth herself?”
“She is now unconscious in the infirmary.”
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Father waited, but did not see the embarrassment 
he expected.  “Yet you are not,” he prodded.

Dojo,  remembering  the  fleeting  expression on the 
girl’s  face  at  the  height  of  their  battle,  smiled.   “Of 
course.  Yet, she held something back.”

Father looked surprised.
Dojo shrugged.  “I do not know what, yet.  But after 

I have taught her….”
His  smile  turned  wolfish.   “Today,  it was  as  if  I 

fought  a  wild  animal.   She  did  not  reason,  reacting 
purely on instinct.  And I think maybe she is not a com-
plete person – she cannot deal with failure, except by a 
direct attack on its source.”  The smile vanished.  “As I 
said:  maybe  not  so  sane.   She may  be  impossible  to 
teach.”

“Impossible?  Or just very difficult?” Father asked. 
At Dojo’s angled head, he continued.  “An agent who 
can  barely  tolerate  failure  will  be  useful,  you  must 
agree.  Stubbornness can be a desirable attribute.”

For a while, both men thought, before Father spoke 
again.   “Her  training  will  not  follow  the  same  path 
you’ve used for your other students, will it?”

“Not so much.”
“Very well.  You and I both know that to master the 

Art, you must master yourself.  You say she is incom-
plete?  Complete her.”

“Ah.  So simple.”
Father frowned, unaccustomed to sarcasm from the 

warrior.  Then saw that the man’s anger had returned.
“You  said  the  mage,  ‘the  Doctor,’  had  raised  her. 

Her incompleteness is  his  work,  then.   Did he know 
what he did?”

Father’s  expression  went  a  little  cold.   “He  is  a 
trained psychologist.  Yes, I would say he knew what he 
was doing.  I will review this incident with him, imme-
diately.”  Father’s eyes returned to Dojo.  “Eagle says 
the Doctor has laid the groundwork for a most useful 
agent.  He wants us to ‘round her out.’  She is to be-
come an assassin.  She herself wants that.”
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Both men frowned at the implications.  Dojo shook 
his head.

“You don’t  think she  will  make  a  good assassin?” 
Father asked.

“No,”  he  responded without  hesitation.   “You will 
see when you review the session.  Maybe she will be too 
good.”

Father saw the hunger return to Dojo’s expression. 
“But we can’t let that long term goal ruin her  medium 
term usefulness, Dojo.  We need to be able to control 
her.”

Dojo inclined his head.  “Until we unleash her.”
Both men shared a look, hoping Eagle knew what he 

was doing.

18



 CHAPTER  2    

Harmon went from Father’s office to the infirmary. 
The female agent, Emma, was there.  She appeared per-
fectly normal.   Observing her movements and micro-
expressions,  he  could  see  no  outward  signs  of  the 
agents’  advanced  neural  circuitry.   Their  ‘headware.’ 
He shuddered at the thought of implants like that in 
Leeth.  It would destroy her unique magic.

Stepping into  the room he smiled at  the  smartly-
dressed woman.  “Thank you – Emma? – for watching 
Leeth.  I’m Dr Harmon.”

She  turned,  but  despite  his  smile,  he  saw  she 
stepped  back,  to  the  impressive  automated  medical 
scanner.   Putting distance between them.  Taking the 
unit’s  diagnostic  sheet,  she  held  it  out  to  him.   He 
waved it away and crossed instead to Leeth’s cot.

Sketching a brief gesture in the air, he brought his 
hand to the purpling cheek, and concentrated.  Within 
her.  In seconds the contusions faded, the cut over her 
eye sealing and vanishing.   No internal  bleeding,  ei-
ther.

Looking up,  he caught  the  shocked expression on 
Agent Emma’s face at the speed of the healing.  Ah.  No 
doubt wondering whether he were so powerful a mage, 
or simply so accustomed to healing Leeth.

While matter-of-factly checking his patient for bro-
ken bones, he probed at ‘Emma’ Imaginally.  Her aura 
showed she was offended by the way he touched his 
ward. 

He met her frown with a friendly expression.  “You 
would not believe how often I’ve had to do this.”  He 
looked down at Leeth, careful  to smile fondly at her. 
“She  doesn’t  know  her  own  limits.”   As  he  gently 
cupped her cheek, she stirred, but didn’t wake.

Returning all his senses to Leeth, he probed for fur-
ther injuries.  Echoes of violence laced her body: from 
her brain, shaken to the point of concussion, to bruises, 
torn muscles, pulled and stretched ligaments, and fad-
ing stresses in her strong bones.  As well as a dramatic 
loss of body fat.  In just one hour?  Fascinating.  A new 
ability, or a new situation?
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Closing his eyes, he concentrated, encouraging the 
disrupted cells  to knit  back into  the proper patterns, 
moving surely from each injury to the next.

Several minutes passed before he opened his eyes. 
“Could you fetch me a stimpatch, Emma?”

From the  medicine  cabinet,  she  peeled one  open. 
Smiling his thanks, he applied it to Leeth’s upper arm 
and waited.

She moaned.  Raising a hand to her head, her eyes 
opened to focus on him.

Her face tightened, no doubt remembering her fail-
ure.   Avoiding his gaze, her eyes then fell on Emma, 
and she blinked in surprise at the stranger’s presence. 
Harmon, watching them, saw Emma’s look soften into 
pity.   Unsurprisingly,  Leeth  clenched  her  teeth  and 
looked away.

“We haven’t been introduced, Leeth, but my name is 
Emma.”   She approached,  reaching out  a  comforting 
hand  to  the  girl’s  brow.   She  stopped  when  Leeth 
flinched from the contact.  Naturally.  And of course, 
then sat up.

“Thank you, Emma, but my ward and I have some-
thing we need to discuss.”

Emma looked at them both, apparently reluctant to 
leave Leeth alone with him.

“In private.  Of course you understand.  I’m sure you 
and I will  have a chance to become acquainted prop-
erly, soon.  I look forward to it.”

Emma didn’t seem at all sure she did.  He kept smil-
ing  patiently,  until  she  looked  away.   With  one  last 
glance at Leeth, who still avoided her gaze, Emma left 
the room.

He opened his  mouth,  but  Leeth shook her  head, 
and jabbed a finger at the doorway.  Harmon got up 
noisily  from the  cot,  then stepped loudly  toward the 
opening, watching Leeth until she nodded.

He turned back to her,  but she refused to look at 
him.  Sighing, mulling over what ‘Father’ had said, and 
what they wanted of her, he sat on the end of the cot.

“So, Leeth.  Tell me what happened.”
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Her  fists  clenched.   Still  not  looking  at  him,  she 
spoke in a tight voice, facing the wall.  “I failed.  Dojo 
says I can’t learn.  He won’t teach me.”

“What made him think you couldn’t learn?”
“I… I lost my temper.  I wouldn’t do what I was sup-

posed to.”
“Why did you lose your temper?”
She still spoke to the wall.  “I… He….  It started out 

okay.  But I couldn’t get to him at all!  I kept trying, and 
trying, but all that happened was I kept getting knocked 
down, or thrown down, or knocked aside; but he could 
hit me whenever he tried, and I couldn’t stop him, and I 
couldn’t hurt him, and even at the end-”

“Don’t whine,” he sneered.
The tirade ended.  She turned toward him, an angry 

denial on her face.  But her mouth clamped shut on the 
words.  For a moment he felt sorry for her, though he 
took care not to let that show.  He saw Father’s point. 
She never had been able to deal with failure.

Well.   It  was long past  time she learned.   “Leeth. 
Are you telling me he was a better fighter than you?”

She looked sullen, but nodded.
“But  everyone  knew that.   That’s  why he  is  your 

teacher.   You must  have  realized  he  would  be  more 
skilled than you.”

“Yeah,” she said in a small voice.  “I just didn’t think 
he’d be so much better than me.”

“And you lost your temper.”
“Yes.”
“But  you  regained  control,  later,  toward  the  end. 

Then what did you do?”
“I  tried  again,  of  course.   But  he  beat  me  again. 

Then said I’d failed, and he wouldn’t teach me.”
There was a pause.
“Then you attacked him again, when you were near 

exhaustion.  And almost succeeded.”  He struggled to 
understand: she was not behaving as expected.  “Why 
didn’t you try that hard from the beginning, when you 
were fresher?”

21



L. J. Kendall

At that she finally looked directly at him, her words 
grating  out  with  burning  intensity.   “Cause  I  didn’t 
know how, at the start.  But I learn fast.”

Ahh.  But  she was no longer talking about ‘Dojo.’ 
She was adapting even faster than he had expected.

Assuming listening devices, however, he set that is-
sue aside,  and simply smiled.  “Well,  you and I both 
know you can lose without giving in.  But Dojo wasn’t 
looking at it that way at all.”  He shook his head.  “He 
wasn’t trying to make you submit, Leeth.  He was trying 
to make you learn.”

She  glared  at  him.   He  could  imagine  the  bitter 
words crowding her mind at the word ‘submit.’   Then 
saw the expected look of confusion flood in behind the 
glare.

He watched her pull  herself back from that brink, 
and again pretended not to notice.  “His job is to teach 
you.  And your job is to learn from him.  The only one 
making the lesson into a contest was you.  If you con-
trol that temper, and try to think about it, surely you 
can see that?”

“He won’t teach me.  He says I can’t learn.”
“Dojo has been told to try again.  You have one last 

chance to prove to him you can learn.  You were eager 
to, before.  And now that you know just how good he is, 
imagine what you could become if you combined your 
strengths and abilities with the skills he can teach you.” 
He knew her childish dreams of being a super-heroine, 
or a spy.   His  Huntress.   “The girl  I  knew would be 
thirsty to acquire some of those skills for herself.  I’m 
sure you could find a use for them.  Don’t  you  want 
them?”

“Oh, yes,” she breathed, staring at him hungrily; and 
then past him.

He didn’t need magic to know what she was think-
ing, seeing herself as a super-spy.  Still, it would be ad-
visable to distract her;  and make her grateful  for his 
part in their changed circumstances.
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“I thought so – back at the Institute, you pestered 
me endlessly to find you a teacher.  I’m sure you did 
well, in your first real lesson.”

She giggled!
He  stared  at  her,  nonplussed;  and  her  grin  grew 

wider.  “You just gave me a pep talk, Keepie!  I can’t re-
member you ever giving me a pep talk before!”

He felt an eyebrow lift.  It was true.  In the ten years 
he had cared for her, he had never felt the need.  Oh, 
except for the second day, when she’d thought she was 
going to be sent back to the orphanage.

He  felt  warm  for  some  reason,  remembering  the 
eight year old with the quivering lip and the determina-
tion not to cry.

Facing the echo of that happy child now, and con-
sidering what he had turned that girl into, he felt a dis-
turbing mix of loss and guilt.  He remembered her leap 
into his arms from the trampoline; her Pouncing him; 
her explosive arrival through the ceiling outside Gods-
son’s cell….

Her death, as she slew Melisande’s creation.
She truly was remarkable.  He shook his head, al-

lowing some of that genuine warmth to flow into his ex-
pression.

The depth of joy in her answering smile struck with 
the impact of an arrow to the heart.  He had to look 
away.

Checking his watch, he used the time to catch his 
breath.  “This little fiasco has wasted half an hour now; 
and Dojo has been told to be waiting in the same place 
for your next lesson, in a further half hour.”  He didn’t 
mention that her instructor had needed that time to re-
cover, himself.  He had half hoped she might have in-
jured the fellow, but of course it had been too much to 
expect him to be incompetent.  “Will you be ready by 
then?”

“Sure.”
“Good.  I want your best effort, Leeth.  Nothing less 

will  suffice.  Just remember, it has taken Dojo all his 
life  to  acquire  the  skills  he  possesses.   To  reach  his 
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standard in less time than that would be… remarkable.” 
He watched as her expression settled into one of deter-
mination.

He got up from the cot.  In the doorway, he turned 
to face her again.  “One last thing, Leeth.  When an in-
telligent person sees she is losing a contest, she tries to 
change the contest.  Or looks at winning in the longer 
term.  The last thing she does is stubbornly continue on 
a sure path to defeat.  Blindly persisting down a dead 
end – that’s merely a childish way of giving in, of giving 
up.  Surrendering.

“And you are supposed to be sparring, not fighting. 
You’re there to learn, not to win.  The only way you can 
fail  is  by not learning, not listening.  Your mind is a 
weapon, too, girl – use it.”

She looked thoughtful as he left.
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 CHAPTER  3   

Stretching on the cot, Leeth allowed herself the plea-
sure of feeling her body moving uninjured and pain-
free.   Even  the  acid  burn  from  the  earlier  workout 
seemed less.  Keepie sure is good at Healing me.  That 
thought led to another.  And hurting me.  She remem-
bered holding herself still while he beat her.  Just be-
fore the police had burst in and shot him, making her 
think they’d killed him.

She felt confused.  Could their ‘sessions’ really be for 
her own good?  Look at the trouble she’d got Mr Shana-
han into, after all.

Does he love me, or not?
He must do.  I’m sure he does.
Forcing the doubts aside,  she stood,  then realized 

she was  dying of thirst.  She poured herself a glass of 
water, fretting at the slow stream, then gulped it down. 
Then another.  She was supposed to wait thirty min-
utes, he’d said.  From the bowl on her table, she took an 
apple in each hand.  Biting alternately into one, then 
the other,  she wolfed them down.  Then followed up 
with a protein bar.  And another.

She forced herself to wait for another five minutes, 
after  that,  before  finally  deciding it’d  be  better  to  be 
early than late.  She shrugged.  She could do some exer-
cises if Dojo wasn’t there yet.

Leaving her room, she stood frowning in the empty 
passageway that looked like a path through the coun-
tryside.

“Dojo,”  she  said  aloud,  then  began  following  the 
helpful arrows that appeared on the long corridor walls. 
For a while she walked, just appreciating the scenery, 
while concealed speakers projected bird calls, and the 
rush of wind, and the whispers of leaves.

But  like  all  recorded sounds,  it  didn’t  sound real: 
none of the ultra-squeaky insect sounds, and no really 
deep rumbles, either.  All a bit flat.  She sighed.

This place is like a maze.  I wonder how big it is?
She was taking too long.
She began jogging, which seemed to take the direc-

tion arrows by surprise: at the next junction she had to 
glance back to check which way she should be going. 
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But instead of slowing down, she pushed on faster.  The 
arrows started appearing faster, too.

She ran harder still.   Come on, arrows, see if you 
can keep up!

At the T junction ahead, pointing to the right, an ar-
row flashed triumphantly green.  Braking to a halt, she 
turned the corner and saw the double doors at the end.

Will he mind that I’m puffed?  Or will he be pleased  
that I hurried?

Will  he  really give  me  another  chance?   Really? 
Pushing  through  the  swing  doors,  she  kept  her  eyes 
down until she’d crossed the room to where she sensed 
Dojo stood, waiting.

She looked up, meeting his gaze.
“My-”
Oh!  This time, he wore no shirt.  Fitness radiated 

from him.  The taut skin, the firm muscles….
Suddenly she was sure: this was the teacher she’d al-

ways dreamed of.  She’d never been so certain of any-
thing.  He had to teach her!  She felt oddly off-balance, 
as  if  his  presence  alone  somehow tugged  her  closer. 
She wondered how old he was.  Much older than her; 
but much younger than Uncle.  And well muscled….

“Miss Leeth.”
She  dragged  her  attention  back  from  him,  to  his 

words.  “Uncle said you’d give me a second chance.”
She saw his eyes narrow.
Really?  I have to apologize, too?  For what; getting 

beaten up?  “Please….”  She wanted to look away, to 
look down, but she forced herself to stare straight back 
at him.  Lifted her chin.  “Please will you teach me?”  

He  said  nothing,  just  stared  at  her,  and  her  face 
went hot, then cold.  But after long seconds, he nodded, 
as if deciding not to force her to say the ‘S’ word.

“Do you know the Japanese word for teacher?” he fi-
nally asked.

She shook her head.
“It is sensei.  While I teach you, you will call me sen-

sei, hai?”
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“Sensay.”  She wanted to jump in the air and scream 
for joy; but she kept still.  Studied him, all serious.  “I’ll 
remember.”  I’ll make you proud.

“Then we shall start.”
-

Paul watched her thud into the mat again, heavily, 
this time failing even to roll properly to absorb the im-
pact.  Clearly, she grew tired.  Finally.

She had taxed his own reserves, despite him taking 
numerous rest breaks while directing her in solo exer-
cises.

He checked his Link: two hours and forty minutes 
had passed.  Astonishing.  No other student had ever 
managed much more than an hour of this.   His eyes 
narrowed.  She looked… thinner.  More of her magic? 

He watched while she collected first her wits, then 
her breath, then forced herself up onto her knees.  Then 
paused, gathering the strength to stand again.

She  must  have  had  a  very  bad  teacher.   One  of 
those many flawed pretenders.  She had known none of 
the basics; had mastered only a few superficial moves. 
She had not even known how to fall properly.  It made 
no sense, considering her earlier performance.  She was 
learning now, though.  Quite well.  Especially given her 
exhaustion.

Her balance was beyond exceptional: supernatural. 
She had also grasped the key concepts very quickly; like 
that of the three gates: hand, elbow/forearm, sides; the 
need  to  protect  her  center.   What  a  difference  the 
change in attitude had wrought.  Before, she had not 
listened; now, she soaked up all he could show her, like 
parched soil absorbing rain.  She had instantly grasped 
the  idea  of  making  and  keeping  contact,  forming  a 
bridge to your opponent to feel your enemy’s intended 
moves.

Something about the speed at which she’d learned 
that lesson was faintly disturbing.  She showed an ea-
gerness to touch, to embrace – a hunger to make and 
keep contact – that was almost sexual.  Does she desire  
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me?  He shook his head.  He would deal with that if it 
arose.

She had made good progress in learning the eight 
basic moves, and the concept of combination attacks: 
although as often as not her offensives fell  apart just 
planning two moves ahead while  trying to remember 
the forms and defend herself.  Unlike her glorious per-
formance at the end of their first session, when she had 
attacked purely instinctively.  He smiled, remembering.

She would be formidable indeed, once her body had 
learned the patterns.  He felt a frisson of anticipation as 
he considered their future bouts.  Already, he could see 
she  would  make  a  fearsome opponent,  especially  for 
someone who had not fought her.  Often.  With her un-
expected responses, the speed of her blistering, un-tele-
graphed attacks, her uncanny intuition….

The lesson continued now only while he waited for 
her to ask for it to end.

While she moved on the floor, he massaged his el-
bow.  It would bruise, he knew.  He was still uncertain 
how she had landed that blow.  It should have been im-
possible, yet the evidence was there – in the injury, and 
in the girl struggling to her feet before him.

And  the  uncertainty  –  that  itself  was  a  delight, 
something he had not expected to feel again.  Certainly 
not from a badly-taught child.  By his own dispassion-
ate  reckoning,  he  was  one  of  the  top  three  martial 
artists alive today.

Her magic still eluded his analysis.  He felt sure she 
had magic,  yet equally  sure  she herself  was unaware 
she used it. 

Shaking his head, he focused on the matter at hand. 
He had wanted to find her limits, and he had – mostly. 
He now knew the limits of her physical attributes – her 
remarkable strength, and speed, and stamina.  He knew 
how hard to push to make her angry, and from their 
earlier session he thought he knew the point at which 
she would lose control of her anger.  But as he watched 
her drag herself to her feet through pure nervous en-
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ergy, he realized he had not yet found the limits of her 
stubbornness.

So  there  she  stood,  quietly  panting,  before  once 
more adopting the defensive posture he had shown her: 
knees bent, feet turned in, arms held up – barely – and 
crossed at her center.  But she was clearly exhausted. 
Again, he shook his head.  The Department’s accoun-
tant, or even Nelson, the skinny hacker boy, could take 
her in the state she was in now.  Probably.  Still, her at-
titude was completely different from the undisciplined 
chaos of their first  meeting.  This had been most re-
warding.

“Miss Leeth, you are tired.”  As am I.
She nodded.
“Miss  Leeth,  if  we  continue,  you will  be  unfit  for 

days.  I fear that even now, I may have pressed you too 
hard.  Tomorrow, you will ache badly.”

She simply shook her head.  He waited for her to 
speak.  Eventually, she seemed to realize that.

“Sensei.  Did I… did I pass?  Will you teach me?”
The eyes were big, earnest – entreating.  He looked 

at her in surprise.
“Why yes, Miss Leeth, you performed… well.  I will, 

I think, be most happy to teach you.”
“Oh!”
Her face lit with joy.  Suddenly, and with more en-

ergy than he thought remained to her, she leapt across 
the short distance separating them, arms spread wide. 
For a  moment  he misread her  intent,  and barely  re-
strained himself  from knocking her down.  Then she 
was clinging to him, hugging fiercely.  Desperately.

He was more than a little nonplussed.  Perhaps she 
sensed it,  for she suddenly released him and stepped 
back.  And gave a little bow.  “Thank you, Sensei.”

“You have earned it, Miss Leeth.”
A slight frown crossed her face.  “Can I ask a favor, 

Sensei?”
“You may ask,” he responded, warily.
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“Could  you  please  not  call  me  ‘Miss  Leeth?’   It 
makes me feel funny.  Can’t you call me by my proper 
name?”

He frowned at her.  “The rules are strict.  We are to 
refer to one another by the new names we have taken – 
never by our real names.”  Surely the girl knew that?

“But  Leeth  is my  real  name.   My codename  isn’t 
‘Miss Leeth,’ so couldn’t you leave it off?”

“Very  well.   That  is  the  end  of  today’s  lesson  – 
Leeth.”

She smiled.
“You will be very sore tomorrow, but do not let the 

Doctor heal that ‘injury’: it will prevent the building of 
new muscle.  So I do not expect you for a lesson tomor-
row.  You will ache too much.”  As her jaw set in a stub-
born line, he added, “but I will let you be the judge of 
that.”

She smiled again, and again they exchanged formal 
bows.  As she was about to push through the doors to 
the gym, he called after her.

“Leeth?”
She turned.
“I  am  curious.   Where  did  you  acquire  your,  ah, 

style?”
“Mostly from trids.”
He blinked slowly, in disbelief.  “You cannot learn 

the Art by watching movies!  One must fight!”
She shrugged.  “Well, mainly from trids: I’d try out 

bits of it in the gym back at the Institute.  Plus, Uncle 
took me to a real competition once.  Oh, and when I 
killed; I fought then.”

He  could  only  stare  at  her,  dumbfounded.   She 
seemed not to notice: just waited to see if he wanted to 
say anything else, then ducked her head in a tiny bow 
and left the room.

The doors swung shut behind her and he stood star-
ing at them unseeingly.  Now he understood why she 
seemed so badly trained.  The mystery of her appalling 
teacher had been solved – she’d had none.  That she 
showed the skill she did was astonishing.
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And whatever strange magic she held….  Recalling 
how he had exploited a sloppy and unbalanced stance, 
he visualized her recovery, once again feeling she had 
violated a law of physics.  And that look, at the climax 
of their first encounter, when he sensed she held some-
thing back.

Together, the memories made the skin on the back 
of his neck prickle, and he smiled.

But the matter of killing.  “When I killed,” he mut-
tered under his  breath,  then pulled  himself  together. 
Once again, it seemed Eagle had good reasons for the 
role he had chosen for an agent.

He  wondered,  though,  whether  even  Eagle  knew 
what lay beyond the door he had opened, this time.

She would be the one.  He just hoped she would be 
enough.
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 CHAPTER  4  

Although the Bureau of Internal Development itself 
was of reasonable size, the Accounts Department – the 
ultra-secret agency concealed within it – consisted of 
just ten people.  Of these, only three were on full-time 
active  status:  Preacher,  Emma,  and  the  third  agent, 
James, who didn’t meet Leeth until the following week.

Emma had helped him complete his recent mission, 
and both now enjoyed a quiet moment in the rec room. 
Gazing through the currently one-way translucent wall, 
they watched the figure swimming and diving –  play-
ing – in the pool beyond.

James and Emma sat together in the wood-paneled 
room, with  its  large billiard table  and wall  of  books. 
The rich aroma of real coffee hung in the air.

James’s eyes kept drifting back to the nymph undu-
lating through the water.  Men, thought Emma, shaking 
her head.  “So, have you met her yet?  What do you 
think?”

“We have been introduced, yes.”  James’s voice was 
deep, the tones so rich that Emma felt somehow nour-
ished just listening to it.

Emma had both hands round her coffee mug as she 
held it close to her face, her dark eyes shining mischie-
vously  over  its  rim.   James could  sense  the dimpled 
smile concealed behind the mug.  Relaxing back in his 
chair, he ran his fingers briefly through his short dark-
brown hair.  “She arrived last week, didn’t she?”

“Mm-hmm,” Emma agreed.
“Before you joined me in Seattle,” he prompted.
“Mm-hmm.”
“So you’ve seen her more than I.”  His eyes drifted 

back to the girl in the pool.
“Mmm.   Though you seem to be doing your best to 

reverse the balance.  But I’m asking you.”  Emma low-
ered the mug, flicking the fringe out of her eyes with a 
short toss of her head.  “So?”

The girl emerged from the water at last.  Something 
about the movement struck James as odd, but then he 
saw she was completely  naked.   Eyebrows raised,  he 
watched her padding swiftly toward the diving board.

“Ahem.”
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He  dragged  his  attention  back  to  Emma,  who 
watched him with a knowing smile.

“Ah.”  James had the grace to look faintly embar-
rassed.  “Does she know that one can see into the pool 
from here?”

From up on the diving board, the figure waved to 
them.

Both stared in surprise, then shared a look, at the 
odd timing.

“I think she does,” said Emma.
Unsettled,  they  turned  back  to  watch  as  the  girl 

bounced high off the board, spun twice in a somersault, 
unfolding just as she met the water.  Emma and James 
winced in unison at the painful-looking impact.

“Well,” Emma demanded, “what do you think?”
“Needs more practice?”
Emma pursed her lips, and James shrugged, relent-

ing.  “Well, my first thought was that the Old Man was 
losing his grip – she’s absurdly young.”  He looked over 
in the direction of the concealed recording device, won-
dering when or if this conversation would be reviewed. 
Not that it worried him.

“It  wasn’t  Father  –  it  was  Eagle  who  had  her 
brought in.”

James looked surprised.  “Really?  Eagle found her? 
That’s interesting.   Father  also  specifically  instructed 
me not to do or say anything that might ‘affect her un-
usual psychological orientation.’   He said you’d fill me 
in?”

“Father and Mother told me not to discuss the ethics 
of combat, or sexual morals.  Nor offer her any stim-
sense.”

James frowned while he considered the girl’s casual 
nudity.  She reached the edge of the pool and pulled 
herself up out of the water, straight to a standing posi-
tion in a single flowing motion, before padding back to 
the diving board again.

“And to avoid the use of in-house jargon.”
At  that  he  turned  back  to  Emma,  and  they  ex-

changed unhappy looks.  “Expendable, then.”
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“Have you met ‘the Doctor’?” Emma asked.
“Her guardian, the mage?  No, not yet.”
Preacher,  the  oldest  of  the  Department’s  three 

agents, stalked in like a dark shadow.  Dressed in his 
usual black synth-leather gear, he favored them with a 
brief sneer on his way to the coffee brewing in the cor-
ner.  Judging by his self-assured swagger, he must be 
jacked-in to his neural enhancer chip, James decided. 
A shame the skill-set it provided wasn’t  packaged up 
with a more pleasant persona.  The dark-haired man 
filled a mug before moving over to the wall to stare out 
into the pool area.

All now watched as the girl spun in the air.  Preacher 
chuckled at her awkward entry into the water.

Not as bad as last time, though, James thought.
“She’s doing a lot of work with Dojo,” Emma contin-

ued.  “They had a sort of, um, argument in her first ses-
sion.  But it was all straightened out the same day.”

She  desperately  wanted  to  share  her  recording  of 
that first, astonishing encounter – but Mother and Fa-
ther had sealed it.  “She’s quite something.”

James looked back at her, picking up the message. 
Emma  widened  her  eyes  and  nodded,  once.   James 
pushed out his lips, and raised his eyebrows.  Emma 
nodded, again.

“I’ve got her this afternoon on the weapons range. 
Teaching her to shoot,” Preacher offered unexpectedly, 
not turning around.

“And  I’m  helping  her  dress  for  dinner  tomorrow 
tonight – for a date with you, I believe, James?”  Emma 
offered.

James frowned slightly.  “Yes.  And I have tickets for 
the opera, after dinner at the Muses, three weeks from 
now.  I gather she needs practice, first.”

“Ahh,”  Emma  nodded.   “Should  I  be  offering  to 
come along too, as a chaperon?”

“I  don’t  think  that  will  be  necessary,  old  girl.   I 
gather that I, too, am training her.”

Emma arched one eyebrow.
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“Slotting  typical!”   Preacher  turned  to  glare  at 
James.  “I teach her to shoot, you teach her to screw.”

James smiled.  “I don’t have any  firm instructions 
on the subject.”

Preacher scowled, then stalked off.  With something 
like relief, the other two watched him leave.

Entering the adjacent room, he ordered Leeth from 
the water.  For a moment it looked like she was going to 
refuse.

But  she  got  out  of  the  pool  with  that  same  fluid 
movement, and padded over to her towel.  Patting her-
self dry, she followed Preacher to the door.  Where she 
stopped, before darting back to the bench to snatch up 
her clothes.
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