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Prologue

 Alliance
City, Shinden, Clan World Alliance, 238/5/5.

Under normal circumstances, the Sonkei
clan had no representation on the Clan Council. The Council was
made up of nine senior Assembly members with the positions rotated
through the available clans, and the Sonkeis did not have
representation in the Assembly. The theory was that the Sonkeis
owned Shinden and so had political leverage from that. They did not
need further advantage in the form of a seat on the Council. The
only Sonkeis who generally addressed the Council itself were
members of the administration – all but two of the Secretaries of
the Clan Council had been Sonkeis – or those specifically called to
provide evidence of some sort for deliberation.

In some ways, today was another
normal day since Zackery Trenton Sonkei had been called to discuss
the matter of the ‘super-weapon’ the Sonkeis had recently used to
defeat an invasion force from the Sino-Soviet Republic. In other
ways, today was far from normal. Zackery had something he wanted to
say to the assembled delegates, and he would have requested – no,
demanded – a meeting if they had not asked first.

And the assembled delegates had
decided to kick an ant hill without realising just how angry the
chief ant was at the moment.

‘We demand that the
Sonkei clan provide the other clans with the schemas for whatever
spells were used in the defeat of the Republic’s forces!’ The
speaker was Raffaele Chevalier Garavain, but the sentiment seemed
to be reciprocated by all the other members.

‘No,’ Zackery said. ‘Everything
to do with that operation is a clan secret. We will not be
revealing any of it to anyone else. Even within the clan, only
certain people know what we did and how we did it. I will not
compromise the defence of my clan or this planet by revealing that
information to anyone.’

‘Be reasonable, Zackery,’ Reuben
Milton Corley said. He was the current President of the Clan
Council, a position he had held for the last seven years mostly
because he was an uncontroversial choice. The Corleys were a strong
clan, the Miltons were a strong family, but when it came down to
it, they tended not to rock the boat, and Reuben was a very good
diplomat. ‘You must understand that the other clans have a need to
know how this was achieved. We have our own systems to
protect.’

‘You have the ASF. As has been
demonstrated by recent events, Shinden cannot count on that benefit
of Clan Worlds membership. We will, under no circumstances, give up
this information.’ There were a lot of glowers from the assembled
representatives, but Zackery had more to say and now seemed like a
very good time to say it. ‘Further, the Council and Assembly
endangered my clan, my family, by escalating a conflict
which should never have got to the point of warships appearing in
this system. Your judgement regarding the war you started with the
Republic has been lacking in the extreme, and you compounded that
by ignoring the advice of the ASF’s strategists and removing almost
all of the protection Shinden had in order to defend Mandalore. The
Sonkei clan has no representation on this Council or in the
Assembly. We cannot properly register our displeasure with this
circumstance, nor can we adequately influence the orders given to
our military. So, it comes down to this: should the Clan Worlds
Alliance continue to fight a war against the Sino-Soviet Republic,
further endangering the Sonkei clan which wants nothing to do with
that war, the Sonkei clan will invoke article thirty-eight.’

That caused a fair degree of
uproar. Most of it was general disquiet. There were some general
cries of ‘You can’t’ from various mouths, including Raffaele
Chevalier.

‘I can and will,’ Zackery said.
‘I’ve contacted the other family heads and discussed the matter. We
are all in agreement.’

Several heads turned to look at
the Council Secretary, Misaki Himura Sonkei. She was sitting in her
usual position to the side of the room, taking notes as she usually
did. She nodded. ‘I can confirm that the Himura family stands with
the Trentons on this matter,’ she said. ‘Our resolve is firm.’

‘I call for a vote of censure,’
Raffaele Chevalier said.

‘That is impossible,
Councillor,’ Misaki said. ‘The Sonkei clan is not represented in
the Assembly. Votes of censure only apply to members of the
Assembly.’

‘I believe I’ve said all I have
to say,’ Zackery said. ‘Do as you wish but remember that we are
watching. Continue with this pointless aggression, and we will act.
I will not have the lives of my people endangered by warmongers.
Good morning, gentlemen and ladies. I hope that I don’t have to
address this Council again.’


Part One: Aquaria Rising

 Trenton
Mansion, Shinden, Clan Worlds Alliance, 238/5/8.

‘The war is largely stalled anyway,’
Zackery said. ‘I wouldn’t say that calmer heads are prevailing, but
it seems that everyone is taking a step back to review the
situation.’

Carina sat at the lunch table in
the Trentons’ large and luxurious mansion, surrounded by people she
considered a lot more important than her, trying her best to appear
as small as possible. She had been persuaded to come out with
Mitsuko, Nava, and Melissa, but she was not entirely sure how it
had happened or why she was there. It was officially late spring
break at the Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery, which all four of
them attended, and that was after the school had been suspended a
week early on account of sudden planetary invasion. The school had
escaped without being nuked, so that was good. Coming out to this
place where they discussed weighty matters over lunch was maybe not
so good.

‘Threatening them with article
thirty-eight may have had an influence,’ Mitsuko said.

‘Possibly,’ Zackery said, ‘but
Misaki has reported a number of attempts to censure the Sonkeis
over that. There’s been some obstruction in the administration’s
work. She’s annoyed, but she also says that there’s little they can
legally do.’

‘You’d really do that?’ Melissa
asked. ‘You’d really take the clan out of the Alliance?’

‘We would,’ Yuzuki said. The
perfect hina doll that was Mitsuko’s mother was less perfect today
by virtue of her wearing jeans and a T-shirt. She would have looked
beautiful in a sack but was often seen in Japanese-style clothing,
so the western look was a little surprising. She even had her hair
down, but her speech was just as considered as always. ‘The other
clans have left us with little choice, Mel. Or, to be more precise,
some of the other clans have. As Zackery said, cooler heads have
prevailed on some worlds. I did note that the Avorns voted against
the actions against Dalniaia Granitsa which initiated this
conflict.’

‘Of course,’ Nava said, ‘the
clans who did vote for it would argue that the Sino-Soviet Republic
started it by engaging in piracy in the Mandalore system.’

‘You don’t believe they did
though,’ Melissa said.

‘I don’t. I think it was all a
setup by a third party. I also think the fake piracy in Avorna was
carried out by the same people. And beyond that, the fact that the
Avorns voted against war when they have been subjected to the same
fakery as the Mendel clan in Mandalore says much about the
Avorns.’

Melissa gave a weak grin. ‘Yes.
We don’t like the idea of going to war. I haven’t heard anything
from my family, so I’m assuming that my clan would still prefer to
stay out of any conflict situation.’

‘Hm,’ Zackery said. ‘Mel, would
you mind calling your family and getting an up-to-date picture?
We’ll pay for the call.’

‘O-okay. Technically, no one has
to pay. I could contact them directly with Telepathy. Uh, but I’m
trying to keep that a secret.’

‘Your mother would want you to
call every night?’

‘Probably more often.’

‘Speaking of daughters calling
home,’ Mitsuko said, ‘have you heard from Amédée?’

‘She called when the news of the
Republican attack reached Aquaria,’ Yuzuki said. ‘She is safe, but
the situation there is becoming tense.’

‘Some sort of terrorist group
has begun operating there,’ Zackery said. ‘They call themselves
Aquaria Rising. There have been a couple of incidents. The ASF and
the Greylings are investigating.’

‘Hopefully,’ Mitsuko said,
‘they’ll get to the bottom of it quickly. You’re very quiet,
Cari.’

Carina almost jumped. ‘Well, I
don’t really have much to say. My, um, dark fate doesn’t include
anything about wars with the Republic or terrorists on
Aquaria.’

‘What does your dark fate
involve?’ Michiko asked. Mitsuko’s youngest sister was, as always,
adorable. She had been listening quietly so that no one decided
that she should not be hearing what she was hearing.

‘Oh, uh, dark gods and
cultists.’ Carina really had no clue how to deal with the younger
girl, but she was pretty much tied to her supposed delusion.

Michiko smiled. ‘That sounds
cool. I don’t really believe in gods of any kind, but your dark
fate does sound cool.’

‘It is,’ Nava said. ‘It may be
entirely fictitious, but it is cool.’

‘Uh,’ Carina said. She really
had no clue what to say to that.

238/5/13.

Once again, Carina was uncomfortable in
the company of others. This time it was a more general discomfort;
Carina was not a partygoer, but here she was at a party in the
Trenton mansion, surrounded by people wearing dresses which tended
to show off a lot of skin. It was not her scene, but she had been
tempted into it by Yuzuki. She had been busy saying that she had
nothing to wear to such a gathering when Yuzuki had suggested a
yukata. Yuzuki would organise it. Carina would look good in a
yukata, and Carina had fallen for it.

It also helped that Carina was
now an adult. This did not really make her feel different, but her
birthday had been the week before, so this qualified as her first
adult party. She could drink. She had no real intention of
drinking, that was not her style either, but she did have a feeling
that she might end up trying it out because it was possibly the
only way she would get through the evening.

But that would wait until
Michiko had gone to bed. The youngest Trenton daughter was still,
technically, a child, but she was being allowed to stay up for a
while. Carina believed that the idea was to acclimatise Michiko to
such events early, but Michiko also tended to pout when she was
denied any party time. For whatever reason, Michiko seemed to have
decided to team up with Carina to walk around the place.

Both of them were wearing
yukatas. Against convention, Carina was wearing a dress which
dropped to her ankles. Unmarried women generally wore shorter
dresses to society parties, though there had been a recent trend
for them to wear longer ones with extreme side splits and,
frequently, very low-cut bodices. Married women wore gowns, though
they were often fairly brief anyway. Yuzuki was wearing a kimono
tonight and exposing very little skin; for a young woman like
Carina to wear something similar was not exactly unheard of, but it
was considered odd. Michiko could get away with wearing something
similar – dove grey instead of black with white ravens – because
she was still, technically, a child.

‘You get used to seeing people
at their worst at things like this,’ Michiko said as they wandered
around. For a child, Michiko seemed to be far more aware of society
and social conventions than Carina. ‘Not everyone is a drunken
idiot. In fact, since Uncle Spencer was stupid enough to try to
duel Nava, the amount of drunken behaviour I see has almost
vanished. Uncle Spencer could be guaranteed to be drunk long before
now.’ She frowned. ‘Of course, everyone was always very careful to
keep me from actually meeting him. I’ve been allowed to stay up
much later since he was kicked out of the clan. I suppose I should
stop calling him uncle.’

‘My clan doesn’t do so much of
this,’ Carina replied. ‘My family did host parties and such, but
not that often, and I was always excused from attending.’

‘Because they thought you were
weird?’

‘Pretty much. You’re a very
direct person, aren’t you?’

‘Usually. People think I’m cute,
so I can get away with asking questions that should get me into
trouble. But I wasn’t meaning to offend you. I don’t think you’re
weird.’

Carina grinned. ‘Even my friends
think I’m weird. I can’t blame them. Either I’m deluded about the
Key to Darkness or not, but either way I keep saying things about
dark cults and ancient dark gods. Normal people think that’s
weird.’

‘Maybe I’m young enough to think
it’s cool and I’ll grow out of it when I get older.’

‘Huh. Well, I guess I’ll enjoy
it while you haven’t grown up. I’m still going to be at SAS-squared
when you start going there. We’ll see what you think of me
then.’

Michiko nodded. ‘I will have to
be more grown up then, and I might have come to the conclusion that
you’re just deluded, but I don’t think that will get in the way of
us being friends.’

‘Okay. Looking forward to
it.’

~~~

‘It’s largely a matter of rumour,’ Naomi
said, ‘so take this with a large grain of salt.’ Naomi had got an
evening away from work to party with his girlfriend, Melissa, and
he seemed rather pleased with that. Kyle and Courtney were not
there because Courtney was on duty and Kyle had not wanted to go on
his own.

‘We’ve heard nothing out of the
ASF or Assembly,’ Mitsuko replied, ‘so it would be interesting to
know what you’ve heard.’

Naomi shrugged. ‘The rumours are
that a number of clan representatives pushed for the punishment of
Captain Flavien Paris Sonkei and Rear Admiral Viktoria Engel Voll.
It’s true that they did disobey the letter of their orders, leaving
Mandalore to defend Shinden when the Republic attacked, but the
Republic did not attack Mandalore, just as the ASF had predicted.
The Pride of Shinden should have been in the Shinden system
all along. Admiral Youta Ishida Sonkei has refused to do anything
to either of his subordinates. Instead, he has placed commendations
on their records and stated that they would have received medals if
the Greylings hadn’t already removed the threat by the time they
arrived in-system.’

‘It’s nice to know someone in
the ASF has sense.’

‘Many in the ASF have sense,
Suki,’ Nava replied. ‘When their political masters won’t listen to
it, there is a problem.’

‘Further rumours,’ Naomi went
on, ‘suggest that the senior marines are fuming.’

‘Why?’ Melissa asked. ‘They want
the naval officers punished too?’

‘No, it’s unrelated. What
bothers them is that the Greylings boarded and disabled several
cruisers and a capital ship in around fifteen minutes. Everyone
knows this was achieved with magic, not lots of troops with guns.
While nothing official has been said, it is strongly believed that
there were no casualties among the Greylings during this
operation.’

‘There were no injuries at all,’
Nava said. ‘You didn’t hear me say that. The Greylings are
officially not commenting at all on the matter.’

‘That simply confirms what I
knew,’ Naomi said. ‘My father said the same. The issue the marines
have is that this clearly demonstrated the efficacy of magic in
boarding operations. While there is now something of a shift in
opinion within the lower ranks toward magic being, if not a good
thing, then a tolerably useful one, among the higher-ups, magic is
still considered something the navy needs, not the marines.’

‘And people don’t like having
their beliefs questioned,’ Nava said.

‘Generally not.’

‘Let’s change the subject,’
Mitsuko suggested. ‘There must be some juicy gossip you’ve come
across guarding dignitaries, Naomi.’

‘There is,’ Naomi replied.

After a couple of seconds,
Melissa said, ‘He won’t tell you about it. He won’t even tell
me about it.’

‘Perhaps if we torture him,’
Nava suggested.

‘I’m not letting you torture my
boyfriend. Besides, torture doesn’t work.’

Mitsuko jumped on that. ‘Mel,
you’re now going to have to explain precisely how you know
that.’

Melissa’s cheeks reddened. ‘I
refuse to answer on the grounds that I may incriminate myself.’

~~~

Misaki Himura was clearly being anything
other than the Secretary of the Clan Council. She was dressing
against type in the opposite way from Carina; Misaki’s dress was
exceptionally short, low-cut, and black. Her hair was down. She was
drinking.

‘The situation with the Council
is that bad?’ Mitsuko asked.

‘Threatening to initiate an
article thirty-eight separation from the Alliance has not gone down
too well. That’s an understatement, obviously. In fact, they’re
being total pigs about it. It doesn’t help that Admiral Youta
Ishida is backing up his people against the wishes of the Assembly,
and the ASF has produced several reports indicating that the
initial strike on Dalniaia Granitsa and the follow-up orders to
protect Mandalore were entirely at the behest of the Assembly,
ignoring the advice of ASF Command. Mistakes were made, and they
were almost entirely political, and no one likes having their
missteps rubbed in their faces.’

‘No. Well, you can relax
here.’

‘And I intend to. Of course, the
DPU wanted to have agents here to keep watch over me. I suggested
that I was safe enough with decorated heroes, a number of ex and
current military officers, and a number of Greylings in attendance.
They still wanted extra guards for some reason. I flatly told them
no.’

‘Then we had better ensure that
no harm comes to you,’ Nava said.

‘Well, that would be nice.
Though I do intend to have a hangover in the morning, so some harm
is intentional.’

‘I wonder why they’re so
concerned,’ Mitsuko said. ‘They don’t normally make a fuss when
you’re here, do they?’

‘If there’s a solid reason for
it, no one has told me. I suppose we are technically at war. That
might be it.’

Nava looked around. ‘Yes, it
does look like there’s a war on. You can tell from the dour
expressions and sombre mood.’

‘People are not as carefree as
they seem, Nava,’ Misaki said. ‘There are still parts of Alliance
City without power and communications. People are aware that they
escaped certain death recently. It can frequently bring out
people’s wild sides.’

‘I’m aware. The same was
happening at school before the Republic attacked.’

‘Well, the alternative is
sitting in a darkened room, hugging your knees, and rocking back
and forth. I prefer drinking myself to sleep.’

‘So long as you don’t make a
habit of it, I suppose that’s fine.’

‘Nava, my dear, I really hope
that I don’t have to.’

Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery,
238/5/15.

Three of the four housemates had new
uniforms. The school had come up with something new and, as a
trial, the student council were wearing them. The other students
would be able to see what they would be getting as of next year.
Objections could be raised. One objection was being raised
immediately.

‘Why can’t I have one?’ Carina
asked.

‘Because you’re not on the
student council,’ Mitsuko replied. ‘I assume that means you like
it? I admit that it does seem like your kind of outfit.’

‘It’s awesome. It has
sleeves.’

‘And no cleavage window,’ Nava
said. ‘That’s another important benefit.’

The new outfit consisted of a
sleeveless blouse in white, and a pleated skirt and short jacket in
dark blue. The jacket had the SAS2 logo on it. There was
also the option of wearing trousers, and the skirt came in two
different lengths. The boys’ uniform was basically the same, except
that the shirt had sleeves and the jacket was longer. Mitsuko had
asked: if any of the boys wanted to wear a skirt, that was allowed.
All in all, it was not a bad outfit.

‘Annoyingly, there’s still a
mandate for heeled shoes,’ Nava added. She had put aside her black
boots to wear white pumps. Now, in spring, she was wearing
stockings which more or less hid her legs when combined with the
high-mid-thigh skirt. In winter, she would wear pantyhose or
trousers. When it got warmer, not wearing the jacket was an option.
‘I suppose I’m used to it at this point.’

‘It will be interesting to see
what the other students think,’ Mitsuko said.

‘The boys won’t be happy,’
Melissa predicted. ‘I wonder what the staff will be wearing? It
doesn’t seem right for them to be wearing a colour-changed version
of this.’

‘I suppose we’ll just have to
wait to find out.’

238/5/23.

‘Do you remember Howard Barrett
Bishop?’ Mitsuko asked at breakfast.

Since it appeared that she was
being addressed, Nava looked upward to suggest she was thinking.
She lowered her face once again and said, ‘No. I know he was on
that panel I sat on at that conference at the school, but I have
largely blotted him from my memory.’

‘He was that man who thought
magicians should be eradicated on religious grounds, wasn’t he?’
Melissa asked.

‘More or less.’

‘Well, he won’t be appearing on
any more panels,’ Mitsuko said. ‘He shot himself on Sunday.’

‘I see.’

‘That’s unusual,’ Melissa
said.

‘The family say it came out of
the blue,’ Mitsuko said, her eyes scanning the article on her
ketcom. ‘There were no signs that he was particularly under stress.
In fact, they’ve asked that the incident be treated as murder. He
would never have killed himself, especially on a Sunday, they
say.’

‘Yes, that’s what’s weird.
Religious people have a relatively low suicide rate. Some of them
think killing themselves is a mortal sin. It means they can’t go to
heaven. I don’t know whether that was his belief, but it’s still
strange.’

Nava shrugged. ‘Nothing for us
to worry about. That’s solidly an ASF problem. Unless they decide
to come asking me questions about how I killed him, obviously.’

‘They wouldn’t do–’ Melissa cut
herself off. ‘Well, maybe they would, but it would be silly.’

‘Mm.’

‘I mean, if you wanted him dead,
it would have happened ages ago.’

‘Ah, Mel, you know me so
well.’

Bergen, Aquaria, 238/5/26.

Atop one of the taller buildings in
Bergen, essentially the capital city of Aquaria, a man waited
patiently for the arrival of his intended victim. He was lying
horizontally with a railgun in front of him. His intention was to
shoot someone, and he was very good at what he did.

‘Fifteen seconds,’ said a voice
in his ear. His spotter was not on the rooftop with him. Instead,
they were awaiting the arrival of the motorcade from a position
which allowed them to see it from further away.

Settling into place, the sniper
used the optics on his rifle to zoom in on a point on one of the
streets below, expecting the arrival of the lead vehicle there very
soon. The motorcade would be travelling at some speed, so the first
step in executing his mission was to stop it. That would require a
lot less precision than the killing shot, but hitting a moving
vehicle at nine hundred metres was not a trivial exercise. His
rifle was set for the right range. All the other factors had been
dialled into the scope. Now it was just a matter of making the
shot.

A large SUV appeared in his
scope, and he began to track it. His window was fairly tight, and
he could not afford to aim for too long. After two seconds, he
shifted his aim slightly forward and squeezed the trigger. Railguns
were hardly silent. There was a loud crack as a projectile was
accelerated to supersonic velocities and then barely any pause
before the lead vehicle slewed in the road and came to a stop. He
had successfully put his bullet through the main power conversion
unit, cutting power to the drive motors.

He moved his aim to the third
car in the motorcade as everything came to a sudden stop. He
dialled up the magnification and sighted through one of the
windows. A tall woman with long black hair was leaning forward,
probably asking her protection detail what was going on. The sniper
set his point of aim on her head – a body shot was practically
impossible through the window – and relaxed into the shot, taking
his time. The vehicle was armoured, but the windows would offer
basically no protection against a round from his rifle. He waited
for just the right moment to pull the trigger…

He waited too long. A pair of
smaller vehicles pulled up to either side of the VIP car and,
almost immediately, a pair of military-grade force screens
appeared.

‘Shit,’ he said under his
breath. He fired anyway, but these were not man-portable screens
which his ammo might have penetrated; the dart came to a sudden
stop against the magical wall, leaving only a ripple in its
surface. ‘Mission’s scrubbed,’ the sniper said. ‘All units
retreat.’

Amédée Trenton Sonkei was going
to live another day. Not the best start for direct action from
Aquaria Rising, but there would be other days.

238/5/29.

If asked, Amédée might have admitted
that she was a little nervous. On Friday, someone had tried to kill
her with a military sniping weapon. It had not been exceptionally
close. Her diplomatic protection team had done their job perfectly.
The only casualty had been a car. However, the operation had been
well planned and Amédée had escaped because the sniper had not been
able to deal with military shields. If he had been a little
faster…

The DPU officers handling her
protection were on edge, which did not make Amédée any less
nervous. Normally, they used concealed weapons at all times.
Whatever they might have on hand, it was tucked away in a shoulder
holster. Heavier weapons were kept in their vehicles and the squad
rooms at the mansion, but there was normally an attempt to keep the
hardware under wraps. Today, she had two escorts with openly
carried assault rifles near her at all times, and it had been like
that since Friday afternoon.

With no business in the morning,
Amédée was leaving for the administrative centre after lunch. Her
guardians wanted her at home in the mansion as much as possible.
They went ahead of her to the SUV she would be transported in,
checked the surroundings, and only then did they wave her out to
the car. With a sigh, Amédée set out. She had expected things on
Aquaria to be tense, but the recent appearance of Aquaria Rising
had made things almost impossible.

She was no more than five metres
from the vehicle when a shout went up from her right. She turned to
look and saw a man running toward her dressed in casual clothes
with a heavy jacket which was rather unsuitable for the climate.
Whoever the man was, he did not look like he was a fan out to meet
the Alliance governor of the planet, and then he was invisible as
two large DPU officers moved in between Amédée and the intruder.
There was gunfire, and then the world erupted into chaos.

After, when Amédée’s brain had
started working again, she realised that there had been an
explosion. By then she was also realising that half her protection
detail were dead or badly wounded, and the only thing that had
stopped her being in the same condition were the bodies of the two
men who had stepped in front of her.

Shinden Alliance School of Sorcery,
Shinden, 238/5/30.

‘She’s not hurt,’ Mitsuko said, ‘but a
lot of the DPU on hand were.’

‘It says it was a suicide
bomber,’ Carina said. ‘Plastic explosives with nails embedded to
provide shrapnel. Your sister survived because she was shielded by
her guards. Uh, five of the guards died.’

‘It’s an effective strategy for
assassination,’ Nava said. ‘The explosives are newer, but the
general tactic goes back to the earliest days of trying to kill
specific targets. The operating principle of the Order of
Assassins, way back in history, was to get as close to their target
as possible and attack without any thought to escape afterward. It
works. Adding in killing yourself as part of the deal is a more
modern invention, but I doubt they would have balked at carrying a
grenade instead of a knife.’

‘You’re not usually big on
history,’ Melissa observed.

‘The history of assassination
was part of my education.’

‘I suppose that makes
sense.’

‘Of course, I was
supposed to kill my targets and escape to kill more. My operations
would be more like the sniper. If you want, Suki, I can contact
Rhianna and see what the Greylings know about what’s going on. I’m
sure they’re involved in trying to stop this Aquaria Rising
group.’

Mitsuko was worried about her
sister. That much was a foregone conclusion and fairly obvious if
you saw her. Aquaria Rising had missed twice, but it was highly
doubtful that they would give up at just two attempts. Suicide
bombing seemed like a rather desperate attempt too. What more might
they try?

‘No,’ she said, despite all
that. ‘Don’t disturb them. I’m sure I’ll hear about it if they come
up with a plan, or if they’re really worried about the
situation.’

Nava nodded. She was not so
sure, but if that was the way Mitsuko wanted it… ‘Very well. In
that case, we’ll just have to wait.’

238/5/32.

‘We have a potential way to end the
threat of Aquaria Rising,’ Rhianna said, her voice coming from
Nava’s ketcom, ‘but it’s risky, and we need your help.’

‘If it helps to keep Amédée
safe,’ Mitsuko said without a second’s thought, ‘I’m in.’

‘Wait until you’ve heard what we
have before volunteering,’ Nobuyuki said. ‘This is based on some
out-of-the-box thinking.’

‘You should explain,’ Nava said.
She had been asked to set up the meeting with Mitsuko and Melissa.
Carina was in her room since she did not need to know what was
going on. Rhianna and Nobuyuki were on the other end of the
conference call, along with another, even more secret,
sort-of-member of the Greylings.

‘We tasked Jenna with trying to
predict what Aquaria Rising would do next,’ Rhianna said.

‘And that was a real waste of
time,’ Jenna said. ‘The probabilities are all over the place, and
if you tweak the conditions just a little, you get totally
different outcomes.’

‘Not enough information to make
a valid prediction,’ Nava said.

‘Right. So, since I’m trying to
make myself look useful…’

‘I think the outcome of the
Republican attack on Shinden proved your usefulness.’

‘… I decided to try some
alternative strategies. I can get up to an eighty-seven-point
oh-five-percent certainty if we control the conditions.’

‘Certainty of what?’ Mitsuko
asked.

‘A major effort from Aquaria
Rising. They’ll put everything they have into killing their targets
if they can take out Amédée Trenton along with you three. We
have to put all of you in the same place, on Aquaria. If we give
them a narrow window to work with, we can control the situation
and, if my assumptions are correct, we get an eighty-seven-percent
probability of killing or capturing the entire organisation.’

‘Probability of friendly
casualties?’ Nava asked.

There was a slight pause. ‘Well,
it’s not zero.’

‘Best estimate, please,
Jenna.’

‘Twenty-two percent. Uh, that’s
for the four primaries. It’s a bit higher for the ASF people, maybe
thirty-one percent.’

‘So, we would be going to
Aquaria to act as bait for the terrorists?’ Melissa asked.

‘Oh, hell no!’

‘No, Melissa,’ Nobuyuki said.
‘You would be far from just bait.’

‘If you sit there like dummies
and wait for them to kill you,’ Jenna went on, ‘their success rate
goes up above fifty percent.’

‘We’re setting up a sting
operation,’ Nava said. ‘We’re the bait, but we’d be bait which
fights back. I think the final decision comes down to Mel. Suki
will do it to save her sister. I will do it because I trust Jenna’s
predictions and I’m a Greyling. This is not something you need to
do, Mel.’

‘But Suki’s my friend, and I’m
not helpless.’ Melissa nodded. ‘When do we need to be there?’

Bergen, Aquaria, 238/5/34.

Amédée was not exactly happy. She was
up very early for a Saturday morning to meet her three visitors in
the front hall of the governor’s mansion, but it was who the three
visitors were that was making her most concerned. Perhaps more so
having seen them; Nava, Mitsuko, and Melissa seemed far too happy
to be there.

‘I was told to expect you,’
Amédée said, ‘but really, what are you thinking? You’re even
missing lessons–’

‘Only the morning,’ Mitsuko
said, ‘and we made arrangements. We won’t be missing anything.’

‘As for what we’re thinking,’
Nava said, ‘that can wait until we’re somewhere more private.’

The elder Trenton frowned. ‘Very
well, come with me. I haven’t had breakfast yet.’

‘I could stand some coffee.’

‘That can be arranged.’ Amédée
turned and started up a broad flight of stairs at the back of the
room. The three schoolgirls followed.

With some help from the
Greylings, it had not been too hard to get the school to allow the
trio to miss a morning of lessons. A fast shuttle had picked them
up from school straight after lessons on Friday to take them to the
Yosozume which had then made the jump to the Aquaria system.
Then the same shuttle had carried them down to the planet. This cut
out thirty-two hours at two gravities since the shuttle had
inertial compensation, and it cut the total travel time down to
about eighteen hours
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