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Unexpected guests
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ROMILA GLANCED UP AT THE CHRONO AGAIN. Two minutes to eight. She could probably safely start closing up shop. This sector of the Shar Burk space station tended to empty out around now. She turned around to lock the crystal cabinet behind the counter.

The door tinkled. Damn. Customers. She was looking forward to going upstairs, but that was retail, wasn't it? Fixing a smile on her face, she turned. "Good evening. How can I help you?"

Even as she said the words her pulse began to pound. The well-dressed man might have been interested in exotic crystal, and he might have employed the Shuba towering behind him as a bodyguard. But the man exuded an air of menace. The half-smile on his face and the narrowed eyes hinted at a different purpose. Romila put her hand down under the counter, feeling for the grip of her laser pistol.

"Uh uh uh. Hands on the counter, Romila," the man said, stepping forward. "I wouldn't want Terkan here to have to make a mess."

The Shuba raised the Umex P-40 pulse pistol he held in one massive hand, its wide muzzle a gateway to hell. If he pressed the trigger, the shelves behind her would be shattered, and they'd have to pick pieces of her out of the wall to put them in a bag for the funeral.

Romila put her hands back on the counter. "What's this about?" Although she had a feeling she already knew.

The man made a show of sadly shaking his head. "You shouldn't have gone to the Sharpos."

Romila's stomach lurched. Her tip-off was supposed to be confidential. "I don't know what you're talking about."

The man's yellow eyes narrowed. "Terkan, why don't you see if those pieces on the wall over there bounce?"

Grinning, the Shuba swept his hand along a shelf, sending a row of carved glass animals crashing to the floor. 

Romila winced. They were cheap, popular souvenirs now reduced to shards and splinters, a pretty obvious display of what could happen to some of her more expensive stock. "What do you want?"

The man stood in the middle of the shop and folded his arms. "Nice little place you've got here."

"Thanks." Romila swallowed while her heart hammered. His lips had set into a predatory, mocking smile.

"We just want the crystals, darling. We know you've still got some. Hand them over and we'll be on our way."

Romila swallowed again. "The police took what I had." 

The smile vanished. "I'm not sure I believe you." The man unfolded one arm and beckoned with his index finger. "Come around here."

To hell with that. She wasn't going to come quietly. Romila dived for her pistol and rolled with it clutched in one hand. Terkan swore, his feet crunching on the shattered glass. Romila poked her head around the counter and fired a long blast at him. He dodged away, out of her line of sight. But where was the Shuba's boss? Movement in the glass front of the cabinet caught her eye. She jumped up, fired, and retreated, rewarded with a hiss of pain.

"Drop the pistol, bitch." The Shuba stood beside the counter, the muzzle of the Umex aimed squarely at her. "Do it now. Dak wants you alive, but I don't think he'll mind if I hurt you."

Dak. That would be the man in the suit. He appeared now, his face twisted, one hand clutching his arm. "Give us a hard time and I might just change my mind," he snarled.

Romila put the pistol on the floor. She was running out of options, but at least they wanted her alive. For now. She didn't have any more of the statues where the crystals had been hidden. The detective had taken the other four. She'd have to make something up. 

The front door slid aside. 

Terkan spun around, his weapon raised. He fell backwards, raking the front of the shop with energy bolts. Romila crawled behind the counter while the air crackled and fragments of her shop clattered and boomed and splintered. A figure appeared, leaping past her and into the backroom, another figure in hot pursuit. If she was quick she might make it, too. 

The firing had stopped.

"Romila? Suri?" The voice was female, coming from behind her, and sounded concerned more than anything else.

Romila looked around and saw a pair of legs lying on the ground, the rest of the body hidden by the counter. Another Shuba stood beside Terkan's body, a short-barreled rifle in her hands, but held at rest, not aimed at her. "Are you all right?"

"Yes. Are you police?"

The woman snorted a laugh. "No. We heard some crashing in here and thought we'd better see if we could help."

Romila forced her trembling legs to move and clambered to her feet. "Is he dead?" she asked, gesturing at Terkan's body.

The woman glanced at the figure lying face down on the ground. "Yes. Trust me, he's no loss." She gazed over Romila's head to the open back door. "Where does that go?"

"A small service area for unpacking and what not, a little kitchen, and steps up to my apartment." Romila pointed at the ceiling.

"External exit?"

"Yes." Romila sighed. "It was open, too. I got a delivery a little while ago and didn't close up."

Footsteps sounded from outside. The Shuba woman gestured. "Better pick up your pistol and get out of line of sight of that door. I'm hoping it's Chet coming back, but if it isn't..."

Romila scooped up her laser pistol and moved to the other side of the counter, stepping over Terkan's body. He lay as if asleep, although the side of his face she could see was twisted as if he was experiencing a nightmare. Romila swallowed bile. She'd seen death before, but not like this.

The Shuba tensed, her rifle raised, as a figure approached.

"It's me." The green-eyed woman who stepped through the door spoke the words before she appeared.

"Did you get him?" the Shuba asked as she lowered her rifle.

"No. You know what those damned alleys are like."

"Just like Crossmar. We'd better get out of here fast. Dak doesn't take kindly to losing, and he'll have backup somewhere."

"Mmm. That's what I think." Green-eyes turned back to Romila. "You'd better come with us and have a chat. We'd be interested to know what this was all about, but neither of us think staying here is smart."

Probably not. But where else was there to go? "And going somewhere with you two, who I don't know, that's smart, is it?"

The Shuba woman grinned. "Good point. But Soldar didn't send us here to trash your shop."

Romila's heart thudded. "Soldar?" He was the governor and the richest man on Shar Burk. She'd heard there wasn't a pie on the station without one of Soldar's fingers in it. "What interest would Markus Soldar have in me?"

Green-eyes nodded. "Good question. We'd like to know the answer, too. Let's go."

Romila stared at the shards of cheap glass souvenirs littering her shop's floor, a head there, a pair of legs here. The front window was shattered. So were the glass cabinets. Most of the contents lay on the floor, some recognizable, some not. Fragments of crystal vases still projected rainbow images on the walls and ceiling. Outside, a woman glanced at the shop, then hurried by. She wouldn't have been the only one. On Shar Burk it didn't pay to get involved. 

"Why should I trust you? And why did you just happen to be here?"

Green-eyes frowned. "We haven't got time for this. Look, we understand why you'd be suspicious, but we could do whatever we wanted, kill you, and no one would be the wiser." The sound of distant sirens floated through the air. "We've gotta go now. Trust me, the Sharpos won't be the only ones coming here."

Romila took a last glance around her devastated shop and nodded. "Okay." 

The big woman opened the front door and gazed out, first one way, then the other. The approaching sirens were closer, setting Romila's teeth on edge. 

"I think the alleys are a better bet." The Shuba turned away, crunching over glass shards to the back of the shop. Once again, she peered out, checking the service area before stepping through. 

Romila and the other woman crowded in behind her while she checked the outside door. It all looked so innocent; the little kitchen sink holding her unwashed cup, the kettle in the corner, a couple of boxes that had held merchandise from Akhlut. Those sirens were even closer, sounding as though they were nearly overhead.

"Looks okay. But let's make it snappy, ladies." Her rifle ready in her hand, the Shuba slipped into the alley. The lane was just wide enough for the service bots to deliver goods and take away the garbage. The bins were full, with a couple overflowing. The one outside the next-door shop stank.

"To the left and down the lane past Bhodan's," Green-eyes said. "It'll take us near the escalators."

The Shuba nodded. "You come behind me," she said to Romila. "Keep that pistol ready." She ran for the next laneway, checked and ran on. Romila hurried after her, dodging around the obstacles and wishing her feet didn't make so much noise. At the next lane Green-eyes paused.

The sound of running feet came from the direction of the shop.

Romila's heart thudded. "They're after us."

The Shuba nodded, her features grim. "You guys take a break in the Traveler's Arms. I'll play decoy."

"Meet you at Sorren Lane." Green-eyes gripped Romila's arm and urged her half-way down the alley toward a service entrance, while the big woman jogged on, making much more noise than she had before.

Green-eyes tried the door. Romila fidgeted, glancing up at the way they'd come, sure the Sharpos were just around the corner. Her companion had fished something out of her pockets and fitted it into the lock. One twist and the lock clicked. Pushing the door open, Green-eyes dragged Romila into a storeroom filled with stacks of kegs, rows of bottles, and a mountain of empty cartons, then went back to lock the door. 

The place smelled of stale beer and dust. The racket from the busy bar beyond the wall provided a background hum. Romila eased herself between the racks and tried not to touch anything, feeling the weight of her pistol in her hand, and wishing she'd bought the heavier RK-10. Her RK-8 could do some damage at close range, maybe even kill, but she'd never expected to use the weapon for anything but a deterrent. Would a blast get through Sharpo standard issue body armor? She hoped she wasn't about to find out. 

Her new friend was pressed against the wall beside the door, her pistol ready. Raucous laughter erupted in the bar at about the same time the door to the alley rattled. Romila's heart sped up even more. Green-eyes's fingers tightened on her gun, and she lifted her index finger to her lips.

Muffled voices exchanged words in the alley, and then the footsteps moved on. Breathing out a sigh of relief, Romila stepped toward the door. Green-eyes shook her head and slipped her weapon into one of her jacket pockets. "Hide the gun. We're going out the front door."

Romila pushed the RK-8 into her trouser pocket and tried to hide the trembling.

Green-eyes laid her hands on Romila's shoulders. "Look confident. We've got a right to be here, and we're not in a hurry. Okay?"

She nodded and managed a grin. "Act the part. Just like the school play."

Green-eyes managed a forced smile. "Yeah. But keep your eyes open for Dak, or anybody taking too much interest in us. He'll have called in reinforcements, especially because you managed to wound him. He won't take that lightly."

Romila's nerves twanged. Oh, great. Thanks for that. 

Green-eyes pushed open the door from the store room and walked along a dim corridor into the pub itself. At this time of the evening the place was always busy, with patrons packing the tables and lined up against the bar. Here on Shar Burk's level four it attracted a better class of client without being the snooty type of swish bar you found in the top hotels. The group around the two tables in the middle were tourists. She recognized the couple who had been in her shop a few hours before. Walking on, she passed a group of off-duty ship crew chatting with a couple of ladies. Another peel of laughter came from the well-dressed bunch crowding around the bar. 

No sign of Dak.

Green-eyes sidled closer. "We're attracting some interest from the big guy on his own, leaning on the bar. Don't look.

Romila registered who she meant. She'd sort of noticed him herself, casually leaning facing the room, a drink in his hand. Out of the corner of her eye she saw him move. Her pulse raced. "What do we do?"

A server balancing a tray in her right hand walked toward them, between them and the man. "Be ready to exit. Front door. Don't run." 

Green-eyes turned casually, as if she'd heard something, and flicked something Romila couldn't see. The server 's eyes widened. She stepped backwards, flapping with the hand not holding the tray. She staggered, the tray tilted, and glasses fell onto the table beside her, spilling beer and wine over the people seated there, accompanied by the sound of shattering glass. Three patrons jumped up in alarm, squealing, brushing down wet clothes. The server apologized, tried to help. What in hells had created that reaction? She would have to remember to ask.

The man at the bar tried to push his way through the agitated crowd, now joined by the proprietor. Green-eyes caught Romila's eye and jerked her head at the door. She took the directive, forcing herself to walk in a relatively normal manner, while her hand twitched at the pocket where the pistol nestled. She pushed open the door and slipped out into the evening bustle.

***
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TORENI

Toreni paused beside a rubbish bin to make sure the Sharpos were following her, then ducked down the next alley. The very fact they were after her at all signaled that Dak had alerted Detective Schelpa of a change in circumstances, so they knew they were looking for a big Shuba with two other women. Dak might not have managed a description of Chet, but they would certainly know what Romila looked like. She, on the other hand, would just be one of those big Shubas: big, thick, slow. Sometimes — fairly often, actually — that worked in her favor.

She and Chet had taken the time to study the Shar Burk alleys when they first arrived here. It was always useful to know the back alleys, the lanes that led somewhere, and the ones that didn't, just like Crossmar, where she'd worked for a while. After she guided her pursuers through a few twists and turns she shook them off and headed for the food court, which employed Shuba security guards. The Sharpos would find their way there, even if they weren't the sharpest blades in the armory. On all her missions with Chet, Toreni deliberately wore clothes that blended in with the black security guard uniforms. Easy enough to loiter on the outskirts of any throng as if she were on duty. The food court was packed and noisy. The usual piped music didn't stand a chance over the din of people eating and relaxing. Few tables were unoccupied and more than one person carrying a plate meandered between the tables looking for a spare seat. Toreni sauntered around the edges of the area. There next to the pillar with the broken light looked like a good place to wait.

She'd hardly taken her position when three Sharpos burst into the food court out of a different lane than her last shortcut. They stopped, staring around with their weapons drawn, startling the patrons sitting at tables nearby. Toreni eased herself backwards into the shadows as one of the real security guards approached to ask questions. The real issue wasn't going to be this lot; it would be Dak, who would undoubtedly have called up his nasty little mates. She backtracked to the main street, ambling along like any security guard on her way home after a hard day. She took out her sanvad and located Romila and Chet outside the Traveler's Arms. 

They'd hung festive lights in the mall in preparation for the winter solstice celebration. She found an unoccupied bench and made a call to Jirra on Vulsaur. A row of twinkling lights flashed in the window opposite where she sat, and a couple with small children stopped to watch. Happy families. The closest Toreni had to a happy family was Jirra and Chet. 

Jirra answered immediately. "Hey. What's happening? I expected you back before now." 

"We've run into a spot of bother. I think we're going to want to get out of here fast, with one passenger. Her name's Romila Dhurma, wanted by the Sharpos and Soldar."

Jirra whistled. "Popular girl."

"The Sharpos are looking for a big Shuba with two women, so we split up. Can you get us a slot for oh, a couple of hours max?"

"Sure."

"One more thing. I'm going back to help Chet. The Sharpos'll give up, but Soldar has sent Dak to deal with Romila. She winged him. He won't be happy about that, and he'll have called in backup. He's a nasty piece of crap. Can you find out what you can on him? Especially known associates."

"Sure. Give me a few minutes to get the data. I'll call you back. Look after yourself." 

Toreni stood. "Will do. See you soon."

"Good. I'm looking forward to dinner."

Toreni grinned as she put her sanvad away. Maybe she wasn't a chef in a famous restaurant but cooking in Vulsaur's excellent galley for appreciative friends wasn't a bad deal. In the meantime, she might as well head for the rendezvous. Jirra would send her the data as soon as she could.

She set off at a brisk walk, as fast as possible without attracting attention. Sorren Lane wasn't far away, within sight of the escalators down to the lower levels where Vulsaur was parked. Toreni found a good spot to loiter, watching the children in a playground. They were a noisy lot, running around and playing tag with accompanying shrieks and squeals of laughter. Toreni kept less than half an eye on looking like she was watching the kids play and let her senses check her surroundings. A squad of Sharpos came up the escalator, but they weren't in a hurry, ambling off away from the playground.

Her sanvad pinged. Jirra. "Here's what I could find. With mug shots."

Three men, two women. Toreni slotted the images into her matching system, wishing once again she'd had something as good as Morgan's system for recognizing people when she worked in security.

A high-pitched scream emanated from the playground. Just a little girl running away from another child. Why was it that little girls screamed?

Movement on the escalator caught her eye. The man moved his head to give her a side view. She checked the sanvad's matching system. Yes, an eighty-seven percent match on Dak. He held his left arm tucked against his body, courtesy of Romila's shot. He stepped off the escalator and caught the travelator toward the Traveler's Arms, weaving his way between the patrons on the moving walkway. 

What to do? If she followed him, Toreni might miss Chet and Romila. On the other hand, if she eliminated Dak, that would be one less skike on Shar Burk.

***
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CHET

Chet slipped out of the Traveler's Arms and jerked her head at Romila. This way. 

Romila caught up with her on the travelator. "Please, what's this all about? Why did you come to my shop?" She kept her voice low, but the nearby passengers were much more interested in each other, laughing and joking together.

Green-eyes glanced around before she answered. "We have an interest in Soldar. We've been keeping an eye on him and when one of his senior enforcers went off with some muscle, we wondered why. Especially when we found out where the lovely Dak was headed. Because we'd heard the Sharpos had a tip-off about some illegal goods." She stepped over to the right side, the passing lane, to walk past the group ahead of them.

Romila sighed, then hurried to catch up. She'd never had much to do with the Shar Burk police. "I thought I was doing the right thing. Are you Sharpos?"

Green-eyes snorted. "Not on your life. We're trustworthy. An awful lot of the so-called officers of the law on this heap of space-borne junk are paid by the people they're supposed to be arresting." She made one of those 'not now' gestures, pressing the air down with the palm of her hand. "We'll talk later."

Romila folded her arms around herself, hugging tight, then let go. This won't do. Compose yourself. She did her best to look cool and calm, but her heart hammered. Who were they? What did they want? The last thing she wanted was to be involved in smuggling. She had no idea why the crystals were valuable, but they must be. She managed a sideways look at Green-eyes, who stared around her, and at the other lane of people moving in the opposite direction. If not Sharpo then what? Security? Working for somebody? Some smuggling ring? They didn't feel like criminals, not like Dak and his huge bodyguard. The big Shuba seemed to be more than the usual enforcer, but then, what would she know? She rarely came across Shuba people — to speak to, anyway. You saw them everywhere, providing muscle, but you didn't engage in conversation. 

"Where are we going?" Romila asked.

Green-eyes frowned. "The docks. Keep your eyes on the people. On the sidewalk and on the travelator."

The woman wasn't exactly the friendly type, but yeah. In the throng of people, Romila had almost forgotten about Dak and his mate in the pub. And the dead body in her shop. Somehow the festive lights looked garish, out of place, like fragments of broken glass projecting rainbows. She shivered. She'd love to ask how far they had to go, but even the thought sounded whiny and childish. Are we there yet? It depended which docking bay, on which level.

She concentrated on watching the people approaching on the other travelator.

***
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TORENI

Toreni followed Dak, careful to keep a few people between her and her target. He ambled along, not in a special hurry, but moving into the passing lane several times. Toreni did the same, always keeping her distance, watching the light show in the windows while she kept her attention on Dak.

He straightened, pushed his way into the standing crowd as close as he could to the barrier fence between the two travelators, his good hand reaching into his pocket. Toreni caught a glimpse of Chet and Romila coming toward them and hurried after him. "Let me through, please, security."

Dak turned and saw her, his pistol in his hand. The shot went wide, missing everybody. A woman screamed. A young couple leaped off the travelator. It was like falling blocks. The panic spread. Amid the shouts Toreni grabbed Dak's arm and flung him off the travelator. He staggered, falling to his knees. Several of the younger travelers grabbed him, wrestling the gun out of his hand. "That's him. Call the Sharpos," Toreni yelled.

She stepped over the barrier onto the opposite side of the travelator and hurried to catch up with Chet and Romila.

***
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ROMILA

Somebody moved suddenly, a man in the passing lane on that side, pushing his way to the central barrier. A man, nursing his left arm, his right inside his jacket. Romila's heart thudded. "Dak."

Green-eyes had seen him, too. She shoved Romila behind her and drew her pistol.

Romila caught a glimpse of a big Shuba catching up with Dak, pushing through the row of travelers standing on the left, nearest the center. Dak must have replacements for the dead Shuba in her shop. 

There was a commotion, then they were past him. Chet pulled Romila back in front of her. "Hurry."

Romila hurried, striding down the outside lane. 

A hand dropped onto her shoulder. She tried to shrug the intruder away, twisting out of the grip.

"Take it easy. It's me."

Green-eyes.

Romila's muscles went to water. "We're okay?"

Green-eyes's big Shuba friend stood behind her. "Dak's under citizen's arrest." Her lips widened into a smile as a Sharpo vehicle whizzed overhead, its sirens blaring. "Sounds like the law is about to catch up with him. This is where we get off. We have to be two levels down."

A sign ahead flashed. 'Down to levels 5 – 9'. Romila jumped off with Toreni, but Chet went on. The look on Romila's face must have signaled the question.

The big woman smiled. "She'll go down another way." 

Of course. Split up, change the patterns. Just like in the vids. Maybe this was a recording and she'd wake up a vid star. Or somebody would jump out and yell, 'Surprise'.

They went down three levels, circling around from one side of the station's central shaft to the other, each surrounded by food courts, each of them busy. Space stations didn't work regular hours.

"It would have been quicker to use an elevator," Romila muttered.

"Nice place to get stuck." The Shuba had her hand resting on the butt of her pistol, strapped to her belt, security guard style.
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A change of course
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CHET

ON LEVEL EIGHT CHET HEADED THROUGH the food court to the doors leading to the spoke where the ships were docked. This was a cheaper part of the station, favored by the small, independent freighters without the credits for the better berths. She used the travelator, weaving between the other passengers, taking advantage of its pace, combined with her walking pace, to reach the docking bay.

Vulsaur's bay was coming up on the right. Chet tapped Romila's arm to indicate they were getting off, then jumped off the travelator and deactivated the locks on the bay doors. Inside, she entered the codes to open the ship's access tunnel. She'd be pleased to get on board. A glance at her sanvad showed Toreni close behind. Excellent. The sooner they were off this station, the better. She hoped Jirra had the engines warm.

Romila's footsteps slowed as soon as she stepped into the ship's sitting room. "Wow. This is..." She turned around in a circle, taking in the first-class fittings, the couches, the subdued lights. "Wow. I was expecting a tramp freighter."

Chet peeled off her jacket. "That's what we want them to see." Vulsaur could disguise itself as a number of ship types, as long as they were about her tonnage. Right now, she was just another H-14 class interplanetary courier, like four or five others on the station. Chet had to admit she'd been astonished when Jirra had shown her the external transformation from sleek admiral's yacht to a used freighter. It was real, too, not just an illusion. Chet had put her hand on the panels. Jirra explained how it worked but the details had gone over Chet's head. Something about extruded material held in the hull.

Romila sank into a sofa, her expression bright and curious. "Is this yours? Are you going to tell me who you work for? Who you are?"

Toreni appeared in the hatch, a grin on her face.

"All in good time." Chet walked the few paces to the bridge. "All aboard. How long have we got?"

"Half an hour. One of you will need to be in the shielded compartment. Probably Romila, since they know what she looks like." Jirra looked down at a buzzing control. "Uh-oh. Looks like we're going to get visitors."

Chet stepped to her shoulder and looked at the security screens. A squad of Sharpos, running along beside the travelator. Her heart beat a little faster.

"This may have nothing to do with us, but let's assume it has. I'll convert the interior."

Chet nodded. "I'll get Romila down in the hold."

"Action stations, ladies. Jirra's going to reconfigure the interior." The lounge covers were already shifting into their worn and tired mode, scratches were appearing on the walls. 

"Romila, come with me." Chet grasped the younger woman's arm and towed her to the aft hatchway. "We've got a couple of special holds where you won't be detected by scanners. It won't be comfy, but it shouldn't be for long."

Romila looked scared. Which was understandable. Toreni's voice floated from behind them. "Don't worry, it'll be all right. You really can trust us."

Chet pressed the control to open the compartment door. "Stay quiet. It'll be dark. We don't usually smuggle people in there." Frightened eyes stared up at her. "So, you're smugglers?"

Noises floated down from above. The Sharpos had arrived, and they'd search the ship for sure. 

"No. Just... look, there's no time." Crap, Toreni was better at this touchy-feely stuff than she was. She reached out and patted Romila's arm. "It'll be okay. Promise." She shut the door, which melded seamlessly into the corridor's walls. 

Chet sprinted up the stairs to a transformed common room, now filled with a squad of Sharpos and a plain clothes man who was clearly in charge.

"This is Detective Schelpa," Jirra said.

The officer stepped toward her, his chin thrust out. "Who are you and where've you been?"

"My name's Nala Fezzrah." Chet held up her ID. "I was checking the hold. We're due out in an hour."

Schelpa's lip curled. "Yes, I'll bet. Forget it. You're going nowhere until I say so." He jerked his hand. "Dilmar, Jhutta, go down and tear the hold apart. Make sure to check for secret compartments." He eyed Chet as he said the words. "You two, check the rest of the ship."

As the Sharpos thrust past her, Chet said, "Maybe we can save you some bother. What are you looking for?"

"We have reason to believe two women and a Shuba have murdered a male Shuba and injured a man. They're at large with a drug smuggler."

Chet leaned against a bulkhead. "There's just us three here. As you can see."

Noises drifted up from the lower deck and from the accommodation areas.

"That's not much of a description, officer," Jirra said. "Two women with a Shuba. More than half the ships on these docks could muster two women and a Shuba."

He turned on her. "If I want your opinion I'll ask for it. You've been here for a week. What've you been doing?"

"Looking for cargo," Chet said. "Business isn't too wonderful lately."

"And?" He raised his eyebrows, waiting.

"We landed a job, taking a consignment of garments to Mahanadi. We'd hoped to stock up a few more items, but..." She shrugged.

"Let's see your manifest." 

Jirra transferred the data to his sanvad. 

The detective scowled. 

The documents were in order. Just as well Chet had insisted on acting the part while they investigated Soldar's operations. Toreni was okay with it, but Jira needed some convincing. Chet bet there wouldn't be any problems in the future. The clothing consignment was real, negotiated with a trader and delivered to the ship just yesterday. She would have to make sure the garments were delivered at the other end. It wouldn't do to smear their reputation. She'd ask Morgan to arrange a drop if possible.

"Halpara, get up here."

Boots thudded in the corridor, and Halpara appeared, a middle-aged man Chet guessed would be Shuba. 

"Take these two down to the hold and keep them there until I call." The man nodded and, waving his RK-10 pistol, herded Toreni and Jirra toward the stairs.

Schelpa glared at Chet. "You sit down here." He pointed at a chair on one side of the table and sat on the opposite side.

Chet sat, some of the nerves dissipating. At least he wasn't taking them to the station to interrogate. That probably meant his best, knee-jerk guess that this was the ship he was looking for was beginning to look shaky, and he couldn't afford to waste his time.

He flicked through some screens on his sanvad, then showed her the display. "Who's this?"

It was Romila, the picture from her Shar Burk passcard. Chet shook her head slowly. "No idea."

"You were seen. Near her shop."

Chet had been a cop for enough years to know when a man was bluffing. "What shop? Where? We've been out and about each day we've been here, so I suppose it's possible." 

At the sound of approaching footsteps he looked over her shoulder. "Well?"

"Nothing, sir. No hidden compartments, no human signatures, nothing in the cargo hold but what's on the manifest."

Schelpa swore under his breath. He was running out of time, and reasons to hold them. "Take her down to Halpara and bring up the Shuba lump."

Chet schooled her features into a confused, if grateful, mask and stood, preceding the Sharpo down the stairs. Jirra opened her mouth to say something, but Halpara cut in. "I said no talking."

Chet leaned against the bulkhead. Romila had to be getting very nervous by now. 

In the end the officer didn't even bother with Jirra. He called them both back upstairs. The rest of the squad was notably absent. "You haven't paid the departure tax for your cargo. I can't let you leave until it's paid." He folded his arms, a malicious smile hovering around his lips.

Jirra straightened. "What? We've never had to pay a departure tax before."

"New regulation. Transfer a thousand credits into this account and I'll lift the stay on your departure."

"One thousand credits is almost all we've got," Jirra wailed.

"Keep me waiting too long and the price'll go up."

Bribery and corruption. Chet would bet the account number he gave them was his own. Schelpa wasn't leaving here without getting something for his trouble. Chet scratched her temple. "That's it for our profit, ladies. Better get onto it, Jirra."

Frowning, Jirra made the bank transfer. "Do we get a receipt?"

The man smirked. "What do you think? Thanks for your cooperation." With a mock salute he took the exit hatch out of the ship.

"Have we still got our departure slot?" Chet asked Jirra.

She went to the bridge to check. "Yes. Ten minutes."

"Okay. We'd better check our cabins, and the hold. These guys aren't above a bit of petty pilfering." Discipline was good. Nobody asked about Romila, although Chet was certain the other two would be just as worried about their passenger as she was.

Jirra ran her fingers down her ear, then leaned on the bridge console with two fingers against her cheek. The Sharpos had left two surveillance devices, so they couldn't rescue Romila until they were out of Shar Burk and well into the lanes. Poor girl must be nearly beside herself. That ten minutes would feel like an eternity.

Toreni came back from the hold. "I've had to repack the garments. They threw them everywhere, but everything's intact. I'm missing a couple of pieces of jewelry, though. Thieving bastards."

Shar Burk traffic control confirmed their slot, destination Mahanadi.

"Take position, everybody." 

Toreni took her seat at the back of the bridge and strapped in. Chet took the navigator's seat to the left of the console. The umbilicals retracted from the hatches and withdrew into the dock. Vulsaur backed out, turned in her own length, and headed for the lanes.

Jirra moved Vulsaur into the line waiting to make the controlled jump toward the Union's capital behind a couple of medium sized freighters and a cruise ship. Departure should be normal, but Chet had an uneasy feeling coiling in her stomach. That detective had let go a little too easily, and there was always a patrol ship sitting just beyond the beacon. It was there now, a dark, angular shape not much more than a vague silhouette against the stars.

Chet sent a message to Jirra's sanvad. "Can we jump the line? I think that patrol ship might intercept and I'm anxious about Romila. She's been in there far too long."

Jirra's head didn't move as she typed her reply. "They're tracking us. Best not to. We want to be able to come back here without any suspicious behavior in our record."

She was right. Chet tried to relax. The patrol ship had positioned itself beside the traffic lane, much closer than usual. Only the cruise liner left, her bulk above Vulsaur. And then she disappeared into shift space, leaving an echo of distortions in her wake. Jirra lifted the ship into position. 

"Prepare for shift space." 

The sound of the engines changed and the view screens went dark. They were safe. Now to rescue Romila.
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ROMILA

THE DARKNESS THREATENED TO SWALLOW HER UP, pressing down on her chest, crushing the air out her lungs. Romila hugged her knees and hoped for salvation. She'd been down here for hours. Or at least that was what it felt like. They'd said a few minutes. What if the door was stuck? What if they couldn't open it anymore? This was just like that time her brother had locked her in a cupboard. Oh crap, don't go there.

Think about something else.

Akhlut in the summer, when the snow clinging to the upper slopes of the mountains sparkled in the sunlight. That was where the Dhzuteh lived — or so the legends said. Great hulking hairy creatures with claws and fangs that came down from their caves at night and preyed on the children in the villages. Fear surged up her spine. Warm wetness brought her back. Oh crap, she'd wet her pants. And she didn't have any clothes with her. She'd bolted from home without so much as a toothbrush.

Think about something else.

Poems. Poems she'd learned at school. Nursery rhymes. She started to say the words aloud. But no, they'd told her to be quiet. She recited in her head, conjuring up images of cats and fields and sunshine and flowers to go with the words, her eyes shut.

The door swung open without warning. Her limbs turned to water. 

A face appeared. "Romila?"

Toreni. On her knees, reaching in to help her out. "You're okay, Romila. We're sorry it took so long, but we were boarded and interrogated."

Romila crawled out and let Toreni lift her to her feet. The tears came and she

sobbed, burying her face into Toreni's chest. "I was so scared. It felt like I'd never get out, that I'd die there."

Toreni stroked her hair, the other arm wrapped around her. "You're safe. Go and have a shower, clean yourself up and I'll cook us all some food."

"I... I don't have any clothes." She blinked away tears. "And I stink." She gulped, swallowing the threatened deluge. 

Chet stood beside them, chewing on her lip. "It's okay, Romila. You're safe."

Jirra clattered down the stairs to join them. "We're about the same size. You can borrow some of my clothes until we can get to a clothing store."

Toreni nodded and helped Romila along the corridor and back up to the crew quarters, Jirra's footsteps behind them.

Toreni opened the door to the washroom and ushered Romila inside. "Get yourself in the shower. Jirra will bring you some underwear and a ship suit. Throw your clothes out and we'll put them through the cleaner for you. Your cabin is just over the passage. I'll leave the door open for you."

Romila did as she was told. The hot water was a blessing, cascading over her body and washing away the fear, the filth, and some of the embarrassment. But not all. What would they think, these strong, tough women? She'd wet her pants like a toddler and cried all over Toreni.

As promised, Jirra had left a grey ship suit and underwear in her cabin, and her soiled clothes had disappeared. Appetizing smells drifted down the corridor. She certainly was hungry. It would have been approaching midnight at home. Taking a deep breath, she headed up to the ship's lounge. 

Chet and Jirra both smiled at her as she walked in. "I'll bet that feels better," Jirra said.

"It does. Thanks. Thanks very much." The lounge had been converted to its luxury mode, with pale leather couches and soft lighting, the kind of accoutrements you'd find in a top hotel. A picture of a winged creature was emblazoned on one wall.

Chet pointed at an empty chair. "Park yourself. Would you like a glass of wine?"

"Romila nodded. "Thanks."

Chet stood. "Red or white?"

"White." They were being so kind.

As Chet crossed to the bar, Toreni came out of the galley wiping her hands. "Dinner will be ready in half an hour." She sat in another chair, the material sagging under her weight. "We're so sorry you had to go through that." Toreni's face radiated concern. "But if that detective and his squad had found you – well, you'd be in jail. And that's not recommended on Shar Burk."

"It's okay. I feel... stupid, really. I know it was necessary." Romila shrugged. "It's just, it brought back bad memories is all."

"Want to tell us?" Chet said, putting a glass next to her. "We've found sharing that sort of baggage helps to clear it. And we all have our own stories, trust me."

Romila lifted the glass by the stem, taking professional note of the elegance of the design. The same creature as the one on the wall had been etched into the glass. This was expensive. "I've got a brother. We've never gotten along. I think Tariq resented me. He's ten years older and suddenly he wasn't the only child anymore." 

They all nodded at her. Romila took a sip of wine, relishing the taste as it slid down her throat.

"He locked me in a cupboard. I was four, he was fourteen. He said it was a prank, and he'd be back soon." Tears welled, but she blinked them away. "He left me there for hours. Literally hours. My mother was furious with him."
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