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 Chapter One

 


Flis Kupe squinted into bright
sunlight from the flax hide. The bathroom-sized room smelled of
damp grass and algae. The walls rustled. In part from their leafy
construction, in part, she was sure, from the movement of insects
building nests and scouring for edibles.

It didn’t bother her too much. She didn’t expect to be staying long.
If she did have to stay through the night, well, she’d slept in
worse. Some of the foxholes on Cortesse she’d spent weeks sleeping
in mud, surrounded by flies.

The hide lay a hundred and fifty miles
north of Turneith. Way out into canal country. Built probably fifty
years ago, on an aluminum-carbon frame, with some wooden spars, the
hide had once been used for bird-shooting.

Someone was still using it. Even
though hardly anyone lived out this way anymore, the freshness of
the flax woven into the walls told Flis that repairs had been
effected in the last few months.

Looking through the narrow wall slot,
Flis had a good view across the old farm lands. The fields here
were perpetual. The grasses and crops continuing to grow long after
abandonment. The soil so rigidly treated that anything but those
specific crops struggled to take root.

To her right, about five hundred
meters off stood a copse of sycamore trees. They looked manky and
disheveled. Like a cluster of drunks struggling home in the small
hours.

Overhead, puffy clouds gathered as if
planning an afternoon rainstorm party. Some days the canal country
could get pretty drenched. Especially at this time of year. Late
autumn, the air cooling, Paulding’s sun rising later each
morning.

Flis had brought a simple lunch with
her. A home-made hoagie with protein ham, fresh cilantro and
lettuce from the little garden at the back of the new office. All
delicious with a mustard spread.

She was set through until the evening.
If Colmar hadn’t shown by then she would head back in and try to
think of a new strategy.

Out in the fields a blue egret strode
along. Ahead of the hide lay a wide wetlands. Part of the canal
system. The hide stood on a small hillock, overlooking the reeds
and lilies.

The wetland stretched over four
hundred meters from end to end, and two hundred meters at its
widest. In the days since the best hunting, the reeds had taken
over just about all the open water. A narrow stretch still sat in
the middle. Flis had seen some coots come speeding in for a
landing, like perfect skimming stones. Without any
bouncing.

She took a sip from her juice bottle.
Passionapple. Some concoction Grae had recommended. He was the one
who’d got them the job, but had somehow managed to be out on
another job instead of taking on the stakeout.

She put the bottle into her backpack.
She’d packed light, but with enough in her equipment to stay out
for the night if needed. The hide wasn’t set up for comfortable
overnight accommodations really. Just a couple of benches and a set
of hooks on one wall. Not even any power.

She could spray a tent and the pack
could convert itself to a sleeping bag. She hoped she didn’t have
to stay. Those days of foxholes were far behind and best
forgotten.

In the grasses outside she’d hidden
the motorcycle.

A low-slung Breslin 860, with narrow
tires and a thrust induction engine. The machine was smart enough
to ride fast through overgrown fields. Its onboard systems could
anticipate the path ahead and compensate for rough ground and bumps
even she couldn’t see herself.

The egret took to the air. It flew
across into the reeds, fluttering in a hover for a moment before
settling into the water to begin wading.

The wetland lay close to the
confluence of two old canals. A big set of locks stood less than
half a kilometer away. Boats and barges would ply the east-west
running Tergilee canal, sometimes turning north through the locks
on the Sopwill canal. A series of three locks lifted the vessels
over twenty meters onto a wide, flat section of Karnth. Hundreds of
square kilometers, flattened and prepared hundreds of years ago.
The Tergilee followed the base of the terrace, more or
less.

Of course times change. Hardly any
boats traversed the waters now. Flis didn’t even know if the locks
were still operational. All around Karnth, thousands had fallen
into disrepair.

From the distance she heard the sound
of an aircraft. The intonation seemed like something
propeller-driven.

Perhaps this was it.

The job was a simple one.
Greerton-Wiriphi Industries suspected one of their executives of
selling research to a competitor. GWI specialized in micro-rotor
manufacture for vacuum pods. An essential part of numerous
industries. Particularly space-faring.

Particularly military.

The loss of data was potentially
catastrophic to the company. Not just from loss of proprietary
information, but also from loss of trust as a
contractor.

Some of those contracts got pretty
lucrative. There was fighting still going on out in the void.
Disputed worlds. Unclear borders. Vague territories.

At the very edges some of it was
almost tribal in its intensity. Broken governments and lost
constitutions.

Flis was glad she’d left it all
behind.

The sound of the aircraft continued to
increase in volume. It seemed to be coming from the
north.

Her tip suggested that Colby Colmar
had been planning to charter transport to meet somewhere around
this location. Sometime today.

He wouldn’t dare exchange his data
electronically. Too many tracks left behind.

Flis knew about that. Any time you
created a document or file, a dozen other systems knew about it.
And it all keyed back to your identity.

Whichever identity you were using at
the time. It didn’t matter. Even people who tried to stay anonymous
left a trail. It could always be tracked back to them.

No one was anonymous.

Chances were that Colmar had created
flimsy copies of his data. And then he’d photographed that and
printed it again.

The hard copies would be blurred and
coarse. But the information would be there. Ready for the receiver
to transcribe. Ready for them to begin manufacture quickly. With
some minor modification to skirt any infringement.

Colmar didn’t know what he was in
for.

GWI wasn’t so much worried about the
rotor. It would be redundant soon, probably. Superseded.

What they didn’t like was an employee
breaching their trust.

The engine sound leapt in volume. Flis
glimpsed the aircraft at the same moment. Sweeping in low across
the lock structures.

It was a small aircraft, as she’d
imagined. White with red trim. A wide, flat wing, with a passenger
and pilot pod left of center, and a long, tapering cylinder of
engine fuselage to the right. A big propeller at the nose, a tiny
tailplane at the cylinder’s narrow tip.

Slung underneath was a single long
pontoon.

And then the plane was gone. Sweeping
out of view.

Flis set her juice down and went to
the hide’s door. Pulling it just ajar, she watched. The aircraft
swept across low and losing altitude. Its engine sound shifted.
Dropping lower. Slowing.

Flis tapped her rippletalk. The little
handheld device contained everything she needed to reach the
outside world.

Unlike her half-working embedded
arlchip, the rippletalk functioned perfectly. Somehow, though, the
rippletalk was never as useful. Different functions, of course, but
even with the damage, the arlchip gave her a measure of
reassurance.

Perhaps it was because of its
fallibility. It felt more human. The rippletalk took everything
literally. It clung on like a loyal dog.

The rippletalk’s screen gave her
location and data on the aircraft. A Beech Hopper 52. Waterplane.
The pontoon could flip up against the fuselage for touchdowns on
tarmac. A set of wheeled undercarriage could fold out.

Versatile.

And on water landings, a pair of
smaller pontoons folded from the wings. One from each
tip.

Designed to be narrow enough to land
on a stretch of canal. That was interesting.

Across Karnth there were plenty of
waterways. From wide rivers, to big lakes. Some artificial, most
natural.

But there was a vast canal system. All
obsolete as times had changed and people had emigrated off Paulding
and farther out into the stars fields.

The aircraft banked to the right and
lifted its nose. Flis thought it was leaving.

The rippletalk had communicated with
the aircraft’s automated systems, pulling up its transponder
details. That gave the type and other data. But not the identity of
the passengers.

It could just as well be sightseers.
Tourism wasn’t a huge industry, but there were numerous operators.
The vast tracts of open lands crisscrossed by canals were as good a
selling-point as any. Flis thought there were far more interesting
abandoned parts of Paulding.

“What’s its flightplan?”
she asked the rippletalk.

“Not logged.” Today it was
using a butler voice. Very formal and stiff.

“How about that?” she
said.

“It detected
me.”

“What?” That was not good.
“How? I thought you were just passively pulling its
data.”

“Correct. The aircraft is
actively searching for electronic detection.”

“Hmpf.” Flis knew she
should have thought of that. Should have kept the rippletalk shut
off. So what about the make of plane and its flight
characteristics? It was either going to land here or it
wasn’t.

Now, chances were it wasn’t. Which
meant she’d just alerted her target and blown the job.

“Incoming call,” the
rippletalk said.

“Grae?”

“Yes. Connect?”

Flis sighed. Now she would have to
tell him about screwing up. They were new enough at this racket
that they needed the work. And that work wasn’t too easy to come
by.

Maybe they should never have gotten
involved with each other. As lovers or as business partners. Let
alone both.

Maybe that was the beginning of her
errors of judgement.

Still, he was sweet. A bit bristly at
times, but smart enough that their business was making it. Mostly
chasing philandering spouses and working small commercial
investigations.

This was the biggest job they’d
landed. And GWI were paying. Two full bills already, just on
progress made.

“Incoming call,” the
rippletalk said. “Connect?”

She didn’t answer the device, just
pressed its button to make the connection.

“Grae,” she said. “Looks
like I–”

“Flis. Listen. You’ve got
someone coming in from the south. Speedboat on the
canal.”

“Okay.” That’s what they’d
been expecting, of course. Whoever was coming to receive Colmar’s
information.

“Not who we we’d thought,”
Grae said. “Those one’s are east of your position. Coming in
cautiously.”

“You’re tracking both? I
thought you were working on the Edmonson thing?”

“I’m on my way to you
now.”

“But what
about–”

“They’re tangled up. It’s
Edmonson’s people in the speedboat.”

“Oh.”

“You need to get out of
there. We can regroup and figure out our next step.”

Flis could hear another engine. Deeper
than the aircraft’s. A big-engined boat, coming in from the
south.

Through the door, she caught glimpses
of the vessel through the tall grasses. White, like the aircraft.
Only a few hundred meters off.

To her left the plane’s banking had
shifted. Now it was swinging back toward her. Making a long,
starboard turn.

“Projection?” she asked the
arlchip.

“Keep watching,” the
arlchip’s little voice responded.

The chip was her old military
enhancement. Set deep in her midbrain, with distributed networks
through various parts of her cortex. The arlchip was like a
supercharger for an engine. It used her senses to gather data and
make precision assessments. It had control of her adrenal and other
glands to give her assists when needed.

At any time it could enhance her
senses to produce better vision and hearing for her own judgement.
Only fractional improvements, and only for short periods, but
sometimes in battle that’s all that was needed.

When she’d quit the
military–furious–she’d attempted to have the chip burned out. Not
knowing that it was so deeply seated. Not knowing that it was so
widely distributed.

Not knowing that it was capable of
reconstituting itself.

Almost.

Now, its operation was sporadic and
unreliable. But it still gave her an edge. Sometimes.

The arlchip threw some data onto her
retina. A projected track from the aircraft. Banking right around
across her current position in the doorway to the hide.

The track widened and grew fuzzy the
farther from the plane it grew.

Flis realized where the plane was
heading. Right for the canal. Right astern of the boat.

 


 


 Chapter Two

 


“Flis?” Grae said from the
rippletalk.

Flis pulled herself back from the
hide’s door. The flaxwork walls rustled as she brushed against
them.

The noise from the speedboat’s engine
overwhelmed the noise of the banking aircraft. Flis still hadn’t
gotten a good look at the boat. It sounded big, but that might just
be the engine.

She wondered where it had come from.
As far as she knew the Sopwill Canal didn’t intersect any other
waterways for fifteen kilometers. And that was just a small service
canal a couple of kilometers long, with no outlet.

“Flis?” Grae said, more
insistent.

“I’m here.”

“You shouldn’t be. Not with
what I’m looking at.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m up on the highland.
About four klicks northwest of your position.”

“Okay. I’m
going.”

Flis stepped back into the hide to
grab her bag. She stuffed the juice bottle inside. It clinked
against the bag’s zip. She slung the bag over her shoulder. The
straps spread out, grabbing her other shoulder. The bag stretched
and molded to her back.

As she stepped out she heard the sound
from the boat suddenly diminish. The throttles pulled right
back.

Automatically Flis put her hand to her
waist, feeling the thin butt of her pistol. A little Walther-X.
Sixteen shots. Low caliber ammo, but very effective over a short
distance. A useful negotiating weapon.

The plane was still coming in. The
boat had almost drawn level with her.

The wetland was connected to the canal
by a low weir. A small footbridge stretched across the weir,
linking the corner beyond the wetland.

When the canal was still, little water
trickled over the lip. Now, with the wash from the boat’s bow wave,
big surges splashed across. A covey of small black birds took
flight from the reeds. Dozens of them. How could so many have
hidden away in there?

Flis moved quietly around the hide.
She was exposed here now. The hide was designed to conceal hunters
from birds, not investigators from boatloads of crooks.

Assuming that’s what this was, a
boatload of crooks.

Flis had as little time for industrial
and commercial espionage as she had for any other kind of criminal.
Maybe less. Too many of these people could hide behind their
company’s legal apparatus.

She could see the boat more clearly
now.

It had an open cockpit, with the
driver standing up at the wheel. The vessel had a long, covered
bow. It looked like a single molded shell.

It would have a big block engine
mounted amidships to keep the center of gravity forward. Probably a
couple of thousand horsepower. An induction jet. Very few moving
parts, but a whole lot of power.

With biological computer-controlled
trim and plane balance. The kind of boat they could take out into
the open ocean during a storm and still feel confident of making
port.

Flis moved around the side of the
hide. Slowly. She didn’t want the driver to look over and spot her.
She just needed to get on the motorcycle and make a
getaway.

If Grae said there was a problem, it
was better to scarper and figure it out later. From the hide’s
corner, she looked around at the boat again.

It drifted along, coasting and
shedding momentum.

The aircraft continued coming in.
Banking less. The arlchip’s tracking data on her retina blinked
out, but she could now easily imagine the path herself.

Definitely heading in to land right
behind the boat.

As the boat drifted by, Flis noticed
someone else in the stern. Right at the back of the boat’s cockpit.
Holding something.

“Grae?” Flis said. “What do
you make of that?”

“Just get out,” he
said.

“I’m going.”

She thought it looked like a weapon. A
little shoulder-mounted rocket launcher.

The aircraft was less than a kilometer
away. Flaring its flaps as it slowed for a landing.

“What do you make of this?”
Flis asked the arlchip. It had a database of weaponry. She just
wanted confirmation.

But the arlchip didn’t
answer.

“Okay,” she whispered.
“Time to go.”

As she moved, she heard a shout from
the boat.

Flis cursed. She dove for the
motorcycle.

Ordinarily she would set the machine
to stand upright. Easier to jump on and depart quickly.

But it would have been obvious, so
she’d laid it down into a clump of longer grass near the
hide.

It meant she now had to pick it up
before she could go.

“Hey!” a shout
came.

She heard the boat’s engine again.
Reversing.

Coming to a quicker stop.

“Hold steady.” Another
voice. Female.

The first voice had been male, she
realized. The driver. Was that Edmonson?

Flis needed to sit down with Grae and
go over all of this. Figure out what was what and who was
who.

But with a rocket launcher in play,
she needed to be not in the vicinity. Too much explaining if the
cops showed up.

There was still a chance they would
have her on surveillance and ask some tricky questions. Better to
just avoid all that. Even though it would be clear that she was
leaving, the question would be why she was in the area
anyway.

It just slowed everything
down.

She and Grae needed to work on their
relationship with the cops already. Local police departments
weren’t that big on people stepping on their toes. Even if the
cops’ investigation was already over.

“Flis?” Grae
said.

“I’m leaving.” She’d
reached the bike. She grabbed the handlebars and lifted. The
motorcycle shifted its own center of gravity, adjusting the
position of the engine. It made it easy to get the slim vehicle
upright.

“Leave the bike. I’m
reading a weapon-lock.”

“On the bike?”

Grae didn’t have chance to
reply.

The hide exploded.

Flis felt the blast’s heat. The
overpressure hurled her forward.

She came off the bike. Tumbled to the
ground.

Rolling. She flipped a couple of
times. Smacked into a solid clump of grass.

“Flis!” Grae’s voice yelped
from the rippletalk.

“Okay,” she
whispered.

She didn’t even have the rippletalk.
It had been thrown from her.

Her peripheral vision closed in. The
world felt like it was moving at an angle. Sliding by her from top
left to bottom right. Flis realized she was staring at the
sky.

Something nearby crackled. She could
smell smoke.

“Rippletalk?” she
said.

“Here.”

“Come.” Flis rolled and
looked for it.

She needed to get out of here. The
ground was disturbed. She saw some cracks. Looking up, she saw
smoke drifting from the destroyed hide.

To her right she saw the motorcycle.
On its side again.

The rippletalk was struggling to move
toward her. It wasn’t designed as an independent robot really. It
could move around a bit. Hang onto her shoulder when
needed.

Flis crawled a few steps and grabbed
the rippletalk. She put it against her hip. The little device clung
on.

She could hear them shouting from the
boat again. Arguing.

Her ears rang too. She wondered if
they were actually much closer.

The aircraft was turning away
now.

Flis crawled back the other way. She
grabbed the motorcycle’s handlebars. Pushed to get it
upright.

It felt too light.

All she had was the handlebars and
front fork. Wheel still attached, but the rest of the bike was
missing.

Torn away in the explosion.

Flis dropped the handlebars. She
sprinted toward the hide. The smoke would cover her.
Maybe.

She could feel heat from the fire.
Already dying down. Not much combustible material in
there.

The smoke covered her though. It
smelled sweet. Surprising.

She could hear the pair in the boat
talking. Arguing over what to do.

It sounded like they wanted to shoot
at the plane.

Already it was banking away. Flis
figured it would go out of range of their little rocket launcher
pretty quickly.

She had no idea what was going on. Who
were the boat’s occupants? Why would they shoot at her?

Especially if it was going to frighten
away the aircraft. Unless there was some other agenda.

But maybe it would frighten off the
other approaching boat.

Flis made her way around to the left
of the hide. On the wetland side. She kept moving around and down.
Slipping into the reeds.

She could see the boat through the
blades. Just. It looked like the pair of them aboard were focused
on watching the aircraft.

Flis kept creeping forward. “Silent,”
she told the rippletalk. She didn’t want it
interrupting.

The little device gave a shivering
rustle to tell her it understood.

She kept pushing on. Wading now. Up to
her knees in the cool water. She could feel the reed roots and
muddy bottom around her boots.

Angling for the weir, she kept
watching the boat. Kept her head down.

A bird burst from the reeds just ahead
of her. Flis ducked down low. Crouching into the water. She could
feel it slipping its way through her tights. It all smelled thick
and earthy.

Soon she reached the side of the small
weir. The boat’s bow lay just beyond. To her right.

Lying flat on the grassy bank, Flis
pulled herself right up. Her gun caught on some of the bent reeds.
She pushed them aside and slipped higher into the bank. Just her
forehead visible, she hoped.

Both of the people were facing away.
The wide back of a thickly built man at the wheel. The guy had to
be one eighty if he was a pound. Probably six three too. Had to
work out every waking moment. Pumping weights and dragging
locomotives.

He had a tight tee-shirt and a
billed-cap. Dark blue denim pants.

The woman, standing closer to the
stern, was the opposite.

Tiny. Wearing a black knit shirt. She
had a wide-brimmed black flat hat. The kind of thing that wouldn’t
be out of place at a funeral, with the addition of a
veil.

She had to be under five feet. Flis
couldn’t see below the woman’s waist, hidden by the boat’s
side.

The woman had the rocket launcher
sitting across her shoulder. The long tube had another rocket
loaded.

Aimed at the plane.

The pair seemed to be discussing the
merits of trying to shoot the aircraft down. Every moment they
delayed, Flis thought, made that less likely. The plane had to be
moving at a couple of hundred kilometers an hour.

The rocket would be much faster, but
its accuracy diminished with the increased distance.

“How about a warning shot?”
the man said. He sounded like he was from off-world. Maybe The
Granaries or Closta. One of the newer worlds.

“What are we warning them
about?” the woman said. Flis could only just hear them. They were
facing the wrong way.

“Hearing,” she told the
arlchip, hoping for some assistance.

It didn’t reply. Didn’t enhance her
hearing either.

“Warning them that we can
still get them,” the man said.

“But we can’t. They’re
practically out of range.”

“But it’ll give them a
fright.”

“We already did that.
Killing that investigator woman.”

“Right.” The man turned to
look at the burning hide. “I guess I’d better go and find the
body.”

Flis felt herself tense.

“Sure, go. It looks like
the plane’s heading for Turneith. We can find them
later.”

The man moved to the wheel. He touched
some controls and the boat began shifting sideways. A quiet
rumbling sound came from the hull. The man tapped some more
controls. He jumped over the low windshield onto the long
bow.

Flis slid farther down. The water
almost up to her shoulders.

The man took a couple of strides. The
boat bumped against the canal side. He jumped off. Just a few
meters from Flis.

“If you’re going to shoot,”
the man shouted, “you should do it now.”

Flis had a moment’s rush that he was
talking to her. She squirreled even lower. Mouth just above the
water.

“Yeah,” the woman in the
boat called back.

The man strode off.

Flis heard the whooshing blast of the
rocket.

The woman had fired.

The sound was briefly cacophonous. As
if it had been aimed back at Flis all over again.

She could hear the rocket tearing
through the air. That hefty sound of propulsion as if the blast was
tearing apart the very molecules in the air.

The guy strode on by Flis. Eyes
distracted by the smoke of the hide.

Attention not on the job. If he’d been
really thinking about it he would have scanned the area to see what
other threats were around.

Standard practice. Especially if you
were presenting a threat yourself.

They’d already blown up her
motorcycle. Now they were attempting to take down the plane. Or at
least rattle it.

As the man moved on, Flis pulled
herself up. The grass scratched at her clothes. Her bag pressed
into her, twisting and squeezing. Its contents would be protected
by the waterproof inner. The exterior would dry quickly, the fabric
forcing the water out.

Right out of the water, she stayed
crouching. The woman still had her back to Flis.

The rocket was in the air. It left a
long, smoky trail behind. Breaking up in the breeze.

The rocket was definitely on target
for the plane.

Flis glanced toward the man. Still
walking away. Back still to her. Almost at the burning
hide.

The flames had just about burned out.
The aluminum-carbon framework still stood. Some of the wooden spars
were burning, but others were just charred. Not enough heat from
the burning flax to set them truly alight.

Flis took out her gun.

Any moment now the man was going to
find the wreck of her motorbike. He would realize that she hadn’t
been killed in the blast.

She needed to be ready.

Staying low, she moved quickly ahead.
To the man’s left.

If he was even half-good, he would
find her tracks down to the wetland. See where she’d broken the
reeds moving through.

Then he would run to the boat, try to
find her there.

Even though he’d made a basic mistake
already, Flis couldn’t go on counting on that.

As she moved, she pulled her gun from
it’s clasp. The weapon felt light and ready in her hand. She wasn’t
planning on shooting anyone today, but out in these parts it paid
to be cautious.

Besides, they’d already been
shooting.

She glanced back toward the plane.
Still moving away. Now it looked more like a distant, strange bird.
A bird with two bodies on the wings. The rocket continued to track
it.

Going to miss.

Flis figured from all this she and
Grae would either have to cash out of the investigation and hand it
over to the authorities, or renegotiate their contract
fee.

Rocket launchers were not part of the
deal. This was supposed to be just a simple observation. Observe
Colmar handing over his printouts.

Easy.

Flis kept skirting around to the man’s
left. He stopped just beyond the hide. Scratched his
head.

“I see her bike,” he called
back. “Don’t see her.”

“Keep looking,” the woman
called.

“Yeah,” he
muttered.

Flis brought her gun up. She was
always happy to incapacitate. A shot to the thigh took just about
anyone down. This guy looked like he could take her out just by
throwing himself at her. Squash her flat.

He took a couple more steps. “Bike’s
pretty messed up,” he said. “She might be in pieces.”

“Then find the biggest
one.”

Flis smiled to herself. She was the
biggest piece. The only piece.

Interesting, though. They wanted to
confirm her death.

That suggested whole other
layers.

As she took another step, she saw the
light change. Something reflecting from the grasses and the hide’s
faint drifting smoke. Like a strobe light.

Or an explosion.

Then she heard it. A distant
boom.

Flis realized the woman was
cursing.

The man turned.

Flis turned too.

The aircraft was gone.

In its place, an expanding burning
cloud of black smoke.

They’d hit it with the
rocket.

 


 


 Chapter Three

 


Flis heard the woman shouting from the
boat. Insects swarmed, buzzing. Disturbed again.

The explosion continued to billow. A
big black swirl of oily smoke. Pieces of the plane fell from
within. They left their own smoky trails. Spinning and
cavorting.

All directions, but mostly down. The
higher ones began arcing back toward the ground. Unable to escape
gravity’s attraction.

“Hey,” the man said. “What
did you do?”

“We need to go,” the woman
called.

Seeing the woman turning, Flis ducked
lower. Flis wanted to lay right out on the ground. It would make
too much noise. Give away her position.

The man hoofed it across the area
around the hide. Already the boat’s engine was running. The man got
up to speed and jumped across.

Flis stood higher, but still in a
partial crouch. Almost standing.

The boat’s engine revved louder. The
vessel surged ahead. Flis stood upright. Both of the boat’s
occupants faced forward.

A big wave sloshed across the weir
into the wetland as the boat passed. A few smaller waves
followed.

The boat sprinted to where the two
canals met. The woman at the wheel. She slowed the boat, pulled to
starboard and then around to port in a tight circle.

The confluence of the canals had a
wider area of water. Flis figured the boat was too long to turn
easily in the narrow main canal channel.

With another surge the boat powered
forward. Heading back to pass Flis.

She crouched right down again. The
boat sped past, already up on the water’s plane, doing probably
twenty-five knots.

Flis turned, following the boat with
her gaze.

In the distance, the smoke from the
aircraft crash site thinned.

From the ground two columns of smoke
swelled and angled into the sky. Their upper reaches spread and
thinned. At the base of the bigger column Flis could see small
hints of flame.

The boat sped away along the canal.
Heading due south.

Flis walked right to the edge of the
canal. The water lapped at the steep, grass-supported bank. Still
rolling from the passage of the boat.

Away to her right a raptor came
speeding down at the grass. Wings tight, head forward, talons
extended. A flash. Gone in a second.

Prey in its sights.

Flis pulled the rippletalk from her
side and used it to call Grae.

“I’m almost at your
position,” he said.

Flis looked back toward the lock.
There. The tall-wheeled vehicle they’d rented as part of
surveilling for the investigation.

The vehicle had high-clearance wheels.
Wide, but so tall that they looked like bicycle wheels. Almost two
meters high, they lifted the vehicle’s narrow chassis high off the
ground.

Grae was going to have some explaining
to do. How was Edmonson tied up in this? How had Grae known about
the pair in the boat?

Or, more to the point, why was he
watching?

From the east Flis heard the sound of
another boat. Still a speedboat, but smaller. Coming along the
Tergilee canal.

“So these are the people we
were expecting?” Flis said.

“That’s right,” Grae said
from the rippletalk. The vehicle started heading down the
terrace.

A bridge crossed the Tergilee less
than a kilometer away. A narrow suspension bridge. Designed for
light vehicles. As well as canals, worn roadways crisscrossed all
of Karnth. Some were still paved, but many now were more like the
hint of a road. Simply rutted, limey earth where plants had a hard
time taking root.

Not much traffic these
days.

“Do we talk to them?” Flis
said, watching the new boat as it came into view.

A black, older vessel. No more than
twenty feet long. Flis realized its blackness was really a deep
brown. Polished to a high gloss. Like the other boat, it had a long
bow, with a small cockpit. Just two seats.

Both occupants were on their feet.
Standing and watching to the south. Trying to see the source of the
smoke.

Even standing, their heads were only
just above the rim of the canal. And still below the level of the
grasses.

They’d probably seen the aircraft.
When it had flown over and banked around, it had crossed the
Tergilee canal. Possibly had even gone directly
overhead.

They might have seen the rocket too.
Now they would be debating their next course of action. Probably
intending to swing around into the Sopwill canal and take a look
from there. Probably ready to flee at any hint of more
problems.

“So,” Flis asked Grae.
“Who’s aboard this boat?”

“My data says two pax.
Jimmie Kleet and Aolta Roman. Both out of a small company.
Composite Rotor Manufacture.”

Flis smiled. “So we know why they’re
out here, then.” Ready to pick up the data from Colmar. “But how
does that fit with Edmonson? And who were the pair in the other
boat?”

“That’s itching at my mind
too,” Grae said. “Also I’m not sure that their company’s not a
front for something else. And there are other things popping up.
Composite Rotors. There’s Well-Bore Corporation IDE, Asteroid Tugs,
Cyclonic Habitat Systems, Jump Systems Pattern Manufacture, Certain
Delivery Transportation.”

“Small
companies.”

“I’m sure it’s all just
deflection. Part of trying to throw us, or anyone else, off the
trail. I still think Edmonson’s the main suspect here.”

“The plane’s down,” Flis
said. “I need to get to the crash site.”

The aircraft had come down a long way
from the canals, she was sure of that. If the man and the woman
who’d destroyed her bike were planning to get there, they would
have a long walk ahead of them.

Unless they had bikes of their own
aboard the big speedboat.

The other speedboat came into sight at
the intersection of the canals. Grae continued moving down the
terrace. Heading for the bridge.

Flis shivered. Cold from her immersion
in the wetland.

The black-brown boat came right around
into the Sopwill canal. Easing forward, engine just
chugging.

Flis walked right to the canal side so
she was visible. She gave them a wave.

“What are you doing?” Grae
said from the rippletalk.

“Looking for answers.
There’s a third party involved here.”

The boat’s occupants saw her. Flis
holstered her pistol. No sense in looking intimidating.

Grae was moving fast. The vehicle’s
spoked wheels spun in a blur. He beelined for the
bridge.

“Hey!” Flis called to the
pair in the boat. She could see the pair clearly now. Both young.
One male, one female. Mid-twenties at best.

Unlike the other couple in the big
boat these two were a similar size. About Flis’s fairly average
height and build.

Size, of course, was always
deceptive.

They were both dressed in athletic
clothes. Black form-fitting wrist to shoulder to ankle outfits with
blue piping and trim.

Almost like a uniform. That made the
cogs in Flis’s mind turn over even more.

“Do you recognize those
outfits?” she asked the arlchip.

It didn’t respond.

The boat slowed.

“It’s all right,” Flis
called. “I lost my ride. I need to get back to town. Maybe you can
help me out.” It was all true. A pity, too, she’d quite liked the
motorcycle. Fast and sleek. The wind whipped through her hair when
she rode.

Grae had reached the bridge. Flis
heard the dull rumbling sound of the vehicle traversing the
deck.

Flis kept walking back along toward
the boat. She tried to look friendly. She was almost at the
footbridge over the weir when the boat’s engine revved.

“Hey,” she called
again.

The boat began backing away. It turned
in the wide part where the canals mixed.

The man was piloting. He watched where
he was going.

But the woman watched Flis. Like laser
vision. As if the woman was tracking something.

The man glanced back at
Flis.

“Wait,” Flis
called.

He pushed the throttle forward and the
boat shot away. Much much faster than it had arrived. An escape
speed.

Grae had crossed the bridge. His
big-wheeled vehicle headed toward Flis, following the canal edge
berm.

As the boat approached him, Grae
slowed. Flis saw him in the vehicle’s cab, peering down.

The boat didn’t slow. It sped off
along the canal at quite a clip.

Grae looked back at Flis and sped up
again. A couple of moments later he was directly across from her.
They brought the vehicle to a standstill and shut off the
engine.

“So,” he called over. “What
do you make of all this?”

Flis looked around. The hide was still
smoldering. Her wrecked motorcycle lay just beyond.

The big boat had vanished south along
the Sopwill canal.

The second boat had now vanished too.
East along the Tergilee.

And Colby Colmar’s aircraft lay
burning in the old fields.

All of her and Grae’s tracking counted
for nothing. The whole session was a bust.

Except that there was some tie-up
between his investigation and the work she’d done. Must have been
that way from the start.

They needed to sit down together and
work through it all. Put the details together.

“Flis? You
daydreaming?”

“Just thinking about it.”
She walked over to the canal edge. It was lined with thick, strong
grass. Perpetual and holding the bank at a steep sixty degree
angle.

Many parts of the system were
stone-edged, or restrained by various composite materials. The
canal system was vast. Constructed over decades. All virtually
abandoned now.

Today, right now, was a very busy
time.

Except that almost everyone had
left.

Sitting, she started down the
bank.

“Hey!” Grae called. “What
are you doing?”

“Swimming over.”

“You hate the canal water.
Stay put, I’ll drive around.”

There was another bridge about two
kilometers south. Flis had come across that way on the
motorcycle.

“It’s fine,” she said,
slipping into the water. “I’m already soaked.”

“Really? They’re going to
charge us a cleaning fee if you stain the seat, you
realize.”

“It’s fine,” she said. It
was only a ten meter swim across this part of the canal.

In moments she was across and climbing
out the other side. The bag twisted again, draining
water.

“Well,” Grae said, standing
outside the vehicle with his hands on his hips. “This is some fine
mess, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” She stood and wiped
water from her legs and arms. “Not the start I expected to this
investigation at all.”

Grae smiled. “Really?”

“Really.” Flis stared at
him. “Did you?”

“That’s why I was up
there.” Grae pointed toward the canal locks. “Instead of back at
the office.”

“You knew? And you didn’t
tell me?”

“I didn’t know. I just had
a feeling that–”

Flis punched his shoulder. Harder than
she’d intended, but right then it didn’t bother her.

“They shot at me,” she
said. “They wrecked the motorcycle.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah? That’s your response? You could have been over there picking
up little pieces of me. You would have been struggling to find
even DNA.”

“That’s dramatic. It was a
low-powered rocket.”

“THEY SHOT DOWN THE
PLANE!”

“Easy.”

Flis took a breath. She stepped away,
along the canal edge. Over in the wetland she could see the blue
egret still strutting through the shallows.

“All right,” she said.
“You’re not out of trouble yet. Tell me what you know.”
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