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No matter how much you want
or need, they,
whoever they are,
don’t want you to get away with it, whatever it is.

Sometimes you get away with
it.

~ John Leonard:
Private Lives in the Imperial City

 


 


 


001: Her Own
Client

 


 


Yoelin Thibbony watched the K4 star
known as Karsh immerse itself into the ocean at the edge of the
horizon. It seemed to her that she should hear a distant hissing
sound as the fires were doused. She was sitting on a brown wicker
chair on the beach of a small island on Havelox Rest, the world of
her childhood, and smoking a maple cheroot. She had come back,
hoping to relax from recent travails, but not even the meditation
of a sunset could calm her mind completely.

At length her Palmetto
binged. Her personal computer, aboard her spaceskiff
Sequana, had decided to
make an appearance. “What is it, Abby?” she asked.

Darkness fell quickly, with Karsh
extinguished for the night. The light from the Palmetto screen
illuminated her face, and made her eyes glow pearl-gray. The only
other light came from a sprinkling of stars.

The ‘skipcomp did not respond
immediately.

“Don’t keep me in suspense,
Abby,” she said. “It’s too nice an evening.”

“Paul Wroclawski and his
wife are dead.”

The announcement slammed her back in
her chair, and she dropped the device screen-down on the sand.
Briny air wafted into her open mouth. Respiration came rapid and
shallow. She stared out to sea, at the echelons of breakers
marching onto the beach to die and seep into the sand, and at the
infinity of the horizon. Her arms hung over the edge the chair like
noodles.

Gradually, tentatively, questions
filtered into her numbed mind. It was impossible for her to focus
on any one of them. She would revisit them later; for now, Paul and
Karola were dead. Karola, she didn’t mind so much. But Paul
Wroclawski had been at one time her liberator and her
lover.

She dragged fingers through her long
black hair, dimly aware that after a day on the beach it badly
needed a comb. The news made no sense to her. She had no doubt that
the deaths were deliberate, not accidental. But how was killing
Paul useful? He was the heir to Corporatia Mineral Resources, and
his father was dying. Paul’s son Pavel, at three years old, might
inherit, but he would require a regent until he was close to his
majority.

If he reached his majority, she
thought grimly.

Strength returned with the fading of
shock. She reached down and recovered the Palmetto. Through it all,
Abnoba had remained silent after delivering her message. Yoelin
placed the device on her lap, laced her fingers behind her neck,
and leaned way back, stretching. A yawn came over her; she did not
fight it.

“All right, Abby, thank
you,” she said. “How did you come by this information?”

“It was on the news. Paul
Wroclawski is one of my key search words.”

“Understood.
Details?”

“They were found on the
couch in the activity room of their home on Lowella. Both had been
killed by energy weapons and in the same manner, suggesting torture
prior to death. He had burn marks on the outside of both lower
legs, and a scorched circle in the middle of his forehead. She had
the same circle, but in her case the leg wounds were through the
patellas, the kneecaps. Both Wroclawskis had been traveling
recently, and investigators are looking into any contacts either of
them might have made.”

Which puts me right in the middle of
it, thought Yoelin, and swore silently.

“All right, Abby. Anything
else.”

“Dannik Exeter wishes to
know whether you will attend the memorial.”

Of course he would, she sighed
wearily. The Director of Corporatia Security, for whom I worked for
five years, and who is almost certainly overseeing the
investigation himself, would want to ascertain my
location.

She climbed out of the chair and began
to trudge toward the rude wooden shack that served her as a
temporary home. “No,” she answered at last, along the way. “And I
don’t wish to speak with him right now; take messages.”

Trees blotted out the stars. Except
for a few low branches, she avoided them. A night-blooming flower
had opened somewhere nearby, and was casting its scent about,
inviting insects to come and help pollenate. The sweet aroma failed
to improve her mood. The dark shadow of the hut loomed ahead. She
had stayed in it, off and on, for the past fortnight; now,
suddenly, it seemed almost alien to her, like an imposition from an
unwelcome visitor.

“Abby, raise Stefan
Coppenrath and ask him to come over,” she said, at the door. “I
don’t wish to speak with him, just give me his reply.”

“He said he is on his
way.”

She tucked the Palmetto into a back
pocket of her cargo jeans, and went inside, leaving the lights off.
There, in the dark, she prepared a coffee brewer. Moments later,
the rich aroma of dark coffee filled the dinette. Already seated at
the table, she closed her eyes and fought with past demons, now
resurrected.

You will
not shed a single tear for
him, you will not.

You will not.

The command became a
mantra.

But she did: one from each eye.
Angrily she wiped them away with the heels of her hands. It was
easy enough to remind herself that Paul was no longer worthy of her
attention, much less her tears. He had betrayed her. In some way
that she had not yet determined, he had been part of a long-term
plot against her—a plot that she had foiled, at least temporarily,
to her relief and her pain. It was best shunted into the past where
it belonged.

He had also betrayed his own
kindnesses to her: the liberation from her confinement as an
adolescent courtesan, the recommendation to Corporatia Security
that gained her training and employment, the moments of love that
she considered all too brief over the years. Sixteen years, and
counting.

In the back of her mind, she knew she
would investigate the two murders. But she was not ready to
consider them at length, not now.

The knock at her door startled her,
although she had been expecting it at any moment. Even so, her hand
dove to the Kreisler Energo on the table and aimed it at the
door.

“Yes?” she said
simply.

“Stefan.”

Yoelin put away the sidearm and bade
him enter. In the darkness, he was but a shadow. From him she
detected the heady scents of oil paints and paint thinner. She also
caught a whiff of whiskey and the faintest air of deodorant, as if
he had taken a few seconds on the way out of his hut to make
himself more presentable, if not palatable. She could just make out
the unbuttoned flannel shirt with the rolled-up sleeves. He had,
she quickly saw, managed to fasten the second button from the
bottom into the hole for the lowest button. A light laugh escaped
her as she invited him to sit down.

“Coffee?” she
asked.

“I’ll get it,” he said, and
did. “You called,” he added, seating himself across the table from
her.

Her voice tight, she summarized the
news release for him, including a few pieces of context for him, so
that he might grasp why this concerned her. By this time, she had
finished her first mug of coffee and was halfway through her
second, even though she did not recall having drunk anything. She
had also shed a few more tears; she doubted he could see them in
the dark.

As if sensing that doubt, Stefan
reached for a dishtowel on the counter, and flipped it to her. “Dry
your eyes,” he ordered.

His tone did not annoy her; she needed
a rock in these moments. But she flipped the towel back at him
after she had finished with it.

“You’re going after it,” he
said.

She nodded.

“Yoelin, this isn’t one of
your Rescues,” he cautioned. “There’s no one to rescue; they’re
already dead. There’s no client.”

She gave him the part she had omitted
earlier. “The Wroclawskis had three energy weapon burn marks each,”
she told him. “One on each leg, one in the head. I’m the one who
shot them in the legs.”

His “Oh” was as soft as the distant
waves.

“So CorpSec will want a
word with me.”

“Nice
alliteration.”

She flashed a smile. “I
try.” After draining her mug, she continued. “But you see,
I’m the client. Somehow,
this involves my past, whatever it was.”

“I can just make out your
face in the dark,” he said. “That’s a painting for me. Strong
emphasis on the eyes. Maybe a bit of a haunted, hunted look. Dark
and lovely. I should have brought my sketchpad.”

“What you really mean is,
how can you help,” she said, her voice gentle now. “The short
answer is that you can’t, Stefan; at least, not yet. If I’m caught,
you’re an accomplice.”

“Also, if you’re caught,
I’m still free to come get you.”

She got up and set their mugs on the
counter. “The thought had occurred to me,” she admitted. “Stefan,
there’s a lot I haven’t told you—”

“I know. It’s
okay.”

“It’s just that I’m not
sure where to begin . . . yet.”

“When you are,” he
promised, and stood up. “So: no more coffee. I take it I’m being
dismissed.”

She glanced at the bed, barely visible
in corner shadows. “Not just yet,” she said.

*

Sunlight seeping through the thin
curtains slowly brought Yoelin from dreamstate to half-lidded eyes.
She did not have to feel around to know that Stefan had already
departed for his hut further up the hill. In the dark at the table,
her pale face just visible, he’d been struck by an inspiration he
had to pursue.

Artists, she thought wryly, sitting up
in bed. Flashes of the night strolled past the eye of her memory.
The loving, for her, had been born of desperation. It was Stefan,
in her mind, who had helped her to gain release; not for an instant
had she thought of Paul or imagined that in some way Stefan had
become Paul. Still, she had writhed, and struggled, and fought, not
against Stefan, but against herself. Momentarily sated, she began
to wonder again who she was. Stefan, intuitive, had taken her mind
off the wondering.

Somewhere along the line, the top
sheet had spilled to the floor. She leaned over and snatched it up,
flinging it over her legs. Gradually the aroma of freshly-brewed
coffee reached her nostrils; he’d set the timer before he left. A
piece of paper, crumpled now, slipped from the tousled sheet; he’d
left her a note. She smoothed it out on her thigh and read
it.

 


I’d like you to pose for me again.
S

 


Three months ago, she had
come back to Havelox Rest in pursuit of a Rescue she’d been hired
for. An acquaintance struck up, she had agreed to pose for him, for
Stefan Coppenrath, formerly an operative of Corporatia Security,
and now the artist known as Copper. After the Rescue had been
completed, she had spent a month with him, before the need to move
on became unbearable. If they don’t know
where you are, they can’t find you. The
aphorism had helped to keep her alive all these years. Even though
Havelox Rest, where she had suffered a childhood of abuse, was now
a safe haven for her, she had to leave.

A moment of light-headedness assaulted
her when she stood up. Not yet fully awake, she clung to the
bedstead until it passed, and was replaced by a ringing in her
ears. Hands blocking the sound, she moved to the table and flopped
down on the chair. The Palmetto was glowing; she turned the thin,
flat device until she could see the screen.

“What is it, Abby,” she
said, her throat dry. She managed to pour herself a mug of coffee
without standing up. “Dannik Exeter again?”

“You’ve been
pinged.”

Yoelin felt a blush warm her face,
though she knew Abnoba had not issued a double entendre. She took a
sip, and burned her tongue. “Well?” she pressed,
impatient.

“It’s your Guardian Angel
site. Her name is Trezsa Boteva. She claims the matter is urgent. I
have visual.”

The name sounded familiar, and Abby
was unusually chatty. “I’ll see her,” she said. “Don’t let her see
me.”

“I thought as much; you
left the Palmetto on.”

Yoelin sat back. “Ye gods. So you
heard everything Stefan and I . . .”

A face shimmered into view on the
screen. High cheekbones and slightly sunken, dark blue eyes
dominated a pale oval face. Shoulder-length brown-black hair
appeared slept-on. The lack of wrinkles in the outer corners of the
eyes suggested a woman in her mid-twenties, but the eyes themselves
made her twice that age. It was the fear in those eyes that Yoelin
addressed, driving straight to the point.

“Where are you and what’s
wrong?” she asked.

“My destination is The
Dragons,” Boteva replied. She spoke with a heavy accent, the
consonants harsh. “They chase us.”

The response raised more questions
than it answered. Boteva kept glancing over her shoulder, although
her expression did not admit to immediate danger. “What sort of
ship are you on?” asked Yoelin.

“It is personal,” the woman
replied. Her face twisted. “No, that is not word. It is small. I
shop in it, but is not mine.”

“Are you in
null-Space?”

“I-it is called Track, is
it not?”

Yoelin drew a wrist across her
forehead. Obtaining information from Boteva was like using a gaff
to beach a whale.

“All right, then,” she
said. “You’re safe for now. They can’t get to you in N-space.
What’s the name of your ship?”

“Is the Birchfeld. And—”

At the name, Yoelin shot to her feet,
heart pounding. She leaned over the table, arms locked and braced,
and stared hard into the Palmetto. Air clumped inside her lungs,
refusing to allow respiration. Her ribs began to ache. She was
about to speak when the woman added, “And he is aboard with me. I
implore you, save him.”

Yoelin’s mouth worked. “Him? Who are
you talking about?”

“Little Pavel. Please, he
only is three years old. We have nowhere else to go,
we—”

“Oh, ye gods,” breathed
Yoelin.

 


 


 


002: Refugees

 


 


Yoelin took three meditative gulps of
air through her nose, exhaling each of them through her mouth, as
the Reiki Master had taught her. By the time of the third’s
departure, she had calmed herself, slowing her heart back down to
its customary fifty-two a minute. A plan coalesced, sketchy but
workable. She gave voice to it.

“Reset your course for
Havelox Rest,” she instructed. “The Port Authority will provide
your ship’s computer with downdock instructions and coordinates. In
the meantime, turn off the Birchfeld’s transponder.”

Briefly Yoelin explained how to do
that. Rather to her surprise, Boteva seemed to understand, but
looked uncertain. “Is legal?” she asked.

“Survival trumps regulations,” she
answered firmly. “If you turn it off, whoever is chasing you cannot
track you. Do you need any medical assistance?”

Boteva shook her head. “No, we all
right. Just-just frightened.”

“You are safe in Track,” Yoelin told
her. “And you will be safe here. Have you reset the
course?”

“Y-yes.”

“What is your ETA?”

“Half-half an hour. Less.”

“Do you want me to stay on this
channel with you?” Yoelin offered.

Boteva did not reply, but a shadow
fled across her eyes.

“I’ll keep the channel
open, and I’ll wait for you in The Rutting
Skull,” promised Yoelin. “That’s the main
tavern in Cinnamaire, the settlement adjacent to the spaceport.”
Reluctantly she nudged the Palmetto away.

They will be
safe.

The voice from Ellie, the telepathic
sea dragon with whom she had bonded on her previous stay on Havelox
Rest, did not surprise her. She often suspected that Ellie keened
attention to everything she did or thought. Or dreamed.

“Good morning,” said
Yoelin.

Did you bring me any dried
fruit?

“Of course. I’ll come down to the pier
in a few minutes. Ellie, what can you tell me about
this?”

Trezsa Boteva believes she
is being chased. I am scanning for her pursuers, but it would be a
needle in a . . . what is a haystack?

Yoelin conjured an image of one in her
mind.

Oh. Yes, that would be
difficult.

“Unless you land on it just
right.”

Ouch.

She moved to the hygiene
alcove and underwent some swift ablutions, following which she
turned her attention to attire. A camouflage tank top, forest green
cargo trousers, and black hiking boots seemed to suit the
circumstances. She bound her hair back with a ribbon from
Stefan—myrtle green, he had named the color, but it meant nothing
more than a dark green to her—and at last armed herself with a
Kreisler Energo, and stuck a Kolal knife into the sheath inside her
right boot. She did not believe there would be trouble. Runchal,
the massive innkeeper of The Rutting
Skull, by long tradition pitched
troublemakers into Squabble Lake, where they would be consumed
almost immediately by voracious catfish. Plus there was Ellie, the
fifteen-meter sea dragon whose telepathy was itself a
weapon.

After checking her look in a mirror,
Yoelin stepped outside, shut the door, and made for the rowing
skiff just off the short pier of a nearby lagoon at the bottom of
the hill.

 


Twenty minutes later, she
was seated at a table just inside the entrance to the tavern. She
had worked up a sweat with the rowing, and was slaking her thirst
with a half-liter of excellent ale, despite the early hour. Rolls
and butter sat on a plastic silver serving tray, left there by
Dalla, one of Runchal’s several daughters, this one with short red
hair and wearing a simple frock and black mesh leggings. Yoelin
could not keep them all straight in her mind, and tended to refer
to each of them as M’selle.

The tavern door opened just as she
began to butter a roll. In stepped Trezsa Boteva, with a boy about
three years old, dressed in a blue and white striped shirt under a
blue playsuit. Yoelin beckoned to them. Hesitantly, Boteva
approached and seated herself across the table, while the boy
climbed onto a chair and sat very still, wide blue eyes taking in
the entirety of the tavern.

Yoelin’s heart ached as she regarded
the boy. Blond and brown-eyed, Pavel Wroclawski looked nothing like
either of his parents, and for one mad moment she found herself
wondering about his ancestry. But Boteva introduced him as Pavel,
and she had no choice at the moment but to accept that.

“How is it that you turned
to me for help?” Yoelin asked.

Boteva looked away, as if considering
her response. When at last she returned her attention, her face was
clouded and pale. She spoke in a tone so low that Yoelin could just
make out her words.

“The master speak of you,”
she answered, hesitant. “He sometime . . . forgive me. He sometime
laugh at you, at work you do. He, he, make fun? Is that way to say
it?”

“It’s one way,” Yoelin said
darkly. She shut her mind to the implications. “Go on,
please.”

“I think, he say many
things. I think, he say so much, and he not like you, must mean you
are good at work. You help people.” She sat back. For long seconds
she gazed at Pavel, seated patiently and wondering what was going
on. “You help us?” finished Boteva.

“Yes,” Yoelin answered
immediately.

“We no have money . .
.”

Yoelin started to dismiss
this, and held back. “There is usually some cash aboard the
Birchfeld,” she
recalled.

Boteva brightened. “Ah, yes!” she
cried, and stood up. “I bring you it.”

The tavern door opened and closed: a
flash of sunlight, then shade again. The boy sat quietly, as if
awaiting an invitation to be included. Yoelin barely contained her
grief: his parents had been murdered. She wondered whether he was
aware of that.

Of all that she had Rescued over the
past five years—people and things—it was the children who caught at
her. Their plight dug into her soul and her psyche. Herself
physically abused as a child, she’d had no one to rescue her. Sold
at the age of ten to a gang capo named Clewthe to pay off her
parents’ gambling debts, she had contrived to escape from her cage
aboard a cargo galleon, only to fall into the clutches of a
librarian named Marton Gotsch, who had a lucrative sideline,
training adolescent girls to be courtesans. Her own training began
at thirteen.

Five years later, she had been leased
by Paul Wroclawski’s father for his son. Over the next ninety days,
the lad had fallen in love with her, and used his extensive
connections to provide her with money and a ship and a
recommendation to the head of Corporate Security. After five years
of training and five years of employment, she had become disgusted
by the tasks she was ordered to do, and had gone off on her own,
hiring out for Rescues. It occurred to her that her life was a
series of cycles of five. Perhaps she had come to the end of this
one. But what did that portend for her?

She shrugged. It was an
accident of years, nothing more, not even a coincidence. She had
other matters to contend with. Now they were coming for a three-year-old
boy.

“Not on my watch,” she snarled.

Startled, Pavel gave her a wide-eyed
look.

“It’s okay,” she soothed.
“Would you like a bread roll with some butter?”

He eyed the tray hungrily. While he
addressed himself to the task of spreading more butter on the bread
than on his hand, she signaled Dalla and ordered a glass of fruit
juice. It arrived at the same time that Boteva returned. She thrust
a plastic bag at Yoelin, who opened it cautiously.

Her eyebrows lifted. “More than I
would have thought,” she said, and fingered the banknotes. There
were four packets of hundred-thaler notes, each packet bearing
fifty notes and bound by a bank label bearing the teller’s
initials. FinCor Bank of Lowella, she read. There were also two
packets of thousand-thaler notes.

“Is this all?” she asked
Boteva. “No loose currency in small denominations?”

The woman shook her head. “Is wrong
something?”

Yoelin made a face. Owners
of private spacecraft often kept small amounts of currency on hand
for unexpected developments. She herself kept a wad of a thousand
thalers in small change on her person and another ten thousand in a
bin on the bridge of the Sequana. A hundred and twenty thousand
thalers, the sum in the plastic bag, was far too much for petty
cash. If Paul Wroclawski had meant to make a purchase in that
amount, he’d have made it by fundscard or Palmetto transfer. No,
this amount of cash suggested a purpose. She could not even begin
to guess what it might be, except that no record would have been
made of it.

“No, nothing’s wrong,” she
lied. She removed both thousand-thaler packets and nudged the bag
back to Boteva. “I’ll keep these two as my fee,” she said. “You’ll
need the remainder to live on while you’re here.”

Boteva was aghast. “This too much
money,” she protested.

“May I have another roll,
please?” asked Pavel.

Yoelin smiled, and resisted the urge
to tousle his yellow hair. “Of course you may. Ellie?”

I am by the
dock.

“When you are done,” she
told Pavel, “go outside and look around. Stay out of the water. My
friend Ellie will keep you safe, I promise you.”

“All-all right.”

Yoelin sat back and threw a hard look
at Boteva. “Now tell me why you are being chased, and by
whom.”

The woman swept strands of hair from
her face, and seemed to realize for the first time that she needed
a brush. Her lips tightened, and she looked away. A faint rise and
fall of her shoulders indicated she was coming to accept her
disarray. Yoelin, who had simply bound her own hair back without
freshening it, sympathized. But she wondered why Boteva had waited
until now to show embarrassment about her appearance. In someone
else, this behavior might be the prelude to deception. But Yoelin
had taken her at face value.

“You also took Paul at face
value,” she whispered to herself.

Boteva arched a brown eyebrow at her.
When Yoelin did not respond, she said, “I find them in the room. I
think, maybe someone come for Pavel. Into the ship I can get, with
him. We go. Someone call us, try to stop us.”

“Someone official?” Yoelin
asked. “Security?”

“They not say. I tell ship
Track. Get us away.” She fell silent while Pavel finished the roll
and went outside. “Pavel is crying,” she went on. “He know
something bad. I not tell him yet. They try to stop us more. Try to
follow.”

Yoelin shook her head. “They can’t
follow you in null-space. If they know where you’re going, they
could arrive at that location. But if you didn’t know where you
were headed, neither could they.”

“Yes,” she said slowly.
“Yes, I see.”

Yoelin was about to resume her
questions when an explosion outside and nearby made the tavern
tremble. It shook dust down from the open rafters, and rattled the
window panes, and spilled a few items on the serving counter.
Runchal bellowed for his daughters to get under the tables. Yoelin,
already on her feet and with the Kreisler in her hand, charged
outside to find the boy.

I am sorry, my bondmate. I
was not ‘looking.’ Please forgive me.

“It’s all right, Ellie.
Where’s Pavel?”

He is in the water with
me, and safe. But frightened.

“Get him back onto the
dock.”

A thoroughly drenched little boy
clambered onto the rough wood of the dock. Beyond him, in the
water, the head and two meters of the sea dragon poised for
protection. Pavel, now on his backside, kicked and scooted away,
never taking his huge eyes off Ellie. He was gasping for breath by
the time Yoelin reached him.

“It was,” he croaked,
struggling as she lifted him in her arms. “Eat. Eat me. It was
tasting me.”

Yoelin scarcely heard him.
Her eyes were drawn to the plume of black smoke at the spaceport
downdock half a kilometer away. It poured from the remains of
the Birchfeld and
boiled up into the few wisps of white clouds against the pale
turquoise sky.
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Even on worlds of casual
administration there are procedures to follow when certain
circumstances arise, and Havelox Rest, under the hereditary
supervision of Runchal the innkeeper, was no different. Although
Yoelin wanted to rush out to the spaceport, she had no choice but
to remain on the dock, well out of the way, and watch while
Runchal’s few security personnel saw to the event. Boteva, seated
on the dock at her feet, fretted over the boy, but he was unharmed,
albeit sodden, and terrified of the sea dragon. Ellie coiled up
around Yoelin’s lower legs, and threw a curve of her body to
half-encircle the boy. Idly Yoelin fished a piece of dried fruit
from her pocket and pushed it into Ellie’s mouth. Her attention
remained on the spaceport, where smoke continued to billow from
the Birchfeld.

Questions queued up for attention, and
she knew better than to brush them aside. Who and Why dominated,
but How was a concern as well. Spacecraft generally did not burn;
something incendiary must have been aboard, but that carried back
to Why. Runchal, for all his temper, looked calm and collected as
he directed the emergency traffic. Standing at a spot halfway to
the spaceport, he seemed even larger than life, which was a
considerable achievement. A rumbling behind the tavern demanded
Yoelin’s attention, and she looked up to see a great airfoil
passing overhead. It flew directly toward the burning ship, and
dumped a vast wave of water onto it, before returning the way it
had come.

“What they do?” asked
Boteva.

Yoelin was not certain she should
answer. It was not impossible that the woman had herself set a fire
that resulted in the incineration of the ship, although she could
not fathom why Boteva might have done so. Effectively, without
outside help, she was trapped with the boy on Havelox Rest. Was
that what she intended all the while? If that were so, might not
Boteva be far more than she seemed? Lowella, and particularly
Corporatia Mineral Resources, had over the past months become a
hotbed of intrigue for Yoelin. In the process, she had discovered
that in all likelihood she had an identity different from the one
she had known for most of her life, and that she might have a
younger sister. But she remained skeptical and uncertain. She had
temporarily retired to Havelox Rest because she was unable to
countenance an unfamiliar past.

Now the past had tracked her down
again.

She hissed a couple words that made
the boy stare at her. Her hands, clenched like stones, made Boteva
edgy.

Deep breaths.

Yoelin started, and barked a laugh.
“Sorry, Ellie.”

They think the ship is
unsalvageable.

“I’m not surprised.
Hopefully nothing else was damaged.”

Your Sequana is safe.

“I can see her. But thank
you, Ellie.”

Her Palmetto buzzed. The concerned
face of Stefan Coppenrath appeared in the monitor. She gave him a
brief and arid update, at first declined and then accepted his
offer to join her, and rang off.

In the end, the potential answers led
Yoelin back to Boteva. One of two factors had to be the truth.
Either her pursuers had followed her to Havelox Rest and destroyed
the ship—perhaps thinking her and/or the boy in it—or Boteva had
set the device, perhaps to create the impression that the pursuers
had destroyed the ship. If the latter, it meant that Boteva was far
more dangerous than she presented herself to be. But why go to all
that trouble to create that impression, and for whom?

Frustrated, Yoelin growled to herself.
Little Pavel looked up at her as if he had not expected her to emit
such a sound. She bent and picked him up, aware of Boteva’s eyes on
her. The boy smelled of fear and wet fabric. His arms clung around
her neck, a response she had not anticipated—stranger anxiety
seemed more appropriate, especially given the circumstances of
their flight from Lowella. Even more unexpected, he clutched her
tighter when Boteva offered to take him from her.

“It’s all right,” she told
Boteva. “I’ve got him.”

“His clothes
wet.”

Yoelin veiled her feelings behind a
smile. “I noticed. One of Runchal’s daughters should be able to
find something that will fit him. The tavern manager,” she added,
seeing Boteva’s blank expression.

Boteva persisted.

“Oh, very well,” said
Yoelin. To Pavel she said, “Give me a big kiss.”

The boy obeyed, but squirmed
afterwards instead of going to Boteva. Yoelin set him down on the
dock.

“Take him inside and ask
for Dalla,” she instructed. When Boteva hesitated, she gave in to
annoyance. “Just go inside. You’ll be safe there. I have things to
do in order to perform this Rescue. You can’t help me with that.
Now, go.”

Boteva’s expression slackened. She
took Pavel’s hand and led him inside.

“What was that all about?”
asked Stefan Coppenrath, drawing up beside her.

Yoelin gave him a casual inspection
while she considered what to tell him. In the daylight now, she saw
that his brown hair had grown long enough for a small tail at the
back of his neck, bound with a sepia band. He’d dressed quickly, in
a gray pullover and black slacks with one cuff free, the other
tucked into his boot. He did not appear to be armed, but with his
background in security work he didn’t necessarily need to be. He
looked fit; he’d looked fit the night before, when he had visited
her. The memory dried her throat, and she swallowed.
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