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The hunt begins
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Celia refused her legal counsel's offer of a ride to her apartment building in the city center. Instead she called for a taxi to take her to an outlying shopping mall. The place was crammed with people, most of them perfectly innocent, but not necessarily all of them. Her heart beat too fast and her skin prickled. She'd been in ImpSec for far too long to imagine she was safe just because she'd been released from prison. Mariana Llewynish, Celia's legal counsel, had prattled on about how easy it had all been and how surprised she was that Fleet had even bothered with listing a hearing. They didn't have a leg to stand on, and they knew it. 

Which was true but it hadn't stopped them asking questions. For all the good it did them. Celia was certain she hadn't let anything important slip. The interrogator knew about the attack on Walker and Axmar at the Hurlingham Institute. She still kicked herself. She'd been so sure they couldn't survive and she'd said too much. Far too much. Just as well they couldn't testify. She simply denied the conversation — indeed, the event where she was supposed to have made those admissions— ever took place. A trachymex at the Hurlingham Institute? She hadn't known what a trachymex was until after the attack at the university graduation ceremony. It was horrible, shocking, and it had nothing to do with her. As for the deaths on Valdora, she could honestly say that she knew nothing about it.

Celia left the taxi and walked through a crowded shopping area. She'd been a working ImpSec operative before she'd met Randolf and she'd never let her skills slip. There were two people tailing her, a man and a woman. They were pretty good but not as good as her, especially in such a busy precinct. When she was sure she'd given them the slip she hailed another taxi, checking behind her as it flew off. 

Ul-Mellor wouldn't let it go, though, she thought as she leaned back into the seat. She'd admitted her guilt to Axmar and Walker. She wasn't safe.

The taxi dropped her off outside the Parkside Mall's main entrance. Celia scampered across the road to a low, utilitarian building. She had rented a locker in the service center years ago, when she'd become a director of Humans First. One never knew when it would be a good idea to disappear and now the time had come. She opened her locker and took out a pack containing several ID cards loaded with credit for Maeve Wicks, Olivia Beckstein, and Rona Alonso, as well as weapons, wigs, a comprehensive makeup kit, weapons, and a number of scopes and tools to access data systems. Celia paid cash to rent a room for the day in a cheap boarding house next to the mall and altered her appearance to match Maeve Wicks, an older woman with a rounder face than Celia's. The cheek pads weren't comfortable but they did the job. With a suitable nondescript outfit and matching flat shoes, she transformed herself into a middle-aged working woman with mid-length, mousey hair. She checked her appearance in the mirror and smiled. Even her mother wouldn't know her.

Maeve Wicks took a taxi from the rank outside Parkside Mall and headed for the inner city, where she alighted outside her apartment building. This was the tricky bit. Celia had never planned to return here but she had to. If they'd found her unit to connect to Humans First, she wouldn't have been released, so it must still be there. She ran up the steps and strode across the foyer as if she owned the place, making sure she hid her face from the cameras. She recognized the security guard but he gave her the merest glance, just another visitor. Maeve's ID card included all of Celia's access privileges to the apartment building and the elevators.

She waited for an empty elevator and rode up to her apartment. Before she opened the apartment door, she checked it for an alert and used her scope to turn it off. That would buy her another minute or two. ImpSec had been here so the place would be bugged, but she wouldn't be staying long. All she needed was enough time to collect her private processor from the wall safe before she left forever. She found the power circuits for the usual security cameras and shut them down. The investigators would have their own, of course. It took a few minutes to find them all, especially the one in the ceiling panel. She smiled. As soon as they realized someone was here, they'd be alerting people to come and check. Let them. She'd set up an escape plan months ago. 

They hadn't found the wall safe in her office. She knew all the ways ImpSec would have scanned and probed. Only two people knew how to disarm this unit; her and the fellow who'd set up the security for her—and he'd had an unfortunate accident just a day after he finished. Very sad. Her book collection took up a wall of her office, stored in a glass-fronted cabinet. Celia took out three books and activated the tiny scanner hidden in the spine of one of the volumes with a strand of her hair, then leaned in close so it could scan her retina. It was always wise to have double confirmation. Her identity confirmed, she pressed the section of wall hiding the safe and the door opened silently. The processor was still there.

She stashed the device in her bag and took out two bombs, one for the study, one for the sitting room, both set to detonate in ten minutes. If she was really lucky the people rushing to the apartment to check would be here when they went off. She'd locked the elevator she rode up in and it stood open, waiting for her. 

***
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A PAW PATTED BRENT'S cheek. He opened his eyes and stared up into Puss's emerald gaze. "Admiral Ul-Mellor wants us," she said in his head.

Damn and blast. "All right. Get off." 

The auralfang shifted over to her usual spot, next to Tian, who grinned at him. "We knew it was too good to last."

Brent flung off the sheet and stood, running his fingers through his hair. Huh. Puss had already woken Tian. Yes, it was too good to last. They were lucky they'd at least had a few days together at a swish hotel while their new ship was set up. Not exactly new. This ship wasn't as old as his elderly freighter had been but she was second-hand, complete with worn paint and scuffed upholstery, even if she had the engines of an assault craft. He'd thought about calling her Vagabond 2 after his lovely old ship, destroyed in their last operation, but there would never be another Vagabond. This ship, by mutual agreement, was Chaser.

Brent slipped his brain to machine mode and tuned into the ship's comms system to read the message as he pulled on his ship suit. Ul-Mellor's office, on his flagship, ASAP. Tian beat him out the hatch of their sleeping quarters, on her way to the bridge, Puss's tail curved into an elongated question mark as she followed. Tian had taken the pilot's seat, which was where he usually sat. He brushed away the stupid pout. It wasn't his ship, it was theirs and they both had to know how to fly the thing, so why not? He sat down in the first officer's chair and adjusted the settings for his height.

Tian glanced across. "You don't mind, do you? I just thought I'd better make sure I'm familiar—" 

He waved his hand. "Sure." But she could have asked. No, that wasn't right. This wasn't his ship. Told him? Discussed? "Do you have a departure slot?"

She smiled and pointed a finger. "That's your job."

He couldn't help the chuckle. Not that he hadn't done it plenty of times before, when he was on his own. The nav computer already had coordinates for the admiral's flagship, Starburst. All they needed was permission for a slot in the space station's departure lanes. Brent selected the next available time. "Twenty minutes," he said. "Any idea what this meeting will be about?"

Tian shook her head. "Not specifically. A new job, I suppose. The fallout from the attack on the university graduation ceremony hasn't settled down yet. There are still some trying to insist that the Yrmaks were responsible. I heard Senator Bey mouthing off about it while you were out shopping. 'Creatures delivered in an Yrmak transport' blah blah blah."

Fifty-three killed, another seventy-two injured and a whole lot more who would be plagued with nightmares for the rest of their lives. That was something that even cyborgs couldn't avoid. He could still see the slayer bursting out of the van, attacking people. Screams, shouts, running feet, spurting blood as the claws slashed through flesh. And the smell, the horrible stink that went with the beast. Brent shook away the memories and forced himself to go through the systems checks one more time.

"Have you seen the conspiracy theories?" Tian asked.

"No. Where?"

"The media. I catch up with that stuff when I'm within reach of the capital. There's an Yrmak group suggesting the attack was deliberately set up to implicate them."

Brent sat back. He never bothered with the media. They just made up stories to suit themselves. "Where did that one come from? That's pretty close to the mark."

"It is, isn't it? But the thing is they're plotting revenge."

"Revenge? For something they haven't done? How's that going to work? Are they going to be chasing down the people who did it?"

Tian's smile was what he'd call feral, all teeth and a glint in her eye. "I'm rather hoping Admiral Ul-Mellor tasks us to help them. I can't think of a better outcome than having that bitch spitted with a double-headed Yrmak spear."

Brent stared at her. She wasn't serious, was she? 

"Yes, she is serious," Puss said softly in his head.

Wow. Revenge killings were more an Yrmak thing. He'd never thought of Tian feeling that way.

The timer on the console flashed amber. Five minutes to departure. The ship's graphic came up on the display showing the attachment points to the station docking bay in red. Walkway detached, air and water lines detached, tethers detached. Set to go.

"Chaser you are cleared for departure."

Tian acknowledged. The ship's AI backed the ship out into free space, then pivoted and joined the traffic line for sector eight. They watched three ships disappear into shift space before it was their turn.

'Prepare for shift space,' Chaser said.

*
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CHASER came out of shift space a half hour's run from where Starburst and her escorts drifted. Brent had been on board the battle cruiser several times but he still marveled at the size of the ship, twice as big as her star destroyer escorts. He'd taken up his seat in the pilot's place again, resuming the seat's saved configuration for him. After all, Tian hadn't come up to the bridge and the battle cruiser would undoubtedly hail them.

There it was. "Chaser you are cleared to approach docking bay two on the coordinates given."

Brent acknowledged. Tian appeared as he set the ship up as ordered. Should he apologize for taking her seat? She didn't seem offended, simply sitting down in the first officer's seat.

"Time to go in your station, Puss," she said.

The auralfang leaped into her special box for take-off and landing and settled down, her tail wrapped around her body.

Once they'd docked, a junior officer escorted them up to Ul-Mellor's office. The admiral sat with his elbows on the desk in front of him, his fingers forming a steeple.  "Be seated."

Brent and Tian sat, Puss perched across Tian's shoulders. "I trust you enjoyed your break and you're happy with your new ship?"

"Yes to both, sir," Tian replied. "You're fully recovered?"

To Brent's surprise Ul-Mellor grinned, a wholly unsettling combination of bright red eyes and gleaming white teeth against his jet black skin. "My wife made sure I had my two weeks off." The grin disappeared. "Back to work. Celia Whitley has disappeared."

Brent shot a glance at Tian, who looked as surprised as he felt. "Wasn't she in jail?"

"She was. But she knows, as does her legal counsel, that I cannot use you as witnesses at a trial and without your testimony, there does not appear to be a case. She was released."

Tian's eyebrows arched. "And she's disappeared? Surely she was put under surveillance?"

"She was. But Whitley was a very effective ImpSec operative in the past. She knows all the tricks and lost the two following her very quickly. The next we heard, someone accessed her apartment. This woman." Ul-Mellor showed a picture of a middle-aged woman with mousey hair.

"It's not very clear," Brent remarked. "She was keeping her face away from the cameras."

The admiral nodded. "As a skilled operative would. And the pictures are from the building's security system. She disabled all the security cameras in the apartment. We don't know what she did there but before she left, she set two bombs and the place caught fire."

"What then?" Tian asked.

"Nothing." Ul-Mellor waited, raking them both with his disconcerting red eyes. "We don't know where she went or what she intended. We have agents watching the usual places — space stations, known properties — and there are no alerts from the banks on use of credit. She has vanished."

"Okay. So we find her and..." Tian mimed a gun with her fingers.

Ul-Mellor's lips rose in a hint of a smile. "I want you to find her and follow her, find out what she's doing so that we can raise a case against her. And then you will bring her back. I've sent the police and ImpSec reports to both of you."

"Back?" Tian spread her hands apart. "If there's no case—"

"You're not listening to me."

Tian leaned forward. "But it was her. She engineered the whole attack. We KNOW that. She told us."

He sighed. "Your evidence is not admissible."

Tian's nostrils flared. "Yes. So we just take her out. She's a miserable piece of.. of... garbage." 

Ul-Mellor interrupted before she could say anything else. "I suspect she acted on behalf of Humans First. That group is much more dangerous than one woman. And it was Humans First that orchestrated the attack on Valdora, I have no doubt. It's them I'm after. She is just an instrument."

Brent glanced at Tian. Her eyes had narrowed and her lips tightened. The news didn't go down well with her at all. For Tian, Whitley was personal business. But she kept her voice calm. "Well yes, she said she and the director of the Hurlingham Institute were supporters of Humans First. He's been questioned?"

"Of course. But he claims he sent two of the trachymex to a collector— the contract was bogus but looks legitimate. He admits the third, the one you killed, died, but claims it was from natural causes. The carcass was incinerated. Neither he nor Whitley has admitted to anything but being a supporter of Humans First's aims. She's made no secret of her hatred of the Yrmaks after her husband was killed."

Tian's fingers flexed on the arms of the chair. "If you've already interrogated her, what more do you want from her?"

Ul-Mellor frowned. Brent figured he wasn't used to being cross-examined by his underlings and he didn't like it. "I want names. Who did she report to? Who else in ImpSec is in Humans First? I want any evidence you can find to connect her actions with Humans First. I want her in front of a court of law and all this on public record."

"But... with respect, sir, what if we can't find any other evidence?"

Ul-Mellor raised his hand in the universal stop gesture. "Enough. You will find her and find out what she's doing and who with. Understood?" He barked the words.

Tian's shoulders drooped and she swallowed. "Yes, Admiral."

Ul-Mellor jerked his head in a brief nod. "Good hunting. Dismissed."

*
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BRENT FOLLOWED A COUPLE of steps behind Tian as she returned to the ship. The set of her shoulders was enough to signal she was angry, in case he hadn't realized it after they'd left Ul-Mellor's office. Inside Chaser's common room she grabbed a cleaning kit from a cupboard, dropped down onto a seat and started the routine of cleaning her pistol with short, precise motions.

The weapon didn't need cleaning. Tian carried out that task immediately she'd finished with it, every time. Brent shot a glance at Puss, who had leapt onto the table and was busy cleaning her ears. They probably didn't need cleaning, either. No help from there, then. Well, he might as well get it out. He couldn't let it simmer. That was exactly what she looked like – a kettle on a simmer.

"What's up?"

Tian stared up at him. "Up?"

"You're steaming."

She forced an unconvincing grin. "I'm not. I'm cleaning my pistol." She returned to cleaning the weapon's sensors, bent over so he couldn't see her face.

"It doesn't need cleaning."

She didn't look up, but her hand paused for a millisecond.

"Come on, Babe. Ul-Mellor upset you. Spit it out."

That did it. She slapped the pistol down on the bench, staring at him with a fury he'd rarely seen but her voice remained steady, low-pitched. "We have to catch her. Find out what she's doing. Bring her back."

"Yes."

"And you're okay with that?"

Her anger coursed over him, a hot wave. Puss felt it, too, stopping her ablutions and broadcasting her own muted yellow.

"Those are our orders," he said.

"You can stop with the soothing waves, Puss. It won't work." Tian rose to her feet, her fists clenched. "It's stupid. We should just find her, take the bitch out. She doesn't deserve to live." She looked away for a moment, licking her lips, then turned back. "She tried to kill us, Brent. Both of us. With that... that slayer."

The trachymex. How could he ever forget? If they'd been Human, they'd surely be dead. Even with their cyborg strength, they'd only just escaped.

Tian stood in front of him, gazing up at him. "And that's not all. She tried to kill me before, when she captured me and sent me to that brothel. I was meant to die there. And you think she deserves justice?"

There was that, Brent knew. Whitley had done those things, had been part of the plot to kill Ul-Mellor and all those other dignitaries at the university. And unleash war between Yrmaks and Humans. Now he counted it up, she deserved to die. And it would be much easier than bringing her back alive. And yet Ul-Mellor was definite.

"He wants to put Whitley in front of a court and in the news so that people know what Humans First is capable of." It made sense to him, but Tian was in no mood to listen to logic.

She tossed her head and scowled. "And what'll that do? Her hot-shot lawyer will probably get her off on another technicality. I still don't think the admiral will get enough evidence to convict. Not based on what we know."

"There must be enough to cause her to disappear."

"She might just be sick of the constant surveillance. And she knows... she KNOWS... that we know. I'd be running, too, if I were her." Tian had cooled off enough to hide her fury. She went over to Puss and ruffled the Auralfang's ears. "Well, Puss. Whatever else we do, we'll have to find the bitch first. Won't we?"

Somehow Brent didn't think that was going to be the end of the argument but it was a start. "So... where do we go first?"

Tian shrugged. "Last known location. And that will be New Haven."

***
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THE ELEVATOR STOPPED at the first basement. Celia stepped out, sweeping her scanner around. No-one was around on this level. Her inline skimmer stood next to the wall under its protective cover, along with a riding suit and helmet. She changed her clothes, put on the helmet and rode up the ramp. The gate recognized Maeve's pass and slid aside. Out in the street sirens squawked. Crowds had gathered, gazing up at the building where smoke billowed from a window. Celia grinned as she rode away. The bombs had gone off. Goodbye to that part of her life. She'd enjoyed the apartment and she'd lost some things she would have liked to keep. But she'd found when Randolf died that possessions weren't that important. Celia swept the machine around the corner and joined the traffic stream, heading for the boarding house where she'd rented a room. 

She left the skimmer in the public parking lot at the mall and walked to the boarding house. It was time for Maeve Wicks to disappear. Now it would be Olivia Beckstein's turn. It was such a relief to be rid of the cheek pads and the mousey hair. Old and frumpy wasn't her style. In front of the chipped mirror she used makeup to add subtle wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. With the dark wig in place, her hair hung around her shoulders and over her forehead. Now all she needed was an outfit. She hitched up her skirt a little and reversed her blouse. That would have to do until she could buy another outfit in the dress shops in the mall over the road.

Carrying her bags of clothes, Celia returned to her rented room to transform herself into a well-heeled matron. Before she left, she made two calls on Olivia's phone, then she picked up a taxi to take her to the space port.

Inside the terminal she grinned at her reflection as she passed a shop window. There would be people here searching for her, of course. Adrenalin had kicked in and her nerves were tense, but not in a bad way. This was how she'd felt when she was on a mission, her versus a target, except this time, she was the target. She hadn't done anything like this in years. About ten, actually. She'd moved into ImpSec management not long before she'd met Randolf. She'd never told him she'd actually been in the search and destroy business. How times had changed. Now she was on the run and her experience would be very, very useful. If that red-eyed abomination in an admiral's uniform thought she was beaten, he could think again. Randolf would be avenged.

Buying tickets to Sonora was something she would normally do online but not this time. She waited in line behind a flustered woman with a child that couldn't stand still, tugging at his parent's jacket and demanding attention in his shrill voice. Celia would have cuffed his ears. Finally, the woman grabbed the child and left, threatening to leave the boy at home next time. The clerk at the counter took her proffered card with a smile and processed the payment. "I'm sorry Ms—", he glanced at the name on the card, "Beckstein." You've just missed the shuttle flight to the space station. The next one is in an hour. When you get up there, please be at gate fourteen ten minutes early for the flight to Sonora."

An hour to kill. An hour to hope nobody penetrated her disguise. And if that tiresome woman and her brat hadn't dithered around, she might have been on the earlier flight. Well, she wasn't. She stepped over to a dress shop's display window. The space port was crowded with people coming off the space station, or on their way there. That was good in a way; she'd be harder to spot, but so would any pursuers. She gazed around her, assessing potential threats. The man in the black coat wasn't staring at her, he was staring past her at his approaching wife, who grasped his arm as she joined him. The woman leaning against a pillar glanced at her, turned and kept talking into her comm. An agent? Perhaps. She noticed a bar not too far from the departure gates. The tables spilled out around a small indoor seating area and it was busy. She bought kaff and managed to find a table near the back, but within easy reach of an escape route. The sooner she was off this planet the better but that was out of her control. She dredged up old techniques, slow, deep breathing while still keeping her attention on her surroundings, noticing little details. The way that man was sitting, a sudden movement over there.

Shouts erupted from the concourse beyond the shop. Celia's pulse raced. She tensed, easing herself in the seat, ready to move. Her hand crept toward the pistol under her jacket. Stay calm. This might be nothing to do with me. Faces turned, necks craned as a man and a woman shoved and shouted. Someone tried to intervene and was pushed aside. Two security guards approached, running. It looked like a domestic but Celia's fingers closed around the pistol nestled under her coat, her thumb resting over the trigger. 

It was over. 

The guards holstered their weapons and the man and woman went in different directions.  Everyone in the bar turned back to their drinks and conversation.

Celia forced down the fluttering nerves and lifted her half-full cup of cold kaff, just another person getting on with life now the excitement was over. Still, agents would be looking for her. The sooner she was out of here the better.

At last the next shuttle flight was announced. She'd bought an economy ticket for the relatively short journey to Sonora so she had to shuffle down the aisle past the first-class seats. She sat beside a businessman apparently engrossed in figures and pretended to read the news while keeping an eye on the other passengers. The shuttle took off only a few minutes late. She had to relax. She'd covered her trail, and surely they wouldn't have expected her to go to Sonora of all places. It was too obvious. But she had to assume there were agents at the spaceport looking for her and no doubt keeping an eye on her mansion on Sonora, too. She would have ordered the surveillance if she'd been giving the orders. Going to Sonora was a risk. Maybe not as big a risk as going to her apartment, but a risk, anyway. But the risk of not going was greater. What had Rhebus told ImpSec? What had he done with the trachymex that was supposed to have killed Axmar and Walker? 

She closed her eyes and practiced her meditation routine.

*
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PASSING THROUGH SONORA immigration was as expected. Olivia Beckstein's credentials had been carefully established. Celia hired a skimmer and headed for the Hurlingham Institute. She passed her holiday mansion on the way, all turrets and domes and fancy arches, a relic from a former age. Randolf's family had built the house a century ago. The place tugged at her heart, a reminder of happier times. It would have been nice to pick up some clothes but they'd be watching it.

The institute's parking lot was nearly full but Celia managed to find a spot near the entrance. She went inside into an office that oozed understated expense. A pair of comfortable-looking armchairs stood on either side of a glass-topped table and luxurious plants in bronze urns stood in niches. The beautifully coifed young woman behind the reception desk looked up as Celia walked through the doorway.

"I'd like to speak with Doctor Rhebus, if you please," she said to the receptionist.

The girl's expression bordered on contemptuous. "Do you have an appointment?"

"No."

"I'm afraid Doctor Rhebus doesn't see cold callers. Would you like to make an appointment?"

Celia shoved down the anger. Cold caller indeed. Who did the upstart little tart think she was? She placed both hands on the counter and leaned at the girl. "Why don't you go and tell him I'm here to discuss the business with the myropes? I think he'll agree it's in his best interests to give me a moment of his time. It won't take long." She kept her voice mild but treated the girl to a stare that had caused senior military officers to blanch. 

The receptionist scuttled into Rhebus's office. 

Two delicately-crafted models stood on the reception desk. Celia knew one was of a tridacorn but she had no idea what the other creature was, all tentacles and fangs. She picked the piece up and examined it, admiring the workmanship. Every scale had been molded and colored. She guessed it was a sea creature. The beast would be hard to see in the water. 

The receptionist returned. "Doctor Rhebus will see you now."

Celia replaced the statuette and allowed herself a superior hint of a smile as she swept past the girl into Rhebus's office. Childish, she knew. Rhebus had probably hired her for looks, not brains. 

Rhebus rose from his chair, his eyes wary. " Madam. I don't think I know you?"

"It doesn't matter. I want to talk to you about the situation with the trachymexes you had here."

Rhebus licked his lips and gestured at the visitor's chair. "Please sit down. My receptionist told me you wanted to talk about the myropes?"
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