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JIRRA

THE WOMAN'S BODY CRASHED onto the table, then slid to the ground.

In apparent slow motion the table toppled and thumped onto the pavement, bouncing once before it stilled. Toreni knelt beside the body, pressing her fingers to the woman's neck. Chet went into copper mode, extracting her pistol from her shoulder holster, scanning the road and the restaurant. One look at the awning above the table they'd been sitting at gave a clue. The edges of the hole flapped a little.

Jirra shook herself. Toreni was talking to the woman, so she must be still alive. "Should I call an ambo?"

The woman moved, mumbled words which sounded like 'kill'.

Toreni looked up, her gaze calculating. "No." 

Running footsteps announced the arrival of the restaurant's proprietor, wide-eyed and shocked. "What happened? I heard a crash." He noticed the fallen woman and sucked in a breath. "Is she all right? Should I call an ambo? The... police?"

The few patrons still inside craned their necks for a view. The only couple who'd been at one of the other outside tables had left. Jirra didn't blame them. Nobody on Shar Burk wanted to know about an incident like this if the Sharpos were called.

Chet stepped in, holding up her fake security badge for long enough for him to notice it. "We'll take care of it. Looks like an accident in the hotel." She pointed at the hole in the awning. "No sense involving the police and we can get her to Shar Burk Central." She gestured at the hospital building a few streets away.

The tension in the manager's shoulders oozed off him. "Yes. Yes. No point in involving the Sh... police."

Toreni was helping the woman to her feet. Jirra noted the expensive cut of her orange gown, now torn and dirty. A tangle of dark curls hung around her shoulders and across her face, but not enough to hide the bruises and the ragged cut that ran down her left cheek.

"I'll settle the bill," Chet said, taking out a credit chip.

The manager waved her away. "No. Consider it done." He smiled. "Do come another time."

Huh. In other words, bugger off quickly before anyone else notices. That suited Jirra. She joined Toreni, helping to balance the woman between them. Jirra caught a hint of perfume mingled with blood and fear. This hadn't been an accident or attempted suicide.

Chet smiled and squeezed the manager's shoulder. "Thanks. You'll see us again."

"Around the corner. Quickly," Toreni murmured. The big woman headed away from the hotel's main entrance on the other side of the restaurant. Most of the buildings around here were offices, so the streets were semi-deserted at this time of what passed for night. A passer-by glanced at them and looked away. Hopefully he'd seen a couple of women helping a drunk friend. More likely he had the usual Shar Burk approach to anything unusual; he hadn't seen a thing, none of his business.

Even with Toreni taking most of the weight, the woman was heavy, dragging down on Jirra's shoulder and arm. There were questions, lots of them, but they would have to wait. Toreni had to have her reasons for this. They'd all worked together long enough to trust each other.

After a block and a half, Toreni motioned at a service alley between two buildings. "That'll do.

With a last glance around they slipped into the shadows between the buildings. Toreni lowered the woman to the ground. "Where's Chet?"

As if in reply Jirra's sanvad vibrated. She sent Chet their location and she joined them. "We need to get out of here."

"Yes, we do," Toreni said. "She's in pain. Can you get one of your dark cabs?"

Jirra nodded. She called down the nearest autocab and applied a masking module so they could ride without being identified. The autocab control system wouldn't even know the cab wasn't parked, let alone where it went. Jirra was proud of that code. She'd done it without any help from Morgan. "Which hospital? Shar Burk Central's the closest."

"We're not taking her to a hospital. Head for the ship."

The ship? Jirra exchanged a glance with Chet, who shrugged. Oh well, there had to be a reason. She'd ask questions later.

Chet and Toreni lifted the woman into the cab while Jirra set the destination. The cab lifted off into the station's public transport lane, heading for Shar Burk station's axis D, where their ship was berthed.

The woman was delirious. Jirra made out a few words, slurred and grating. "Kill me. He wants to kill me. Gotta get away."

"Why are we doing this, Toreni?" Chet asked.

Good question. Jirra would like to know that, too.

"This is Marisa Marglev."

Chet nodded slowly. "So. Soldar's decided it's time for a new dolly."

Governor Soldar, dictator of Shar Burk, with a finger in every bit of nastiness festering in the space station. Patron of opera and pirates, known slaver. A suave, smiling piece of shit. He'd had a string of mistresses over the years, all of them succumbing to an accidental death before the new model took over. Marisa had lasted longer than most. Jirra checked her databank. A little over a year. Not bad. Most of them didn't last half that.

Toreni snorted. "I suppose this will be a suicide."

"Except there won't be a body." Jirra glanced at the other two. "Somebody will have come to check."

The cab dropped down through the hub and settled near the travelator leading to the docking berths. Jirra had thought about landing right at the bay but travel down the axis required a permit and it was the sort of thing people remembered. Not a good move. While Chet and Toreni helped Marisa out of the vehicle, Jirra set the cab's system to drop the masking routine when it resumed its position, then sent the vehicle back to park.

"You two take her to the ship," Chet said. "I'll hang around here for a bit, see if we've been spotted."

Jirra took up position on the woman's right side, while Toreni, one arm hooked around Marisa's waist, took most of the weight on the left. They walked slowly, letting the travelator carry them. It wasn't much of a ploy, but at a glance it would be the three women who'd left the ship returning from a night on the town. Space stations were busy around the clock. Several groups went past, heading away from their ships into the station's hub. None of them gave more than a cursory glance at the women as they strode past. Jirra was more worried about anybody behind them. Had Chet seen anyone outside the Pinnacle Hotel apart from the manager and the few people in the restaurant? And had they been followed? Like all the up-market businesses in Shar Burk, the Pinnacle Hotel had surveillance systems. A bit of elementary checking would have identified them and that would lead them to the ship they used.

A burst of shouting behind her had Jirra's heart racing. Toreni looked back, alarmed, then her lips jerked. "Couple of drunks in a fist fight. Just as well we're nearly there."

It certainly was. Chet had better hurry. If the fight became a brawl the Sharpos would turn up and that might cause... problems. Jirra hit the release for the hatch into Vulsaur's bay, leaving Toreni to help their new guest inside.

Toreni lifted the woman and carried her like a child, arms and hair hanging down. "Get onto the Sharpo talk, see what you can find," she said as she headed down to the crew quarters.

That went without saying. Jirra check the tracers that always monitored the Sharpo traffic, picking up anything of interest to Fleet, anything about Governor Soldar. Nothing. Not even a mention of the fight on the travelator. That was good. She started a trace on Soldar's comms system, looking for Marisa Marglev, or anything recent.

"Anything?"

Jirra jumped and looked up at Chet. "No. Nothing from the Sharpos. What happened with that fight?"

Chet waved a hand. "They sorted it out. Nobody followed us." She dropped into a chair. "Huh. I hope this is going to be worth our while. Can we get a departure slot really soon?"

"You want to run?"

"I think it might be a good idea. See if you can bump our slot up."

Vulsaur, currently disguised as Trader's Gem, had a slot for tomorrow morning, anyway. Jirra entered her system admin credentials into Shar Burk's traffic control system. The station was always busy but there was an empty slot in half an hour. She moved Trader's Gem in. "Half an hour, pre-scheduled, nothing out of the ordinary."

Chet nodded approval.

Toreni slipped into the common room, her eyes shifting between them. "Safe?"

"So far. We're out in half an hour." Chet leaned forward. "How is she? And has she said anything?"

"She'll be okay. Sprained ankle, broken arm. The break's clean. I've injected nanobots to fix everything and put her to sleep. She should be reasonably okay tomorrow." Her lips curled in a snarl. "She was chucked out of a window."

Bastard. "Who?" Jirra growled.

"One of Soldar's security. One of the Shubas. She'll be able to show us which one when she wakes up."

Jirra pulled up the database she had on Soldar and asked for visuals of his Shuba guards. Six men appeared, all big, hulking individuals. She displayed the images on the common room display. Her lip curled. "One of these. The two on the left were on duty tonight."

Toreni shrugged. "Maybe one of them. Probably one of the guys not on duty. A special job."

Chet leaned forward and pointed at the second from the right. "This one. I saw him at The Pinnacle after you'd taken her way. I kept my eye on him. He talked to the restaurant manager."

Jirra's heart bounced. "They'll know it was us."

Chet's eyes glittered. "I left a snoop dot on the manager's shoulder. The goon said he'd heard a noise out here. The manager told him somebody had had an accident. People had come to take the person to hospital, he thought Shar Burk Central. That was it."

"Crap, girls. Soldar will know she's not dead. That's not good." 

Chet and Toreni exchanged a look. They didn't seem to understand, didn't seem to care. As soon as he realized Marisa was alive, he'd send people to finish the job. Surely. Sometimes Jirra felt left out, two ex-coppers sending signals to each other.

"He won't find out," Toreni said. "That asshole," she pointed at the image on the screen, "isn't going to go back to Soldar and tell him the ex is still around, that he fluffed the job. He might well try out the hospital, see if she's there and finish her off."

Jirra licked her lips. "If he comes looking here, we're in trouble." Twenty minutes before the ship could leave. How many times had she had to cut and run? Quite a few and she still ended up with sweaty palms and a racing heart. She switched vision to the security cameras at the hub entrance on this level, watching people in ship suits coming in and going out.

"You know, if I were in his situation, I'd let it go." Toreni had her head to one side, gazing at the face on the screen. "He'd have to ask somebody to check on our IDs and where we came from. That would be his boss, who would want to know why. Let's assume he comes up with a plausible excuse without admitting Marisa got away and finds out we operate a freighter. Let's assume he connected the autocab with us, in spite of the fact there's no record in the control data. Then he's surely not stupid enough to come down here by himself. If he tells his boss to hold up a ship with a legit departure slot, he'd have to explain why."

Chet grinned. "This is all after he's checked the nearest hospital?"

"Yep. The upshot is if Marisa has disappeared, he'd better hope she doesn't show up, because then Soldar will find out she's not dead."

"And shortly after that, our man..." Chet found the name associated with the face, "Habid will be dead. Soldar has zero tolerance for mistakes. Besides, you've joined an awful lot of dots that an investigator won't have. There's nothing to associate this ship with her. We're legitimate traders, been here many times. If anybody came to ask me, I'd say we helped her out, offered to take her to a hospital but she said she was fine. Last we saw her, she limped off into the backblocks. Still, if it makes you feel better, we can hide her in the secret compartment until we're past Shar Burk's security cordon." Chet turned to Toreni. "Could she handle that?"

Toreni shrugged. "She's sedated. She won't even know."

They'd used the scan-proof compartment before to hide a fugitive, and that time they were boarded. Jirra's heart rate slowed. "That would be good."

Toreni stood. "I'll do that now. I'll put her back in bed when we're in shift space."

It all made sense, Jirra thought. And made her feel better, but the main question still hung in the air, like a real, live vulsaur in the corner. When Toreni returned, she said, "Okay, sounds like we're fine. And I realize that you'll want to talk to her about our favorite governor. But what do we do then? What do we tell her?"

"We don't have to tell her anything. We have a legit cargo, traveling via Crossmar." Toreni shrugged. "En route we can organize via Morgan to create a new ID for her, give her some credits, and leave her alive and well on Crossmar. And in return for services rendered she just might be able to tell us some interesting tales about Sur Soldar."

Jirra folded her arms. "Oh yes. And what do you think she'd know?"

"I've no idea. But if he talks in bed... who knows?"

Chet was shaking her head. "Marisa's going to ask why. Why didn't we take her to a hospital? Why did we put her on a ship and take her away? And we're going to have to come up with a story she'll believe. If we're really lucky, she'll be one of those brainless beauties who believes everything you tell them."

Toreni's shoulders sagged. "That's me, act without thinking. Stupid."

Chet aimed a playful punch at the big woman's shoulder. "Stop with the stupid. You recognized her, realized she'd be dead without help. We'll come up with something plausible. Private investigators?"

Toreni smiled. "Well, that's sort of what we do."

"That's right. We don't have to mention," Chet dropped her voice to a whisper, "Fleet."

"No, we don't. But I still feel a bit vulnerable. If Soldar does find out Marisa's alive and has us followed, he has a ship name and images of all of us as well as names."

Chet put her hands on Jirra's shoulders. "There is nothing to directly associate us with Marisa. The last thing we want to do is panic-react. We're traders on a routine run back to Crossmar. End of story."

Jirra stared at her. Chet was an ex-copper, much more experienced with this undercover activity. She sighed. The nerves still tingled but not as much. She'd be happy to be out of here. "Okay."

Jirra's sanvad chimed, summoning her to the bridge. "Time to move, ladies. Take up position and strap in."

They trooped off to the bridge together, Chet taking up her usual position in the first officer's seat, Toreni behind watching the scanner screens.

Jirra had been persuaded that Habid wasn't a threat. More or less. But she kept the surveillance screen in the corner of her main screen just in case. When she glanced over at Chet, the other woman was doing the same thing. She grinned. She'd bet Toreni was, too.

The umbilicals connecting the ship to the dock snaked back into their housing, the walkway with the airlock to the station concertinaed against the dock. The ship's engines thrummed briefly and Vulsaur reversed out before turning into the traffic lanes. Soon Shar Burk floated in space behind them, a giant, silent hive surrounded by an orderly swarm of ships.

Ten minutes in the traffic lane to the jump gates and they were off into the safety of shift space.

MARISA

MARISA WOKE WITH A DULL headache. But at least she was awake. The only sound was the barely-audible murmur of a climate control system. She opened her eyes a crack and gazed up at a shadowy ceiling. No decoration, just a plain, smooth ceiling.

"Lights."

The light rose, revealing a large cabin. It had to be a cabin. She recalled being taken to a space ship by two women. Or was it three? She remembered the big Shuba, who'd picked her up and put her to bed like a child. She had a soft voice and gentle hands. Marisa raised her fingers to her left cheek. The cut had been dressed. Her arm felt stiff as though she couldn't move it properly. Dressing again. Maybe she'd been taken to a doctor? But she didn't remember anything like that before she was brought here.

Whose ship? Where?

She lay in a bed in a large cabin. Nowhere near as big as the suite on Soldar's private yacht, but much larger than the pokey little crevices she'd encountered in her other life. The bed was large enough for two and a desk was fitted into the corner. No ornate mirrors on the ceiling, no gold ornaments. Soldar wouldn't have liked it.

The hatch opposite the bed swished open and the big Shuba woman stepped inside. "Hi, Marisa. How are you feeling?" She put a bundle of clothes on the desk.

Marisa's nerves jangled. They knew her name. They'd know her status with Soldar. Maybe they'd rescued her to sell her to back to him? Use her as a bargaining chip? And maybe she was being an idiot. Best play along with the music for now. "Not bad. Who are you and where am I?"

The big woman sat on the only chair in the room. "My name's Toreni and you're on our ship, Trader's Gem. We're on our way to Crossmar. We took a guess that Shar Burk wouldn't be very safe for you anymore."

That was a galactic-sized understatement. "Um... yeah. Thanks." And how did they know that?

"Does anything hurt?" Toreni asked. "Your arm? Ankle? The cut on your face seems to be healing well. The dressing will disappear soon. Sorry, but you'll probably have a scar. You must have been caught up in something jagged in your fall."

Fall. Marisa shuddered. Yes, fall. She'd fallen from an apartment window after... after Habid had thrown her out. She'd had sex with him. Slimy piece of filth. She'd always known he wanted a piece of her, the way he'd looked at her when Soldar wasn't around. It hadn't been an issue while she was still in Soldar's favor. "Nothing specific hurts. I feel kind of achy all over. Does that make sense?"

"It does. Your arm bone is knitting and the sprain will take a day or two to heal properly. Do you feel well enough to get up?" 

"I think so."

Toreni motioned at the stack of clothes. "I've brought some clothes for you. They should do for now. I'm afraid your dress is past help. The washroom's just across the corridor. Get yourself cleaned up, then come up to the common room for a meal. I expect you're hungry."

Now Toreni mentioned it, she was. How long had it been since lunch? And that hadn't been much. "Sounds good."

Toreni stood. "Take your time."

The hatch closed behind her.

The headache had cleared. Her ankle felt tender and her forearm was stiff, held in place by a transparent dressing. She was in a space ship, headed for Crossmar. Wow. She should have been dead, a bloody corpse on a fancy walkway outside The Pinnacle Hotel. Somebody was looking out for her. The little voice in her head muttered, 'yeah, me'.

Naked, she crossed the corridor into the washroom and showered, washing grit from her body and hair. A few fingernails were broken, and a couple of them had something underneath the nails. She grinned as she cleaned them. Bits of Habid. He would have carried a nice scar or three back to the office. Let him explain them to his friends.

Clean and dry, she put on a pale gray ship suit that was a little bit snug across the chest, a little short in the leg. Still, she wasn't going to complain. She opened each drawer in the cabinet under the desk. Nothing. The wardrobe contained a survival suit and nothing else. She'd take a guess that this cabin wasn't normally used. She slipped into the corridor and tried each of the other doors. None opened.

That left the one Toreni had mentioned, at the end of the corridor. Time to meet her rescuers, or jailers.

Three women sat at a table in the corner of a larger cabin. Each had a mug in front of her and all of them stared at her. Of the two she hadn't met, one had startling green eyes and a closed, calculating expression. The other one was cool, distant. Appetizing aromas came from the adjacent galley, reminding Marisa she was hungry. Starving, in fact. Her stomach rumbled.

"Marisa. Take a seat." Toreni pointed at an empty seat opposite her. "This is Jirra. She's our pilot. And this is Chet." The one with the green eyes.

"Hello," Marisa said, sliding into the offered chair. "You all know I'm Marisa."

Toreni stood. "I'll get dinner."

"How are you feeling?" Jirra asked.

"Not bad, considering. Thanks for getting me out." Marisa glanced around as she talked, noting class fittings, comfortable seats, an air of expensive class. It wasn't what she'd expected.

"Not a problem," Chet said.

Toreni set a plate in front of her. Wow. This was the sort of food Marisa had learned to expect from top of the range hotels. She looked up at the big Shuba woman who was putting a plate in front of Jirra. "Wow. Where's the chef?"

The big Shuba's eyes twinkled. "You're looking at her."

"You made this?" Marisa had only seen Shuba as large, slow people employed as security guards or troopers.

"Yes. You could say it's a hobby. Go ahead and eat." The big woman stepped back to the galley to collect the other two plates and set them on the table.

Marisa savored every morsel. The food equaled anything served to Soldar and so beautifully presented. At last she put down her cutlery. "That was absolutely delicious. You could get a job as a chef."

The other women all chuckled.

"That's the plan," Toreni said. "Someday."

While Jirra cleared the table Marisa said, "Toreni said you're going to Crossmar."

Chet nodded. "That's right. We have friends there who can give you a new ID. You should be safe there."

"Tell me why."

Chet's eyebrows shot up. "Why you'd be safe? Surely you don't want to go back to Shar Burk?"

"No. Why are you doing this for me? What's in it for you? People don't just do things like you did for no reason."

They exchanged glances. These women knew each other well. The slightest smile hovered over Chet's lips. If that was even her name. "We'll always help another woman in trouble. We recognized you and figured you might need some help getting off Shar Burk."

"Oh please. I'm not stupid. Okay, you recognized me. I'm not sure why you would but you did. Why wouldn't you just call the Sharpos or take me to the nearest hospital?"

"You talked to me." Toreni leaned toward her. "Do you remember? After the fall. Jirra mentioned a hospital. You said no and said something about 'kill'." She shrugged. "We know how Soldar disposes of ladies he doesn't want to see anymore. So, we figured you might want to leave."

Okay, that sounded feasible. "You seem to know a lot about Soldar." She left the 'why' dangling in midair.

There was silence for a split second, then Chet said, "We're private investigators." She waved a hand encompassing the room, the whole ship. "I think the whole galaxy knows Soldar's mixed up with —runs — the pirate networks outside Shar Burk. One of our client's ships is missing. She wants to know if Soldar's involved, if it was stolen, and hopefully, where it is."

Private investigators, huh? It sort of made sense. Toreni knew about fixing wounds. Marisa wondered if she'd been a marine or a guard? Probably. Most of the big Shuba had military experience. The cooking was an unusual bonus. Jirra was the pilot and by the look of her, she'd done time in Fleet, too, all neat and efficient. And Chet looked like an analyst, always assessing, sizing up. She was the leader of the crew, without a doubt. Maybe she'd been in the police or something? And this ship oozed class. Maybe it belonged to the wealthy client. Still, it wasn't her business.

Toreni smiled, leaning forward. "If you'd like to thank us for saving you, just tell us anything you know about Soldar. Anything that isn't public knowledge."

Marisa thought about it. She could tell them quite a bit but not yet. She'd learned her lesson about trusting people too soon. "I don't know what I can tell you. I was his mistress. He liked kink. Tying me up and things. But you probably guessed that." No safe words with Soldar. He enjoyed a bit of hurting although he made sure the bruises wouldn't show in public. She'd always feared him.

Jirra had gone to the galley to make charb. She returned with a pot and four mugs. "To start with, I'd like to know what happened. How you came to land on that table at Sharman's restaurant." She poured charb and pushed the mugs over, then turned to the room's display screen. "Chet saw the guy. Was this him?"

Habid's face appeared on the screen. A shiver ran down Marisa's spine. "Yes, that's him. I'm hoping he's got a handful of scratches on his face now."

A smile flitted across Chet's face. "He has. He came looking for you."

Marisa swallowed bile. If he'd found her, she'd be dead. There was no reason why she couldn't tell them what happened. "I'd gone to bed. I have — had — my own apartment in Soldar's penthouse. Habid woke me, told me Soldar wanted me. That wasn't unusual. I was told to dress, Soldar was waiting for me at The Pinnacles. That had happened before, too. Several times."

"He owns the place through a bunch of holding companies," Jirra murmured.

Marisa stared at the woman. She knew that, although it wasn't common knowledge. It seemed they did, too.

Chet shot an annoyed look at Jirra, then said, "Go on. What happened next?"

"Habid had the limo waiting. We flew across town. Soldar generally waited for me in the penthouse but Habid landed at the thirty-fourth floor."

"How did you feel about that?" Chet asked.

The memory played back across Marisa's mind, clear as a holovid, Habid almost smirking as he held her upper arm to guide her. "That was when I started to wonder. It was different." She'd gone into what she called her defense mode; watch everything, be ready to react. She'd learned her lessons in the bad old days when she didn't get to ride in limos but some of the customers were just as nasty as Soldar.

"He took me into an apartment but Soldar wasn't there. I asked where he was but I knew the answer. Habid said he'd be here shortly, I should just relax, he'd fix me a drink while I was waiting." She could see the man's face in her mind, his eyes bright and expectant as he handed Marisa her favorite cocktail. Fear had filled her gut, a hot, churning pain that coursed through her nerves. He was going to kill her. The drink would be drugged and she'd be found with a suicide note.

"I figured I was going to be dead pretty soon so I did the only thing I could think of. He wanted sex, I could smell it on him, so I encouraged him, said we might as well enjoy ourselves while we were waiting. It would buy me time and I might think of something. And as it happened, that provided proof I was slated to die. He wouldn't have dared touch me if Soldar was about to arrive.

"I pulled up my dress. I wasn't wearing underwear, of course. I put the drink aside while he was getting his cock out. He rode me hard, enjoyed himself. When he got off me, he told me he was sorry but he had a job to do. He was still doing up his pants, staring down at me. I sat up and threw the glass of grog into his face while he had his hands full and ran for the door."

Marisa realized she was rubbing her right hand up and down her left arm, and stopped. "The door was locked, of course. He was angry, then. He grabbed me and I managed to scratch his face, which made him even angrier. I screamed, too. For what that was worth. There was no-one around to hear. He slapped me across the face then dragged me over to the window and threw me out." 

She swallowed, blinking away the moisture gathering in her eyes, back in the common room of a space ship heading for Crossmar. Still alive, the thudding of her heart a drum roll in her head.

"Do you remember the fall?" Chet's voice was soft, full of sympathy.

Marisa nodded. Every moment of it, in terrifying slo-mo. "Yes. I clutched at balconies trying to slow my fall, smacked hard against one. That was probably what broke my arm. I remember hitting my head against something and the pain as my face opened up. Then I hit the awning."

Marisa stared at the table top, at her hand holding the half-full mug and took a sip. Her hand shook.

"Sympathy," Toreni said softly.

"Yeah." Marisa took another, larger gulp from the mug. Sympathy was nice but it didn't get you anywhere. She'd get even. One day. Soldar, too. She'd see them dead. Both of them.

"You said you were getting worried when Habid took you to a different apartment. Was that just because it was out of routine?" Chet asked. "Was Soldar any different? Did anything happen before that might have led to your removal? Any sign of another woman in his sights?"

Marisa shoved away Habid's assault and thought about the question. "I wasn't aware of anyone else. Sometimes he'd arrange a threesome, but there were no regulars. We had sex the night before, as normal as I'd come to expect from him." She concentrated. "Then somebody came. He left me asleep, or so he thought. Went out in a robe. I heard voices, so I got up to snoop. He caught me. He wasn't happy." He'd been angry, his eyes narrowed to slits. "I said I heard voices, I was curious. He told me not to be curious, but he seemed to accept I'd heard and seen nothing. He screwed me then, made it painful."

Chet's nostrils flared. "He hurt you?"

"Sure. Not much more than usual. He was putting me in my place, issuing a warning, I think." She bit her lip. "I didn't pick it as time to go." She'd always thought she'd know when her time was up, when she'd have to run. She'd been wrong.

"Did you hear anything?"

"Not much. Soldar was very happy about something. I caught a few words. 'Success', 'ship'. Maybe it was about the ship you're looking for?" She looked at the faces. They exchanged glances.

"Anything else? Did you know who he was talking to? Did he mention names? Places?"

Marisa ran the encounter back through her mind. Muffled words, laughter from Soldar, the clink of glasses. "I didn't recognize the voice of the man he talked to. So, I'd say he wasn't one of the regular staff. I didn't recognize any place names. Soldar was really pleased at that point. I know he shared a drink with whoever it was. I think he did say 'Dasilva' and something like 'tell someone'. Dasilva's a Vesha Hai Sur. President of Indinara, a planet not too far from Shar Burk. In fact, he's pretty much a neighbor." 

"He's not a nice man, by all accounts," Jirra said. "He and Soldar ought to get along. But maybe they're too much alike."

Marisa shrugged. "Soldar controls the media on Shar Burk. Any reports on Dasilva are always negative."

"Have you met Dasilva?" Chet asked.

"No, but he was in the news from time to time. Soldar despises him." 

Jirra snorted. "Sounds about right. Can you tell us any more about the ship he mentioned?"

"You think it might be your missing ship?"

"Could be. Anything you can tell us might be useful. Think back to that conversation."

Marisa racked her brain. 'Ship'. A class? A model name? "Maybe I'm making this up but I think he said something like dactil."

Jirra made notes. "Thanks. Anything helps. If you think of anything else, please let us know."

"Thanks. I will." The walls of the room wavered and she blinked but weariness flowed through her body. "I'm really tired."

Toreni nodded. "The adrenalin is draining. Go back to bed. Sleep's the best thing now."

CHET

THE DOOR TO THE CREW QUARTERS closed behind Marisa. Jirra displayed the vision from the corridor camera on the display screen and they all watched as their guest entered her cabin and closed the door.

"I think she'll sleep." A hint of a smile lurked around Toreni 's lips. "I added a sedative to her charb."

Chet grinned. "I suppose in her situation I would have been trying doors and things myself. Okay, ladies, what do we think?"

"It all sounded pretty convincing to me. Her story fits the facts as we know them. Anyone else want more charb? Minus a sedative?" Toreni stood and headed for the galley.

"Oh, I'm sure the story was accurate. I'm wondering if she left anything out? Would an overheard muffled conversation be enough to get rid of her?" It seemed thin, as if there should have been more. "Jirra, can you look and see if this instance of changing mistresses fits the pattern for the others?"

Jirra nodded and dug into their Soldar database. They'd recorded everything they could about the man, every press announcement, any deaths among his associates, every hint of talks with pirates, his business dealings, likes and dislikes, travel — everything.

"Yes and no," Jirra said. "All of them were accidents or suicide. Hit by a vehicle, overdose of drugs, accidentally killed in an attempted robbery. That sort of thing. But most times he had a woman waiting in the wings. You get the idea they didn't do anything wrong, he just got sick of them."

Chet thanked Toreni for the charb. "That muffled conversation must mean something, then. Dasilva? Good news about something? Some sort of ship?"

Toreni chuckled.

Jirra and Chet both said 'what' at the same time.

"We came up with a cover story and it turns out it might be exactly what we end up doing," Toreni said, still smiling.

True enough, but they had nothing to go on. The name of yet another notorious dictator and a maybe name of a ship. "Anything for the ship name? Something like dactil"?

Jirra shook her head. "I found some partials and 'sounds like'. Dackle's Girl, Intractable, Dacktillic. But all those ships are accounted for."

"Do we have anything linking Dasilva and Soldar?"

Jirra's fingers bounced over the keyboard. "Not linking, no. Hmm. Looks like Soldar admired the man in the past, when Dasilva dissolved the planetary parliament and declared martial law. He was a general of the local army at the time. But the relationship cooled. Lately, Soldar has made some disparaging remarks at a dinner party or two. 'Wouldn't trust him for a nanosecond' sort of thing. Talk, but nothing specific. There's certainly rivalry between them. Dasilva built a yacht a few years back, bigger and better than Soldar's, so now Soldar is having a new one built."

A new yacht. "I wonder if this is just a status report on his new yacht and he's looking forward to rubbing Dasilva's face in it?" Even as she spoke Chet knew it wasn't so.

Jirra scratched her temple. "Hardly seems to be something worth a death sentence."

No, it didn't. He'd be crowing about it publicly soon enough. "Have they ever met?"

"Yes. Soldar went to Dasilva's swearing in ceremony, when he elevated himself to president for life. That was seven years ago. They haven't met since."

Chet sagged back in the chair. Times like these she could use a stiff drink. "We'll need to talk to Morgan when we get to the next Fleet relay. Then we can get rid of our passenger and do some digging."
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CHET

JIRRA BROUGHT VULSAUR OUT of shift space at the edge of Crossmar's solar system, within reach of the Fleet relay. Morgan listened to their adventures on Shar Burk without comment, although she frowned when she heard about what happened to Marisa.

Morgan scowled, her eyes glinting. "Men like that make my blood boil. I hope he ends up spitted."

Chet nodded. "Marisa agrees with you."

"What do you think of her?"

Good question. Marisa wasn't forthcoming and Chet had soon come to the conclusion that the woman wasn't a beautiful bimbo." Jirra couldn't find much about her. She was a high-class escort, which is where she met Soldar. About then the previous mistress was disposed of and she got the job. I'd say she's a lot more than a beautiful woman. She hasn't said much about her past and we didn't want to pry. She was happy to join in when we played Hurricane Force one evening. She wasn't very good to start with but she picked up the strategy very quickly. In fact, faster than anyone else I've played with."

"What happened to the previous mistress?"

"Drowned in the bath while Soldar was off-planet on business. She'd had far too much to drink."

"Huh."

"Marisa says he likes his sex kinky and he liked to hurt her. Classic misogynist."

"I'll get Prasad to run some background checks on her. Tell me more about this conversation Marisa overheard."

"She says he mentioned Dasilva. And a name something like dactil. We couldn't find any ships or even ship classes of that name. "

Morgan tapped her chin with her fist. "I'll get Prasad onto that, too. He's holding the fort at Mahanadi. The officer in charge of Fleet Intel there died suddenly."

Oh damn. Jirra would be disappointed. She'd been hoping to spend some time with Prasad on Crossmar. But... Mahanadi. Why send a simple request to the capital? "Seems a long way to ask for some data."

Morgan chuckled, her strange silver eyes gleaming. "Well picked and I know Jirra will be disappointed." The smile faded. "There's a leak in Fleet. Anything to do with you guys and what you're doing goes to me and Prasad and nobody else. That way you won't be compromised. At least, we hope so." She cocked her head. "What are we going to do with your passenger?"

"I thought we'd give her a new ID and a couple of thousand credits and wave her on her way on Crossmar."

"Okay. That's easy enough. I'll send the necessary to Jirra." She paused and her eyes unfocused for a moment. "Your dactil thing. I wonder if it could be Pterodactyl? It's a ship building company based on Crossmar." 

What the hell? "What's a... what did you say? Terror dactil?"

"Pterodactyl." Morgan spelled the word. "Seems it was an ancient flying creature that lived eons ago. It looked a bit like a vulsaur but that's about the only comparison." Morgan displayed an image of an ugly creature with a long beak and leathery wings. Chet thought the comparison with the elegant vulsaur was a long shot.

"Is that how you pronounce it?" Chet kicked herself. She knew the place, they had an office on Crossmar's level three. She'd even wondered about the ugly bird above the entrance. The company had built custom ships for Dasilva and Soldar, and it was constructing Soldar's new yacht.

"Weird, isn't it? It's a very old-fashioned word. Let's see..." A second later Morgan said, "You'll need Jirra to get into their systems but Soldar and Dasilva are both publicly listed as clients, as are Mehta, Charpati... a whole string of Hai Surs. Maybe Dasilva stole a ship that was meant for Soldar?"

"I suppose that's possible. Or maybe that late-night discussion really was just about one-upmanship?" 

Morgan seemed to think it might be. "If that's the case, I'll admit I don't care much. Dasilva and Soldar deserve each other. Let it go. What was your plan from here?"

"We have some deliveries on Crossmar. We thought we'd spend a few days so Toreni can spend some time with Alric. Then we go on to Mahanadi."

"Sounds like a plan. The Admiral and I will see you at the capital."

Chet smiled. "Great. I'd like that. So would Jirra."

"Okay. I'll be in touch." Morgan closed the connection.

Chet stared at the bulkhead. That was that. A reasonable outcome. Marisa could go and live her new life, and a spat between billionaires wasn't anyone's problem but theirs. So, why was she reluctant? She'd learned when she was a cop on Crossmar that listening to your gut was a good thing. And her gut was tugging.

She went back through the events, thinking it through. They rescued Marisa, who was supposed to die in an accident. She'd overheard a conversation about what appeared to have something to do with a ship... And that was it. Jirra had established this wasn't Soldar's usual revolving door for mistresses. There wasn't anybody waiting in the wings. So, Marisa had to die for some other reason. Pique because she'd listened at doorways? Or because she might have overheard something important? Which meant it might be more than a pissing contest over a luxury yacht.
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