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      Dedication

      
      
      For all who serve in the armed forces, or in any other capacity in which they discover and must learn to cope with the darkness
         within, with gratitude for the service, and understanding of the dilemmas. And for Jen, for a rescue.
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      ONE

      
      
      
      Kylara Vatta looked at the mass of paperwork from Belinta’s Economic Development Bureau and sighed. The real life of a tradeship
         captain: paperwork and more paperwork, negotiation with shippers, customers, Customs officials. The life she hadn’t wanted,
         when she chose to enter the Slotter Key Spaceforce Academy, and the life she had fallen back into when she was expelled. Boring.
         Mundane.
      

      
      Not that her recent experiences in Sabine had been boring or mundane—terrifying was more like it—and no one would want another
         trip like that.
      

      
      Except that she did. She remembered very clearly the rush of excitement, the soaring glee of the fight itself, the guilty
         delight when she’d killed Paison and Kristoffson. So either she wasn’t sane or … or nothing. She thought of the diamonds
         tucked into her underwear drawer. Not enough to restore her old tub of a ship completely, but enough to take her to somewhere
         else, somewhere she could make the kind of life she really wanted. Perhaps the mercenaries would accept her violent tendencies;
         they’d offered a chance. Perhaps someone else. It would annoy her family, but not as much as the truth would hurt them.
      

      
      No. She had to finish one job at least. Crew depended on her. The ship belonged to her family, as well, and she could not possibly earn enough to buy it away by the next stop
         or the next. She sighed again, signed another sheet, and stared at the next. All right, then. Take this old tub to Leonora,
         deliver that cargo, then to Lastway. If she couldn’t finance a refit by then, return to the original plan and go home by commercial
         passenger ship. If she made enough profit, enough to do the refit, she could get that done and bring the ship back to Slotter
         Key, and then resign. Or—she stared into a distance far beyond her cabin bulkhead. She could send the ship back with someone
         else. Quincy, for instance, knew enough to run the ship herself.
      

      
      In the long run, her family would be better off without her. If her father knew how she’d felt when she killed … no. She
         had had those nightmares, trying to explain to that gentle man, hoping for his understanding but seeing the horror in his
         face. Better the smothering, overprotective love that had annoyed her in their last conversation than that horror, that disgust,
         that rejection. If she went home, he would sense something; he would try to probe, try to get her to confide in him, and eventually
         he would wear her down. It would be worse than anything else that had happened, to have her father sorry she was ever born.
      

      
      She should just go away. Years later, maybe, she might be able to explain it to him, and he might be able to accept it. Years
         might put a safe skin on the raw truth of what she was.
      

      
      She worked her way through the rest of the forms, then decided to take them to the local postal drop herself. Belinta Station
         had few amenities, but a walk would be refreshing in itself.
      

      
      
      “Quincy—I’m going to drop the paperwork off,” she said into the ship’s intercom.

      
      “Find anything to load, or do you want us to start transferring what we left in storage?”

      
      “I haven’t found anything yet,” Ky said. “I may have to go downside for that. Go on and load … see if you can get some
         of the station dockworkers to help with that. Usual rates and all.”
      

      
      She glanced at herself in the mirror and decided she was presentable enough. She needed a new uniform—the one she had left
         after Sabine no longer had the crisp, perfect tailoring her mother had paid for—but only if she was staying with Vatta. If
         she joined a mercenary company, she would wear its uniform; if she stayed independent, she’d have to find one of her own design.
         But to drop off forms to be transmitted to a bureaucracy, gray tunic and slacks should be sufficient. She clipped on the Belinta
         Station access pass.
      

      
      Outside the ship, Belinta Station hardly bustled with activity. Only three ships were in dock, and the other two were insystem
         haulers servicing Belinta’s meager satellite mining operations. On their own dockside, Quincy was talking to a burly man in
         the ubiquitous green tunic of Belinta dockworkers. Beeah, beside her, held a compad ready to record employee data if Quincy’s
         negotiations were successful. Ky walked briskly past two men chatting on a bench, a woman standing by a lift entrance, barely
         restraining a bouncing toddler, the faded ads for Belinta’s few and unenticing tourist resorts, and turned left into the wide
         main corridor. Here were the currency exchanges, banks, communications services—local and ansible— Belinta Port Authority,
         the hiring hall, and, finally, the postal service. Midshift, few others were in sight. Someone with a briefcase just going into Belinta Savings & Loan, two women
      

      
      chatting as they emerged from Allsystems Exchange.

      
      Beyond were rows of blanked openings to spaces that would someday, if Belinta proved prosperous, house more services, more
         stores, more people. No traffic at all moved down there.
      

      
      Ky turned into the postal service’s entrance and walked up to the counter where a display read NOW SERVING NUMBER SIX EIGHTY-TWO. The only clerk in sight did not look up, but said, “Take a number.” Typical Belintan courtesy, Ky thought, and looked around for the number generator. By the entrance. She pulled the tab; the counter display changed
         to NOW SERVING SIX EIGHTY-THREE and the clerk said, “Number six eighty-three!” in an annoyed tone, as if she’d kept him waiting.

      
      “This is all for the Economic Development Bureau,” Ky said.

      
      “To whose attention?” asked the clerk.

      
      “It doesn’t matter. Just the EDB.”

      
      “It has to be directed to an individual,” the clerk said. “You can’t send mail to the whole bureau.”

      
      “It says on the form,” Ky said, pointing to the block under RETURN TO. “No name, just the bureau.”
      

      
      “It has to have a name,” the clerk said. “It’s the rules. All mail to government agencies must be directed to an individual.”

      
      Ky was tempted to make up a name. Instead, she said, “Do you have a directory?”

      
      “Customers are not allowed to use our confidential directories or communications devices,” the clerk intoned. “This is a security
         issue. Customers are advised to identify the correct recipient prior to arriving in the postal service office. Next, please.”
      

      
      
      Ky glanced behind her. No one stood in line. “It wouldn’t take a moment to look it up.”

      
      “Next, please.” The clerk still wasn’t looking at her. Ky wanted to reach across the counter and wring his skinny neck, but
         that was the impulse of a moment. This was part of being a tradeship captain; this was the kind of senseless, ridiculous,
         annoying nonsense she could expect.
      

      
      “Fine,” she said instead. “I’ll deliver it myself.” After all, she had to go downside anyway, to find out if there was any
         cargo worth carrying from this wretched planet.
      

      
      “Glad to be of service have a nice day,” the clerk said all in one breath.

      
      Ky went back the way she’d come, past the corridor that led to the docking area, past Goodtime Eats and Jerry’s Real Food
         and Quick-snack, where the two women she’d seen earlier were head to head over a small table, to the ticket office for the
         shuttle service. She could not remember just when the daily service left—
      

      
      “Two and a half hours,” the clerk said. “Be at the boarding area a half hour before departure.”

      
      That gave time to go back to her ship and change. She turned to go but a screech from the PA system stopped her. “What’s that?”

      
      “I don’t know,” the clerk said.

      
      “Stay wherever you are,” a bone-shaking voice said. “All personnel stay wherever you are. Emergency crews one and two, to dockside on the double. All personnel …”

      
      “My ship!” Ky said. “I have to get back—”

      
      But the ticket office entrance was closed, the metal grate locking with a final chung even as she moved toward it.
      

      
      “You heard ’em,” the clerk said. “We’re all supposed to stay put.”

      
      “Well, I can’t,” Ky said. “Open that thing.”

      
      
      “Can’t,” the clerk said. “It’s automatic, like section seals. Station Security controls it. Unless you’ve got the override
         code like one of the emergency crews …”
      

      
      The PA announcement had stopped. Fifteen minutes later, the grate slid back into its slot, squeaking a little. “Return to normal activity,” the PA said. “All personnel return to normal activity.” Still no announcement of what had prompted the lockdown. Ky hurried back to the docking area. She saw nothing unusual except
         a Station Security officer standing near Gary Tobai’s open hold bay talking to Quincy.
      

      
      “What was that about?” she asked, coming up to them.

      
      “Nothing to concern you, madam,” said the officer. “Please stand away.”

      
      “It’s the captain,” Quincy said, just as Ky said, “It’s my ship; it concerns me.”

      
      “Oh.” The man looked confused. “You’re not in uniform.”

      
      “It needs cleaning,” Ky said. “Here’s my tag.” She held it out, and he scanned it. “What happened?”

      
      “We believe an attempt was made to rob your ship,” the man said. “Individuals known to us as of dubious character were hired
         to move cargo, and this individual”— he nodded at Quincy—“noticed something untoward with one of the containers and challenged
         the individual transporting it, suspecting that a substitution had been made. Two individuals ran away; this individual called
         the alarm.”
      

      
      Theft by casual dockside labor was a constant threat, Ky knew. “Did you catch them?”

      
      “They have not been apprehended yet,” the officer said. “They made it to the unoccupied spaces. We are confiscating this container,
         which they tried to put aboard, and we are searching for the legitimate container your crewmember reports missing.”
      

      
      “I’m sure you’ll take care of things,” Ky said.

      
      “We will find you here?” the man asked.

      
      “No,” Ky said. “I must go downside to deliver reports to your government. My shuttle leaves—” She checked the time. “Sorry,
         I must hurry. Quincy will serve as my agent for the duration of my visit down. All right, Quincy?”
      

      
      The old woman nodded. “I can do that. Will you be buying cargo?”

      
      “Quite possibly. I expect to be downside a few days. I’ll keep in touch.” Ky hurried into the ship. She put on her remaining
         uniform with the formal captain’s cape and made two quick calls to arrange lodging at the Captains’ Guild and an escort to
         meet her at the downside shuttle terminal. She hesitated, then put several of the diamonds in her pocket. She didn’t expect
         anything to cut off her access to Vatta resources, but just in case, it couldn’t hurt to have hard currency.
      

      
      She made her shuttle connection with a few minutes to spare, and rode downside with a mixed lot of Belinta station workers
         going home for the weekend break. She cataloged them automatically—clerical, clerical, equipment operator, service worker—and wondered why she bothered. It was the same mix she could find anywhere across the galaxy, no duller here than elsewhere.
         She spotted her escort at the passenger exit and they exchanged the passwords and ID checks, another familiar routine. The
         ride into the city passed fields striped with a more vivid green than Belintans ever wore. She recognized the machine working
         its way across one of the fields as one she’d delivered from Sabine, and felt a surge of satisfaction. If she could learn
         to appreciate the good done by the cargoes she transported, if she could see things from that angle, maybe.
      

      
      Gerard Avondetta Vatta watched as his pilot loaded his small case in the light plane. They would be back in the city by nightfall;
         he and Stavros would have a working dinner, and tomorrow he would tackle the delicate political tangle still left by his daughter’s
         abrupt departure from the Academy. Now that she was out of danger, now that he had seen her face, had spoken to her, his attention
         had returned to the reasons behind the obvious reasons.
      

      
      Why had a Miznarii complained about religious discrimination in the Academy? Miznarii were a difficult sect, to be sure, but
         they’d served in the Slotter Key Spaceforce for the past thirty years or so without any problems he knew of. And why had Ky
         been chosen as the vehicle? Her habit of helping lame dogs made her gullible, of course, and yet it did not quite satisfy
         him. She was a naturally generous person, yes, but he had noticed a streak of hardness in her that boded well for her survival
         in the cutthroat world of interstellar shipping. When she came back, it might be time to tell her a few things not in the
         basic Vatta database her implant contained.
      

      
      The Miznarii … were they part of the resurgence of anti-humod feeling some of the Vatta captains had reported? They were
         certainly foundational purists who refused even the most common enhancements and modifications, such as cranial implants,
         but he hadn’t heard they bothered with offplanet politics. Besides, Ky had little exposure to humods; she could hardly be
         a target for anti-humod bias.
      

      
      Then there was InterStellar Communications. Vatta had supported ISC all along, and he fully appreciated what ISC had done
         for Ky at Sabine, but he wondered if its judgment matched its power. He’d tried to say something about that to Lew Parminer, the last time Lew visited, but Lew had
         shrugged off his concerns. “We pay our researchers enough to keep them quiet,” he’d said. “No muzzling the ox that treads
         the grain, you know.”
      

      
      Still … there were other sources of wealth in the galaxy. Some who would be willing to pay almost any price for the secrets
         of ISC’s labs. Some already funding research, he was sure, trying to duplicate the secrets of ISC’s technology, or trying
         to advance it. The attack on the ansible platforms at Sabine had been crude, but to Gerard’s mind clearly a test. How strong
         was ISC, and how fast could it respond?
      

      
      The pirates, too … the information from Sabine was disturbing. An alliance of pirates? Of their agents in legitimate firms?
         And how did that work? Vatta had thousands of employees on dozens of ships, more dozens of support offices. Was one of them
         a traitor, feeding information to pirates? So far, the pirates had concentrated on smaller shippers, driving several out of
         business. According to the Captains’ Guild figures—if they were accurate—the largest shippers hadn’t been hit. But that wouldn’t
         last, he was sure. They would run out of easy targets, and move on to take other prey. The great merchant companies, Vatta
         among them, had never persuaded the planetary governments that their trade served to combine and create a true interstellar
         space force capable of policing the spaceways. ISC had the resources, but refused to use them for anything but maintaining
         its own assets.
      

      
      Gerard pinged his implant to remind him to call Gracie Lane when he got to the city. Vatta’s spy service, Stavros called her,
         though her title on the books was special assistant to the chairman.
      

      
      
      “Expecting company?” the pilot asked suddenly.

      
      “What?” Gerard turned; his pilot was staring into the limpid afternoon sky.

      
      “My implant says the airfield’s scans have picked up two unidentified aircraft. Coming in from the east.”

      
      From the great ocean? That made no sense. The regular inter-island passenger plane for the mainland had already been and gone,
         and anyway they didn’t overfly this end of the island. East of Corleigh, the next inhabited island chain was the Merrill Archipelago,
         and its air traffic avoided the fifteen-hundred-kilometer gap, flying south to the Rim Reef, then back west along it. Between
         Merrill and here were only a few uninhabited chunks of rock, recently emerged and sometimes temporary volcanic peaks.
      

      
      His implant, not linked to the private airfield’s minimal scans, fought its way through the safety lockouts, but by the time
         he had access to the airfield scans, he could see the two tiny dots rapidly growing larger and hear their thin whine.
      

      
      “Gaspard, do you have any idea—” he began; then his implant squealed a warning relayed from the airfield scans. Weapons. Those
         little flying things had weapons—he whirled, started to run toward the office building beyond the airfield.
      

      
      “No! Sir, get down!” Gerard paid no attention, but his pilot, younger and faster, tackled him just short of the grass verge.
         He hit the ground hard, furious … the snarling whine overhead much louder now, coming at him. Fear soured his mouth; he
         covered his head with his hands, realizing how useless that was.
      

      
      His implant threw up visuals of the things—windowless, short-winged, unmanned—just before the flash of light, the noise, the
         blow of rushing air and debris that rolled him over and over on the tarmac, then the second flash, the second boom and roar much fainter.
      

      
      He blinked, rolled to his knees. Gaspard gripped his shoulders; the pilot, already on his feet, was pale as cheese curds.
         Ahead, the office building was a mass of flames and roiling black smoke. And beyond, to the right, where the house, the comfortable
         home had stood—a column of flame and smoke.
      

      
      “Myris!” he said. “San!” He wrenched free of Gaspard and ran to the office first because it was closer. He was aware of Gaspard
         running beside him, though he could not hear his footsteps through the roaring in his ears and the clamor of the flames.
      

      
      Someone staggered out, ahead of him, and Gerard slowed to look. One of the clerks, white-rimmed eyes staring out of a smoke-blackened
         face. “What—?”
      

      
      “Take care of her,” Gerard said to his pilot. “Call—” But emergency services for this end of the island were housed in the
         other end of the building. If they had survived they’d already be at work. “Call back to the town. Medical. Call the city—warn
         Stav—” Two more figures staggered out, one half carrying the other; Gerard moved toward them.
      

      
      “You have the skullphone,” Gaspard yelled to him.

	  He blinked against the stinging smoke. Yes. He did. Mental fingers fumbling
         with the shock, he called his brother.
      

      
      “Gerry?” Stavros answered. “What’s wrong—aren’t you coming in this afternoon?”

      
      “Evacuate the building,” Gerard said.

      
      “What?”

      
      “Someone’s just dropped bombs on us here on Corleigh,” Gerard said. “Some kind of drone plane thing. Clear headquarters—they’ll
         hit there next.”
      

      
      
      “I just got an ansible call about some trouble on Allway,” Stavros said. “Connections?”

      
      A burning cinder landed on Gerard’s hand; he flicked it off. “Certainly. Clear the building, damn it.”

      
      “I’ve already hit the alarm, Gerry. They’re going. It takes time, you know.”

      
      They didn’t have time. He knew that, even as he closed on the fiery maelstrom and tried to steel himself to go in and help
         survivors.
      

      
      “Put out an allsystems warning. Let our people know …”

      
      “Right. On it. Are you all right?”

      
      “I’m alive. I’ve got to get in there and see if San—”

      
      “Gerry—don’t. Let the rescue squad—”

      
      “It’s gone,” Gerard said. As the afternoon breeze pushed the column of smoke to one side, he could see that the bomb had hit
         on that end of the office building.
      

      
      “Myris?”

      
      “The house was hit. I don’t know. She was going out to swim after lunch; I pray she did.” If even the pool would be enough
         protection. And that still meant the household staff, cleaning up after lunch. He squeezed his eyes shut a moment, and said
         a short, fervent prayer. “Stav—I heard what you said. They’re leaving. You leave, too. Get in the bunker.”
      

      
      “I will,” Stavros said. “When I’m through. I’m sending out the allsystems warning now … all right. I’m leaving it to a
         volunteer, I’m moving.”
      

      
      It was too hot, the flames burning his face meters from the fire itself. He had just remembered the fuel storage tanks for
         the emergency vehicles when the next explosion threw him off his feet, onto something sharp and hard, and the next three tossed
         more of the building his way, debris as effective as any other form of shrapnel.
      

      
      He was just waking up when Gaspard and old George dug him out of the pile. His left side hurt with every breath. A rib, he
         suspected, or two. He coughed, and the pain stabbed deep. Smoke still billowed from the wreckage, but most of the flames had
         blown out … stubs of walls, spikes of unidentifiable framing members. With the survivors—pitifully few—he stared at the
         ruin. Somewhere in there was San, his only son onplanet. Surely dead … he turned away, unwilling to look anymore.
      

      
      Gaspard stayed with him as he staggered toward the house. Here nothing was left but a hole in the ground; the gardens were
         covered with debris; a single flowering spray of luchis orchids curled up from beneath a window frame, still unwilted. They
         made their way around to the back, where parts of the roof had breached the garden wall. A mat of debris floated on the water
         of the big pool … shards of wood, sheets of paper, bits of cloth, fronds of jabla still pink with bloom, and wide leaves
         of the haricond like rafts, each with its own burden of grit and unidentifiable pieces. Some sank as he watched, as the wind
         ruffled the surface.
      

      
      He was on his knees on the edge of the pool, mouth stuffed with fear and anguish, unable to call her name, unable to see.
         Someone was crying, someone was saying her name, someone’s hands were wet, the water stinging the burns. Someone was pulling
         at her shoulder, struggling to get her face out of the water, ignoring the red streaks turning pink in the dirty water.
      

      
      And then he was lying back against someone, someone talking to him, and he could see her lying in the sun as it dimmed and
         brightened with the whirls of smoke blowing past. Water pooled under her, water stained red, and she did not turn her head to him, did not cry out, did not ask
         what happened.
      

      
      Someone put a flask to his lips. He smelled the sharp edge of whiskey he didn’t want, but he sipped because his throat was
         dry and then nearly choked because it was raw, pain almost as sharp as that in his heart. He smelled clean earth and onions,
         and saw that the hands of the person he lay against were crusted with earth and a shred of green. A gardener. His mind seemed
         to float, slowly noticing, slowly combining what it noticed.
      

      
      Then it all came together. Attacks. Explosions. The house and his wife gone. The office and his son gone. He had warned Stavros.
         He had to—he tried to sit up, and his ribs stabbed him again. The hands behind him helped, lifted.
      

      
      “They’re dead,” he heard himself say. His ears still rang; his voice sounded tinny. “They’re all—who’s alive?”

      
      Gaspard had the list. Soler, Tina, Vindy from the clerk’s section. Bonas, who had been in the toilets on the end not directly
         hit. Gaspard. Old George. All three gardeners. Little Ric, who had been sweeping the front porch and drive, and been blown
         into the ornamental grove of palms and jablas that the drive circled.
      

      
      Everyone was watching the sky; he had to do something, start sorting things out.

      
      “Water,” he heard old George say. “Gotta get some water first.”

      
      “I’ll check the tanks,” said the gardener who’d been supporting him. “If you can stand, sir?”

      
      He could stand; he had to stand; he still had people depending on him. “Go on,” he said. “Check the tanks. Thank you.”

      
      
      Water. Shelter. Food. Protection from whoever had done this. Transportation. Medical care. He prodded his sluggish mind. Decisions
         to be made. Make them.
      

      
      By the time the island’s town-based emergency evacuation system arrived, one of the survivors had already died. Gerard struggled
         to talk to the officials who arrived with the rescue squad. His ears still rang; he could barely stand, and they were asking
         him why the attack came, as if he knew. As if it were his fault. Why didn’t the fire/rescue service respond? Why were they
         housed in the office building anyway? Why had they put the reserve fuel storage underneath? Why, why, why?
      

      
      His implant offered no answers, either. Who had done this? How had they done it? More aircraft arrived, full of law enforcement
         investigators, some he knew and some he’d never seen before. Someone brought a scorched chair, blown from the office, for
         him to sit in. Aircraft departed, taking away his injured employees. The afternoon passed; the hill’s shadow stretched across
         the airfield. Someone looked him over, advised hospitalization; he refused. His mind felt numb, smoke-blurred, but he could
         not leave, not yet.
      

      
      Then the parrot-squawk of a voice he knew penetrated the blur. “Get him out of here, you idiots. He’s a target.” The voice
         came nearer. “Gerry—Gerry look at me. Focus.”
      

      
      She looked no less dotty than she had looked for the past twenty—thirty—years, her graying hair unruly in the late-afternoon
         breeze, her print silk dress, her strings of beads and jangling bracelets, but her eyes were bright.
      

      
      “Gracie,” he mumbled.

      
      “You look horrible,” she said. “Gerry, get up.”

      
      “I don’t know if I—” But he was on his feet, supported again by someone’s shoulder under his arm, following the quick clatter of Gracie’s incongruous high heels across the tarmac. Pain stabbed his side with every step. “I can’t leave,”
         he said to her back. “Myris—San—the others—”
      

      
      “They’re dead,” she said over her shoulder. “You’re alive. You need to stay that way. We need you, Gerry.”

      
      A cold chill ran down his spine that had nothing to do with his injuries. “Stavros?”

      
      “Later.” And to his helpers: “Get him in, get that oxygen hooked up.”

      
      He felt himself heaved up into the plane; pain so great he almost passed out turned his whole left side to white heat. He
         panted in his seat, let his eyes sag shut as he felt the cool flow of oxygen under his nose.
      

      
      “Breathe,” he heard Gracie say. “And keep breathing, damn it.” He felt the craft vibrate under him, engines starting, the
         bumping of taxiing for takeoff sending knife-like flashes of pain through his side, his shoulder, and then the lurch as they
         took off.
      

      
      “Where?” he asked, that one word exhausting him.

      
      “Someplace safe, I hope,” Gracie said. He heard her sigh, a little grunt as she shifted in her own seat. “If there is such
         a place. We thought the headquarters bunker level …”
      

      
      “Not?” he asked.

      
      “Just lie still, Gerry. Nothing to do now but live till we land.”

      
      “Don’t let them … ,” he managed. Then some salty fluid filled his mouth; he choked, swallowed, and nearly heaved it up.

      
      “Damn,” Gracie said again, more quietly. He felt the oxygen mask pulled aside, and something soft wiped the corner of his
         mouth.
      

      
      “Get the implant,” he said. His mind cleared briefly. Oxygen would do that. His implant, Stavros’ implant. Whoever had done this must not get the master database. “Gracie … take implant. Command database.”
      

      
      “I know, dear,” she said. Dear? Gracie had called him dear? The same Grace who had once told him, when they were both much
         younger, that he would be on his deathbed before she would praise him?
      

      
      “’M hurt,” he said, loathing the weakness and confusion in his voice.

      
      “You are,” Gracie said. “We’ll try to get a doctor to you, once we’re safe. Not a hospital, so don’t exhaust yourself explaining.”
         She sighed again. “Gerry, Stavros is dead. Headquarters was hit; the bunkers didn’t hold. Someone knew enough about them.”
         He heard a high-pitched noise, something like metal on metal. “Someone wants to destroy Vatta, Gerry. You have to hang on.”
      

      
      No doubt in her voice. He could do what she said, until she doubted. He breathed in spite of the pain, in spite of the weakness
         that crept up from his legs, the dark cloud that tried to cover him.
      

      
      Questions remained. Who? Why? How?

      
      Gracie Lane Vatta forced herself to ignore the medical team working on Gerard, forced herself to concentrate instead on the
         attack, on the methods and the meanings. Unmanned drones; the airfield’s security system had produced identifiable visual
         and internal data scans. Military weapons, and not a type used by Slotter Key’s own planetary forces, or so they insisted.
         Satellite scans had revealed the origin: Bone Island, an uninhabited, barren, rocky volcanic spur 430 kilometers east of Corleigh.
         Someone was—or had been—on Bone Island long enough to launch the drones. One of her contacts in the government was even now
         going back through scans from the previous days, to see when and how they had arrived. And—though she doubted this was possible—to find out who they
         were.
      

      
      At corporate headquarters, the attack had been different, but equally devastating. Up from the utility tunnels below the city
         … boreholes to the foundations of Vatta headquarters, boreholes around the outside of the bunkers, bunkers reinforced
         to withstand earthquake, storm, even attack from atop and collapse of the building atop them.
      

      
      But not explosives applied directly to the bunkers, to the sides, to the floors. It would have taken, at shortest estimate,
         weeks to bore those holes, place those charges.
      

      
      Until this, she’d thought the worst threats to Vatta were the growing menace of pirates on the tradeways and possibly an assassination
         attempt against Gerard’s daughter Ky in retaliation for her actions in the Sabine conflict. She had just completed a report
         on piracy, which she’d planned to present to Gerard and Stavros sometime in the coming week. She had, weeks ago, alerted all
         senior staff to the increased possibility of assassination attempts. An attack of this magnitude had not even occurred to
         her, and she was furious with herself for not seeing it coming.
      

      
      The aircraft they were in, escorted by Slotter Key military aircraft that did not make her feel as safe as she would wish,
         flew not to the capital but to her private residence near Corleigh Town. She had balanced the greater protection the government
         already provided to the capital with the vulnerability of several hours over open water … with the ease of tracking aircraft
         from space … with Gerard’s condition.
      

      
      Who had done this? Why? And why do it this way, an open declaration of war not only against Vatta, but also against Slotter Key? What was the message here? Would there be more attacks, and when, and where?
      

      
      Her implant, customized for her work, laid out for her the information so far obtained, in the usual matrix. What resources
         were implied by the choice of weapons, the choice of launch site. What conditions were necessary for the attack to succeed,
         what were the pinch points in the execution where it might have been frustrated. Which known enemies of Vatta or Slotter Key
         had such resources.
      

      
      Working through the usual routine of analysis held off, for the time being, the shock she knew was hovering just overhead.
         It wasn’t supposed to be like this. These things didn’t happen in real life, to ordinary people. She knew better. She had
         seen war before; she knew its terrible thirst for death, for the destruction of beauty.
      

      
      By the time the plane landed, she knew this attack could not have occurred without help from somewhere in the Slotter Key
         government. Her anger spread from herself and the attackers to that as-yet-unnamed traitor. Someone had kept Spaceforce from
         reporting a shuttle dropping from a ship in orbit, or someone had deep-sixed the report. Someone had kept the satellite surveillance
         from reporting that installation on Bone Island. Someone—someone here, within her reach—had connived at the attack, had wanted
         to destroy her family, her life.
      

      
      Gracie Lane Vatta smiled to herself, a smile that old enemies, now long dead, would have remembered. The enemy had won the
         initiative. The enemy had caused great damage. No doubt the enemy was dancing or laughing or in some other way enjoying the
         triumph. But Gracie Lane Vatta would wipe that smile off the enemy’s face, stop that dance in its tracks, stuff the laugh
         back down the enemy’s throat. She could not do it all by herself, and her resources at present were limited. But at least the traitor or traitors on Slotter Key … those she could reach and those
         she would take care of, whatever else happened.
      

   



      
      
      TWO

      
      
      
      The voice in Gammis Turek’s earbug said what he expected to hear: “—unexpected attack on our citizens. Outrageous. Can’t be
         tolerated—”
      

      
      But they would tolerate it. They would do nothing effective, while pouring out torrents of words, because they knew what he
         knew, that they could do nothing. Their fancy Spaceforce, so shiny and proud, could do nothing because they had no way to
         operate outside their own system. Their privateers, so hated and feared, could do nothing because they had no command structure.
         Slotter Key had dealt with the rest of the sector in its own way: arrogantly. A combination of cheeseparing caution—using
         privateers for outsystem operations cost less than funding a real space navy—and exuberant flouting of the rules, such as
         they were, that governed such uses. No other planetary system would come to their aid just because one of their richest corporations
         had suffered a terrorist attack.
      

      
      Time for turnabout. Time for reversals. Time for Slotter Key to realize that, just like Vatta Transport, it didn’t have any
         recourse. It might be only a side issue in a greater war, but it was a side issue that gave considerable satisfaction to some
         of its allies. He didn’t doubt that in five or six years, the Slotter Key Spaceforce could be a force to reckon with, but it wasn’t now, and now was all that mattered.
      

      
      “You listen to me,” he growled at the voice; it stopped in midword. “You will do nothing. The time has changed, and Vatta
         serves us well as a warning to others. Stay away from them. Give them nothing. Anyone near Vatta will fall in the same catastrophe.”
      

      
      “But they’re our—”

	  “They’ve supported you and your party, of course we know that. They think you owe them something. Well,
         it won’t be the first promise you’ve ever broken.” Gammis had a list, in case it should become useful.
      

      
      “But—”

      
      “If you move against us,” Gammis said, “we will destroy not just Vatta, but Slotter Key, as well. We have the ships. We have
         the weapons. Ask your Spaceforce— go ahead. They’ll tell you. We have many allies who would enjoy seeing your presidential
         palace a smoking hole just like Vatta headquarters, who would be delighted if your people died of plagues or starvation.”
         He paused; the jittering voice in his ear said nothing. He let his voice soften. “And there is, of course, something positive
         to be gained by freeing yourself of Vatta’s trade domination. If Vatta takes the fall, trade will not be interdicted …
         it’s just that someone else will profit from their tik plantations …”
      

      
      Silence continued. Gammis counted seconds. They would take the bait, but how long would they think about it?

      
      “Vatta,” the voice said, this time calmly, “has done nothing to deserve this. If you had attacked privateers—”

      
      “Hitting the innocent is a more effective warning,” Gammis said. Not that Vatta was entirely innocent. They had stupidly supported InterStellar Communications all these years;
         they had reported suspicious ships and persons … and besides, it was one of their own who betrayed them, who urged that
         they be made an example. In the longer plan, in the greater scheme of things, that one would surely fall since he could not
         be trusted, but in the meantime he was useful, worth doing a favor for. “You will do nothing,” Gammis said again. “If you
         want your government to stand.”
      

      
      “I don’t know how we’re going to explain … ,” the voice said.

      
      “You’ll figure something out.” Gammis cut off the connection.

      
      “Will they behave?” his second in command asked. “Or will they leak?”

      
      “They’ll leak in time,” Gammis said. “Vatta’s got supporters on their own world. But they have no way to spread the word.
         They don’t realize it yet …” He chuckled, and his second in command grinned back at him. This was the way they should
         have done it from the first. The Sabine mess had been a big mistake; Gammis conveniently ignored the fact that he had voted
         to blow the ansible platforms. This time … this time they had a better plan. He knew the coalition wouldn’t last forever,
         but for now, for the length of time it would take to bring down InterStellar Communications and consolidate the power they
         needed, it would hold.
      

      
      They didn’t have to kill all the Vattas, whatever that idiot said. They only had to kill enough, at once or within a short
         interval, enough to shock and terrify the rest: Vatta and non-Vatta shippers, Slotter Key and other planetary governments.
         No more little bangs, no more sporadic raids. One big paralyzing, terrifying, enigmatic explosion … He grinned wider. He could just imagine the frantic scrambling,
         the panic spreading through Captains’ Guildhalls, government offices, corporate headquarters, all across this sector. Everyone
         trying to figure out who, and why, and what would happen next. He and his allies were the only ones who knew the answer.
      

      
      By the time they figured it out, if they ever did, it would be too late. He knew all about Slotter Key’s President; the President
         didn’t even know his name. Someday everyone would know it.
      

      
      Ky checked in at the Captains’ Guild and took her duffel up to her room while her escort waited. It took only a few minutes
         to unpack and freshen up. She would take the paperwork to the Economic Development Bureau first, and then pay her courtesy
         visit to the Slotter Key legation. With any luck, she could have the afternoon free to start looking for cargo. She’d downloaded
         a list of recent shipments, but Belinta’s exports didn’t match well with her understanding of what would sell at Leonora.
         Lastway was a mystery; from the records, its markets went up and down dramatically, depending on what preceding ships had
         delivered.
      

      
      At the Economic Development Bureau, she handed the paperwork to a bored clerk and received the confirmation of the final funds
         deposit in the Vatta account. She was almost back to the legation when her escort turned to her.
      

      
      “Captain, there’s an urgent message from the Captains’ Guild. Your ship wants to contact you, and you have no implant.”

      
      “Call the legation and tell them I may be delayed,” Ky said. “We’ll go to the Captains’ Guild.”

      
      Only a few minutes later, she was in a secure communications booth in the Captains’ Guild lobby, talking to Quincy aboard Gary Tobai. “Slow down,” she said finally. “I thought it was cargo thieves and now you’re telling me it’s sabotage?”
      

      
      “The station police say it is. Was going to be. They found our cargo—the original, part of the consignment to Leonora—in a
         utility closet. They’re sure it’s the same; it’s got the consignment IDs on the tape. But what was in the container that fellow
         loaded was a time-delayed explosive. They said it could have blown up the ship. And part of the station if we’d still been
         docked. If I hadn’t noticed—and I almost didn’t, he was just a dockworker, I thought—Captain, we could have been killed—!”
      

      
      “But you did spot him, and we weren’t,” Ky said. Her mind whirled. Sabotage was not unknown, and Paison’s allies might consider
         that they had a motive. They knew— anyone who followed the news stories would know— where she was going when she left Sabine
         system. But Belinta was an unlikely place for an ambush, she’d have thought. Well out of the way, small, little traffic, an
         insular, suspicious culture. It would have been more cheaply and easily done somewhere else.
      

      
      “They want us to leave,” Quincy went on. “For our own safety, they’re saying, but I can tell they’re scared.”

      
      So was Quincy, by her face and voice, and no wonder. “A good idea,” Ky said. “How close were we to finishing loading?”

      
      “Another six to eight hours.”

      
      “It will take me that long to get back up to the station,” Ky said. “Unless I charter a flight.” Would that be reimbursable
         as a legitimate expense, under the circumstances? “I’ll let the consul know something’s come up, and forget looking for cargo.”
      

      
      
      “Don’t forget to report this to headquarters,” Quincy said.

      
      “Headquarters?”

      
      “All material threats against Vatta ships—you’ll need to give them an ansible call right away. So if it’s more than local,
         they can warn other ships.”
      

      
      “That seems a bit extreme,” Ky said. “I think it’s probably something to do with Sabine; it shouldn’t affect anyone else.”

      
      “If you had the Vatta implant, it would be in emergency procedures, Captain. Piracy, sabotage, anything like that. Call headquarters
         immediately—I would have, if I hadn’t been able to raise you within the hour.”
      

      
      “You still could—” Ky began.

      
      “No, it’s captain’s responsibility; they’ll want to hear from you.”

      
      “I should wait until I’m up there and have the report from the police,” Ky said. “They’ll ask questions I can’t answer—”

      
      “Immediate notification is the priority,” Quincy said. “It’s in the implants.”

      
      If she did what she planned, she’d never have the Vatta implant. Wrong time to think about that, though. “All right. I’ll
         call right away, then see how soon I can get back up there. Once you’ve got the ship loaded, button us up. Will the police
         put a guard on our dock space?”
      

      
      “Yes. There’s one out there now.”

      
      That was a help. She hoped that was a help.

      
      “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” she said, and signed off. Now for the ansible call home. Belinta’s ansible-access procedures
         worked normally, the status lights blinking appropriately through their sequences. She had no idea what time it would be at Vatta corporate headquarters, but it didn’t matter. They had someone on duty in the communications
         suite at all hours. The green lights blinked three times, and the screen lit, but showed no image.
      

      
      “Vatta Headquarters,” a voice said. “This call originated on Belinta. You are Captain Kylara Vatta, is that correct?”

      
      “Yes,” Ky said. This didn’t sound like standard procedure. “Are you transmitting visual? This screen is blank.”

      
      “Link your implant for urgent download,” the voice said without answering her question.

      
      “I don’t have an implant,” Ky said. “What is it? I was going to report a threat—”

      
      “Uh … go ahead. Report the threat.” She heard voices behind the voice she was listening to, as if the sound shielding
         weren’t on. She couldn’t quite hear what they were saying.
      

      
      “Unknown persons posing as dockworkers attempted to load an explosive device onto my ship,” Ky said. “The ship is safe and
         undamaged, but they got away.”
      

      
      “Understood,” the voice said. “We have a situation here, too, Captain. We are sending a warning to all ships; there appears
         to be the possibility of multiple threats to Vatta personnel.”
      

      
      “What kind of threats?” Ky asked.

      
      “I … am not at liberty to say,” the voice said.

      
      “Could you connect me to my father, please?” Ky said. She would find out more from him than from some communications tech.
         “Gerard Vatta? Or my uncle?”
      

      
      “Uh … I’m afraid that’s not possible at this time,” the voice said.

      
      “Why?” Ky asked. “He’s got his skullphone.”

      
      “He is …” A pause. “He is temporarily unavailable. Your message will be forwarded immediately and I’m sure he will want to speak with you.”
      

      
      Cold swept over her. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “You said a threat—what’s happened?”

      
      “Captain—” Another pause. “It is not for me to say. There is a Situation.”

      
      “Are the senior officers all right?” Ky asked.

	  “I believe so, yes.” Something in the voice conveyed doubt, not assurance.

      
      “But you aren’t sure—”

      
      “It’s the—” The screen blanked, and the status light went to yellow, blinking. SIGNAL LOST. DO YOU WANT TO RECONNECT? Y/N appeared instead. Ky sat back; she could feel her pulse racing. Whatever had happened had happened—instantaneous communication
         or no, whatever it had been was over. She could do nothing about it. She would try a direct call to her father—much more expensive,
         but at the moment money didn’t matter.
      

      
      She cracked open the booth door to let her security escort know that she would be making more calls, but before the door was
         fully open she saw a trio of masked figures push through the inner door of the lobby, weapons out. Her escort, standing at
         the desk chatting with the assistant manager, whirled, but too late: he was dead and so was the assistant manager before either
         of them could push a panic button. Ky ducked back into the booth, but did not latch the door; that would turn on the ENGAGED light. Instead, she held very still.

      
      “What room?” she heard one of the intruders ask. A mumble, then the same voice said, “Upstairs.” An instant of relief. She
         eased around to peek out the door. One of the figures was crouched over the bodyguard, going through his pockets. No chance
         then to run out the door and get help. She could almost feel the blow in her back if she tried it. But once they found she wasn’t in her room they’d
         search the place, including this booth.
      

      
      The booth held nothing she could use as a weapon. The booth could not be used for local calls—and would not function anyway
         without the door being latched, at which the telltale light would come on. All this ran through her mind, a cascade of logic
         that came down to one conclusion—and she was already in motion when she became aware of it.
      

      
      The masked figure frisking the dead guard had his back to her at the moment—five strides took her across the lobby. Three
         before he noticed anything and whirled, but she was already moving so fast that his hasty shot missed, and she was on him.
         Primary disarm—the weapon flew out of his hand and skidded across the floor. Her chop at his throat met a hard surface; he
         wore armor under his clothes. He uncoiled a vicious kick; Ky evaded it, whirling and noticing the movement of his left hand
         toward his side. The next weapon—instead of trying to intercept that movement, she dove toward the dead guard, snatching his
         weapon as part of a sideways roll, and shot her attacker square through his mask before he had his weapon all the way out.
         She recognized the stab of emotion that passed through her, sharp and sweet; a wave of guilt followed: Not again. She shook it away.
      

      
      Seconds had passed. They would be at her floor now. They would be opening the door. And how many were left outside, in case
         she managed to escape and try to flee? If she’d had an implant, she could have called for help by now. Ky reached over to
         the reception desk’s outside line. It hummed, and she punched in the local emergency code. A faint rhythmic buzz … three,
         four, five. Behind the reception desk was the office—she hadn’t been in it, but brief glimpses when the clerk came in and out suggested the usual
         work space, which might or might not have another exit. The corridor to the left led to the dining room, and from there to
         the kitchens and presumably another exit, which might also be covered by the assassins. But offices, dining rooms, and kitchens
         had lots of hiding places. Which … ?
      

      
      The lift hummed suddenly, then clanked into motion. The assassins? Or some innocent bystander? For the first time she thought
         about the other possible captains in residence. Two—but they might or might not be in their rooms. Around the desk, a glance
         at the assistant manager, a crumpled heap on the floor, at the monitor. The lift stopped, but now she heard footsteps on the
         stairs. No time to make it to the corridor. She ducked into the office with its desks, cabinets, shelves stocked with office
         supplies. Another door led into a smaller room that seemed to function as a storeroom for linens and cleaning supplies. She
         moved into it, checked that nothing had a reflective surface to reveal her to someone outside, and flattened against a stack
         of toilet paper cartons.
      

      
      Voices outside. “Piet’s dead … somebody’s given the alarm.”

      
      “Stupid bitch wasn’t in her room—could be her?”

      
      “Doesn’t matter. No time—we go now.”

      
      “Piet?”

      
      “Leave him. Come on.”

      
      Footsteps across the lobby floor, the squeak of the inner door opening, then hissing shut, a clear invitation to someone in
         hiding to emerge. Ky stayed where she was, counting to herself. Five, ten, fifteen, twenty. Something scraped, thumped faintly.
         The hair on her arms stood up; she held her breath. She hadn’t felt nausea this time when she killed, but now her stomach clenched. The outer door of the
         office swung suddenly, banged against the wall.
      

      
      “Hey! Anybody home? What’s going on here?”

      
      It was not the officials. A different voice, but not the officials because she would have heard the front door.

      
      “I seeeee youuu … ,” the voice mocked. “Better come out, sweetheart …”

      
      Ky held still. She could not be seen; she knew she could not be seen. She heard a breath drawn in, let out.

      
      “If you’re here, bitch, we’ll get you later,” the voice said, now quietly serious. “But I don’t think she is,” it went on,
         this time clearly a comment-to-self. “And here come the puds.” The footsteps retreated. She dared not peek out to see where
         the man went, but a moment later she heard a cry from the direction of the kitchen.
      

      
      Now the wheeze of the front doors, banging, stomping, clattering, several loud voices. Ky slid out of the storage room, her
         knees shaking with reaction, and looked out of the office to see a startled man in uniform staring at her.
      

      
      “Freeze!” he yelled, bringing his weapon to bear. Ky stopped. “Drop the weapon!”

      
      “But I’m the one—”

      
      “Drop the weapon!”

      
      Now there were five of them, their own weapons leveled at her. She dropped the guard’s weapon.

      
      “Get on the ground!”

      
      “But I’m the one who called—”

      
      “Now! Face down! On the ground!”

      
      “I’m the one who called you!” Ky said. “They were trying to kill me—!”

      
      “Get. On. The. Ground.”

      
      It was infuriating. How could they think she’d done it? Though she had killed the one. With a sigh, Ky got down on the ground. Feet came closer. It occurred to her, just as the
         feet came into her range of vision, that maybe these weren’t the police.
      

      
      “Who are you?” Ky asked. “I hope you’re official.”

      
      “We’re official all right,” a voice said overhead. “Just don’t give me any trouble now.”

      
      “There were three of them that I saw,” Ky said. “All with masks—”

      
      “Hands behind your back,” the voice said.

      
      Ky complied, in the hope they would finally listen to her when they had her trussed up. Instead, she was rolled over, propped
         against the wall, and told to stay put. The hand she’d whacked against the assassin’s armor throbbed unpleasantly. At least
         now she could see … men in dark green uniforms with markings she didn’t recognize on cuffs and collars. They were hunched
         over the dead clerk, with more beyond the desk.
      

      
      One of them came to her again. “Is this your weapon?” he asked, holding out the one she’d taken from her bodyguard.

      
      “No—it belonged to my security escort.”

      
      “Yours—he was working for you? Then why did you take his gun?”

      
      “He was dead at the time,” Ky said. “And the other one was trying to kill me.”

      
      The man looked at her sourly. “So you say—” A voice from down the corridor interrupted him.

      
      “Shem! Here’s another one!”

      
      The man left. Ky fretted. No one ever seemed to consider that the person being restrained might be innocent. Her instructors
         had commented on that fact when telling cadets how to behave if they were ever stopped by law enforcement. She’d already violated rules one and two: don’t be where trouble happens, and never be caught with a weapon
         in your hand.
      

      
      And here she sat, immobilized. What if the assassins came back? Her muscles twitched; she took a long breath, trying to calm
         herself.
      

      
      The man reappeared. “You say you’re the one who called us?”

      
      “Yes,” Ky said.

      
      “When? Why?”

      
      “Because of the attack,” Ky said. “I had seen them kill my bodyguard and the clerk, and then—”

      
      “Them? How many?”

      
      “Three on the inside,” Ky said. “I was over there in the combooth—” She gestured with her chin. “—when they came in. My bodyguard
         and the clerk were at the reception desk, chatting. The assassins shot them both, then two went upstairs. Looking for me,
         probably. The other was searching the guard’s body.” She stopped for a moment to get her thoughts in order.
      

      
      “Go on.”

      
      “I couldn’t use the combooth because the light would come on and they’d know where I was.”

      
      “Why do you think they were after you? You, particularly?”

      
      “I don’t know,” Ky said. “My engineer had just called to let me know that the fake cargo container put on my ship was explosive.
         Your colleagues up on the station can tell you more about that.” Should she even mention the call to Vatta headquarters, the
         lost connection? Yes. “I had called my company headquarters,” Ky said. “Apparently some group is targeting Vatta Transport.
         They were about to put out a warning. Then the connection failed, so I don’t know any more than that. Anyway, I couldn’t use the combooth, and I couldn’t see how to get out without him seeing
         me.”
      

      
      “Why didn’t you use your implant?” the man asked.

      
      “I don’t have one,” Ky said. “Head injury—they had to take it out and it can’t be replaced for six standard months.”

      
      “Ah. So … you tried to escape and—you’re asking me to believe a trained assassin couldn’t hit you?”

      
      “No. I thought if I rushed him I could knock him out, maybe.” The policeman looked at her with obvious disbelief. “It could
         work,” Ky said. “And I didn’t have a weapon.”
      

      
      “Did it work?”

      
      “No. I surprised him, but he was wearing body armor under his mask. He threw me off, I landed near the guard’s weapon, and
         snatched it—and got off a shot before he did.”
      

      
      “Hmmm.” He looked thoughtful.

      
      “Shem, these wounds were made by different weapons,” said one of the others. “The guard and the clerk were both hit with Staysil
         rounds, and so were the cook and the helper in back; the masked one with a Conroy.”
      

      
      “Staysil rounds. Sounds like the Edmunds crew,” the policeman said. He looked at Ky and shook his head. “Someone wants you
         dead very badly, if they’re after you. Edmunds and company are not just trouble, but expensive trouble.” He sighed heavily,
         and reached over to release Ky’s arms. “Don’t try to run. We did not need this. Diplomatic mess, too. You’ll want to see the
         Slotter Key consul, no doubt. And I don’t suppose you know why anyone would be after Vatta captains?”
      

      
      “No,” Ky said, rubbing her wrists. She glanced at the painful hand. Swollen and darkening. She hoped she hadn’t broken a bone. “I don’t. I need to get back to my ship—”
      

      
      “Not yet,” he said. “You did, after all, kill that man.” He cocked his head toward the outer door. “He may be a criminal,
         and he may have tried to kill you, but we have to determine whether, under our laws, this excuses your killing him. You can
         count on at least overnight, Captain Vatta. You may inform your crew, but we will monitor the conversation. You may have access
         to the Slotter Key legation, of course, but with an escort we provide. Since—if it is the Edmunds crew—your life is in danger,
         we will provide protective custody.”
      

      
      Ky tried not to glare. “You’re going to put me in jail because I was attacked?”

      
      “Not exactly. Because you killed someone and you were attacked. And not exactly jail, but someplace safer than the Captains’ Guild.”
      

      
      “Let’s go see what they did to my room,” Ky suggested. “My luggage—”

      
      “Fine. But I’ll go with you. Do not try to touch anything. It would be against your best interest.” Nodding to the others,
         he let her lead the way upstairs.
      

      
      “They used the stairs,” Ky said. “And I think also the lift.” She was carefully not touching the stair rail.

      
      “They will have worn gloves,” the man said. He sounded glum.

      
      In her room, the bedcover was missing, and her empty duffel lay open in a corner. The closet was open; her clothes were gone;
         all the drawers were empty. In the bathroom, all the toiletries were gone as well.
      

      
      The policeman grunted. “Typical,” he said after a moment’s look around. “They want everything to check for DNA and anything else that might be useful. I hope you didn’t leave them something juicy.”
      

      
      Ky’s stomach churned again. Being physically attacked was one thing, but having her things taken—all of them—was in some ways
         more upsetting. “The—valuables—are in the safe downstairs. If they didn’t break into that.”
      

      
      “No,” he said. He had pulled on gloves; he opened the drawers all the way, looking into them for anything left behind, opening
         the cabinets in the bathroom. “So you’re a prudent traveler … I suppose one expects that from spaceship captains.”
      

      
      “I wasn’t prudent enough to put a set of underwear in the safe,” Ky said ruefully. “I hope you have a good ’fresher in the
         jail.”
      

      
      “I’m sure someone can obtain the necessary items for you,” he said.

      
      “It doesn’t make sense,” Ky said. “Surely someone would notice men in masks carrying a bundle that looks like a bedspread
         …”
      

      
      “I doubt they carried it far,” the man said. “Or they had something else to put things in and just used the spread to make
         it easy to collect them.”
      

      
      “I almost came up here to make the call,” Ky said. Her knees felt shaky again. “I thought, walking back, My feet hurt and
         I’ll just go upstairs and kick my shoes off. But the combooth in the lobby was closer. If I had come up here I’d have had
         no warning …”
      

      
      “Sit down, Captain Vatta,” the man said. “You’re looking pale.” Ky sat on the bed, which was nearer than the chair. She told
         herself to get a grip, but tremors shook her. “A natural reaction … though it took you rather longer to get to it than
         most.”
      

      
      
      “I … thought I was all right,” Ky said. Her hand still hurt where she’d hit the man’s armor.

      
      “I think I will call your legation, if you permit, on your behalf,” he said. He sounded almost friendly now. Ky tried to focus,
         tried to grasp why, but she couldn’t.
      

      
      “Thank you,” she said. The tremors eased, but she still felt cold and sick.

      
      The consul appeared only minutes later. “Captain Vatta, the captain has explained what he understands happened. How can we
         be of service?”
      

      
      She could not imagine asking the consul to go buy her some underwear, and at the moment the lack of underwear loomed larger
         in her mind than anything else.
      

      
      “I’ll be all right,” she said, aware that the statement made incomplete sense at best. “The ship needs to know.”

      
      “I think she’s in shock,” she heard the policeman say. “I thought at first … but then she went pale and started shaking.”

      
      “Reaction,” said the consul. “You’re a bit pale yourself, you know.” Ky could not think of the consul’s name. His face seemed
         to leap nearer. “Captain—do you know my name?”
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” Ky said. “But no.” She should remember it, she knew that much. She had called him from Belinta Station when she
         arrived; they’d discussed the Sabine situation. She had arranged to meet him at the legation this very morning. But everything
         had gone fuzzy at the edges and all she had the energy to do was sit there.
      

      
      Then the policeman canted slowly to one side and collapsed. People shouted, ran to and fro, and Ky watched it all with a detachment
         that she knew was unnatural, until someone picked her up and put her on a litter and she slid into sleep.
      

   



      
      
      THREE

      
      
      
      The room smelled of familiar tropical flowers, lush and spicy. A floral print on the bed, on the dressing table with its low
         bench, on the lamp shade. Walls of soft peach, with a faint cream stripe. Ky lay back against the piled pillows, wondering
         where she was. The last she remembered was the Captains’ Guild … men with masks and guns … police … then it came
         back, all a rush of memory. She blinked. This wasn’t a jail, she was sure of that. She’d never seen this room before, but
         the fragrance, familiar since childhood, suggested the legation and its garden of Slotter Key natives.
      

      
      Before she thought to reach for the comunit on the bedside table, someone shouldered the door open and entered with a tray,
         a stout woman in a flowered tunic. She brought the tray to the bedside and began offloading dishes onto the bedside table.
      

      
      “Ah, good, you’re awake. You’ll be wondering where you are and what happened,” the woman said. “Slotter Key legation. The
         doctor wants to talk to you and so does the consul and the Belinta police. I’m Carla, by the way, and you’re supposed to take
         your time eating as much as you want before anyone tries to talk to you. Doctor’s orders.” She poured out a cup of tea; Ky hitched herself more upright in the bed, took it, and sipped.
      

      
      “Tell me what happened at the Captains’ Guild,” Ky said. “Upstairs, I mean.”

      
      “My feet hurt,” Carla said, ignoring the question. She plumped down in the upholstered chair and kicked her shoes off. “I’m
         not supposed to talk to you about what happened; I’m supposed to be sure you’re really awake and have had something to eat.”
         She laid her head back and sighed. Ky stared a moment then picked up one of the pastries and started to bite into it. Then
         she stopped. Whatever had happened after the part she remembered, someone had tried to kill her—not once, but twice, counting
         the attempt to smuggle explosives onto her ship. And she was supposed to eat and drink whatever she was brought?
      

      
      She put the cup down; it chinked on the saucer, and the woman—Carla—opened her eyes. “Sorry—can I get you anything?”

      
      “How do I know you’re who you say you are?”

      
      “Excuse me?”

      
      Ky realized, as she sat up and threw the covers back, that she was wearing someone else’s nightshirt. She’d never owned one
         in lavender and green, and besides it was hugely too big. Her head spun for a moment, then cleared.
      

      
      “You say this is the Slotter Key legation—”

      
      “Yes, of course. Where else would it be?”

      
      “And you’re—a legation employee?”

      
      The woman drew herself up, red patches coming up on her cheeks, and gave Ky a hostile glance. “I am the consul’s wife,” she
         said. “Carla Maria Inosyeh.”
      

      
      Ky felt her face heating up. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “You weren’t—I didn’t meet you before, at the dinner.”
      

      
      “I was indisposed.” An impatient movement in the chair, then the woman fished for her shoes and put them back on. “And before
         you ask, yes, this is my bedroom you’re in, and my nightdress you’re wearing. I was told your things had been stolen.”
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” Ky said again. “I didn’t know—I am confused—they tried to kill me, and I was afraid—”

      
      The woman’s expression softened. “I suppose it’s understandable. It’s been a very strange day, I hear. But perhaps you should
         see Parin—my husband the consul— now. I will have to tell him later that I managed to frighten the redoubtable Captain Vatta.”
         She actually smiled as she went to the door.
      

      
      The tea must be doing its work; Ky felt more solidly there than she had a few minutes before. “Wait,” she said. “I believe
         you. Please—stay, sit down, and I’ll eat—” She picked up the pastry again and bit into it. It was delicious.
      

      
      “If you insist,” Carla said, this time with a genuine smile. “My husband has been telling me about your trip to Sabine. The
         news reports of the attacks there were terrifying. I can’t imagine someone blowing up ansible platforms.” She glanced up as
         if she could see through the roof to Belinta’s ansible station.
      

      
      “It was scary,” Ky said, through another pastry, this one meat-filled. She felt better with every bite.

      
      “I can’t understand why anyone would attack ansible platforms,” Carla said. “It only makes ISC angry, and Parin always says
         they’re the glue that holds the galaxy together.”
      

      
      Ky, her mouth full, nodded but said nothing.

      
      “And you were captured by mercenaries, the news report said.”

      
      “Yes,” Ky said, wiping her mouth. “But they were polite mercenaries.” When they weren’t almost killing her, but that had been an accident.
      

      
      “Did you really kill the ringleaders?” Carla asked.

      
      “Yes,” Ky said. “And I suspect that’s why someone’s trying to kill me, in retaliation.” She decided that one more pastry wouldn’t
         hurt and picked one up.
      

      
      “I can tell you’re feeling better,” Carla said. “More color in your cheeks. The clothes you had on have been freshened, if
         you feel able to get up now.”
      

      
      “Yes,” Ky said. “I do … but I’d still like to know what happened. Did I just … faint?”

      
      “A contact poison,” Carla said, with the satisfied tone of someone who knows something unusual. “That policeman with you fell
         over like a cut tree while the consul was in the room; you were pale and turning gray, Parin said.”
      

      
      “A contact poison! On top of the shooting?”

      
      “Yes. They didn’t leave much to chance, is the way the consul put it. It penetrated ordinary gloves as if they weren’t there.”
         Ky remembered, now, the policeman pulling open drawers, lifting the sheets off the bed, touching this surface and that. “Then
         they found the bedspread bundled into a trash container, and the poison was all over that. Three of them are down with it.
         You only sat on the bed—the poison didn’t penetrate your clothes that well. The antidote worked quickly; you were only unconscious
         a couple of hours. The doctor’s off working on the others.”
      

      
      “So … did they catch the assassins?”

      
      “No. They’re searching, of course, but except for the one you shot, the gang’s all disappeared.”

      
      “Is my ship all right? My crew? Has anything else happened up there?”

      
      
      “They’re fine,” Carla said. “No attacks up there at all, and shuttle travel’s been suspended, so no assassination teams can
         get there from here. There’s a com console in my sitting room, just outside here. Then there’s a policeman who would like
         to speak to you; he has assured the consul that they have no more interest in arresting you. When their people went down from
         the contact poison, they decided that your having shot one of the assassins wasn’t so bad after all.”
      

      
      “I need to check with the ship. Can you hold the policeman off that long?”

      
      “Of course,” Carla said. “This is Slotter Key territory, after all.” She winked. “Take your time getting dressed— through
         that door there.”
      

      
      Quincy, predictably, was appalled at what had happened, and worried, and wanted Ky to come back immediately.

      
      “I’m safe here,” Ky said. “I’m not going out, I promise. They’ve suspended shuttle flights, you know.”

      
      “Yes, but for you—can’t you get a charter?”

      
      “Probably not, not until tomorrow anyway. Are you satisfied with the police guard on our dockside?”

      
      “They’ve doubled it,” Quincy said. “I think we’re secure. But you—”

      
      “I’m fine,” Ky said again. “I got hold of Vatta headquarters before this happened …” Should she tell Quincy everything,
         or would it just make it worse? “There does appear to be a general threat; I’ll give you the details when I’m back on the
         ship. And if I’m stuck down here for days, I might as well see what I can do about cargo.”
      

      
      “Cargo! There’s your life to consider! Don’t you dare go out!”

      
      “I won’t go out. I can do business from here; the consul’s helping me arrange things. I won’t say don’t worry, but don’t lose sleep.”
      

      
      Quincy sniffed and signed off.

      
      The policeman who interviewed Ky had the same dour expression as the others she’d met. “We are convinced that you were the
         innocent victim of an attack, and that your killing the assassin was self-defense,” he said. “Under our laws, this is legal,
         and anyway the dead man was someone we wanted to arrest on other charges. Saved us the cost of a trial. Even so, we cannot
         recommend that you resume unrestricted travel in the city, or your residence at the Captains’ Guild.”
      

      
      “I can’t stay cooped up here forever,” Ky said. “My ship is already under threat—”

      
      “We think you could be escorted safely to the orbital station,” the policeman said. “But an extended stay … we understand
         you were seeking outbound cargo …”
      

      
      “Not after the attempt to sabotage my ship and kill me. I want to leave as soon as possible. If for some reason I had been
         detained here, then I’d ask the consul to help me make some contacts to seek cargo. But if I can leave now—”
      

      
      “Are you well enough to travel?”

      
      “Yes,” Ky said. “The doctor advises twenty-four hours of observation, but surely overnight is enough.”

      
      “Perhaps a chartered shuttle flight—we would of course validate the crew—”

      
      “Sounds good to me,” Ky said. The only goods she’d seen explained why Belinta had a deplorable trade balance.

      
      When the policeman excused himself, she considered going out to find the consul, but decided to rest just a few minutes; her
         head felt strange again. She lay down on top of the covers. When she woke, some unknown time later, someone had covered her with a knitted shawl and set another tray on the bedside table; steam rose in curls from the
         teapot.
      

      
      Ky wasn’t very hungry; she was struggling with her reaction to the day’s events. Her annoyance with the postal clerk seemed
         far away now, almost as if it had been someone else. Someone had tried to blow up her ship. Someone had tried to kill her.
         Something had happened during her call to Vatta headquarters. She had to think those were related, and the only thing she
         could think of was whatever criminal group Paison and Kristoffson had been part of, taking vengeance for killing them.
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