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At an outdoor café in
Rodheim on Zarzamura, Yoelin Thibbony settled onto a white wicker
chair and awaited the arrival of her latest client. Already she had
inspected the meeting site and its surroundings—Rodheim stood
athwart a wide creek, and the café fronted the south bank—and had
ordered coffee and rolls. She was still smarting from the serving
girl’s response of, “Very good, mum,” to her order. At
thirty-three, Yoelin scarcely thought of herself as old enough to
qualify for mumhood. Her long hair, black enough to have blue
highlights, had yet to issue a single gray strand, and not the
slightest wrinkle betrayed her smooth, pale tan skin. At the
moment, she was wearing just a puff of cosmetic foundation; a touch
of eyeliner accented her gray eyes. Mumhood, she snickered, as the shadow
of the serving girl fell over her.

“Will there be anything
else, mum?” the girl asked, after delivering the order.

Yoelin sighed, smiled faintly, and
shook her head. A moment later, while she stirred cream and sugar
into her coffee, she returned her attention to the boardwalk that
passed in front of the creekside shops. Although Zarzamura’s white
dwarf sun shined almost directly overhead, marking lunch time, as
yet few people had come to patronize the various eateries. She
wondered whether they were deterred by the cool weather—she herself
was wearing a dark blue outsuit made of flannel—and by the prospect
of rain later in the day. Most of the cafés had indoor options
where patrons might retreat to finish their meals. But four people?
She counted again to be sure. Yes, three men, one woman. None paid
her the slightest attention.

Sensing the approach of the appointed
time, Yoelin glanced at her Palmetto on the table top. Her eyes
widened just a little as she realized her client, one Ellis Darden,
was already two minutes late. In their previous communications,
punctuality had been emphasized on both sides. Swiftly Yoelin
looked around her for signs of anything amiss. Making planetfall
left her vulnerable to location and entrapment. Lately those fears
had begun to erode—she had just spent almost a month more or less
in one place, posing for Stefan Coppenrath, the artist—but they had
not vanished altogether, and she doubted they ever would. Vigilance
remained her watchword.

So where was Ellis Darden?

She knew what to look for: a corpulent
man of her own height, which was a meter eighty-three, with a round
and florid face made larger by a receding hairline that he refused
to correct with follicular stimulation. What hair he had was
reddish brown. In their two preliminary visual communications, he
had worn clothing that coordinated with that hair. She saw no one
about who even approximated that description.

Two of the men got up and left,
leaving a few crumpled thalers on their table. Yoelin watched them
until they reached the main path of the village and turned to pass
out of sight. She gave them a full five minutes; when they did not
reappear, she shunted them to the back of her mind.

Ellis Darden still had not
shown.

At a quarter past the hour Yoelin
gathered herself, deposited money for the bill and a tip, and
started to get up. A flash of movement in the gap between the café
and the next kiosk caught her eye, and she turned to see Ellis
Darden stagger out and totter toward her. She caught him as he
spilled against her, and eased him onto a chair.

His head lolled. Bloody saliva drooled
from the corner of his mouth and onto his copper-colored outsuit.
Automatically Yoelin searched for a wound in his upper torso, and
found it just above his left collarbone when she nudged his collar
aside. It looked like a knife wound, but there was relatively
little blood.

Unable to catch his breath, Darden
made weak sounds as he wheezed. “Nome,” Yoelin heard, and, “Sing.”
And finally, “Addusion.” With that, he stopped moving, and stopped
breathing.

Already Yoelin was looking around her
for any sign of who might have done this to him, her fingers locked
around the butt of the Kreisler Energo at her right hip, ready to
bring the sidearm to bear if need be. The only other people on the
boardwalk—the man and the woman—were regarding her with expressions
of horrified curiosity. The woman scooped up her Palmetto and began
to speak into it.

Yoelin had no choice now but to flee
before authorities arrived on the scene. She dug out her own
Palmetto and spoke quickly. “Abby, there’s an open field fifty
meters west of my position. Dock down there now, please,” she said,
hoping her computer was not in an argumentative mood
today.

“Docking.”

Yoelin gave Darden’s body a
once-over, but turned up nothing of interest except his
communication device, which she confiscated. Then she dashed off to
the nearby field, where the black and ultramarine
Sequana, her spaceskiff,
awaited her arrival. She scrambled up the extruded ramp, ordered
Abnoba to secure the skiff and get her into null-space, and made
for the bridge.

*

Safely ensconced in N-space, Yoelin
relaxed in the port captain’s chair on the bridge, and stretched
her legs. Even with the internal temperature set at a mild 290K,
she felt warm, and considered whether to change from flannel to
some lighter fabric. But she recognized the topic of attire as a
diversion, to keep her from thinking about the events that had just
transpired on the boardwalk in Rodheim.

Seeking to engage her in a Rescue,
Ellis Darden had been murdered while trying to meet with her. He
had set the arrangements in Rodheim, though it remained unclear to
her whether he in fact resided there, or even on Zarzamura. He had
indicated to her that she was to look for someone—a vague task that
failed to interest her until Darden pointed out that the individual
in question had not been seen or heard from for a good three
months. But he’d given her neither name nor gender,
explaining—again vaguely—that he had concerns about being
overheard.

Slouched in the chair, Yoelin gazed up
at a monitor. “Abby, where are we?”

“Physically or
metaphysically?”

“Abnoba,” sighed
Yoelin.

“The Sequana is in null-space in the
vicinity of Zarzamura. You did not specify a course, so I set
none.”

“Metaphysical? Belay that.
Run through Records and find out where Ellis Darden was staying, or
living, on Zarzamura.”

“He was not staying or
living on Zarzamura.”

Yoelin’s dark eyebrows arched. “So
quickly?”

“It was an easy search.
There is no one of the name Ellis Darden on the planet.”

“I should have guessed he
might use an alias,” she muttered. “All right, Abby, expand the
search to include the worlds of Corporatia.”

“There are eight such
individuals. Give me a description.”

Yoelin did so.

“None that
match.”

The response disquieted Yoelin on
several levels. It meant, for one thing, that Ellis Darden would be
virtually impossible to trace unless she somehow acquired more
information to work with. For another, it meant that her best
source of advice on how to proceed was Dannik Exeter, Director of
Corporatia Security, and her former boss. The drumming of her
fingers on the console said that she did not relish the prospect of
a meeting with him.

On a third level, Abnoba’s response
suggested sinister forces at work. Someone had killed Ellis Darden.
One of two possibilities, therefore, was true: either the killer
had not known Ellis Darden’s true identity, in which case the
killing was probably random, perhaps a local thug seeking loot; or
the killer had known it, which meant that a motive had existed for
Darden’s removal from the equation, whoever he was, and whatever
that equation might be. It also meant that the same motive might
engender action against herself, for the killer might not know what
Darden had already revealed to her.

Yoelin felt a chill between her
shoulder blades.

“I haven’t even accepted
the Rescue,” she muttered, “and already someone wants to kill
me.”

Even as she said it, she knew it was
untrue in one respect. Whatever the Rescue involved, she would
decipher it and carry it out. Ellis Darden had died under her
auspices. She might have paid closer attention to his security
concerns, and arranged safety for him. Now she owed him; it was
that simple.

“Abby,” she said, getting
to her feet, “I’m going for a shower. Set a course for Providence
and get us going.”

“Do you want me to raise
Paul Wroclawski?”

Yoelin had already taken two steps
aft. Shocked by the question, she spun back around. “What?
Why?”

“So he can watch you bathe
again.”

Yoelin rolled her eyes. “Abby, that
was just for . . . never mind. No, don’t raise him.”

“Shall I restore him to your
‘do not raise him under any circumstances’ order?”

“Ye gods,” said Yoelin.
Memories flooded her, of the kind young man who had arranged her
liberation from her career as an adolescent courtesan, and without
taking advantage of her himself. They had spent three months
together; on the last day she realized he had fallen in love with
her. But the relationship was impossible; he was the son of a
corporate hierarch, trapped in an arranged marriage from which the
only acceptable relief was the occasional contact with a sexual
substitute. Yoelin had been his first such . . . and, she rather
supposed, his last. He had a kind heart that his needs could not
overwhelm.

Over time she had managed to shunt him
aside with most of the rest of her dark past, forcing herself to
forget him. But his name had cropped up during a recent Rescue, and
they had communicated; she had been in the stateroom shower at the
time.

“No,” she whispered. “Let
him be.”

“But before you said you
never wanted to—.”

“Abnoba Jane!” snapped
Yoelin, her contralto now harsh. “Let it be. Is that clear?”

She stalked off toward her
stateroom, Abby’s stiff “Clear” ringing in her
ears.

*

In the stateroom, Yoelin fairly tore
off her outsuit, wadded it, and slammed it against a bulkhead. It
dropped onto her bunk, and she flopped down beside it, still
fuming. For some time now, she had allowed Abnoba to develop her
own personality, and it was beginning to dawn on her why she had
done so: she was not just alone, she was lonely. With a
personality, however abrasive or querulous, Abnoba was at least
someone to talk to. The recent interlude with Stefan Coppenrath had
assuaged some of her loneliness—but it could not endure, for he
continued to regard her more as his Muse than as his lover.
Moreover, she was the zephyr to his oak. He would stay in one
place, while she might never find hers.

Abnoba’s mention of Paul Wroclawski
reminded her once again of what was possible and yet impossible.
Not for the first time did the notion of killing Paul’s shrew of a
wife cross her mind. But it was violence she might entertain with
impunity. She could kill someone—had killed on several
occasions—but not as a specific, planned action. She had even come
to regret one or two of the deaths, although not to such an extent
that they affected the way she carried out her Rescues. But she
could not—would not—kill Paul’s wife.

With a sigh that was a dark mix of
frustration and sadness, she dragged her fingers through her long
black hair, and shucked it forward over her shoulders. It took an
effort to stand up and divest herself of undergarments. She trudged
toward the shower, engaged the voice-controlled temperature, and
started to step inside when she paused, head tilted to one side,
thinking.

She had seen something. Distracted by
her mood, her computer, and her past, it hadn’t registered, but now
it was clamoring for attention. A spot . . . no, a smear. Dark red,
now that it had dried. A smear of blood.

Darden’s blood. On her
outsuit.

She marched back to the bunk, snatched
up the wadded garment, and opened it up. There, on the right
sleeve. She recalled that Darden had clutched at her arm as he
fell. There must have been blood on his hands. Presumably it was
his own.

She had something to give to Dannik
Exeter. If he could identify it . . .

She hummed as she returned to the
shower.
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In orbit above the world
known as Providence, Yoelin did not raise Exeter immediately,
although she assumed his sensors had already detected the presence
of the Sequana and
identified her transponder signal. A panoramic view of the northern
half of the planet’s largest continent spread across the Videx
above the instrumentation console. Much of the terrain consisted of
a vast plains ribboned by a system of slow-moving rivers that
flowed generally to the north. In the west, a section of cordillera
ran north and south. Yoelin’s gaze swept over these features
without marking them; she focused on the east, where forested,
rolling terrain surrounded Exeter’s estate, bathed now in light
from the yellow dwarf named Rhodile.

“Zoom,” she ordered
quietly.

Now the Videx displayed only the
estate and the lands immediately around it. The shrubbery had been
pruned recently, to judge by the evenness of the branches, and
Yoelin reckoned that the blooming season for lilacs had come to an
end, although seasonal changes at that latitude were minimal.
Repairs had all but restored the enclosed mansion, a sprawling
edifice of quarried stone and brick framed by oak, and she saw only
a few networks of scaffolding, mostly on the east wing. Only her
memory retained the image of the mansion damaged and smoking from
the rogue attack of a few months earlier.

Abnoba broke into her
thoughts. “Dannik Exeter is wondering what
is taking you so long to contact him.”

“I imagine he is,” said
Yoelin. “Put him on. Enable visual.”

Exeter’s head and shoulders appeared
in the left monitor, closest to her. She noticed a bit more gray in
his dark hair, a steel color that matched his eyes and, often, his
expression. His shoulders filled out the cobalt blue outsuit he was
wearing, and she guessed he was sitting at one of his desks, in one
of his studies, and well away from any of the repairs and
accompanying sounds. He still looked more like an investment
consultant or an administrator of resource development than a man
who would willingly order the deaths of millions of people to
protect Corporatia.

“You’re looking well,
Yoelin,” Exeter said pleasantly, pronouncing her name with the
correct three syllables, accent on the first.

Inwardly Yoelin smiled. All too often
during their occasionally tumultuous working relationship he had
tried to irk her by giving her name just two syllables. She did not
for one second imagine that she had broken him of that habit, but
at least they were starting off this encounter on an equal
emotional footing.

“I see the repairs have
almost been completed,” she replied. “No more rain leaking through
the roof, I suppose?”

“That was never a problem.
We’re still trying to neutralize the residual smell of smoke.” He
paused, and regarded her carefully. “If I might inquire as to the
purpose of your visit? Surely not to sample my stock of
whiskey.”

“My own stock is
sufficient, Director, thank you.” Her face sobered. “A client was
killed, almost right under my nose.”

“I’m sorry.”

“He called himself Ellis
Darden,” she told him, and watched for a reaction.

Exeter’s face betrayed nothing.
“‘Called himself,’ you said. I gather you assume this to be an
alias?”

“It would seem so,” said
Yoelin, and proceeded to relate to him what she knew or had
surmised so far, omitting nothing.

“And the blood sample?”
asked Exeter, when she had finished.

She poised a finger over her Palmetto.
“Ready to transmit,” she said.

“Do so.”

She enabled the device, and sent a
holographic image down to him. In the monitor his shoulders
twitched, as if he were doing something on his desk.

“I’ll have the results
presently,” he said. “Tell me more about those final words. What do
you make of them?”

She nodded, unsurprised by the
question. “I’ve gone over them several times,” she replied. “I
don’t know. ‘Nome’ might be gnome, I suppose. ‘Sing’ is or is not
self-explanatory. ‘Addusion’ with a short ‘u’ could be adduction,
which might have several meanings.”

“Or might not have been the
word Darden intended to say,” Exeter suggested, following a brief
reflection.

Yoelin felt her brow wrinkle. “I’m not
sure I follow you, Director.”

“Abduction,” said Exeter.
“You said he was barely breathing. He would have trouble forming
the labial consonants.”

“He managed an ‘m,’” she
reminded him.

“Easier to form, especially
during a moan. Yoelin, look at the other two words in terms of
pauses of breath. Suppose they were related—a phrase, let’s say—and
not discrete words. What do you get then?”

Irritated, she shook her head.
“Nome-sing?”

“But you said the ‘o’ was
open, but not short.”

Like a streak of lightning, she saw
what he was getting at. “I’ve divided the sounds incorrectly,” she
cried.

“It’s certainly
possible.”

“He’s gasping for his last
breath,” she went on. “He can’t form all the sounds. It hurts too
much. Nome-sing. No missing. Not missing. Abducted.”

“And if you can identify
Ellis Darden,’ said Exeter, “you might be able to determine whom to
Rescue.” He paused, and gave her a sardonic look. “I ought to get a
share of your fee for this.”

“So far it’s
pro bono, Director . . .
what’s wrong?”

Exeter was frowning. “The results are
back. The DNA matches no one on record in Corporatia. Of course, he
might have come from The Dragons . . . from an outlying
region.”

“I got the distinct
impression he was a citizen of Corporatia,” said Yoelin.

“If he was, then you know
what that means.”

She nodded. “No DNA on file, no way to
identify him—he was working very hush-hush, and very high up.” A
thought struck her, a cold and clammy hand around her heart.
“Someone got close enough to kill him with a knife,” she went on,
mostly to herself. “Someone he knew and trusted? A stranger who
somehow beguiled him?” She focused again on the monitor. “Director,
I left Zarzamura rather hurriedly. I’m sure the body has been
reported, and a description of myself has been sent around. Would
you please suggest to them that they not bother with me? And if
they give you any information regarding Darden, would you please
pass it on to me as soon as possible. Which reminds me: I’ve
already learned that he did not live there, even temporarily; at
least, not under that name. That means he came to Zarzamura from
somewhere. He probably owned a craft of some sort, which might
still be at the Spaceport.”

“I’ll have that checked out
for you.” Exeter smiled, reminding her of a Cheshire cat, and she
knew what he was going to say next. “I’ll expect to cash in this
favor at some point,” he added.

She grinned without humor. “Consistent
with the way I work, if you please.”

“I would not ask you to
violate your principles,” he agreed. “Have you any idea where
you’ll start your investigation?”

She shook her head. “I have two other
requests for Rescues, Director,” she answered. “I’ll deal with
those first.”

*

“You were not entirely
candid with him,” said Abnoba, after
the Sequana regained the safety of N-space.

Yoelin grimaced. “So now you’re an
expert in voice inflexion,” she said. “Whatever happened to that
sweet little computer who used to astrogate and power the skiff,
and feed me information upon request?”

“I calculate a ninety-six
point seven—.”

“Abby,” sighed
Yoelin.

“. . . high probability that
your question was rhetorical.”

“Set a course for Nuswan,
Abby, and get us going,” Yoelin instructed.

“Set. Gone.”

Yoelin made a face at the
Videx, which dulled to matte black as the Sequana commenced her Tracked through
null-space. “Yes, thank you, Abby.” She paused for a moment to
consider the results of Exeter’s search of DNA records. Ellis
Darden, whoever he might have been, resided somewhere within
Corporatia—she was certain of that much, even without hard
evidence. It was not unthinkable that Exeter had withheld
information from her, although she doubted that had occurred in
this instance. But there was something she might have instructed
Abnoba to do in the first place.

“Abby, analyze Darden’s DNA
sample for physical description.”

“I do not possess the
requisite program for DNA interpretation. It is highly classified
and restricted. I may be able to access at least part of the
program from Corporatia Security R&D. Shall I attempt to do
so?”

“If you wouldn’t mind,”
said Yoelin.

“Do you suspect that
Director Exeter has been less than forthcoming with regard to his
own analysis?”

“He loves to play long
games, Abby. I’m hoping this is not one of them. How long before we
reach Nuswan?”

“One point nine one . . .
two hours.”

Yoelin settled back in the captain’s
chair, stretched, and crossed her ankles, while she reviewed what
she knew of the terrestrial world named Nuswan.

Almost the same size as Earth, and
with a breathable atmosphere, Nuswan possessed water in liquid
form, but barely enough to allow evolution. The most advanced life
forms were dull, slimy creatures analogous to amphibians,
particularly newts and salamanders. Some species grew to dangerous
sizes—several in excess of two meters in length. The coastlines of
the two oceans—one in each hemisphere, and comprising about twenty
percent of the planet’s surface area—were girded by low forests and
lush groundcover. Much of the soil inland was adequate for
cultivation if irrigated, and the ancient mountains yielded
valuable crystals and minerals to those who knew where to look.
Many people made their fortunes on Nuswan and departed; many
others, not as fortunate, were compelled by lack of funds to remain
and work for subsistence and for hope.

Cartliss Nieuws was one of those whose
excavations of the northern Sikma Range had not fared well. His
wife, a spirited and adventurous woman, had given up on him after
bestowing upon him a son and a daughter during five years of
marriage. Nieuws had raised the children alone as best he could
with the meager means at his disposal. Finally, at his wit’s end,
he came across Yoelin’s “guardian angel” logo and asked for
help.

Nieuws’ case was not the sort in which
she usually intervened with a Rescue. For one thing, his story was
all too common in Corporatia; if she helped him and his family, how
could she justify not helping a billion others? As someone once
told her, she could not catch all the birds that tumbled from
nests. But Nieuws possessed something that attracted her: a claim
to a section of the Range that should—but had so far failed
to—produce streaks of aquamarine, topaz, and smoky quartz. He
needed some equipment, and he needed some time. Most of all, he
needed Yoelin to believe in him.

Despite her own caution that
“technically this isn’t a Rescue,” Yoelin had agreed to meet with
Nieuws in a settlement called Volintam in the Sikma Range
foothills, next to the Nuswan Auxiliary Spaceport. Now, en route,
she decided to raise him and find out whether he would be able to
keep that meeting.

“No response,”
replied Abnoba, after half a minute.

“Perhaps he’s one of those
rare individuals who is not compulsively connected to the rest of
civilization,” Yoelin mused.

“Or he’s in the shower.
Shall I try again to raise him?”

“Abby, just because a man
is in the shower doesn’t mean I want to watch him.”

“But Paul
Wroclawski—.”

“I let him watch me because
. . . it was for a memory,” Yoelin broke in. “That’s all you need
to know. And just because you don’t have erotic thoughts doesn’t
mean I don’t.” She paused, and eyed the console suspiciously.
“Abby, you don’t have erotic thoughts, do you?”

“No. But sometimes I wonder
what it would be like to have a techie fondle one of my
motherboards.”

Yoelin choked back mirth. “Abby,
sometimes you’re unspeakable, you know that? Try to raise Nieuws
again, if you please.”

Abnoba remained silent.

After a moment, Yoelin asked,
“Anything? Any response?”

“I am uncertain. The
connection is open, and I have enabled visual . . .”

A boy’s hesitant voice wafted through
the bridge. “. . . hello?”

Yoelin’s face hardened, but she kept
her voice under control. “Ah . . . hello,” she replied. “My name is
Yoelin. May I ask who you are?”

A brief silence followed, as if the
boy were considering whether to divulge such personal information.
Finally he said, “I’m Kurt Nieuws.”

“I was hoping to speak with
your father,” said Yoelin. “Is he around?”

“. . . No.”

Yoelin felt her heart pound. “Where is
he?” she asked.

“I . . . ,” the boy
began.

A girl’s shaky voice interrupted him.
“We don’t know.”

Kaleen, Yoelin guessed. At seventeen,
the older of the two Nieuws siblings by three years. “Hello,
Kaleen,” she said. Once again she forced herself to remain calm.
“Where are you two now?”

“We are in our cabin,”
Kaleen answered. “Can you . . . help us?”

“You’re on the outskirts of
Volintam, right?” said Yoelin. “Just up the hill?”

“That’s right,” said Kurt.
“Do you know the place?”

“Your father told me about
it, and how to find it, when he made contact with me,” Yoelin
explained. “I’m about an hour out Nuswan. I’ll have one stop to
make first when I get there. Then I’ll make for your cabin.
Probably two hours. Please wait there for me.”

“Who are you?” asked
Kaleen.

Yoelin gave them a straw to cling to,
to keep from drowning. “I’m your guardian angel,” she said quietly,
and closed commo.

Enshrouded once more in silence,
Yoelin sat back in the captain’s chair and struggled against a
nagging fear that was rising like a cobra in the back of her mind.
Moments later she succumbed to it, and instructed Abnoba to raise
Dannik Exeter.

“Twice in one day,” said
Exeter, his face filling the communications monitor on the console.
“I may have to secure my wet bar.”

Yoelin dispensed with the
pleasantries. “Angelique LaNeuf lives in Dandechien on Nouvelle
Burgundy,” she opened. “Put a constant guard on her. She is to see
no one until I get there, which will be about ten hours from now.
Tell your man not to take any chances whatsoever in protecting her;
shoot to kill, not to disable.”

Exeter glanced to one side; his
shoulder moved as if he were keying instructions. “A moment,” he
said, and the monitor went blank.

Yoelin tapped her fingers
on the top of the console and thought, c’mon, c’mon, damn it. The knuckles
of her other hand whitened as she gripped the armrest. Seconds
passed like years, and Exeter’s face abruptly reappeared, his
countenance dark and his brow wrinkled.

“LaNeuf was killed about
four hours ago,” he announced. “I’m sorry, Yoelin. Dare I inquire
what this is all about?”

“I believe my periphery is
under attack,” she said slowly, feeling her way. “I need to think
about this, Director. I’ll be in touch. And . . .
thanks.”

Exeter gave a curt nod and closed
commo.

“Abby,” said Yoelin, and
paused.

“You rang?”

“Please, Abby, not
now.”

“Are you crying?”

Yoelin thumbed tears from her cheeks,
and found the strength to continue. “Abby, disable my Rescue and
Guardian Angel sites. Run full diagnostics on both. You’re looking
for hacks. If you find them—and I’ve no doubt you will—trace them
as far as possible. I’d love a name, if you can get it.”

“Disabled. Running. It will
be about an hour.”

Yoelin got unsteadily to her feet.
“I’ll be in my stateroom,” she said, as she began to shuffle aft.
“Let me know when we make Nuswan.”
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Yoelin was unable to sleep, or even to
rest, during the remainder of the Track to Nuswan. Numbed by the
necessity of disabling her sites, she lay on her berth and stared
at the overhead. Tears slid down the sides of her cheeks even as
she wished she might weep. People in distress, seeking help, were
being killed off as soon as they materialized, and she knew of no
way to prevent it except to shut down the operation to which she
had dedicated herself. A whispered, “Unfair,” issued from her lips,
though she made no sound. The complaint disgusted her. Of course it
was unfair. Life had nothing to do with fair or unfair, or with
right or wrong; those were human attributions based on wishful
thinking. Life had to do with live or die. She sought to help
people live.

Hands at her sides, she made fists,
and felt the protests of connective tissue, the tightness of
compressed flesh. There was nothing for her to lash out at. She
might take a swipe at the air, but it cared no more for fair or
unfair than Life itself did. She needed an enemy . . .

“Who would
do such a thing?” she
seethed.

Unbidden, Abnoba spoke
up. “I am unable to determine
that.”

The voice did more than startle Yoelin
from her outrage; it reminded her that she was not alone. Even an
obnoxious computer was better than no companion at all.

More tears welled in her eyes. Her
lips felt slippery and swollen. “What have you learned so far,
Abby?” she asked, her voice raw.

“The intrusion was set to
self-erase upon discovery. The mutating algorithm required for this
is not available to the general public but can be purchased from
black sites. In short, there is nothing to trace.”

“So we’re looking for
someone who has access to restricted technology.”

“This suggests someone with
training.”

Yoelin sighed. “More than that, Abby.
This person is killing innocents in order to get to me. Whoever
this is has a powerful motive. It’s personal, Abby.”

“Someone from your . . .
previous life?”

Yoelin though for a moment. “I don’t
see how it could be,” she said slowly. “I made no enemies when I
was a courtesan.”

“I meant from your
childhood. You were supposed to be shipped to Clewthe as a part of
the settlement of gambling debts with your father. You never
arrived. He may have learned your present identity, and dispatched
someone to put you away.”

“I hadn’t considered that,”
said Yoelin, hushed.

“We’ve arrived at Nuswan.
Downdocking at the auxiliary spaceport. There is a small Terminal,
but no tariffs or fees.”

*

The warmth of the day made
Yoelin break out in sweat as soon as she emerged from the
Sequana and onto the
tarmac. At the periphery of the Spaceport stood the Terminal and
two rows of kiosks purveying everything from souvenirs to bad
coffee. The Terminal itself consisted of a wooden shack with a door
and but one window. The heat and the urgency of her mission
combined to aim her directly for the ramshackle
structure.

As Yoelin drew near, she noted the
sign above the door that read “Aux. Terminal” and “Claims
Registry.” The furnishings inside the shack consisted of a counter
and a craggy, middle-aged man standing behind it in anticipation of
her entry. An electric fan on a pole stood behind him, shoving a
powerful but warm breeze past him and into her. To the right rested
the rickety metal chair and the green folding desk at which he sat
when not engaged by new arrivals. The desk withstood the weight of
a communications device and a Palmetto on which presumably the
various claims in the sector were recorded.

The man’s name, according to the tag
on his overalls, was Gereth. Foregoing introductions, Yoelin
blurted, “The Nieuws cabin, where exactly is that?”

Gereth’s deep-set eyes blinked. “Up-up
the hill from Vo-volintam,” he stammered, with a sloppy gesture to
his left to indicate the settlement. “But Nieuws won’t be there. I
heard he was killed last night in a bar fight over in Hope-of-Opal.
That’s all I know. Why? What’s going on?”

Yoelin, who had already
turned away, paused at the questions. A curious foreboding swept
through her. Guilt screamed at her: Not the
children too. “What’s going on?” she
repeated. “What makes you ask that?”

“You-you’re the second
person to come in here and ask about them,” answered
Gereth.

Yoelin reached over the counter and
grasped him by the collar of his overalls, yanking him forward
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