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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Flis Kupe checked the time again. Just after one PM. Around her the bustle and hum of the guest house’s lunchtime crowd surged.

      Near the windows, a birthday party for a teen proceeded, complete with family and friends and blazing cake candles. The kids teasing the poor guy as he tried to blow them out. Most of the candles relit.

      Some things never change.

      Flis waved the time off her rippletalk and brought up Grae’s latest ETA. Another ten minutes.

      The lone waitress departed the birthday party and stopped by Flis’s table. “It won’t be a moment,” the harried young woman said.

      “It’s all right,” Flis told her. “No hurry.”

      The dining room was a long narrow space, with big windows looking out from a high bank across the Izarra, a tributary of the River Haxley. A group of small black ducks swam along at the far side at the tributary’s edge, beaks in motion sieving for food.

      The water sparkled sunlight glints back at Flis. To her right, the guest house’s jetty held about eight boats, from low, streamlined speedboats, to houseboats and barges. The birthday group had arrived in an old two-level ferry with a wide bridge and fancy, but chipped and faded, gold and blue paintwork.

      The guest house’s interior was a bit dated for Flis’s taste. The high ceilings in the dining room had fancy cornices of curlicues and garlands. Matching pillars against the walls were probably nothing more than decoration.

      Though with the guest house’s age—over eighty years according to the databases—the pillars might well be structural elements.

      Between the pillars on the inner wall, dark wood panelling held a few paintings. One showed the cataracts on the River Haxley to the north. Others she didn’t recognize.

      Outside, the place had an old-world feel. Long veranda, big windows with arches, crisp white paint. Some of the upper floor rooms had balconies. Flags flew from small spires at the top corners.

      One flag was Karnth’s, the other the Turneith local area flag. Flis thought it was quaintly endearing. Nowhere else could get away with such an affectation.

      The waitress hurried out with plates of food. Delivered them to a table and vanished back into the kitchen.

      Flis waited. Decorative rope ties held overly-frilly curtains back from the windows. And the twenty or so tables all had white tablecloths with lace corners.

      Diners occupied more than half the tables, from single businesspeople, to couples and families. At one table sat some off-world military in C.D.U.s—their casual dress uniforms. And the big birthday party.

      The waitress returned. She had a tiny rippletalk in hand. She was probably no more than seventeen years old, standard. Wide eyes and thick dark hair tied at the back of her head. The pale blue uniform made her look dowdy.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. Her name badge identified her as Mande. “What can I get you?”

      “You seem rushed off your feet.”

      Mande glanced over at the birthday party. The candles continued to relight.

      “I’m new,” she said. “Just been here a few days actually. Still learning the ropes.”

      “You seem unfazed.”

      Mande smiled. “On top of that, Ellie didn’t make it in today. I’m covering it all. With the birthday par... sorry, you don’t need to hear all that. What can I get you?”

      “Big breakfast,” Flis said. It was really a late lunch, but it was easy to order a standard meal.

      “How would you like your eggs?”

      “Don’t worry about all that. Let it come how it comes. First choice on everything.” Flis knew that poor, harried Mande could read through a dozen choices on the components of the breakfast. Not just the style of eggs, but sauces, biscuits, hash browns, and so on.

      Mande gave her the smallest of smiles. “I’ll have that out to you in a jiff.”

      “Thanks.” Already Flis knew she’d be leaving a healthy tip.

      As Mande slipped away, Flis heard raised voices from the military guys.

      Two men and a woman. Their C.D.U.s looked rumpled and slightly soiled. As if they’d been in them for a few days. As casual uniforms, the C.D.U.s didn’t show rank. They could have been generals or privates. Though from their ages, they were most likely at the bottom end of the scale.

      The woman raised her hands in incredulity at the other two. One of the men made calming gestures. The woman nodded and they fell silent. Went back to their meals.

      Flis smiled to herself. She remembered times wearing those outfits. Her current outfit—black slacks, soft boots with an athletic shirt and light jacket—was far more practical.

      Flis wiped through her notes on her rippletalk. Payment for the last little job had gone through. 1500 for locating a stolen medal. Flis had cut it from their original 2000 estimate because it had taken little more than sifting through databases and a bit of intuition.

      Many items stolen around Hagentown, in the eastern part of Turneith, turned up with sellers in the pawnshops in Clathee, two suburbs south.

      Business for her and Grae’s little enterprise, Kupe and Sinder Investigations, was not exactly hopping, but they were making it. If it weren’t for Grae’s military pension, some months would be a struggle.

      Flis’s military pension remained non-existent.

      Mande came by with a coffee refill.

      “I’m fine,” Flis said. “Don’t need any more today.”

      Mande smiled and nodded. She made her way around some of the other tables.
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        * * *

      

      A bigger wave slammed into Cal Erdon’s boat as he tried to maneuver around the sleek white powerboat. Hand on the wheel, Erdon peered ahead.

      His boat’s cockpit felt stifling. Again. They’d opened up the windows earlier to air it out, but clearly there was still something wrong with the engine heat venting.

      The Kollalee was an old, creaky vessel. His third. Each time he’d upgraded. She was functional and effective.

      Long-bowed with a sealed cockpit just astern of midships. An open well behind held barrels and crates, mostly empty, ready for plunder.

      Ahead of his position at the bridge, strong, sleek sheets of carbon-plastic covered the seven-meters to the pointed bow. A central walkway served as service access to the hatches and equipment.

      “Leave it, boss,” Logan Kearse said beside him.

      “Because?” The sleek white boat was far too tempting a target. Ransoms didn’t work anymore, but there were still components and possessions. A boat like that would have top line tech.

      “Because we have a meeting. A schedule. We don’t need the cashflow right now.”

      Kearse was right. They’d taken a ferry a week back. Some of the people had been carrying expensive rippletalks and walletalks. Kearse had drained a couple of accounts into their untraceable banking. Not a bad afternoon.

      Erdon liked how people just kept everything on their rippletalks. The little, flexible devices fitted into a hand like a communication tool, or clung to a briefcase or even a leg to keep out of the way.

      But with a little coaxing—sometimes with an electric prod—just about anyone would open their device’s screen wide and tap in their access codes.

      People were naive.

      He watched out the window as the big boat drew closer. Far too tempting.

      The Kollalee was quick and light. Spread over two levels, with a small sleeping dorm and tiny galley they could stay out for a week at a time with a crew of six.

      Even if she was ageing, she was still home. They’d had her for near on two years.

      “Captain?” Kearse said. “Our schedule.”

      Erdon shook himself from his reverie. “What’s a little detour? Get the others up here. Let’s have some fun.”

      Kearse nostrils flared and he shook his head. But he headed below to rouse the others.

      Erdon smiled. This would be fun. And it would get everyone’s blood pumping. Perfectly ready for their rendezvous with Bently Chrann.
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        * * *

      

      Flis had just flicked through to the rippletalk’s newsfeed when Grae appeared at the door. He looked rushed and tired.

      Thirty-five years old, medium height, tousled dark brown hair and reasonably good looking, Grae’s appearance belied his history.

      He’d been out into the void, the same as Flis. And, like her, he was just as tired of all that.

      “Hey,” he said, coming to the table and pulling out a chair. “Busy afternoon.” He looked over at the birthday party. The small military group seemed to be getting heated once more.

      “What did you get?” she said.

      “Not a ‘hello’, apparently.” Grae grinned.

      “Hello, what did you get?”

      “What’s your chip status?”

      Flis took a breath. He’d started asking too often. Flis’s implanted arlchip had been glitchy since she’d tried to have it burned out.

      “Occasional,” she said. The arlchip’s analysis and augmentation functions remained frustratingly sporadic. She knew that she had, of course, only herself to blame.

      “Ah, well,” Grae said. “There you go.”

      “What,” Flis took a breath, “did you get? Please.”

      Grae placed a chunky black rippletalk on the table with a solid clunk. He gave a wipe of his fingers to spread the screen to double-size. “A couple of leads.” He turned the device and pushed it toward her, rippling the white tablecloth. “And what did you get? I mean”—he looked around again—”you’re here in the heart of it.”

      “The place is understaffed,” she said. “Barely keeping afloat.” She looked through the bullet points on Grae’s screen.

      Ownership of the guest house remained complex. Noel Duergen was the clear owner, and he’d engaged them to investigate Theresa Morthe, the current manager.

      “Money,” Grae said, “looks like it’s being siphoned.”

      “Clearly.”

      “But that might just be in a protection—” Grae broke off as Mande came back carrying two steaming plates with Flis’s meal.

      “Smells heavenly,” Flis said as Mande set the plates in front of her. One filled with hash browns, scrambled eggs, sausage, bacon and creamy mushrooms. The other had a biscuit with white gravy.

      “I’m sorry sir,” Mande said to Grae. “I’ve just got an emergency at table eight, then I’ll be right back to take your order.”

      “Take your time,” Grae said. “We’ll be here awhile.”

      “Oh,” Mande said, but she was already heading away.

      “Go on,” Flis said to Grae. “Protection...”

      “Racket. Can’t tell if it’s sourced here or if it’s someone else enforcing on the guest house.”

      “Surely if someone else was squeezing Duergen or Morthe they’d be the first to tell us. I mean Noel Duergen employed us.”

      “Right. But then, if that were the case, we’d be—”

      A commotion from across the dining room interrupted Grae.

      “What?” he said.

      All three of the military group were on their feet. The woman had a grip on one man’s collar. She lifted him an inch off the floor.

      The birthday party fell quiet.

      “Flis?” Grae said.

      “They’ve been agitated since I came in,” Flis said.

      “Maybe a little intervention would help?” Grae looked around at the other diners. Everyone stared. No one was eating. A couple near the door stood and stepped out.

      “Good idea,” Flis said. She queried the arlchip. It didn’t respond.

      “Right,” Grae said.

      They got to their feet at the same time.

      “I’ll come in from the window side,” Grae said.

      “Copy that.” Flis walked toward the three.

      The suspended man was negotiating. Restraining himself from fighting back.

      Maybe he knew that would go badly.

      The other man stood slightly back. Ready to pounce though. He just about bounced on the balls of his feet.

      None of them noticed Flis until she was less than a meter away. Even then, aside from a glance, they kept their eyes on each other.

      “Nice day,” Flis said.

      “Always is,” the woman said. She didn’t look away from her captive.

      “Unit?” Flis said.

      “L2-Cove. Out of Dayal.”

      “Good. You’ve seen some active duty then.” A guess, Flis knew, but a fair guess. Dayal was a long way from Paulding. Chances were they were on an extended furlough. CDUs notwithstanding.

      “Just came out of three months at Seven Sisters,” the other man said.

      “Flis Kupe,” Flis said. “Major Kupe. Jet21, originally out of Paulding. Retired.”

      The woman looked. “You saw action at The Granaries.”

      “I did. Maybe you could set him down. There’s a little something called behavior unbecoming. It applies to officers and enlisted equally. You are in uniform. Even if it is casual.”

      “Ma’am.” The woman set the man down. He dropped his hands to his sides. They all did.

      “Do you want to join us?” Flis said. She looked around the room. People were still watching. Conversations had not returned to their former levels. “We have space at our table.”

      “Sir,” the man said. “If it’s all the same we’d—”

      “Name,” Flis said.

      “Warrant Officer Alan Calder,” he said.

      Flis looked at the woman.

      “Aircraftman Sule James.”

      “Aircraftman Arnd Anresson,” the other man said.

      “Fliers,” Flis said. “Well that figures.”

      None of them reacted.

      Grae joined her. “Problem Major?”

      “No problem, Lieutenant commander,” Flis said. She was tempted to use squadron leader, his equivalent flyer rank. “The warrant officer and aircraftmen were just explaining that their disagreement was settled. Am I correct?”

      “Sir, yes sir,” the three of them said. Well-drilled.

      Flis glanced at Grae and back at the three. “Warrant officer, come and join us. You other two, sit on down. Please.”

      Without waiting for a response, Flis returned to their table. As Flis and Grae sat, the man remained standing.

      “You should bring over a chair,” Flis told him.

      As the man turned to the next table to retrieve a chair, Grae leaned forward. “What the heck?”

      “Something’s going on. I want to get to the bottom of it.”

      “How does it relate...”

      Setting the chair at the table, Warrant officer Alan Calder looked back and forth between them. “I could come back,” he said.

      “Stay.” Flis looked over at Grae. “Go on.”

      “How does it relate to our investigation?”

      “I’ve been watching them since they came in,” Flis said.

      “You weren’t here when we came in.” Alan’s brow creased.

      “Alan,” Flis said. “You need to work on your powers of observation.” She pointed through the dining room’s doors toward the lobby and the guest lounge on the other side. “I was in there for two hours before you even arrived.”

      “Oh.”

      “Exactly. Who’s paying you?”

      “Ma’am?”

      “Call me Flis, please,” she said. “I was a major. Now I’m retired.”

      Alan looked at Grae.

      “Him too.”

      Alan’s nostrils flared.

      “Don’t be like that,” Flis said. “It’s still behavior unbecoming an enlisted man. And it seems to me that you’re close to going for promotion to officer. If you pushed.”

      “Failed the exam first time up.” Alan swallowed. “My girlfriend’s pushing me. We’ve got a kid now, Andrea, and it would be a big jump in money. You know? And I’m away an awful lot.”

      “Don’t need your life story,” Grae said.

      “Ignore him,” Flis said. “So someone is paying you, right? You could use the money.”

      Alan didn’t reply.

      “But,” Flis said, “that’s short-term thinking. Maybe make a few hundred now, but then you get busted down to sergeant or corporal. Aircraftman.” She glanced over at the table with the other two. They were studiously ignoring everyone else in the room.

      Flis looked back at Alan. “Someone here? Paying you?”

      Alan shook his head. “It’s totally screwed up now.”

      “Flis,” Grae said. “Remember to eat.”

      Flis glanced at her plate. Still hot, but no longer steaming. She looked at Alan. “Do you mind?”

      He shook his head.

      Flis dug her fork into the mushrooms. They were good. And better than if they’d been scalding hot.

      “We need to eat here more,” she told Grae, and took another mouthful.

      Grae gave her a nod. Alan looked nervous.

      Flis swallowed. “All right. Tell me who’s paying you. And why. We can go from there.”

      “You have no authority,” Alan said. “Not anymore.”

      “No. But I do have a data connection. And do you think I don’t know the right people to call?”

      “You’re blackmailing me?”

      Grae laughed. “We’re pointing out the error of your ways. Someone’s trying to stir up trouble here. We want to know why.”

      Flis ate a slice of sausage. Spicy.

      “Listen,” she said. “Someone would report you. And, next time someone’s paying you to make problems, don’t come in your CDUs. Civvies. Much easier.”

      “They wanted military. That was part of the deal.”

      “Ah,” Grae said as Flis took another bite, “the plot deepens.”

      “I can’t tell you here,” Alan said. “They’ll be watching.”

      Flis nodded. “Fine. Where? When?”

      “Sunset,” Alan said. “Out on the jetty.” He glanced out to the jetty. The boats bobbed gently in the tributary’s light swell.

      “Sunset then,” Flis said. “Out on the jetty.”

      Alan stood. He waited.

      “Dismissed,” Grae told him.

      With thumping boots, Alan strode back to his companions.

      “Well,” Grae said. “Is that a lead?”

      Flis swallowed again. “We’ll know at sunset, won’t we?” She finished the sausage. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was.
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        * * *

      

      As the big white powerboat hove to, Cal Erdon eased his own boat’s engines. The thrumming through the floor diminished.

      He smiled to himself. All it had taken was a single shot across the bow. The powerboat had pulled up.

      This close up it looked bigger. Nice lines. Part of him wished that they could just take the boat.

      They could take it north to their base a couple of hours north. They had the big old tin boatshed to hide the boat away in. With some of the conversion systems he would have operating soon they would be able to change her appearance enough that she would essentially become anonymous.

      They could take a trip across the ocean to some of the eastern countries. Places like Delroth and Azille where registration and provenance tended to be a little less important.

      And the money was good.

      He’d probably have to sell the boat at twenty percent full value. But he could take a week getting the boat over there, fly back and still make a tidy amount of coin.

      “Cal?” Kearse said. “Are we boarding?”

      Erdon focused back on the cockpit. Kollalee idled. On her long bow three of the crew crouched on the walkway.

      Jaim Courth, Drewe Aight and John Smittle. Good people. Erdon had recruited them himself. They were all in deep-blue athletic tights with black soft-soled boat boots. They all wore loose shirts in reds and yellows. Looked like they were heading for a party.

      Courth and Smittle held powerprods. Ready to stun any of the crew.

      Aight had a tiny new Glock. Forty rounds plus one in the chamber.

      For use primarily as encouragement.

      Erdon had told her that she was welcome to use it. The longest-serving of his crew, Aight liked a fight. Erdon had confidence that she would make the right choices to get the best result.

      In perhaps a hundred raids she’d only had to shoot dead three people. He’d lost count of how many she’d wounded and maimed, but sometimes that was a better encouragement than killing.

      A screaming, incoherent victim bleeding out on the floor could be more frightening than a

      body.

      “Cal?” Kearse said again. “I’ll activate the grapples?”

      “Good,” Erdon said. “Let’s move.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Later, Flis sat in the lounge staring out at the tributary river. The lounge mimicked the dining room, with faux-pillars and wood paneling. Instead of dining tables, low armchairs and coffee tables filled half the space. Gaming tables, data connections and entertainment threlevisions occupied the other half.

      On the veranda in front, a big white parrot stood on a rail in a cage. The parrot eyed Flis.

      Out on the river, a small green boat with an open cockpit sped by. Flis watched the vessel zip upstream.

      The River Haxley drained from the continent’s central highlands. Over millennia the river had created vast swathes of low terraces and plains. Floods dumping the fractured detritus of the huge eroding mountain range.

      The Izarra was a minor tributary. It ran less than three hundred kilometers from its headwaters.

      Flis liked that it was navigable for more than two hundred of those. Admittedly the second hundred was really only accessible to low-draft, flat-bottomed boats, but she liked the idea of its wildness.

      Canals dissected the country of Karnth, lying across the terraced plains. Hundreds of thousands of square kilometers of abandoned farmland.

      Wild now.

      The idea of the very naturally-wild nature of the River Izarra appealed to Flis. Perhaps it was that she’d like to have a more wild nature herself.

      “Daydreaming?” Grae said. “Or processing?”

      “One and the same.”

      “Do you think they’ll still be around at sunset?” Grae sat in one of the armchairs opposite her. “If it was me I’d make myself scarce. Get off-world. Get back to my unit. Even if it was at Seven Sisters.”

      The fighting at Seven Sisters had intensified lately. Too many planets, too many factions. Flis couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to get back there.

      Maybe young, enthusiastic soldiers. Naive soldiers.

      “He’ll show,” Flis said. “We have his name and rank. We could track him easily.”

      “Assuming that was correct.”

      “You didn’t check already?” Flis knew Grae would have been accessing the databases right away.

      Grae smiled. “Of course I did.”

      “And?”

      “He was straight up. All three of them. Two week furlough from their unit. One week done already.”

      “He seemed scared,” Flis said.

      “Really? I thought he was just desperate. When I looked, it turned out that it’s been over six months since he’s seen his girlfriend. Emma. And he hasn’t met his daughter yet. Emma was due two-months after he shipped out. Baby came a month early. Andrea. She’s almost five months old.”

      Flis frowned. “But he’s got a two week furlough. Why isn’t he there right now?”

      “Sent here. Not given any choice about where to take his leave.”

      “Interesting,” Flis said. There were never any guarantees with any branch of the military. You took your leave where and when you were told.

      That didn’t mean the powers that be were monsters. In fact mostly they made big efforts to get people home. Frustrated, emotionally-drained soldiers were not effective.

      “Do you think that ties in with all this?” Flis said.

      “How would it? This is a little backwater—literally—establishment. Why would some military outfit lightyears away have any interest in it?”

      “Maybe that’s a question we should be asking.”

      A young couple walked into the lounge. They both looked early twenties. Both in casual dark blue slacks and loose-fitting shirts.

      The woman caught Flis’s eye, stepped over. “Do you know,” she said in an Amravati accent, “if they serve coffee in here?”

      “Right,” the man said. “Or do we have to go to the dining room?”

      Flis smiled. She pointed to the far end of the lounge. “There’s a dispenser there. Coffee, tea, sodas. Snacks. Just about anything you like that’s not fresh cooked. The coffee’s passable.”

      “Thanks.” The woman smiled, toothy and warm. The pair headed off through the lounge.

      “Are you thinking,” Grae said, “that there’s something much bigger afoot here? I’m not buying it.”

      “I don’t want to discount anything. I feel like we’re uncovering layers as we go.”

      From the far end of the lounge came the sounds of the dispenser hissing and crackling as it filled the couple’s order.

      Two teens from the birthday party stuck their heads in the door and looked around the lounge. One said something to the other and they both headed out the main door onto the veranda.

      It was mid-afternoon now. There were a few people across in the dining room having afternoon snacks. Mande the waitress seemed less flustered, but exhausted.

      “She should get a raise,” Flis said.

      Grae looked around. “The waitress? After your tip, she doesn’t need one.”

      Flis had tipped fifty percent. Not unheard of, but still more than she’d usually give. Twenty percent was standard at establishments that accepted tips.

      “So what’s our next move?” Grae said. “Looking over the documents again? Upstairs?”

      They’d taken two rooms in the guest house’s upper floor. Adjoining. One set up as an office, the other for living and sleeping. They only expected to be on site for a few days. So far they’d spent one night, gone over a bunch of documents, talked with some of the key staff.

      Flis felt little closer to determining the source of the problems.

      But it was clear that the guest house’s books were short by about ten percent.

      “Upstairs,” Flis agreed with a nod. “If we work fast we might get this wrapped up tomorrow.”

      “Depending on what happens at sunset.”

      “Right. Depending on that.” Flis didn’t know how much that would change things. Could take them off in new directions.

      Could be nothing. Could just be a false lead.

      “Tell me,” Grae said. “If we do happen to wrap this up early, are you going to reduce the bill? Again?”

      Flis didn’t reply. Some brief moments she thought that maybe it would have been better to have never gone into business together.

      Old rule, she thought. Don’t date your business partner. Or was it, don’t go into business with your lover?

      “It would be all right if you did,” Grae said. “I think it’s good for our reputation.”

      “If not our bottom line, huh?”

      “Not what I said.”

      “But you were thinking?”

      Grae shrugged. “It’s funny investigating a business’s books when I’m not feeling so confident about our own.”

      “How about this?” Flis said. “For the next couple of months we’ll concentrate solely on small jobs. Regular stuff. Pets and spouses.”

      “Doesn’t sound very interesting.”

      “What? Lots of little bills add up quickly. Between us we could get through twenty in a week. We can hit Turneith. Do a lot of—”

      “Okay,” he said. “I get it. We can refill the coffers with dogwork. Pun intended.”

      “I get it.”

      “I still don’t like this.” Grae stood. Looked out the windows.

      Flis saw that some of the boats had gone. The old ferry with the birthday party group had slipped away fifteen minutes ago. Another boat had arrived. A sleek black powerboat with an enclosed cockpit and bright turquoise trim.

      One of the guest house staff worked out on the jetty, helping the boat to tie off. Miguel, Flis thought. Ordinary family man just trying to make a good honest living. They’d interviewed him the previous evening. He didn’t seem to know anything. Seemed surprised by some of the things she and Grae hinted at.

      “Do we have many more to interview?” she said.

      “A couple of the kitchen staff. A few others. Your friend the waitress.”

      “Mande.”

      “And Ellie.”

      “The one who didn’t make it in today.”

      “Called in sick,” Grae said. “Stomach virus.”

      Most of the guest house staff lived in Wadesmith, a town with about a thousand residents ten minutes by road along the river.

      Flis didn’t know that the town was well-serviced. The water supply came from the river. A lot of residents boiled their water before use. Stomach cramps were not an uncommon malady.

      It seemed odd that in a time where life could be extended with a few genetic tweaks, where AI chips could be implanted into peoples heads and ships could carry you to the stars, that there were still pockets where people had to boil their water to stay healthy.

      Here on Paulding. Where she’d grown up. Things, she thought, were going backward.

      “If she’s not in tomorrow,” Flis said, “We can grab a rental and drive up there.”

      “They have rentals?”

      Flis looked back toward the lobby. “I guessed. We have the boat, anyway.” She’d seen three small four-wheeled runabouts parked in back of the guest house. Garish colors, off-burgundy and a slightly-wrong moss green. Little injection-molded vehicles. Not great for long hauls, but just fine for little day-trips.

      They had rented a small vessel for the duration of the investigation. It had got them here. Right now it lay tied up along the jetty.

      Flis watched as Miguel helped people from the black powerboat. They wore black leggings and thick boots. Black satin collared shirts loose at the waist. A couple of them had dark red sashes. They all wore thick felt brimmed hats. One even had long purple and green feathers sticking out.

      “Uh-oh,” Grae said.

      “It couldn’t be,” Flis said. Pirates. “They’re just in costume. Maybe another party? For this evening.”

      Pirates didn’t just tie up at a jetty and wander inside. They came after dark and raced in, guns blazing.

      “Maybe we should go and check,” Grae said.

      “Yeah.”

      As Flis turned to the door to the lobby, she saw two security people running. Their feet hammered the floor.

      They crossed the veranda. Hit the path without touching the steps. Raced down the ramp to the jetty.

      “This could get ugly,” Grae said.

      “Right. We should get down there.”

      “Exactly,” Grae said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Kollalee bumped hard against the side of the big powerboat. Cal Erdon saw the boat’s name now. Big Fish. Highly original, he thought.

      Through the Kollalee’s open windows he could smell the algae in the river, mixing with a kind of new-plastic stink from the boat. As if she’d just left the slipway a couple of hours ago.

      On the Kollalee’s bow walkway, his team were ready to go. His last crew member, Solomon A, waited in the rear well. He would go over the transom and come up the stern of Big Fish.

      “On the count?” Logan Kearse said beside Erdon.

      “Five,” Erdon said.

      Kearse leaned and tapped on the cockpit window. The three on the bow looked over. Kearse held up four fingers.

      “Four,” Erdon said.

      Kearse turned to the cockpit door and called to Solomon.

      “Three,” Erdon said.

      “Good to go,” Solomon called back.

      Erdon looked at the big boat. What a prize. Maybe it would even be worth missing his appointment with Chrann.

      He didn’t know what Kearse was worried about.

      “Two.” Kearse said.

      “Yes.” Erdon smiled. He looked up at the side of the bigger boat. This would be fun.

      “One,” Kearse said.

      The others moved as one. Springing from the walkway they grabbed the side of the big boat. Began scrambling up.

      As they got their first feet on the deck people appeared.

      Uniforms.

      Black. Sleek. Armored at the joints.

      Erdon swore.

      Guns. Big guns.

      Aight rolled. Got her feet under her.

      But the shooting had begun already. Smittle flew backward in an explosion of blood.

      His body smacked into Kollalee’s bow decking. Half his torso missing.

      “Break off,” Kearse shouted.

      More shooting. From the stern. Machine gun. High-powered.

      Solomon.

      Erdon looked around. Saw Solomon standing on the Big Fish’s rear deck. A huge weapon in his hands.

      Firing indiscriminately.

      Too late.

      Jaim Courth’s body slammed against the cockpit windows. Right in front of Erdon. A pane shattered. Courth slid to the side.

      “Break off,” Kearse said.

      “Doing it.”

      Courth’s deadweight bumped up against the side of the white boat. Unless someone grabbed him, he would fall into the water as soon as the boats separated.

      Erdon wasn’t going out there.

      Aight was on her knees. Firing back. One of the opposition stumbled.

      Her aim was good. They were armored.

      “Jump!” Solomon shouted.

      Erdon punched the controls. Released the magnetic grapples.

      He engaged the engine.

      The team in black stood at the edge of the big boat.

      They aimed their guns down.

      Right at Kollalee’s decks.

      Right at the cockpit.

      “Jump!” Solomon shouted. “Drewe! Get off there!”

      Erdon held his hand on the throttle.

      He heard a thump from behind.

      Solomon started shooting again. From Kollalee’s stern deck.

      Aight fired again and again.

      She jumped.

      The team fired again.

      Erdon saw Aight jerk in the air. Blood sprayed.

      Aight landed by Courth’s body.

      Erdon shunted the throttle.

      Kollalee surged.

      They kept firing. He felt the impacts through the wheel. Big caliber rounds. Punching through her. Through the superstructure. And the hull.

      “It was a trap,” he whispered.

      Solomon kept firing from the stern.

      It wasn’t making a bit of difference. They were done.

      Ruined.

      “A trap,” Erdon whispered again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The air was already cooling. Flis and Grae walked briskly. Out on the path they could hear the slap of water against the hulls.

      Across the other side of the river, the group of black ducks had walked out onto a low bank. Their beaks kept moving. Flis couldn’t hear the quacks.

      She and Grae reached the end of the jetty. The pair of security guards had stopped halfway along. They wore dark blue slacks and white, fitted shirts. They both had projectile weapons at their hips. The one of the left, Antonia, was a lefty.

      Beyond them, Miguel looked aghast. He took steps back toward the end of the jetty.

      There were four people in pirate costume. It seemed flamboyant and over the top to Flis. Too much frill and pizzazz.

      “What’s your business?” the male security guard said. Clark. Grae had him on the list to interview tomorrow.

      Antonia kept her left hand near her weapon.

      “A meal,” the tallest of the pirate-costumed group said. “Excuse our... attire. We’re on our way to a function. Costume... obligatory.” He had thick stubble, as if he’d been growing it for a few days as part of the appearance. Bright blue eyes and a strong jawline. He could, Flis thought, have played competitive contact sports. Crowball, maybe.

      “See,” Grae said. He turned to head back inside.

      “Wait,” Flis said.

      “We’ll need to see your identification,” Antonia said. “Given your appearance.”

      “Really?”

      “We have the safety of all our guests at heart. I’m sure you’d appreciate our caution should genuine pirates arrive.”

      The man nodded slowly. He lifted his head to peer beyond the guards. He looked right at Flis. Held her gaze for a moment.

      “It’s fine,” the man said. “Perfectly fine. Of course.”

      Moving slowly, he opened his shirt and brought out a rippletalk. The device looked new. A thin slab, black with turquoise trim to match the powerboat. He tapped the rippletalk’s corner and passed it to Clark.

      Clark used his own rippletalk to examine the data. “Bently Chrann?” Clark said.

      “That’s me.”

      Clark kept looking at his rippletalk for a moment longer. Passing Chrann’s back, Miguel scratched his neck with his free hand.

      Quickly he repeated the check with the other three. He scratched his neck a bit more vigorously.

      “All checks out,” Clark said. “Thank you for your patience. We do need to be cautious out this way.”

      He and Antonia stood aside to let the group pass. The ‘pirates’ took fast, long strides.

      Chrann met Flis’s eyes again as he went past. Held her gaze and gave a slight smile.

      “All okay, then,” Grae said.

      But he hadn’t seen Chrann’s look.

      “Let get to our rooms,” Flis said. “Go over those figures again.”

      Grae scowled. “Not okay then?”

      “I’ll tell you up there.”
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        * * *

      

      Bots and maids had made up their rooms. The beds were straightened and the air smelled of a
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