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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.
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