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This is a work of
fiction. The characters and events portrayed in this book are
fictitious, and any resemblance to real people or events is purely
coincidental.


Prologue



No one knew where the
Sirona came from, or where they went when they were done. Some
speculated that they had a homeworld, but others were not so sure.
Whatever the case, we knew that when they appeared above our worlds
with their offers of trade, we were powerless to do anything about
them.

Their great, silver
ships materialised out of the void over many of our worlds. Their
technology was so far advanced, and yet they seemed interested in
the insignificant things we had to offer. We knew there was little
we could do to send them on their way.

After a time, their
invisible hand became too strong. The Combined Council of Worlds
was formed to inject order. Wherever the Sirona had been, disorder
and social decline could be found. We didn't know why or how, but
the implications were clear. Though the CoCee studied the Sirona
and their technology, we came no further forward. Their culture
remained an enigma. Dealing with one Sirona was like dealing with
any other and may as well had been, because the individual Sirona
knew all the dealings of the others. We were perplexed. The things
that caught their attention and the scheme behind what they did lay
beyond our comprehension. Much later, we began to understand.

Those things wrought by
the Sirona were deep and dark. And some became known only years
after they happened, obscured by our divisions and our separate
ways. One such was Lantana, The Cradle.

Lantana was designated
a crib world: a vast sociological experiment established some
generations past by a collection of academic renegades from the
established orthodoxy. The Lantanans called their world The Cradle.
The basic tenet of its foundation was the development of the
individual in mind and body. The fundamental axiom was the
conscious limitation of technology.

Throughout its brief
history, The Cradle had little interaction with the other worlds.
Its inhabitants maintained a fierce protectionist policy. The world
was not technology free — far from it — but they purposely limited
its use. Where the mind and body could do something, the Lantanans
believed the mind and body should. Their social order, their
training, all the pedagogy was based around this principle.

Lying at the
cornerstone of this regime, was a series of enhancements introduced
by neural surgery. Shortly after their first year of life, neural
extensors were implanted in the young Lantanans, linking the two
hemispheres of the brain. These organic implants grew and developed
with the normal maturation to adulthood. The pathways, coupled with
the unorthodox disciplines and training resulted in a different
mode of thought; a new lateralism and perspective found nowhere
else in the system. It gave the emerging Lantanans a capability to
view and analyse things in ways unfamiliar to the rest of the
system.

Because of The Cradle's
isolationist policy, few outside knew about or experienced their
perspective or their program of social engineering. For years, it
remained a zealously guarded secret.

Numbers expanded in the
initial stages of The Cradle’s foundation, but the growth
stabilized once it reached what the leaders deemed was optimum. The
Lantanans held no illusions about their vulnerability or the
reality of external threat. Defence of personal freedom was
recognized and guarded as was the latitude to pursue their own
ideals. They became a hermit world to guard that freedom.

They kept so separate
from the rest of us that no one knew when the great silver ships
appeared above Lantana. None saw the devastation. Nor did anyone
know why it occurred — not even the survivors, few that they
were.


Chapter
One



Mahra cursed to
herself. Damned port security. The voyage could have been a lot
better. How was she to know about the security crackdown? The
confusion at the port on check-in should had alerted her, but it
didn't. Well, despite the trouble, she was here now, in yet another
unremarkable hotel room, on yet another world. Nothing changed. One
world was much like any other these days. One city the same as the
next.

She spat on her
whetstone and drew it in long even strokes across her blade edge.
The flat, sheenless surface felt good resting across her thighs.
Wherever she was, she always had her blade. She had made sure of it
after her years without. This was her ritual, her daily meditation.
The rhythmic motion helped focus her in that small, quiet place,
where she could think unsullied by the day's tensions. Despite the
years that had passed, she kept to the Old One's teachings. They
sustained her alertness and sharpness; attributes that kept her on
top in her line of work. She didn't even feel the cold when she was
occupied with her blade, and cold it was. Miserable excuse for a
place. Miserable excuse for a planet.

"Oh well," she said to
herself. "Better here than nowhere."

Chutzpah, her small
furry companion, chittered on her shoulder. The grey bush of his
tail flicked up and down, expressing his annoyance.

"I know, I know. You're
hungry. Come on, we'll get you something to eat," she said, and
nuzzled the side of his head.

She sighed, stuffed the
whetstone back into the pouch at her belt, and drew herself to her
feet. Chutzpah teetered on her shoulder, then righted himself,
claws scrabbling and then digging into the cloth at her shoulder.
He stuck his tail out to counterbalance. It was most unlike him not
to sense and anticipate her moves. He had to be out of phase.
Perhaps it was simply the cold.

Mahra sheathed her
blade, slipped it back over her right shoulder and stooped to toss
her pack onto the bed behind her. She flipped open the tabs,
upended the pack, and let the contents spill out across the covers.
After some shuffling through them one-handed, she located the bag
of coz nuts and pulled out a small handful. Chutzpah caught the
scent and strained forward, nose aquiver. She placed a small pile
on the chair next to the threev and leaned her body forward to
allow him to jump from his perch.

"There you are, Chutz,"
she told him. "But that's all. They've got to last. Don’t know when
next I’m going to be able to afford some more."

She scratched the space
between his ears with one finger, as nut held between his forepaws,
he cracked noisily into the tough shell.

The hotel was a little
less salubrious than she'd have liked, but Mahra was currently
between contracts. She slowly turned and took stock. Fairly
sparsely appointed. Not even a sim set. Sure, it had a threev, but
where didn't? There was not even a remote for it. Still, it was
about as much as her card could bear at the moment. She was
counting on the fact that, even now, it would take a week or two
for any registrations to get back and blow her limit at Credit
Central. By then, she should have picked up something, even if it
was only a short-hop sign on. Even with that, she should be
able to spin it out until something more solid came along. She
didn’t like the should though. New Helvetica was a nice
enough place she supposed — for a fridge world. She wasn't exactly
part of the resort set though. Brightly coloured therm wear didn't
really suit her, or most of her purposes. Besides, Chutzpah's claws
would have made a mess of it. But she was here now, and hopefully
something would come of it before her funds ran out.

The New Helvetians were
an austere race. En masse they seemed to have a penchant for shades
of grey or brown; clothing and buildings and personality. There was
no such thing as a rich comedian on New Helvetica unless he or she
were a tourist. Most of the New Helvetian population made their
living on two major industries: tourism and tech. The former she
could really do without. The latter was the reason she was
here.

Since the Twelve-Day
War, the New Helvetians had remained visibly unaligned. Their
emotionless character and apparent calmness made them excellent
negotiators and an entire offshoot industry of diplomacy and
business had grown up around this talent. The truth was, that
despite their professed neutrality, New Helvetica didn't really
care which side it played, as long as there was a profit in it.
They specialised in the sort of tech that made money — weapons tech
and info tech. Either one fostered vested interested. If not caring
which faction they supplied from one moment to the next constituted
neutrality, then neutral they were. Despite the tripartite signings
at the Combined Council, Mahra knew they still dealt on every side.
The Council and intrepid journalists had been trying to prove it
for years.

The three major
interest groups of the CoCee preached reduction on the one hand and
made their deals in private on the other. At least at this stage,
they were all sitting down at the same table and actually talking.
Not that she had any real interesting in what they were talking
about. What she was banking on, and with what she knew, her
particular skill set, Mahra stood a good chance of being able to
pick up something as a fall-out of the New Helvetian subculture.
For the moment, she had no concrete plans to speak of, but she was
a believer in the principle that opportunities were made — they
didn't just happen. If her voyage in had been any indication,
however, she had a bit of work to do to change her luck. And she
had better start doing so soon, because she was here with no idea
how she was going to earn a few creds.

For a start, she could
check the bulletins and see if there was anything worthy of
attention, but she doubted it. The sort of contract she was looking
for was not the type that usually found its way into the open media
or message boards. The less reputable bars and clubs around ports
often provided her with the leads she needed, or at least snippets
that would act as starting points. But she was not that familiar
with New Helvetica, and she had to start somewhere.

Chutzpah sat happily
tearing out the flesh of a nut. He'd probably curl up where he sat
and sleep when he got through the remainder. As usual, with these
colder resort worlds, the heating tended to be a little too high
and the room's stuffy atmosphere was conducive to drowsiness. Mahra
couldn't afford to let herself succumb to the temptation to settle
back and relax. She had work to do. She searched about the small
room for a temperature control but to no avail. Same old story. She
flicked on the threev and browsed the bulletin boards. After a few
minutes, she decided there wasn't going to be anything there, so
she flipped over to the news channel. Lead item was the expected
retaliation attempted by the Warriors of Heaven against the
Laizmuth and consequent upgrading of security at all ports.

"Yeah, yeah. Tell me
about it," she muttered at the screen.

The only other item
that caught her attention was a brief mention of a rumoured
corporate courtship between the information giant Interworld Logic
Systems and the biosystems company Germ Cells Inc. System-wide
business giants flirting with each other was not so unusual, but
what did ILS and GCI had in common? She thought about it for a few
moments. Something was not quite right about the pattern. It was
clearly time she did a bit of digging.

She sifted through her
belongings again and pulled out her palm comp. From time to time,
it struck her as interesting that the technology had never got any
smaller. She often spent her energies thinking about it. Despite
the amount of time since her early years, tech still fascinated
her. Perhaps it had been those years spent without it. Perhaps it
was the questions Aleyin had left with her.

The trend toward
miniaturisation had halted abruptly with the realisation that such
things were always going to be limited by the human physique. As
voice activation and response had proved impractical with the
strictures of both privacy and intrusion laws, size became limited
by the fact that there was always something that needed to be
pressed or swiped by a finger. The end of the human digit became
the limiting factor. Screen size had also been a problem until the
introduction of holo displays. Now the display could be zoomed to
whatever size was comfortable. There might be a little less
resolution, but not enough to really impact on the utility. Until
the holo screen, portability had been limited by access to a hard
screen, or the use of a detachable. Of course, there had been the
inevitable flirtation with implants, but for some reason, that had
simply trickled away, as far as she knew.

Mahra keyed the
sequence, and the screen took shape in the air above the edge of
her hand. Index — Infonet — Business, she drilled down through the
pictographs and started her query. Mahra had long ago found that it
saved her a great deal of time, and more importantly, expense on
the nets, to have pre-set parameter groups she could overlay onto
the search maps. These had been built up over the last few years
and they served her well.

Knowing the scan would
take a few seconds, she let her attention wander over the rest of
the bulletins, just in case. Finally, the screen flashed at her,
indicating completion, and she cut the threev so she could devote
her attention to the results. She had to rely upon her intuition,
and her hunches were best formed without distraction.

There were several
categories to choose from and she scrolled through them to try and
pick up some linkage — some connecting thread or background — that
might lead her in the right direction. The task was made more
difficult by the interwoven structure of ownership and interests.
Each of the two companies had holdings in a dozen different areas
and there was a trail of subsidiaries stretching down through level
after level across virtually all the known worlds. Each subsidiary
in turn had its own stakeholdings in other operations. Nothing
matched the patterns. The link just didn't seem to be there.

Somewhere at the back
of her mind, something pushed to came forward, to snag her
attention. Mahra had learnt to rely on these feelings, but she
still needed to pin it down, to give it some shape. She normally
did some of her best work at night, but this time perhaps she was
just too tired. It wouldn't come, and she could feel there was no
profit to be had in pushing at it. She bit her lower lip as she
pressed the save sequence, turned the display off, and tossed the
unit back on the bed. Let it come of its own accord if it was going
to.

She had the ready
solution to her mood. She pulled her blade from its sheath and
tested the edge. The first principles of her years of training;
mind, body, and blade sharp — each relying on the others. She
pulled off her clothes and boots, moved to the room's centre and
lowered the blade point to the floor, concentrating her energy.
Suddenly she spun the blade up and caught it as she moved into the
first of her positions. Throw, catch, weave. One continuous fluid
motion. Spin and catch hand to hand. She was thankful for the lofty
ceilings characteristic of these old colonial worlds.

She felt the stretching
of her body and reflexes as she pushed herself further. Many a time
her life had depended upon both. She couldn't afford to let herself
get lax. Once was enough. That time, she had been going through a
particularly down period and she had indulged it. The medics had
carried her from that port bar, and she still bore a scar on her
left forearm to remind her what could happen if you let yourself
slip.

By the time she had
completed the sequence, her firm muscles were slick with the gleam
of sweat. She finished as she had started, in the fighting stance,
legs slightly spaced, breasts rising and falling with her
breathing. She touched the matte black blade to her forehead, then
slipped it back into the sheath in one motion, her thumb tracing
the edge as it slid into place.

That was enough. She
could put her mind to the thing that was nagging at her tomorrow.
Maybe she'd find a lead, maybe she wouldn't. All she wanted to do
now was wash off the stink of her travels, grab a few hours rest
and start afresh in the morning.

 


oOo

 


The bar was packed.
People pushed and jostled through the crowd, arms laden with
drinks, and tried to manoeuvre their way back to their companions.
The sound system blared the latest crash number and stirred her
lower body with a heavy pulsing bass line, but it did little to
distinguish itself from the people noise, their individual voices
raised to make themselves heard above the din. Across one side a
wall-high holo-screen writhed with the intertwined forms of naked
flesh — coupling or dance, she couldn't quite tell. The air trailed
ribbons of fragrant smoke and laughter. It didn't look like the
sort of place that would be good for business, but then, you never
knew. It would do for the time being.

This was already her
third night of bar hopping around the port area, and it had
produced little or no result. Mahra was becoming despondent.
Chutzpah was unimpressed, and made his feelings known by nipping at
her ear. She turned and snarled at him in reprimand, but he merely
bared his teeth back at her. She could sympathise with the way he
felt but she snapped back anyway.

"Just put up with it,
will you? We have work to do." She turned back to scan the
unpromising crowd of revellers.

By leaning right across
the bar, she finally managed to attract the barman's attention. She
held up one finger and gestured with her other hand. The barman
raised his eyebrows and nodded, before moving further down the bar
to pour the large mug of foaming brew. He returned and slapped it
down in front of her and took her proffered card. He keyed the
amount and swiped the reader. Then, giving the card a cursory
glance, he flipped it back to her, where it landed in a puddle of
the spilled drink. Mahra slid it from the damp surface and wiped
away the wetness on her thigh, before slipping it away again. She
suppressed an inward sigh of relief and let her breath out slowly.
So, she hadn’t broken the bank yet.

She really couldn't
expect anything better from the barman, she supposed. After all,
she didn't look like a resorter, and she wasn't likely to spend or
tip the way they did. And he was right, she'd probably nurse this
particular mug for some time if she ever found a booth or table.
She turned, and propping her elbows on the bar, scanned the room
for opportunities.

Mostly, the bar was
full of resorters. A la mode clothing, flashing teeth and
jewellery, and laughter that was just a little too loud. Damn, but
she hated that sort. There were a few navy types though, and one or
two others she couldn't pick immediately. Any of them might turn
out to be useful. There were, after all, two possibilities here.
The first was to get a line on something, or a contact. The other
was the hope of acquiring a hand weapon. The blade was good enough.
It would do the job if it came down to it, but it could also leave
her vulnerable. There was hand to hand, but there was also the
possibility of being picked off at a distance by some clever fellow
with a range weapon; a prospect she didn't exactly relish — not
that it was likely to occur in a place like New Helvetica. The
world was known for its layers of regulations and the fines that
went with them.

Travel regs these days
meant that it was becoming increasingly difficult to move from
world to world fully armed, and the inner-system worlds tended to
have a more stringent policy about bearing weaponry unless you were
fully certified and had the legitimate permits. That Mahra wasn't
certified didn't really concern her. The permits were exceedingly
difficult to acquire unless you knew the right people. Strangely
enough, you didn’t need a permit for a blade. People just didn’t
carry them anymore.

It was no different on
New Helvetica where the flaunted wealth of the resort set would
make easy pickings for a fully armed street thug. Usually she could
get away with her blade, and, if it came to the worst, she could
use it, but there was still that odd occasion where she felt she
could do with a little extra security.

She spotted a vacant
booth and slipped between the crowded bodies, careful not to spill
any more of her drink than the barman had already. She took up
position in preparation for a long night of watching and waiting.
She slid along the padded bench seat, settled herself in the corner
and placed her mug in front of her. She made sure of Chutzpah's
perch before she nestled back. One arm, she draped across the back
of the booth, the other across the table surface, hand encircling
her mug. It was not the most comfortable of positions, but it
afforded the best view and left her right arm in a position where
her blade was close to hand.

Chutzpah assessed the
situation and deciding that there would be no further movement for
the time being, clambered down the front of her tunic, using his
claws for purchase. Settling his hindquarters in her lap, he
stretched up, one paw on either side of her throat, almost as if
embracing her. Within moments, a low rumble emanated from deep in
his chest as he watched her, face upturned and nostrils flaring
with his breath.

Mahra put her watching
reflexes on automatic. She let her eyes scan the bar and its
inhabitants with half her attention and allowed her thoughts to
wander with the other. She trusted to her perceptions to alert her
as well as her empathy with Chutzpah's moods and impressions.
Chutzpah's continuous rumble seemed to assist, with its almost
hypnotic quality tuned to the rhythms of her body and brain. The
symbiosis had been there always, but it had grown from the early
beginnings. She felt as naked without Chutzpah now, as she did
without her blade. Somehow it was like the link she used to have,
so long ago, with the Old One, and then with Aleyin after that, but
in other ways it was different.

The zimonette was an
interesting creature, little understood by the few who knew
anything about them. There was precious little available from those
that did. One school of thought held that they only gave the
pretence of sapience and that attributing any rationality to them
was pure anthropomorphism. Mahra was inclined to disagree with that
analysis more than just a little. She and Chutz had been together
too long, and she had seen too much to make the mistake of
down-playing his abilities. Just because the zimonette had not, as
a species, developed a tool-using and structured society, did not,
as far as she was concerned, deny the powers of cognitive thought.
Let the academics hold their theories, she was quite happy with her
own.

"Isn't that right
Chutz?" she said and stroked the length of his back with the ends
of her fingers, right from the place between his shoulders down to
the base of his tail. Her stroking intensified the rumbling. "We
could tell them a thing or two."

She had met Chutzpah on
a garden world aptly named Paradise because of its lush verdure and
teeming life. The world had been designated a sanctuary and was
relatively unsullied by human contact or exploitation. Mahra had
wound up there by accident and in very poor circumstances. She had
been lucky to survive the landing, and if it hadn't been for Chutz,
she probably wouldn't had made it. He had found her on the forest
floor when she could walk no more, wounded, and fevered. He located
food for her, and eventually when she had understood, led her to
water. He had also kept the less desirable inhabitants at bay,
guarding her sleeping form.

Eventually, she had
been located via her distress beacon, but that was nearly two
months later. By that time, she had fully recovered, Chutzpah and
she had the beginnings of their long-standing bond already in
place. When she had finally shipped off Paradise, he had come with
her. She didn't know why, nor could she fathom the workings of his
mind, but he had been with her ever since.

That had been in the
early days when she was still raw and naive about many things. Now
she had been through a little more, Chutzpah with her, and both had
become somewhat more jaded over the course of time.

Chutzpah continued his
steady regard of her face and slowly blinked his eyes as if in
confirmation.

She smiled at him for a
moment before focusing once again on the bar population. The resort
crowd was thinning now, to be replaced by a few more navy types and
those others whom she couldn't put a label to yet. She found this
often happened in places nestled around the port as the evening
wore on. The resorters tended to drift off to parties or dinners or
shows, to leave the other, more regular patrons to make up the
numbers. Because of its proximity to the port, this place could
turn out to be more useful to her than she had hoped.

A few green-suited
technicians started to wander in with the regulars and merchanters,
as well as one or two dark-suited militaire — shipboard militiamen
who rode with the large freighters and passenger liners. She didn't
envy them their jobs. She had done her stint in that line too.
Boring as hell, but the pay was good. It didn't matter if it was a
long or a short haul. The job always seemed to be the same. The
problem was that it was necessary. With the combination of both the
boredom, and the number of creds one could earn, it was a recipe
for port-side disaster. There was nowhere to spend the earnings on
long haul flights so the militaire generally wound up with a lot of
money and little satisfaction. It encouraged them to let off a
little more steam than normal once they finally hit a port,
especially if they'd just came off a particularly long haul.

The few who appeared
were not exactly making their presence felt, so she assumed they
were only local short-hoppers. The greetings and signs of
recognition that passed around the bar confirmed that impression.
There were the inevitable one or two glances over in her direction,
but nothing too overt. The glancers were probably based locally and
had partners or lovers to return home to, after they loosened the
joints. No, there was little to be concerned about there. She could
have probably handled most of them on her own if required.

The problem was that it
didn't offer much in the way of a potential contact. If something
didn't eventuate soon, she'd be forced to move on and take her
chances elsewhere.

She lifted her mug and
was in the process of draining the last of its contents when the
low rumble in Chutzpah's chest abruptly stopped. She looked down to
see him craning back over his shoulder, eyes fixed on the door.

"What is it Chutz?" she
murmured, following his gaze.

At first there seemed
to be nothing to capture the zimonette's attention. The usual
assortment of individuals circulated round the bar and the booths.
A few wandered out the door, only to be replaced by more of a
similar type. But Mahra had long ago learnt to trust the signals
given by her small companion. His intuitions were uncannily
accurate. After a few moments, the crowd by the door parted
unconsciously to admit a newcomer. When she at last had a clear
enough view, she knew why the crowd gave way.

The new arrival stood
out without trying. He was a good head taller than the majority of
those already inside the bar and the navy types and techs give way,
consciously or unconsciously deferring to his greater size. There
were a few smiles and nods of recognition as he made his way to the
bar, with a smaller and rounder companion following in his wake.
The shorter one wouldn't normally warrant a second glance, but the
tall one naturally drew the eye as the pair moved through the room.
There was no need for them to signal for the barman's attention. He
was there waiting with a smile to take their order as they reached
the bar. Nice for some, she thought.

These two were
obviously known. The tall one ordered kahveh and stood surveying
the bar as he waited. His companion signalled a mug and the barman
moved back along the bar length to fill the order.

They were an unusual
pair, she had to give them that. The tall one was clad top to
bottom in black except for the boots, and the boots themselves were
enough to attract attention. They were deep, blood red and rose
almost to his knee. Black and white designs worked up and down
their length forming intricate patterns. By narrowing her eyes a
little, she could pick out what appeared to be intertwined
serpents. Long black curls fell to his shoulders framing a
moustachioed face, highlighted by vivid green eyes beneath a finely
etched brow. His companion, by contrast, was swarthy, overweight
and wore eye lenses beneath his more standard navy crop. The
spectacles were no fashion statement either. They were thick and
heavy, magnifying the eyes behind them — eyes that flickered
nervously around the room. There must have been some reason why he
wouldn’t have opted for corrective surgery. It didn’t exactly look
like they were an affectation.

Their drinks arrived
and the two stood there, leaning across the bar in conversation,
the taller one stooping a lot more to bring himself into hearing
range of his companion. As they talked, they sipped at their
drinks, the short one cradling his mug in thick pudgy hands, the
tall one sipping daintily at the hot kahveh, watching the room in
the mirror behind the bar, eyes always on the alert. No, not your
normal porters these ones. His roving gaze paused once, twice, in
Mahra's direction as they surveyed the reflected room, then he bent
and muttered something to his companion. The short one looked back
over his shoulder and pushed his heavy lenses further up his nose
before he peered across the room. He caught her in that magnified
gaze for a moment or two, said something to his partner, then gave
a dismissive shrug before turning back to his brimming mug.

Mahra, pretending not
to have noticed, focused her eyes on another part of the room,
fixing her face toward a huddle of people near the door. This
allowed enough of an angle so that she could watch the pair in her
peripheral vision. They continued their conversation, with the
taller one passing the occasional unsubtle glanced her way in the
reflected image behind the bar.

Uh-oh, here it
comes, she thought, as the tall one finally turned and looked
unabashedly straight at her. His gaze travelled up and down as if
sizing her up. His companion turned and watched, a wry expression
on his face. No, there was no doubt about it, he was about to make
his move. The flamboyant stranger sauntered across to stand over
her booth and looked down at her with an obviously practised, but
very charming smile.

"I couldn't help
noticing, Mez. It's an interesting pet you have there. I was over
there, debating the matter with my companion. Now would you be kind
enough to help me out by settling the argument. It's a zimonette is
it not?" he asked in a lilting, musical accent.

His voice was deep and
full, but the inflections made it seem a little gentle. As he
spoke, he smiled, one eyebrow rose in query. This close, he wasn't
bad at all. If he was trying to pick her up, she might even be
tempted. Chutzpah, at the first sign of the intrusion had scuttled
up her shoulder and stood tensely poised, ready for action and
obviously objecting.

"Yes, zimonette, and
no, pet he is not," she replied, putting a slight hardness to the
last few words just for good measure. She wanted to see how much of
a challenge he really was.

Up close, the stranger
was a lot younger than she at first presumed, but the air of
self-assurance seemed to be at odds with his apparent age. She
could see a strip of white hair running through the dark curls at
the top of his head. It began at a ridge of slightly reddened skin
that continued in a line that slanted across his wide forehead. The
large moustache was curled upward at the ends, and he smoothed it
with the tip of his finger and thumb as he stood watching her.

"Ah, it has been a
while since I've seen one of those, you see? Therefore, the debate.
You're not a local." It was a statement rather than a question.

"Well, we'll certainly
have to give you points for observation there," she answered wryly.
He ignored the sarcasm and continued.

"Listen now, I hate to
be forward, but would we be intruding if we joined you? You're
alone, are you not? Let us buy you a drink perhaps."

Why not? she
thought as she pursed her lips. She pretended to be thinking it
over as she looked him up and down. She also made sure she did it
in the same fashion that he had done it to her earlier. Then,
adjudging that her point had been made, and that there had been
enough of a pause, she shrugged and signified her assent. She
tapped the rim of her mug with her finger.

At least the pair's
intrusion would pass the time, and if this pair turned out to be a
waste in other ways, she could always keep an eye on the rest of
the bar. The man, however, looked like he might be interesting
enough to provide a snippet or two of useful information. She sized
him up some more, while his attention was distracted by signalling
to his companion to get the drinks and to come and join them.

He was indeed tall and
looked reasonably fit with it. If nothing else, it could almost be
worth an evening's dalliance. She couldn't pick the accent, and
that bothered her. Accents were something she was usually good
at.

As his companion
arrived with the drinks, the tall one swept her a mock bow.

"Allow me to present my
companion, Jayeer Sind. Travelling companion, accomplice, and comp
man extraordinaire. And I, who have the pleasure of standing before
you, I am Timon, Timon Pellis ... Mez ... "

"Mahra, Mahra Kaitan
... and this, is Chutzpah," she said giving the zimonette a
reassuring scratch under the chin. "Thanks for the drink."

The pair slipped into
the booth facing her. She couldn't help thinking what odd
companions they made for each other.

"Well Mez Kaitan, um
... Mahra, if I may...?" She nodded. "What brings you to the lovely
world of New Helvetica? Pleasure is it ... or perhaps, might I
venture, profit?" he asked, giving her a smile.

She noted that when he
smiled, he turned up one corner of his mouth more than the other,
making it a lopsided grin, further accentuated by the large
sweeping moustache. He brushed back his hair as he spoke, to
further reveal the red line that passed up across the skin of his
forehead. It looked like a burn of some sort — perhaps a legacy of
some old combat. The music's intensity had died down a little by
this stage, no longer pandering to the resorters. Thankfully, it
now provided a subtler background to their conversation.

He was certainly a
charmer this Timon Pellis, which was more than could be said for
his companion. Chutzpah didn't seem impressed though. He still sat
tensed upon her shoulder, looking from one face to another.

"I didn't exactly have
any plans, per se, Mezzer Pellis," she replied warily. "Just what
you might call 'passing through.'"

"Well ... I wouldn't
think that pleasure would make you carry a blade either," said
Pellis carefully, following the curl of his moustache with thumb
and forefinger. "Are you working?"

"Currently I am, what
you'd call, between contracts," she replied, wondering where this
might be leading. "You're pretty direct, Mezzer Pellis. Why do you
want to know? What is your interest, anyway?"

Pellis looked down and
toyed with his mug. Sind just sat watching with his eyes magnified
many-fold through those thick viewport lenses. After what seemed
like an eternity of silence, Pellis looked up, pursed his lips for
a moment and answered.

"Experience has shown
me that one who wears a weapon of any sort is either in employment
necessitating its carriage or has the skill to use it and might
need to use it. Now we've already established that it is not
employment. So, I have to make the other assumption. Are you any
good with that thing?"

"I manage," answered
Mahra, in a measured voice.

"Uh-huh. And would you
have any skills in any of the other, uh, shall we call them, manual
arts?" he asked, once more smoothing his ample moustache. He fixed
her with a calculating look.

"As I said, I manage,
Mezzer Pellis."

"Now please. Call me
Timon. I'm not exactly one for formality. But, anyway, that is
beside the point ... I'm not going to ask you for references ...
No, what I mean to say is, have you done any ship work?"

Ah, at last this is
starting to get somewhere, she thought.

Pellis continued. "No,
excuse the awkwardness of my phrasing. Let me put it this way.
Would you be looking for something?"

"I just might be,
Mezzer ... uh, Timon. It depends. Yes, sure, I've done my share of
shipboard work. I've had a few militaire runs among others. Why,
what have you got on offer? I assume you do have something
on offer."

Pellis was on the verge
of answering when the silent Sind, who up to this point had not
made a move, gripped him by the shoulder and gestured with an
inclination of his head toward the bar. Pellis frowned and looked
from Sind to Mahra and back again. Sind raised his eyebrows and
again inclined his head in the bar's direction.

"Yes, all right. Excuse
me, if you would, for a few moments. We just have to sort a little
something out," Pellis said, sighed, and slid across the bench
after Sind, then followed him over to the bar.

There was an animated
discussion. Sind stood with hands outstretched, palms upward.
Pellis alternately pointed with his finger and chopped the air with
one hand. Mahra strained but couldn't hear what passed between
them. Finally, the matter seemed to reach resolution. Sind nodded
his head twice in quick succession and Pellis clapped him on the
back with one hand and gestured back to the booth with the other.
Pellis almost propelled the smaller man toward the table as they
moved back to re-joined her. Pellis slid his long body into the
booth, and Sind sealed the gap with his more rotund frame.

Once settled, Sind
removed his lenses, pulled a kerchief from the pocket of his
coveralls, wiped them, mopped his forehead, and replaced the lenses
on the bridge of his nose. Returning the kerchief to its place, he
fixed her with those too-large eyes. Pellis gave her that disarming
smile, yet again revealing his perfect teeth before starting to
speak. She imagined him winning the confidence of many with that
smile.

"We have to apologise
to you, Mahra, but once more my worthy partner here has corrected
my impulsive ways. My friend Jayeer here is the restraint in our
operation. The voice of caution and good sense. He tempers my
head-strong nature with a little logic and a lot of common sense.
It is my fault, you see. I tend to rush into things. From time to
time to my cost, I must admit. But, enough of that. It is true that
we — that is Mezzer Sind and myself — may had something to offer,
but first we would like, or at least want to ask you to tell us a
little about yourself. Who you are. What you are. You know, simply
things like that." The last he said with a grin, obviously to put
her at ease.

"Uh-huh," she replied,
reaching up to scratch Chutzpah between the ears. "And what do I
get in return?"

"Ah, surely, a fair
question. For a start, we'll keep that mug full for as long as it
might take, and in return we'll also tell you what we might be
offering. That is, if it's worth telling. Does that sound
fair?"

Mahra looked slowly
from one to the other, pressed her lips together, and equally as
slowly, nodded. She lifted her mug and took a long swallow to give
herself breathing space in which to consider her options. What to
tell? What not to tell? Taking a deep breath and licking her lips,
she decided to start.

"As I said, I've done
my share of militaire. Short hops usually, but there have been one
or two long hauls in there. I even ran as a merc for a while. Won't
tell you who for. You don't need to know that. Don't like the
mercenary game though. Too much political ideology and I'm not too
hot on that sort of factionalism. A few years ago now, I did some
bodyguard work as well, but that was pretty boring. Basically,
consisted of standing round all day looking tough. Left that one
because the individual concerned finally ended up making
unreasonable demands. Wanted me to do more with his body than just
guard it, and quite frankly, I wasn't interested. Since then, well,
my last four contracts have involved courier work. You know,
sensitive stuff. There are a few others besides that, but that's
about it. What more would you like to know?"

At this point the
silent Sind decided to make his presence felt. His voice was soft,
the words slightly accented in a manner that suggests Andaran
origins.

"Your homeworld?" he
asked, and she could feel the probe in his voice.

"Unimportant, Mezzer
Sind. I'll tell you what you need to know and not a shred
more."

"Family?" he fired
back.

"No, at least not any
more. And I don't want to speak about that either if that's okay
with you?" she said pointedly. She took another swallow from her
mug and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

"Any legal
problems?"

"No, none to speak
of."

"Attachments?"

"Two arms, two legs ...
a zimonette."

"Attachments?" Sind
repeated, stolidly ignoring her reply.

"No, if we don't count
Chutz here. He's the only attachment I need." She scratched the
underside of his chin to reinforce the point and just to make sure
any negative feeling he was getting didn't upset him too much.

"All right then.
Skills," Sind asked and sat back with his arms folded across his
ample middle.

"Hmm, what would you
like? ... Small arms. Hand to hand. Range weapons. Explosives if
necessary. Some comp…" Sind snorted and Mahra ignored the sound and
continued. "Tracking. Flying if I have to… do you want me to
continue?" she asked.

"No, no. I think not,"
interrupted Pellis before Sind could reply. "I believe you've
covered all the information we require, to now. Is that right,
Jay?”

“References?” said the
smaller man, unwilling to be distracted.

Mahra laughed out
loud.

Timon gave an amused
snort.

“Right you are,” he
said. “And I suppose that it is only right and just that we fulfil
our part of the agreement. Now ... what can we tell you?"

Pellis paused for a
moment, framing his words as he sat back, cupped his hands behind
his head, and stretched his legs out beneath the table.

"You see, Mahra, my
partner Jayeer and myself we're in, well, a funny range of
business. You might say we are in the import-export trade. We ran
into a little bit of bother on our last haul, got a little
banged-up. As a result of those, um, unfortunate circumstances
we're short a member of our crew ... Now it's not only free trade
that we're involved in, you see. A bit like yourself in that
respect. So, because of our unplanned vacancy, we're looking for a
bit of an all-rounder to temporarily fill the hole in our number.
Someone to pick up the slack you might say. It sounds as if you've
got the range of skills that we need. So, if you're interested in
such a role, say so and we can discuss a few more details. If not,
we might as well call a stop to the proceedings here and wish each
other a very good night. Well ... what do you say?"

"Mm-hm. You have my
attention." She tried not to sound too eager. "Please
continue."

"All right then." He
smiled, looking pleased with himself. "We have ourselves a ship.
Our ship. Right now, she is in need of a little repair. We expect
to have her back in a serviceable state in about ten days or so. As
soon as she is ready, we'll be shipping out. It doesn't matter
where at this stage, but it's neither a long haul, nor a short hop.
We'll be running silent is our habit. Generally, we're able to come
and go as we please on New Helvetica."

Mahra involuntarily
raised her eyebrows. Movement in and out of New Helvetica, as they
pleased, and, with their own ship. Things were looking better and
better.

"If you're still
interested, you can join us on a trial contract basis. We'd pay you
twelve hundred creds for the first haul. Subject to a satisfactory
conclusion, we'd offer the possibility of a bonus and
re-negotiation after that. The contract would be settled here on
New Helvetica between ourselves, so, totally, and legitimately free
of tax creds. Now, don't get me wrong. You'd be expected to pull
your weight on board. We don't carry useless loads or unnecessary
weight — if you get my meaning? No obligation on our part at all.
If it turned out to be the case and there was a port handy ... well
and good. If there wasn't ... no obligation. Is that very
clear?"

"Yes, it's clear." She
tried to appear as unfazed as possible and ignore the implied
threat. "Um — what about equipment?"

"You would bring what
you have. We also have a fully stocked armoury on board, so that is
not a problem. All ship's property. Your pet ... sorry ... your
companion, can bunk with you. Hygiene would be your responsibility
though."

"What about a life-box
for him? He is not exactly going to fit into a suit, is he?"

"No ... I take your
point. We don't have one. Not part of our standard carriage you
see. Fair question. I suppose we can buy one," said Pellis,
shrugged, then turned and scowled at Sind as he received a kick
under the table for his efforts. "There you go again, Jay. Having a
go at my generous nature. Well, too bad. I've said it. It
stands."

Sind merely humphed in
reply and crossed his arms tighter across his chest.

"So, Mez Kaitan. How
does it sound so far? Interested?"

"Well ... to be honest
... more than interested, Timon. More than interested. If you want
to, you can count me in."

"All right, it's
settled then. We can meet together again the day before we depart.
Give you time to settle in."

"Um ... Timon, there's
just one small matter ... " said Mahra with a little hesitation.
"I'm running a little short and...."

"Oh, is that all that's
bothering you. Look, I'll give you five up front if that's the
case."

For this, Pellis
received an elbow in the ribs. Sind shook his head and muttered to
himself. Pellis ignored him and continued speaking. "Give me your
cred number and I'll have the transfer done first thing in the
morning."

"Look, I really
appreciate this, Timon. Have you got a comp to take down the
number?"

"No, no. No need for
that. Just tell it to Jayeer. I've never known the man to forget a
number yet."

Mahra groped around and
fished out her card. Painfully she read off the numbering etched
into the surface. She tilted it from side to side to catch the
light. Sind looked at her as she said it, merely blinked twice,
then looked away without saying a word.

"Well then. We're
agreed," said Pellis, and flashed her a smile. "Come on, Jay, we
have things to do. We'll meet again in a ten-day."

Pellis and Sind slipped
from the booth and turned to make their way to the door.

"But where…?" said
Mahra as they turned, remembering that nothing had been said about
the location.

"Oh yes. I nearly
forgot. Dock D9. You'll recognise the ship," said Pellis as he
walked toward the exit. Mahra raised her hand in farewell to the
retreating backs.

Yes, she
thought, We're in.

She might like this
Timon Pellis. His easy charm and casual manner had won her over
almost immediately. She was not so sure about the other one, Sind,
but perhaps in time. Pellis was right. Sind certainly lent reserve
and restraint to the proceedings — and more than a little. The two
had been arguing again all the way to the door. Well, for what it
was worth, it looked like she might be in work again. In many ways,
it all sounded too good to be true. She could save her enthusiasm
though. And if it all worked out in the morning, she'd have a
ten-day to spend amusing herself with a cred balance, and not
having to worry about whether the next meal might blow her
limit.

She settled back into
the corner and smiled. She could check if things were all on the
level tomorrow. She'd know then if the cred transfer had been made.
If it had, then things were going to work out. If it hadn’t, she'd
lost nothing. Simple as that. Just then, she had a thought. This
Timon Pellis had seemed pretty relaxed about accepting her say so.
No tests, no verification. She wondered, briefly, what was up with
that. A little too easy. But then she sat back, shaking her head.
It didn’t serve to question good fortune too much.

"What was say we play
at being tourists Chutz?" she said scratching him under the chin.
"Would you like that for a change?"
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