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The Emperor was dead.

The news was spreading like uncontained plasma, scorching all before it in rough waves of rumor-induced lies. Some claimed that he had been cut in half by a crazed religious maniac sent by the Dei Glorium herself, the guards standing idly by watching.  Others had it that the Emperor was gunned down, along with his entire entourage in a concerted Drek attack. Yet others had a lone assassin poisoning the Emperor while he eat. Talk of war was fast and furious, talk of retaliation against every non-Human species that could be thought of, was contemplated, demanded.

And yet, surprisingly enough, the news had just reached the country palace, had just arrived via Hyper-gate and not a one of those spreading their lies and untruths had even been at the site of the assassination. They knew nothing but what another had told them, the story of the assassination changing, evolving with each re-telling until not even the Emperor's death was included in half the reports. Some even had the Emperor surviving, his double having been killed or his bodyguards having taken the attack for him and dying for him as was their job. Reports of massive attacks by the Drek, the Druzsni and  Dwad-Mehstiv along the borders were circulating like annoying flies, constantly reappearing despite the evidence to the contrary. Orders were being anonymously sent out to the Fleets, then rescinded, then reissued until the Fleet Admirals ignored anything not coming directly from the Lord Marshall Bhagavan.

The chaos and panic were complete.

That someone would even contemplate assassinating the Emperor, much less carrying it out successfully, was beyond contemplation. Such things just didn’t happen in the Imperium; not during the Second Golden Age. Not like this.

The two small boys, both only eight years old and oblivious to the turmoil crashing against the white marble walls of the palace like rogue ocean waves in a storm, played together in the training room. Their bodies were glistening with the sweat of their exertion. Their ceremonial pony-tails, attached to the back of their heads, looked odd against their short-cropped hair. Their smiles were large, their eyes, when engaged in their training, deeply concentrating on the other's blunt-edged weapon, the daily ancient weapons combat training one of the more pleasurable of the days activities planned for them with the precision of a military band.

At the moment, Crown Prince Bhasin Volans and Prince Protector Araxes Aurva were on a break, their breath coming in ragged gasps, the water droid supplying them with all the nourishment they needed. They both had their hands on their knees, their weapons—curved falcheur blades padded to prevent injury—gripped loosely in their hands, their eyes staring down at the floor in exhausted concentration.

They still had a good fifteen minutes left in this session and had been surprised when the practice combat droid had suddenly stopped and retreated to its power alcove. It had never let up like that before, always pushing them till the very last second before ceasing its relentless assaults, then grading them with virulent disregard for their rank or station. Both boys liked the droids, for they treated them like any other Human, not making any distinction based on the fact that they were royal spawn. Everyone else always seemed to fawn over the boys as if wanting something, expecting something in return for the special treatment afforded them.  

It was nauseating to the extreme.  

Bhasin even had to chase a servant from his bathroom the other day when the poor deranged man wanted to wipe his bottom for him.  That was going much too far in the service department. It might have been okay when he had been a baby and unable to wipe his own ass, but now that he was all of eight years old, he considered himself almost a man and such things a man did not allow.

Numerous instructors had tried to explain to the boys that they were the most important children in the Imperium and would just have to get used to the excessive treatment that they would have to live with for all their lives. But neither boy was buying it. If they had to have another man wipe their ass for the rest of their lives, then Bhasin might just forego claiming the Throne when his father decided he was old enough to have it. 

And anyway, the Lord Marshall Bhagavan, who was their main training instructor, had told them once that they couldn’t act over-bearing around their subjects, for it would breed revolt and disdain, and that was not what the Imperium was all about. They liked the Lord Marshall Bhagavan. He was honest with them and treated them as if they were just two ordinary boys and not like they were precious dishes to be watched all the time. He treated them like young adults with a respect and responsibility they felt they deserved.  

He told them repeatedly that respect was not something they should expect from others but something they needed to strive to earn.  

The Lord Marshall Bhagavan was more of a father to them then the Emperor could ever be.

Bhasin, reliving the memory from earlier, shuddered with the thought of having his ass wiped by a servant. 

"Are you cold, Bhasin?" Araxes asked in concern, the heat in the training room more than enough to make a Kroor uncomfortable.

He stood, his smile breaking across his face with a glint of mischief in his eyes. "I was just thinking about Ruthevei trying to wipe my ass the other day. He just stepped in while I was doing my business and demanded, demanded, that he be allowed to clean me off.  And it was a stinky one too."

Araxes smiled back. "Must be nice. All I get is a lecture on how I shouldn't stink so much."

They both giggled, then downed another cylinder of refreshment drink.

"Since you’re my sworn protector," Bhasin said with a malicious gleam, "then perhaps you should be the one to wipe my ass after I go."

Araxes' smile vanished as he charged his friend and knocked him to the ground, the laughs erupting from the Crown Prince like sputtered vocalizations of outrage.

"I'll wipe your ass all over this floor," Araxes said as his smile returned, the wrestling match between the two boys having forced them to loss their practice weapons.

The explosion of the far wall was completely unexpected.

That had never happened before during their training sessions and both boys stopped their rolling around to stare at the dust, smoke, and settling particles in wonder. The practice combat droid had been sent flying across the floor, impacting against the far wall and spinning like a top, beeping in protest, whining as several of its servos were damaged beyond repair. It finally settled to the floor and sat quietly, its system damage lights flashing madly.

Unbidden images flashed through Araxes mind, flooding his senses with concepts and ideas, half of which he didn't understand whatsoever.  But one concept was made perfectly clear to him and he stood, placing himself between the hole created in the wall and the Crown Prince. "Assassination attempt!" he shouted, realizing belatedly that he had dropped his weapon somewhere during the horseplay and that it was far out of his reach. "Stay behind me, Bhasin, and move toward the exit.  Now! Quickly." His voice was strong and commanding, no longer the little boy of eight who had just been laughing and joking like boys his age should. Unaware of the transformation himself, he had become the Prince Protector, the genetically engineered body guard of the Volans scion, the memories of all his ancestors packed within his mind like a cornucopia of knowledge for this moment when he would be needed to protect. No longer in control of himself, Araxes had become his memories.

And so they backed up like that, Araxes standing before Bhasin, walking backwards as quickly as possible toward the exit.

"Stop pushing me, Araxes," Bhasin protested, wanting to see who it was who was trying to kill him, not understanding how something like this could be happening here, of all places. The Fleur de Vitraux was one of the most protected and secure compound on the planet.

When Araxes came close enough to reach the weapons rack, he instinctively grabbed the shield disperser, holding it out before him in a relaxed grip, even though he had only used the device once.

Blasts of plasma came streaking through the dissipating smoke and dust of the explosion, screaming toward the two boys with that loud, ripping air sound throbbing in the temples and shaking the stomach till it felt queasy. Araxes stood his ground with both hands on the disperser, flexing his elbows slightly, his knees bend. He saw the first blast coming, reacted faster than he thought he could even move and intercepted the plasma, sending it ricocheting into the roof. It blasted a good-sized hole in the ornately carved ceiling, creating even more dust and smoke, the noise tremendous. The concussion of the deflection threw Araxes into Bhasin with full force, sending both boys flying back toward the door, knocking the wind out of them in a rush. But the second and third plasma bolts that instantaneously followed missed cleanly, slamming into the wall behind them and showering them with miniature projectiles of plaster and marble splinters.

Araxes stood quickly, pulling up the wheezing and coughing Bhasin. He barely saw the next plasma burst filling the room, deflecting it toward the far wall and once again the momentum transference slammed him into Bhasin and the heavy oaken doors.

"Stop. . . hitting . . . me!" Bhasin shouted as he gasped for breath.

A figure stepped through the swirling smoke and dust, a tall, non-Human figure, clad in what appeared to be an environmental suit. He had but the one weapon visible and he began to advance relentlessly toward the two breathless boys with a sinister determination. Araxes stood over Bhasin, who had yet to get up after the last plasma round.  He didn't understand all of the thoughts and ideas running the gamut of his consciousness, but one thought was making itself perfectly clear;  protect the Crown Prince, even if it meant dying in the process.

The approaching figure spoke, his voice a metallic, mechanical representation filtered through the suit's translator. "Stand aside, child.  You are not targeted to die."

"You shall not harm the person of the Crown Prince, assassin!" Araxes shouted back, any fear he felt kept in check by the memories of his ancestors flowing through him like hot lava, all of them furious that someone would attempt such a thing to mere boys, here in the heart of the Imperium. Even during the chaotic years of the Schism of the Imperium, no one had attempted such a blatant act.

"Then I shall just have to kill both of you, even though I am being paid for but one." He raised his blaster for the final kill.

The assassin disappeared in a cloud of crimson spray, chunks of flesh, environmental suit and hot blood covering the two boys as they screamed in abashed terror, Araxes' door to his memories snapping shut in a brain-splitting crash. Hands roughly grabbed at the two boys, hauling them out of the destroyed room and dragging them down a hallway and into another room, the door closing in a soft hiss of pressure. They looked up at their savior, the darkness of the room preventing them from seeing any detail, terror clouding their eyes and minds, Araxes' disperser shield still clutched furtively in his hands.

The rough voice barreled into them in waves of calm evenness and they knew who it was instantly. “You did well with that disperser, Araxes. I didn’t know you had been taught that defensive system yet,” Rohini Nahsirk XXIII said as he activated the lights and the room came alive. “You protected your charge with distinction. I’m very proud of you.”

Araxes felt his chest swell with a pride he thought misplaced. He didn’t feel like he had actually done anything.  

The two boys found themselves in a room in which they had never been before. It was less a room than a corridor, padded with white, sound-absorbing material, dampening field lights blinking their activation placidly. The corridor ran straight a good ten meters, then ended in a sharp turn to the right. 

Rohini, still not having released the two, proceeded to lead them down the corridor as he spoke, his voice sounding hollow and dead between the padding. “Things are going to be different from now on, my young protégés. Much different.” He didn’t stop as he spoke the next words, coming out with a strain neither boy noticed. He didn’t stop to kneel before the son and express grief, sorrow. There was no more time for such niceties. “Your father, Bhasin, has been assassinated, cut down by some coward. They’ve obviously also tried to assassinate you but didn’t count on your Prince Protector.” He rubbed Araxes head absently. “Because of that, you’re going to have to leave the palace for a while, most likely even this planet.”

He lead them onward at a hurried pace, turning corner after padded corner until neither boy had any idea where they were inside the palace grounds. Araxes, not one to ever get lost, was frowning hard as he tried to follow along, unaware of how quiet Bhasin had become, his own thoughts concerning the assassination crashing around like misplaced boulders in a mine-field.

A figure approached from the far corner, a figure in a flowing cloak carrying what appeared to be a change of clothes for the boys and two small mobile holo-emitters. 

Rohini stopped and gently pushed the boys forward. “Undress and put on these new clothes, then attach the holo-emitters to your belts.”  He spoke fast, as if he were late for an important appointment and didn’t have time for formalities, his rapid burst words so unlike his normal stoic style of slow pronunciation to which the boys had grown accustomed.  The adrenaline of the attack was beginning to wear off quickly, leaving them shaking with the trembles of fear and the unknown. Theirs had been a life of structure and conformity, of schedules and time-tables and knowing exactly what was to happen ever hour of every day. This was not part of the schedule.

"This is Syrtis. He’ll take care you for now. Follow him and do exactly as he says. Understand? Exactly." Rohini took hold of Araxes' shoulders and turned the boy to face him, kneeling down so that their faces could be more level. "Your responsibilities haven’t been abridged by this attack and change in plans. You’re still the Prince Protector.  Bhasin will be confused and scared for many days to come, what with his father having been killed and all. You must protect him, Araxes. It’s what you were born for. You must protect him until you have no life left in your body, boy. You did a good job back in the practice room, but that will be nothing compared to what you will face in the future."

Araxes nodded as a single tear seeped out of his right eye and rolled down his blackened cheek. "What will become of us, Lord Marshall Bhagavan?" 

Rohini brushed the tear away gently, smiling for the first time. "You must be strong, for Bhasin is now emperor.  Do you understand? He is the emperor and you are his protector, the most important position in the Imperium."

Araxes nodded again, wiping his runny nose with his hand as Syrtis adjusted the holo-emitters. He didn’t really understand, but he wasn’t about to say so at this moment. When the adults became this serious, he knew better than to interrupt them with stupid questions.

He had never been this scared.

"I’ll come to get you as soon as the danger is passed, okay? I’ll not abandon you."

"Of course not," Araxes said through tears he tried to stem, his voice wavering, his lower chin trembling as he tried to stay strong. He could hear the soft sobs coming from Bhasin and it tore at him like manacled hands tearing at his flesh. The Crown Prince was never to be sad.  

No, not the Crown Prince.  

The emperor.

Rohini ran his hand through the boy's hair, smiled at him, then stood.  He shifted his eyes to Syrtis.  

"All is ready, Rohini.  We must leave now, before it is too late." 

"Yes, of course." He looked down at the two boys again, their faces now hidden in the hooded cloaks, their appearance completely different with the holo-emitters up and running.  No one would recognize them for what they were.

"We should suppress their memories, Rohini. Otherwise they will remember far too much and speak out of line. We cannot have that.  They are still children." It was said with a tight emotional control.

"Yes," Rohini said with a hint of regret as Syrtis turned the boys toward the direction of the corridor down which he’d come. "Keep them safe, Syrtis. The future of the Imperium rests on their small shoulders."

"They will be safe, Rohini. Trust me." 

"Always."

They shook hands hardily, then Syrtis lead the two small boys down the hallway. They disappeared around a corner.

Rohini felt moisture on his cheek and cursed at his own weakness.
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A  good trader always knows when to risk a profit for more. 

Risk is a key element in every venture

and its value can never be underestimated.




Excerpt from: The Politics of Business
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Port of Caelo Reg 

Planet of Kali Prime

The Lesser House Eros 

3716 Y.I.

The Port of Caelo Reg was a capricious medley of moderate conservatism and high-stakes peccancy. One could find the most pious house of worship filled with penitent proselytes and yet just across the street find the most ill-reputed shop where one could buy most anything and sell it further down the street for a profit. This included slaves of all species. With the restrictions placed on slavery within the Inner Sphere of the Imperium – including a total ban on human slavery – the lucrative black-market within the non-affiliated Houses was of gigantic proportion and Kali Prime was one of the busiest centers for such trade in living flesh. 

Of course, ships of all types and sizes could be found here as well, from the smallest scout-drones to the largest luxury liners, like the Centurion Delight, currently being completed in the massive shipyards orbiting the planet like bee hives, churning out ships rivaling the super-battle-cruisers of the Imperium Navy in terms of shear size. Ships like the Centurion Delight could hold an astonishing complement topping ten thousand for luxury cruises extending to any number of nebula or gas giants.  

It was the ships that had drawn Ailanthus here. 

But also, and perhaps more important in the short run, was that there was no sign of the war with the Drek here on Kali Prime, no sign of the civil war flaring within the Imperium. The Drek border was as far as one could get from Kali Prime and if the Drek fleets ever came this far, the planet would already have been deserted, the Imperium already fallen. Kali Prime was on the far edges of the Outer Sphere, a place where the laws and regulations of the Imperium and The Church of the Blessed Prophets held little to no sway.

The Lesser House Eros had once been one of the pillars of the First Imperium, tracing its lineage back to Agati Gossomer, sister to the venerated St. Aurum Gossomer. All that had changed with the fall of the House St. Peter of the Sacred Consecration and the rise of The Prime House Volans to the Throne of the Imperium. An ardent backer of The Church of the Blessed Prophets, the House Eros had held onto their allegiance to The Church Prime House St. Peter a little too long and as a consequence, had lost everything to the vengeance of the Prime House Volans. Once a Greater House with fifteen systems under their control at the height of their power, the Lesser House Eros now was lucky if they could keep control of the three systems they claimed, two of them more of a hindrance than an asset.

And yet, Bishop Aurva X, ruler of the House, was not foolish enough to offend the new power that had taken over. Although not aligned with the Imperium, those who controlled the Lesser House Eros knew that if not for the power of the Imperium Navy, the Lesser House Eros would have fallen long ago to the Druzsni, the closest threatening non-human species. And so those who called Kali Prime their home might degrade the Imperium in public, but praised it in private, their wealth directly tied into the control the Imperium Navy exerted, regardless of whether the Imperium was openly chastised with merciless attacks. Those whose business relied on safe trade knew better than to openly blast their protectors. The making of credits always came first; personal animosity only after the profit had been made.  

The port itself, and the city that had grown up around it in random bursts of scattered tenements and businesses, was alive twenty-eight hours a day. The launching and landing facilities, the wire elevators to the docking ports and shipyards in orbit and the extensive repair facilities had brought with it the rest of the paraphernalia ports seemed to support. That included those who made a living sucking the righteous dry. The slave markets were but one aspect of the city intertwining itself around the port like a symbiotic weed. Entire blocks were delegated to the selling and buying of the myriad products falling from the sky every day in the form of shuttle craft and transports.  

Interspersed throughout, like fungus growing in the dark shadows of trees, were the mandatory brothels. These ranged from the scummiest pits of human degradation, where one could have sex with or watch any number of species having sex with whatever one could think of and a few things of which one would never think, to the classicist centers of refined sexual pleasures where those with the money could lose themselves for days in the embrace of another.

And then there were the restaurants, the smells and aromas hanging on the stagnant breezes like humming birds, beautiful and enticing and quickly to be replaced by another, drawing the unwary patron into a darkened pit of drunken pilots and voluptuous bar-maids, or a glorious den of culinary delights matching any that a Greater House could offer. It could all be found here, could all be bought and sold. One could get lost in Caelo Reg as easily as walking down a street into an open air market and disappearing in a mist of subtle garlic and garbage.  And many did, the number of missing person reports and delinquent crew complains inundating the local constabulary each and every day.  This was a city in which to start a new life, or find an illegal hop to another system and disappear forever.

It was exactly for what Ailanthus was looking.

They had parked the Makara behind a small outcropping of rocks, under a canopy of overhanging, moss-enshrouded trees on the far fringes of the city, away from the more closely watched and patrolled business district and their expensive landing facilities. They were not dressed quite right for owning something as nice as the Makara and they didn't have any credits with which to pay for a space on an official landing pad. Plus, the Makara was a diplomatic shuttle and they were certainly not diplomatic looking.  

Thaliana had used her persuasion skills to obtain more sensible clothes quickly enough, seducing a dirty, half-teethed mechanic from a small shop on the outskirts into allowing her into his house and then rendering him unconscious, allowing the group to pick and choose the clothes that would fit them the best. Mos Yps they left behind to watch the ship, though everyone, including Mos Yps, knew that she would be able to do little if someone actually wanted to steal their transportation.  But pushing the Slug around the city would be an invitation for trouble.

So it was, dressed in an assortment of working dress and cheap street wear pilfered from the unconscious mechanic, that Ailanthus, Tethys—whose clothes consisted of a large robe and badly fitting pants; the mechanic wasn’t nearly big enough to provide anything decent for Tethys—Thaliana, Christl, Xylella, Anolis, and Nodus found themselves in the heart of Caelo Reg, the sights and sounds and smells of freedom filling their nostrils with a pleasure all its own. They each breathed in deeply, taking in the quintessential essence of the city, distilled through the markets and brothels, the space ports and inhabitants until it was pure, unadulterated life, filling their senses with a lust for freedom. One could almost feel it in the air, touch it with every passing food-cart, experience it with every raucous laugh or whining complaint. This city was alive with a rawness spilling out in seething zephyrs of unrestricted boldness, flowing with the blood of men and women who lived rough and bartered rougher.

Ailanthus realized quite quickly that it wasn't all that different from K'ar Krack'a. The irony made him smile. There might be more to assault the senses, more actual food to eat, more freedom to savor, but the people, the arguments, the conversations and the sounds of work and pleasure mixed together in a concoction of blissful ignorance was not far removed from the filth that was the penal colony.

They had been able, at least in a limited way, to clean themselves in the Makara, the small to non-existent toilet facilities allowing access to water and soap and, almost as importantly, a toilet to sit on and take a shit. It amazed Ailanthus how he had never realized that actually sitting on a toilet was an experience taken for granted by most people. The toilet in their cave, if one could even call it that or better yet the latrine hole they all shared, was smelly and disgusting and just plain difficult to use. An actual toilet... Now there was something he didn't even realized he missed. 

"I don't know about you, but I could use a cold drink, maybe even some dark Sax-Devos lager," Thaliana said with relish in her voice, eyeing the tavern of which they stood in front, greedily. She hadn’t been very pleased with the fact that Ailanthus allowed Christl to walk next to him and that Xylella was allowed to come along at all. As far as Thaliana was concerned, the usefulness of those two was over and they were nothing now but bothersome additions not needed, better left to rot in the streets or the cesspools. She had already thought hard on killing the spoiled little human, but something had kept her from actually doing it, from tearing her heart out through her chest and showing it to her before she died. She didn’t understand what was holding her back and didn’t really care. Within a few cycles, if all went well, both of them would be minor distractions never to be thought of again.

Xylella could probably use the same treatment, her righteous attitude toward Thaliana now that she had exposed herself as an ex-Imperium officer, becoming intolerable. But all that could wait. Having a flavorful draught of lager caress her mouth and throat was far more important at the immediate moment. Ditching the others and having Ailanthus all to herself could wait a few more cycles.

"And how do you expect to pay for this drink?" Ailanthus asked her.  "Perhaps you've forgotten that we’ve no credits."

Anolis, who’d become more himself during the short hop through Hyper-Space to Kali Prime and had begun to talk more—to the annoyance of the others—looked the selected tavern up and down as if appraising its value, then announced that credits may not be a problem for long.  

Tethys had already expressed the opinion that he liked Anolis better as the vegetative ball on the deck-plates, a comment not disagreed with by anyone. Tethys hadn't realized how loud the man actually was until Anolis stopped talking far a while. In the constant roar of the penal colony, the little man's voice could be tuned out, but here in the openness that absorbed sound like a poly-cast foam, Anolis' voice was becoming a little like a ghat fly buzzing about. But at least the man seemed to be getting over his brother's tragic death. It was a start. A noisy one, but a start nonetheless. They might just need him and his particular talents for acquiring things in the coming days.

"I don't think it's really a good idea to get on the bad side of the inhabitants here in our first hour on the planet," Christl said from behind Xylella, staying as far from Thaliana as she could.

"Good, its decided then," Anolis said, completely ignoring Christl's warning. There was a hop to his step as he walked into the tavern. 

Not wanting to leave the man to his own devises, they all followed reluctantly. Ailanthus was getting a bad feeling about this whole scene.  As Christl had so astutely pointed out, they could ill afford to make themselves known here, to stand out in this sea of anonymity. The Imperium, regardless of whether it held sway here or not, would not stop in their search for the escapees. They had more than enough bounty hunters to scour the galaxy. Making it obvious that they had been here would not be a good start to their freedom. Although he hated to do it, he might have to pull the magnetic constraints around his fellow travelers. They needed to be quiet and careful and not draw attention down on themselves.

Letting Anolis loose on this city would, therefore, not be the best course of action.

The first thing assaulting Ailanthus as he stepped into the darkened tavern was the noise, a shock-wave of raucous resonance almost knocking him backwards. It was a mixture of music and yelling and talking all rolling together to form on overwhelming rumble of a detonation. The next thing that struck him was the stale air and staler beer, as well as the numerous disgusting body-odors assailing his nose.  He could even identify several of them from his twenty years in the mines. A rapid scan of the floor with its various tables and bar and patrons told Ailanthus that this was an explosion ready to happen. 

It appeared to be a wonderful choice.

He could see several Kroor huddled together in the corner, holding some type of animated discussion with sharp and loud click-clicks distinguishing their language from others. There was even a Morype Slug in a rather expensive looking environmental pod, with several humans gathered around discussing a topic with much gusto. He also saw two H'Chalk towering defiantly along a far wall, daring anyone to even speak to them. They didn't need to worry about Ailanthus bothering them. He’d learned his lesson about H'chalk. Other than that, the rest were all human of various social and hygienic classes, a polyglot group of criminals if he ever saw one.

He looked over at Anolis and saw that he was wearing his suckers abound here expression and wanted to drag him out of the tavern before he got them into any serious trouble. He doubted that the news of their escape, if Corvus had even bothered to report it, had reached this far. As a matter of fact, he was certain that it hadn't. There was no way that a message could have beaten them here, but it might be close behind. And this was just the place to not make a scene, where the whole room was full of pilots ready to gossip through-out the galaxy without a moment's hesitation. Trader and transport pilots were known for their proclivity at gossip. It seemed to be second-nature to them.

Ailanthus took a step down into the sunken main room when a grating, nasally voice assailed his ears. He somehow knew that it was not a good start to their stay here when he hadn't even taken but one step into this establishment and already there was a problem. It came from the bar and Ailanthus quickly figured out that it was the bar-keep, his far too proper outfit and slicked back hair making him an oddity in the sea of Humanity ebbing and flowing around him like cast-off flotsam.

"We don't serve her kind here!"  It was said with practiced scorn. 

Ailanthus looked to where he was pointing and couldn't quite make out to which one of the women he was referring. "You don't serve beautiful woman in here? More's the pity," he threw back, advancing another step toward the bar, only to be assailed again by the harshness of the man. Ailanthus had picked something up while in the colony that made it almost impossible to back down from such a shit of a man and his obvious challenge. In the colony it was life. Here, in the real world, it would do nothing but get him into trouble.

"Druzsni," he slurred out as if in a curse. "We don't serve Druzsni bitch in here." 

Ailanthus was rather shocked at the accusation, though as he thought about it he realized that his little eclectic band of escapees would tend to draw attention regardless where they went. And with the nearness to the Legion of Druzsni border, he should’ve guessed that Thaliana would be certainly unwanted. He’d grown used to the bigotry of the colony, but had also grown used to the respect that Thaliana received from the majority of prisoners. There wasn't a single person he could think of who would deny her access to their cave. Well, except for perhaps Christl, and that was an exception. Christl seemed determined to dance with death where Thaliana was concerned. 

"She's not a Druzsni," Ailanthus responded with a smile and sparkle, stepping down the remaining stair and onto the main, dirt-clogged floor, the refuse from many a meal laying about in squalid decay. What was Anolis thinking when he picked this place? Was this what the man enjoyed?  "What makes you think that she's Druzsni?"

"Don't you come one step closer, scum," the bar-keep barked out in derision as several rather burly looking individuals began to move toward his position at the doors. "I'm not that stupid. I know a Druzsni when I see one. Those dark blue eyes, that hair color, the height ... She's a Druzsni or I'm a Kroor."

"You shouldn't insult the Kroor that way," Tethys said flatly, frowning at the man with enough muscle behind it to almost make him back down.

"Out, or I'll have my men throw her on her Druzsni bitch hind-side on the street!"

The scene had now caused many eyes to turn toward them, the last thing Ailanthus wanted to happen. This was just great. So much for his wanting to remain anonymous. Soon everyone would be talking about the Druzsni and her human friends who were kicked out of the tavern. Perhaps Kali Prime wasn’t the best place to have started.

"I'd like to see that," Anolis piped up in his betting voice, causing a cringe from Ailanthus. Why now, of all times, did Anolis have to get over his brother's death? Anolis swaggered forward confidently and leaned on the bar, looking the bar-keep straight in the eyes. "In fact, I'll bet you. . ." He reached into his pocket and miraculously pulled out a handful of credit chips he had obviously liberated from people on the streets during their walk from the Makara. 

Ailanthus could easily see them escaping from an Imperium Penal Colony only to end up in a Church Prison. That would be just the proper end to his little adventure: lectured day and night by a Confessio bent on saving Ailanthus' soul or cleansing it with cynical disregard.

He tuned back into Anolis and his pitch to the bar-keep, the thoughts rampaging through his mind better left alone. 

“Bet you twenty credits that she can best your men. I'll even give you five to one odds." He threw the credits on the bar as if they were nothing to him. "What do you think? Easy credits, huh?" 

Ailanthus was about to step forward, take hold of Anolis and pull him out of the tavern, but Tethys touched his shoulder and motioned him to wait. "We could use the credits," he breathed into his ear. 

Thaliana put her lips to Ailanthus' other ear and whispered to him in such a way that a cold chill ran up his spine, her moist tongue barely flicking his lobe as she spoke. "What's wrong? Don't think I can take them?"

Was everyone purposely trying to draw attention to their group?  "No," he whispered back as he watched the Bar-keep's eyes widen at the standing bet. "I'm afraid that you'll kill them all and we'll end up in prison, again."

She laughed warmly, then nibbled his ear before she backed off, making certain that Christl saw the entire episode. But Christl wasn't paying any attention to Thaliana.  She was still trying to figure out where Anolis found the credits and how such a filthy establishment could stay in business. This would never be allowed on her father's systems. She didn't even want to walk in here much less eat in here. She had already stepped on something that moved and that was enough for her to almost scream.

The bar-keep puffed his cheeks out as five beefy, well-muscled men assembled a few paces away from Anolis. "Deal. Five-to-one that she can't best my men, all at one time," he added at the end, certain that he was getting one over on the little man.

Anolis smiled up at him, his best sucker smile, then answered so smoothly that Ailanthus almost laughed. "Of course. It would certainly not be fair if I allowed your men to go up against her one by one. It's hardly fair five on one, but. . ." Anolis shrugged his shoulders non-chalantly. "A bet's a bet." Then he looked down at the bar and his own credits laying there. "Hey, put up you share, or the deal's off. I don't extend credit." It was so smooth, so subtle that the bar-keep never even realized that he had lost control of the situation, that he’d been played by a consummate gambler.

The bar-keep frowned at the implication, then slapped his share of the credits on the bar top. "There!  I won't be called a cheater."

"That's good," Anolis said as he quickly counted the credits to make certain that the proper amount was there. He turned to look at Thaliana and was almost burned by the look she gave him back, her eyes boring right through at his presumption on her behalf. He swallowed hard, adjusted his tunic and sauntered over to her and Ailanthus.  

She grabbed his shirt-front and a fair share of chest hairs, making him wince at the sharp pain. "You and I will have a discussion when this is over."

He swallowed even harder.

She let him go, then kissed Ailanthus on the cheek, which Christl did see, though she hardly seemed to care, and casually walked down the steps. It was over in a little less than a minute, the bodies of the five men laying sprawled about the floor and on top of broken tables and trapped patrons like poisoned cockroaches.They were all alive but likely to never forget their singular encounter with a Druzsni warrior.

The bar-keep, as well as most of the other patrons, were beyond astonishment. Most of the patrons quickly went back to their own conversations, lest the Druzsni look their way and see them staring.  The bar-keep made to take his credits back, crying foul or cheating or any number of other penalties to nullify the bet, but Anolis was far too fast for him, the entire stack of credits already in his pocket.

The bar-keep looked about as if he had been cheated, his mouth open, his slack jaw flapping as he sputtered out his objections. "Out!  Get out of here!"

"I don't think so," Anolis quipped as he motioned for Thaliana to proceed him toward a table in the back that quickly cleared as soon as it was obvious that the Druzsni was headed their way. "You just lost all your thugs. How are you going to kick us out now? Think about it. She just walloped your best men in under a minute. What do you think she could do to your fat ass? And I don't expect to pay for the many drinks that my friends here order."

The bar-keep grumbled to himself angrily but was quiet for the rest of their stay in the tavern, never once even looking Thaliana's way.  Although there were plenty of male waiters, it was a buxom female that was sent over to take their orders. She was crude and lewd and filled with a sense of her own beauty—which Ailanthus was having trouble seeing—and paid no never mind to Thaliana, sloshing the tankards of drink down with casual disregard.

Ailanthus leaned forward to rebuke Anolis after the bar-maid moved out of ear shot. "What were you thinking bringing us in here and then making that stupid bet? Why don't you just etch out a big sign and have Tethys carry it, announcing who we are to everyone. It would be just as effective."

Anolis shrugged his shoulders, took a sip of his ale and looked about at the parade of people that had apparently forgotten all about the little fight and gone back to their own complicated worlds. "We’ve credits now, don't we? And besides, in a place like this, being obvious is just as good as being inconspicuous.

"I someone doubt that," Xylella said as she watched a particularly odious looking individual approach their table, his well-tailored clothes and slick appearance, as well as the numerous rings upon his fingers and golden necklaces around his neck marking him as a player in the slave trade. "I think that the best thing we can do is leave here and quickly find a buyer for the Makara."

"Then it's a good thing that you aren't in charge," Thaliana said over her tankard, the cool refreshing taste of the human lager a sensation she’d missed far too much. "Your opinions hardly matter."

They all looked up at the man who stopped but a pace from the table, his breath enveloping them in a cloud of noxious civility. "The Druzsni. I buy her from you, yes?" His accent, filled with deep rumbling slurs and marbled-filled mouth, marked him clearly from the Yati system, specifically Mul Risabei, a disgusting system known for its slavers and auctions. His eyes never left Thaliana's breasts, his greasy smile saying far more than his strained pronunciation.

"Leave," Tethys said flatly over the top of his tankard, not even bothering to look up at the man.  

"No, no. I make good deal. I biggest slave trader this side of Imperium scum."

Ailanthus could see Anolis' eyes widen and was about to do something to keep him from speaking, but Thaliana's hardy kick into his shin was faster than Ailanthus could react and Anolis remained quiet, his face an open expression of pain. Ailanthus was just going to punch him, but Thaliana's method worked just fine. Anolis had made it quite clear while they were still in the colony that when he escaped, he was going to make certain to buy several women slaves to have as his own Tanu. Thus, the slaver’s appearance seemed like a Creator sign for him.

Xylella and Nodus ignored the man and Christl stared at him in unabashed amazement at his stupidity. Was the man blind? She had heard about people like this, but didn't believe the obvious exaggerations. This man went beyond the tales. It was becoming obvious to her that she had lead a sheltered life, for every one else in the group seemed indifferent to the man's presence and bearing. That he was a slave trader made Christl's stomach churn with revulsion.

"I give you ten times, no. . . . twenty, twenty times what you just won from the bar-keep for her. You will not get better bargain here, never." 

Tethys now looked up at the man, who wasn't a slouch when it came to size. He set his tankard down to free his hands for action.  

Thaliana arched an eyebrow at the price, rapidly calculating that the credits offered for her would buy a small transport with no problem at all.  Quite impressive, if she didn't say so herself. She spoke into her tankard without looking at him.  "Not even close to enough."

He rose his eyes from her breasts to her face, his smile drawing down into a frown, his eyebrows knitting together. "It is much more than you are worth, Druzsni. You she-bitches always think you're worth more than—-"

Tethys' hand shot out like lightning, wrapping itself around the man's thick neck with such force that several necklaces snapped and fell to the floor in tinkling shards of shattered vanity. "I said leave." He shoved the man backward with such shear force that the trader almost fell over.

The man straightened his clothes and made to retrieve his broken necklaces, his face a sea of rage and embarrassment.

"Leave them," Thaliana admonished, stepping on his hand to the crunch of bone.

He looked up, saw the intenseness of her eyes and quickly backed off, disappearing into the crowd.

Ailanthus shook his head. "You were saying, Anolis, that no one’ll notice us?"

Anolis took a sip of his ale, then looked at Ailanthus with a serious expression. He wasn’t too upset about losing this slaver’s services.  There were certainly more like him in the wonderful city. "I don't mean to usurp your authority here, Ailanthus, but this I know." He indicated with a sweep of his arm the entire tavern. "When Cro. . .  When my brother and I were free, before the colony, this is what he and I did, this is where we did our best business. I didn't just pick this place out at random. I'll bet you that there are at least five people in here willing to buy the Makara, no questions asked, for a good price. And there are also at least five people in here who will sell us a good ship for a fair price and neither transaction will ever be reported, will ever be traceable. 

“The Makara will disappear as effectively as if it had fallen into a black hole. Its numbers will be changed, its computer reconfigured, its hull markings altered and no one, and I mean no one will ever be able to link it to us.  If they are able to follow us here, then the trail will end cold, here. I know how this works. Let me do this, Ailanthus. I need to do this for us. To at least make up for the foolishness I exhibited earlier and for you're refusal to leave me behind. I owe you all that much." His eyes included all those at the table and pleaded with Ailanthus as much as his words. "We can be gone from here, from this planet, within a day if you let me take care of this."

Ailanthus rubbed his nose as he considered what Anolis had said.  The man had made several good points. He was the best person in the group to make such a transaction work. They were all keenly aware of his background. He looked at Tethys, who simply rose an eyebrow as he drank.

"He did make a good profit off of me," Thaliana said in support of the little man. "Let him have a go at it. I can't image anyone here getting over on him"

Ailanthus took a deep breath, swallowed a good gulp of ale, then smiled at Anolis. "Alright. Selling of the Makara and procurement of a new vessel I put in your capable hands. You understand what we need?"


"Completely."
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Just the mere thought of a Druzsni makes most men shiver and

shake. To think that a Druzsni is mad at you can bring the 

strongest man to tears. There’s something about a beautiful, 

tall woman who can pull your heart out through your mouth if she 

so desires that makes them far more menacing and intimidating than 

even a full division of Drek. To have more than one mad at you is 

unthinkable. It's a good thing for the human race that Druzsni can't 

plan ahead well, else we would’ve fallen under their thralldom long ago.




Excerpt from: Memoirs of a Reluctant Hero
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"Did I hear someone say they wanted to sell a Makara?" 

The voice was rich and smooth, filled with a sensuality seeping into the females of the group like an aphrodisiac. They looked over at the source of the voice, expecting to see a seductive male who would make all their dreams come true. What they found was the face of a middle-aged woman, auburn hair, green eyes sparkling with voluptuous rapture, strong chin and high cheeks making her more than attractive.  

Xylella and Christl blushed at the mistaken assumption that she was a he. That voice certainly didn't belong to a woman. Thaliana narrowed her eyes at the intrusion. Ailanthus, already saddled with three women who seemed determined to fight over him, ignored her looks and instead concentrated on what she wanted, because they always wanted something. It was a foregone conclusion with the female of the species. Tethys was completely indifferent, drinking down his ale with utter disregard. Nodus, although thoroughly intrigued with the interactions he was observing among the humans, was not in the least bit affected by the new woman. It was just another carbon-based life-form. Just another waste of time and space.

But Anolis seemed to be captivated by her, his eyes scanning her sensual body with blatant irreverence for her feelings.

"I apologize for eavesdropping," she said again as she stood and moved her chair the meter or so over to their table despite the fact that she had yet to be invited. Her low-cut, loose shirt allowed ample access to her medium-sized chest, the smooth and rounded globules of flesh enticing in their firmness. Her obvious attempt at enticing the males was not lost on those watching. "But a Makara is not something one runs across every day and I’d be more than happy to talk to you about selling it."

Ailanthus was about to tell her to piss off, but realized that they had all been acting as if they were still in the penal colony, reacting to every new person as if they were the ultimate enemy. Perhaps this was just the break for which they had been waiting, as Anolis had stated so forthrightly earlier. Maybe they should start shedding the veneer of paranoia with which K’ar Krack’a had covered them so thoroughly.

Anolis leaned forward and extended his hand in friendship, the coy smile planted on his face and the way his eyes sparkled making Ailanthus wonder if the one person who could cheat Anolis had just arrived.  

Perhaps Anolis was just starting to shed his old skin quicker than the others.

"Yes, we were discussing selling our little Makara," Anolis said sweetly, making Thaliana roll her eyes at the obvious tactic. "My name is Popus, and these are some associates of mine. And you're name is?"

She shook his hand with much more force than he would’ve guessed she possessed. "You can call me Alpinia for now." She smiled at him, a dazzling array of perfect teeth beckoning for men to know her better. "But I think. . ." she said with a twist of her lip, almost a sneer that quickly transfigured back into a smile, "I would prefer to speak with her."  Her eyes indicated Christl.

Christl's eyes popped open as a red tint rose up her face. "Me? I'm sorry, but I'm just along for the ride."

Alpinia’s eyes locked onto Ailanthus now, as if she knew that he was the leader of this little assemblage. "I’ll make you a better offer for your Makara than anyone else here. I’ll also sell you a ship that I believe will be perfect for your needs, or have one built for you." Her eyes never left Ailanthus.

"In exchange for. . .?" Anolis said, miffed that the beautiful woman was ignoring him completely. That didn't happen very often. And what was Ailanthus thinking? He already had all three women in the group treating him like he was the emperor himself. What was he doing trying to get another one?

Alpinia now looked over at Christl. "Her. I want to have her."

"She isn't for sale," Xylella said firmly before Ailanthus could even open his mouth to speak.

"Everyone is for sale, my dear, including you, though I believe that your price would be much lower than hers." It was said with a cynical disregard for any hurt feelings.


Thaliana laughed out-loud.


Xylella smirked. She hadn't expected that response. She’d dealt with a number of people like this one during her years with the Imperium Navy, but never one so rude and abrupt. Not having a Tvashtar cruiser around you with a full complement of weaponry was sometimes a real hindrance when it came to communication.

"Nothing personal," Alpinia said with a flick of her hand, leaning back in her chair and once again appraising Christl as if she were a prize Blak beast for the races. "But the young, attractive, untouched ones bring in the premium prices."

Christl sat up straighter in her chair. "Why does everyone always assume that I’m untouched?" she protested, though she wasn't sure why that part of the woman's statement required a response. What did it matter if people thought that of her? Was it really such a bad mark to carry these days? Then she realized that she had spoken far too loudly and several pairs of lascivious eyes were turned her way, the snickers drifting over the stale air like annoying bees. She blushed even more and sank lower into her chair.  

"My mistake," Alpinia said seductively, eyeing Christl again with open lust. "But you’ll still fetch a high price. That is, if I choose to let you go. Such a sweet little thing as you I might just keep for myself."

Ailanthus leaned forward, forcing Alpinia to look at him. "Thank you, but no. We aren't interested."

Anolis seemed frantic to speak, but couldn't get a word in edge-wise.

Alpinia slowly moved her eyes from her lewd examination of Christl's body to Ailanthus, her eyes now dark and mysterious.

Thaliana leaned forward also. "Let her have the little human child.  If it gets us a ship, then so much the better.  It wasn't like we were going to keep her anyway."

Ailanthus flicked his vision to Thaliana for a brief second, then snapped back to Alpinia. He needed to get rid of this one before she caused trouble.

Alpinia eyed Thaliana a moment, then focused back on Ailanthus, her face a mask of mirth that seemed somehow misplaced. "It would appear that perhaps you need to discuss this as a group. Very well.  This is reasonable.  But before I leave you to talk, let me add this." She leaned forward and whispered delicately, her eyes again fastened on Ailanthus. "I can get you a Kroor To'ch Hyper-jumper with full navigational array and defensive systems, including multi-phasic oscillating shielding and harmonic-array type III plasma cannons.  Imperium tech, full scanner data-base as well as Type I scanner counter-measures and more than enough room for you all. Very nice."  She flicked eyes to Anolis quickly, then back to Ailanthus. "Just something to think about." She stood and left the immediate vicinity of their table, ending up by the bar talking to a rather seedy looking character who continually looked at Christl as if she were a choice piece of prime rib.

"I say we go for it.  Its sounds perfect," Thaliana said as she studied her nails.

Christl made to protest, to tell the Druzsni just what she could do with her opinions, but Anolis cut her off.  "It's a sucker move, Ailanthus."


"You think?" he shot back caustically.


"But I think we can get the better of her and get possession of the ship without having to compromise Christl," Anolis finished up.

"Thank you for your kind consideration," Christl snapped at the little man. "And you can go to hell, or wherever it is that Druzsni bitches end up when they die," she directed at Thaliana.

Thaliana merely shrugged her shoulders. "It sounds like a good deal to me."

"I think the entire deal may be a moot point," Tethys said as he indicated with his tankard toward the door. "I think this is our cue to leave."

They all looked to find a group of four heavily armored and armed local constabulary officers walking in and the bar-keep moving toward them hurriedly.

"I agree," Ailanthus said as he stood. "Anolis, in all your appraising of this fine establishment, did you happen to see if there was another exit?" 

"Now how was I supposed to do that?"

"We can easily take them out," Thaliana stated matter-of-factly.

"Do you all want to go back to the colony?" Ailanthus asked with a touch of anger. "Because if that's the case, we can just hop right back in the I'm sure Lupus will welcome us with open arms." 

“Well, I don't see much other choice, Ailanthus," Thaliana said tersely. “They’re blocking the entrance and I'm sure that they have a few parked outside waiting. What's gotten into you? Is Christl's pussy so sweet that you're willing to constantly compromise the safety of the core group for her safety? This isn't the Ailanthus that I know. I don't like this caution in you."

"Which explains all the wars that the Druzsni haven't won," Xylella remarked under her breath.

"This isn't the time or the place to air your jealousy, Thaliana," Ailanthus said with growing ire. "We aren't in the colony anymore.  Solving everything with violence doesn't work out here in the real world.  The guard droids out here actually do something."

"Then do you have a better suggestion?" the Druzsni snapped back just as exasperated. "Because once again we're running out of options and time." 

Ailanthus could tell that the bar-keep was pointing over in their general direction and had probably called the constabulary in order to get his credits back.


Typical.


"Excuse me," another voice said, this one most defiantly male. "But I could not help but overhear your quandary, and believe I have the solution." He was a short man with a face one easily forgot, no remarkable features visible, no glittering eyes or scar, no golden-boy beauty nor expensive clothes. He wore a simple robe not unlike the one Tethys had illegally acquired. "And yes, there is another exit to this fine throng of decay."


They all looked at him slightly askew.


"I'm sorry for the rudeness, but time is of the essence here. My name is Pyxis, if you please." He indicated for them to move toward the rear of the tavern. "Please?"

The constabulary was getting closer, though they hadn't spotted Ailanthus and his group yet. Ailanthus nodded at Pyxis—what kind of a name was that anyway?—and started in the direction indicated. The others followed tensely, Tethys taking up the rear in case something went awry. But the man named Pyxis lead them unerringly to a small hidden exit behind a dusty wall hanging whose image had long since dissolved. It exited onto an alley, at which point Pyxis lead them down several other connecting alley-ways, having to avoid a hovering police droid twice, before he lead them to a much nicer and cleaner tavern, the crowd more refined, the noise not nearly as ear-splitting. He found a table in the darkened rear large enough to seat them all, ordered a round of beverages—Ailanthus was quite impressed that he ordered the exact types of drinks for each of them that they had had at the other tavern—and then pulled himself up a chair and sat.

He smiled, a golden tooth glistening in his mouth like an invitation to wealth. "I know that ship that Alpinia was referring to," he said finally, looking at each of them for several moments as if memorizing their faces like he memorized the drinks. "For once she was not lying. The little witch has quite a reputation for falsifying information. But I can get that To'ch Hyper-jumper for you also. The owner. . ." he rolled a few words around in his mouth for several seconds, then choose the proper one and continued, "requires an influx of credits immediately and is willing to get rid of his ship, this ship, for a low price."

"Why?" Anolis asked, getting control of the conversation from the others before Thaliana opened her mouth again and started another avalanche of problems.

Pyxis looked at Anolis and recognized a man of his own ilk. He smiled again, a small short little thing hanging tantalizingly in the air like a challenge. "Let's just say that he has run afoul of the wrong people and needs to leave this planet as quickly as possible."

"But not in his own ship?" Anolis asked. He noticed that the others were remaining quiet this time and allowing him to actually work. "That tells me that those after him know his ship. Where does that leave us if we buy it?"

"Very astute," Pyxis said as a small snifter of some bluish liquid was placed before him by a spry young thing who couldn't be more than eighteen, her well-tailored outfit conforming far too closely to her body.  He took a drink, a small delicate sip. "I will not lie to you, or mislead you.  He had the ship built for certain specifications, for a certain occupation that he planned on pursuing, if you know what I mean. Let us just say that what he really needs right now more than credits is a very fast ship.  Your Makara would do very nicely.  Does it have a Slug in it?"

Anolis could almost hear the drool forming in Pyxis' mouth. He also noticed that he didn’t really answer the question asked of him.  "Yes, but it goes with us."

Thaliana made to speak, but Tethys, sensing that Anolis was on to something here, intentionally spilled his drink on her lap and she jumped up in outrage, completely losing her train of thought.  

"You idiot!" she yelled at him, the warm liquid soaking into her pants in a nice circular-type pattern. "Since when did you ever become this clumsy?"

The maneuver did, however, manage to forestall her badly timed insertion of some inane opinion. Ailanthus nodded at Tethys, and Christl just smiled.  

"I see," Pyxis said with a nod. That smile had returned again, just peaking out from behind the clouds of his greed.

Anolis leaned back and made a motion toward Ailanthus, who leaned in so that the little man could whisper into his ear. "Could you all leave us alone for a couple of minutes. I think I can work a good deal here."

Ailanthus, his mind screaming at him not to let Anolis negotiate their future alone, eyed the man a moment. He could see in Anolis' eyes a concentrated intensity of power. He wouldn't have called it greed, but it was close. This was the biggest gamble Anolis had attempted in a long time and it showed. However, the man was in his element.

"Let's go find another table for a while," he said to the group, standing and bowing slightly to Pyxis. "If you'll excuse us, we'll get out of your hair so that you and. . ." He'd completely forgotten the name the Anolis had used to introduce himself, if he had even used one, and frowned.  "We'll let our companion discuss this with you in private."

Everyone else stood except for Thaliana, who had just sat down again. Ailanthus looked down at her. She seemed to be determined to stay and listen, or was just ignoring Ailanthus.

"Come on, Cleo," he said, the slight snicker escaping from behind him at the invented name for Thaliana not helping matters.

She continued to ignore him.

He nudged her shoulder and she shot him a vicious look. "What?"

"Let's leave these two alone to work this out, Cleo," Ailanthus re-emphasized.

"Hell no. I'm not about to let Mr. Psycho here negotiate our future away. I'm staying to make certain that Pyxis here doesn't get any bright ideas."

Ailanthus frowned at her, but she had already turned her face away from him and was staring hard at Pyxis, an impish grin plastered to her face.  Ailanthus was about to speak again, to tell Thaliana how stubborn and foolish she was being, when Anolis spoke up with a dismissive wave of his hand. "It's okay. She can stay."

Ailanthus nodded at Anolis, gave Thaliana another look of disappointment with her behavior, then turned to leave. He had already pushed far beyond the line with her during the escape, telling her to shut-up at least twice that he could remember. Had they not been fleeing for their lives, Ailanthus was certain that she would have set him straight with a resounding thump to the head. She had always been a difficult one to control, having her own ideas concerning most everything. That she was also extremely jealous of the two other women in the group, something Ailanthus just didn't understand, made her behavior even more suspect. He had expected the Druzsni to actually have dealt with Christl by now, leaving her in some back alley to bleed to death. He was glad she hadn't. And at least this behavior here was a little more on par with her normal stubbornness. It was annoying, but at least it was predictable.

They all settled at another table not too far away and watched as Anolis worked his magic.

Anolis smiled tightly back at Pyxis. "I apologize.  Where were we?" 

Pyxis took another sip of his drink, eyed the Druzsni once, then looked back at Anolis. "The man I represent needs to sell badly. He would like nothing better than to get his hands on the speed of a Makara. He is already paying me a finders fee.  I think that he would be more than happy with a straight trade."

"Really.  Why would he do that?  This ship that he has is worth far more than a Makara."

"True, if one is simply speaking street value. But this man is desperate and desperate men place different values on items. He needs to make this deal now."

"Awful convenient, then," Thaliana said from behind her tankard, her voice laced with spider webs of caution, "that we showed up when we did, isn't it?"

Anolis shot her an up-raised eyebrow. He had never really interacted one-on-one with her before, despite all the time they had spend together in the penal colony, and thus didn't really know her all that well. That little bit of cognitive guile he didn't expect from a Druzsni.  He didn't see Druzsni as that acute mentally.

"Yes," Pyxis said darkly, not bothering to look at Thaliana. It was apparent from the slight sneer on his lip that either he didn't appreciate the astute observation or he didn't like Druzsni. Anolis suspected the latter.  Druzsni didn't appear to be very popular around here.

"What's wrong with the ship?" Anolis asked. 

Pyxis seemed to be a little off balance and Anolis didn't want to ease up on him. He could taste a great deal here. Almost too great.  Pyxis' sneer turned ever so slowly into a frown. He spread his hands out a little.  "Nothing much, besides the fact that it is not quite finished." 

"And when do you expect it to be finished?" Thaliana shot in before Anolis could speak. He looked at her this time a little harder, tempted to kick her under the table.

Pyxis ignored her, looking at Anolis with raised eyebrows.

Anolis caught on quickly. Pyxis didn't want to have any interaction with the Druzsni, but he wasn't adverse to the question. "When will it be finished?"


"Within the week."


"And is it capable of being flown now, or are major systems still off-line?"

Pyxis pursed his lips, made as if thinking on the question a moment, then answered. "It is capable of use. From what I understand, only a few secondary systems are missing."

"Like life support?" Thaliana quipped. She had also caught on to the little game that Druzsni-hating Pyxis was playing and she could play also. "You live close enough to the Druzsni border to know my kind well
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