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Reluctant Allies, part one

 


Raucous laughter, human and alien
body odors combining in the heat, and the smell of stale liquor
assaulted Slap's senses as he walked through the open door of the
Rocket Wash Bar. Paint flaked from the adobe walls. Off-world
aliens aside, it wasn't that different from home.

Pack over his
shoulder, he picked his way through the crowd, looking for a table.
The few empty chairs didn't seem good choices considering the
glares from those seated nearby.

Slap muscled
through to the bar and after calling twice to get the barkeep's
attention, he banged a hand on the counter. Two eyestalks swiveled
to stare at him. Slap gaped for a second before saying, "Something
to eat. And a drink. Anything."

The bartender
turned around, his mouth twisting as he spoke. "Ten quel. Cash. No
credchits."

Cash! Slap gulped and fumbled in his vest. If
a meal and drink cost that much, what would a room cost? He put the
money on the bar and glanced around as the bartender turned to the
wall tap. A motion on his right caught his attention but something
told him not to move his head or look down. Cutting his eyes, he
saw a hand sliding a thin stim-blade out of a sheath sewn cleverly
into a black vest.

Brago's
Bands, what was this guy up to? A glass thunked the counter in
front of Slap, and he wrapped his hand around the handle, while
keeping attuned to the man next to him. He felt a slight tug at the
pack on his left shoulder—a thief trying to steal? Without
thinking, Slap swung around, and his glass impacted with a face.
The 'thief' hit the floor, a needlegun clattering out of his
hand. What the—?
He stared at the unconscious man for a split
second, but the sounds of a fight behind him made him turn. The man
in the black vest thrust his stim-blade into a man's gut. The
attacker screamed in agony. Black Vest then kicked a second—right
into Slap's chest.

Slap threw an
arm around the man's throat and tightened. As he waited for the
struggling man to pass out, he watched in awe as Black Vest
continued to fight two more men. He looked like a dancer—leaping,
spinning, kicking. Before long his opponents all lay on the
floor.

Slap realized
the man in his arms had gone limp and dropped him. Black Vest
turned, regarded the two men at Slap's feet, and gazed up with coal
black eyes. "Thanks."

"Don't mention it."

People
crowded closer, gawking at the bodies and muttering. Black Vest's
gaze darted about as he sheathed the deadly knife. "I think we'd
better leave."

Slap agreed
and followed him outside. The night air felt fresh and cool. "Why
were they all fighting you?"

"Quiet. We have to get away from
here. Come on."

Slap shrugged his pack higher on his shoulder
as he rolled his eyes, then followed Black Vest through the narrow
streets. As hot as the days could get, the nights got cold, and
Slap found himself shivering in his sleeveless vest as he peered
ahead at the dark shape of his companion. Once he stumbled over a
body in an alley and got a mumbled snarl as the person woke.

Finally they
entered the gate of an inn. Slap blinked at the faux torches
glowing at each side of the arch. Wouldn't real fire be cheaper?
But then most of the lighting he'd seen hadn't been natural. He
shrugged. City ways.

They took a
flight of curved stairs to the left of the courtyard, barely
illuminated by sconces dimly flickering with—yep, artificial light.
Slap's hand ran along the rough-plastered wall to keep his bearings
as they ascended. Once inside a small room, the man closed the door
and turned the light on low. He faced Slap. "Now we can
talk."

"Why were those men trying to
kill you?"

"They were assassins." He ran a
hand through his hair. "I think."

"Assassins? Who in the world are
you that assassins would want to kill you?"

"Never mind." He walked to the
bed and grabbed a small satchel from the foot of it. "By jumping in
to help me you might have made yourself a target." He straightened
and stared at Slap. "I'd advise you to get as far away from here as
possible. Jump planet if you can."

"Jump planet? Brago's Bands, I
don't even have money for a place to sleep, or food"—he thought
with regret of the liquor lost when his glass hit the one
assassin's face—"much less enough money to get a ticket off this
rock."

The man eyed
him for a few moments. "I can help with that. But right now, let's
see if we can get something to eat." He rummaged in the bag and
pulled out a small item. He pocketed it in his vest, but Slap
didn't see what it was. The man headed for the door. "There's a
boarding house not far away that has a decent cook."

"What's wrong with this
one?"

"It's known I took a room here.
Too dangerous. Let's go."

Slap wasn't
going to argue at the mention of food.
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His companion
ate quietly and neatly. Slap had the chance to really look him over
in the flicker of the torchlight—real fire this time. His hair was
dark and his skin naturally olive although it had a space-pale
tinge. He was average height, which meant Slap's size dwarfed him.
His bare arms, although not bulky, boasted defined muscle. But his
eyes were unforgettable. They pierced like black ice.

The man had chosen a table at the outside of
the courtyard and sat with his back to the wall. Although he
remained still, his eyes darted here and there, always alert.

Slap shoveled
food in his mouth as fast as he could, wishing he could untangle
all the questions he had. But he had the feeling the quiet man
across from him wouldn't answer anyway.

He slurped
the hot rich drink—whatever it was. "Thanks for the
meal."

Black Vest's
only reply was to meet his eyes for a moment. Great. A real
talkative type.

He thought about leaving the planet. Naw. He
wanted to get far away from home, but not that far. As long as he
was away from the Mordas, and the ruins of what used to be his
homestead. He closed his eyes for a second as images of charred
bodies and the smoking shell of his house flittered across his
mind. He drank more of the hot brew, dashing the memories away with
a large gulp.

The man
stood. "I've paid your bill for the room tonight. I think you'll be
safe." He tossed a small pouch on the table. "That will take care
of getting you away from here—on planet or off. Thanks again for
your help."

Black Vest
strode out. Slap picked up the pouch and opened it to find more
money than he'd ever seen. Well, whaddaya know.
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Tristan wandered in the shadows, listening.
Though new to the planet, and this port city, he knew the sorts of
places to go to learn what he needed. Relief washed over him to
find he merely had a bounty on his head from the leader of a local
underworld faction called the Mordas. He smiled. He must have made
a good impression when he hijacked both their incoming shipment and
its payment.

At least it
wasn't Dray's assassins. Yet. But Tristan's luck—and
cunning—wouldn't last forever.

He wound his way through the back ways to a
place he knew Mordas henchmen gathered to drink and brag. The bar
had an old-style ducted heating/cooling system. It even had an
outside entrance to the sublevel. Ancient architecture was so
accommodating. He was soon inside and listening at one of the
vents.

The drunken
men vented their anger loudly both at their loss and that their
boss blamed them for it. They were helpless and knew it. Tristan
allowed himself a silent chuckle. These petty crooks were no worry.
He started to rise when he heard a door slam and someone yell, "Get
up, you lazy bums! We know where his partner is. Old boarding house
near the shipyard gates."

Tristan
ground his teeth. Complications irritated him. Granted, he owed
that hick for stepping in, but why didn't he mind his own business
in the first place? Now he owed that local his life. And Tristan
always paid his debts. He had to get back before those men got
there.

 


= = =

 


Slap yawned
and stretched. The bed was comfortable and, surprisingly, clean.
That off-worlder had good taste, that was certain. But was he
crazy? Assassins, danger, having to leave—leave the planet? Yeah,
Ol' Black Vest was loco all right.

He rolled up under the covers and tried to
sleep. The creaks and groans of the old building kept making him
jump awake. This was ridiculous. He rose with a grumble and
snatched in the dark for his clothes. What he needed was a few
stiff drinks to help him relax. He dressed, slid the sheath for his
old-fashioned steel knife into the back of his vest, and donned his
hat.

Halfway to
the door, it slammed open and three men entered. Slap could see
their outlines in the dim light of the hallway but knew they
couldn't see him. He drew his knife and aimed—by the thunk and
groan, he knew he hit his target. With a growl, he charged the
other two and knocked them back. He picked one up by the neck and
crotch and threw him across the room, then grabbed the other by the
throat and squeezed before tossing him as well.

He felt along
the floor with his foot until he found the body and retrieved his
knife. Using the man's shirt, he wiped it clean, then straightened.
He returned the knife to its sheath with a sigh. Black Vest might
have been right.

"I see you did all right without
my help."

Slap spun,
hand on his knife, to see the slender silhouette in his doorway.
Black Vest. He relaxed. "I guess so. These your friends
again?"

"The local gangdom doesn't seem
to like me. Or you, now that we are known to be
acquaintances."

"The Mordas?"

"Yes."

Slap scowled.
"I don't like them either. But I can take care of
myself."

"So I see. But I think you're
mistaken in your assessment. You're vastly outnumbered. Your best
bet is to leave with me. My ship is docked on the southeast side of
the port. We can be there and off this planet before
dawn."

"And then what? I don't want to
go anywhere else. This lousy rock is my home." Home—home was ashes,
dead and desolate. No laughter, no life. Maybe another planet would
be a fresh start.

But what did
he know about this man? He had assassins after him, and the Mordas.
He had money. And a ship. But—he'd come back to help when he
thought Slap was in danger. That was enough. Slap grabbed his pack
from the floor by the bed. He took a deep breath and gave a
nonchalant shrug. "But who says folks can't leave home for an
adventure or two? Let's go."
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"This way," the local said when
they got to the bottom of the stairs. Tristan followed him but
stopped in the doorway and hissed, "The kitchen?"

"My breakfast is paid for and
fighting makes me hungry."

Tristan sighed and leaned against the wall
while the hick gulped down food. Young this one was, barely a man.
He was very tall—a full head higher than Tristan—and muscular,
broad-shouldered, but lean. Physical laborer, definitely. Probably
a farmhand from his old-style denim pants and the felt, open crown
cowboy hat. He certainly could throw bodies around. What planet
could Tristan safely leave him on?

"Are you done yet?" Tristan asked
as his unwanted companion wiped the plate with a piece of bread.
"The Mordas could send more men."

Mouth full,
the man stood. "Ready," he mumbled.

Resisting the urge to roll his eyes, Tristan
headed for the back door.

"Hey, wait."

Tristan
pivoted back around. "What now?"

"What's your name?"

He peered at
the tall man in the glow from the niche-lights. It couldn't hurt to
share the alias he used now. "Tristan."

The man
nodded and stood, as if waiting for something. Tristan turned to
leave and felt a touch on his shoulder. "Folks call me
Slap."

Tristan
stopped and twisted to look up into his face. "Slap? That's
it?"

Slap
shrugged. "It's all I need."

Tristan sighed and continued toward the back
door. It could be worse. His name could be Lennie.
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Slap followed
quietly. He didn't try to talk, which relieved Tristan. They wound
through the streets toward the space port, past open air markets,
but the vendors were closed. Beggars slept in the
street.

"Which one is yours?" Slap asked
as they neared the gate for private ships.

Tristan
pointed through the fence to a small craft at the far side of the
dockyard. "Beyond the Falchion, between the two yachts." Not the
best he'd ever owned, but it was a good ship.

Slap whistled
through his teeth. "Cutlas class? Sweet."

Tristan nodded, but before he could say
anything a flash made him close his eyes. An explosion thundered in
his ears. A body knocked him to the ground, and he gasped for
breath. More explosions shattered the air.

"Get off me, you lug!" Tristan
shoved at Slap who rolled over and sat up.

"Just trying to protect
you."

"I don't need it." Tristan
brushed the dust off his clothes and rose.

"Brago's Bands," Slap said in a
hush.

Tristan
looked through the fence to where Slap gaped and bit back a groan.
He stared at the flaming wreckage that had been his ship. All the
supplies he'd stolen from the Mordas, and his way off this
planet—gone. "You know,"—Tristan rubbed his forehead—"since I first
laid eyes on you, it's been one thing or another."

Slap snorted.
"If I hadn't wanted to stop and eat, we'da been aboard her." He
turned, his eyes narrowed. "The Mordas really must want you
bad."

Tristan gave
him a grim smile. "Not as badly as I want them, now."
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"So what are you going to do?"
Slap asked as they hurried away from the gate.

"Never mind. Just follow
me."

Slap hunched
his pack higher onto his shoulder. "You know, that's getting
irritating."

"What is?"

"You treating me like I'm a kid
and don't know nothing. I'm in this with you, like it or not. Why
can't you tell me what's going on?"

Tristan stopped and stared with those
penetrating black eyes. Slap glared back, not willing to let this
man get the best of him.

Finally
Tristan turned and continued walking, saying over his shoulder,
"When we get there. I want to move fast, and talking would slow us
down."

Slap made sure his answering sigh was
loud.

They left the spaceport and wove through the
streets. The way grew dirtier—if one went by the reek of
sewage—and, from what he could tell in the faint light of the
nearly full moon, the buildings older.

Finally they arrived at the edge of a
property that contained the burned-out remains of a factory.
Several outbuildings still stood on the lot. They crept closer and
hunkered behind a pile of charred timber.

"What's your plan?" Slap
whispered, squinting over at his new friend.

"Since I stole that one shipment,
they've gotten paranoid and moved their supplies out here." Tristan
nodded toward a structure on their far left as he pulled on gloves
and flexed the fingers. "I'm going to take care of the rest of
their inventory. That should hamstring them long enough to suit
me."

"So what are these supplies that
are so all-fired important?"

"Munitions."

"Munitions?" Slap scratched his
chin. "The Mordas are thugs, I know, but what would they need to
stockpile munitions for?"

"They have buyers off-world. One
of them is a nasty group of mercenaries. Makes the Mordas seem like
peacemakers."

Slap frowned.
"So what are you, some sort of space cop?"

Tristan
stared at Slap for a moment with a look of astonishment and gave a
silent chuckle. "No. I just don't like the buyers." Tristan rose
slightly and peered over the top of the lumber. "Keep on the
look-out. I'm going to sneak past the guards."

Slap lifted
his eyebrows at the bold-but-insane plan. "That easy? What do you
have, some invisibility screen?"

"Don't I wish." Tristan's eyes
crinkled in a slight smile. "I have to use a more old-fashioned
method. Stealth."

Slap watched in awe as his new buddy faded
into the night, his dark clothes and hair making him almost unseen.
He held his breath and chewed a ragged nail while waiting.
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The few
guards were easy to slip past. The property had enough piles of
rubbish to cover much of Tristan's movement. If only that dratted
moon would go behind clouds. He glanced up. Clear sky scattered
with stars. Not even a wisp of haze. He crept around toward the
back of the targeted outbuilding. Broken windows badly boarded up,
the grate hanging by one hinge off an exhaust vent—they might be
traps instead of easy entrances, but Tristan wasn't going
in.

He lifted the vest to reveal the retooled
ammo belt around his waist and set the timers for all the
detonators. Fifteen minutes should be enough. He crept close to the
wall. One through a crack between two boards at one window, another
shoved past a broken pane of glass—on Tristan went, crouching and
running from place to place, inserting his little devices.

Three to go.

A scrape—a boot on gravel. Tristan froze.

"Don't move," a voice from behind
said.

The irony that Tristan had already stopped
any motion faded into a chagrined grinding of teeth that so much
kept going wrong. Was it bad luck? This planet? That yokel?

Fire bolted
through Tristan's body—pain ripped through convulsing muscles. He
dropped to the ground, unable to even scream. Then all went
black.
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His body
thudded on a hard floor. Trembling. Nausea. Tristan opened his
eyes. At the sight of Slap's face he closed them and shuddered. A
nightmare.

A foot prodded his side.

"Is he awake?" asked a gravelly
voice.

The
detonators! Tristan's eyes flew open. How long had he been
unconscious?

"Yeah," a second voice
said.

"Get him up. The other one too.
Search them for weapons and get something to tie them up with. You
others, shoot them if they try anything."

Hands hauled Tristan to his feet, and he saw
they were inside a dimly lit building. From the size, probably the
ones where the munitions were stored. Great. More bad luck.

Slap stood, face pale, eyes unfocused.
Tristan glanced down and saw the belt still around his waist. Not
much time had passed, or no one would be here. What now?

Hands pawed him, removing his hidden
stim-blade and the ammo belt.

Slap scowled as he was searched, and his
steel knife taken away. He shook his head as if to clear it.

"Well, if it isn't our old
friend, the homesteader. So, cowboy, we meet again."

Slap's head
jerked up, and he spun to face a pale, slightly overweight man.
"Lyssel! You murdering lizard! I'll kill you! I swear I'll kill
you!"

Two men grabbed his arms but barely held him
back. The ones holding weapons on him jabbed the air, yelling for
him to be still as he lunged toward their boss.

Tristan took
in the sneering man's sheened trousers and matching jacket—no
standard pack-vest, the usual garb on this warm-climed planet. He
watched Slap with interest, yet part of his brain tried frantically
to figure out the time.

"Now, now, my oafish friend."
Lyssel pulled a slender file from inside his jacket. He pointed it
at Slap then began to clean under his nails. "You can't blame me
that you lost your ranch and family. I offered you a chance to
leave peaceably and you chose to stay."

"It was my home!" Slap yelled,
tears streaming down his cheeks. "You burned it down. You made me
watch them die, you murdering—"

One lackey punched Slap in the stomach with
the butt of his weapon, doubling him over. Anger boiled up in
Tristan. These men had taken everything from Slap. His own losses
were nothing in comparison. If only he had a chance to break
free—

A low growl
grew into a roar and Slap straightened, fists smashing out to the
sides. The men holding his arms hit the ground. He swung around and
knocked one guard down—Tristan didn't wait to see more. He smashed
the kneecap of the man to his right with his heel. His left arm
snaked around his captor's, and he twisted to bring the elbow over
his shoulder. He yanked downward and the man screamed.

Tristan dropped to a squat as a body flew
overhead, then jumped into the air and shot a foot out to catch a
guard aiming at Slap. The man tumbled, and Tristan scooped up the
gun. He fired quickly, taking out the rest of the men.

His weapon
and Slap's lay on the floor near an unconscious man. He sheathed
his stim-blade and grabbed the steel knife, then took the ammo belt
and slung it back toward stacks of boxes further inside.

Lyssel lay on the floor, trapped under a
body, moaning in pain.

Slap stood,
silent and shaking, face wet, gazing about him as if lost. Tristan
had to get them away. If they didn't leave now, they'd be in orbit
without a ship. He called the tall cowboy's name.

Slap turned,
and Tristan pointed at the door. "Get out! Hurry!"

His friend grabbed his pack from the ground
and joined him running for the exit.

"Don't stop," Tristan
called.

They raced across the property, only able to
distinguish outlines because of the moon. Tristan expected guards
or the blast to knock them down, but nothing happened. Had Lyssel
called all his men inside when he caught the trespassers, or did
the dark cover their escape? A rover sat near a gate; Tristan
veered toward it and jumped aboard. Slap dove inside as Tristan
pressed the ignition.

The explosion rocked the rover as it rose,
lighting up the sky. Tristan gripped the controls and fought to
stabilize the craft. His lips thinned, and his knuckles turned
white. The vehicle responded and he sighed with relief. A glance at
the navigation console almost made him chuckle. He looked over his
shoulder to see Slap wiping his face on his sleeve. He held out the
steel knife, hilt first. Slap took it with a nod.

"I found our way off the planet."
Tristan pointed at the console. "This has an auto-direct to a
private pad at the space port. I don't think we'll have much
trouble acquiring Lyssel's yacht. What do you think?"

Slap gave a shaky sigh and a slight
smile.

 


 


 


Reluctant Allies, part two

 


Tristan banked the rover, and
Slap could see the spaceport's lights glowing against the night
sky. They neared the entrance to the private pads on the south
side. Slap blinked and wiped his face on his sleeve again. "Are you
really going to steal Lyssel's yacht?"

"Of course."

"I don't know how I feel about
stealing. . ."

Tristan
glanced back for a moment. "It's not stealing to steal from a
thief—especially a dead one."

That seemed
to make sense. Slap remained quiet, fingering the knife Tristan had
returned to him. As the vehicle approached the pad, he asked, "What
are you going to do?"

Tristan
landed the rover without even a bump. "Just play along."

"How can I, if I don't know what
you're doing?"

The dark man
closed his eyes for a second, then glared at Slap. "You're my
bodyguard, all right? So just act the part and be a 'yes man.' You
can do that, can't you?"

"Yes." Slap grinned and sheathed
the knife.

Tristan jumped out of the rover, hailing the
guards, who brought their weapons up. Slap clambered out and came
up behind him, hoping he looked tough.

"Lyssel asked me to check on the
ship." Tristan nodded toward the vessel.

"He didn't say anything to us,"
one guard said. "And we don't know you."

"Would I be using his rover if he
didn't send me?" Tristan flashed a grin—a friendly, charismatic
grin—and Slap found himself almost believing him. Brago's Bands,
who was this guy, anyway?

"He's hired me to take care of
some of his off-world business. He'll be along in a bit. He had a
foul-up at the old Tellum factory, so told me to come ahead and
check the ship."

The guard
shook his head. "He can check all he wants, but nothing's changed.
The parts haven't come in yet so the engineer hasn't been able to
finish repairs. It'll be a week." The guard gave them a hard look.
"Why would the boss send you when he already knows all
this?"

Tristan
scratched his head then smoothed down his hair, looking confused.
"Why, I don't know. Does he have more than one ship?"

"Only the cargo ship."

Tristan
snapped his fingers with a grin. "Ah, that's it. Makes more sense,
too. Don't know why I—well, I guess it was because he said the
rover had the coordinates, and I just. . ." He shrugged, his grin
widening. "Guess I should have asked for clarification." With a
wink he added in a stage whisper, "You won't tell on me, will
you?"

The guards
snickered. The one who had been talking lifted his rifle a bit with
a nod. "The freighter is on the northeast end, at the cargo
docks."

Tristan gave a jaunty salute and hopped back
in the rover. Slap climbed in behind him, unable to believe his
companion could so smoothly ease in and out of what should have
been trouble.

A voice
cracked over the guards' comm system and in the rover as well.
"Rory, Gale—everyone! Lyssel is dead! We found him at the factory,
and the rover is missing. Be on the lookout—"

The guards shouted, and Tristan muttered in a
foreign language, jamming the throttle forward. Slap grabbed the
seat as the rover rose, screaming. Pings hit the underside and
rocked it as they flew off.

Slap whistled
through his teeth. "That was close!"

"I can't believe they found
Lyssel so quickly." He grumbled quietly—most likely cursing in his
native language. "We need a place to hide and regroup."

Slap chewed
his nail for a second. The Zendians wouldn't be happy at his
bringing an outsider, but Tristan had saved his life and according
to their ways, that made him a brother. "I know a
place."

"Where?"

"The Zendi Mountains."

Tristan
twisted to look full at him. "Aren't the Zendi one of the native
races on this planet?"

"Yeah, they only live in that one
mountain range."

"I've heard they can be
unpleasant and don't like dealing with humans."

"Not usually. But they'll let us
stay there." Slap met Tristan's gaze and saw the distrust, then
added, "For a little while anyway."

"Which direction?"

"Only way is to walk. You can't
bring any vehicles or equipment near the Zendians."

"Walk? How far is it? We don't
have any supplies."

"Couple a days." Slap patted his
pack. "Everything we need is in here or I can get as we go
along."

"You're telling me anything we
need to get safely to the aliens' mountains you have in that
pack?"

"Yep."

"Forget it. It's
crazy."

"Look, I know the
land—"

"And I don't." Tristan veered the
craft and flew it lower. "Hold on. We have to ditch the rover. I
don't know if they can track it or override the
controls."

Tristan set
the vehicle down at the back of a warehouse in an industrial area
at the edge of the city. Smart move. No one would be here this time
of night—or rather early morning. Dawn couldn't be more than an
hour or two off.

They hopped
out, and Tristan whispered, "Follow me."

"Where're we going?"

"Away from this area. Just in
case."

Slap followed
him in the dark, almost bumping into him and once stepping on his
heel as they wound around buildings and through alleys, sometimes
backtracking. After Tristan hissed at him for stumbling into him
for the umpteenth time, Slap grumbled back, "Maybe you got eyes
that can see in the dark like a cat, but I don't!"

"Then put a hand on my back, and
by Orion's belt, try to be more quiet!"

Slap sighed as they continued on, heading who
knew where.
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Tristan
didn't want to worry his companion, but twice they had nearly
fallen into confrontation. Lyssel's men seemed everywhere. Where
could they hide? He couldn't see going into the mountains,
especially on foot. Too easy to track and find while on the way.
That—if he trusted his companion. He supposed he did, to the
limited extent he ever trusted anyone, but walking across unknown
terrain to find some strange aliens? With no supplies?

However, Tristan was running out of options.
They would be recognized by the Mordas anywhere they went. The
answer struck him like a shock prod. He stopped short, and the
cowboy knocked into him again, nearly sending him sprawling. He
steadied himself with a hand against the side of a building,
flaring his nostrils in irritation.

"What's the matter?" Slap
asked.

"Quiet for a moment, while I
think."

"Oh great," his tall burden
muttered.

Tristan
didn't deign to reply. He stared into the dark, trying to recall
gossip and where he had heard it. What was the woman's name? Betts?
Could she be trusted? Her story recalled another one, from long
ago. That woman had been trustworthy. Tough call, but his choices
were limited. He glanced over his shoulder. "Let's go. I think I
know how to keep us safe and get us off planet."

"Good. Cuz I'm tired of wandering
around and wondering if you've got us lost."
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Slap grunted
as consciousness seeped through his exhausted body, and he fought
to stay in the blissful, dreamy cloud. A sharp smack on his
backside made him roll over. "Hey!" He sat up, blinking and
scowling at Tristan.

The woman,
Betts, stood by the door; he clutched the silk sheets up to his
waist. "Don'tcha know how to knock?"

Tristan
tossed garments on the bed. "Get up. Here's your clothes. We're
going to slip out of here after dark, disguised as a young scion
and his servant. We'll take a sedan to the port, and once inside,
we can commandeer one of the idle rich's yachts."

"You gotta be kidding!" Slap
looked at the gold embroidery on the deep blue vest, and the jabot
that would ruffle down the front. But it was the tights that made
him shudder. The handsome woman walked up to stand next to Tristan
and grinned. This had to be a joke!

Betts, with
too much make-up and not enough clothing by Slap's standards, had
cautiously taken them in. By the time they had eaten, news hit the
street that Lyssel was dead, and she readily agreed to help them.
The vicious gleam in her eyes at the mobster's name Slap could
understand. He didn't know what had been done to her, but Lyssel
had been greedy and heartless.

Slap
scratched his curly hair with a scowl, one eye on those tights. The
nap hadn't been enough, plus he was hungry again. Both tended to
make him grumpy. "Can you do it, Betts?" Tristan asked.

She crossed
her arms across her ample bust with a wry frown. "I'm no Henry
Higgins."

"He isn't Eliza Doolittle,
either."

The woman
sniffed and brushed a wisp of blonde hair off her brow, then
wrinkled her nose. "First step is a bath." She pointed to the tub
in the corner of the bedroom.

Slap narrowed
his eyes. "Now wait a minute—"

"If you can promise to wash
thoroughly, I won't stay and scrub you. Although you might enjoy
it."

Betts' voice
was at the same time humorous and condescending. Slap couldn't
decide if she was serious. But his face flushed hot. "I certainly
ain't getting in a tub with you in the room, ma'am."

The corner of
her mouth twitched, and she turned to Tristan. "I'll be back in
awhile. Have fun."

When the door
shut, Slap crossed his arms. "You ain't serious about this plan,
are you? And how do you know we can trust her? I mean, I know she
hated Lyssel, but that don't mean she's not going to turn us over
to the Mordas."

"'The enemy of my enemy is my
friend.' I think I can trust her—just as I think I can trust
you."

"Think you can trust me? Thanks a
lot, pal."

"How much trust should I give to
a person I've known for one day? We have a common goal, but what,
when that's over?"

Slap shrugged, conceding the point.

Tristan
nodded at the tub. "Get in."

"Now, wait. I ain't said I'd go
along with this crazy scheme."

"Do you have a better
idea?"

"Well no, but I won't be party to
stealing a ship. I don't care if it is some rich dandy who can
afford the loss."

Tristan
muttered in that foreign language again. "Then we won't steal a
ship." He paused and shrugged. "Not exactly anyway. Now wash. And
use the scented soap."
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Slap stood, glowering, curly hair slicked
down, as Betts adjusted the jabot.

Tristan straightened his own new clothes. Or
lack thereof. Slaves of the high class wore only a loinwrap,
sandals, and armbands, plus their House tattoo. Betts had stained
his skin dark to pass as sun-bronzed and provided an ink that would
last through water and sweat for the tattoo.

"Now," Betts said, brushing lint
from the tall cowboy's embroidered vest. "Who are you?"

They had been
reviewing this all afternoon. Slap sighed loudly and intoned, "I'm
a visiting nephew of Amilie, late wife of old Lord Barthew's second
son, Philip."

"You must remember to use a
clear, strong voice when you speak."

Slap scowled,
pulling at his neckline. "Yeah, yeah."

Betts
snatched at the jabot. "Stop it—I had it straight. And don't say
'yeah.' You say, 'yes.' And if you can sneer as you talk, that's
even better."

Betts stepped
back, finger to her chin as she looked him over. "Tip your head up
and look down your nose. Be condescending."

Slap did as
ordered, his frown turning supercilious. Betts grinned. "Perfect!
And you do look cute in tights."

Slap's face
turned bright red.

Betts
chortled. "Now, if you can remember to enunciate and use proper
language instead of slang, you'll be fine. And if you do run into
anyone unexpected, you have never visited Zenos before so you don't
know all the customs here. That will buy you leeway. Cash should
take care of the rest."

"That's no problem," Tristan
said. "Speaking of which, are you certain I can't pay
you?"

Betts' face
hardened. "We discussed this already. You took out Lyssel. I know
someone else will take his place, that's the way of things. But my
way is clear now." She stuck out her hand. "I'm glad to have done
business with someone after my own heart."

"I have no heart."

"Precisely."

Tristan had no doubt she spoke the truth. He
shook her hand, his eyes meeting hers.

She smiled.
"I hope we meet again someday."

Tristan
didn't. For now they were allies, but he wouldn't bet which side of
the sheet this woman's loyalties lay from day to day.
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One did not
expect to see the high classes on this side of the city, but Betts'
establishment was one of the few exceptions. Tristan wondered at
the delicate balance between the rich and the Mordas that held
Betts captive by Lyssel on one hand, yet relatively safe from his
reprisals on the other.

In any event,
the sedan driver saw nothing amiss that a young, rich scion would
exit such a place late in the evening. Betts stepped up to the
driver and pressed a gold piece into his hand. "Milord wishes to be
driven to the private yacht gate."

Not the best
solution, but it got Tristan and Slap to the space port itself, if
not inside or near the shipyard. Betts leaned into the back, her
endowments at full advantage. In a stage whisper sure to be
overheard by the driver, she said, "Come back next time you're
on-planet, milord, and I'll show you some exotic ways used by the
Saurans."

The young man
slouched, blushing, and Tristan, kneeling on the floor by his feet,
clouted his ankle. Slap straightened, and cleared his throat.
"I'll. . .I'll do that."

Betts grinned and winked, then nodded to the
driver. She backed away, and the sedan rose slowly. The city fled
under them and the spaceport lights glowed ahead, illuminating the
sky. They neared the private gate, and Slap leaned back with an
audible exhale. Tristan looked up, frowning, and gave a slight
shake of his head. He never relaxed until he knew it was safe.

"Which yacht, milord?" the driver
asked as they approached the gate. "I need clearance to fly to it,
or else I'll have to land you at the gate."

"Land at the gate. My uncle
expects me to be waiting for him."

Tristan winced. Arrogant, rich, young men did
not offer explanations. But the driver merely nodded an
affirmative.

The sedan landed within the lights flooding
the entrance to the private pads.

Tristan
jumped out, unfolding the step and bowing, eyes darting about,
keeping alert. But the driver didn't move, and the guards at the
gate stayed at their posts. All seemed normal.

Slap
descended with a mincing step, head high, looking around as if the
place reeked. Good. Tristan grabbed the bags and followed his
'master.' The sedan flew off.

Slap
approached the gate with a prim strut, stopped, and put his hands
on his hips. "Open up."

The guards exchanged glances.

"We haven't authorization, young
Sir," said one.

"Insolent lizard! If you don't
know who I am, you should at least know to use 'milord.' I demand
to know your names! I will see that Lord Barthew knows of your
disrespect!"

Tristan kept his face impassive but could not
believe this ignorant cowboy was pulling it off! The guards
stammered as Slap railed, shifting weight hip to hip as the fops
often did. Finally he slowed his barrage and took out a
handkerchief. He patted his face then fanned himself, huffing all
the while. Tristan rarely had the urge to laugh out loud, but in
this case, he had to restrain himself.

"We meant no offense, milord.
Please! Enter!" The one guard keyed the switch and the gate swung
open. "Lord Barthew's yacht is on the northeast side—"

"Now, wait, Joe!" The second
guard threw out his arm. "We can't just let him go in without
authorization. I don't care who he is."

"But Lord Barthew—"

"Call him. The union will back us
up even against someone with his influence."

"I have authorization." Slap
reached into the fancy vest and pulled out a pouch. He tossed it to
the second guard.

The man
stared at it for a moment then tossed it down. "A bribe!" He
brought up his gun, but the tall local lived up to his name: he
slapped the weapon out of the guard's hands with a growl. He then
picked him up by throat and crotch and tossed him across the yard.
The man hit hard and rolled, then lay still.

The first guard, Joe, stared with round eyes.
With a blink, he lifted his sidearm, but Slap wrenched it out of
his hands and threw it away.

Tristan
didn't wait to see Joe's fate. He grabbed both weapons. A pitiful
cry made him look up. Joe lay against the guardhouse, whimpering.
From the angle, his leg looked broken.

That galoot was a one-man army!

Slap snatched
up the pouch and tossed it at Joe. "For your trouble."

Tristan lobbed one of the guns at Slap then
led the way as they ran into the dark. They had to avoid
illuminated areas while they headed toward their destination.
Sirens soon blared, and lights flooded the port, leaving few
shadows to hide in.

"Now what?" Slap asked, ripping
off the jabot as they hid on the dark side of a building. He wiped
his face with the ruffled material then dropped it.

Tristan eyed
it for a moment. "We have to get rid of these clothes." He peered
in a window and saw lockers. Was his luck actually changing? About
time. He couldn't wait to be quit of this planet!

"Glad to do it. But if we put on
our regular clothes are we safe?"

"I wouldn't count on it. Wait one
minute."
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As Tristan melted into the dark, Slap
stripped off the dandy clothes—those tights had to go! He scratched
his legs and tender areas, wondering how the rich wore that stuff.
His buddy returned a minute later and shoved clothes into his
hands.

"What's this?"

"We're maintenance workers now.
Hurry up."

"Brago's Bands! You never are
short of ideas, are you?"

"Just get dressed."

Slap sighed and pulled on the overalls. They
gathered at the waist, and had a vest-style top with open sides, a
plus in this climate.

Tristan
opened the bags and gave Slap his pack. Slap tucked the one guard's
gun inside the waistband of the overalls with the fleeting thought
that he was glad it had a safety. Especially considering where the
muzzle was pointed.

His partner shed his slave get-up and quickly
donned his new guise. He tossed his black vest over one shoulder
and arm, hiding the tattoo and the gun. He carried his bag on his
other arm. With a jerk of his head, he indicated they should start
walking again.

Two
maintenance workers shouldn't be noticed—Slap hoped anyway. They
walked through the gate to the shipyards without anyone batting an
eye. Tristan even waved to crewmen loading cargo.

"Which ship is it?" Slap asked,
glancing at the dock-pad numbers. "Betts did get that info,
right?"

"Yes. It's just ahead
now."

Two men stood
in front of the ship. It was small, a private cargo vessel rather
than the typical huge freighter Slap had imagined. An older model,
too—perhaps Canary class, probably one hundred years old, refitted
at least once. It didn't look very space-worthy.

They walked
toward the ship, Slap waiting for Tristan's nod. Just outside the
circle of light from the dock pad, they pulled the guns and fired.
Slap couldn't feel sorry—two more Mordas dead.

They ran up the ramp to the door and listened
for a moment. Tristan nodded, then ducked inside. Was he taking a
chance or could he hear that well to know no one lurked nearby? Not
waiting, Slap entered and closed the hatch behind him. As a
precaution, he closed the inner lock too. Tristan had found an
access console nearby.

"I've locked out the cargo
hatches," Tristan hissed over his shoulder. "No one can enter from
outside now. Make your way aft on this deck, then around and fore
to the bridge. Check all the rooms, the crews' quarters, galley,
heads, everything. And don't get skittish and shoot before looking.
It might be me."

Slap rolled his eyes. He turned and headed to
the back of the ship, his heart pounding as he expected to find a
Mordas henchman at every turn or inside each room. He sighed with
relief when he finally got to the bridge.

Tristan
lounged in one of the chairs, now wearing his black pants and vest.
"Glad you finally arrived."

"I've been searching the ship,
and you've been sitting here?"

"I checked the lower deck—cargo
bay, engine room, then made my way up here. There's still a chance
that someone is hiding aboard, but we're safe in here for the
moment. I can change the registry after we lift off—Lyssel loaded a
program that allows it. Makes sense in his line of work. Anyway, it
frees us to go. Hook your pack and strap in."

Slap secured his pack, and the gun, then sat
in the chair indicated, pulling the straps tight.

Tristan
called for clearance, and when the tower questioned him, he
reminded them whose ship it was, and that although Lyssel was dead,
his business wasn't.



After a
pause, the reply came. "Cleared for departure."

Slap swallowed, gripping the arm rests as the
ship lifted off. What bothered him more—leaving the only planet he
had known, despite the sorrows it contained, or the unknown in
front of him?

Tristan
looked over at him, a glint of amusement in his eyes. "You know,
you looked quite natural mincing about in those tights."

Slap scowled.
"They were binding."

 


 


 


Reluctant Allies, part three

 


"Occupants of the
freighter Manta, this is spaceport
security. You have pirated that ship. Return to the spaceport. This
is your only warning."

Slap gripped
the armrests even tighter, his eyes widening. "Brago's Bands! What
now? Freighters don't have weaponry."

"Only defensive turrets. And they
are"—Tristan's lips thinned as his hands flew over the
panel—"engaged. Unless you have something against protecting
yourself against your planet's space patrol."

Slap snorted.
"You do know that most of the cops are on the Mordas'
payroll?"

"I always assume such things.
Makes life much simpler. My current worry is outrunning them. I
wish we had a better ship."

"Well, why did you take this
piece of junk?"

"Because someone's high moral
stand against stealing left me few alternatives. Stealing from a
dead man didn't offend your sensibilities too much." Tristan shot a
cutting glare at Slap for a second before returning his gaze to the
controls.

The ship
rocked and shuddered, flinging Slap sideways. He grabbed the sides
of the chair. "Hey, they're shooting at us!"

"Remarkably perceptive." Tristan
peered at one of the read-outs. "The turrets are operational. But
there seem to be blind spots."

Two ships
slid past their bow. Slap gasped. "They're cutting us off! We gotta
get outta here!"

"I'm trying."

The ships now
before them turned. A red light on the panel drew Slap's attention.
"Incoming! I sure hope those turrets are working!" Slap leaned
forward as he figured out the screen in front of him. "We have four
behind, plus these two in front! Can't we go faster?"

"You want to get out and push?"
Tristan snapped.

Slap ground his teeth. He knew he sounded
like an idiot but he was helpless, no more than useless cargo. He
knew how to fight on land—barehanded or with weapons. But being in
space, on a ship with nothingness outside and no way to combat, he
felt out of control, almost hysterical. If only he could do
something.

A bright
flash directly ahead made Slap wince. "What was that?"

Tristan
chuckled softly. "So. The turrets aren't just defensive—they're
offensive as well. Look at the display."

Slap glanced
down. Two ships remained behind, and only one in front. He looked
out the port again. Another explosion made him shut his eyes.
"Brago's Bands! Lyssel knows how to refit a ship!"

"Indeed. I noticed when we came
aboard that this thing has two capacitors for the jump engine, not
one. And it's not the old-style heavy fusion reactor, but
antimatter."

Slap laughed.
"Not your typical cargo ship."

"No." Tristan sat up a bit
straighter. "Hold on, we're at a Lagrange point. I'm going to
engage the jump engine."

This was it! Slap was leaving his home. He
had never wanted more than his family, his homestead. Others had
looked up at the sky, watched the ships roar up into the
atmosphere, and longed to leave, but not Slap. Yet here he was.

He wished he
could see behind, see the planet. He closed his eyes for a moment
in remembrance. Pale hair and blue eyes, a smile that could melt
hearts—oh, sweet Shallah. Tiny arms waving above a happy baby
face—little Evan, so innocent, given no chance. A long, grey visage
emanating patience and wisdom—good-bye Ol' Pa. He swallowed hard
and opened his eyes to see stars swirl then settle into
place.

"What happened?"

"We jumped. I need to change the
registry before we do anything else."

"So we're safe?"

"For now." Tristan didn't look up
as he worked.

With a nod,
Slap unstrapped. "I'm going to the galley. Want me to bring you
something to eat?"

"No. But getting acquainted with
this ship is a good idea. Take the gun and be alert in case we were
wrong about being alone."

Slap grabbed the weapon and his pack and
headed out the door.

The
Manta,
only needing a handful to man her, had merely one deck for the
crew. Slap began checking the crew quarters and heads on the
exterior wall, trying to tread softly on the metal floor plates so
his boots didn't give a hollow thunk with each step. He left his
pack in the port cabin next to the head and across from the galley.
Nothing like convenience. The ship had six cabins for crew and two
heads total. Four ladders led below, one fore and aft on both port
and starboard sides.

When he had
come full-circle to the bridge, he checked the interior rooms—the
captain's cabin right across the hall, behind the bridge, a room
that looked like a combination dining area and lounge, with doors
that opened to the starboard and port sides of the hall. Lastly,
the galley—his ultimate destination. His stomach rumbled in
anticipation.

He opened the
door and felt for the lights. They came on and he blinked. He
walked across to doors he suspected were storage cabinets and
opened them. Empty. He went over to the next doors—empty as well.
Uh oh. He snatched another door open, then another. Shelf after
empty shelf. A lower cabinet revealed bowls and utensils. He went
to the corner closet, but a scraping sound made him pause, his
stomach lurching. He pulled out the gun. A rat. Has to be a rat. Those critters find their way
everywhere. But he hefted the weapon
before yanking open the door.

A woman
huddled inside, eyes wide, and curly hair falling around her face.
"Don't hurt me."

"Who are you?"

"I'm an engineer." She sniffled
and wiped her nose. "Who are you?"

"An engineer, huh? I was hoping
you'd say you're the cook. Get out."

Slap backed
up, his gun trained on her, as she crawled out and stood. He
stepped sideways to the wall and keyed the comm. "Hey, Tristan, I
found someone. An engineer."

"Space him."

The woman gasped, and her lower lip trembled.
She looked ready to drop to her knees.

Slap sighed.
"Uh, I don't know that I could do that. But anyway, it's a
her."

"Even worse. Space
her."

"I ain't gonna space no
woman!"

"Then I will. Where are
you?"

"The galley."

"Be right there."

"Now wait—Tristan? Tris? Awww."
Slap keyed off the comm and glared at the woman for complicating
things.

She burst into tears.

Great.

Slap wasn't
going to let his guard down, tears or not, but he couldn't believe
this woman was Mordas. She seemed too vulnerable.

Tristan soon entered, his own weapon drawn,
and she backed against the wall, whimpering.

Slap held out
his arm to ward off his dark companion. "I won't let you space
her."

Tristan
narrowed his eyes at her and gave Slap a disgusted look. "Her sex
makes her no less dangerous. Probably more so. And if she is an
engineer, locking her up is taking a chance. Who knows what
mischief she could devise."

Could Tristan
really mean to just kill her in cold blood? "But, you can't just
space her!"

"Why not? She's Mordas. She'd
space us if she could."

"I'm not!" The woman pushed her
curly hair out of her face. "I'm not Mordas. Honest, I'm not! I'm
just an engineer."

Tristan's lip
curled. "Working at night?"

"They said they wanted the ship
readied as soon as possible."

"I saw no tools or evidence of
work being done in engineering, or anywhere else on the ship. And
why didn't the Mordas use their own engineers? And what rate of pay
does your union recommend for such unusual hours, hein?"

The woman stared at Tristan, mouth open.

He took a
step closer, teeth gritted. "Who are you really?"

Slap held his
breath. Tristan's voice had grown cold and hard, sending shivers up
Slap's spine. Who was
this guy?

With a snarl, the woman spun, one foot
hooking at Tristan. He blocked. His fist shot out so quickly that
all Slap could see was the result—the woman on the floor,
unconscious. Slap whistled through his teeth.

"Pick her up."

"I won't space her."

"She's Mordas."

Slap clenched
his teeth and hissed, "I don't care who she is. I won't space
anybody!"

"You're going to get us killed
with this attitude!"

"I mean it!"

Tristan's
nostrils flared, and his eyes bored with black ice into Slap's.
Finally he muttered to himself and said, "We can't leave her here.
Pick her up."

Slap
hesitated. He wasn't about to cart her away to space her. But
Tristan was right; they couldn't just let her be. He started to put
the gun in his waistband, then thought better of the idea—if she
woke up, the weapon would be within grabbing range. He held the
butt end toward Tristan. After the dark man took it, Slap leaned
over and picked the woman up. She didn't weigh much, but from the
kick she threw, she must know how to fight. Well, not against
Tristan. Remembering how they met, he knew that his companion could
take on several men at once and come out on top. She hadn't had a
chance.

But what would Tristan do with her? He
followed along until Tristan started down the ladder to the
hold.

"You gotta be
kidding!"

"Pass her down then."

Slap shook
his head. He didn't trust Tristan. With a sigh, he shifted her
weight and tossed her over his shoulder. He made his way down,
feeling for each rung with his feet, and letting go with his one
free hand to grab at the next crosspiece. Once at the bottom, he
turned to his buddy. "What now?"

"We'll stow her as
cargo."

"Why not just lock her in a
cabin?"

"She might find a way out. But
since this isn't an ordinary cargo ship, the hold has some special,
hidden compartments that can be locked down."

"She'll smother if she's sealed
in!"

"We can regulate air
supply."

"And what about food and water?"
Slap blinked, remembering. "Oh, forget about the food. We don't
have any."

"We don't have much fuel either.
We have to find a place to refuel and restock. And soon. We can
dump her when we do."
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"But who is she?" Slap dogged
Tristan's heels all the way to the bridge. "I mean, if she were a
guard, she'd have a gun, right?"

"I don't care if she's the
captain, the captain's mistress, part of a cleaning crew, or the
mascot. She's Mordas." Tristan keyed the lock and entered the
bridge. He sat, his eyes scanning the read-outs.

"But we can't—"

"Look," Tristan twisted to look
up at the tall irritant. "I have more important things to worry
about. Like getting fuel."

Slap nodded.
"And food."

Tristan turned back to the controls, not
deigning to answer.

"Where can we get fuel and
supplies?"

Leaning back,
Tristan said over his shoulder, "If you see a flashing sign for a
quick-stop way station on an asteroid, let me know."

The chair
spun, snapping Tristan around to face the cowboy. Slap's face
snarled close to his. "Stop treating me like an idiot. I'm outta my
home pasture, and I know it, but I ain't stupid! I think I asked a
fair question. Where can we get fuel?"

Tristan
nearly retaliated but held himself in check. The cowboy had a
point. But Tristan's temper tended to be proportionate to his
stress level. And being saddled with this sidekick definitely had
spiked the latter. He inclined his head in acquiescence.

Slap slowly straightened.

"Let me check our position and
see what might be nearby." Tristan hesitated, adding, "Nearby being
relative. Keeping this ship operational until we can refuel might
mean limiting power."

"Wouldn't it be a good idea to do
that now? Just in case?"

"Can't hurt." Tristan pointed at
the other chair. Might as well teach the man something so he could
earn his keep. "You can pull up the power read-outs and see where
we can conserve. But don't cut power to anything without asking, it
might have repercussions you don't realize."

Slap sat with
a grateful look, glancing over the board. "How do I access
'em?"

Tristan bit
back a smart reply. Instead he tried a small smile. "I bet you can
figure it out."

Slap looked surprised, then snorted and pored
over the board. Good deed for the decade done, Tristan turned his
attention to the nav display. There had to be some place near—a
colony, base, mining operation, something. He checked the distance
of the choices the computer presented. Not good.

The blessed
quiet broke when Slap shouted, "Ha! Got it!"

Tristan closed his eyes for a moment, before
resuming his search for something close and workable.

"You know, it looks like we could
cut most power to this deck. The rooms are all empty." A low rumble
made Tristan look over. Slap glanced down toward his stomach and
shrugged with a sheepish grin. "Even the galley isn't being
used."

"Makes sense. I'm sure you'll
want to keep power to that aft compartment where the stowaway
is."

Slap shot him
a dirty look, and nodded at Tristan's board. "Find anything
yet?"

"Our choices are spare. And
dicey. I'd suggest we shut down anything we can."

Tristan
didn't mention spacing the woman again although that would save
energy. Slap didn't understand the danger they were in, and had
enough morals to get them killed. He had to find a place to leave
the cowboy. And soon.

"So what is it we need? The
hydrogen or anti-hy?"

"Hydrogen. The anti-hy is only
available at deep space depots, for obvious reasons. They had
filled up before landing."

"I don't get it. Why didn't they
have the hydrogen tanked up?"

"Same reason the galley isn't
stocked. They weren't planning to go anywhere, so they didn't have
the ship ready."

"Great. Do you usually run into
this problem when stealing a ship?"

Tristan
glared. "I'm not in the habit of stealing ships."
Often. "We
were a bit pressed for time and limited in choices, if you
remember." Tristan let his breath out in a sharp exhale. "If I keep
this ship for any length of time, I'll have to outfit this tub with
a hydrogen scoop."

"What's that?"

"Just what it sounds like. A
large portion of solar wind that flows out from a star is pure
hydrogen plasma. If we had a scoop, we'd not have to worry about
running short of fuel. But Lyssel must only have used this ship for
specific, short trips."

"So do we have any other
alternatives? I mean, is hydrogen all you can use for the
matter?"

"Anything that can be turned into
a gas can be used, if the ratio of matter and anti-matter is
adjusted. But other than the ship's atmosphere, we don't have much
available. And I don't want to give up breathing just yet. Now if
you don't mind, I'm trying to calculate which is our best
destination."

"Um, wouldn't that be the one
that's closest?"

This is why I prefer solitude. Tristan took a deep breath. "Not necessarily. The closest
is a low-tech colony, agricultural. They have a reputation for not
liking visitors. The next is a military installation."

"Agricultural, huh? Just farming,
or do they have ranches too?"

Oh, what an
easy solution if he could just dump the cowboy on those people! But
no. He shook his head. "You can't just land and ask for a
homestead. They have about a year's worth of red tape to get
approved. They're Separatists."

Slap sniffed.
"So were my folks. But it didn't stop others from trying to horn in
on them. You think they'd help if I gave them some pretty
patter?"

Tristan
whirled around in the chair and stared at the cowboy. "You don't
seem to be a very smooth talker."

"Yeah, not like you. But I know
these type of folk." Slap scratched his chin and grinned. "I can
talk their language."

"If they don't help us, we're
stuck."

Slap
chortled. "If they don't help us, they're stuck with
us."

Tristan looked the cowboy over as if seeing
him for the first time. Was there more to the man than met the eye?
Blue eyes sparkled as if Slap knew he held a winning hand. What the
hell, let the kid try.

"We have just enough charge in
the one capacitor to make a short jump. From there, we'll be near
enough to the colony to do a quick burn on the plasma drive and
drift in. That saves just enough fuel that we should be able to
safely land. So that puts our ETA at five hours."

Slap nodded,
frowning. "What about the woman?"

"Let's worry about fuel before we
worry about her. If I were you, I'd take care of any personal needs
now. Once we're drifting, we'll need to be strapped in. I have to
cut inertial dampers, or we'll lose too much velocity. And if
you're a praying man, pray. Because we're vulnerable the whole time
we're adrift."
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Tristan
closed his eyes. He hadn't slept yet since meeting his new
companion. No wonder he felt so testy. He could doze for a few
hours and might as well, since he couldn't do anything until they
reached the colony. He let himself fade into blessed
oblivion—

Tp tp tp t-t-t-tap. Tp tp tp tp t-t-t-tap.
Tap.

Tristan's eyes shot open, and he
glared at the cowboy's fingers drumming on the arm of the chair.
"Do you have to do that?"

"Hm? Sorry. I'm bored." Slap
subsided, sighing, then sat up straight with a gasp. "Say—what
about the woman?"

"What about her?"

"We didn't warn her. What if she
gets hurt?"

"That's her tough luck. If she
stays still, and nothing hits us, she'll be fine."

"But—"

"It's moot. We can't go warn her
now."

Slap leaned back. Tristan closed his eyes
again.

"So where are we going after we
get fuel?"

Tristan
blinked. "Look, I'd like to rest a bit before we reach the planet.
Do you mind?"

"Huh? Sure. No
problem."

Slap hummed to himself, and Tristan gritted
his teeth. Only four and a half hours more.
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"What's the new name of this
bucket?"

"Giselle."

"What's that?" Slap asked,
wrinkling his nose.

"A name. Now go ahead and
call."

"Um." The cowboy keyed the comm.
"Cargo ship Giselle
calling Voolmurra Colony. Request permission to
land."

After a wait,
the answer came: "We have no record of cargo due,
Giselle."

"Yeah. I know. I'm sort of in a
bind. I just need fuel and supplies. I can pay."

"We don't do much off-world
trade, and we don't like outsiders."

"I hear ya. My folks were
Separatists too."

"Were? You're not?"

"Were
meaning they're dead. And I was turned off my
homestead. Guy who sold me this ship cheated me on top of it.
That's why I need supplies."

"You were cheated, yet you have
money?"

"I hired on a captain, seeing as
I don't know much about ships." Slap cut his eyes over to Tristan.
"He has a little stake he'll give, seeing as his belly is as empty
as mine, and he's as stuck in space as me if we don't get some
fuel."

"And you're really a
Separatist?"

"I had a great spread. Third
generation. Fertile land, lots of cattle, and some pretty mustangs
too. I lost it all." Slap's voice caught, and he continued on in a
softer voice. "I lost my family."

Silence. Tristan held his breath. The cowboy
had to be convincing; he was telling the truth. But would these
people believe him?

"Switch on your
viewer."

Slap did, and
a man's weathered face peered through the monitor.

"Young one, aren't you? But your
face is tan, not pale like a spacer." The man hesitated then asked,
"You aren't looking for a new stake here?"

"Naw. No offense, but I wanna get
farther out. Know what I mean? The Dusties are all over this
sector."

Tristan frowned for a moment then realized
that Dusties was a slang term for Industrialists. A term to note
and remember.

"Yeah. Hold on." The Separatist
looked down for a moment and sighed. "Permission granted. The
beacon will guide your ship to its dock. But only you are allowed
off the ship. Your captain will have to stay aboard."

"No problem. Thanks."

After
transmission ended, Slap slumped back in the chair, letting his
breath out with a loud whoof.

Tristan
silently agreed. And he had to admit, the kid did a great job. Now
if those Separatists just didn't change their minds.

He leaned
forward and passed an e-pad to the cowboy. "Here. I anticipated
they wouldn't let me aground. I made a list of what we need. And
don't let them try to trick you into deuterium—we need cheap. I'm
not worried about a more efficient energy yield."

Slap nodded, reading the e-pad.

Tristan
tapped the cowboy's arm to make sure he had his attention before
continuing. "Now, they may not take the quel from your planet or
credchits. Ask, but be prepared if they say no. I have an account
they can pull from, or if they demand cash, I have enough stellars
to buy whatever we need. They'll probably hike the price, and I
don't know how much dickering you can do—they know we have no
choice."

Slap stood
and crossed his arms. "I was bargaining horseflesh and selling
cattle for my father when I wasn't but two spits tall. I'll get
what we need."
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Slap shook
his head, trying not to sweat. "I'd have expected those prices for
deuterium, not hydrogen. I can't spend that much on fuel. We need
food, or we ain't going nowhere."

"That's my best deal, son." The
man leaned back on his desk. "Take it or leave it."

Slap let his
shoulders slump and scratched his cheek. "Then I guess I'll be
seeing about hiring on somewhere. My captain won't be happy, but if
it's a choice of sitting on a ship and starving, I'm sure he'll
work to earn extra so we can buy what we need. How long do you
think it would take for us to earn the difference between what I've
got and what you're asking?"

The man
straightened. "You serious?"

"Dead serious. I told you. I was
cheated when I bought that bucket. I wouldn't have this much to
spend if my captain hadn't had some stake put away. I'll be back."
Slap turned and put his hand on the door. "Some time."

"Wait."

Slap
hesitated, and slowly turned, keeping his expression sorrowful.
Would the threat of outsiders stuck here outweigh this guy's
greed?

The man
rubbed his neck. "If I cut the price much lower, I'll take a
loss."

"I understand. I just can't pay.
Thanks anyway." Slap opened the door.

The man
groaned. "All right. But it's got to be cash up front."

Slap
squinted, hunching his shoulders. "All I've got in cash is quel. My
captain has some stellars. Are they all right?"

"Yeah, I'll take both. Quel is as
good as stellars, being so close to the Three Systems."
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The dock hands left, and Tristan checked the
cargo one more time. All the supplies were aboard. Everything was
going well. Only one problem remained. Gun in hand, he went to the
compartment where the woman was and unlocked the door.

She sat huddled in the corner, arms around
her knees. Blinking, she covered her eyes against the light. Then
she began cursing.

"Softly, softly." Tristan backed
away from the opening. "You can leave."

"What? You lock me in the dark
and leave me forever, then I get bounced around and
bruised—"

"You're lucky that's all that
happened. I said you can go. Or I can turn you over to the port
authorities as a stowaway."

She lifted
her chin while rubbing her arm. "Who do you think they'll
believe?"

Tristan gave
her a cold smile. "I know whose story they'll buy. So it's your
choice."

The woman bit her lip, doubt on her face. She
stood and sidled past him, eye on the gun, then ran across the
cargo deck and down the hatch.

Tristan sighed in relief. Now, where was that
cowboy? He secured the bay and headed up to the bridge. He opened
the door and stopped. Slap sat, chewing and gulping.

"Hey, Tristan, lookee what I
got!"

Tristan slid
into his chair, and secured himself. "Don't tell me you bought
something that wasn't on the list."

"Strawberries!" Slap grinned and
held up the box. "Not many cuz they go bad fast."

"Why in the world did you buy
fruit?"

"When was the last time you had
real strawberries?"

"I can't remember. What did you
spend?"

"Altogether? About one hundred
less stellars than you expected."

Tristan
stared. The cowboy might just come in handy. He nodded. "I've taken
care of our other problem."

Slap scowled
then his eyebrows lifted. "The woman? What did you do to
her?"

Tristan
shrugged. "I let her go."

"You what?" Slap's eyes bugged
out. "Why?"

"I told her she could be turned
over to the authorities as a stowaway—and who would they believe,
us or her—or she could make a break for it. She took off." Tristan
paused a moment as he scanned the read-outs. "Too bad we can't stay
and find out how she likes being stranded on a Separatist
planet."

"But, what if she tells them
she's Mordas? That we stole the ship?"

Tristan
smiled. "Doesn't matter. We're leaving. Strap in."

 


 


 


Knight Errant

 


Slap descended the ramp from the
ship, pack on his shoulder, taking his first look at a space
station. Beyond the security gate, humans and aliens jostled each
other, all in a hurry to get someplace. Shops and restaurants lined
the inside wall of this level of the civilian docking
ring.

As Slap
approached the gate, he held out his ID. Tristan had told him who
to contact to get a new, forged one, but now that he was off Zenos,
he didn't think the Mordas would still be looking for
him.

With a bored nod, the guard let him
through.

Slap turned to Tristan, who followed him.

"This is it. Good luck,
cowboy."

An empty
feeling sucked at Slap's insides. "What?"

"You'll be safe here. You have
enough money to buy a homestead on any of several colony planets.
Won't have to indenture yourself."

"But, but I thought. . ." Slap's
voice trailed off at Tristan's expressionless gaze. He swallowed.
"Never mind. G'bye."

Slap took
off, cursing by stride, not caring where he went in the crowd. He
didn't need Tristan. It's not like they were friends or anything.
His long gait took him past stores, offices, hostels, restaurants
with tempting odors that made his mouth water, and finally, anger
abated, he stopped, lost.

Sort of lost
anyway. The concourse circled the entire ring, unbroken.
Eventually, he would find
himself back at his starting point. He didn't want that. Tristan
might be there—might see him and think he was hanging
about.

So. What now?
Slap took in the nearby businesses. Tourist traps. Not that he knew
from experience, but Tristan had warned him about them. All glitz
to blind gullible travelers' eyes and take their money. He needed a
cheap place to flop for the night—when was night on a space
station, anyway?

He began looking for hostels. The first one
he found was fancy, and the prices made him back out of the door,
the man behind the desk giving a knowing smirk. He nearly fell over
two people, dressed in rich, frilly clothes. The man wore
tights—Slap shuddered. They shot him looks of disdain.

Reason kicked
in. Slap looked around and found what he needed. A map of the ring
near an entry gate. Private yachts docked in this section, and
luxury liners in the next. So. . .to find a cheap room and food, he
needed. . .what? He ran down the list. Most likely, the section of
the ring they came in on—cargo. Yeah, figures. Great. Back where he
started. Well, maybe he wouldn't see Tristan and have to ignore
him.
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Tristan
breathed in relief as the tall hick strode away, not allowing
himself to look after the man. Out of sight, away from me. Safe. Safe! He walked with a deliberately casual air into the ring.
Appearing to window shop, he made his way along the concourse,
toward a little café.

He slipped into a chair of a corner table,
back against the wall, and punched in an order for café au
lait.

His contact
sat at almost the same time the dispenser disgorged the drink.
Tristan noted with absentminded irony that the man's weasel-like
looks and mannerisms matched his character.

His skinny
contact leaned close. "Took your time getting here, MacCay. You
were due days ago."

He glared at
the presumptuous little git. "I come and go as I please, Hadley."
Tristan picked up the cup and sipped. With a grimace he set it
down; surely someone could program the computer to know what lait
was. Café, too, for that matter.

"J-just so." Hadley's Adam's
apple bobbed a few times before he plunged ahead. "My employer is
more than anxious to hire you for a transport job. You still have
the Cutlas?"

"No."

The little
man blinked. "What ship do you have now?"

"Old Canary class cargo
ship."

Hadley's
mouth dropped open and moved wordlessly for a few moments. "That. .
.that is not acceptable. We need a yacht or at least an upscale
cruiser to get. . .this merchandise to its new owner."

Tristan
didn't change his expression, but he had the feeling this was a job
he wanted to walk away from. He had never carried cargo for these
people before, and he this didn't seem like a good time to
start.

He took
another sip, continuing his thoughts. Merchandise didn't care how
it was transported unless sentient. What, no, who in the name of
Dallor's moons did they want him to sneak off the station? And was
the merchandise really willing cargo? Or was the merchandise
running from someone who didn't want to lose possession? Unless
perhaps—no. No further speculation on the merchandise. It would
only cause a headache.

Pushing back
his cup, Tristan stood. "I can't help you." He left the café,
ignoring Hadley's stuttered protestations.
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Tristan
adjusted the black evening jacket and sat back in the cushioned
chair. He sipped his wine and listened with great appreciation to
Mozart's "Die Entfuhrung aus dem Serail."

He cut his
gaze at a man approaching his table. Dressed better than most of
this establishment's patrons—brightly colored silks cut in the
loose style of Eridani. Strange planet, bound by caste, ruled by an
Emperor. Too hot, too dry, too stifling—no free trade. Not in the
sense Tristan enjoyed anyway. One visit had been enough.

The man bowed. To a non-Eridani? A servant.
Tristan gave a slight incline of his head, and the intruder sat,
his eyes darting about the room.

"Sir. My master wishes to speak
to you on a most urgent matter."

Ah, high Eridani accent, yes. Not servant
then. A thrall. A cultured, educated slave—one trusted and highly
favored.

"And who is your
master?"

"He. . .begs his privacy. I am to
take you to him."

"No."

The thrall
blanched, licking his lips. "But, Sir—"

"I am preoccupied." Tristan
nodded toward the orchestral chamber and actors. "And am under no
constraint to bend my neck to the whims of some spectral
perspective employer."

Tristan turned his attention to the opera,
dismissing the wide-eyed slave.
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One positive aspect about a space station was
that it never really became dark. No black alleys in a moonless
sky, no shadowed doorways allowing predators to lie in wait. Only a
dimming of the lights.

Tristan left the dinner-theatre relaxed,
alert, and prepared. Polite invitation rejected, he would be
summoned more forcibly.

Two massive men with swarthy features,
wearing silk pantaloons, wide sashes, and vests, loomed beyond the
marquee of the establishment next door. No weapons. Kudos to
station security. They stepped out to block his path.

He sighed.
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Muscular guards in silk vests and pantaloons
and carrying scimitars flanked the entrance to the ship. Tristan
eyed the yacht as he was led through the corridors. Gilded panels,
woven matting on the decks—high nobility.

His hulking escort eliminated the force
screen, and ushered him through a curtain of beads into a chamber
meant to impress lesser beings. Traditional Eridani music dominated
by mewling pipes and plucked strings haunted the air. Icons to the
Seven Holy Sons of Afanasi stood on pedestals along walls, and at
the far end, a niche with the image of Afanasi herself. A slight
haze from incense hung in the air, candles flickered from tiered
tables, large cushions littered the floor. At the far end, a throne
sat on a dais. Tristan regarded it warily, his stomach sinking.

Not good.

Four guards came into the room. They took
their places two on each side of the dais. Two more entered, a
glowering dark-haired man perhaps in his twenties walking between
them, the arrogant tilt to his head emphasizing his large, square
jaw. He stood in front of the throne, his eyes coming to rest on
Tristan. The Emperor, Vasso Istvan himself. Off planet.

Definitely not good; his chances for living
through this encounter were less than winning the galactic
lottery—without having bought a ticket. Istvan was known to reward
a job well done with a knife in the back. Figuratively, and
occasionally, literally. At least it was quick. Those who failed
while in his service bought it much slower.

His escort
prodded him in the shoulder. "Kneel."

Tristan
ignored him, returning the imperial stare. He wasn't going to give
more to this madman than necessary. He needed to try to keep an
edge. Perhaps find a way to survive. "I am not a subject of His
Majesty, or in his service. My required attitude of respect is a
bow." He bent at the waist, lowering his gaze. When he rose, the
Emperor had seated himself.

"It ill suits you to bend your
neck, does it not?"

The corner of
Tristan's lip quirked. "Your Majesty knows me."

"I begin to. But not well enough,
I warrant." The monarch's eyes narrowed. "Why does only one guard
accompany you when I sent two?"

"The other is awaiting medical
attention, Sire." Tristan hesitated and added, "Whatever you have
been told about me, it hasn't been very accurate for you to send a
mere two goons to compel my attendance."

"Indeed? So why didn't you take
out both?"

Tristan
shrugged. "I needed one to bring me to you."

Istvan sat
back, his expression less saturnine and more pensive. "And reports
that you are able to be. . .subtle and discreet, are they
exaggerated?"

"Your Majesty," Tristan resisted
a small smile, but one eyebrow lifted slightly in amusement. "I can
be invisible, if necessary."

The Emperor tapped his knuckles on the arm of
the throne, his eyes still glued to Tristan. But Tristan just stood
with sang-froid. He knew this game, and was its master.

Istvan broke
the long silence by clearing his throat. "You might do." He
gestured to a cushion at his feet. "Come. Sit with me, and let us
talk."

"You are assuming I seek
employment."

The ruler of
Eridani drew up, his face darkening. "Do not think you can play
with me, Derek Malcolm. You will serve me willingly or
unwillingly."

Tristan's gut
tightened. He hadn't used the Malcolm alias for several years. Who
had Istvan gotten his information from? And he was known here as
MacCay—that name would probably have to be abandoned as well. He
ground his teeth—no, he mustn't appear perturbed. He consciously
relaxed his posture and gave a hint of a smirk as he came forward
and sat on the cushion. "You tell me what you need, Your Majesty,
and I will see whether I think I can assist you."

Istvan's eyes
gleamed as he leaned forward. "It is my sister. She has been
kidnapped. I want her returned."

Tristan
frowned. "What ransom have they demanded?"

The Emperor
hesitated, his gaze flicking away. "None."

Uh oh. What's
really going on? "Who has her? Do you have any idea?"

"Well, yes." Istvan frowned.
"No."

Tristan
waited, hiding his amusement at the sovereign's apparent
obfuscation.

"You must understand our
politics," Emperor Vasso rubbed his chin. "My cousin Abbra is
behind a movement claiming the throne. Based on faulty reasoning
about succession concerning both our grandfathers."

Tristan
nodded, not offering his opinion of the 'faulty' reasoning. He was
reminded of the Carlist faction ages ago in Spain. "The Orrilan
movement. Yes." Puzzle pieces clicked into place. "Abbra has her."
His eyes narrowed. "To marry. It would consolidate his Imperial
claim. For himself, if anything happened to you, and even more so
for a son. Plus name himself regent." Vasso had only sired
daughters—no males to name heir. But a son of Vasso's sister could
claim the throne when he came of age. If he came of age. Would
Abbra's bride and son live long once he was named
regent?

Istvan's
eyebrows raised. "You have a quick mind."

"So you want me to rescue your
sister from your cousin?"

The Emperor
looked pained. "It's not that simple. I had a man in Abbra's camp.
Pella. He was to send information to set up my cousin so we could
arrest him for attempted kidnapping. Be done with him once and for
all. But, he. . .double-crossed me, and Abbra as well. He has Nadi.
It is a race now as to who finds her first."

"What is this man's interest in
your sister?"

Istvan
shrugged. "We can only speculate. My intelligence hasn't anything
solid yet. Some think he likely wishes to make a deal with
whichever of us will pay the most. But we have received no ransom,
not even any message. We have traced them here, but the station
authorities will not permit us to search." His fists clenched on
the arms of his throne. "And they are doing nothing. The insolent
peasants will not even let my men on the station armed."

Tristan
resisted a smile. It wouldn't do to irritate His Royal Haughtiness.
"So you know Pella and your sister are here?"

"The ship Pella stole is docked
here. Since it has Imperial Eridani registry, we confiscated it. No
one was aboard. Pella hasn't been seen. Neither has Nadi. We don't
know if they are still here, or if they've booked passage and
left."

Tristan
inhaled slowly, thinking of Hadley. He looked up at the Emperor. "A
man trapped might become desperate. I feel we must move fast. Sire,
give me what information your intelligence has on this, and I'll
see what I can do."

Istvan sat back with a smug smile.

"I cannot promise. And"—Tristan
raised a hand—"threats cannot force me to do more than my
best."

Emperor Vasso
barked a small, nasty laugh. "It seems you know me."

Tristan
wished he didn't.
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Slap peered at the numbers on the doors along
the dim corridor. Twenty-three. He had to find the room soon and
lie down. Twenty-five. The cheap meal sat heavy on his stomach. Ah.
Twenty-seven. He passed the key over the reader. The door slid
open, and a dim light came on.

A bed with a
chest at the end, and a small comdesk across from the bed. Slap
peered into the lav. He snorted. Tiny but at least it had a sonic
shower. Well, he'd only be here until he could decide where he was
going. He'd checked with the Bureau of Colonial Affairs and getting
a homestead on a colony planet was complicated. Lots of red tape
even with the money to buy one outright. Might take a year or
more.

And, after
some thought, Slap decided he didn't want a homestead anyway.
Lonely and alone on a strange planet with no family. No wife. His
stomach knotted. He tossed his pack on the bed, forcing his mind
away from agonizing memories.

After shucking his clothes and a cursory
cleaning up, Slap stretched out on the narrow bed and rolled up in
the thin blanket.

Muffled loud voices pierced the haze of
near-sleep. Slap opened his eyes a slit. How can noise travel
through metal walls? The voices continued, then a girl started
crying. Slap pulled the pillow over his head.

The crying
continued. It turned into a wail, and Slap sat up with a sigh. He
didn't like to intrude, but he needed some sleep. He dressed and
walked to the door. The key! With a snap of his fingers he turned
and snatched it from the desk and stuck it in his
pocket.

The noise came from twenty-five. With a
sleepy sniff, he headed down the hall. The wail rose to a shriek,
followed by a crash and cursing in some unknown language.

Before Slap
could knock, the door slid open and a girl lunged at the opening.
Two men dove at her, one missed but the other trapped her legs and
she fell forward. She lifted tearful eyes to Slap's in a silent
plea for help.

Slap wedged a foot in the door. He reached
down and caught the attacker by the back of the neck and the
clothes on his back. The man let go of the girl with a shocked
look, and Slap hurled him across the room. He slammed into the wall
head down, face first.

The second
man had grabbed the girl, his other hand reaching into his
clothes—likely for a weapon. Slap didn't give him a chance. He
seized him by the throat and squeezed. A strangled cry and the man
stopped struggling. Slap dropped him.

He looked
down at the figure cowering at his feet. She wasn't really
pretty—well, hard to tell with all the crying she'd been doing—but
she was dressed fancy. Strange fancy. Colorful silk robes sort of,
but wrapped around her. Sort of. How old was she? Younger than
Slap, but not a kid. "You all right?"

"I–I think so, yes." Her dark
eyes glanced about the room. She lifted a hand to touch her bruised
face. Slap bit back a growl that those brutes would hurt a
girl.

"I can't stay here," she
whispered, wiping her face.

"Um." Slap thought of his narrow
bed with a sad sigh. But what else could he do? "You can stay in my
room for a bit. It's tiny, like this one. It's right down the
hall." He extended his hand and after a moment, she timidly took
it. He lifted her to her feet.

Once back in
his room, he gestured to the bed. "You can rest there, miss. I'll
uh, I'll bunk by the door. You can clean up in the lav if you
wish."

Before long
the girl was curled up on his bed, eyes closed. Slap propped
against the wall near the door, watching her. Chivalry, he decided,
wasn't very comfortable.
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Hadley
slipped into the seat across from Tristan, wearing a slight smirk,
and clasped his hands on the table. "Change your mind?"

Tristan
stared into the contact's eyes, making the man swallow and blink.
"Who hired you to move this merchandise? I know it's not your
regular employer. This whole enterprise is not his
style."

"I–I don't know what
you're—"

Tristan
snatched the little man's pinkie and bent
it back. Hadley moaned, his face pale.

Teeth
clenched, Tristan leaned forward, speaking in a hiss. "I can do
much more to you than this—before you could scream for help. Or I
could decide to let you go now, and find you later. Cat and mouse.
You know the kind of work I can do. I'd make it slow."

Hadley broke
into a sweat. He whispered, "Please, no. Please. No!"

"Then tell me."
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"Just down this corridor.
Twenty-five. Please, let me go now!"

Tristan kept
his vise grip on Hadley's upper arm. "You
are staying within my sight until I know you aren't scamming
me."

"What are you going to do? Just
knock on the door?"

Tristan
stopped several feet from the room, backed Hadley into the wall,
and growled through his teeth, "You stay put. If you run, it won't
be far enough to avoid me. I'll find you anyway.
Understand?"

Hadley nodded like a spastic bobble doll,
body tense, hands splayed against the wall. Tristan fished one of
his favorite toys out of a pocket and set it by the reader. After a
few moments, the door slid open.

Tristan stared at the body on the floor,
throat crushed, and saw the other crumpled on the bed, head down,
neck at an impossible angle.

Hadley crept
closer, peered in, and gasped. "What happened?"

"Are either of these men your
'employer'?"

"Yeah, the one on the floor. But
who could have done this?"

The last time
Tristan saw bodies in this condition—no. It couldn't be.

"Get lost, Hadley. Find a hole
and pull the dirt in on top of you."

"The ones who did this are that
bad?"

Tristan had
been thinking of Istvan. If he discovered Hadley had been in
contact with Pella. . . "Just go. Now."

The small man pelted down the corridor and
disappeared around a curve.

Tristan gazed
again at the bodies. I have
to find Slap. And fast!

 


= = =

 


The girl sat up with a gasp, staring around
with glazed eyes until she saw Slap.

He stretched
his aching back with a grimace, nodding at her. "Feeling
better?"

She hugged
her arms. "Who are you?"
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