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I
“You have no idea what you are letting yourself in
for. How can you?” 
 
Commodore Vane shook his head as he spoke, it was
beyond understatement and beyond belief. The soldier’s green eyes were fixed on
a point some distance behind the Commodore’s left shoulder. Their colour, so
brilliant, Vane suspected genetic enhancement and their focus had been
unwavering since he entered the room.
 
“I think I do, sir.” 
 
He stood in a formal parade-ground stance, as
ordered by the scowling Legionary Sergeant
who had escorted him in and now lurked by the door. Vane had made a conscious
choice not to relax him from the rigid posture. He never did with the
conscripts. He glanced back at the remote screen he had called up, its contents
invisible to anyone else. 
 
“Amnesia,” he read the word aloud and looked back
at the soldier. “Total amnesia?” 
 
“Total retrograde amnesia, sir," 
 
The Sergeant,
a big, broad-shouldered man called Hynas,
stood almost a head taller than his charge who was not much more than average
height, and the ever-present scowl changed to a sneer at the words. Vane
ignored him. 
 
"And do you know why?" 
 
"Due to an unknown trauma immediately prior to
my arrest, sir.” 
 
"Prior to, not during?" 
 
The way most of his men were brought in to begin
their military career in his Legion it would not have surprised him in the
slightest to find the injury had been inflicted at that point. 
 
"Yes, sir." 
 
“I see.” Vane wondered if he truly did, the
implications here were so disturbing. “You have no knowledge or memory of anything
before your arrest?" 
 
"None, sir" 
 
"And that means you have no direct knowledge or
experience of what life is like outside the Legion?” 
 
“No, sir. I do not." 
 
"Then how can you know you want to leave us,
soldier?" 
 
He noticed a slight hesitation then. 
 
"I have no direct personal knowledge,
sir, but I have researched a great deal about it.” 
 
Which, he supposed, explained the hesitation. But
the idea of researching the complexities of everyday life with zero experience
of it, stretched his credulity. Vane
tried to keep that disbelief from his voice. 
 
"Researched it?"
 
"Yes, sir. I have talked to other people in my
unit and accessed information through the Lattice." 
 
Everyday life as filtered through the minds of
violent criminals and a military tactical data provider. The Commodore shook
his head but let the naivety pass. His job was to confirm that this man met the
criteria required and was fit to be released. In fact, it had been made very
clear to Vane he should do whatever was needed to speed the process and allow
as little questioning as possible.
 
But this man was no ordinary ex-criminal. 
 
Once - and for many years - his name topped ‘most
wanted’ lists throughout the Central worlds and the broader Coalition: the
Protectorates and Independent worlds. In Vane’s circle, this man's name used to
be a household word for mindless destruction – the bogeyman of ultimate evil. 
 
Avilon Revid. 
 
Vane found it a curious experience to meet the man
behind the myth, but it made the responsibility he now held a heavy one,
weighing up all the factors to consider if Revid should be discharged. Revid
might have a legal right to be considered for release, but that was not the
same as having the right to be released. That decision ultimately lay with Vane
and it was one he was not finding at all straight forward. 
 
“Well, you
passed your orientation course without any problem and have been declared no
danger to civilians.” 
 
No danger. A bureaucratic joke even a military man
such as the Commodore could appreciate. All the Special Legion were more than
just dangerous. All serving a sentence for extremes of violent crime. A sentence
that included enforced invasive surgery, implants, and drugs to enhance their
capabilities. The brutal training regimens and suicidal military missions were
sweetened by the promise of freedom after five years spotless service - a
promise almost never fulfilled. In the eight years he had spent co-opted as
commander of the Special Legion, perhaps a dozen other men had stood before
Vane for discharge approval. Of those, less than half walked out as free
citizens. He was not willing to risk any of the monsters he commanded back onto
the streets without a very high threshold of evidence to demonstrate they were
indeed 'no danger to civilians'. 
 
Vane nursed no illusions about the fate of those
conscripted to serve under him. For the vast majority, joining the Specials
meant nothing more than a deferred death sentence. His troops served with an
average life expectancy of just under two years. Most died very quickly, either
on active service or were killed in the gruelling training. Others fell afoul
of their own violent recreational activities or failed to sustain the
psychological strength needed and committed suicide. Some died in brawls or
were murdered by their comrades. Yet it remained a truism whenever a dirty job
needed doing anywhere in the Coalition’s sphere of influence, the Specials were
first on the ground, often ahead of the AI mechs. Vane took pride from that. He
heard the troops did too. 
 
Ironically, it meant, to be standing here, this
soldier could only be the toughest kind: a man who could survive and even
thrive in such an environment. To date those few up before him for release, fell into one of two categories: those
who were ruthless and brutal in pursuit of their self-preservation, and those
who were high functioning socially, surviving as much through their ability to
engage with others as by their own prowess. He thought of them as the ‘Lone
Wolves’ and the ‘Socialites’. The ones he passed fit to leave were of the
latter type. This man defied both categories. In any other circumstance Vane
would err on the side of caution and deny the discharge, it was what his every
professional instinct told him he should do. But for some reason, he was being put under increasing
pressure to go against those instincts.
 
That thought made him glance across to where a holofacade wall concealed a watcher from the
other two men in the room. The reclined chair, slouched body and movement of
the head suggested listening to music, or
watching a show on a VR screen, rather than focusing on the interview. But
perhaps not, for fingers lifted in a brief acknowledgement. The Commodore
ignored the wave and looked back to study his own screens, checking the notes
he had been given on Revid, before returning attention to the man himself. 
 
“How do you feel about becoming a civilian?” 
 
The green eyes showed no expression. 
 
“I have been informed it can be very rewarding,
sir. I see it as an opportunity to serve the community of the Coalition and the
chance for my own self-development and personal fulfilment – sir.” 
 
Lines from a manual. The last individual he cleared
for release, which must be over a year ago, said much the same: words any
ex-criminal would have engraved into their psyche before being passed fit to
rejoin society.
 
“You were arrested for perpetrating numerous acts of
terrorism against the Coalition. How do you feel about that now?” 
 
From beyond the holofacade,
Vane noticed the lounging figure stir and pull the chair upright, leaning
forward with sudden interest, staring a
little to the side where, no doubt, screens were showing selected close-up
angles and readings taken from the Lattice. But from Vane's own perspective,
there was little reaction to see. The
soldier’s face remained impassive as he spoke: 
 
“Although I acknowledge my guilt in many terrible
crimes against humanity, due to my amnesia I have no memory of committing them.
The Coalition is a just and compassionate association of free, democratic
people. I cannot understand why I would ever have wished to commit such heinous
acts.” 
 
It sounded rehearsed, not at all the language of a ranker in the Legion and Vane noticed a frown
forming on the face of the observer as their fingers moved, recording notes.
The Commodore, feeling himself as much observed in this as Revid, pressed the
point. 
 
“Do you understand the nature of the crimes you
committed?” 
 
“I do, sir.” 
 
The burly Sergeant Hynas standing behind Revid, had been glaring in silent protest for
some time. Now he cleared his throat. Vane
suppressed a momentary irritation and nodded his permission for the man to
speak. 
 
“With respect, sir, this man has been wired to the
Lattice for the last five years, he has no real idea of what anything means
except obeying orders and killing. He’s just a killer,” the Sergeant said, spitting the word, “and all he
did before his arrest were killing, so it’s natural he would see nothing wrong
with it now. I don’t care what the neurocologists
say about it, I know this man and that’s the
simple truth. That’s why it's taken them so long to even consider
clearing him for discharge, sir.” 
 
It was hard not to find himself in complete
agreement with the Sergeant's assessment.
For the first time since the interview began, Vane saw a spark of animation in Revid’s eyes. The fixed gaze shifted to meet
his own, it's intensity disconcerting. 
 
“Permission to speak, sir.” 
 
“He’s a - “ 
 
Vane silenced the protesting Sergeant with a curt gesture. 
 
“Permission granted, soldier.” 
 
“Sergeant Hynas is under the impression I am unable
to judge the moral difference between unjust murder and just warfare, between
mindless terrorism and the well-considered
use of force. I would like it to be on my record I am very much aware of the
difference between the two. I made a public statement renouncing my previous
criminal activities, some years ago, activities for which I have the deepest
disgust.” It was his longest speech so far and for once his tone held a bite of emotion. Vane felt very sure Sergeant
Hynas had been tormenting this man for a long time. “I have been given numerous
additional tests to ascertain this and despite my application being rejected
and returned for review four times, each time I have been cleared for release.
I would like to vindicate the wisdom of the Coalition’s system of justice,
offer service to the community as a civilian and take this chance to recommence
my life. Sir.” 
 
Vane sat still for a moment, shocked into silence.
He had never heard any of his Legionaries speak like that. Coming from the
mouth of the scarred, adapted creature before him, with an ugly direct
brain-linked data port visible behind one ear, the incongruity of it left him
feeling profoundly unsettled. The language sounded far from anything heard in
the ranks and this did not seem like a well-rehearsed
speech, which made it increasingly difficult to line up such fluent expression
with the idea of total amnesia. 
 
Other words distracted him, appearing on a screen
shimmering into his vision. His unwanted guest sending another message, asking
him – telling him – to follow a new line of questioning. Vane gritted his teeth
and looked back to the man standing before him.
 
“I would like to know why you feel you would be
better able to serve the community in civilian life. You have been given the
chance to remain in the military but still
express a preference against that. If you mean what you say about service,
about wanting to serve the Coalition, don’t you think your skill in warfare
would suggest the military as the better option?” 
 
The green eyes were steady now, holding his own in
a gaze, direct enough to be taken as a challenge. He hoped it was not meant to
be one. For an irrational moment, Vane wondered if the man somehow guessed this
question came from a different source. 
 
“I want to try civilian life. I have never known
any other life than the Legion, sir.” 
 
“Exactly. And many people might say that is an
excellent reason for remaining with us – albeit in a less rigorous capacity.
What would you say to them?” 
 
“I do not think many people have lost their entire
life history and woken to find themselves paying for crimes they cannot even
recall. I would like to experience what those 'many people' would consider a
normal productive life as I have not yet had the chance to do so. Sir.” 
 
More words flashed up. At the back of the room the
observer still watched, Vane could feel the pressure of their expectation. He
suppressed a sigh and read his autocue. 
 
“Have you thought about your own safety? Your
terrorist colleagues will not have taken kindly to your public denunciations.
Not all the friends and relatives of your victims are law-abiding citizens. You
are not entitled to any extra protection in civilian life and the Coalition
won’t guarantee your safety once you have been discharged.” 
 
A good question and one Vane realised he should
have considered asking himself. The issue of safety, in the case of this man,
ran very much two-way. For a moment he thought he saw Revid's lips curve with irony, but before he could be sure, the
blank mask resumed. 
 
“I understand I will be on my own and am prepared
to accept the risk. I do not consider it to be in excess of the risk I have
faced every day of my conscious life so far in active service, sir.” 
 
Which was hard to deny. Beside him, Sergeant Hynas
shifted his stance again, unimpressed and wanting to comment. Vane ignored him.
He could guess what Hynas wanted to contribute and besides, more questions were
appearing on one of his screens. 
 
“Normal life means having family and loved ones
around you. Do you have any family to go to?” 
 
Behind the holofacade,
the unwelcome observer leant forward as if trying to see more clearly. 
 
“I have no family, sir. I have been informed my
parents died some years ago. Due to Central guidelines on family size at that
time, both were an only child, as was I. My grandparents, I have been informed,
all made it clear they don’t wish to have anything to do with me after I was
responsible for the murder of my wife and their great-grandchild.” 
 
Vane knew about the murder, of course, but he still
felt the hairs on the back of his neck lift as this was delivered with a
complete lack of emotion. The neurocologists
had cleared this man of being a psychopath, sociopath or having other dangerous
anti-social mental disorders, but to hear him speak of murdering his family
without any external reaction at all, chilled the blood. 
 
“You killed your own child?” 
 
Despite himself, Vane knew the question came out
laced with disgust. 
 
“I did, sir.” 
 
Still no emotion. 
 
"And you feel nothing about that?" 
 
The green eyes moved back to their previous
middle-distance focus. 
 
"I have no memory of my family, sir, or of
taking any life before I joined the Legion. It is difficult for me to see
myself as someone who would act in such a
way. But I know I committed the crime. Right now, I feel deeply ashamed I was
once the kind of person who would do such a thing." 
 
Vane tried to imagine waking up one day with no
memory of his past and being told he had committed mass-murder. Was it possible
to become a completely different person by such means? Or were the fundamentals
of who we are ingrained deep below levels of personality and memory? He knew
the neurocologists said this man was now
a different psychological individual from the murderer, but as a normal human
being, it remained incredibly difficult to accept. 
 
So, ignoring the words flashing up for urgent
attention in his peripheral vision, Vane asked the question that most touched
his own sense of humanity: 
 
“Then what makes you feel you are entitled to enjoy
a normal life now, soldier? What makes you think you can ever pay that back?” 
 
“I can’t, sir.” The answer sounded bleak. “I know I
can’t pay any of it back. And I know I will never have the kind of normal life
which involves a family. I have forfeited that right. I carry the burden of
responsibility for actions I can't recall or even conceive of myself ever
committing.” 
 
Again Vane noticed dissonance between the idea of
this man, able to speak in such a way, and yet having no memory before his time
in the Legion. Could it be possible he had somehow fooled the system? Vane knew
the intensity of monitoring Revid had been placed under and made himself
dismiss the idea. With difficulty.
 
“You are telling me you are not the same man?” he
asked. 
 
“I am the same man, sir. I am not the same person.” 
 
The green gaze met his own, disconcertingly steady.
Vane looked away, his need to read the instructions flashed up by the unwelcome
observer, helped him convince himself he was not backing down from a challenge.
He found the next question easier to ask. 
 
“What are your plans if you are discharged?” 
 
The answer this time sounded well rehearsed, maybe
too well.
 
“The Criminal Rehabilitation Department has
arranged a new identity for me. They have found me approved accommodation and
allocated employment as a production operative in a reclamation plant on one of
the Middle Worlds. One called Thuringen, sir. For which I am grateful.” 
 
Vane knew the form. The Criminal Rehabilitation
Department gave a discharged Special the same deal they offered to any convict
upon release: a dead end job, since no decent employer would accept them, with
a room in a doss house paid up until their first paycheque. That, together with
two sets of clothes and enough money to buy a couple of decent meals, remained
the CRD’s standard offer to every ex-con. This man would get the same, except
his notoriety required he be given a new identity too. Most released convicts,
wisely, did not take up the CRD’s offer. Most had family who would take them
in. Those with no other choice but to take the official hand-out were notorious
for their high rate of reoffending.
 
Vane
sighed and shook his head.
 
“Yes, the famous CRD package and how many manage to
stick with that?" 
 
He meant it to be a rhetorical question and the
reply came back sounding glib. 
 
“Not many stick
through five years in the Specials – sir.” 
 
Vane found himself glaring at Revid and looked
quickly back to his screens. The whole idea of letting this creature loose into
the community disturbed him. The man was too suave, too quick with his answers.
Setting aside the idea they were dealing with a conscious and cunning
mass-murderer, undeserving of any clemency, there remained an even more
unpalatable reality. Even if Revid was indeed an innocent abroad, even if he
had no conscious connection with his past history, it did not alter the fact
his memories were filled with violence, war, obedience and
institutionalisation. There was nothing of any value or relevance to draw on
when faced with the demands of everyday life. At large in society, unsupported,
Revid would be a walking time-bomb. 
 
Whichever way Vane looked at it, turning him out on
a CRD package was destined to end in disaster. Whoever conceived the crazy
idea, was at best grossly misguided and at worst incompetent. But words were
flashing up again, impatient and dismissive: Grant the discharge and let’s
all get out of here. 
 
Vane pretended not to see. He refused to be
bulldozed by another agency whose agenda was clearly ticking boxes on a
checklist, not considering the full facts and their implications. He returned
his focus to Revid, still standing rigidly at attention.
 
"What makes you believe you have what it takes
to live in the civilian world when you have no knowledge of it?" 
 
He noticed no hesitation this time. 
 
"I had no memory before I joined the Specials,
sir. I had to learn how to live in this environment, meet and exceed the
expectations placed upon me. I did so. I believe I can learn what is needed to
fit into the civilian world in the same way." 
 
"But that is the problem, soldier. Before,
your memory held nothing for you to draw on, or so you tell me, but in becoming
a civilian you would bring to that the expectations and reactions you have
learned in this unit. Unlike any other Special
I might approve for release, who can convince me they are ready to go back to
society, you would not be 'going back'. You have never lived in society." 
 
The green eyes remained focused on the middle
distance and Revid said nothing. Vane’s jaw tightened.
 
“I don’t think you understand your legal position, soldier.
You are acting as if it is your right to be released. It is not.” 
 
“The justice system of the Coalition has granted me
the legal right to apply for a discharge into the community after five years
service, sir, and the legal right to appeal your decision to the Criminal
Rehabilitation Department tribunal if necessary. My lawyers assure me they will
honour my instructions and take my case back to the CRD if it is refused here.
I have already completed four lower level appeals, I will take on another if I
have to.” 
 
Vane drew a sharp breath. That came as close to a
threat as he had ever heard from one of his men. It shocked him any ranker of the Special Legion knew their rights
so well. Again he was left with the impression of an acute mind behind the blank
green eyes and the sense of discrepancy between that and the idea of total
amnesia. 
 
"It’s still my decision, soldier. You can
appeal as many times as you like and I can refuse you every time." He
snapped out the words, his tone harsh. “I can order you suppressed and retained
in the Specials indefinitely, or insist your discharge is made conditional upon
your enrolment into another military unit. I have the right to veto your
discharge – on any grounds or none.” 
 
Nothing. No visible response. 
 
This was ludicrous. To turn this man loose on the
streets constituted a dereliction of his duty for the protection of the
community. To have allowed proceeding for Revid’s
release to begin, let alone allow it to go through four appeals - had the
system gone mad? Behind the holofacade,
Vane could see the unwelcome observer becoming agitated. More words appeared: Just
do it. My responsibility. Except that was the problem. It remained his
responsibility. No one could take it from him. 
 
He shook his head to answer the observer, but he
looked at Revid. The soldier’s green gaze was once more fixed into the
anonymous distance, as if he had no
interest in the result of this interview. Vane felt his breath escape in a sigh.
The easy route would be to confirm the discharge and hope it didn’t come back
to bite him. After all, every other agency involved had checked into the
background. They wanted to let the discharge go ahead - and they were the ones
who assessed and probed the issues deeply. They must know more than he did in
this case. In theory, Vane’s only role in the entire legal process, as he had
been reminded by his unwanted observer just before the interview began, was to
rubber-stamp those previous procedures. Who was he to challenge the combined
weight of expertise recommending this man walk free? 
 
But something stank and Vane could not ignore it.
At the end of the day, it would be his name on the discharge authorisation and
if - when - something went wrong, questions would be asked. ‘I was only
following orders’ remained a popular but useless defence and a ludicrous one
when offered by the man in command of an entire Legion. Vane already planned on
further promotion, his eyes were on the highest of military ranks, so he had no
intention of allowing the risk of such a scandal jeopardising his future
career. With a dismissive gesture, he
closed off all the screens around him and stood up. 
 
“Sergeant Hynas, escort this man back to barracks.
He can maintain training only status for now,
until my final decision is confirmed. I need to review some aspects of this
application further, for administrative reasons, I want to make sure this kind
of thing can’t happen again. But I am not going to approve the
discharge.” 
 
Vane said the last for Revid’s benefit. Whatever else the man might be, he was an
intelligent individual, being misled by those more concerned with his rights
than the rights of society. Not his fault, but it would be unfair to hold out
any further false hope. Now, for the best outcome, this whole mess needed to be
dismissed and Revid put back on active duty as soon as possible. The decision
made, Vane felt his jaw relax. It was insanity to have imagined coming to any
other conclusion. 
 
The Sergeant
saluted smartly but failed to hide a vicious grin as he turned away. If Vane's
statement impacted at all on Revid it did not show externally. The green eyes
remained impassive. He responded precisely to the brusque orders given by the Sergeant and marched out of the room without
any attempt at protest or appeal. The door closed, and for a moment Vane stood staring at it, lost in speculation. 
 
The individual who had been observing the interview
from behind the holofacade stalked across
the room towards him and through the non-existent wall. Under any other
circumstances, Vane would have appreciated the sight. This woman was certainly
worth looking at: heart-shaped face,
perfect skin, and trim physique. Added to which Vane was between relationships
and had been for much of the last year, the demands of his work making it close
to impossible to fit in any kind of personal life. But he had already decided
from their short acquaintance that he disliked this woman. He disliked her
arrogant attitude and he disliked the agency she worked for. Anger raised the
colour in her face and set a blue flame in her eyes, she held her slender body
taut, breasts thrust out towards him like weapons of war. 
 
“What the hell happened there? What do you think
you are playing at, Commodore?” 
 
The question was snarled at him, her lack of
professionalism appalling.
 
“I’m not playing at anything. This is a very
serious issue I am required to bring under my consideration, not any kind of
game - uh -” her security badge was unhelpful: ‘C. Tyran, CSF’, so he used the
polite form of address: “ - Var Tyran.” 
 
The woman smouldered in front of him, shoulders
squared up as if in a fighting stance, whilst the close fitting fabric of her
outfit left little of her feminine outline to the imagination. Vane found it
hard to focus for a moment, and to his irritation that allowed her to seize the
initiative. 
 
“I thought I made it clear to you before the
interview, Commodore. The process needed nothing more than a pure formality on your part - just ask the
questions and grant the discharge. In fact,” and here she paused to stab in the
air towards him with an accusing finger, “you, agreed. Now we have questions
raised and if this runs as far as the CRD it could take forever to get the
process completed - if indeed it ever is.” 
 
Vane felt his jaw tightening again. Something about
this woman seemed to have an extra cut through on his emotions.
 
“I am not,” he said, “prepared to put my name to
any discharge. I know what kind of man Revid is and in my professional
judgement, it would be a huge mistake to allow him to exist anywhere other than
my Legion. The facts show he is utterly unsuited to civilian life.” 
 
“The facts?” The woman sounded dismissive “I’ll
give you the facts Commodore, they are very simple. It is in the interests of
the Coalition Security Force for this man to be discharged into the community.
And that means it is in the best interests of all who are responsible for the
security of Central to comply with whatever is required to facilitate the
process. Knowing that, you don’t need any
other facts – only obedience to orders and duty. And I am ordering you
to cancel any further inquiry, declare yourself satisfied, and recommend the
discharge.” 
 
Vane bit back the retort he wanted to make, furious
at himself for letting her get to him. He forced calm into his voice - calm and
command. 
 
“You have no authority to give me
orders.” 
 
Her mouth opened to reply and, for a moment, he
thought she might argue against the inarguable. Instead,
she looked abruptly away from him, allowing her hair to swing forward and hide
her expression from view. One hand moved to brush the hair aside, exposing her
face in profile, like a cameo, each feature highlighted in perfect proportion.
When she looked back at him, her expression had changed utterly, as if he were
facing a different person. For a moment the shadow of something cold, hard and
calculating seemed to linger, then it was gone, softened into a small rueful
smile. She inclined her head apologetically. 
 
“You are, of course, quite right Commodore. I don’t have that authority and I regret
implying that I do. Please accept my apology. I fully accept the ultimate
decision in this matter is yours and I shall report so to my superiors.” 
 
She looked almost forlorn as she turned away and
walked across the room, leaving Vane uncertain what to do or say in the face of
her capitulation. So he said nothing as she collected her things from the desk
she occupied during the interview. He watched her lean over to grab something
that was rolling out of reach. The fabric of the stylish suit she wore, pulling
tight around her hips as she did so. For some unaccountable reason his victory,
whilst just and essential in this case, was not a comfortable one. He wondered
if there was some way to offer a less bruising outcome from her perspective. 
 
“I will make it a priority to produce my formal
recommendation as soon as possible,” he said, keeping his tone brisk but
conciliatory. “I appreciate how important it is to your department, Var Tyran,
to have a speedy resolution one way or the other, but I will not be able to
give you the recommendation you seek. This man is a very high-risk individual - even within my Legion he is regarded as being dangerous. You
heard the Sergeant and I can assure you
he will be speaking from a depth of experience of this soldier no neurocologist
ever could possess. I will need more than the usual amount of convincing to let
this one loose.” 
 
The woman shrugged on a light jacket as she came
back towards him.
 
“I quite understand Commodore, true integrity is a
rare and valuable trait in an officer serving the Coalition. Rare enough so I
did not expect to find it here. My mistake, judging the Special's high command
by their troops' reputation.” 
 
Vane’s goodwill evaporated a little. 
 
"I think, Var Tyran, you should be more
careful about making such assumptions. There is no corruption in the military.
But perhaps your colleagues in the security forces have more flexible
moralities." 
 
"Well, of course
we do, Commodore, we have to - it's part of the job description." She
smiled, her teeth pressing slightly into the softness of her lower
lip."But then morality is something that is not clear cut in this
particular case." 
 
“There is so much that is ‘not clear cut’ about
this case,” Vane said, giving voice to the doubts that had gnawed at him from
the moment the interview began. “How can we even be sure the man has truly lost
all his memories? He speaks as if highly educated and shows no remorse
for his deeds. Sergeant Hynas offered a very good analysis, I feel.” 
 
Var Tyran held out her hand to him, with its
beautifully manicured nails. For a moment Vane thought she was attempting some
kind of farewell gesture. Then he realised she wanted to show him the device linked
on the inside of her wrist. 
 
“Yes, your Sergeant was right in one thing Commodore, that man has been wired to the
Lattice for over five years. He can’t have a thought or emotion without us
being able to tell something of the nature of it. I can promise you he did not
lie once in your presence, I would have known if he had.” The woman took a tiny
step closer as she spoke and looked up, directly into his eyes, as if willing him to understand the
importance of what she said. Her own eyes were arresting - many shifting,
subtle, shades of blue. “Apart from kinaesthetic
skills, the language centres were the only memory related areas unaffected by
the trauma. Believe me, my people wish it was not so. He could have given us so
very much. When we first brought Revid in we took him to pieces neuron by neuron,
synapse by synapse. So we know there is nothing there. We also know there is no
evidence of any brain damage. It is as if something just wiped entire swathes
of his memory clean - like resetting a data store." 
 
“I’m not sure how something like that could
happen,” Vane said, frowning.
 
"You are not alone, Commodore. We still don't
know what caused it, only how little it left behind.” 
 
“So what do we know?” he asked. The woman
looked away, consulting a screen perhaps or just thinking, it was hard to be
certain. She gave a sigh, her breasts lifting as she did so. 
 
“Alright. What we know. Revid has a marked
curiosity about what life is like outside the Special Legion. He accepts he is
responsible for the crimes he committed,
but is confused around it. It is not real
to him that he once had a wife and daughter, that he killed them or that he
went around blowing up innocent people. His only experience of life has been in
the Legion, and his only taste of something approaching a normal human
relationship is through one friendship which he values above all else. Apart
from that, he sees the Coalition as being the only thing that matters. When he
speaks of wishing to serve, I can promise you he is not using a platitude.” She
looked up into Vane’s eyes again and he could read her sincerity. “That is the
man you saw standing before you - and that man is many things, but he is not
the ruthless murderer we used to see in the news reports. In his own experience he has never been that ruthless
murderer.” 
 
Vane took a few moments to think. He would like to
be able to find some common ground, some way he could bring this through that
worked for them both. But he struggled hard to see how.
 
“It does not change what the man has become,” he
said. “Revid is a totally conditioned soldier of the Legion. You may not know
what that means, but I do. He may want to try being a civilian, but there is
nothing in his life experience in the Legion that has any bearing on it. So if
he tries he will fail. And I for one would not like to see what the
consequences of such a failure would look like."
 
He wanted to explain he was trying to make the task
less, not more, difficult and show her the issues were real, not personal. He
cleared his throat and ploughed on: 
 
"This is not about refusing Revid a chance to
have a normal life or not wanting to let him go. It is he has no chance in
civilian life even if I do let him go. If what you say about his desire to
serve holds true then offer him military release. I could be persuaded to
sanction it - to the right unit." 
 
"We already did. And he won't take it."
She sounded deflated and her teeth pressed into the soft flesh of her lower lip
with an obvious frustration. 
 
"Doesn't it suggest something is not quite
right then? Why would he be so keen to leave the military when it is obvious
that is where he can serve the Coalition best?” 
 
Var Tyran smiled again, but it looked more than a
little strained, as if she found the
entire situation over-challenging. 
 
“Perhaps it has something to do with the friendship
I mentioned.” 
 
"Friendship?" Vane frowned and stepped back
to sit on the edge of his desk, bringing himself to her eye level. "There
is no such thing here. Friendships are not part of life in the Legion.
Relationships amongst the troops are based on primitive debt transactions in
which the strong maintain a kind of patronage system over the weaker. Unless,
of course – are they lovers? Although even that is usually more about power and
control than any real affection in this Legion.” 
 
“Not that we know.” 
 
“And you would know?” 
 
She moved slightly and Vane caught a subtle breath
of the perfume she wore. 
 
“We would, Commodore. And I use the word
'friendship' to imply the idea of mutual debt and a bonding emotion. I mean
someone he cares for, feels responsible towards and is to some great degree
emotionally dependent upon. I apologise if my shorthand
terminology was a little imprecise.” A touch of self-depreciation slipped into
her tone as she spoke and she accompanied it with another small smile. 
 
“So why would he want to leave this 'friend' you
mention?” Even as he asked the question, Vane had an epiphany. 
 
“Well, this
friend –“ 
 
“Is the man I discharged a little over a year ago,”
he finished for her. 
 
Var Tyran laughed with delight, a genuine and
infectious sound. Vane found himself smiling.
 
“You are absolutely right, Commodore.” 
 
Vane recalled the other man clearly. Jazatar Baldrik. His interview was very different from today’s. And he could see why the term
'friendship' could even be applied to that man in a meaningful way. 
 
“But he had a family to return to and he
stayed in the military. I signed his transfer to a Planetary Security Unit on
Thuringen. I even wrote him a reference. Fine
soldier, achieved the highest promotion possible to the Legion’s rankers in the
shortest possible time. Been a military careerist at one time, Marines, and it
showed. Very sorry to see him go. Very sorry.” He broke off and then chuckled
selfconsciously as he realised what he had said. "Well, not really, of
course. He deserved to leave us." 
 
The woman nodded, clearly appreciative of his
meaning and he found himself smiling at her again. 
 
“So Revid wants to go and join his friend. Makes
sense. If I had known there were such plans in place to look after him, I might
have viewed the proceedings differently,” Vane admitted. "I just don't
think such a man would ever get by on his own. But, under the close guidance of
someone who has shared his experiences in the Specials, who knows the specific
issues and problems he would be facing and who’s willingly agreed to support
him, I can see an argument there could be a very different outcome." 
 
With a slight sense of relief he realised, this
highly pertinent factor, missing from the equation before, explained all the
discrepancies. This would be why the other reports discounted the risks and
recommended proceeding with the discharge. And it was a very compelling
justification in his opinion. 
 
“It is probably my fault then,” Var Tyran said, her
compelling sapphire gaze found and held his once again. “I was a little
high-handed earlier when I should have been briefing you more thoroughly.” 
 
“Well, we all make mistakes,” Vane said, with an
understanding smile. “I am not sure why this did not get mentioned in the background
file either, so the error was not entirely yours.” 
 
She smiled warmly at him. 
 
“Does this change things for you Commodore Vane, at
all?” 
 
“Change things?” 
 
“I mean, do you feel able to confirm the
recommendation for discharge now? My people really want me to bring this home.” 
 
Vane could see the hope in her face as she gently
brushed away a tress of hair that was straying over her face. She badly wanted
a success to take back to her department. He could see that and see how it
explained her earlier anger and pushiness. It struck him she would feel very
grateful if he could help her with it. A trace of the perfume tugged at his
senses. 
 
“Can I have access to the data you recorded in the
interview? If I could have first-hand
information…” 
 
Without a word
Var Tyran unclipped the wrist unit from her arm. Only a dedicated professional
would choose to be wired directly to technology. Vane was dedicated, but
conservative. Coming from a wealthy family in Central, the highest level of
health and longevity-oriented biotechnology money could buy had been invested
in editing his genes. He always felt that was more than enough, no need for
direct wiring to interface with the tech his work required him to use. He
remote-mounted the unit she gave him to an external screen and offered Var
Tyran a seat whilst he ran the data stream from the recording. 
 
Vane found it fascinating to match the reactions to the stages of the
interview, and something of a revelation to see that, far from being impassive,
any number of emotions were being triggered in the brain of the soldier during
the questioning. He supposed it was not surprising Revid showed so little
externally. In the Legion, any display of emotion would be regarded as an
exploitable weakness by those around him. In those conditions, survival meant
learning to conceal how anything made you feel. 
 
But, as Var Tyran had assured him, he could find no
evidence of duplicity or deliberate lying. His own original assessment of
naivety seemed closest to the truth. Revid wanted to be a civilian and was
probably intelligent enough to know what it meant - even to appreciate the
depth of his ignorance and the insurmountable barriers in his way to achieve
his ambition. But if someone was willing to guide him through, perhaps, just
perhaps, it could be done. Vane sat for a few moments after the stream finished
and wondered if this offered enough. Then he accessed his own log whilst
unclipping the unit and returning it to Var Tyran, who was sitting quietly
opposite him, her gaze intense, waiting on his decision. 
 
“I think I was wrong about our soldier being a
danger to the community,” he said at last, “in fact it seems to me he is the
one more at risk.” 
 
She nodded in agreement. 
 
“That was our assessment too, Commodore – and one
reason he will be kept under surveillance at all times if discharged. In fact,
our neurocologists’ profiling suggests he will find it impossible to adjust
to civilian life and within a very short time he will be seeking to return to
the security of the known – the military.” 
 
"What if he decided to do so by reoffending?
From what you say the ‘no danger to the community’ is in question at that
point.” 
 
She did not dismiss the idea.
 
"It is an extreme outside possibility. Our
experts have assured us it is more probable he would simply re-enlist through
regular channels. But, either way, it won’t be an issue as he will not be left
alone,” Var Tyran said. She sounded confident. “And as soon as he shows any
desire to return to the only life he knows, we will pick him up and offer him a
way back. He won't ever get to feel cornered or isolated to the point where
reoffending seems to be an option. He will have all the support he needs.” 
 
“Ah yes. Of course, his friend, Jazatar Baldrik. A good man, you will no doubt brief
him.” Vane wondered how far he might be able to push here, to find out why the
Coalition Security Force was so determined to have Revid released. "And I
am sure it will work with whatever plans you may have for him too." 
 
"There are no grand plans, Commodore, I am
afraid it is all a bit more prosaic than you might think.” Var Tyran, it
seemed, recognised a fishing expedition when she saw one. “It is simply that
this is Avilon Revid we are talking about, a name which still has incredibly
high public recognition thanks to his terrorist career which, you will recall,
lasted well over a decade before his arrest. So this is a very high-profile
case, but it is also his right. His legal team are already screaming foul to
the Criminal Rehabilitation Department for us holding him well past the five-year limit whilst we've run the checks. If
we refuse him, then all this will splash the media instead of staying a
low-key, business-as-usual event. None of us wants
that.” 
 
Vane
thought for a moment. This man being considered for release would bring a huge
public outcry - from both sides. It would unearth all the old arguments about
human rights and the extremes of compulsory military service. Suddenly he
understood why the CSF were involved and why he was being so heavily pressured
to give on this. 
 
"This is about the future of the Special
Legion, isn't it?" 
 
Var Tyran smiled, like a teacher with a star
student in the making. 
 
“So you see,” she told him, “this way he has his
chance to see what life is like on the outside – and inevitably reject it. The
Coalition is seen to carry through with just policies on clemency for valorous
service, even in extreme cases, which will please the more fuzzy-thinking
liberal elements. But, in the end, you will get him back under your command,
which will satisfy the hard-minded
realists. So everyone will win. It all ties up very neatly.” 
 
"My command? Not if he re-enlists in the regular way." 
 
"There is evidence to suggest it may be the
more extreme environment of the Special Legion is one he would seek. And as you
are well aware all ex-Legionaries have the right to re-enlist with their
original unit. Even the Specials." 
 
Vane felt his credulity-stretching.
No sane individual would choose to be in the Specials. Then, he reminded
himself, hard as it was to accept, this was a man who had 'grown up' in the
Legion and to whom it must, therefore,
have some strange sense of 'home.' It was a very uncomfortable thought. 
 
“And you would be happy with such an outcome?” he
asked. 
 
Var Tyran smiled with a real warmth, leaning
forward, her eyes bright with delight, and Vane found himself smiling back at
her. 
 
“Oh I would get to wear a feather in my cap for a
while, I suppose – thanks to you.” 
 
Vane nodded, not wanting to point out he had been
speaking of her organisation not her personal feelings on the matter. In fact,
he liked she took it that way. 
 
“I wish you’d told me all this before the
interview, it would have made me view things very differently.” 
 
“So do I,” she said, settling back with an
apologetic smile. “I was in a foul mood – very unprofessional of me – personal
matters.” Vane waited, his silence encouraging. After a moment of hesitation,
in which her cheeks paled visibly, she ploughed on: “My boyfriend left me last
night.” 
 
Vane’s second thought was that the man, whoever he
might be, had to be a fool. His first was more to do with his own personal
benefit. 
 
“I am sure it must have been difficult for you to
deal with,” he told her sympathetically. 
 
She nodded and gave him a brief, tooth-press, smile 
 
“Just so long as my boss doesn’t find out I lost it
– I’d be reassigned to data crunching if she did. This is my first big break in
the department.” 
 
This, her first admission of vulnerability, made
Vane feel suddenly protective. 
 
“She won’t hear anything from me,” he promised.
“Var Tyran, I – “ 
 
“Cista,” she corrected him, interrupting gently. He
smiled and was distracted by the need to acknowledge a security message on his
link. Then he gave her his full attention. 
 
“Cista, I want you to know when I finished viewing
the data you gave me I put through my recommendation for release. I have just
now confirmed the discharge. It should all be officially cleared by the end of
the day. Revid should be free to go tomorrow.” 
 
The delight and relief in her eyes were reward enough for him. 
 
“Then we have something to celebrate, Commodore.” 
 
“Isvan.” 
 
“Isvan – I
propose we go eat, I know a lovely place downtown from here -” she broke off
and her face showed a slight hint of colour. “Sorry, that wasn’t very
professional either. I mean –“ 
 
He smiled, loving her awkwardness.
 
“I would be delighted to join you for a meal, Cista
- in the interests of inter-agency cooperation and team-building of course.” 
 
The meal went on much longer than either of them
intended and it was late in the day when Vane finally returned to his office,
planning to process anything which might require his immediate attention,
before meeting up with Cista again to spend a night on the town. He checked the
log with half his mind pondering what ambience he should set to be ready in his
accommodation for later and discovered, around the time he and Cista sat
sipping their after meal drinks and sharing childhood memories, Avilon Revid
was being discharged. He had already been released into the care of the
Criminal Rehabilitation Department on the strength of Vane’s recommendation. 
 
That was unexpected. 
 
Such things were notoriously slow to feed through
the processing of Coalition bureaucracy and despite what he had told Cista, he
had not expected the discharge to be finalised for a few days at the least. Not
that it mattered, in fact he would enjoy
seeing her face when he told her the good news, but it did mean he needed to do
one more thing to satisfy his own conscience before heading back to his
accommodation to get changed for the evening. 
 
He raised a link to the outer office where the duty
admin would be working. 
 
“Sir?” 
 
“Get me a link to ex-Lt. Jazatar Baldrik.” 
 
A very good soldier, popular and respected by his
fellow convict legionaries and well known, even admired, for his ability
throughout the Special’s command structure, as high up as Vane himself. It
remained one of the most rewarding moments of his career when Vane completed
that man’s discharge. No one could doubt it was well deserved and Vane knew
this was someone who, in the rest of his life, would demonstrate the wisdom of
the Special’s five-year pardon policy by
becoming a model citizen.
 
It even made sense such a man might have extended
some measure of protection and friendship to one so vulnerable from complete
memory loss. But Vane wanted to be sure Jaz Baldrik
knew where he stood, and what expectations were being placed upon him. Having
no idea what kind of briefing the CSF or CRD would provide, Vane wanted to be
sure he fully understood what he agreed to take on. 
 
“I am sorry, sir,” the admin answered after the
briefest pause, “he got listed as MD eight cycles back, reported by the
property agent he leased an apartment from. No further update on that and I
can't find a current link access for him.” 
 
Missing or Displaced. 
 
But Cista had told him – 
 
Dropping the office link, he switched to his
personal one, a sick sense of realisation gripping his stomach as he called
Cista. The link he had used to reach her just moments before, coming up to his
office, when they had laughed and confirmed where they were to meet to go out
for the evening, was dead – registered as disconnected. Cista Tyran, if that
was indeed even her name, clearly felt her mission accomplished. For a moment
Vane considered contacting her department directly, but there was no accusation
he could make that would stand any official scrutiny. It had been his
responsibility and his decision after all.
 
"You complete idiot," he muttered, full
of anger at himself, as the implications hit home. "What the hell have you
just done?”
 





















II 
Avilon woke up as his training taught him – moving
from sleep to full consciousness in less time than it took to draw a breath. 
 
In the past this was followed by instant physical movement:
to rouse, rise and be ready for anything within moments. His life depending
upon it. But today he lay still, eyes open on a blank ceiling, noticing the
fine lines where the printed construction panels joined, noticing the slight
unevenness which hid the recessed lighting and noticing the absence of the data
stream downloading information from the Lattice. 
 
The strangeness of it still left him with a vague
uneasiness. All his conscious life he had been accompanied by its intrusive
companionship. All his conscious life he had been trained to equate its absence
with the inevitability of death, with the knowledge if he stayed out of range
of live-linkage for more than a brief period of time the wiring in his brain
would burn out and kill him. He was adjusting to the lack, although sometimes
he forgot and then there would be a stab of panic until he remembered. 
 
He missed it. The Lattice. 
 
It troubled him when he could not call up the data
he needed on something he had not encountered before or when he needed
information about his environment. He knew there were public link networks he
could access, but they were not tailored to his needs - they needed him
to use them. Shut off from the Lattice he felt isolated and alone. It
had been his guide and companion for as long as he could remember and without it, he often had to stifle an illogical sense
of abandonment and loss. 
 
The Lattice would have given him an ID on every
individual he encountered, marked them as friend or foe so he would know how to
deal with them. Even without access to tactical data, the subdural sensors that
were standard equipment for all Special Legion troops,
would have given him readings revealing the emotional state of those around
him: heart rate, muscle tension, changes
in blood flow – the small signs warning of attack long before it came. 
 
It sometimes felt like going deaf or blind. Or
both. 
 
He lay still, realising for the first time ever in
his conscious life, he had no reason to rise that day – unless he made the
active choice to do so. 
 
A totally new experience.
 
In its own way a little overwhelming too, pushing
onto his shoulders the responsibility for making the decision about what to do
with his time. Every other day of his life as a Special he had been assigned
tasks. That carried on as part of the Legion’s discharge process and then
through the CRD who had arranged his relocation and given him a new identity,
culminating in the last ten days of work at the reclamation plant. 
 
At least the work taxed neither his physical nor
his mental resources, although it seemed to do so for some of those he worked
with. They complained a lot about the stench, the weight of the skips they were required to manhandle when the
robotics failed, the inadequacy of the maintenance team, the dangers of the
hazardous materials they sometimes needed to deal with and the incompetence of
the management. Avilon obeyed the instructions, mastered the tasks his manager
expected him to perform and avoided, as far as possible, involving himself in
conversations or any other social interactions with his co-workers. He knew he
could have no real grasp of their motivation and values. To engage with them on
any other than the most superficial level was bound to result in their
hostility. And, sure enough, it had done so on the previous day. 
 
“What did you do?” 
 
He had been eating the food provided from the
meal-synth in the plant's cafeteria during his mid-shift meal break when one of
his co-workers sat down at the same table, a man Avilon already identified as one
of the informal leaders amongst the workers. His hair was cropped close to his
head and a large animated tattoo of a winged female covered over half his face.
He sat down purposefully, easing off the works issue jacket which would
restrict movement and displaying muscles
testifying to a good many leisure hours spent working out. 
 
“Do?” Avilon asked, not wanting to antagonise his
unwanted table companion by ignoring him. 
 
“Shit. This stuff is worse than the crap we get out
of the toxic waste cans. Yes, friend, do. You are here from CRD, right? So what
did you do?” 
 
“You mean what crime did I commit?” 
 
The tattooed man nodded. 
 
“That’s the one. You’re a bright bastard, catch on
right quick, don’t you?” 
 
At this point,
Avilon heard the odd snort of muffled
laughter from those sitting at the other tables nearby. A large, well muscled, woman made a gesture towards him with one arm
and there was more laughter. He had seen new grunts in the Specials go through
much the same social farce. He also knew
the trajectory it always took and the end result. But here, unlike the
Specials, he must make sure not to let anyone end up dead or maimed. He took
the time to remind himself, consciously, because he knew when it kicked off he
might otherwise just react. With that thought very clear in his mind, he looked back at the tattooed man. 
 
“I killed people.” 
 
The tattoo lifted up and moved back and the
animation revealed more of the female form, as the other man grinned, baring
his teeth. 
 
“Bit of a hard man then?” 
 
“No. Not really. No more than anyone else." 
 
The other man frowned, then gave a short laugh. 
 
"You think you could take me?" 
 
Avilon realised he could predict with precision the
course of this conversation. He wondered if, no matter how he responded, he
could avoid the inevitable. He tried. 
 
"I don't want to fight you. I don't want to
fight anyone. I am eating. Then I have work to do." 
 
"You sound like a coward to me." 
 
Avilon had not needed any subdural sensors to warn him. This man broadcast his intentions a long
time before the tray left the table aimed at his face. Avilon deflected it,
caught the punch that followed, then drove his hand under the skirts of the
winged woman tattoo to strike at the nerve cluster at the base of the neck,
deliberately taking care to use much less than lethal force. The man doubled
over on his seat, making odd noises. 
 
It happened fast enough that Avilon got to his feet
and moved clear of the table, ready to deal with any further trouble, before the tattooed man stopped
gasping. But none of the other workers in the cafeteria had even moved. They
sat in a frozen tableau of shocked faces, some with food partway to their
mouths, others caught mouth opened, half-masticated food visible within. The
only sound and movement came from the tattooed man as he struggled to breathe. 
 
At that moment Avilon realised precisely what he
was in this civilian world. 
 
So he stared
down the other workers, his gaze steady until all eyes looked away from him.
Then he walked out and went back to work. At the next break, the shift manager
sent for him and told him he would receive his first pay and, as he earned a
rest day, he should be sure and take it the following day - oh and he could go
home early if he wanted. He had stayed to finish the shift. 
 
So now he lay in bed with an entire day of
unallocated time and a seemingly infinite range of possible things he could do
with it. But only one thing that mattered. Jaz had promised him if he came to
Starcity he would find Avilon. So far, having been here over ten days he had
not been found. Most likely Jaz did not know of his discharge here. But maybe
Jaz knew and had deliberately decided not to approach him or had forgotten what
they had agreed. He did not want to think like that - but he accepted both as a
possibility. For now, though he would assume Jaz simply did not know about his
discharge. After all, he had to live
under a new name here - Vitos Ketzel.
There was no reason Jaz should know to look for him under that name, so perhaps
he should be the one going to look for Jaz. The thought gave his day its plan
and purpose, he got up and dressed and headed out. 
 
The rotation of Thuringen meant the local daylight
and dark cycle matched one and a half Coalition standard days, which meant
every third day the ‘City spent in total darkness or total light with a
crossover day that saw a noon sunset. In
any standard cycle it gave ten days of
full darkness. Today happened to be a dark day and when Avilon left his
low-grade accommodation, he walked through a drizzle of rain and streets
sheened with silver as the wet surface reflected the lighting. 
 
The block, where he had been allocated a one roomed
unit, crouched beside one of the main thoroughfares which ran into the suburb.
Private transport vehicles - he'd heard called PTVs - were exclusive to the
wealthy. For the majority, there were the large public groundcars and those with funds to spare could make use of the
fast-to-summon airborne auto-cabs. These
mostly dual-seater vehicles, skimmed past at high speed guided by their AI,
leaving any pedestrian glad of the enclosing safety bars which spanned over the
walkway, protecting from above and from the street. 
 
Every day so far, since his arrival on Thuringen,
unable to afford to hire an auto-cab, Avilon had needed to walk a short
distance to the nearest public transport point where he could pick up a ride to
his place of work on the far edge of the industrial area in the next sector of
the city. That journey to and from work and a single brief foray to the local
retail mall to purchase basic essentials, as his block was designated a
delivery no-go zone, had so far been the extent of his explorations. He had
spent any free time available to him, the time between returning from the plant
and sleep, running through the Legion’s restricted-space fitness program. On
occasion he had paid the link charge for
accessing vidcast channels, or surfing social media and public infolinks, trying to make sense of the strange
environment he had been propelled into. 
 
He had also been looking for any trace of Jaz. 
 
He did not have a lot to work with. Jaz had never
had much to say about his life before the Specials. Not that it meant he wanted
to keep anything about it private from Avilon, more because in the Specials anything
anyone ever said was public to the Lattice. It meant you always thought about
what you said and had to consider the consequences of whatever you might share.
So the few scraps of information Jaz had given him had been precious gifts. 
 
He knew Jaz had a family of his own, a woman and
two children - boys - and they lived in Starcity. Jaz once earned his living as
a mercenary - a good living, he said. His woman owned and ran a food outlet and
Jaz always seemed proud because she served proper,
cooked, food and not cheap, vat-prepared stuff such as they got fed in the Specials, or the more varying qualities of
meal-synth productions he understood most people lived on. Whenever they were
faced with another tray of something bland and indescribable made from rehydrated nutrient gel, Jaz would always go on
about the good food she served there. 
 
Avilon even knew the name of the woman - or part of
her name -Tillsa. But no more than that.
And in the 'City, with an estimated total population of somewhere over forty-five
million people, trying to find one food outlet with so little to go on, was
never going to be easy. 
 
He had made a start a few days before, looking on the local public links. There were around
eighteen hundred food outlets listed advertising themselves as serving real
food. Most were in large and popular retail zones or entertainment sectors. If
he needed to check them all out, one after another, by his own estimation it
could take over a year to do so. It occurred to him, the proprietor would
probably be either Jaz or his woman. The first assumption led to no possible
results - but a search on the name 'Tillsa'
came up with just two options: a 'Tillsa's
Place', listed as being in one of the suburbs and the other with no name, just
its address in the spaceport. The one in the port stood nearer his
accommodation, but from the way Jaz spoke of it, Avilon had the impression of
something more upmarket. So he decided to head to the one further out. 
 
'Tillsa's
Place' did not look at all promising. The suburb was clearly not one of the
best ones in the 'City and the food outlet looked more of a bar. There were even security personnel on the door and
when he went to walk in, one of the two men barred his access with an arm. 
 
"We don't want people like you in here." 
 
Avilon hesitated for a moment and reminded himself
he must not use force against civilians except in self-defence and even then,
never lethal force. So he took a slight step back. 
 
"People like me?" 
 
"Have you looked in the mirror recently?" 
 
"You mean people with green eyes?" 
 
The man laughed. His companion shook his head and
said: 
 
"Just go away." 
 
Avilon thought for a moment, considering the
possible ways events could play out. It made no difference, though, he needed
to get answers. 
 
"I came here for a particular reason - I would
like to go in." 
 
"Not going to happen." 
 
He moved forward, aware as he did so he was
exposing himself to a potential attack from both sides, but not wanting to be
the one to initiate any violence.
 
He had not expected a knife, but when the man on
the left began to draw one, dark bladed, Avilon moved in fast and hard. He
grabbed the security man's head, pulled it down, close in, like an embrace.
Stepped in to trap the arm that reached for the knife against the wall. Swung
round fast, so the hand pulling the blade free, scraped, bruisingly, over rough
cement. He caught the wrist, twisting it back as he hooked the man's feet out
from under him. Then, the knife secured, finished forcing him down, the black
blade pressed against the flesh of his neck. 
 
It was over so quickly, the other security man
barely moved, except to take a quick step back, spreading his hands in the
universal gesture of 'leave me alone and I'll not fight'. 
 
"Who the fuck are you?" he asked. 
 
"My name is Vitos
Ketzel and I wanted to speak to Tillsa,"
Avilon explained, keeping his tone polite. 
 
The security man shook his head. 
 
"Then you are only about twenty years too
late. That's at least how long this place been called Tillsa's. Has been since I've known it. Could be longer. But no one
called Tillsa here then and no one here
called that now." 
 
So it was not the place he wanted to find. 
 
"Thank you." 
 
Avilon released the man he held and stepped back.
But even as he turned to leave he saw the man he just disarmed going for
another weapon - half kneeling made it a safe bet it would be a ranged one. It
was a bad place to start from, but at least the draw came slowly. He turned faster and used a controlled
kick, under the jaw, snapping the head back. The man fell away and an energy
snub dropped from his unconscious fingers. Avilon scooped it up and stepped
back again, looking questioningly at the more sensible of the two security
guards. He shook his head. 
 
"When your friend wakes up," Avilon said,
"tell him not to carry weapons he can't use." 
 
Then he walked off, dropping the snub in a litter
bin nearby. One of the conditions of his release was not to carry firearms. 
 
He caught a ride to the port, walking in from the
edge of the sector, the furthest he could go on public transport. This bleak
landscape, formed from warehousing and consignment sheds, reverberated with the
grinding whir of ill-maintained mechs,
moving containers. It made it less easy for him to keep track of the two people
following him – a woman and a man. He realised he had seen them before, walking
past Tillsa's Place just as he left it,
which suggested they must either have been following him since he left his accommodation, or maybe they became interested
in him after the tussle with the security man. 
 
Before being discharged here, he learned Starcity
was well known for the criminal organisations which enjoyed almost complete free run of the place, but he
could think of nothing in his own activities deserving the attention of such people.
Unless beating up a security guard counted. Perhaps it did. Coalition security
had made it very clear their interest in him ceased the moment he was handed
over to the CRD. He even confirmed a document which stated clearly he
understood, once released, no Coalition agency would hold any further
responsibility for him and his personal security from that point on lay as much
in his own hands as any other member of the community. 
 
It was possible these might be some of his old
terrorist colleagues after revenge on him for betraying their precious Legacy. The odds on that were more
than slim, though. He had lived here for
just eleven days, under an official alternate identity and his appearance was
very changed from the images he had been shown of an unscarred, intense young
man with some unknown grudge against humanity. 
 
He let the speculation take up a very small part of
his conscious awareness, most of it remained absorbed in the environment around
him and its possible exploits and hazards. It was easy enough in the event,
pressed motionless, deep in shadow behind a wall. They were close enough that
he could hear them talking on link. 
 
“We lost him. He’s good,” the man said. “Spaceport
Sector Eight – close by the Farkas warehousing.” Brief silence. “No. Sorry, Viva. No idea. Yes. Will do.” Then they
left and Avilon glanced round at the security monitors which plastered the
sector. Whoever they were they did not have good connections.
 
A short time later he walked into in a small eatery
which served the needs of the spaceport workers in the sector. The sign on the
window said: 'Real Cooked Food. All Day - Every Day.' in orange and green
flashing letters. The food smelt very good and having survived on the cafeteria
fare of the recycling plant for the last ten days, Avilon used some of his new,
positive, financial status to purchase a
meal, with no hesitation at all. The teenager who served him was unmistakable,
as if a familiar shadow fell upon his features, shaping them to look slightly
different in Avilon’s mind. 
 
He had come to the right place. 
 
Having paid for his food, Avilon sat at a table
near the counter to eat it. It tasted good, better than any meal he could
remember eating. When he finished, he went back to the counter and ordered a
drink which he sat with as the lunchtime rush subsided and the number of new
arrivals slowed up. Soon the teenager began moving around mopping the tables ready for the next shift change and rush
of diners. Avilon waited until he came over to the table nearby so he did not
have to raise his voice at all. 
 
"I'm looking for the man who owns this place.
We were in the military together." 
 
The youngster stopped wiping the table and just stared, as if he had not even noticed Avilon
before. Then his expression changed as his gaze fixed on the wide scar which
cut down one cheek, the puckered skin where the tech-port
drilled into Avilon's skull and the three
deep-ridged lines of badly healed flesh running over the back of one hand,
looking like some kind of tribal or gang identification mark. 
 
"Jaz. Jazatar Baldrik,"
Avilon prompted, keeping his voice low. 
 
"Ma!" The boy's eyes remained on him,
looking resentful at his presence: "Ma, there is someone here asking after
the sperm donor." Then a wealth of dark emotion visibly welling into his eyes
from somewhere deep down, the teenager turned away and vanished behind the
counter into the kitchen area beyond. 
 
Avilon sat very still. Far from the expected warmth
and welcome, he just landed in a new warzone without Lattice support. 
 
A woman came through the door at the back of the
counter, her gaze finding him right away, although there were one or two other
people still eating and now glancing with some curiosity at Avilon. She wiped
her hands on a cloth which she left behind the counter, then she approached him
and, without a word, sat down at the table. 
 
"I'm looking for Jazatar Baldrik," Avilon repeated. "We served
together. You must be Tillsa - he spoke
of you." 
 
The woman neither acknowledged nor denied the name. 
 
"I'm sorry. Jaz is gone," she said.
"This never was his place - it is mine." She added the last as if it
explained everything. Avilon watched her, trying to match the figure in front
of him with the image he had formed from the little Jaz told him about the
woman he shared his life with. 
 
Avilon was not a complete stranger to women, there
were always some in the Specials and like the men, they were in general cold,
sexually aggressive and violent. Civilian women, he had read, were, in general,
not. This one did not have the beauty he expected from Jaz's fixed commitment, but looked much the same height as
Jaz as she was only slightly shorter than Avilon himself, with a strong face,
strong hands and weary eyes. She brushed away a streak of mousey hair that
slipped out of the hygiene covering, pushing it back. Her eyes held his own and
he saw something in them shift a little,
as if she noticed something about him she had not seen before, and from there, her expression also changed. 
 
"Don't mind what, Tarn said. He's not been
dealing so well with learning his father -" 
 
She broke off and broke the eye-contact, looking
down at her own hands for a moment then across to the hand he rested on the
table, the one with the triple cut scarring. He saw her tense, not in any form
of recognition but in its opposite - a profound alienation, close to revulsion.
She would go in a moment and the chance would be lost. 
 
"I just need to speak with Jazatar Baldrik. He is expecting me." 
 
The woman's eyes swept up to his own again and the
line of her mouth became a fraction tighter with some inner resolution. 
 
"I told you, Jaz is gone. I don't know where
he is." 
 
She started rising and Avilon fought back his
desperate need to grab her hand and make her sit, make her stay, make her tell
him. But civilian rules of behaviour did not permit
that. It could count as assault and an assault charge would have him returned
to the Specials without any appeal. So he let her stand and watched the
emotions raw on her face, so personal and revealing she could have been standing
naked before him. But one of the emotions looked like courage and another,
maybe, compassion - or something as kind. 
 
"If it is any help, I think he's left the
'City. You hear - things - sometimes. He made some people feel unhappy when he
came back. I think he tried hard to keep legal - maybe too hard. Sometimes
people don't let you walk away from who you were." Her expression shifted
again, hardening as if aware she gave away more of her own feelings for Jaz
than she should. Avilon searched his mind for the right question. It mattered because he knew he would only get the
chance to ask one question now. 
 
"Would anyone know - more?" 
 
The slightest nod and a quick glance to be sure no
one paid any attention to their conversation. 
 
"Shame Cullen." 
 
She turned away as soon as she said it and went
back behind the counter and through the door beyond. A few moments later the
teenager came out again and started cleaning the counter area. One of the
lights had a strange flicker, a visual irritant and the slight sounds of people
eating seemed louder over the low beat of the background music. 
 
Avilon got up and left, opening the door of the
diner feeling more alone than he could recall and stepping out into a blasted waste which had no markers or
waypoints, no shelter or supplies and so little gravity his stomach felt close
to nausea.
 





















III 
"You can confirm your registered name is
Charity Sweetling?" 
 
Charis nodded, expecting to see the usual smile
when she gave her full name, but this official just raised an eyebrow. 
 
"I need you to answer me, please. You are in no way disabled so a full verbal answer is
required." 
 
"Oh. Sure. Sorry. Yes. That is my registered
name. But could I ask what this is about?" 
 
The official glanced up, looking back to his screen, as if he had not heard her question. 
 
"You were born on a non-Coalition planet and
arrived in Central when you were assessed as being an estimated four years old,
a certain Vor Franet declared you as a seeker of asylum on the grounds that were
you to be returned to your home you would face certain abuse through
enslavement." 
 
Charity nodded again, then realised and said
quickly: 
 
"Yes." 
 
The official went on in the same uninflected voice
as if he were reading a shopping list rather than dissecting her life. 
 
"You were accepted into the Coalition
Protected Children Program and placed with a family who ensured you received an
appropriately supervised upbringing and education. On achieving full majority
and adult status you undertook the required military service of the Program and
completed it successfully." 
 
The official stopped again and looked across at
her. 
 
"I think it's a bit unfair to describe my
upbringing as just 'appropriately supervised'. My parents gave me the very best
they could. They gave me an awesome upbringing, a loving upbringing, a fun and
caring upbringing - " 
 
"Var Sweetling," the man cut across her,
"are you wanting to challenge your upbringing as not being appropriately
supervised? Or report the Coalition Program has been at fault in some
way?" 
 
Charis shook her head. Then, under the expectant
glare of the man sitting opposite her, said: 
 
"No, I do not want to challenge anything about
my upbringing." 
 
"And you will confirm the other details I
stated are correct? Or do you need me to repeat them for you?" 
 
Charity began to feel uneasy. 
 
This appointment, at almost zero notice, had been
pushed on her out of the blue in a severely worded linkmail, which made it clear failure to comply would lead to any
number of unpleasant consequences. It meant she needed to take half a day off
work and fly back overnight from her scheduled stopover to make it, forcing
poor Ebon to jig some very creative adjustments to the roster. But since it
came with the badge of the Central Immigration Taskforce, she was obliged to
attend. Charis linked her mother as soon as the appointment arrived, but even
she had no idea what it could be about. 
 
"Probably just some un-dotted I or uncrossed T
in their internal files," her mother said. "But if it turns out there
is a problem, just let me know and we'll get it sorted out. Do you want me to
come down there with you as your legal representative?" 
 
Sometimes having a lawyer for a mother could be
very reassuring. But Charis, not wanting to force her into the three-day planet hop it would have meant, told
her not to bother and promised to let her know how it went. 
 
"Var Sweetling? This is very important. Can
you please confirm -" 
 
"Uh - yes. Yes,
you have the facts right." 
 
The official went on: 
 
"You have been employed as a pilot for the
last eight years, working for the Rota Corporation in a role which complied
with the reserved occupations list." 
 
"If by that you mean shunting big freighters around the galaxy, then yes." 
 
The official nodded as if pleased she grasped the
idea of the interview at last. 
 
"And you recently moved your occupation to work for - " He paused as if in doubt
about the words on the screen he read from. "The Wild Ride Superb
Bus." 
 
There was an awkward silence. 
 
"It is a tourist shuttle a good friend of
mine, Ebon Wild, set up - it's not really a job, more of a sabbatical. Just a
chance to do something a bit different before I go back to cargo
shunting." 
 
"I only require you to confirm the veracity of
the details I have here, please, Var Sweetling." 
 
"Oh for -" she bit back the words and
tried to calm down. "I mean, yes. Yes, I can confirm it. But what is all
this about?" 
 
"Your present occupation is not on the
reserved list, Var Sweetling." 
 
Charity struggled to see that as an explanation and
shook her head. 
 
"I don't see what that has to do with
anything. It is a temporary contract and when it expires I'm back to the big
ships again. Rota even told me they would take me back right away no need to go
through the application and trials again. Like I said before, it is more of a
sabbatical to help a friend get their start-up off the ground. Literally." 
 
The official seemed to be listening and waited,
wearing a polite expression of indifference,
until she finished. 
 
"Your present occupation," he repeated,
in the same toneless voice as before, "is not on the reserved list." 
 
"So what? I'm still a good pilot, still got
work at Rota whenever I want it - ask them for a reference. I'm not lying about
it." 
 
The official treated her to a very slight frown. 
 
"No one is accusing you of lying Var
Sweetling. However, as you are no longer working in a reserved list occupation
your immigration status is automatically brought back up for review." 
 
Charity realised what the official wanted and she
felt herself relax. 
 
"Is that all? Well,
there was no need for me to come here in person, I could have linked you. I
have all the documents. My mother is a lawyer she's kind of strong on making
sure about such things. You want me to upload them for you?" 
 
The official maintained an unreadable expression. 
 
"We already have all the relevant documents.
Their existence is not an issue. The issue is, due to the Asylum For Children
Legislation Amendments, you were granted asylum under Section D. That means
unless you are employed in a reserved occupation, your status falls under the
remit of the Security of Place and Persons Committee and it is their decision
as to whether you should have leave to remain as a citizen of Central or
not." 
 
Charis felt the confusion returning. It made no
sense. 
 
"I really do not understand what this is
about." 
 
"Let me put it in plain words, Var Sweetling
-" 
 
"Oh please do, plainer the better - this is
just sounding bizarre." 
 
"The Security of Place and Persons Committee
has decided the term of your asylum is now over. The original conditions of it
being in place - you being an unescorted minor in need of safety - no longer
apply and the sole mitigation you held through working in reserved employment,
is no longer valid. As a result, Var Sweetling I need to inform you that you
are no longer a citizen of Central nor - since you were born outside it - of
the Coalition either." 
 
That took a good few paces beyond bizarre into the
landscape of insanity. 
 
"Let me get this right," Charis said, incredulous.
"You are telling me that because I took a break from the freight shunts to
help a friend with their new business I am - " It felt surreal and for a
moment Charis had to close her eyes. 
 
"No longer a citizen." the official
finished for her. "That is indeed so, Var Sweetling." 
 
She opened her eyes again and tried to deal with
the situation in a calm and logical way. 
 
"Look, if the Coalition needs me on the cargo
runs so badly, I'll go back to Rota tomorrow. They will be happy to have me
back. They told me they would." 
 
The official's face wore an expression which might
even have held some trace of regret. 
 
"I am sure you would and I am sure they would.
But, I am sorry to say there is an issue with your doing so. Those posts are
only open to those who are citizens of the Coalition. And, as you have now
confirmed all the details which underlie the ruling of the committee, the
status of your non-citizenship has already been confirmed." 
 
Charis felt her mouth dry up as her throat became
suddenly constricted and sore. 
 
"I want a lawyer," she said, snapping out
the words and without even waiting for permission she sent a link out to her
mother. It failed to connect and dropped away. 
 
"You are welcome to seek legal representation if
you wish to re-apply for asylum, appeal the decision or seek citizenship, but
only once you have been deported. As a non-citizen,
you have no right to residency in any of
the Central or other Coalition worlds, so whatever legal steps you feel you
need to take will have to be conducted from outside them." 
 
The full horror of her situation impacted then and
left Charis feeling weak, as though her muscles could not support her body. She
felt herself slump back into the chair. 
 
"I need to go home if you are going to deport
me, I need my things. I -" 
 
"That is not going to be possible. You will
leave here for a detention facility where you will be informed as to what
options may be open to you. I do suggest you cooperate as it makes the process
less unpleasant for everyone, but most of all for yourself." 
 
"But - you don't understand. I am a citizen of
Central - raised here, educated here, my parents live here, all my friends are
here, I don't know any other life. I couldn't survive a day on half the Middle
World protectorates I've shunted cargo to, let alone on some below low-tech
Periphery hell hole. I won’t know the culture, the way of life, the people. Why
take me in and teach me, nurture me, make this my home - then throw me out?
What was the point? It's beyond pointless - it's - it's cruel." 
 
Her voice broke a little on the last word and she
had to stop talking or risk allowing the tears of anger and frustration, which
pricked in her eyes, from showing. 
 
The official looked a little weary as if he found
himself dealing with this situation one time too often. 
 
"The Coalition always takes the cases of
displaced minors, children who need asylum, very seriously and the Protected
Children Program has been long established as a humane and fair way of treating
unaccompanied or orphaned children who come to us in need. Those, such as
yourself, who are accepted under Amendment D are required to repay the
community through military service, which you did. After which you may be
accorded rights of citizenship if you are working in reserved employment - as
you were for many years. There is nothing unfair, pointless or cruel about
it."
 
Charis heard the door open behind her and, still in
denial when her arm was taken in an iron grip, she felt as if the end of her
life had begun. 
 





















IV  
It should have been back to work the next day. 
 
At least it would have given some form, structure
and purpose to life. But instead, Avilon
woke to a link from his CRD parole officer saying he should come in for a
meeting. He made his way to the dingy office tucked away at the back of the
retail district, sharing premises with a cooperative housing association and a
community education scheme. The news, as he already expected, was bad. He
learned his employer filed some kind of complaint against him with the CRD for
violence - all because of the incident over lunch. 
 
"I would not call it a fight. Just the social
leader of the shift trying to assert his control over me in a physical
manner," Avilon explained, patiently. "So I returned in kind. I
didn’t hurt him very much at all." 
 
"It is a bit more serious than that,"
said the CRD officer, her face tight with something Avilon might have labelled
as anxiety, but could not be sure. 
 
"He attacked me and I defended myself,"
Avilon repeated. "I did not know I was supposed to allow myself to be
beaten up." 
 
"There is such a thing as meeting like with
like, Vitos, you went a little bit too
far." 
 
The name still sounded strange and he needed to
remember to use it even when he was talking to someone like this from the Criminal
Rehabilitation Department who - he assumed - knew full well who she was dealing
with. But perhaps she did not. 
 
"So I have lost my chance? You are taking me
back in?" 
 
The idea did not hold any of the dismay he might
have felt the day before. In fact, it
even held a powerful edge of appeal. It would be so much simpler to be back on
the Lattice, knowing where he stood and what he could and could not do. Knowing
he could mash another grunts brains in with impunity if they tried anything on.
He came close to hoping she would say yes. He would even have asked for it
himself, if it not for the one bit of information he found out the previous
evening. 
 
He had been careful as far as he could. Using an
open-resource remote link in a local bar offering the service, he searched for
information on Shame Cullen. The way Jaz's woman spoke, made it sound like a well-known name, one she assumed he knew. So he
ran a series of much more general searches on notables in the 'City and then
media coverage of local events. It took a while having to go at it from such an
angle but eventually, he found the
answer. Shame Cullen turned out to be some kind of major crime syndicate - just
the name got used as if it referred to a person,
not an organisation. 
 
And Jaz vanished after having something to do with
Shame Cullen. 
 
"You've not lost your chance, not yet,"
the CRD officer was saying, "but you have raised a question mark. It is
not often we get called in by an employer who is too worried about their own
safety to fire someone themselves." 
 
Avilon sat with her words for a little and thought
about it. 
 
Fired. No job. No money. 
 
He knew he needed money. It took him a while to
understand what exact purpose it served when he first came across the concept.
The Specials needed no money, everything got provided - but some did gamble and
barter with the few possessions they might acquire. At first, he thought of money as sort of tokens which you could
exchange at equal value. You could do something for money and then use the
money to purchase something from another person for whom you had done nothing.
That would have made sense. It took him a bit longer to realise the value of
money, in reality, had more to do with social control than fair exchange.
 
Avilon became aware the CRD officer was watching
him - as if expecting him to say something. He gave a slight shrug instead. It
always seemed to cover for any place he could not think what to say and a
response seemed needed. She made some kind of note and sighed. 
 
"Did you have any problems you need help
with?" 
 
"Someone has been following me," he said,
"for much of yesterday. They were not very good at not being
spotted." 
 
That produced a reaction. The CRD woman flicked up
some screens and frowned. 
 
"There is no official watch being kept on
you," she said. "You are probably mistaken. Does it trouble
you?" 
 
"I would hope anyone official would do a
better job at it. I am not mistaken and I am only telling you because I thought
it might be worth putting on the record. And no, it does not trouble me." 
 
She nodded and then leant
a little towards him her expression shifting to one of concern. 
 
"It is understandable you will be finding
civilian life disorienting. Do you want to return to the Specials, Vitos? I can facilitate it for you if you do.
CRD are not going to find you another job, we don't have the funding for a
second placement for you. You may find it increasingly difficult to manage on
your own." 
 
There it was. The offer he kept thinking about
since leaving the diner, from the moment he knew he stood on his own. But at
the time he had not realised who Shame Cullen might be and so what it meant
that Shame Cullen might know about what happened to Jazatar Baldrik. This was no longer just about himself. 
 
Once, after a firefight
left him separated from his unit, he found himself in the dark - on a drop out
from the Lattice - alone and with no real idea of which way safety and
reconnection lay. It had been the most alone experience he could recall. The
one thing that kept him going, even though he had been running in a random
direction, was the absolute certainty his Lieutenant would have been looking
for him from the moment he showed up as dark. Just a three count remained on
his wire when the Lattice flooded back and the first voice he heard: Jaz Baldrik saying: 
 
"Been looking for you Gamma Blue Two Seven.
Don't make me send the signal your way again or you'll be on a
disciplinary." 
 
He never got to ask what his Lieutenant needed to
do to get the signal moved. That just didn’t happen for regular grunts -
staying on Lattice was your own issue. Officers, convict officers, they would
sometimes make an effort for, but not the regulars. He assumed, but could never
ask, Jaz knew just how close to zero the count came. One day he would like to
know. 
 
So now he looked the CRD officer in the eyes and
asked: 
 
"If I say no I am free to go?" 
 
The CRD officer gave a slight shrug. 
 
"Yes. If you want. But you really don't have
to if you prefer not. We can look after you. You don't need to go out the door
alone." 
 
Avilon held her gaze for a moment, wondering if he
really looked that insecure. 
 
"I need to find another job," he said,
"so I'd best get going." 
 
The CRD officer made a final note and gave him a
thin smile, tinged with obvious relief. He got the feeling she did not want to
be left with the responsibility of taking him in even if he chose to take up
the option. Which he found strange. But then people often behaved in ways
Avilon found strange. 
 
Out on the streets, Avilon set about making sure no
one tried to follow him, or at least no one he could see. Just in case. Then he
spent the last of his money heading to the other end of the spaceport from his
destination the previous day, near the private 'to rent' docking bays, where
the freetraders and the mercenary crews
kept their vessels and away from the main freighter and passenger areas of the
port. 
 
Voltz was a kind of entertainment zone in one
building. It was a bar, or a place to see
a show - live or screened - or eat a meal, visit the fitness suite, gamble high
stakes, pick up a prostitute, play a hologame
or access recreational substances. It even included accommodation as well, for
those who wanted a room on a stopover. And it happened to be the place most
often mentioned in any media story which also mentioned Shame Cullen. 
 
The day being a light day on Thuringen, it was
bright and sunny outside when Avilon arrived in the late morning. But inside it
was still night time. The ambience was
shadowy and random. Flickering light shows played on the walls, some matched to
the rhythm of the music blaring out all round; some made to look like random
lightning - bright enough to illuminate the room in brilliance for the moment
it lasted and to make the dark seem even darker when it returned. 
 
The woman at the bar wore her pink hair in a round
fluffy ball haloing her head. She looked thin enough to fit in one of the drink
taps she was polishing and as she dressed in something short and uneven in the
same shade as her hair, it left most of her stick-like body in full view. When she turned to give Avilon
her attention he saw the pupils of her eyes ellipsed
in the vertical. She looked beyond bored. 
 
"Yeah? What you want?" 
 
She reached for something to hold whatever drink he
might order. 
 
"A job." 
 
She stopped reaching and looked at him as if seeing
him for the first time. A slight flicker put reluctant interest into the bored
expression as well. 
 
"You and the rest. Now you want a drink or you
leaving?" 
 
"Neither. I want a job. Here." 
 
"Here?" she echoed, looking at him with a
little more attention and a lot of disbelief. 
 
He wore the only smart set of clothes he owned,
supposedly self-cleaning, but which still held onto a faint odour from the
reclamation plant, despite the bio-hazard coveralls he wore over them there
most of the time. The scalp port was in part visible under the new growth of
hair he had been allowed since starting his CRD claim. Avilon guessed he looked
unprepossessing at best. 
 
"Yes,” he said. “Here.” 
 
"We don't have a job for someone like
you," she told him. Then added in a tone that might have been meant to be
kind: "You can go through the bins at the back if you like. Sometimes some
good stuff gets left there." 
 
Avilon shook his head. 
 
"No. I want a job." 
 
The woman gave a sigh and looked to the corner of
the room where a group were vaping something smelling sweet and cloying. 
 
"Listen. If I call the man, Max, over there,
they will all come here, break your arms and throw you out the back with those
bins. You don't honestly want that to happen, do you?" 
 
"No. I just want a job." 
 
The look she gave him was part disbelief and part
something he could not read, but might
have been pity or contempt. Then she shook her head and spoke to link. 
 
"Max, this cret
says he wants a job - and he is not taking a no from me." 
 
The small group in the corner unfolded itself from
around the table and walked variously over to the bar. The man, Max, at the
front flanked by four other individuals who all looked violence capable - three
male and one female. The man, Max, also had a prosthetic right forearm and hand
which could have been enhanced to contain any of a number of nasty surprises.
On the Lattice, Avilon would have known from across the room - from even before
he entered the building, together with an entire ground plan, floor by floor
and awareness of every individual in it and their precise location. He missed
it a lot. 
 
"No jobs here," the man, Max, said.
"So if you are not buying a drink you should go on your way. Now."
The man, Max, held his arm at a very slight, strange, angle, which could be
because it was prosthetic and awkward or could be - 
 
Avilon was already moving as the vicious looking
blade slid out towards him, catching the elbow from underneath and breaking the
arm back on that weak point whilst the rest of his body both blocked Max from
taking other action and made Max into a shield against his own people. There
was a sharp crack of sound. 
 
The man, Max, gave a shriek of agony and clutched
at his ruined arm, unable for a moment to resist being dragged round and having his own blade held close
enough to his throat so the skin brushed against the sharpened edge. The other
four were so certain of the outcome they had not moved and now, seeing the man,
Max, close to bleeding out on the floor, they stood still in confusion, looking
from their injured leader to the face of
the man who held him. Avilon did not allow them time to get any inspiration. 
 
"So who do I talk to about getting a
job?" 
 
He challenged them in turn with a brief eye
contact, making the answer the individual responsibility of each of them. 
 
"That would be me," a feminine voice said
coming from somewhere unseen by the bar. A chunk of the wall behind it wavered
out of visual existence to show a comfortable office-style room. "Only
some people are too dangerous to employ. They don't take orders. Let my man,
Max, go and my people will bring you through for an interview." 
 
The speaker was a petite woman with a close cut cap
of black hair and eyes which were perfect black ovals, lifting at their outside
corners. She was sheathed in a sleek ruby-red garment which rippled in colour
changes as she moved away from the wall. Making the slightest of gestures with
one small hand, she, the room and all its contents vanished from view again. 
 
Avilon dropped the man, Max, to the ground, where
he lay groaning, cursing and clutching at his ruined arm. One of the other four
produced an energy snub from somewhere and waved it around, in a vague way, as
if he felt safer with it. Unarmed, again, Avilon moved in the direction the
weapon waved and allowed himself to be escorted through an ostentatious iris
valve door at the far side of the room. 
 
That the office room existed in a place behind the
bar, turned out to be another illusion and it took a ride in a closed lift to
reach the penthouse. The tension in his escort during the ride up was palpable
to Avilon even without any technologically
boosted senses. The two tried to keep a distance
from him even in the enclosed space.
 
The lift opened into the office he had seen before,
arranged into three distinct areas. An open expanse of carpeted floor from the
entrance took up half the room. Further back and set off centre stood an
impressive rotunda-style desk which contained a selection of permanent screens
and remote access points. Then in the far corner,
Avilon saw an area of comfortable seating focused around a small low table on which lay a decorative tray holding
what looked like ornamental objects of some sort. 
 
The petite woman had been moving from the rotunda
towards the seating area as they entered and she paused just short of it until
Avilon and his escort reached her. As he closed the distance between them, she
made no attempt to disguise she was studying him and when he reached a point
about six paces away from her, she made a slight gesture with one hand, which
he took as a sign he should not approach any closer. He noted her eyes were
indeed completely black - the pupil, iris and sclera. The effect was startling.
From any distance, it seemed as if she
had two empty sockets. 
 
"So," she said, "why does Avilon
Revid seek work with me?" 
 
The fact she knew his name was unexpected and
Avilon felt a slight frisson of apprehension tingle the hairs on the back of
his neck. It was more than possible he would have been here in the 'City at
some points in his previous life. Perhaps they knew each other then. He paused
before answering, to allow time for the consequences of her holding the
knowledge to inform his thinking. 
 
"Whatever that name may mean to you," he
said, "it means almost nothing to me." 
 
The soulless eyes looked down for a moment and then
slid to the side, the faintest flicker of shadow on shadow in the
hollow-looking sockets, checking something on a data screen. Then they returned
to his face, their uncanny invisibility offering no readable expression. 
 
"You deny it is your name?" 
 
"No. As far as I am aware it is. Or rather,
was." 
 
A slight muscle tension flickered on the woman's
face. 
 
"If you think this approach is helping you
here, I would need to advise you it is not. I expect openness and transparency
from my employees." 
 
She did not make it an overt threat. But then she
did not need to do so. 
 
"I am not trying to be difficult. It is more
the reality is less than straightforward." 
 
"Then you may begin with the plain and simple
truth." Again the black eyes moved to data access and back to his face.
"Be aware, I can not give you too much more of my time." 
 
Her hardening tone made the threat more explicit. 
 
"I am the man called Avilon Revid and if you
know that you will know I have been serving with the Special Legion for the
last five years. But what you may not know is I have no memory of anything before that point in my life. No memory of what
I did, who I knew - who knew me. Nothing." 
 
The woman took it in silence for a long moment,
then gave a small nod. 
 
"That can be tested," she said. "So
why are you here seeking employment?" 
 
"I just got released through the CRD scheme.
They found me a shift in a local reclamation plant. One of my co-workers tried
it on and I was not gentle enough in putting him down. So now I have no
job." 
 
The woman placed her head at a very slight angle to
one side as if listening to something and then she gave another tiny nod. 
 
"And you came here in particular because?" 
 
"Because I believe I have skills useful to
Shame Cullen and from what I have seen so far of civilian life, it could offer
an environment which suits me better than most - and would gain me more
financial reward than another job in a different reclamation plant." 
 
She seemed to consider for the briefest moment,
then turning away, moved to sit on one of the cushioned two-seaters which were
flanking the small table. Close to, the decorative tray could be seen to
contain a small spouted pot and some round cups. With delicate grace, she
picked up the pot in both hands and made a gentle circling motion with it, as
if mixing the contents. Then she replaced it and looked up at Avilon. 
 
"Sit." 
 
He hesitated for a moment then took a seat on the
chair beside him. The petite woman looked up at the two who escorted Avilon up
to the office and now stood behind him. 
 
"Is Max hurt bad?" 
 
The man with the energy snub answered. 
 
"He nearly had his false arm ripped off, Shame." 
 
She gave a small nod of acknowledgement and then picked up the spouted pot and poured a
thin, golden liquid into each of the two round cups on the tray. Putting it
down she picked up one of the cups and offered it to Avilon, waiting until he
took the delicate thing in his hand before picking up her own and sipping from
it. 
 
"You place me in a very difficult
position," she said at last. "What should I do? You set in my hand a
weapon of great power, but it is an unknown. It could help destroy my enemies,
keep fear in my allies and reassure my friends - or turn in my grip and strike
me down. The plain and simple truth you give me is neither at all plain nor
very simple." 
 
Avilon said nothing. The silence stretched on
towards the point where it would collapse under its own weight, before the woman spoke again. She leant forward just enough to put down her cup. 
 
"You do not seek to persuade me?" Her
tone held just a trace of intrigue, as if
she had not at all expected that. 
 
"I don't think I am the kind of 'weapon' you
describe, but it is not my decision, it’s yours," Avilon told her, his
words as honest as he could make them. "The CSF have no interest in me
anymore. The media might, but I don't see Shame Cullen being the sort to take out advertisements. So I don't think
I'm that dangerous to keep around." 
 
The pitch black eyes widened. 
 
"You are too modest - or perhaps naive. The
name of Avilon Revid has been one to spread fear and bring destruction for many
years. Are you saying you are no longer that man?" 
 
Avilon took the time to think before he replied. 
 
"I have some of the same skills - maybe more
of the physical kind - if that is what you mean. But I am not here as Avilon
Revid. He died well over five years ago. I'm here as Vitos Ketzel, which is the name on all my documentation. I would
have denied the name when you first mentioned it, but that would only have
convinced you I was indeed trying to be difficult." 
 
"And what were you called for those last five
years?" 
 
That at least took no thought to answer. 
 
"I did not have a name - just a designation.
And that would change as my role, field
of operations and length of service changed." 
 
Perhaps it came as news to Shame Cullen how things
worked in the Specials, because she sat
still for a moment as if having to think about what he said - or maybe to listen
to a remote instruction. 
 
"You are used to taking orders and not
questioning them?" 
 
It seemed a ridiculous question. 
 
"Yes." 
 
The woman nodded. 
 
"There are two other people in this room who
now know your true identity. I think it is better no one does. See to it." 
 
She spoke the words in such a calm way, the two who
escorted Avilon up to the office did not realise what was being asked of him.
They still did not react as Avilon began moving, the cup left his hands
splashing hot liquid right into the face of the one holding an energy snub. It
would have taken superhuman reflexes not to react by pulling in to protect his
eyes. Avilon took the weapon gently from his hand and shot the other half of
his escort between the eyes, as she still had one hand flexing to draw her own.
Then Avilon placed the snub touching the skull of the blinded man before he
fired a second burst. 
 
Turning back to the woman, the energy snub
deactivated, he dropped it onto the decorative tray beside the spouted pot,
where the other cup should have sat. The woman gave a very slight smile and
then came to her feet in a single fluid movement. 
 
"Max is on sick leave, so we have a temporary
opening. You will need to live on the premises and if you fit in you will get
half his pay, the other half is for your rent. Are you still wired?" 
 
Avilon nodded, a slight warm sense of success
forming inside him 
 
"I have a scalp port still active and one
wired wrist access. They stripped the rest out or deactivated it." 
 
The woman nodded. 
 
"Then we can patch you in our local link
easily enough. I would warn you the equipment we use will also monitor you, but
I would guess you are more than used to that already." She walked across
and looked up at him with the empty black eyes. "I don't need to talk
about the terms of your employment in too much detail, but it is important you
understand any termination of your contract here will be final. I hope you will
not forget." 
 
He met her empty eyes and said nothing. 
 
"Welcome to the firm, Vitos." 
 
Some time
later, after being introduced to a variety of new colleagues and new duties, he
was left alone in a large and comfortable room, told it would be his new
permanent accommodation and that his first shift started in six hours. 
 
The new data-link hardware already showed some
slight compatibility issues with his data-port and he had to handle a slow-burn
headache from it. The man who installed it for him seemed offhand about the
problem, assuring him it would settle down once he started using it and the
device itself made some smart adjustments. But for all it gave him a headache,
it did feel good to be connected again, even on the limited facility of a local
link. Just having the familiar pressure on the edge of awareness gave him a
sense of reassurance and the augmented reality overlay allowed him a pale
shadow of the kind of information he used to take for granted from the Lattice.
It also gave him a new, more secure public link access as well, even though his
history would, of course, be fully accessible to Shame Cullen. 
 
He unclipped the vari-power energy snub, chosen on
a tour of the armoury, from the slot on his wrist and investigated the en
suite. As he freshened up he wondered if coming here was really such a good
idea. He had already been forced to kill two people, which troubled him more
than he anticipated it might. These were not enemies of the Coalition, they
were civilians. True enough, they were criminals and in the moment, had he not
killed them he would have been killed by them. Maybe that was enough to justify
it. But he found something profoundly repellent in the way the woman with the
pitch black eyes, used the lives of two of her own employees to test his
skills. 
 
He was not sure yet what in the situation repelled
him. That is was arbitrary? Or cruel? That it reduced two human beings to no
more than objects to be used? Or something else entirely? For a moment he felt
a shift in his own inner stability. These were not issues he ever needed to
confront before. Right and wrong always seemed simple - keeping the rules:
obeying orders was right, the opposite was wrong. The single grey area existed
around social relationships in the Specials - and there, might was always right, even if it sometimes felt
wrong. 
 
The sense of instability now came from the realisation
he just aligned himself with an organisation where obeying orders and keeping
the rules, by definition, would be ‘wrong’. Avilon realised, with a physical
sharpness, he would have to make his own judgements - without any external
guide. It felt like a terrifying responsibility and he needed to sit with the
thought of it for a long time before the fear lessened and the reality of how
things must be settled in his mind as inevitable and unavoidable. 
 
If it brought him any closer to finding Jaz - or
finding out what happened to him - then he could justify it as necessary. For now, he would just have to be patient, try not
to make too many compromises with this growing sense of morality and hope some
chance might come his way to progress the search for Jaz. But even if it did
not, he could not now see that he had any possible immediate - or even a longer
term - exit strategy. 
 





















V 
Trust me 
 
Two words. But so much had changed because of them. 
 
Jazatar Baldrik
never needed to say them to the mother of his children. They were hammered
through the core of every part of their relationship. She always knew and
accepted the dangers of his mercenary work, then she once did military service
herself and knew just how good he was at it. It took him away from home for a
cycle or more at a time - but also meant he could be around a lot between times
and that worked well for them with the children. So those two words had not
been needed when he held her close that last time and promised her he would be
home soon, but he said them anyway. He never let her down before. 
 
Well, he came home in the end, over five years late
and with a criminal record branded onto his file. It had been a year ago. She
said nothing, standing at the door of the apartment she worked too hard and long
to pay for in his absence, raising their sons. Her eyes said she had no wish to
pick up the shards of their shattered life. Behind her stood another man, well
dressed, protective arm around her, hand resting on her pregnant belly. She
already made her choice, found someone she could trust. On either side of the
couple stood Jaz's own two children. No longer children. They stared at him
with surly, teenage eyes, then shrugged and turned away. Was this loser - this
freak - their father? What a letdown. 
 
He left without ever saying a word. 
 
Just about all that kept him going through five
years of unremitting brutality, imagining this moment of homecoming, blown away
in a moment. But he lost the right to even protest about it, the day he failed
them, the day he got arrested. If it hurt like hell then he knew he deserved
it. 
 
Trust me.
Yeah. Right. 
 
That chapter of his life now closed, Jaz found,
even under the cold knot of pain, he couldn’t blame them. He let them down and they
went on without him. At least they seemed happy enough now, which took some of
the sting away. And if he wound up locked
out on the wrong side of that happiness, then it was his own fault for
listening to those two words himself: 
 
"Trust me, Jaz, this is the big one." 
 
Avilon Revid. 
 
Traitor. Rebel. Terrorist – a man who stood against
everything solid and decent in life and tried to destroy it in pursuit of some
lunatic ideal. Or a courageous freedom fighter, taking on the ruthless,
oppressive might of the Coalition. It depended on which side of the fence you
happened to live: the rich and privileged side in Central and the wealthier
Middle Worlds - or the poor and exploited side, which included most everybody
else in the galaxy. 
 
To Jaz, he
was neither. He was a friend - close as a brother. And Avilon had few other
real friends, if any, just followers and admirers. Jaz understood it. Within
his organisation, The Legacy, there was no one Avilon could be at ease with. As
the head of their Direct Action section - the general of their amateur army -
he needed to stand apart. He had to be the legend they wanted him to be. And
outside the Legacy, he had nothing but
enemies. And plenty enough of them. 
 
They met more than a dozen years before when Avilon pulled Jaz out of a bad
place - saved his life. And to begin with, nothing more than the need to repay
that debt made Jaz keep in contact. But somehow things shifted and a real
friendship grew. Real trust. The price of it high at times, costing Jaz real
damage and pain. Like the time the bounty hunter, Elias Bazath, lifted him because Bazath
believed he knew where to find Avilon. One of Bazath's
minions stamped his kneecap out, made Jaz try to stand up and laughed at him
each time he fell. Avilon got him out, but the damage had been done. 
 
Avilon never asked Jaz for his professional help -
never tried to get him involved with anything to do with The Legacy. Most of
Jaz's work put him on the other side of the fence anyway - employed by one or
another of the huge corporations which dominated the Coalition, to fight their
private wars over the resources on individual planets. But then Avilon planned
a strike. The strike. It was huge: something to cripple Coalition operations
beyond the Central planets for years. But this strike needed military skills
and as Jaz had those skills, Avilon asked for his help. And because Avilon - his brother - asked, Jaz went
along. 
 
And that led him to five long years of living hell
in the Special Legion. 
 
"Trust me, brother." 
 
Jaz said those words to a stranger he considered
his greatest friend - a man who arrived in the Legion soon after Jaz got promotion to the highest place any in the
Specials under sentence could hold - Lieutenant. Not a real officer rank, of
course, even the non-convict sergeants
outranked him, but it carried some privileges and meant he could be given
command over units to take them into places no real officer would ever be asked
to go. 
 
When he saw the new recruit posted to his unit, a
man with the face, form and voice of Avilon Revid – a man who even fought and
talked like the individual he once knew – he could not believe it was not the
same man. It had to be. 
 
But it was not his brother. 
 
This man held no memory of Jaz, their shared
history, the bonds once so strong between them, the brotherhood of arms – of
life saved and life risked. He held no memory of anything. It was tragic and
all the anger Jaz nursed along towards Avilon for his own arrest, died on the
stones when confronted with this non-person. 
 
Life in the Specials undermined any attempts at
normal relations between individuals. Jaz worked hard on it from the first
moment he joined the Legion, making sure to keep popular and respected by the
grunts and the officers alike, drawing on his knowledge and skills of more than
half a lifetime in and around the military. Avilon had nothing. It took a
relentless struggle, against the grim regime of inhuman demands, to teach him
what he needed and to try and set something of a relationship between them. And
there were many times when Jaz wondered why he even bothered. The man he once
called brother had already died and left behind this shell, to which he owed
nothing. 
 
More than once he came close to giving up and
moving on - leaving this new Avilon to whatever fate and focusing on surviving
his own sentence in the Legion. But each time he did so, a sudden unexpected
reaction or response reminded him, with a painful pang, of some quality of the
man he once knew. So slowly he rebuilt something like friendship, or at least
trust, between them. Little enough, for sure, but rarer and more precious than
anything else in that hell – and the bond of trust worked to keep them both
alive, over and again, against the odds. 
 
When his own time served out, Jaz knew he had given
Avilon at least a fighting chance of making it through his final year alone.
Being wired to the Lattice made it near enough impossible to get any kind of
privacy. It made their last conversation a difficult one, half-buried under
debris in the remains of a peaceful rural community on an agri-based planet
somewhere in the Periphery. 
 
The choice of patrol route he took them on that
morning was deliberate, Jaz knew it as notorious for Lattice drop-outs. Five
grunts already got fried through it in
the previous cycle - their contorted bodies returned to camp and left displayed
so others could see the cost of letting themselves lose connection. 
 
The moment the Lattice dropped away with a warning
and the countdown alert began in the corner of his visual field, he signalled
Avilon to keep position, not to retreat
in the instant as they had both been trained to do. The other man obeyed, his
reluctance obvious: 
 
“I’m out of zone.” 
 
“I know, brother. That’s why we're here.” 
 
Avilon looked at him with clear curiosity. But
then, although they had been off Lattice together on a couple of occasions and
used it as a chance to talk freely whilst heading back in, it had never been
something planned before. 
 
“You want to tell me you are going for discharge?” 
 
If the thought disturbed Avilon at all, it did not
show in his tone or steady green gaze. 
 
“Yeah. I’m going for discharge. And you'll be able
to as well - in a year.” 
 
Avilon crouched, silent, for a few moments. They
both knew how long that year would be and the chances of his surviving it alone
in the Specials. 
 
“I have nothing to go out for,” he said at last. “I
have never considered it.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
A rumble shook the ground as two of the AI mechs
rolled past them, reading their presence through the fabric of the building
they sheltered in. Then the levelled weaponry swivelled away as their ID check
processed. Jaz blinked off the auto-warning the nearest mech transmitted,
reminding him of his disconnected status, and made a note of the Lattice safe-zone
it highlighted nearby. It was dangerous as the mechs would log encountering
them and someone might ask awkward questions. Jaz felt unsettled and rushed on. 
 
“You’ve got to trust me, brother. It’s worth it.
Getting out, I mean.” 
 
The level green gaze showed nothing. 
 
“I trust you.” 
 
“Then remember to push it all through the CRD when
your time comes – but you have to initiate the process yourself and you have to
do it as soon as you hit the five. You only get a three cycle window to apply.
Then they will get you out – it’s your legal right. I’ll be in Starcity,
Thuringen. You make it there anyhow, anytime and I’ll find you.” 
 
But he forgot who he was dealing with. 
 
“Jaz, even if I manage to make it through another
whole year, you think you will be pleased to see me? I'd be like - like a ghost
from this past come back to haunt you. ‘Another life’ you called it – and it
sounds to me like a life where I’d not fit in or be welcome for long. After
all, what have I got to offer to it?” 
 
That was hard. Jaz just shook his head. They had no
time for this. 
 
“A lot. Trust me, brother.” 
 
The green eyes held his gaze for a moment, then
Avilon gave the slightest of nods and his lips moved at their edges into a
brief smile. 
 
"You know I do." 
 
Coms
suddenly sprang to life and the intrusive flow of the Lattice data stream broke
through Jaz’s consciousness. 
 
“You safe Lieutenant?” 
 
“Operational and continuing patrol.” 
 
The mechs’ log must have alerted HQ and they either
shifted the satellite or sent out a coms drone
to bring him, an officer, back on-line. The moment was gone and nothing more
could be said. He moved off, fast, snapping a brusque and unnecessary order at
Avilon to scan the area for aeromines as
well as checking the rubble. 
 
And then thanks to Shame Cullen, he needed to leave
the ‘City long before Avilon could ever have got there.
 
Trust me. 
 
The CSF man said it to Jaz when they released him a bit over a year ago: 
 
"We have no further interest in you. Trust me,
Baldrik." 
 
But Jaz knew about the watchers from day one of his
release. He soon realised they were not
hostile and he couldn’t shake them. They were too efficient, too many and too
varied to be anything other than the Coalition Security Force. They appeared
when he tried to go off grid in the ‘City and whenever they were not there, he
knew that was because he was in a place where there would be drones or static
surveillance watching. Jaz had no idea what it could even be about. He could
only speculate what they were doing and why. As he saw it, he was just a washed
out ex-con with very few prospects, trying to make a go of what little
opportunity remained to him in life. 
 
The military posting did not work out. 
 
The senior officer seemed very sympathetic. He even
took the time to visit Jaz in hospital afterwards
and apologise for his men. By then Jaz had almost recovered, two of the others
were out of intensive care and the third making good strides towards it. They
should not have done it, of course, the officer said, and he would discipline
them for it. But surely Jaz – a military man himself – could understand the
problem? They did not care to work with someone like him, he was bad for
morale. Jaz understood. Perfectly. They offered him a transfer to a dreg unit on the Periphery or a discharge. The
severance package paid his medical bill and the rest left after, he sent to his
ex for the kids. 
 
It would not have been hard for him to make money
if he didn’t care how he earned it - he got three offers on the first day out.
None of them legal. Thuringen, the planet they released him to, happened to be
his homeworld and Starcity - famed as the
crime capital of the Coalition - his hometown.
His reputation on the streets of the ‘City still held good from the days he
plied his trade as a mercenary, the days when his name even counted for
something. Surviving a stint in the Specials enhanced that rep by a lot in some
circles, just not those he cared much about. 
 
In the end, he got by through signing up with an
agency and hiring out as a casual bodyguard to visiting businessmen who knew
too much – or not enough – about the ‘City. It felt humiliating but at least it
kept him legal. The pay he split three ways – a third he saved, a third he
lived on and a third went to the kids.
 
He found it funny, in an ironical sort of way, his
clients were getting more protection than they realised with the Coalition’s
finest following him around. Until someone noticed. Then Jaz found himself
shunned - a bit less popular than an STI. Work dried up and even the agencies
would not touch him. In the ‘City if you were marked by the authorities no one
wanted to know you. Odds were you were either one of their own setting others
up, or you were about to take a big fall. Either way, it made sense to stay clear. 
 
So he had been surprised to be picked up by Shame
Cullen’s people. 
 
They lifted him off the streets in broad daylight,
scooped him out from under the noses of his watchers. It gave him some grim
satisfaction, as he found himself pinned with a hand rammed up his back and
past his shoulder blade by one man and his hooded face buried in another man’s groin, to think of the heavyweight bollocking
they would get for losing him. He could have fought harder, much harder, but he
got curious why Shame Cullen of all people wanted to talk. So he let them take
him in. 
 
Although the best known of the crime bosses on
Thuringen for the last quarter of a century or more, no one knew what Shame
Cullen looked like, or if he was even a 'he' - or a single person, come to
that. One theory held he might be a shadowy council of local politicians.
Another, that the original Cullen died long since, his name being kept alive by
his successors. It made no real odds,
though. All those who ever had dealings with Shame Cullen knew that Cullen was
a strong backer, a good paymaster, but not someone to ever, ever cross. 
 
The last time Jaz met Shame Cullen, she had been
the owner of one of the more classy cabarets. The time before that, a corrupt
lawyer in a high-rise office at the heart of the 'City. This time he looked to
be a well-dressed businessman, deep into
middle age, large in all dimensions and wearing a patronising smile. 
 
“You’re going soft on us Jaz,” the man called Shame
Cullen said, in a mild tone. “Or is it old age getting to you already? A few
years ago no one could have lifted you that easy; I’d have counted on losing at
least one of my people just to get the chance to have a quiet chat with you
like this.” 
 
Without doubt,
this Cullen occupied one of the most luxurious houses Jaz ever got to see inside.
Even this room, furnished in some
extreme, minimalist style, looked designed to the highest standards of quality
and taste, down to the polished stone floor – or a good synthetic equivalent.
Cullen’s plush chair sat beside what looked like an antique table, great works
of art eased on and off the walls as the ambience sequenced them and the music
was subtle, tasteful and unobtrusive. Through the wall-sized security screened
window, Jaz could see a wide view of tranquil grounds with stunning biodiversity
and even fountains. 
 
It looked elegant, sophisticated and fashionable.
But Jaz would have appreciated it so much more reclining in a chair like Shame
Cullen, instead of having to stand. And if he did not have his elbows and
wrists crudely restrained behind his back by over tight magnocuffs, restricting the blood supply in his hands enough to
cause him pain. He tried to ease his arms in an obvious gesture. 
 
“Seems you don’t think me that soft, Shame” 
 
Cullen grinned at him. All teeth, like a shark. 
 
“Course not, son. I think you have your reasons for
being cooperative - which just makes me wonder about you more than I was
before.”
 
“I don't mind talking to you. But you could just
have sent an invite.” 
 
“And have you bringing your rent boys and tarts
along to the party?” Cullen tutted and shook his head. “No chance. I don’t like
that kind of garbage littering my garden.” 
 
“If they don’t know by now, they will figure it out
soon enough and then you’ll find them putting footprints through your
flowerbeds and pissing in your water features
anyway.” 
 
Cullen made an odd grunting bark which seemed to be
what passed in him for laughter. 
 
“I heard you always were good for a joke, Jaz.” 
 
They were not alone in the room, two of Cullen's
people were supporting the wall either side of the door out, looking very bored
- and another sat, feet up, in a chair by the huge crystal-plex window, seeming
to be engrossed in a sports VRcast up on a remote screen. Less obvious - and
more dangerous - was the stick thin woman who sat at the back of the room, she
appeared to be lost in her own screens, but Jaz could see she was missing
nothing. He watched her because he knew she was very good. She led the group
sent to lift him. 
 
“I like to spread a little happiness around,” he
said. Cullen nodded and reached for some snacks from the tray on the antique
table beside him. The table was beautiful, all carved into leaf and flower
shapes, and it looked like real wood. 
 
“So now, son, why don’t you tell your Uncle Shame
about your little problem?” 
 
Jaz saw no reason not to. 
 
“You know as much as me. They picked me up soon as
I got back here and have been with me ever since.” 
 
“They don’t seem to take very good care of you.” 
 
He must have heard about the hospital. 
 
“I don’t think they care what happens to me.” 
 
“Then why do they bother themselves with you at
all?” 
 
Jaz would have shrugged, but to do so would have
meant taking the risk of dislocating both his shoulders simultaneously. 
 
“You can make the guess for me.” 
 
Shame sat back, his look assessing. 
 
“You wouldn’t be holding out on me now, would you
Jaz?” 
 
He saw the woman give the slightest nod and the two
wall props by the door eased themselves vertical,
one flexing a deltoid as if making some kind of threat. The sports fan swung
his feet to the floor and wiped the screen from view. Jaz became aware of the
movement, part of his perception tracked it with the habit of years and his
heartbeat kicked up with adrenaline, but his main attention stayed focused on
Cullen. 
 
“I can’t see any reason you might think that,” he
said. 
 
“You’ve been gone a long time Jaz, and word is
you’ve come back – changed. You’ve turned down sensible offers of making good
money and taken to whoring yourself cheap to outsiders. Then you get a bad dose
of the parasites - and I hear even your woman wants nothing more to do with
you.” Cullen eased himself back a little in the comfortable chair and rested
his hands along the arms. “You can see how, all put together, it makes you look bad,
son.” 
 
“I never took on the kind of shit jobs I’ve been
being offered even before I got slammed into the Specials,” Jaz said, trying to
ignore the sick tightening in his guts. “I’ve always had a rep for doing
straight mercenary work – offworld too, nothing in the ‘City. All anyone wants
me for now is dirt trawling.” 
 
Cullen nodded along. 
 
“Oh I know, son. You were never one to crap on your
own doorstep. But back then you had bigger names behind you. And, let's be
honest, you were not exactly a nobody yourself. Right now, you are on your
bones and everyone knows it. So no one expects you to turn your nose up at
what’s on offer. And then you’re stalking
legal and nothing but? Well, now that makes people very suspicious. When you
add to that the garland girls following you around all the time, people get
out-and-out edgy.” Cullen sounded saddened. 
 
“’People’ being you?” 
 
“Oh, I would
be doubting I’m the only one to have noticed, son. I’ve just got more balls
than most and I don’t like to see garbage left lying about on the streets in
the ‘City – gives the place a bad feel.” 
 
Jaz felt a chill raise the hair on the back of his
neck. 
 
“You trying to tell me something, Shame?” 
 
The older man popped another snack in his mouth and
crunched it up before replying. Then he gestured to the wall props and waited
until they moved in to flank Jaz. Not
close enough for him to reach them, but close enough to underline Cullen’s
words with menace. 
 
“Word is you loaned my syndicate a big favour once
Jaz, a very big favour and Shame Cullen don’t forget things like that. So I’m
going to return the favour now, son and you can thank me for it another time.
I’m going to give you the best advice you have ever had given to you.” 
 
In the silence that followed Jaz noticed Shame’s
breath wheezed a little. Then he realised he was supposed to say the next line
in the pantomime so the plot could progress. 
 
“What advice?” he asked, dutifully. 
 
“Take yourself off somewhere else, son. Leave the
‘City and the bright lights for a good long while. You could do with a holiday
after being slammed so long.” 
 
It was not what Jaz expected. 
 
“I’ve got family
here, Shame – my kids.” 
 
“And they will be well looked out for, son. No one
will bother them, their ma and her man or their new little sister. You have
Shame Cullen’s word.” 
 
If Cullen promised his kids would be kept safe, no
one in the ‘City would lay a finger on them. And he could think of no reason to
doubt Cullen's word - provided he went along with the game. That made it a
threat as much as a promise. 
 
“And what if I’ve got nowhere else to go?” 
 
Cullen smiled like a kind uncle offering a treat. 
 
“But you have, son. I got you tickets to a sunny spot where you can lie on the beach and
drink cocktails all day. Maybe meet someone for a holiday romance or two. You
will love it, and we can even let you know how your kids are doing now and
then." He spoke with confidence and finality, leaving no room for
manoeuvre. Then his voice became cajoling: “It’s for the best, son. Trust me.” 
 
Shame’s boys left him at the port, a big enough
hint he should take their boss’s advice right away and perhaps a statement they
knew he had nothing to go back to his accommodation for anyway. Besides, by not
going back he grabbed the chance to be free of his guardian angels once and for
all. They would have the port watched as soon as they realised they lost him.
But Jaz did not plan to claim any ticket Cullen provided,
or book himself a last minute stand-by
flight out in a bucket seat. By the time either would realise he slipped
through their net, Jaz was long gone. 
 
At the time he thought at least he had been right
to trust Shame Cullen. 
 





















VI 
Destiny. Chance. Fate. Luck. 
 
Probability. 
 
The room was full of screens showing numbers that
changed all the time. On some of the displays they seemed to remain unaltered
for long moments, or not change at all, others flickered through changes so
fast the eye found it impossible to grasp any individual combination. The
number of digits varied and even the symbols used to express them. Some
scrolled in and out of view, others just appeared and changed. In the
near-dark, despite the wall-wide window open to the night sky, the glowing
numerals painted complex patterns and strange fractal formulae of such esoteric
beauty few could ever appreciate them. 
 
Kahina Sarava
sat in the one chair in her office and allowed the ever-shifting numbers to flow around her in the dark. Now and then
she would summon or dismiss a screen, pull in one chosen sequence or freeze a
series of images and draw them together into a single screen. It remained
irrational and sentimental, but she always had her favourites and above them all floated the one she kept steady in her
vision as the others melded in and out at her whim or their own. It possessed
only one space for display and it displayed only one of two symbols - a
vertical ellipse or a vertical line. As the most perfect and the most
beautiful, its simplicity enchanted and inspired her, its power filled her with
an unceasing awe. 
 
Everything she ever achieved in her life to date,
rested upon the simple fact of random decay. Kahina did not miss the irony that
now, after over two and a half centuries of life, decay was becoming a much
more personal issue, reminding her she needed to utilise the time that remained
with care. It gave some comfort to apply her own expertise to her state and
know her ambitions maintained a high probability of achievement within the time
frame she could still expect to encompass. 
 
Sarava Int. - the newest kid on the block in terms
of Central's powerhouse conglomerates, but within her lifetime she brought it
from nowhere to become the third biggest and Kahina planned on taking the
necessary steps to see Sarava Intellectual Properties become the most powerful
of all. The main product associated with Sarava, new and better FTL communications,
required immense and complex physical ways of working with the probability
structures which underlay the subatomic gravitational geometry of the galaxy.
These technologies depended not so much on moving faster than anything and more
on moving at a tangent through it. But such valuable applications of
probability were secondary to Kahina, by-products of the greater quest she
valued far more - Future Data. 
 
Future Data made the predictive use of big data for
any purpose, from policing to social planning, seem like blind guesswork or, as Kahina liked to phrase it in
interviews, the products of a geek armed with a slide-rule and a spreadsheet. The algorithms she developed were
able to simulate reality with an accuracy nothing had ever managed to get close
to before. After spending almost all of her adult life on the project, the
precision skated so close to perfection now, she could promise over
ninety-eight percent accuracy on any given projection - provided she obtained
full access to all the available relevant data. It remained only to prove that
Future Data was essential for the security of the Coalition and her place, her
company's place, at the forefront of Central’s elite would be assured. 
 
A gentle sound alerted her back to the moment's
tasks and she made a slight movement with one hand to cancel all the screens.
The numbers vanished as if they had never been and the lighting slowly came up.
The walls ambianced into a more formal
office-like appearance, as the room shifted and unfolded to make more furniture
available. The chair she sat on gently unreclined
and rotated allowing Kahina to access the desk which appeared from the floor.
Beyond it, she placed two more chairs,
each with remote links and access to any privileged data the individual sitting
there might require. 
 
The timing of the alarm allowed sufficient time for
her to go over her preparation for this meeting and she began by calling up two
images and setting them side by side. They were both of the same man. The first showed the youthful, smiling
face of an individual in his early twenties It was an image she chose from many
available of this man from the time he began working for Sarava to the day
someone registered him as missing or displaced a few years later. 
 
He had been one of the rising stars of the company.
No, she wanted to be accurate, he had been the rising star. His work,
revolutionising interplanetary communications and networking, allowed Sarava
Int. to establish itself as the forerunner in the field and provided the
platform for the current generation of link technologies. Kahina recalled well
the dramatic breadth and beauty of his intellect and the way he created such
wonders, painting from the same pallet as she herself, blending the
probabilities with an elegance and grace that, on occasion, left her
breathless. 
 
The second image showed the same man twenty-six years on - the face of a complete
stranger, scarred and empty. And Kahina
knew how empty. She had spoken to him herself and felt a terrible sense of loss, as if witnessing the most amazing of
artworks callously shredded, but left still hanging in its display. 
 
That should have been it. The end of all interest
she or anyone else would ever have in Avilon Revid. The final chapter of a
painful tragedy and common human decency alone should have required him to be
left forgotten. But the work of Sarava Int. had very little to do with anything
considered common and this second face occurred - and then recurred and then,
finally, become pervasive in the final
projections of the present Future Data trials. So Kahina became not just
interested, but very interested, in Avilon Revid and any matters which touched
upon him. 
 
Now she sat and looked at the two faces - so
different and yet so much the same - and then called up the information she
needed, referring back to her visual anchors as she absorbed it all. The
equations still contained a few unknown variables and there were elements where
the uncertainty brushed up against the bounds of acceptable margins of error in
probability. So she needed to have this meeting. By the time her visitors
arrived she had finished the overview and sat ready to receive them. 
 
They came in with little of deference - but then
both were powerful people in their own spheres and were here as much for her
benefit as their own and knew it. One she quite liked: Ilke Dray, a woman who shared the same kind of focus and intensity
as Kahina herself and held post as the
Convener of the Coalition's cross-faction Committee for Security - the body
which provided funding for much of the Future Data trial. Where Kahina
preferred the theoretical and how it could be spun into the real, she knew Ilke began from a place rooted in the pragmatic
and looked to the underpinning of theory to serve her needs. They understood
each other very well and provided each other with much mutual benefit over the decades. It was, Kahina supposed, a
friendship. 
 
The other person present, Kahina did not find
anything like as easy to work with: Garn Jecks.
As head of the Coalition Security Forces, he operated on a remit which placed
much of what he did beyond the knowledge and control even of the legislature.
Kahina had discovered him to be a difficult individual at times who, whilst
intelligent, she found lacked flair in his imagination and saw the issues he
needed to deal with more like solid objects being rearranged to create an
appropriate environment, than as pliable material to be moulded. 
 
She let her two visitors settle themselves and sort
what they needed. The appropriate refreshments were pre-ordered and she
arranged for them to be brought in and served by one of the younger and more
attractive female interns. As expected, Jecks
responded to the girl and Kahina reserved her own amusement for private
appreciation and satisfaction. 
 
"If we are ready?" 
 
Ilke gave a slight smile and nodded. She too noticed Jecks'
reaction. Jecks himself brushed some
screens aside impatiently. 
 
"Let's get this done. I need to be somewhere
else." 
 
"Of course, Vor
Jecks, none of us want to be here any
longer than we must, we all have other business
pressing." 
 
"Right. And it's Garn." 
 
Ilke turned her head to look away but Kahina could
see the amusement dancing on her face. 
 
"Then perhaps you can tell us what you have to
contribute, Garn, so Ilke and I can see where what we have fits in." 
 
Jecks sat back and steepled his fingers. 
 
"Right. Well despite the well-founded
objections of just about every qualified neurocologist, the damning evidential
reports of his current officer, the overriding opposition of the Special
Legion's high command and not to mention the crying-out moral principles which
are involved, I have finally managed to get the Revid case transferred to CRD.
He has been released, as requested, on Thuringen." 
 
Kahina nodded and Ilke coughed, her hand moving to
her mouth as she did so. 
 
"We are all indebted to you. But I think we
need to move a little beyond the facts of events in this meeting. We could have
shared that information through links." 
 
Garn looked uncomfortable. 
 
"Right. We could have. And I know what you
want me to say here." 
 
They waited. 
 
He said nothing. 
 
After a few moments Ilke cleared her throat. 
 
"Perhaps it would help if I made a
start?" 
 
Kahina nodded and Garn gave a shrug. With a small smile, Ilke sat a bit further forward, her
intense level gaze moving between the other two as she spoke. 
 
"We have been running analytics over the
latest projections you provided us, Kahina, and our own experts are coming back
saying much the same things. Your findings are solid. Yes, we have a lot of unknowns - outside factors we can only
reduce to standard variables rather than specifics, but in most projections we have handled in the past that
has been adequate to provide substantive and reliable data for forward planning." 
 
"You think I am correct then?" 
 
Ilke smiled and made a slight wavering gesture with
one hand. 
 
"Probably." 
 
Garn moved in his chair. The joke missing him by a
wide margin. 
 
"Probably is not enough. I don't think you
people have the faintest idea of what you are playing with. This is the man who
took out a marine base single-handed.
This is a man who used remote attacks to such good effect, three Protectorate
governments were brought down. This is the man who managed to screw up data
transmission to a swathe of the Periphery for the best part of two cycles each
time - not once, but on eighty-seven - that is eight seven - different
occasions over ten years. And on each occasion the hack combined with assaults
on many key facilities from spaceports to communication centres to military
installations to civil security - the list goes on. If his last known planned
attack had gone through we'd have lost control of a sizable chunk of the Varn
Sector Protectorates. Some of them for good. There would have been chaos." 
 
Both Ilke and Kahina sat and listened with
impeccable politeness. It featured as a usual part of these recent meetings and
Garn became a great deal less intractable once he completed this ritualised
venting of his feelings. 
 
"I don't think we are in anyway seeking to -
" Ilke started to say and Garn cut in. 
 
"Right. You are not. But you are also not in
the front-line keeping the Coalition safe. We have had a much less fraught and troublesome time these last few years with
Revid kept out of society." 
 
"Garn, perhaps this is the point at which I
remind you the reason you were prepared to counter that dangerous 'last known
attack' is because of the work of my researchers who predicted with great
accuracy where and when you could expect it,"
Kahina said, trying to keep her tone gentle and conciliatory. 
 
"Right," Garn conceded. "Though I am
not sure you could call it accurate. We had a wide time corridor to
cover and your people were still dithering between two other possible targets, as
I recall. It was more luck than judgement we committed our resources to the
right one." 
 
"It is not - yet - an exact science," Kahina admitted, quite willing
to seem candid. "But it is altering the way you do your job and making it
much easier for you." 
 
Garn looked doubtful. 
 
"For now it is. But what when it comes out of
trials and gets made standard method? Given the data you throw at us so far,
I'd need to more than quintuple my budget to even get in touching distance of
trying to keep up with it." 
 
Kahina opened her mouth to respond but she caught Ilke's eye and let the other woman speak
instead. 
 
"We both appreciate your concerns, Garn.
Indeed, speaking from a very well informed place regarding the financing of
your department, I share many of them. But, perhaps you need to consider this
level of Future Data is not going to be the norm in any future operational
setting. It would be much more focused. Right now, we are throwing everything
we have in your direction and seeing what sticks and what does not. Refinement
will come. And if this trial proves successful so will the funding you need to
execute it." 
 
That made him think. Kahina could witness the
process by watching his face - including the exact moment he reached the
correct conclusion. 
 
"Right," he said, but with a lot more
certainty than before. 
 
Ilke smiled and looked away for which Kahina felt
very grateful as it would have been a spark to the fuse of her own humour to
see it reflected in the other woman's eyes. 
 
"So," Kahina said, "we begin from a
place of agreement and can take the objections to the current proposed plan of
action as withdrawn. That makes it a lot easier." 
 
And it was. With Jecks pulling his weight at last
and offering ways and means, the outline of the plan evolved into a discernable
shape. Perhaps too discernable - which created a potential problem too. On the
third occasion Jecks started talking of using his people to try and steer
events, Kahina shook her head. 
 
"You have to remember what we are dealing with
here cannot be forced or coerced. These are happenings which rely upon a
thousand, or a million, or a thousand million unplanned, uncoordinated and
apparently irrelevant events." 
 
This time even Ilke wore a slight frown. 
 
"Whilst I understand the broad point, there
has to be an argument we can further the probability by setting in chain events
which favour it. A bit like watering the garden so the plants grow?" 
 
Which highlighted the exact point where Kahina knew
her own understanding and appreciation of the process would always be beyond
even her closest colleagues outside the field. 
 
"I could wish it would work like that,"
she said, softening the implied rebuke with a slight smile. "However, to
use your analogy, watering the garden might, by accident, drown the very insect
we need to land on a specific flower at a specific moment to pollinate it. And
we would never know until too late." 
 
Ilke's brow creased in slight confusion. 
 
"Then, any intervention - " 
 
"Is a risk, yes. Which is why all
interventions of any kind must either be left in the hands of the uninitiated
whose actions cannot be conditioned in any sense towards a knowledge of what we
are doing - or we need to consider them a long way in advance and run them
through the prediction process alongside the existing data to see if there is
any major consequence - negative or positive." 
 
"Right," said Garn, "then you can
take my proposals and run them through your system." 
 
Kahina nodded and tried for diplomacy. 
 
"I am happy to. And I do appreciate you are
unwilling to allow an unknown hazard range around apparently at large. But what
I am trying to point out is the constraints and safeguards are already there in
the planning we have done so far. Run with those parameters, we have achieved a
significant number of theoretical trials with a success rate of over
ninety-nine percent - and two were at a hundred percent." She managed a
brief smile. "Just because the walls are not visible does not mean they
are not there - just they are processes and events - not physical barriers or individuals." 
 
"I get it," Jecks agreed, "What I
don't see is why, when we are near to the end of the probability trajectory -
here - " he marked a point on a graph on their shared screen, "we
don't just remove any risk of an unhappy ending and clean up?" 
 
Ilke was already there. 
 
"In the first place, the system has not been
fully tested and proven in trials and we need to be sure our Future Data is
accurate, which means letting it run through to the very end. And secondly,
unless we approach the crisis so close to the line that everyone can see it is
real and happening, the benefits to all of us as individuals will not
accrue." 
 
Jecks looked uncomfortable, so Kahina added: 
 
"We all need funding if we are to be able to
continue to do our jobs well and ensure the Coalition is well protected. At the
moment we have the approved finances invested in the trial of the Future Data
Project. But we all know unless a threat is identified as a clear and present
danger and we can make others believe in it, no more money will be made
available. It would be something of a tragedy if we averted this issue just to
find ourselves confronted with another, similar one, in a few years time and
did not have the resources to tackle it." 
 
Jecks shook his head. 
 
"So we run it to the wire. And the whole
non-intervention thing? Sounds a lot like 'hurry up and wait' to me." 
 
Kahina nodded. 
 
"That is exactly what we need to do. Wait and
allow the processes to occur. Intervene in the ways we have given careful
consideration and remember we are influencing a flow not blocking a
force." 
 
Accord reached, as Kahina knew it would be, the
meeting concluded and with some relief,
she found herself alone again after the other two left. As always, Ilke stayed
longer for a shared debrief and Kahina needed to remind herself not to be too
influenced by the projected fifty-two percent probability of this woman
betraying her in a significant manner. It might never happen and her own
behaviour in seeming to withhold because of the possibility
could even trigger it. 
 
For a while
after Ilke left, having extracted a promise to meet for their usual social meal
in the next cycle, she kept all the screens active around her - the image of
the man at the centre of their project still in view. She found and ran a
recording of one of the many interviews which formed part of the discharge
process, dropping into it part of the way through. 
 
" - is not something I know anything about. I
don't know any more than using what I have - and the Lattice of course." 
 
"So you have no idea about theoretical,
link-related science and technology?" 
 
At that point Avilon Revid had been shaven headed, the slight bulk of the port implanted
in his scalp behind one ear very visible. It looked like some form of insect
creeping inside his skull. His expression alert and showing tension but not
apprehension. 
 
"No, ma’am. None at all." 
 
"What about FTL technology?" 
 
The green eyes considered for a moment. 
 
"We use that to travel between fields of operation,
ma’am. I believe it stands for 'faster than light' and refers to the type of
motive power the ships use." 
 
Kahina's eyes moved to the still of the younger
image and for a moment she felt a great sadness. On impulse she paused the
interview and pulled up a new screen, searching for what she wanted, before
setting it to run. A recording of a talk given by Revid at a live symposium, a
discursive lecture regarding his - then - recent published breakthrough
research. She watched it all the way through to the standing ovation. An
individual receiving the highest academic accolade possible, the ultimate
respect and admiration of their peers. Kahina recalled sitting in the audience
- glowing with something like parental pride in her latest protégé. She took
him to dinner in the evening and he introduced her to his fiancé and soon to be
wife. 
 
She switched back to the interview - the contrast
so stark it made her feel ill. 
 
"And what do you know about Sarava
Intellectual Properties?" 
 
He looked blank and puzzled. 
 
"Nothing, ma’am. May I access the Lattice on
that question?" 
 
"No need soldier." 
 
Kahina froze the screen. 
 
For a long time,
she sat with her own company and realised again the nature of her mistake, her
worst ever failure. It served no purpose trying to comfort herself that, at the
time, the algorithms were not so well evolved. No point soothing the errors of
the past with a reminder of how the science behind her work had been so much
less well understood then than now, over two decades later. 
 
She had tormented herself several times, setting up
the same scenario and running it with the latest versions of the Future Data
algorithms and managed up to an eighty-two point four percent certainty of what
happened. The margin of error she took as both a sign the outcome she predicted
had not been beyond the realms of possibility - and as a salutary reminder that the current Future Data material
remained far from perfect. She could still make a mistake of the same order. 
 
At the time, she predicted allowing Revid to witness,
helpless, the torture and destruction of his wife and child gave a high
nineties chance of moving him to suicide. That would have reverted all the
rights to his work back into Sarava Int. The actual effect turned him into a
dangerous killer and a very effective terrorist, as he used the same brilliant
mind which once developed incredible new communication systems, to instead
bring destruction, disruption and death across the Coalition. All rights to his
research became impounded to prevent any chance of the profits being used to
fund crime. When they were auctioned off, years later, she needed to pay a
small fortune to get them back in-house. 
 
She could not have been more wrong if she just
guessed at the outcome. 
 
Kahina flicked through the discharge interviews to
a later point, one she viewed before on several occasions. 
 
" - feelings of wanting revenge, or a chance
to get even perhaps?" 
 
"No, sir. I can't think of anyone I would feel
like that about outside of my unit." 
 
"And within your unit?" 
 
The shaven headed man looked embarrassed and rubbed
at the scar on his cheek. 
 
"Well, sir, there are a few people there I
don't get on with. Sometimes they do things to try and get me into trouble -
and then I do feel like I'd like to get even." 
 
"And do you?" 
 
"I did, yes, sir. Sometimes. If the Lieutenant
didn't tell me not to." 
 
"You did? But not anymore?" 
 
"Yes, sir. I did. But not since the Lieutenant
left." 
 
"Why is that?" 
 
The green gaze dropped away as if thinking of
something distressing. 
 
"I promised him I wouldn't, sir." 
 
"I see. And what did you do to these people
who tormented you?" 
 
The green eyes were innocent and clear. 
 
"I killed them, sir." 
 
"Would you kill anyone who behaved badly
towards you?" 
 
He wore another odd expression,
as if somewhere behind the green depths
of those eyes something was happening that made no sense to their owner. 
 
"No, sir. Not now." 
 
"Why is that?" 
 
"Because it is wrong to do so, sir." 
 
This time Kahina cancelled the screen altogether
and all the others she summoned. It would be a beautiful irony if the object of
her greatest and most spectacular failure, became instead the focus of her
highest success. 
 
A gentle sound reminded her of the time and she
knew she should be thinking about rest, but instead she pulled up the latest
reports on the project and ran them through her own personal system. The
coefficiency profile appeared almost perfect. This time it would not go wrong
and this time Avilon Revid would bring Sarava Int. the greatest possible prize.
It would be an element of poetic justice in her view, even a strange form of
destiny. 
 
And this time, at least, she could be less personal
about it. On that previous occasion, she took deep satisfaction in destroying
someone she felt betrayed by. He could have been her partner in reaching the
pinnacle, but before she even made an offer, he spurned her intended generosity
and committed himself to wasting that magnificent mind in a relationship with
another whose ability to appreciate it rated less than zero. She adored that
mind, admired it and craved it as a drug - and its owner threw it away on
someone who could never begin to appreciate its depths, could never have scaled
its heights or walked, breathless with excitement, as an equal in a dizzying
place of refined and raw concepts, exploring, creating, linking. It had been
her mind, her creation, her investment, her property. 
 
This time it would be very different. The bleak
shell she just witnessed retained nothing anyone could admire or crave to
possess. It was a kindness to let the dead at last lie down and stop walking in
the world of the living. She leant back again in the chair, annoyed that as her
body finally aged she should be so quick to tire, but one thing remained she
needed to do before allowing weakness of the flesh to take its course. 
 
Kahina brought up and checked all the internal
security screens and isolated the area she wanted. It would show up as a
personal link if anyone bothered to look. Her eyes flickered as she opened a
new screen and ran a further security check on it. Then she allowed the link
and connected to the network she first established half a century ago for field
testing her work in an environment where the human mistakes were not going to
matter to anyone. Although upgraded many times since then, the same principles
still determined the AI's operational parameters then as now, just the Future
Data algorithm was now very much improved. 
 
The screen showed a single title: Shame Cullen. 
 





















VII 
Voltz stood at the heart of its community - if not in
terms of true geography then for certain, Avilon could see, in the way it
served the needs of the mercenaries and freetraders, smugglers and other
spacefarers of dubious means and even more dubious reputations, who gathered
there. Always open, always something to offer its clientele, providing them
with a place of entertainment and a place of refuge. Somewhere to have fun,
meet friends, find a job, broker a deal, fence goods, buy recreational highs,
trade up a ship, get laid, or get into a fight. And the queen of Voltz was a
woman who went by the name of Shame Cullen, except to those who she chose to
trust to call her by the name she had been given at birth - Sarnai Altan. 
 
Avilon found himself admitted into the charmed circle
by default. Because he always kept close about
her, those others who were also often close about
her, assumed him to be given the same privilege as themselves. They also seemed
to assume he shared her bed. Which went to show assumption could be a dangerous
thing. Sarnai herself made it clear the exact way she saw Avilon. She told him
the first time he reported to her. 
 
"You are my weapon of war: the sword that
strikes and the shield that defends. You are my freedom
because with you close to hand I can act without fear." She turned as she
spoke, her robe moving like a living being over her skin in a shimmer of gold
and red. 
 
"So what do you want me to do?" 
 
The soulless black eyes studied him. 
 
"I want you to keep me alive." 
 
"I thought I got to do Max's job," Avilon
said, wondering if acting as a bodyguard meant an additional task or would be
his main role. 
 
"Max did very little except sit in the bar and
gamble. If there is a problem in the bar, then yes, you will deal with it. But
you will have a team to do most of that" 
 
"I am not used to command," he admitted. For a moment the porcelain face froze
and she stepped away from him in total disbelief. 
 
"So you stand by what you said - that you have
no memory?" 
 
Avilon nodded. The woman with the black almond eyes
reached out one hand with slow deliberation and placed the palm on his chest, as if trying to touch his heart. She
stood still in the same pose for a time,
her eyes closed. Then she opened them again and said: 
 
"You were a great leader, Avilon Revid. You
were a man who could inspire the love and devotion of those who you chose to
touch with that greatness. And one who would win half of every battle by the
power of the fear your name would bring to your enemies." She bowed her
head. "I grieve for that which has been lost." 
 
To his utter amazement, when her face lifted to his
again, a single tear stood out visible on her cheek, clear and glistening. He
felt lost for words and nearly as lost in how he should feel. Because of who
she was he could not say he despised that past self, the mindless murderer of
innocents. He also could not bring himself to lie and embrace her vision of the
man he had once been. So he said nothing and waited. 
 
"Of course," she said, her voice soft,
"you can not know what we have lost - I do not expect you to
understand." She lowered her hand and spoke as if pronouncing a curse.
"From now on, to me, you are indeed
just Vitos Ketzel." 
 
He never heard her speak his real name again. 
 
It seemed his duties were to be primarily
bodyguarding, but sometimes Sarnai would send him to deal with a more normal
security matter. If an individual who walked into Voltz proved to be a known
trouble maker, or when the regular security team had problems with someone, it
would be Avilon who would be sent to troubleshoot. But his skills were not as
broad as were needed for anything more sophisticated. He could only be the
pounding fist, not the subtle blade in Sarnai's armoury. 
 
Mostly it meant meetings. Meetings in which Avilon
hovered like a silent threat. And mostly nothing more was asked of him except
to be there. Occasionally, very occasionally, Sarnai would link him one word. 
 
Kill. 
 
And he would. Either there and then - or later. 
 
Whatever free time his duties allowed, he would
spend working out, trying to educate himself about things most people seemed to
know and take for granted, or persuading the Voltz techie to get him yet
another new wire for his local link. It never seemed to embed properly and
meant he suffered frequent and prolonged headaches. 
 
He also tried to find anyone who could tell him any
information about Jaz. A task made more difficult because he wanted to avoid
asking in any obvious way. It seemed important not to draw attention to his
interest. Especially, as time went on, he began to nurture an unpleasant
suspicion Shame Cullen once spoke the word 'Kill' about Jaz. If that turned out
to be true, he would need to think very hard what to do about it. 
 
On one occasion Lienz Mendive, one of Sarnai's most
reliable smuggler pilots, stood waiting to speak with her under Avilon's
watchful eye whilst she concluded some private link-based business. Mendive
liked to talk and never seemed to mind if anyone joined him in it or not. This
time he was reminiscing and kept name dropping names Avilon never heard of but
were, he presumed, well known in the 'City and trying to make out he spoke of
people who were his friends. Avilon did not pay much attention until Mendive said: 
 
"Of course that would have been around the
time Jaz Baldrik came back. You must
remember Jaz? He took a knock for some stupid illegal job and bought himself a
commission in the Specials. Have to give him his due, he made it through and
out the other end - not too many as can say that." 
 
"What happened to him?" Avilon asked,
unable not to. If Mendive thought there was anything strange in his interest,
he did not show it. 
 
"Jaz? Well, he had a few issues. When he first
came back, everyone thought he was just being an arrogant bastard, he would cut
his old friends dead in the street and turned down any offers of work, when
there were a few here, myself included, who would have been happy to help him
get set up again. I'd worked with Jaz a few times back in the day. He was good.
Very good. Past his prime though when he got out, maybe his nerve went after the
Specials." 
 
Mendive shrugged. 
 
"So he - upset a few too many people?"
Avilon found it hard to ask. 
 
"He upset a lot too many," Mendive said,
and laughed."First, he upset the
military people he signed up with - they threw him out when he got in a fight
and half-killed three of their men. After that,
he wouldn't touch anything illegal. Then it came out why - he was being coddled
along by the CSF. Everywhere he went." 
 
Avilon thought back to his own discharge: to the
formal release where they required him to confirm the Coalition Security Force
were no longer responsible for his safety. It made no sense they would have
said anything else to Jaz. 
 
"Why was that?" 
 
Mendive shrugged. 
 
"No idea. I never heard anyway. Only that Shame
Cullen got fed up with it and took him out of play. Some said permanently, some
said he'd been told to leave the 'City. There is even a fun theory Cullen
warehoused him somewhere for future use. But I don't see it." 
 
"What do you think happened to him?" 
 
"Me?" Mendive looked thoughtful as if not
having given the matter any serious consideration before. "I think Jaz
Baldrik would be a hard man to stop breathing. But that means nothing if you've
upset Shame Cullen. Cullen could find a way to drop anyone. And Jaz has always
been a 'City kid and he's not in the 'City anymore. You can draw your own
conclusions." He laughed again as Sarnai joined them and the talk moved
into business. 
 
In this instance,
it had been regarding arrangements for Mendive to pilot a specific run. But the
smuggler kept wavering and making excuses. 
 
"I'm not feeding you a line, Shame, I can't
fly those beasts. I mean, I know the theory of it all well enough and I could
link to the AI and make her go. But if something went even a bit wrong - and
with those huge trailers it can do - I'd be lost. You need someone with a Class
One or at least a Class Two, and you won't find many of those outside of Central. They all get paid stupid money by the big
conglomerates." 
 
"If I found someone, you could tell me if they
were suitable?" Sarnai wanted to know. 
 
"I can do that for you, of course." 
 
After Mendive left, Avilon found despite thinking
he had been careful, his employer missed nothing. She remained sitting, lost in
screens as far as Avilon could tell. Then with her eyes still on them, she
asked: 
 
"You were with Jazatar Baldrik in the Special
Legion?" 
 
He felt a gluey mass form in his stomach. 
 
"Yes." 
 
The black almond eyes moved to meet his gaze. 
 
"He lives," she said simply. "Now, I
need you to bring me Faust Fingal, he is in the bar and not answering my
link." 
 
The gluey mass seemed to dissolve in the time it
took to make his way down to collect Faust. But he got very little opportunity for reflection on what Sarnai told him.
Faust made up half of a team of two brothers. The younger and the more annoying
half and a temporary resident in Voltz as he formed part of a team Sarnai set
up to work on a project. As far as Avilon was concerned if the team included
Faust, he did not want to be a part of it. 
 
As soon as he entered the bar, a slight frisson
passed through certain segments of its patrons. One or two offered a terse nod,
most avoided his eye and a couple even got up and headed out. His reputation in
Voltz grew all the time. A few too many people knew his was the hand that moved when Shame Cullen said 'Kill'.
 
He found Faust crouched on one of the well-padded side benches, a remote visor
concealing his eyes from view, making strange noises as if imitating some kind
of fast firing weapon. Now and then he would twitch his hands, manipulating
things only he could see. Avilon grabbed his arm and pulled the visor up.
Faust's eyes looked pale and watery, those of a subterranean creature. Removing
the visor was like lifting a stone and finding something squirming and hideous
underneath. He hissed like a snake and tried to snatch the visor back. Avilon
ripped it away, dropped it on the floor and crushed it with his foot. 
 
"Play time is over. Shame Cullen wants to talk
to you." 
 
Faust pushed up fast from the bench with the
strength of his legs, throwing his entire body forward, and tried to sink his
teeth into Avilon's face. 
 
It was like handling a wild animal. Worse. He could
not use lethal force. Worse. It was in full view of the entire bar on a crowded
session. If he let it go on for more than
a moment or two he could expect to get a few half-humorous jeers, longer and he
would be being mocked by half the bar. He could not afford that. 
 
In the end,
he opted for a simple but effective arm-break lock, manoeuvred the feral screen
addict through the iris valve door and spun him round, ramming him up against
the wall, as it closed behind them. Then he said in a very calm voice: 
 
"If you make me go through that one more time,
Faust, I will break all the fingers on both your hands - one after the
other." 
 
An idle threat. Shame Cullen needed Faust
operational, but Avilon was willing to bet Faust himself could not be sure of
it. The younger man looked up at him with limpid eyes and smiled. 
 
"I think you might enjoy that a bit too much,"
he said. 
 
"Oh, I would. So don't give me the
opportunity." 
 
He had no way to be sure whether or not the message
penetrated Faust's skull. But when they reached Sarnai, he managed to sound
rational enough, answering her questions in a way that sounded intelligent.
Even though she must have watched his behaviour in the bar, Sarnai still seemed
to believe him reliable. For Avilon the thought of having to depend on Faust
for anything terrified him. He was glad Shame Cullen did not want him to have
any direct involvement in this project. 
 
Later, he lay in bed and permitted himself the time
to think about what Sarnai said. 
 
He lives. 
 
She had no reason to lie to him. If she thought it
better he did not know about Jaz she would not
have told him anything. And she did not need to invent it as she needed
no further hold over him than she already held. So it was true. Avilon wondered
where that left him now. 
 
If Jaz lived, but not here in the 'City - and from
what both Tillsa and Mendive said that had a lot to do with Shame Cullen - then
Avilon doubted he would be able to find him. At least it explained why Jaz had
not been around to meet him as he promised. He was not dead. He had not
forgotten. He had not changed his mind. It was more simple - he just could not
be there. Something Avilon could understand. 
 
However, harder to deal with was the place in which
he now found himself. If Jaz's fate was
no longer his responsibility, he no longer needed to be serving the ruthless
machine controlled by Shame Cullen. Except right now, no other options existed
for him, aside from going back to the
Specials. He gave the idea some serious thought. But for the first time since
his discharge, he felt no desire to go
back. Shame Cullen's world would not be one he would choose, but it beat into
the turf what he lived in the Specials. Jaz always told him they were in hell
there and at the time he did not understand - he knew no other way things could
be. But now he did. And now he could see, given the time, he might one day
conceptualise other, even better, ways of living. Ways that might offer more
than he yet imagined possible. 
 
Externally he doubted anyone would notice a
difference in his attitude to his work, but internally something shifted. In
his own mind, all he did for Shame Cullen had been driven by the necessity to
find Jaz and ensure he lived. Now Avilon knew Jaz lived which meant he no
longer felt the same motivation of necessity. Instead, it became more of a
conscious choice to continue, even if he hedged his choice with the caveat of
it being short term and under some measure of compulsion. It still brought on
an increasing powerful internal conflict each time he found himself faced with
orders to execute people. Jaz taught him about that. It had been a hard lesson.
In fact, the two times he recalled Jaz ever walking away from him came about
over his killing someone Jaz deemed an innocent. 
 
The first time, it had been in the very early days.
The period of time when, looking back, everything blurred together under the
intensity of a sharp learning curve and the constant shifting of his own
understanding of how things were. Each new assumption got blasted away before
it had time to coalesce and the effect became so fast paced and traumatic that
in the present only one or two fixed points of memory stood out from it. 
 
They were sent to clear a small community which
intelligence reports said harboured a well-armed
group, harassing their progress. Jaz led the unit in and told Avilon to check
and clear an outbuilding. He found some people in it, so he killed them and
reported it cleared. Afterwards, with a huddle of civilians cowering in the
open under the guns of two of the unit, and no sign of arms or armed resistance
Jaz checked on the outbuilding. When he saw the bodies, he grabbed Avilon and
pulled him into the building, closing the door behind them. 
 
"What the fuck did you do this for?" 
 
He sounded terrifying, cold with a fury way beyond
anything Avilon experienced directed at him before. 
 
"You said to check and clear, sir." 
 
Jaz looked at him as if seeing something grotesque
rearing up from the ground, a mix of anger, disgust and something even deeper.
He crouched beside one of the bodies. 
 
"Does this look like she could have hurt you?
Hurt anyone else? Hurt the fucking Coalition?" 
 
Avilon answered with his usual honesty. 
 
"I don't know, sir." 
 
"She was a three-year-old
child." 
 
He felt so confused he missed the first blow
coming. Jaz used the end of the launcher he carried, heavy enough to stun him
with one blow and then he could do little to resist the vicious punishment
which followed. After, Jaz left him lying there. 
 
"When I think of who you once were …" 
 
Many days went by before he saw Jaz again, long
enough for it to feel as if he had abandoned Avilon completely. Looking back
now and knowing Jaz much better, Avilon accepted the simple truth that in all
likelihood he walked away, with no intention to return and with no further
interest in Avilon's fate. Something must have happened to make him willing to
re-engage, but whatever fortunate pivotal event it might have been was long
lost to Avilon's memory. From that point on, he took care to look after
civilians, to try to protect those he encountered - on frequent occasions, that
meant from the rest of the Specials in his unit. 
 
The other lesson came even harder. It happened a
couple of years in, long after the time when such mistakes could be understood
or forgiven and so much more dangerous for his relationship with Jaz.
 
It started as these things so often started, with
one of the others in the unit wanting to prove themselves. Avilon was the one
they all wanted to best, but most were wiser than to try. Not Luex. The entire unit
knew he had something wrong in his mind. He would make up stories about his
past casting him as anything from a celebrity actor to some kind of CSF
super-operative. Once he bought into the fantasy no amount of disbelief or
laughter would shift him from it, until another came along to replace it. 
 
Leux
hit on a new fantasy: one in which he became a martial arts master and he
started mouthing off about how he could take Avilon and not break a sweat doing
so. Knowing everyone knew it for a lie, Avilon ignored it. He learned early on
not to rise to such cheap bait. But the rest of the unit were not willing to
leave it alone. They saw the prospect for some entertainment from the situation
and played up to it. So they pushed Leux,
over and over, to the point he needed to make a move or lose all self-respect. 
 
It happened at a mealtime in barracks, Avilon sat
alone, as he much preferred to unless Jaz happened to be around, but Leux joined him and, sitting opposite, began to
mirror his every movement until he drew laughter from those watching and
everyone's attention fixed on them. Perhaps if Avilon noticed Jaz walk in he
might have been more careful, but at that moment all he heard was the laughter
and all he saw were Leux's mocking gestures. Whatever else his moral
development might have taught him, Avilon knew very well in the Specials, if
you lost the level of respect that placed you beyond vulnerability, then you
were as good as dead. In his view, it
left him with no choice but to act. 
 
Leux
offered him no challenge and would never have done so. From the moment Avilon
engaged him it was obvious he just wanted a way out. But Avilon was not about
to give him one. He took him down, stripped him of all self-esteem, broke him
until he begged for life, and then killed him anyway. In terms of securing
Avilon's place as the one person you never crossed in the unit, it made the
perfect scenario. 
 
Jaz must have tried to stop it when he realised
where it would end. He crossed the room and shouted at Avilon to back off, in
the same moment Avilon broke Leux's neck. This time Jaz said nothing. But his
expression and his silence were the same as on the previous occasion - of utter
condemnation and rejection. He turned away and left, walking out the room and
walking out on Avilon, denying him access on any level, except the most brutal
professionalism. 
 
It took Avilon a long time to work out what that
meant. To be able, after much soul
searching, to go back to Jaz and say he knew why he had been wrong. At the time
it felt beyond harsh, but the experience formed the bedrock of his present
morality. 
 
Before, when Sarnai ordered him to kill in the name
of Shame Cullen, he felt no choice but to do so. He needed to keep going until
he knew what happened to Jaz. Now he knew for sure Jaz was alive somewhere, it
changed matters. Made it harder for him to argue expediency. Except, perhaps,
that if he chose not to obey an order from Shame Cullen he would have been the
next name tagged for death. 
 
It must have shown somewhere in his attitude because
although he believed he maintained his previous performance adequately, no more
than a couple of days later Sarnai called him in to speak with her. Perhaps it
said something for her ultimate confidence in him they were alone, or perhaps
she owned some remote security system he did not know about she now relied on
as backup. It being Sarnai, he walked in
and she spoke to the point. 
 
"Is this because of Jazatar Baldrik?" 
 
Avilon wanted to be sure he understood the
question. 
 
"Is what, because of him?" 
 
"You have been - distracted, unfocused. Had I
known it would affect you I would not have spoken. I do not need a weapon with
a dulled edge in my hand, I have more than enough of those to choose
from." 
 
The black almond eyes looked up at him without
accusation, but with expectation. 
 
"He was - is - my friend." 
 
Avilon wondered if the admission was wise. More
than his own safety might be placed in hazard by it. 
 
"I think I already knew that," Sarnai
observed, "and I told you he lives. You reward my compassion poorly." 
 
Which meant she would not tell him more even if he
asked. He had to be satisfied by the one key fact. She wore the closed and
intense expression she always adopted when she wanted a specific result or
response. Avilon wondered what response she wanted from him. She was being
patient with him too. More than usual for her when dealing with people. That
surprised him but was something he knew he could not make any assumptions
around or count on. As always when he felt unsure where to tread, he chose
honesty. 
 
"I first came to you because I heard Jaz's
name linked with Shame Cullen." 
 
Her expression did not change. 
 
"And now?"
 
"He is not here. I do not know where he is.
Nothing has changed." 
 
Sarnai moved her head in a very slight nod of
agreement. 
 
"Nothing has changed." 
 
It was a warning. Avilon left the room with a sheen
of cold sweat beading over his body. It would not help Jaz if he got himself
killed for being less than good at the job. He could even wonder if the
implicit threat extended to Jaz's wellbeing. If Sarnai knew for sure Jaz lived
then, presumably, she would also know where he might be. He needed to do
something to take the pressure off. 
 
That evening, he answered a security summons to the
bar to sort out a dispute breaking out between two mercenary captains. It
should just have been a fight between the pair of them, but they both commanded
wider loyalties so made it a high risk of
becoming a general brawl and damaging some of the fixtures and fittings.
Forewarned, Avilon intervened before they got beyond the stage of trading
grievances and he used the security team to isolate the two. Then he stamped
his mark on proceedings, in a manner he learned watching Jaz in the Specials. 
 
"This either stops now - or is taken to the
limit. You can go - or you can see this through. To the end. Just the two of
you. If you try and keep this up any other way, I'll drop you both." 
 
They were never going to back down, as he knew
before he set the rule. But it served as a way of proving he treated the job in
a more serious manner, both to Sarnai and himself. So he watched as they took
each other to pieces. The survivor’s supporters carried him out to get medical
treatment. Avilon left the bar for his own quarters soon after. He could not stop
what went on in Voltz, the pointless violence and needless deaths, but he could
impose some order on it all. He could keep it in limits. That was a lesson he
took to heart. 
 
He had not realised it would happen, but the one
fight led to a massive sea change in Voltz. The previous philosophy of
management laissez-faire towards violence, until it became too extreme,
disappeared overnight and from then on all fights began ring-fenced. Even when
one flared in the moment, the security team isolated it right away and allowed
it to play out to whatever conclusion the participants took it to, but not to
spread. His own reputation rose, not that he saw any use for it, but it seemed
to please Sarnai. She even told him as much one afternoon. They were in her
office and watching the bar area on a screen, although for once it was not very
crowded. 
 
"You seem to have some effective ideas on our
security," she said. Her eyes not leaving the remote screens. 
 
"It saves on breakages." 
 
She looked up at him then. 
 
"It does. You impress me Vitos Ketzel." 
 
It felt strange to hear her say that. He already
knew she held a deep admiration for the person he had been in the past, but
this praise acknowledged himself and his achievements now. He did not know if
there was anything to be said to it, so
he said nothing and after a moment she looked back to the screens. 
 
"If all goes well, I am expecting a promotion
soon - I will hope to keep you with me when that occurs." 
 
Avilon wondered what promotion looked like in Shame
Cullen's world. Sarnai ran Voltz and held control over much of the area of the
'City around it. He assumed promotion would bring her a larger jurisdiction.
More wealth. More influence in the ‘City. He did not see how it would change
anything much in his job as he was her personal bodyguard not her head of
security. She seemed to expect some reply this time so he said: 
 
"I am glad you feel I am good enough." 
 
"You are good enough. And you are loyal." 
 
He said nothing and after a few moments she shut
off the screens and sat back. Studying his face with her empty almond eyes. 
 
"What is it you want, Vitos Ketzel? Money?
Power?" 
 
Avilon wondered how to answer. He felt no strong
desire for either. Sarnai waited for him to say something. Watching him as if
she could read his thoughts. 
 
"You already know what I want," he said
at last. 
 
She frowned, the slightest of expressions so the
smooth, porcelain of her face looked marred for a moment by it. Then she moved
her head in a small nod. 
 
"Ah, of course. Your friend." She got to
her feet then, the fine fabric of the robe she wore shifting chameleon-like
through the spectrum. "It is even possible I may be able to give you
that." 
 
Avilon felt a tightness at her words. As much as
they might hold of hope they also held of threat. 
 
"I would like
to know he is - if he is - alright." 
 
"To the best of my knowledge he is. As I said,
it may be I will be able to offer you what you want. But first we must bring this project to a good
conclusion. Then I will obtain the promotion - and then -" She broke off.
"Well, first the project, then many things may become possible which now
are not." 
 
"I understand," Avilon said, hoping he
did. 
 
"I will need you to be with me for an
important meeting sometime in the next few days, with the Fingal
brothers," she said and Avilon wondered how anyone could base anything
important on Faust and Foss. "When Foss comes in, make sure I am informed
and go and meet him. He may not be able to link us in advance." 
 
At least Foss would not try and bite his face.
Avilon struggled to decide which of the two brothers he disliked the most.
Faust might act like a wild animal, but Avilon never found him to be dishonest,
whereas dealing with Foss felt like holding onto sand, shifting shape each time you believed you grasped it, he
twisted truth to fit the convenience of
the moment. 
 
"Bring him in?" Avilon asked. 
 
"He should not need 'bringing' - I hope he
will be eager to come and have some good news for us." 
 
It was hard to imagine any kind of good news from
that source. Then it struck Avilon the conversation about Foss connected
directly to what Sarnai said before. With a sick certainty, he realised all her hopes of promotion relied on a
screen addict and a man with no loyalty to anything except himself. He wanted
to say something, to warn her, then recognised in a single bleak moment there
was no need. She already knew.
 





















VIII 
Jazatar Baldrik sat at a table beside the cairn of
stones in the Last Hope, his back against the solid rock wall, a plate of cut
fruit on the table in front of him, watching the doorway and thinking about
trust. 
 
Hell's Breath had been named by some unknown
explorer, who Jaz thought must have been a real joker.
Perhaps wanting to prove they somehow survived the freezing surface conditions
and the spectacular plumes of burning gases released as the rock decayed, that
first visitor left his or her anonymous mark in the form of a small cairn of
stones. It got kept, like some historical monument, behind protective screening
in the bar of The Last Hope. The Hope happened to be the best hotel on Hell’s
Breath, which did not mean so much anymore as it also happened to be the one
hotel still left open on Hell's Breath. Built, like much of the settlement,
with most all of its rooms in and under the rock. 
 
It was hard to believe today, but beneath the small
complex of geodesic domes which trapped the thin atmosphere and allowed it to
be conditioned, enriched and made breathable, there had once been a wealthy and
thriving community. Jaz read a brief history on the public link saying how
Hell's Breath made its name as a stopover on the first long-haul treks from
Central to the Middle Worlds, way back in the days when that still took years.
It had, according to the same source, been in its time, a naval base, a luxury
resort and a ‘bohemian escape for the literati’, whatever that meant. But
history long since passed it by and FTL changed it from prime location to
pointless backwater. 
 
Nowadays it survived as a tourist destination and
the final resort for those like Jaz himself, who wanted to go somewhere other
than where they came from and were not too bothered where that might be. Little
more than a lump of rock, twirling through space, with a civilian port facility
used by the most shady and least wealthy
of the freetraders who needed a no-questions-asked fix or conversion done. As a
place to hide it suited Jaz: close enough to civilisation to allow him to keep
tabs on events and far enough out of the minds of civilised people to let him
keep a low profile. 
 
He had known Vel at the Hope since his earliest
mercenary days and she had not even blinked when he showed up, penniless and
exhausted, fifteen years - more - after he last walked out of her bar. A cleanup, sleep and meal later, though it had
been different. 
 
“Word has it you settled down in the ‘City years
back. I’d not expected to see you around here again.” 
 
Jaz, still nursing a pounding headache he gained
from travelling the previous few days in the poorly pressurised cargo store of
a ship with no proper passenger accommodation, did not reply. But, as he
suspected that silence would not be a problem for Vel. 
 
“So what happened, presh?
She throw you out on your useless,
no-good backside? Wake up to the fact she could do a whole lot better for
herself? Or are you just running from a little ‘misunderstanding’ with the
authorities?” 
 
“All the above,” Jaz admitted, his voice glum and
Vel’s face softened as he knew it would. 
 
“I don’t do charity here, Jaz.” 
 
“I know. I’ll get work. Trust me” 
 
She gave him a thin smile, marred by the scar
pulling down through her left cheek and eating into the corner of her mouth.
Her hand came out in a brief gesture and touched his, as it curled around his
drink. 
 
“I know you will, presh.” 
 
The promise meant taking whatever he got offered and
Jaz found himself running crates with a small time smuggling outfit. So
small-time, the ship, the best part of which belonged to Vel’s cousin, did
smuggling on a very part-time basis, when it was not being hired out to the
occasional tourist who came to Hell's Breath on a Pioneer Trail Adventure. They
all wanted to gawp at the famous flares, which were best viewed from low orbit. 
 
The smuggling runs were not frequent and always
without incident. Jaz sometimes wondered why Vel’s cousin even bothered to hire
him as muscle. The nearest he came to needing to use violence happened one time
when a small group of wiped out tourists stumbled into the dock just as the two
of them were unloading a cargo, demanding a sight-seeing trip out and refusing
to leave until Jaz persuaded them to come back the next day. 
 
In between runs, he lent a hand with the
maintenance of the ageing ship, took
tourists out to see the flares, helped out in the Hope, battled with the
accounts and taught Vel’s cousin’s little girl how to pull scary faces. 
 
In his free time,
he worked out or sat at a table in the bar of the Last Hope, accessing the news
or entertainment channels through Vel’s remote link and wondering if it would
ever be safe for him to return to the ‘City. He often thought about sending a
secure message to Shame Cullen to see if there was any word on how the land
lay, But that would have meant betraying his location and he knew from
experience no matter how secure a secure link was supposed to be, someone could
always unsecure it. And right now, he
liked no one knew where he had gone. It made him safe from the CSF and whoever
else in the ‘City might have felt the galaxy would be a better place without
him being a part of it. 
 
The time of Avilon’s
discharge came and went, fading into history with nothing to mark it except
Jaz’s own foul mood. Even Vel’s cousin’s daughter kept away from him for a few
days. He came out of it after a while. Because the truth was, he could not do
anything about it. He did not even know if Avilon survived his last year with
the Specials, let alone if he somehow made it to the ‘City. 
 
A while after that, one evening, sitting up late in
the tiny, ill-ventilated cubicle which served as their office, playing with
numbers the accounting system needed to make the ledgers balance, Vel’s cousin
came out of nowhere and offered him a full partnership. He realised then he had
become a part of the furniture in the Hell's Breath community. For some reason, they thought they could trust him, that
he was not going anywhere and could be counted on. 
 
The thought unsettled him and he told Vel’s cousin
he would think about it. She shrugged and said it was up to him, then scooped
up her daughter. The child was all bundled up under the jacket Jaz had taken
off and draped over her when she fell asleep, cuddled in beside him. Vel's
cousin took the little one off to bed, ignoring the sleepy protests about how
she was not at all tired and wanted to stay up with Jaz. 
 
Vel’s cousin was tough, funny and clever. Good
company - and pretty enough when she wanted to be. He could think of far worse
ways to live. But in the end, it all came
down to promises and trust. 
 
But it changed things. 
 
Even though he never said 'yes'. The fact he stuck
around after that made a difference. Meant they trusted him more. He started
sharing more with Vel's cousin - like meal times
and sleep times. Sometimes just sitting together and saying not much after
Vel's cousin's daughter went to bed. And Vel involved him more with the
day-to-day running of the place - like dealing with the awkward tourists,
overseeing the resupplying of the little colony, even managing the Hope on his
own some days. Jaz was not sure it was what he wanted, but he liked it made Vel's
cousin smile a lot more than she had been when he first arrived. And he liked
it there were even nights now and then when he was not waking her with his bad
dreams. 
 
That morning he took the ship out, with an elderly couple from someplace he never
heard of in Central. To listen to them talking you could think they were the
actual people on those long-haul stopovers at Hell's Breath and knew it in the
lost glory of its prime. And maybe they were. 
 
If he had not been so caught up in his own thoughts
he might have asked them about it. As it was he took them back only just in
time to make their connection to the planet-hopper they booked for passage out.
Then he went to the Last Hope, sat at the back of the bar beside the cairn of
stones, eating a fruit lunch, watching the door with the habit of years and
thinking about trust. 
 
It had been a long time coming, but now he made up
his mind. He'd speak to Vel in a bit and get her to set up a nice dinner for
later - something special, for two. Then over dinner,
he'd talk to Vel's cousin. He wanted to make it special so she would know he
meant it. Know she really could trust him. 
 
The man who entered would have stood out even in a
crowd. Here in the Hope, where the main colour was drab and the mood most often
dour to sullen, he did not so much attract attention as cause it. One thing Jaz
had learned in his time under the domes on Hell’s Breath, was how to judge
people by their dress and manner. He could spot at a glance now, the kind of
tourist who you could double charge on the viewing run and the kind you would
refuse to allow a tab in the bar. 
 
Jaz’s first thought was this must be one of the
weirder ones. One of those who came here and talked about the mystical power of
the flares or liked to make artworks in the micro-g viewing pod on Vel's
cousin's ship. Too much money to spend, looking for something different, some
new experience, to spend it on. But even as his thoughts were going over what
he needed to say to Vel's cousin over dinner - what he wanted to say to her - something
kept him watching and not dismissing the new arrival as he would under normal
circumstances. 
 
There was nothing too outlandish about this man’s
style of dress, although it hinted at the kind of wealth level you didn't often
see around Hell's Breath. The fabric and cut looked sophisticated and expensive
and the visible jewellery suggested he was trying for taste rather than bling.
But if elegance was the effect he wanted to achieve, he failed. His hair - an
untidy tangle of tawny-gold curls - ruined it, that and the addition of a very
cheap looking opaque remote-link visor over his eyes. 
 
“Ma says that funny man just came in on the hopper
that took the oldies out.” Vel’s cousin’s daughter wriggled into the seat
beside Jaz and started helping herself to the fruit on his plate without
asking. “She said Auntie Vel said to tell you to check his luggage. She thinks
he’s carrying something. Uncle Dom said the sensors were going 'whip-woah' when
he went through them.” She licked her fingers and reached back to the plate. He
gently grabbed the small hand before it could remove the last slice of fruit
and then pushed the child firmly away. 
 
“Tell your ma thanks - and stay out of here the
pair of you.” 
 
The little girl treated him to one of her more scary pulled faces, then slipped out the
back of the bar and through the door Jaz
knew led passed the kitchens and out to the tiny demountable cabin beyond that
she, her mother and Jaz called home. He watched her go in his peripheral
vision, feeling a marked relief when the door slid closed behind her. But his
focus remained fixed on the new arrival as it had throughout as he finished the
last piece of fruit. 
 
Vel’s nephew’s boyfriend stood behind the counter
and seemed to be answering the visitor’s questions just fine. They were
standard enquiries. Did they have a vacant room? How much would it be? What was
included in the price? The newcomer seemed polite enough and Vel’s nephew’s
boyfriend managed to check him in to one
of the two remaining suites which were still
habitable. The man remarked how authentic and old style it was they had actual
rather than virtual keys for the rooms and a human checkin, not an AI. 
 
Vel’s nephew’s boyfriend explained, his tone sweet,
how the automated system was out of order on a temporary basis. It had been for
at least as long as Jaz had been there. Even offworld
pre-bookings needed to be linked in from the network and processed through
manual data entry. The blond man complimented him on his skill and made as if
to move away from the counter to go to his suite. But then he turned back, his
movement sudden, as if just remembering
something. 
 
“Oh yes, whilst I think of it, you don’t happen to
know if there is a man by the name of Jazatar Baldrik staying here?” 
 
Jaz felt a cold stillness within and flexed the
muscles of one arm to feel the reassuring presence of an energy snub, linked
thanks to his time in the Specials, on his inner arm. Vel’s nephew’s boyfriend
shook his head and smiled an apology, as he explained there was no one of that
name staying here. 
 
Jaz felt badly frightened then and the adrenalin
kicked in. The kid could have no idea the danger he was placing himself in by
covering for Jaz. For lying to a member of the security forces he could face
ten years on a charge of obstructing justice, if they let the case get as far
as a tribunal hearing – worse if they did not. In a sudden moment of
realisation, he saw he placed them all at risk – Vel’s cousin, her daughter,
Vel herself, all her family – just by being here and letting them take him in. 
 
And they trusted him. 
 
He pushed back from the table and stood up, the
movement drew the attention of the new arrival who turned to look, eyes
invisible beneath the visor but a wide smile now growing below it. Jaz did not
watch the distracting smile, he watched the hands and the stance, but they were
relaxed, nothing signalled intent to attack. 
 
“Kerzun,
could you check if we have any more lunches booked.” 
 
Vel’s nephew’s boyfriend, bright enough to have won
himself a place recently at a good Central study institute and to be gaining
top marks there on his link assignments, needed no other hint and stepped back
behind the counter and through the door as fast as he could, his face paling.
Jaz, very glad to see him go, crossed the room towards the blond man, closing
down the distance between them in a few quick steps, to get to hand-to-hand range, so he could be surer of
control and, if needed, a kill. The blond man let
him do it, still smiling and relaxed.
 
“Jazatar Baldrik I assume?” 
 
The voice was light and sounded much too happy. 
 
“Who the fuck are you and what do you want?” 
 
To his own ears, Jaz's question sounded more like a
snarl. 
 
The smile beneath the visor grew even wider and the
blond man reached up to remove the obscuring remote-link, revealing a pair of
disturbing, intent, orange eyes. 
 
“My name is Durban Chola and I need you to help me
save the soul of Avilon Revid.” 
 
Jaz made a decision and let the energy snub slip
smoothly into his palm. Members of the Coalition’s security forces did not talk
like this man and they were never going to afford his wardrobe. They were also
going to be a lot better trained than to make such a spectacle of themselves in
a place like the Hope. 
 
“It’s alright Vel, I’ve got him.” 
 
The door through which her nephew’s boyfriend had
left was open a crack and now slid wide, allowing Vel to step through it,
cradling a bulky ex-military issue energy weapon in her hands. 
 
“You know this one, presh?” 
 
Jaz shook his head, his eyes not leaving the blond
man. 
 
“Not yet – but I think we’re going to get much
better acquainted.” 
 
Vel glanced at the main door to the bar. 
 
“Then perhaps you might like to take him somewhere
a bit quieter for a chat?” 
 
The blond man's smile remained, it did not look
much dented by the way things were happening around him. 
 
“A chat would be good by me,” he told them and reached into his coat. Jaz fired a snap
burst that burned into the bar counter close enough to singe the fabric of his
sleeve. The blond man froze for a moment then withdrew his hand in a slow and
careful way, back into view. His smile faded a bit more too. 
 
“I just wanted to get my key out so we could go to
my room to talk.” 
 
Jaz was taking no chances. He was committed now. 
 
“Put your hands on the counter, nice and wide.” 
 
The blond man turned, his movements slow and did as
he was told. Jaz closed into him and ran an exploring hand over his body. The
small energy weapon had a remote muscle-tension fast release holster. Now that
was not something the average tourist would dream of carrying, or even a man
thinking to take along a bit of extra protection.
It was semi-specialist equipment for civilian security or someone who expected
trouble and knew a fast draw could be the difference between life and death and
took that threat seriously enough to self-train and practice. Jaz completed his
search, found no more weapons and spoke to Vel as he stepped away, his words
urgent. 
 
“If someone has traced me here I’m going to have to
go – I can't risk it. Can you tell your cousin to get my things packed? She'll
know what. And when Blondie here has told me what’s going on, I’ll need the
first flight out to anywhere before his friends arrive to look for him –
whoever they may be.” 
 
“We talking Central?” She meant CSF. Jaz could see
Vel was more than worried. He thought for a moment. He did not want to make
that kind of mistake, the price would be too high. Then he shook his head.
 
“No. I don't think so. More like ‘City types – but
I’ll find out and figure what you need to do about it.” 
 
Vel nodded. Her eyes now dark with anxiety. 
 
“I know you will, presh.” 
 
She trusted him. 
 
The blond man recovered himself some, and he kept
up the smiling, even if the brilliance dropped a good couple of notches lower
than it had been before. 
 
“If it makes you feel any better," he said,
"I don’t have any ‘friends’ around to back me up – sad to say. I'm here on
my own account, pure and simple, on my own business. No one else knows I am
here. ” 
 
Jaz had been frightened too much to be gentle. 
 
“I hope that’s the case,” he snapped, his tone
vicious, “means you’ll be the only one I’ll be needing to drop then.” 
 
The blond man knew 'City slang as he lost a little
colour. But then he gave a sigh of mock sorrow that made Jaz want to drive a fist
through his face. 
 
"And here am I so hoping we might be
friends." 
 
“You can use the cellar, presh," Vel
suggested, “and I’ll talk to Lea for you.
Our Vando has a refuse shipment going out
later today if you need to get rid of something.” She nodded towards the new
arrival. 
 
“Is there any point me saying anything?” the blond
man protested. “Why not just shoot me now and be done with it since you have
already decided on my fate?” 
 
“Oh, you’ll
get plenty of chance to say something, Choba,
Choola or whatever you want to call yourself,” Jaz assured him, his tone grim. Vel
produced some archaic magnocuffs from somewhere under the counter, holding them
up like she just did some magic trick. Clipping one over the blond man’s
nearest wrist, Jaz pulled the other arm back roughly to lock in the second. It
occurred to him as the cuffs closed the restraints were so old they might be
impossible to remove again, but that was not going to be a problem the way
things were going. 
 
“Chola,” the blond man said, sounding as if he were
trying to be helpful and making no attempt to resist. “Durban Chola – I am a
friend of Avilon’s. We died together and now I have his soul.” 
 
Jaz spun him round and looked at him close up.
Above the ever ongoing smile, the orange eyes were brilliant with something
that could have been intelligence – or maybe more like insanity. 
 
“He’s either brainlooped
or on something strong,” Vel said, shaking her head, “I think you’ll be after
putting him out of his misery anyway, presh.” 
 
“Alright. Alright, I am exaggerating a little,”
Chola’s tone sounded in a worrying way just like Vel’s cousin’s daughter caught
out in a half-truth about the fate of a missing fizz-drink. “I don’t actually
have it on me – but I do know where it is.” 
 
Vel glanced towards the remote screens above the
outer doors again and gestured Jaz to hurry past her. 
 
“Them freetraders staying in room four-five are
coming in, you’d better get that loop out the way.” 
 
Jaz pushed the blond man through the door beside
Vel and guided him, unprotesting, along
the passageway beyond. The cellar was a storage area at the far end, built back
deep into a natural cave, which left it about as well soundproofed from the
point of view of the rest of the inhabited area as anything could be on this
rock. 
 
He sealed the door behind them and snapped off the
security monitors, keeping one eye on his unwanted guest. The blond man stood
still where Jaz left him, looking around with curiosity at the storage units
which lined the walls. It was a large room and despite the units, there was
still plenty of space in the centre. It was not an ideal place to conduct an
interrogation, but Jaz had made good use of far worse in the past. 
 
Chola stopped taking in the room and gave Jaz a
disarming smile. 
 
“So, where do we begin?” 
 
Jaz stepped in and hit him hard with a double blow
to the guts and groin, then kicked him a
few times for good measure once he was on the ground. It felt good to see the
smile replaced by a grimace and after the fear, Jaz was even glad to allow
himself the luxury of venting his anger, with violence, in a good cause. He
stood back and waited a few moments until the blond man recovered himself
enough to talk. Still on his knees and half curled over into a foetal position,
he gasped out: 
 
“Was that necessary?”
 
"Oh yes," Jaz assured him. 
 
"I don't have a problem talking to you." 
 
"Good." 
 
"So do you want to ask me something?" 
 
Jaz nodded, pulled him up and hit him again,
catching him as he thumped back on one of the units, to prevent his head
impacting a solid supporting joist which could have caused too much damage. Instead, he slammed the back of his fist across
the blond man’s face, and then let him drop again with a final kick. Chola did
not move this time, remaining head forward, body slumped back against the side
of a storage unit. Jaz grabbed a handful of the tawny hair and pulled his head
up. 
 
“Ok, Blondie, now let’s see if you can talk some
sense.” 
 
The smile had gone, a trickle of blood dribbled out
from the corner of his damaged mouth and a large red welt marked where a bruise
would soon swell up and force one eye closed. For now, the orange eyes were clouded with pain and an emotion Jaz
could not work out. He let go of the hair and the blond man leant his head back on the storage unit, legs
drawn into his body, hands behind him pressed flat on the ground as if to
stabilise himself. 
 
“I’ve been talking sense - you just don’t seem to
listen,” he said, voice slurred between broken lips. 
 
Jaz put his boot on one hand, grinding the bones
into the hard floor. The blond man gasped
but did not scream, which meant Jaz had not broken it, but it would no longer
offer a rapid a push-off point to let the
blond man jump up fast. Whoever he was, he had some kind of training, but they
were amateur tricks. Keeping his foot on the injured hand, Jaz steeled himself
to be patient and start with the basics, the safety of everyone here on Hell’s
Breath could depend on him getting it right. 
 
“Alright, we know your name is Durban Chola. Now I
want the name of who you are working for,” he demanded, keeping his tone
freeze-box cold. 
 
“I’m not working for anyone.” 
 
Jaz put more weight on his foot and the blond man
yelped. 
 
"I'm not. I'm here on my own account. No one
else’s" 
 
It could even be true – by now even a complete loop,
as Vel called him, would have realised he was a dead man unless he had the
threat of backup and the chance to
negotiate some kind of exit deal on the strength of it. He was not doing
himself any favours if he was lying about it, that was for sure. 
 
“Then where did you get my name from?” 
 
"Avilon Revid." 
 
Jaz just shook his head. 
 
"You think he didn't?" the blond man
asked. 
 
Jaz shook his head again. 
 
"No. I know he didn't. Try again." 
 
Chola needed to swallow before he could reply and
he looked like he found that very painful. When he spoke this time his voice
held a slight trace of his previous flippancy. 
 
"I’d say it’s more a matter of who didn’t
mention you.” 
 
“I want some names,” Jaz snapped, crushing more
weight down on the damaged hand. The blond man yelped again. 
 
“Shame Cullen and Elias Bazath.” 
 
A criminal boss and a top of the list bounty
hunter. At least neither were going to be hand-in-glove with any Coalition
agency. It was kind of ironical though Bazath’s
name should be mentioned now. He once held Jaz in the exact same kind of place
he now had this man. Jaz still wore the scars to prove it and the slight limp
had been corrected by chance during one of the physical enhancement surgery
sessions he received in the Specials. 
 
“They sent you?” 
 
“No. I already said no one sent me. They were just
the people who I've heard mention your name. Which is what you asked me." 
 
"What are you to Bazath?" 
 
"The man who set him up to be killed. You are right, though, Avilon never mentioned your
name, but he spoke of you enough I knew who you were when Bazath did say it.
And if it makes you feel any better Bazath is dead – Avilon killed him years
ago.” There was an edge now to the blond man’s voice, but it was the edge of
impatience, where Jaz would have expected to hear desperation or fear. “Why
don’t you just let me tell you what happened and why I am here? It would save
you a lot of time and me any more unnecessary pain.” 
 
Jaz ignored the suggestion, he would get to the
truth in his own way. He was not about to let this man dictate the
interrogation, that way he could be lulled into missing something important and
this mattered too much for that. 
 
“So how come you know people like Cullen and
Bazath?” 
 
“I’d have thought you’d be more interested to find
out how I know Avilon.” 
 
Jaz put pressure on the already damaged hand and
ground down on it. The blond man drew an over-sharp breath and continued
quickly: 
 
“I worked for Shame Cullen for a while, when I
worked in the ‘City for a couple of years – that would have been almost two
decades ago, around the time you were just starting to make a name for yourself
with Sardis Magen and his crew. You were already being talked about by a lot of
people - in a good way, I mean. Then I went home and maybe a decade later I met
Bazath – six or seven years ago in fact - he was there hunting Avilon.” 
 
“’Home’ being?” 
 
“An insignificant and very primitive Periphery
world not even the Coalition cares enough about to go near.” 
 
“Called?” 
 
“You won’t have heard of it – Aargh! No, my hand! Alright.
The people who live there call it Temsevar.” 
 
Jaz moved his booted foot and stood back. He was
getting some genuine curiosity going now, maybe this man did have something of
interest to tell him. 
 
“So what was Avilon doing on this place Temsevar?” 
 
“Trying to get off. He was the sole survivor of a
ship that crash landed there.” 
 
“Sole survivor?” 
 
“It means the only one,” Chola told him in a
helpful tone. Jaz hit him hard across the face. He just realised which ship
Avilon could have crashed in if this man
spoke the truth, and that he could have
been on it himself had things worked out that way. 
 
“What happened to Avilon?” 
 
“He fell afoul of local customs.” the blond man
said, speaking with some difficulty and pausing to spit out a gobbet of blood.
“They enslaved him.” 
 
“And Bazath found him?” 
 
“Eventually. Avilon killed him, thanks to me. I set
Bazath up for him.” 
 
“You set Bazath up?” Jaz found that very
hard to believe. He knew Bazath as one of the sharpest operators in the
business. Not someone to be fooled by smooth words and a smiling face. 
 
“He trusted me – he had no choice. I knew the local
market and local politics. He didn’t.” 
 
Possible. Doubtful - but possible. 
 
“And Avilon?” 
 
A rapid knock on the door interrupted Jaz and he
crossed the room to open it, the energy snub ready in his hand. Vel’s nephew
stood there, holding a small black case. 
 
“We found this in his luggage. Auntie Vel thought
you’d want to see it. She said to tell you she could find nothing about him on
the public links either.” As he spoke he looked past Jaz to the crumpled heap
of humanity on the floor of the cellar. “At least nothing by that name. You
sure you don’t need a hand, Jaz?” he added, sounding hopeful. 
 
Jaz took the case and shook his head. 
 
“Thanks for this, and thanks for your offer, but
no. No thanks.” 
 
There was a look of something a lot like
disappointment on Vel’s nephew’s face as the door sighed shut between them. Jaz
cursed and turned back to Chola who must have used the chance offered by the
distraction, to pull his damaged hand out of the way behind his body. 
 
“You should be very careful with that,” the blond
man warned him, looking at the black case. 
 
“Why? It rigged to explode?” 
 
“No – but it is very precious and fairly fragile.” 
 
Jaz crouched beside Chola and placed one hand on
the catch release of the case. He saw no sign of panic in the orange eyes. If
anything they seemed to be registering some kind of anticipation. 
 
“You won’t be able to open it, it’s keyed to me,”
Chola told him. Jaz tried the catch anyway. It did not open. Not too much of a
problem. He knew where Vel kept tools which could break into it if need be. If
it was not rigged. 
 
“So what’s in it? What’s so valuable? Jewellery?
Rare meds? Your life’s savings?” 
 
Durban Chola shook his head and finished the
movement with a wince. 
 
“I already told you and you did not believe me.” 
 
Jaz felt a spider crawl of cold descend along his
spine. 
 
“The soul of Avilon Revid?” 
 
“I don’t know how else you can describe that which
makes a person unique in themselves.” 
 
Jaz looked into the orange eyes and saw Chola
looked deadly serious. He believed what he said. 
 
“You are insane,” he said, knowing the alternative
was too unthinkable to consider. 
 
“I’ve wondered the same thing myself sometimes,”
Chola said, his tone mild and reflective. “But on this count – not guilty. If
you want you can remote access the stream and see for yourself, just let me
open the case for you or it will destroy the contents.” 
 
If this was a lie, then it was all a lie – if this
was true… 
 
But that way lay insanity. How could it be true?
Any of it? 
 
Jaz reached down and released the magnocuffs, which
opened and fell away as smooth as if they were new, a little to his surprise.
The blond man brought his hands round to his lap and for a moment cradled the
one Jaz had been working on close to his body. It was obvious he was getting a
lot of pain from it. Chola left the damaged hand resting in his lap and held
out the other, fingers extended to fit the secure biometric ID lock on the
small case. 
 
“It’s a good thing I always carry a spare,” he
said, lightly and then withdrew his hand with exaggerated care as if to show
Jaz he had no intention of using it for anything untoward. “There is a remote
access port built into the device,” he explained,
as if wanting to be helpful. 
 
Jaz said nothing and retreated towards the door
before he released the catch on the case. Inside he saw a cylindrical object
made from some kind of biogenic substance he did not recognise. He found a
regular enough data access adapter
patched onto it, but it looked crude,
done by someone with little real expertise. Jaz picked it up and clicked the
adaptor into the data port on his wrist, then ripped the thing out in the same
instant as his mind suddenly flooded with images, emotions and alien thoughts.
He tried to make some sense of them, but it was like looking for a pattern in
chaos. The disorientation was enough to make his stomach nauseous. Just as he
disconnected the device, fearing he might retch or vomit, one image forced its way
into his mind’s eye, so vivid the hairs on his nape prickled. 
 
Then the world lurched in a weird way and he became
fully aware of the cellar again. Chola still sitting against the storage unit,
nursing his hand, watching Jaz with an expression of open curiosity. 
 
“You will remember I did advise remote access,” he
said, his tone chiding. 
 
“I saw myself,” Jaz spoke as if against his will,
choking out the words, trying to make sense of the experience, “but it wasn’t
me.” 
 
“Ah,” Chola said, then smiled, which looked painful
with his battered face. “What would we not all give to see ourselves as our
friends see us?” 
 
Jaz looked at the cylinder he held in his palm then
slid it back into its case and clipped it onto his own belt. The blond man had
not been lying. In that moment, he had no doubt at all what he just experienced
came - somehow - from the memories of Avilon Revid. 
 
“How did you get hold of this?” he demanded, his
voice hoarse, his throat closed up with emotion. 
 
“It’s a very partial recording,” Chola said quickly.
“The real thing is elsewhere – and not so portable.” 
 
“I said how – “ 
 
“I made the recording myself. And yes I know it
would be worth a fortune to the right buyer. All that information about Avilon Revid’s terrorist buddies, their training
grounds, sympathisers and contacts in the establishment. We could make a
fortune you and I, Jaz.” 
 
Jaz crossed to him in three swift steps and pulled
Chola to his feet, using his forearm as a bar across the blond man’s throat. The
anger blazed up so strong it took an extreme act of self-control not to
complete the move. Chola was choking his eyes rolling back into his head and
Jaz released him again to drop to the floor. 
 
“You disgust me,” he spat. 
 
The blond man could not answer him, he was having
obvious difficulty getting his breath back. Leaving him there on the floor of
the cellar, Jaz restored the security monitors and left, sealing the door
behind him. It was a large room. There should be enough air for Chola to breath
for a bit and right that moment Jaz badly needed some air himself. 
 
In Hell's Breath, privacy anywhere in the open was
at a premium. 
 
In Hell's Breath, if you wanted privacy you went to
your own accommodation and closed the door, but Jaz was already feeling too closed
in and the thought of shutting himself in the cubicle he and Vel’s cousin
called home was too much to take. So instead he went to the one patch of open
ground the domes boasted – a small viewing platform, surrounded by a few
struggling plants from where tourists could sit and look out at the incredible
but barren landscape surrounding the tiny island of habitation on the planet.
It always felt odd to walk there as the gravity generator for this part of the
settlement never seemed to function right and you felt half your weight again.
He once heard some of the tourists swear they could see the flares lighting up
the sky in the distance from here. But even with a powerful ‘scope, it would be
impossible, unless you bounced the view off
the comms sat in orbit high above. The
nearest flare was well over the horizon and then some. 
 
There were three benches, set in a half circle to
take advantage of the clear viewing panels which formed a mini-dome around
them. The benches could have been old enough to have been set up by whoever
piled the rocks of the cairn in the Hope and the one Jaz chose wobbled a bit
beneath him. Above him rolled the darkness of Hell's Breath’s perpetual night,
not just space but infinite space. He closed his eyes for a moment and tried to
get his thoughts together and rid his mind of the images he had seen. 
 
It was like encountering a ghost. A man he believed
gone forever, suddenly as close beside him as his own shadow. No. Closer. A
friend he had lost, returned from oblivion. 
 
Jaz sat very still and wondered what he was
supposed to do with that. He had been on the verge of making a decision to
commit himself to a life on this forsaken rock – a life which, if not lavish
and inspiring in the way he might once have dreamed life could be, at least
promised some chance of peace, warmth, companionship and the slight but real
hope it might eventually shrink most of the living nightmares of his past into
something he could close the door on. Eventually. 
 
But now something had happened which, until it was
dealt with, would continue to rip him from sleep in a cold sweat every night
until he died. He looked out to the stars and saw the patterns others had seen
and named, deep in the chaos of space and wondered what he should do. 
 
In Hell's Breath, if you tried to find privacy,
everyone knew where to find you. 
 
“Did you kill him?” 
 
Vel’s cousin’s daughter clambered onto the bench
beside him and touched his hand with curiosity. Jaz looked down and realised
there was blood on it, Chola’s blood. 
 
“No.” 
 
“Are you going to kill him?” 
 
Vel’s cousin. She picked up the child and took the
seat beside him, sitting her daughter on her lap. 
 
It took him a while to answer her as it was the
question chewing on the edge of his thoughts since he left the cellar. 
 
“Not here.” 
 
Vel’s cousin looked at him. Her clever eyes read
his meaning and her tough soul made her turn it into a joke. She forced a
smile. 
 
“Vel always said you were like those freetraders’
ships Dom’s uncle patches up for them – dropping by for repairs, then soon as they’re
fixed, off and never seen again. I told her the state of you, you'd be here a
good long while getting patched up.” 
 
Jaz said nothing. There was nothing he could say.
He had made and broken too many promises to let himself blight another life –
another two lives – that way. 
 
Vel’s cousin sat with him for a time, whilst her
daughter chattered on, pointing out to them both the names of star patterns in the rolling darkness above and
when the real ones ran out, making up shapes and names for them. Then, of a
sudden, Vel's cousin got up and holding the child firmly by the hand, walked
away, straight and proud, without looking back. Her daughter’s voice carried
behind her. 
 
“You didn’t say bye – you always say bye.” Then, a
few moments later: “Ma, you got something in your eye again?” 
 
Jaz remained at the viewing point for a short time
more, thinking about what he needed to do, and who he needed to do it to. When he got up and went back to the Last
Hope, he was unsurprised to see Vel waiting for him in the bar but he found it
hard to meet her eyes. 
 
“You’re leaving then?” 
 
He nodded, noticing the travel pack of his things
already made up for him sitting on the bar. 
 
“I need a ship, Vel.” 
 
“I don’t do charity, remember?” 
 
“No, but you need me gone. It is 'City not Central.” 
 
It was not a total lie, but the truth would not
have helped anyone in Hell's Breath. Vel looked at him for a long moment, the
skin around the scar paling enough to
notice. She drew her lips into a thin line and flicked her gaze across the bar
and back again. 
 
“Sometimes our Dom gets careless at his uncle’s.” 
 
Jaz thought about that for a moment and glanced across the room to where two
freetraders were sitting with Dom, working on getting themselves stoned, to the
accompaniment of much laughter. Then he leant
over the bar and picked up his bag. 
 
“I’m sorry, Vel - and I really mean it.” He had to
say it, and she needed to hear it, but the words still sounded hollow. 
 
“I know, presh,” Vel told him, sounding brusque,
“your kind always are – and always do.” 
 
“Tell her – “ he struggled to think of some words
that might help, but none came. Vel shook her head at him, she looked weary. 
 
“She already knows, presh – or she will when she
calms down again. It’s nothing new or special. She’s been there before. It’s
like this scar, see – once I was too young to afford to get it all fixed up –
and now I’m too old to care if it is or not.” 
 
“If I could –“ 
 
But Vel would not let him finish. 
 
“The only thing you can do for her – for anyone
here – now, is go and go fast.” 
 
She spoke with a bite
of anger, but there was nothing but sadness in Vel’s eyes and there was nothing
Jaz could say to it, so he picked up the travel bag and left the bar. The
security monitor on the cellar had nothing interesting to report, he dropped
his bag outside the door and went in. 
 
Durban Chola was sitting at the far end of the
room, watching the door. He did not get up when Jaz entered. 
 
“You took your time.” The voice sounded hoarse.
"I apologise for what I said. Believe me, it was a necessary test. I
needed to know you are in this for the right reasons." 
 
“Right reasons?" Jaz echoed in disbelief and
shook his head. "Just tell me,” he said, “why come to me with
this?” 
 
Beneath the halo of tawny-gold blood-flecked hair,
the orange eyes seemed to be appraising, as if the blond man were making some
kind of major decision about him. Then Chola pushed himself to his feet with
both hands and brushed the riotous hair back. His face still bruised but more
like he had been hit a couple of days before. Despite the damage, his smile
made him look innocent and cherubic. 
 
Jaz felt the same spider crawl of cold he felt
before and the blond man’s smile became even more innocent looking, if that could be possible. 
 
“I mend fast,” he was saying, voice smooth now,
answering the unasked question, if inadequately, first. “And it was you because Avilon does not have so many
friends – and even fewer who could be of any use to him in this.” 
 
“There were a lot of people willing to put their
lives on the line for him when I first met him,” Jaz countered, “and most of
them were trained to use one of these.” The energy snub had been in his hand
since the moment Chola started to get up. 
 
“Really?” Chola sounded intrigued, “And they are
all ex-Marines, ex-mercenaries – and with five years survived in the Specials
alongside Avilon behind them? Amazing. Must just be coincidence I picked on you
then.” 
 
Jaz felt his guts tighten. 
 
“If you're expecting it to be so dangerous what
makes you think I’d come through? Avilon is a friend, yes – but I don’t commit
suicide even for friends.” 
 
To his amazement,
Chola laughed. 
 
“I was not proposing suicide,” the blond man
assured him. “Besides, if you don’t want to help out, you can turn me down and
I’ll go my way.” 
 
“Yeah. Sure. I'll be letting you do that,” Jaz
agreed with unveiled sarcasm. “Last question for now: How did you find me?” 
 
He needed to know Vel and her family would be safe,
that his leaving made them more so and did not draw danger onto them. 
 
“Hard work and good fortune,” Chola said, without
hesitation. “And, as I already told you, I don’t have ‘friends’ ready to
descend – in fact, come to think of it, I don’t have many friends at all.” 
 
He said the last bit with a slight sadness. 
 
“So how?” Jaz insisted. 
 
“I can't say you are too unpredictable – you are
not hard to profile. You were not in the 'City and you would never hike off
into the far reaches of the Periphery. Central would be barred as it’s too well
monitored and most of the Middle worlds are either too civilised or not
civilised enough to support your needs. That narrowed things down to around a
couple of thousand possibilities. So I looked at the taxation statistics.” 
 
“Huh?” 
 
“Air tax, to be precise. Returns from Hell's Breath
indicated a new adult resident breathing the expensive air here and no new name
on the permanent population. It showed up as just the kind of place a man like
you might try to lose himself - reasonable tech level, poor policing, shady
economy. I’ll admit I was not sure, but it seemed worth a try.” 
 
Jaz swore. If one person could find him that way
another could, far-fetched as it seemed. 
 
"We’d better get going then," he said,
his tone cold, stepping in to reattach the magnocuffs then gesturing the blond
man to move ahead of him through the door.
 





















IX  
The exercise yard in the detention centre formed
one of those spaces which looked bigger from the outside than when you walked
around in it. On each of the four sides,
the cream and grey walls of the main block reared like unscalable cliffs,
pockmarked with what passed for windows: grey-blue light admitting panels, as
secure as the rest of the wall itself. They only acted as windows if you had
the right connection, otherwise, they
offered an opaque blankness to unaugmented
vision. Needless to say, Charis did not
have any connection here. 
 
The first day had been the worst. Or maybe not. At
least then she felt the protection of emotional numbness, spreading like a
muffling bed-quilt over all her sharper feelings. From the office, two armed
women led her to a small cell somewhere in the depths of the Immigration
Services office building. But before she had time to do more than wonder when
she might wake up and find it all a dream, they shipped her out, secured to her
couch, along with another forty or so people. 
 
Most were younger than her by a lot, looking as if
they just became official adults a few days before and knowing they faced a
terrifying and unknown future in a strange place, alone. They were all
frightened and confused - or angry because they were frightened and confused -
and even if she had been able to speak to them she would have no words of
comfort to offer. They were little more than children being ripped from their
families and the one world they knew, to be sent to places where, from what she
had seen on the far side of the spaceport barriers, the phrase 'living hell'
could be more than an understatement. Some older faces were very noticeable amongst them, but those looked
hardened and weary, more as if they had lost a battle than faced an unknown
horror. She wondered if her face looked like that. 
 
To be fair, the accommodation at the detention
centre itself could not be described as in any way inhumane. No worse than the
military barracks she lived in on her service and better than some of the
rougher freight layover-hostels she had known. The food was basic but adequate,
the rooms slept four and the beds were clean and comfortable. She found a range
of games and information services on offer and aside
from the routine requirements of mealtimes, exercise and an overnight lock-in, no real restrictions on socialisation
amongst the detainees.
 
There was no link out. 
 
When she first arrived they took her few,
remaining, personal possessions - jewellery, clothing and links - issuing her
with the standard detainee uniform on the pretext of protecting her possessions
and clothing from any risk of theft or damage. Feeling like a prisoner being
processed into gaol, she began asking for the right to contact legal representation
and when that fell on deaf ears the right to contact her family. 
 
The woman, who was handing out a pair of thin-soled
shoes to her at the time, wore an impatient look, but not one lacking in
kindness. 
 
"Your family are not in Central. I am sure you
will be able to find them when they send you back home." 
 
She felt a sudden cold fear her mother had vanished
somewhere, away from Central. Then a bitter, dark irony grew from the very
heart of the fear, as she realised this woman was telling her something else -
something different and even more disturbing. 
 
She shared her room with three others. Two were
under twenty and Faida, an old hand at
this, who looked to be well into her thirties. 
 
"My fourth time through," she told them,
sounding almost cheerful about it, on the first night. "Each time they
throw me out I make my way back. My adoptive folks raised me in Central, I have
a child who is a full citizen and I don't plan on walking away from him just
because some bureaucrat says I am not allowed to live there." 
 
"But how do you get back?" Maev, one of the two younger ones wanted to
know. 
 
"I'll work my way, hitch a lift. Even stowed
away once - that is not a good way to try, take my word. But if your heart is
in Central you will find a way back, no matter if it takes you years. Thing is,
most of you lot don't bother - perhaps if everyone did they'd stop throwing us
out." 
 
"I'm coming back," Charis said. Faida
gave a brief laugh. 
 
"You say so now - but it's a bit different when
they drop you in the middle of nowhere with less than the price of a night's
shelter." 
 
"I don't even know where they plan to deport
me to, but as long as it has a spaceport I will get back - even if I have to
steal a ship." She added the last with a dry twist of humour. 
 
Faida drew in a sharp breath and her lips tightened
in disapproval. 
 
"Well that is a good way to make sure you
never get to come home," she said, her tone cold. 
 
Which made Charis feel more terribly alone than
before. 
 
Maev
and their final roommate, Skala were silent and afraid most of the time. Skala
often cried. Her parents had been killed in a war on whatever planet she came
from and as far as anyone knew, the war still raged on. Maev seemed a little less distressed. She spoke of a brother left
behind in Central with a loving foster family, who were not rich, and clung to
the promise they would try to send her some money when she could tell them
where she wound up. Maev said she planned
to build some kind of life back on her home world so in a few years, when Central deported her brother, he
would have someone to look out for him. Charis found herself wondering who
would be looking out for Maev in the
meantime. 
 
Things fell into a certain inevitable routine as
the days rolled by into one. Food times, exercise times, and lots of free time
with nothing much to do. Charis got chatting with any number of people, all
with a story to tell, but often they were there the one day and gone the next.
This place was not a destination, just a transit camp. Those who arrived were
all heading somewhere else, being processed and then waiting until enough
others turned up needing to travel in the same direction to merit the cost of a
ship being sent. Charis knew her ship would be a while coming. Not many people
would be being sent home to the outer reaches of the Periphery. 
 
Sometimes she would try to recall anything she knew
about the planet of her birth. But she could not even come up with its name,
which showed how unimportant she found it in her life to date. She could
conjure some vague early childhood memories, but most felt more like the memory
of a memory. Such as the time she saw a toy of some sort and so wanted it, but
now she no longer remembered what the toy even looked like. She did remember on
occasion, someone crying and holding her, telling her not to be afraid, but she
did not remember what she was being told not to be afraid of. Memories from her
journey to Central were more vivid. She could still picture a man with a beard,
who laughed a lot and told her funny stories, who explained her mother was not
going to come back, but that she wanted Charis to be safe and happy, which was
why Charis travelled with him. And her name? What had her name been before? She
could not remember. 
 
One thing she knew for sure, given any chance at
all, she would not go back to that place. And the good news was, it looked more
and more certain now she would have that chance. Since she arrived at the
detention centre she learned anyone who could show useful talents or training,
might be given the alternative choice of being granted residency on one of the
Protectorates or Independent worlds, seeking to boost immigration generally or
find people with specific skills. Surely someone, somewhere vaguely civilised,
would want a good pilot? 
 
Walking around the exercise yard one day, a little
over a cycle after she arrived, under the gaze of the obscured windows and open
to what little of natural light and air they were allowed, she realised she
might be fighting a losing battle. She was no longer allowed to be Charity
Sweetling, Freighter Pilot, Class One through Eight Shipping, Fully Licensed,
with a much admired defence lawyer for a mother, specialising in human rights
and a much missed father who had been a well respected artist - and who had
earned her own right to be regarded as a valued citizen of Central and the
Coalition by having completed military service. This place made her into
someone else, someone she did not recognise and never wanted to become. One
thing she held onto through all the misery and which gave her hope - she knew
her mother would be moving the stars in their courses to find her. When she
did, which Charis did not doubt for a moment, there would be an end to this
nightmare. That thought alone kept her from breaking down completely. 
 
The man that stumbled against her came close to
knocking her flying and she turned on him in irritation. 
 
"You should look where you are going,"
she said and turned away again but he held her arm. 
 
"So should you," 
 
"Excuse me but I was not the one knocking into
anyone," she tried to shake her arm free. 
 
"No. But you might get into trouble if you
don't look very carefully where you are going." 
 
Charis found herself staring at the man. It was
hard not to. He was very good-looking, wearing the inevitable detainee uniform
and not one of the youngsters, maybe her own age or a bit older. He stared at
her with his ice blue eyes, as if willing her to say something - or as if she
should understand something more in what he said. She shook her head and pulled
her arm away, walking off fast. 
 
A trivial incident, but it left her feeling uneasy
and the next session in the yard she looked around to see if she could see the
man again and ask him what he had been about. But she could see no sign of him
there. The day after, she received a summons to attend her interview. 
 
At last. 
 
It might have been the sub-conscious effect of how
the previous official interrogation she went through ended, but she went into
the minimalist interview room feeling sick. A panel of three people appeared to be sitting behind a security
protected desk on the far side from the door. She could see nowhere to sit, so
she stood, feeling awkward and more than a little resentful of the security
precautions - that they felt she might be dangerous enough to need it. More so
as she suspected the three were not even there, just projections.
 
"Charity Sweetling," a woman sitting in
the middle started speaking the moment the door closed behind her, "you
are under arrest on a charge of conspiracy to commit an act of depredation in
free space. As you are not a citizen of the Coalition you have no right to legal representation until you come to
trial." 
 
It took her a moment to register the fact the two women
and a man who were sitting behind the desk all wore the badge of the CSF - not
the Immigration Service. Charis stared at the woman who spoke, her mind
blanking as she tried to make sense of the words. 
 
"Arrest?” she said, her voice sounded shocked
and incredulous to her own ears. “An act of - what?" 
 
The man sitting on the right leant forward and said in a quiet voice. 
 
"Piracy." 
 
Shaking her head in disbelief Charis took an
involuntary step forward and found herself suddenly pinioned, immobile with
shards of sharp glass being driven through her veins. 
 
"Do not approach the security screen it has a
synaptic disruptor positioned a short way in front of it to prevent fatal
accidents." 
 
As the woman spoke, her voice jangled like a
metallic tuneless melody in Charis' ears. The pain faded as she stepped back,
her mind struggling to find any thread of rationality in what these people were
saying. Badly frightened now, she shook her head in denial. 
 
"I don't understand - I have not been planning
piracy - or anything else." 
 
"We have three live witnesses to your
admission of such a conspiracy and a full recording, so there is little point
denying it." It was the woman in the middle who spoke. Charis fought back a surge of desperation and worked
hard to recall anything she might have said or done to provoke such a ludicrous
charge. Nothing. Blank. She tried to think what her mother would ask. 
 
"Who are the witnesses? Am I not allowed to
know?" 
 
After a slight pause and an exchange of glances between
the woman in the centre and the one on the left, the former gave a nod. 
 
"I think it is enough for you to know they are
amongst those you have shared quarters with here." said the woman sitting
in the middle. 
 
Skala? Faida? Maev?
Enlightenment dawned but with it incredulity. It was ridiculous. No rational
person could imagine she meant anything by her comment. Then she felt cold as
she remembered Faida's reaction. Faida -
who wanted any way she could find to get back into Central and stay there. 
 
"Oh for -" Charis caught herself before
the word slipped out. "Can’t you people tell a joke when you hear
one?" 
 
"None of the witnesses believed it to be a
joke. Bearing in mind you also possess skills as a pilot and substantial
military training, the Coalition has to take your statement of intent as a
determining guide of what you will do. It would be irresponsible of the
Coalition to allow you to be deported to a location from where you could indeed
carry out your stated intention." 
 
Charis shook her head, trying to let the insanity
of it slip away and looking for any solid of logic she could hold on to. 
 
"My 'substantial' military training consisted
exclusively of flight training. I signed up as a pilot and never even saw
active combat. I was the one shunting supplies
around to the bases, not much different from civilian freight shunting. Yes, I
did the basic weapons handling courses, I even hit the top tier for accuracy,
but you get no choice - you have to do them. But that is going back over eight
years ago." 
 
"So you would admit you have the capacity to
carry out your threat?" 
 
"I already told you it wasn’t any kind of
threat. I have a gleaming clean licence, no civil or criminal charges ever
against me either in the Coalition or outside it - that’s more than half the
merchant fleet pilots can lay claim to. You have no evidence I would carry
through any act of piracy. I wouldn’t, even if I were ever in the hypothetical
place where it might be an option open to me. If I need to leave any planet you
put me on, I'd wait to find a freetrader
who wanted me to help spell them on the
run out to wherever they were going and I am sure I would get someone to take
me." 
 
She stopped speaking, feeling a bit more sure of
herself again. It had to be obvious to anyone the charge held no basis in
reality, it only needed the slightest gleam of common sense to see that. 
 
"Except you would not have a legal licence to
pilot any vessel in Coalition space. You forfeited yours the moment you ceased
to be a citizen," the man said, his words calm and measured as if
explaining the obvious to a young child. With a shock of revelation, Charis
realised, then, nothing she said would change their minds. She felt an upswell
of pure frustration and self-pity and fought back the tears which sprang, sharp
and sudden, into her eyes. 
 
"Does it even matter what I say to this? Will
it make any difference to what you plan to do with me?" 
 
Her words were met with
silence and all three of the people behind the desk watched her as if expecting
something more, then the man said. 
 
"Perhaps not what you say to this - but
there is a very great deal you may be able to say which could help your case.
But first let me ask if you are aware of the penalty for conspiracy to commit
an act of depredation in free space should you be found guilty? Which as things
stand is inevitable." 
 
Charis thought for a moment and did not like the
answer that came back to her. 
 
"I would imagine it is the same as for piracy
itself - which is a capital offence. So
usually means the Special Legion." 
 
The woman on the left smiled at her as if in
reward. 
 
"Of course, your foster mother is a lawyer -
it is to be expected you would know such things. Were that not the case we
might be led to suspect you had already investigated the penalties." 
 
"My mother has defended several cases of
supposed piracy in recent years," Charis said swiftly. "Successful
defences in all but one of them." 
 
The man nodded. 
 
"As we have already pointed out, you would not
be entitled to any legal assistance since you are not a citizen of the
Coalition. I am sure you do not need me to explain what it would mean for your
case when this comes to trial." 
 
Charis thought and thought hard, pushing back the
sick feeling of panic which began lapping at the edges of her mind. This just
did not make full sense. If they had her
pinned on the board for this crime why bother to keep talking? Why three of
them? Why did they not just have her dragged off and shipped out to a
high-security prison to await trial? She could almost hear her mother's voice raising
the points, demanding she think it
through and not just react. She drew a steadying breath. 
 
"I think you have me right where you want
me," she said, trying not to sound either emotional or over-confident.
"That you are still talking to me makes me believe there is a lot more
going on here. What do you want with me?" 
 
The woman on the left exchanged a slight
told-you-so nod with the man and then sat back with a look of interest on her
face. The woman in the middle made a rapid note and then looked at the man. He
raised one eyebrow towards his companions and then turned to Charis. 
 
"Your profile does not lie about you. High
centile intelligence. Good emotional stability. You keep yourself fit?" 
 
Charis bit down on the sudden crazy whirl of hope
which started up in her stomach and gone dancing up into her throat making it
hard to talk for a moment. 
 
"As fit as anyone else," she said,
feeling cautious. "Nothing like the levels I maintained in the military of
course." 
 
The man nodded. 
 
"I think we may have some grounds here for a
conversation," he said, his face looking more pleasant now. "But
before we do I would like to underline again that in the event you choose not
to cooperate fully with us, you have a criminal charge with a death penalty
waiting for you." 
 
Charis nodded, her facial muscles tight. Whatever
they were going to ask it would be dirty and dangerous. But they had been
careful to push her to this point so it must also be something they needed her
for and her in particular, no one else. Maybe there would be some small bit of
room for manoeuvre. 
 
"You may as well tell me what you want me to
do, I know I don't have any choice." 
 
"There is always a choice," said the
woman on the left, her expression sharpening for a moment. 
 
Charis decided not to try and split that hair so
she said nothing and looked towards the man who seemed to be the one of the
three delivering the active information. 
 
"When you leave this room you will need to act
as if nothing untoward has happened here. Can you do that?" 
 
Charis wondered whether they were questioning her
acting ability or her courage. She nodded on the basis it covered both. Then,
seeing the slight look of impatience on her interrogator's face, added: 
 
"Yes, I can." 
 
"You will claim
if anyone asks, you were given an interview regarding your status and your
preference of deportation destination. But it is doubtful anyone will ask. What
we expect is someone - one of your fellow detainees - will approach you and ask
where you are being deported to. You will say you have accepted an offer to be
placed on Thuringen, which is presently requesting skilled migrants from
Central." 
 
There was more, and a few things Charis needed to
commit to memory there and then, she could not have anything written down. As
some kind of briefing it lacked just about everything she might have wanted
but, with her life resting in the scales, she tried hard to show she had the
ability to pick up fast on what they required. At the end she realised why they
pulled this in against the certainty of a death sentence - the task they were
asking of her came close to being one as well. 
 
Then it was over and Charis stood for a while in
the corner of the exercise yard just breathing the air and feeling an
overwhelming rush of relief. 
 
"Are you alright?" 
 
She looked round
feeling her guilty secret must be naked on her face. It was the same man who
catapulted into her the previous day. He wore his silver-blond hair cut short
and his eyes reminded her of a mountain stream, a pale grey-blue. He even
looked concerned, as if he cared about her answer. Charis shook her head at
him. 
 
"I'm fine. Never been better. One day I'm
running tourists to fun destinations and the next -" she shrugged.
"Not sure it could get much better." 
 
The man with the ice water eyes smiled, a very slight smile. 
 
"My name is Foss, Foss Fingal. I wanted to
apologise for yesterday." 
 
His voice sounded cool and clear, like the same
mountain lakes his eyes conjured."Charity Sweetling. And nothing to
apologise for. We all have one of those days. But I think in here, I am having
one of those lifetimes." 
 
"You are out soon? I guess you just had your
interview." 
 
"Yes. And I should be. They offered me
Thuringen or some place on the Periphery I've not only never heard about, but I
never want to either. At least Thuringen is some sort of civilisation. But I
don't know when I am going." 
 
The shy smile which has been lurking in the pale
blue eyes emerged into sight. 
 
"I'm heading to Thuringen as well." 
 
"Oh?" Charis put a touch of enthusiasm
into the word as best she could. "I know Reichstein the capital quite well, used to shunt cargo there." 
 
Foss looked sheepish. 
 
"I guess I'm just ignorant then - the place I
always think of when I think of Thuringen is Starcity. Never knew there were
any other big settlements there. So now I don't know - I mean I had thought
we'd be going to the ‘City, but if there are other places there, maybe
not." 
 
Charis was beginning to find the whole situation
unbearable. Right that moment, she needed some time to process, think, consider
and just chill. What was she supposed to say to this man anyway? 
 
"I don't know," she said. "I've not
landed in the 'City before - visited it once on a stopover at Reichstein. Took
in a show and had a few drinks. But that's all I know about it. And about all I can tell you about Reichstein is it has a
decent accommodation lodge in the port. You have to realise, we cargo shunters don't normally get much chance to see
more of a world than its spaceport - and you seen
a couple of them, you pretty much seen them all." 
 
"You are a freighter pilot?"
 
Her heart thumped at the edge of keen interest in
Foss' voice. Charis wondered if she would even have noticed it if she did not
expect it to be there. 
 
"Yes. And all they say about us is true - we get
paid way over the odds for the five minutes every third run when the AI can't
quite do it alone. But those five minutes are always tense." She managed
to smile at him. Few really understood that being a pilot was less about
knowing how to control all aspects of a complex space vessel and more about
running herd on the AI that did so. Knowing how to cope and compensate when any
aspect of its operations went awry and which backup systems to use, when. It involved a lot of doing not much,
punctuated by some very intense, high-pressure
moments in which the wrong decision could be literally catastrophic. "That
said I did get to fly the old-school proper way once when we had to take the AI
offline - two days, me and a co-pilot and some awesome FTL calculations, but we
made it back." 
 
"You make it sound easy," Foss said, his
own smile full and warm now, as if
sharing something with her. 
 
"It wasn't hard - just difficult." 
 
He laughed. 
 
"Right. Yarp. I get it." Then his smile
faded a little. "So what are you going to do once you get to
Thuringen?" 
 
Charis thought for a moment and decided maybe her
reply did not even need to be dishonest. 
 
"I have no idea. Try to build a new life I
suppose. If I can get the money together one day, I might be able to take
whatever local pilot's licence they need there. I could shunt cargo again. Even
if just in small ships." 
 
Foss nodded and his expression seemed to suggest he
might even understand what that meant to her to have to give up flying the big
ships. But perhaps it was just in her imagination. 
 
"Maybe you could become a freetrader? Be your
own boss," he said. 
 
"All the freetraders I ever met were
anything but - they spend most of their working life paying off on the ship
they bought. Which means they wind up taking one dirty job after another and
dreaming of the day one big run comes their way." 
 
"You sound like you've known a few." 
 
Charis shrugged. 
 
"I used to hang out at the some of the same
places freetraders do - and sometimes we'd talk and sometimes they'd try to
chat me up." 
 
"That does not surprise me." Foss held
her gaze for a moment and then looked away again as he went on: "We will
have to go eat in a few. Since we are going to both be heading to Thuringen and
both going to be alone when we get there - what would you say to the idea of
teaming up? Nothing sexual - unless you'd like. Just - teaming up to look out
for each other, to help get sorted." He glanced back at her. 
 
Charis let herself look as though she was thinking
through the idea, then as the short bark of the alarm told everyone outside the
doors were about to be sealed and they should head inside, she gave a quick
nod. 
 
"Alright. I like the thought of not being on
my own when we get in. And as for the sex - " Charis let her eyes roam
over Foss, taking in his compact muscles and the well-shaped face. " -
that is a definite 'maybe'." 
 
Over the meal,
she took her turn to interrogate Foss who told her about his job in data
networking and communications, a reserved career. Then a bad PTV accident meant
his taking longer than the allowed sick leave. His boss seemed fine about it,
saying he could come back as soon as he passed fit, but the moment his
unemployment status became official, immigration picked him up. They held him
in hospital during his physical
rehabilitation and then shipped him here. 
 
Charis nodded in all the right places and expressed
sympathy - and did the 'just like me' conversation,
when he got to that bit. She smiled a lot and even laughed a bit, sharing the
odd joke. When she left him to go to her room at lights-out, she found her
hands shaking. 
 
She avoided more than a brief 'hello' and
'good-night' to the three new women sharing the room. A chilling reminder of
the invisible threat hanging over her. But part of her could not blame Faida and
hoped she would at least get to be with her child for good now. Maybe Maev would not need to risk herself for her
brother either and Skala might stop crying from fear of the unknown. It was
very hard to judge them in a place like this. She knew she could not look with
honesty into her own heart and think she would have done anything differently in their places, had she been
offered the same chance. 
 
Sleep came at last and brought very little of rest.
Then she was woken early and told to prepare for immediate boarding. The ship
for Thuringen had arrived. So she fixed a brave smile on her face and went with
the flow. 
 





















X 
In a long list of things not to do in life, Jaz
felt sure he just managed to hit a new, all-time,
personal low. 
 
It was not a good idea to walk out on the best
chance of a halfway decent life you were going to get this side of old age. It
was never going to be a good idea to walk out on that life whilst abducting a
probable lunatic, in an ex-freetrader's ancient and obstinate ship. And it was
most surely not a good idea to let the said abducted lunatic pay for the
getaway vehicle. 
 
It was a ship, but not one Jaz could do much with.
Probably not one anyone could do much with. Like most freetrader's vessels he ever had the misery of being aboard,
it had more wrong with it than right and every time he needed to do something
the ship fought back. In his opinion, it would have been a mistake to steal
this ship, it was a definite mistake to have paid good money for it. But then
he had not bought it - Durban Chola had. 
 
It felt very strange to be taking someone offworld,
with no small intention in that being to torture and kill him and yet to be
leaving on a ship the intended victim, who was very aware of the fact, had
freely offered and provided the means to buy. 
 
Jaz found the freetrader's vessel - little more
than a dead hulk - in Dom's uncle's
maintenance bay. Opening it up and
herding Chola on board, he began working on resecuring the blond man's hands
and fixing him out the way so he could sort the ship for takeoff, when Blondie started up: 
 
"Call me foolish, but I think beginning this
with an act of piracy is going to make things even harder than they will be
anyway. As soon as the owner reports this ship stolen we'll be on Coalition watch
lists everywhere and you do know there would be an investigation which would
show up you were here." 
 
Jaz felt venomous and tightened the cuffs another
fraction. Aside that, he ignored the jibe
and got on with what he needed to do. But Blondie seemed to like the sound of
his own voice and have no idea of what it was not a good idea to say when being
held under duress. 
 
"Far be it from me to suggest you may not have
considered the longer term consequences, but I can offer a way round that difficulty.
Why don't you let me buy the ship? I'm not a watched name on any Coalition
lists and we could avoid the inevitable 'being on the run' scenario. Much as
I'm sure you would love to have some added excitement in your life." 
 
Jaz did not hit him. He wanted to, probably more
than he wanted to hurt anyone for a long time. Instead,
he stopped checking out the ship and dropped into a crouch beside the stanchion
he used to secure the blond man. It was wrong. It was pointless. It broke all
his own rules. He meant it to be brief. 
 
"You know the term 'borrowed time'?" he
asked. 
 
The blond man gave a sudden bright smile. 
 
"So I say: 'Yes' and then the punch line is
'You are on it' and then I look scared and shut up?" 
 
Jaz drew an unsteady breath which gave Blondie time
to add: 
 
"This is too important, Jaz. This is Avilon's
life. This is more than just his life - it is your life and the life of anyone
you care about and who cares about you." As he spoke his face shifted to a
grimness Jaz had not seen it wear before. "Don't let what you think of me
mean you make a mistake which is going to harm all that." 
 
For some unknown reason,
Jaz found an image in his mind of Vel's cousin's daughter trying on her
scariest face with two shadowy teenagers sulking somewhere in the background.
That, and Vel's cousin's expression the moment before she got up and walked
away from him. 
 
In the outside world, he was looking into a pair of
orange eyes which now held no trace of humour at all. He hated to admit it, but
the blond man was right. Jaz pulling a piracy charge was going to be bad for
the residents of Hell's Breath and they would know it. 
 
Know it - and Vel would not allow it. 
 
"There won't be a piracy charge," he
said, hearing the cold certainty in his own voice, knowing what he said was
true, knowing Vel would have it covered at whatever cost to herself and her
family, knowing the price would be too high for them and knowing he could not
let that happen if there was any way to prevent it. "And who the hell are
you to have the kind of money to hand that could buy this?" He flicked one
hand in a brief circular motion to include the ship. 
 
"It is not my money. It is crowd funded by
'The Friends of Avilon Revid' - well one friend more than any - the Temsevar
branch." 
 
Jaz decided that could wait for the time. The ship
was more important. 
 
"Legal money?" 
 
Blondie nodded. 
 
Jaz threw out a link from the ships remote comms and stuck it on external sound. 
 
"Vel. How much you
paying that freetrader for this hulk?" 
 
Short silence. 
 
"It's ok, presh. I can handle it." 
 
"How much?" 
 
Another short silence, but of a different nature. 
 
"We settled on one-eight-five with the repair
bill knocked off." 
 
Jaz helped keep the accounts. It was enough to
break their finances to the bone. He looked at the blond man and saw him give a
slight shrug and then nod acceptance at the amount mentioned. 
 
"I got it for you Vel. Just - just take
care." 
 
"I will, presh. And you." 
 
He needed to unsecure Chola and watch him, close
up, as he performed the transaction, being sure to double check Vel's finance
log details were correct. After, and having seen the amount left in Chola's own
log and wondered some, he resecured the blond man and completed pre-flight
checks. That done he linked out to Dom's uncle, who gave him clearance, and took the ship out. 
 
"Where are we going?" 
 
Blondie. 
 
Jaz was still busy with trying to navigate into a
sub-light stream, letting the AI click up the beacons to get orientation. There
was not much traffic around Hell's Breath but it was not worth the risk of
trying to shoot out without following the protocols. All it would take was a
tourist hopper dropping into the stream at the wrong moment and there would be
a big explosion. 
 
"I do so hope you have some idea of where you
are going." 
 
Blondie again, sounding pettish. Like he knew
better. If he could find the time he'd dig out some tape to stick over his
mouth. Should have done before taking off. The trouble was the whole 'Blondie
buying the ship' thing got him off guard and made him careless on the details.
He had to get past that. In the end, it
made no real difference to what he meant to do with Chola. 
 
He wanted to get to the bottom of what the blond
man was telling him. He needed to figure if any of it might be true and if it
was then - well, then he would have to sit with himself and ask himself what he
should be doing about it. Avilon was like his brother and he could no more walk
out on a chance to help him than he could walk on a chance to help himself. But
what if this loop for all his money and the top-clip
tech was some clever scammer or maybe insane? Which was just as likely - no, more
likely than the story he seemed to want to sell Jaz. 
 
He just shut the door on the one place he might have
fitted, now the best he had to look forward to was a bit less than not much.
Maybe with a ship he could scrape a
living around the Periphery and the
Middle Worlds. Low-level smuggling. It
would be dirty runs, he knew the sort. Had met too many of the people who ran
them. Maybe he could try to get back into his old trade. He still had enough
edge to keep up with a merc team and could bring them a lot of experience. But,
having run with some of the best, he was painfully aware the only people who
would touch him after he served in the Specials were going to be those who
would be expecting him to be willing to take on a private basis the kind of
gruelling and hazardous work he did in the Specials for the supposed public
good. 
 
Then there was always the 'City. He knew he had the
ability to make himself useful enough so someone like Shame Cullen would see
him right. But if he went back having been told to stay away before, he could
not be sure his welcome would be so warm - and if he went back he would be marking
his path to the CSF again, whatever their interest in him might be. And working
for Cullen he would be giving the CSF every reason to take an interest in him. 
 
He was not exactly swimming in a sea of golden
opportunities. 
 
It was very hard not to hold that against this
blond freak who just walked in on his life and blown it to hell. 
 
"You could consider talking to me - I might
have some useful input on where we could go, what we could do, that kind of
thing." 
 
Blondie. Why hadn't he thought of taping his mouth
shut before they left? 
 
Jaz swore as the sub-light resonant cavity drive
glitched out and he wound up having to spend too much time, sitting in the
middle of the stream at a standstill, whilst he figured some way to coax it
back to life. At least that stopped him thinking a bit and by the time he got
it sorted he had a rough plan sketched out for the immediate, if not the longer
term future. He set the AI to calculate his chosen destination and power up to
jump into FTL mode as soon as it could. As he did so, a small part of his mind
wondered if this ship would be able to bear the stress of the gravitational
jolt that meant without breaking up - another part observed, with something
close to indifference, the way his life ran right now, it probably did not
matter if it could not. He linked the ship by remote access as he worked on it
and now he moved the link to his scalp wire so he could monitor it with the
same kind of ease as he once took data from the Lattice. Then he was free to
turn his attention to the other problem. 
 
He wondered if he might do better to try and get
some sleep in first, but decided he would not shut the questions out of his
head until he got some answers. He wanted to sleep on a solution, not a problem. Either Blondie was going to be on-side - or he was no longer going to be an
issue of any kind. In that frame of mind, a selfconscious black and white with
very few shades of grey, he went back over to the blond man and crouched beside
him. 
 
"At last," Chola said, his face lighting
up into a sunny smile as if Jaz was an old and much-loved
friend returning to see him. His face was almost free of the signs of the
damage Jaz inflicted earlier, just some fading purple marks left under the
skin. Jaz realised, with a sinking sensation, he would have to start again from
the beginning if he was going to get what he needed to know. 
 
"Who are you?" 
 
"I already told you. Durban Chola." The
blond man's smile warmed another notch or two. 
 
"And who is Durban Chola? There is nothing on public link about you and I've sure as hell
never heard of you." 
 
"I already told you that too - I am a friend
of Avilon Revid." 
 
Jaz rocked back onto his heels as the gravity jolt
hit. The local internal and the shifting external fields interplayed for a
moment before stabilising again. He wondered if he had the energy for this
after all. He suddenly felt very weary with the whole situation. 
 
"Blondie," he said, after a long moment,
"I could carry on as we were going back on Hell's Breath. But then I'd be
assuming you were not planning to be helpful. And if I thought that, I'd not be
being at all careful with you. The regen trick is neat. But from what I've seen
of it so far I don't think it's going to cover you at the speed I can
work." 
 
He held the orange eyes with his own, willing the
other man not to make a bad decision. For a moment the smile faded in intensity
and became kind of brittle. Then it restored to a more natural look, but
several degrees less brilliant than it had been. 
 
"I can so see why you and Avilon got
along," he said. Jaz flexed the fingers of one hand and said nothing.
Waiting to see what choice the blond man would make. And he pushed it hard to
the line, or perhaps he saw Jaz begin to move so he made the decision. 
 
"My name is Durban Chola and I was born on an
unbelievably backwards planet called Temsevar. I use the word 'born' loosely
here. I was not born as such - I was grown from cloned, heavily edited genetic
material. I am therefore biologically human - but I am also something else.
Something not human." 
 
Jaz began to straighten up. This was so not going
to go the way he hoped it might. 
 
"I'm not lying." The sudden tension in
the blond man's voice might even have been fear. Jaz stepped a bit away
wondering if he would do better to attach Chola's arms to the upper stanchion
to get more access to his body. It would make him feel more vulnerable anyway
so that made it worth it. 
 
"What you call my 'regen trick' is a part of
it. I can work with the energy in my body, it is the kind of being I am. I'm
not lying. It is what I am. If I were not then Avilon would be truly dead. Hard
as it may be for you to believe we are on the same side. You need me." 
 
His voice pitched into increasing desperation and
Jaz let him talk as he unclipped the wrist restraints from the lower bar and
pulled the blond man to his feet, resecuring the clip on a higher one. High
enough to make Chola need to take some weight on
his arms. He wondered which internal organ he should start on - nothing
immediately fatal, but he no longer cared much about the longer term. So he
needed something which would hurt real bad and this self-healing freak could
not brush off. Kidneys. He moved in. 
 
The acute and incisive shock of pain cut through
his brain and he staggered back involuntarily, head throbbing, vision blurred,
blind instinct taking over, running his body on automatic, putting distance
between himself and the blond man, before
he slipped to sprawl backwards on the floor. For a few long moments he could do nothing, nothing at all
except wait for the sensation to pass. 
 
"And I can do that too," Chola said, his
voice sounding like he was speaking the wrong end of a long sewer pipe away.
"I'm not human, Jaz and I'm not lying to you." 
 
The wired link scrabbled
data in the corner of Jaz's eye and he tried to concentrate enough to work out
what it said. The data feed dropped before he could figure what it was trying
to tell him and the AI checked back on. No alarms, so probably just a standard
status report. It took longer than he would have liked to be able to get back
on his feet and face Chola again. Much longer. 
 
This time he kept some distance and had his energy
snub in one hand. 
 
"What the hell are you?" 
 
The blond man looked at him for a moment and he felt
a cold prickling over his scalp. His body feared another assault like the last.
His every instinct said to use the snub and drop this bastard before he could
do - whatever - again. But some small corner of his mind was telling him no. If
Blondie could do that maybe the rest was not a lie - maybe the memories were
real. Maybe Avilon did need him. 
 
"I do not have the words to explain it to
you," Blondie told him. "That's being honest,
not difficult. And I am sorry if I was - well, a bit rough with you. You were
going to do me some bad damage and I was not willing to let you. But if you
mean you want to know what I can tell you, give me a chance and hear me out
before you make another judgement." There was a pause and the orange eyes
held his own for what seemed a long time. "Please." 
 
Right in that moment,
Jaz wanted to put his head under a cold shower and forget everything. Forget
Chola. Forget Avilon. Even maybe forget Hell's Breath. Certainly forget the rest. He pressed one palm, the hand not holding
the snub, against his right eye which was still suffering from small shooting
darts of pain and light. The other eye and the weapon he kept steady on the
blond man. 
 
"I'm not getting any cosier than we are,"
he said, his voice a little hoarse to his own ears. "You talk. I'll listen
and we'll check the score card at the end. But try that - thing - again and you
won't be breathing anymore." 
 
Despite the threat, it was just as much an
admission of defeat and the sudden spreading warmth in the smile of the other
man told him Blondie knew it. 
 
"Then for now just take it as a given I'm not
entirely human. Maybe something will come along to make my explanation make
more sense." 
 
"Just go on," said Jaz, knowing he
sounded tired."Whatever the fuck you have to say, just say it." 
 
"Alright. Avilon was with me on Temsevar when
we uncovered something my kind - my non-human kind - were trying to do which
would have, well, hurt people. A sort of attack, if you like. Avilon helped me
stop it. For which you, me and everyone else owes him a bigger debt than we
could ever repay. In the process, he
died. Not his body, but all he had been and become. You've met the result so
you know I am telling the truth." 
 
Jaz nodded slightly - grudgingly. No one outside
the CSF and the Specials should be able to have known what Avilon had become -
but it was not impossible this man could have heard about it somehow. 
 
"So what happened to him to do that?" he
asked. 
 
"He was trying to fight one of my kind, as a
distraction so I could destroy their bridgehead. He took on the task knowing he
could not hope to win, knowing he was just the feint.
We both thought he'd die in every sense of the word. We both thought we would
both die, come to that. But somehow Avilon's body came through unscathed. Maybe
he was strong, or just lucky - or unlucky depending
how you see it." 
 
"So why didn't you help him before this, since
I can see you came through this supposedly suicidal fight untouched?" Jaz
found his anger increasing as the bite of fear receded. 
 
"I was - unavoidably detained," the blond
man said, with a sad smile. "You see, I'd used a cryogenic capsule to
freeze myself out of being human and it had a five-year
timer set on it - which I might have paid more attention to if I'd realised
then how things would turn out. By the time I came out of hibernation, Avilon
was long gone." 
 
"How long ago was that?" 
 
"When I thawed out? About a year and a half
standard." 
 
"So why the delay? Why wait so long to come
looking for your good friend who you owe so much to?" Jaz knew he sounded
disbelieving - but then, big surprise, he was. He wanted something - anything -
to mark this story as provable and
plausible. Yes, the memory thing was good, but it could still be some kind of
strange new art-tech or whatever, something he'd not come across before and
Chola was just counting on his ignorance. Yes, the headache attack was
convincing, but it could still be something else too, something technological
and mundane. 
 
"I was on Temsevar," Blondie told him as
if it explained everything. "I was on the wrong continent on the wrong
side of a planet where the fastest means of transport has four legs. But I also
needed some backing. I was not about to go scouring the galaxy for Avilon
without a credit to my name. So I needed to put in some social-engineering time
with Avilon's fan club on Temsevar. A fan club of one who also happens to be
extremely hostile to me, personally. So it was a hard sell. Anyway, by the time
I fetched up at the spaceport I had an expensive cargo with me, which I then
worked very hard to make a good profit on. You've seen my account." 
 
Jaz thought about that for a few moments as Blondie
went on talking. 
 
"I was not in a huge hurry anyway. I
discovered soon after I thawed out, Shame Cullen lifted Avilon offworld from
Temsevar, so I knew if he still lived he would have been sold on into the hands
of his enemies and had been for some years before I was in any place to do
anything about it." 
 
"Shame Cullen?" Jaz was shocked
speechless. Through his mind flitted images of the people who followed him all
over the 'City and Shame Cullen saying: 'It's for the best, son'. 
 
"Yep. The very man himself. Or herself. Or
themselves. Or - whatever. If you want to know who sold Avilon to the
Coalition, then that is the 'who'." 
 
"You can prove it?" Jaz was finding this
about as hard to run with as the whole ‘not-human’ scenario. 
 
"I could introduce you to someone who knows
next to nothing about the Coalition and its affairs and yet who named Cullen as
the man who lifted Avilon from Temsevar. That is the one bit of proof I have.
But think about it for just a few moments and you'll see it makes a lot of
sense." 
 
Jaz shook his head, but not in any denial. The headache was almost gone and he was
beginning to think clearly again. If this was true it made a huge difference. 
 
"Then let's buy it for now," he said.
"Cullen sold Avilon to the Coalition. Avilon wound up with me in the
Specials. I'd always assumed the memory thing was what they did to him when
they got hold of him - that they interrogated him and somehow wiped his mind.
But from what you say he was like it when they picked him up. It must have
ground them off something bad he had nothing he could tell them about The
Legacy." 
 
Blondie smiled. 
 
"Which brings me to the other factor - and the
even bigger reason for my wanting to find Avilon." 
 
Jaz touched the capsule canister still attached on
his belt. 
 
"The memories?" he asked. 
 
The blond man nodded and rewarded his perception
with a wider smile. 
 
"The memories. Now I have to say first I had no
idea about them when Avilon and I took the action we did. I did not know enough
about how the things I was doing even worked at the time. It was some time later after I - um, how to put it -
found myself with a certain amount of enforced leisure time, when I learned about the memory storage. And no it is not
perfect, in all probability it will not
be complete, but whose memories are? But it could restore Avilon to close
enough who he was." 
 
The thought of such a thing being true - even being
possible - 
 
Jaz blinked to clear his vision and made himself
focus on the facts. 
 
"So you want us to find him and take him to
where these memories are stored and let him have them back?" 
 
"I think you have the key idea there. At least
enough you can see we do happen to be on the same side." 
 
"Yeah. if I could be sure any of this was for
real." 
 
"You could ask yourself what I stand to get
out of this if it is not," Blondie suggested."I have considerable wealth,
much more than you, so it can't be money. If for some odd reason I wanted to
kill you then it is clear I could have afforded to hire someone a lot more
competent than myself at such things to do it for me. And if I wanted to
persuade or coerce you into doing something, well I would have come up with a
lot more believable backstory to convince you." 
 
"You are forgetting the obvious, Blondie - you
could just be a random looper who got some sort of a warped fixation on
me." 
 
But the suggestion lacked conviction. 
 
The truth was he was not one hundred Chola was
giving him the whole story, or even a story that was the whole truth, but he
was starting to think there was something in what the blond man was saying. The
one way he could see to ever get to the reality of it meant letting Chola run a while. If there was even an outside
chance some of what he said about Avilon was true - if the memory thing was
true - then he had no choice. And the bottom line of it all was he could not
afford to take the chance and presume it was not. That would mean turning his
back on Avilon for good. And even if it was all some sick fantasy, if the
evidence didn't stack and it turned out the blond man was running him a line
for whatever reason, well, the other options still remained for dealing with
him. With all that in mind, he walked
over to Chola and released him, stepping back as soon as he had done so. 
 
Chola stayed where he was, shaking out his hands a
bit. Jaz watched him, still wary. 
 
"You came looking for me," he said after
a few moment, "and that tells me you don't think wherever Avilon is he is
very safe - or easy to get to. Or you would just go find him yourself. So where
is he? Do you know if he even got his CRD?" 
 
The blond man started a shrug then changed it to a disarming smile as if caught doing
something ill-mannered. 
 
"I don't know for certain where he is now. But
I do know the Coalition have not lost interest in him. And yes, he was
released, though a lot later than he should have been. In theory, it is a
matter of public record to any in Central who want to look it up, but in practice, it was buried rather well out of
sight, where it would take someone who had good connections and knew what they
were looking for to find it. The date is given but not the place. No other
details were available as he had been released under Section Twenty-Eight,
which is to do with anonymity in cases where an offender’s life may be at risk.
Only the upper ranks of the CRD and the CSF will know and my source’s influence
did not reach that far. " 
 
Jaz felt something shift inside him almost
physically as he realised what the blond man was saying. 
 
"Then I know." 
 
Chola looked at him,
as if a bit puzzled by his words. Jaz felt his throat grow tight and he
swallowed hard, to clear it before he could speak again. There was no point not
saying because it was going to be their next destination. 
 
"I told him when he got out he should go to
the 'City and I would find him there." He broke off for a moment. He had
to. He drew an uneven breath before he could go on. "Avilon didn't want
to, said he'd not fit in. But I told him to trust me." 
 
Blondie's eyes, when he met them held an unexpected
and unwanted sympathy. 
 
"I don't think what you said or didn't say
made too much difference. I got sight of some of his pre-release info. The
Coalition neurocologists had him down to
run to you as being the single point of any meaning he still held in life.
Which, truth be told, was the main reason I came looking for you. I thought if
I found you, I would find him." 
 
"I didn't plan it that way," Jaz said,
his voice taut. He was angry at the exposure. He didn't like the idea of anyone
- and this blond freak in particular - knowing this kind of stuff about him. 
 
"I would never think you did," the blond
man told him. "You were just being a good friend. And because of that, I don't hold anything of what has gone
between us against you." 
 
Jaz let it go. He was so not ready for any 'big-hearted Blondie' routine, especially as he
had not ruled out the other, alternative, ending to this scenario yet. Instead, he asked: 
 
"How did you get sight of Coalition
reports?" 
 
"Same way as I was able to find the release
information - social engineering of the most obvious kind: I seduced a man who
could access them." 
 
"In Central?" Jaz needed to work on the
disbelief issue and knew it. 
 
"In Central. One document I got to read. Hmm…
let me see how did it go?" He pulled up a remote screen with a page from
an official document on it and began reading the last paragraph: "In
conclusion, there is every reason to believe following his attempts to protect
and nurture the subject through the rigours of existence in the Special Legion,
Jazatar Baldrik will have created a powerful emotional dependency which could
be exploited. It remains to be determined what Baldrik’s
motivation was in establishing this level of rapport and whether there may be
some link to any counter-social terrorist organisation still invested in the
subject." 
 
Jaz frowned, disliking the implications of the
quotation. 
 
“Just words,” he said, his tone dismissive. 
 
“Yes, just words,” the blond man agreed. “But those
particular words were responsible for you being exiled.” 
 
Jaz looked at him. Just how, exactly, could he know
about that? 
 
“So tell me.” 
 
Chola smiled a benign smile. 
 
“You tell me, Jaz, how did you come to be on Hell's
Breath? Not your stamping ground of choice. Everyone who knows anything about
you - and believe me I talked to a few of them - knows you were always a ‘City
kid. I'd guess you were warned off. No doubt by the well-known philanthropist Shame Cullen.” 
 
The blond man’s tone was light and mocking but Jaz
felt a sudden, deep, internal sense of things clicking into place. He had
trusted Cullen. Despite the new inner certainty, or perhaps even because of it,
Jaz tried to defy Chola’s logic. 
 
“Cullen is a criminal – the 'organiser' bit in
organised crime. No way would he - they - whoever - be working with the
Coalition.” 
 
The blond man gave a slight shrug, his amber eyes
bland as if it was not important. 
 
“Probably not consciously," he agreed,
"or even if consciously, then not willingly.” 
 
Jaz suppressed another surge of annoyance. 
 
"So what are you flying here? Stop edging round it and just talk straight"
 
Chola looked thoughtful,
as if the idea of doing something like that was new to him. 
 
“Alright. Talking straight. My guess is the
Coalition wanted you safe, warehoused, and out of the way of Avilon, as their
neurocologists were telling them without you, he
is much more vulnerable. So they pay or put pressure on Cullen who then gives
you heavy hints and lays you out a golden carpet to a place you can be watched,
managed and either used or eliminated as necessary, depending how things played out for them with Avilon. Is that
something close to what happened?” 
 
For a moment Jaz was silent. Processing. Then he
allowed himself a slight nod of agreement. 
 
“Yeah. Cullen gave me pre-booked tickets to
somewhere – implied his contacts there would look after me.” 
 
“But you did not take Cullen’s golden carrot, why?” 
 
There was a genuine curiosity in the orange eyes.
It was a good question. The offer had seemed solid. It would have given him a
fresh start and even meant he could have had news of his children. Any sensible
man in his place would have taken it. If Jaz claimed to have suspected Cullen
was being anything less than genuine, he would have been lying. In his
experience, if you wanted someone out the way you removed them from life, you
didn’t send them on vacation. 
 
“I just prefer things being on my own terms. I
figured if no one knew where I was I would be safer than if someone did.” He
broke off feeling this was sidelining the real issues. “Alright. I can see why
the Coalition might see me as something of a key to Avilon – but what the hell do
they want with him now anyway? He’s nothing but a shell of the person he used
to be. I should know, took me over a year to even find an individual human
being worth thinking of in those terms. But the past - well there is nothing
there for anyone anymore. So what would the CSF want with Avilon?" 
 
Chola gave him a strange look. 
 
"Six years ago Avilon Revid was the one man
who threatened the Coalition on a real and existential basis. Do you think they
are ever going to walk away from that? They are holding out for him to go right
back where he came from and to lead them there." 
 
"Then they've got a long wait coming. He
doesn't know where he came from. In fact,
he doesn't even like the idea of ever opposing the Coalition. He supports it,
believes in it and thinks it is the ultimate force for good in the galaxy. He
is - " Jaz struggled for words. "He is about as dangerous to the
Coalition as a six-year-old child." 
 
The blond man heard the words but it was obvious he
missed the meaning. 
 
"What about his Legacy colleagues? If they
approached him -" 
 
"If they approached him he would turn them in, to the CSF. Blondie, I don't think you have
a true idea of the number they did on Avilon. If you left him mindless, the CSF
left him - indoctrinated. If they pinned anything on some long term game plan
of setting him up to catch more of his own kind, then they played it very
wrong." 
 
He could tell by the way Chola took what he was
saying, the other man had not considered the possibility - or not thought
through the possible consequences of it - until now. So Jaz went on, his words
remorseless, what he had done - well tried to do - for four hideous years in
the Specials to make Avilon into some kind of halfway functioning person again
and how bitter the fruit of it all turned out. He finished by telling how he
worked so hard to run legal in the 'City
because he believed there was no other way he could make things right for
Avilon and how, in the end, the CSF themselves prevented that from working out. 
 
Blondie was silent when he finished. The orange
eyes watching him looked thoughtful and held something more - maybe a little
respect? It occurred to him, the blond man had not got to see so much of
Jazatar Baldrik the person and seen rather more of the ex-Special Legion
convict. Which, Jaz reflected, was not his own fault. 
 
"So, the monkey talks?" Jaz asked, not
caring it sounded unkind, as he let Chola absorb the last part of his account
and saw the blond man weighing up the new information. 
 
"It dances too," Chola said lightly.
"But yes, I'm sorry. I did make a lot of assumptions. And now I'm left
with the same questions you are. The CSF would have known Avilon's attitude, so
I was wrong to think they were using him that way. The first question is why
are they still interested in him then and playing these games around him?" 
 
Jaz managed a light shrug. 
 
"The second question is," the blond man
was saying "where do we go now?" 
 
That at least was an easy one to answer. 
 
"Starcity," Jaz said. 
 





















XI  
Durban Chola wondered if he was making a huge
mistake. 
 
The trouble was, contrary to expectation, Jazatar
Baldrik was nothing more than a thug. A particularly vicious variety of a thug
and the kind of person who, in any regular course of events, Durban would have
gone well out of his way to avoid - or if avoidance had been impossible, he
would have found a simple way to remove such an unpleasant individual from the
purview of his life. But that was not possible in this case. 
 
So instead Durban tried hard to find something -
anything - more in the man. He scraped away at the surface and drilled cores as
deep as he could into the base rock of Jaz's nature, but so far it came out
solid and with very little in mitigation - he was just a thorough bastard, a
nasty piece of work, through and through. 
 
Which changed nothing when it came down to it. 
 
In the past, Durban wooed and won others of the
same kind and worked well enough with them for as long as proved necessary to
achieve the results he wanted. But he was still profoundly disappointed. He had
expected more. So much more. 
 
This was a man Avilon called 'friend' - a man whose
absent ghost still reached out to drive Avilon far beyond the boundaries of
common sense on Temsevar. With that kind of recommendation, Durban expected
someone much more exceptional. Deeper. More flexible of nature. Someone with
imagination, capable of lifting his vision to a broader horizon. More empathic
and passionate. More like Avilon himself. It came as a shock to find Jaz was,
in truth, nothing much more than it said on his dog-tags: a mercenary, caught
up in events well over his pay-grade. 
 
More troubling still, was the realisation this
highly flawed and limited individual would have been the midwife and parent to the
new Avilon, abandoned with no other knowledge or awareness in the most
crushingly bleak physical and psychological situation imaginable. Hearing Jaz
talk of how he struggled with that task to which he was so unsuited and
learning how little he had been able to achieve, Durban also heard the sub-text
- Jaz often came very close to taking deliberate action to abandon the
vulnerable Avilon, and in all probability even did so in some situations. 
 
Perhaps the fact he tried at all was some kind of
redeeming grace Durban could use to paint himself a more attractive image of
the mercenary. The very fact Jaz even began such a monumental task in a
situation where he struggled to ensure his own survival on a brutal moment by
moment basis, was something to be said in his favour. That he also attempted to
carry a burden which would have been unendurably
heavy in even the most ideal of circumstances, meant it was impossible to judge
his actions by any normal standard. 
 
Durban had a very well developed and creative
imagination, but even he recognised he could not begin to do more than foreshadow the unremitting brutality of the
existence which both Jaz and Avilon were forced to endure in the Specials. He
did not need to remind himself the official survival rate - those who made it
the full five years to even have a chance at release - was less than half of
one percent. The figure was rounded up for propaganda purposes. 
 
However well or badly he had done the job, Jaz must
have managed to build some definite attachment between himself and the one who
had once been Avilon Revid. From the dark descriptions it had been a painful
process on both sides - sometimes too painful for Jaz to maintain. But even if
he did walk away, it seemed he always went back and tried again. Perhaps the
very traits Durban found to condemn in Jaz were the very ones which enabled him
not only to survive but to carry Avilon
through with him. Perhaps a man of greater depth and imagination, of less
callous savagery, would have been overwhelmed by the system and left broken. It
was a thought, but not one Durban cared to dwell on. 
 
So yes, if Jazatar Baldrik was a vicious thug with
few redeeming features, at least the ones he did have made it possible to find
working with him not as terrible as it might have been without them. But
because of what Jaz was, because of his limitations, Durban was having to
rethink his entire strategy. 
 
To begin with,
he was not going to have any kind of equal partner in the task ahead. Far from
any kind of shared responsibility in decision making regarding what they might
do to find Avilon, it was going to have to be something he planned and managed
alone, using Jaz as no more than what he was - hired muscle. The thought was
not one to warm to. More than that, he would have to play the mercenary whilst
trying to pick a path forward, because Jaz would scent the slightest weakness,
like a scavenging beast would scent a rotting carcass
and would exploit it with a ruthless lack of compunction. 
 
It had been more than just a test of physical resilience
to cope with the abuse Jaz inflicted on him so far. For all he held some
advantages over the average, Durban knew himself to be very vulnerable. On the
positive side, Durban trusted his own skills and abilities enough to know given
even the slightest opportunity, he could use them to gain some degree of
purchase on the mercenary. And once he assured that, the rest would be a lot
easier. 
 
Except there was the other, bigger problem. 
 
Avilon himself. 
 
His thinking was becoming more and more dominated by
the nature of the person he would encounter when they did find Avilon. Jaz had
given him the beginning of a picture, but the better understanding he could
have, the better chance he would be able to achieve the rapport he was going to
need to lift this version of Avilon from his dependence upon the mercenary. 
 
Durban never held onto any idea or plan beyond the
point at which it ceased to be viable, no matter how much time and effort he
previously invested in it. So now he shredded his prior viewpoint without any
hesitation and moved the lens on the kaleidoscope of events to see if a
different pattern would emerge, laying out a new basis for possible conclusions built around the known facts. Only the
need to find Avilon remained as pressing as ever. All his own future plans
rested on restoring Avilon to full consciousness again. Nothing else mattered
as much. Literally, everything
depended on it. So Durban would go through whatever it took to achieve that
goal. He was not going to take any needless risks or dangerous short-cuts.
There was no fixed timescale to work to
and if it took him another five years of patient preparation and planning, then
so be it. He had put that much in already and he was not going to be too
troubled if it took as long again. 
 
There was still so much around Avilon’s release
Durban could only guess at. The little data he gleaned from that short, but
profitable, affair in Central took him to the edge of the mystery, but no
further. It also raised a whole new slew of questions and answered few. The
information Jaz provided regarding the kind of person Avilon had become,
although out of date, made him wonder if the whole project he had believed he
uncovered was nothing more than a smokescreen for something else. The CSF could
not now believe Avilon was going to go running back to the Legacy - not if he
was of the mindset Jaz described. And Durban was very sure the mercenary had
not been lying about that. 
 
The original reason for his seeking out Jaz, lay in
the premise Avilon would also be looking for him. Find Jaz and he would be
halfway to finding Avilon. If, as it seemed most probable, Avilon was
somewhere in the 'City, having the mercenary on-side
would become even more of an advantage. The 'City could be a violent and
dangerous place, having someone equally violent and dangerous on his own team
would be a valuable asset. In addition, Jaz was 'City born and bred and
Durban's own time living there, many years previously, taught him some doors
would never open readily to an outsider - and many
more were invisible to all but the natives. 
 
Having slept on these troubling thoughts, Durban
woke and forced some semi-edible food from the reluctant meal-synth then halved
it, bringing a share of it to Jaz who seemed to be working his way through some
kind of exercise routine. He stood there, holding the two food cartons, whilst
Jaz completed the session with something Durban recognised as the same martial
arts sequence he watched Avilon perform in the past, on Temsevar. 
 
"I'd applaud," he said as Jaz finished,
"but if I did this would get wasted." He waved one of the cartons. 
 
Jaz took it from him and looked at the contents. 
 
"I think it would be better to waste it,"
he said and dropped it untouched into a refuse chute. 
 
Durban gave a light shrug. 
 
"As you wish, but I'm hungry and it is all
there is on this ship. Whoever ran it before us was badly in need of
life-support restock. The air is showing as being over its last scrub
too." 
 
Jaz dropped into a low stretch. 
 
"The safety limits are always set high. It can
go three over before we need to worry." 
 
"That is what I meant," Durban told him
and started digging in the carton for something vaguely tempting - or at least
vaguely edible - in appearance. 
 
"Huh?" 
 
"It is on the
fourth scrub over the limit." 
 
Jaz changed his stretch and said nothing. It was
one the things about him Durban found more than irritating. The mercenary
seemed to have a simple philosophy about talking - or at least about talking to
Durban - and that was to speak only when there was something he felt needed to
be communicated. It was a trait Durban countered by moving into ever more
extreme statements, just to pull out some form of reaction. In this case, he restricted himself to a sigh of
exasperation and finished eating as much as he could of the unappetising meal. 
 
"You were right," he said as he tipped
the rest of the carton away. 
 
Jaz finished working through his cool down
stretches and now stood up, eyes utterly incurious. 
 
"About what?" 
 
"The food." 
 
Jaz gave a slight nod. 
 
"I'm right about the air too, Blondie." 
 
Then he vanished off to get clean and Durban
reviewed his tactics. When the mercenary returned he tried a different approach
and greeted him with a smile. 
 
"So what do you think we should do when we get
into the 'City?" 
 
Jaz shrugged. 
 
"I was planning on making a quiet landing -
the ship’s in your name so I'm going to begin off the grid and go look up some
people who would be in a place to know things." 
 
"Like who?" 
 
Jaz treated him to a 'look through' stare as if he
had not heard any words. Durban let his smile rise a notch in warmth and sunny
sincerity. 
 
"I had this odd idea we might cover more
ground if we both went looking," he said. "There is this interesting
concept called: cooperation. You may have heard of it, Makes things easier,
quicker and more effective." 
 
Jaz turned away and focused on the main console. He
brushed up some screens, his eyes scanning over them before replying. 
 
"We can cooperate, Blondie. Sure, You tell me
what you are going to look at and I'll keep elsewhere." He finished with
whatever he had been doing and turned back to Durban, the clear message of
challenge in his dark eyes. 
 
"That's - helpful," Durban observed, his
tone mild. "How do you see this working out then?" 
 
Jaz took longer to say something this time. As if
he was aware each time he spoke he was giving Durban more possible ammunition and a stronger grip. 
 
"I know the 'City," he said at last,
"and before you say anything, Blondie, I mean I know it. I was born
there, ran the streets as a kid, was schooled there. It is my home. If anyone
can find Avilon there, it's me. So don't try to tell me how I should do it or
expect me to give you some kind of break-down operational plan of what I'm
going to do." 
 
Jaz stopped talking but maintained his challenging
gaze. Durban's smile grew in warmth. 
 
"Of course, I understand," he said.
"I was not aware it was a competition. But if you like we can make it one.
We can set a countdown to open the ship's main hatch and then whoever gets back
first, carrying Avilon, is the winner." 
 
Jaz looked irritated then shook his head and turned
away. 
 
"I really don't care what you do,
Blondie," he said. 
 
Durban sighed 
 
"Diplomacy - zero. Mutual posturing - two. Not
a bad score for the day. Let's try putting it another way: what either of us
does stands a good chance of shining a bright light on Avilon. And depending where he is, that might not be such a
good thing." 
 
But he was talking to the - rather stale - air as Jaz
had walked out of the social compartment. Something clicked up on the remote comms screen. A transmission of some kind which
meant they must be dropping out of FTL. A moment later the swerving shift of
dislocation in gravity and sudden vibration told him his assumption was
correct. The transmission remained as a pop-up so he went over and looked. It
was a still image of a young girl, perhaps four or five years old and she was
pulling a face. There was a brief text with it: come home soon. luv velia. 
 
He was looking at it and wondering when Jaz
returned. He heard the sharp hiss of breath as the mercenary caught sight of
the image and chose not to look around. Instead,
he waited a moment and blanked the screen and only then turned. The mercenary
was still looking pale and beneath the well-hidden anger, Durban could read a trace of fear. 
 
"Someone you know?" he asked, with an
innocent smile. "Pretty scary face, but not that scary, surely?" 
 
Jaz's jawline tightened on his fury. He pushed
Durban roughly away from the console and was calling up comms links. Durban took his life in his hands and resisted. Jaz's
hand moved to deal with the obstacle he posed. 
 
"No. Think. Jaz. One communication may be
missed. It caught us on drop-out. Don't start a conversation - that will not
be." 
 
The mercenary's hand froze on the second word and
then moved again to reverse the linking process, cancelling the remote link
before it selected and engaged. He stepped back looking sick. Durban wondered
for a long moment why he had been so blind to the obvious. He saw and
recognised the fear on Hell's Breath and put it down to the mercenary thinking
he had been uncovered by enemies. Now it occurred to him there might be another
element - this element. It could be the element he needed. 
 
"We're not going to help them by losing all
sense of proportion." 
 
"I can't help them - at all." The words
came out in something close to a growl. He shot a malevolent look at Durban.
"We can do nothing." 
 
"I think you are wrong - we
could." 
 
As he was speaking Durban's mind searched for
anything, no matter how small which could give truth to his words. Or at least
give them the simulacrum of truth. 
 
"Just - " Jaz made a helpless gesture. "Just leave it,
Blondie." 
 
Durban did not. The opportunity was too good to
miss. 
 
"We all have hostages to fortune." 
 
"Sure. Right. I said leave it." 
 
For a short time,
Durban had little choice as Jaz snagged the remote link and started negotiating
to land in the 'City - using Durban's name. It was a little after that when
they were both strapped in on the deceleration couches whilst the AI did the
final tight pitch adjustments, he took the chance to reopen the subject. 
 
"You do know if someone really wants to know
where you have been, they could still find out about Hell's Breath." 
 
Captive audience for a short time Jaz stared up at
the ceiling. 
 
"I know," he said, his words bleak. 
 
"But they won't bother them if it is you they
want - and they have you. Well, some in the 'City might go for revenge and
such, but I'm guessing you're more thinking CSF?" 
 
Jaz looked across at him, frowning. 
 
"You want the truth? I don't know. I could
never see why the CSF would have any interest in me. Yeah. Sure, they had me
slammed in the Special's for five years, but they approved the CRD process to
get me out at the end as well. They had to approve it or I'd still be there. I
also don't see any reason why anyone from the 'City would give a rat's shit
about me now - I was never that big, and I sure as hell am not worth anything
there anymore." 
 
Durban’s smiled was slow to appear, keeping a
pathos to it. 
 
"It has never been about you, Jaz. I doubt any
of them care what you do or if you live or die." He broke off as the ship
made a sharp banking turn and dropped fast enough for his stomach to need to
catch up. 
 
"I know what you think, we've already done
that conversation, Blondie. But if it is all about Avilon then I can’t think
why anyone is going to care where I’ve been or touch those on Hell's Breath.
They have no need." 
 
Durban nodded agreement, hoping he could hold onto
the contents of his stomach at least until they landed. 
 
"You are so right. After all why go to Hell's
Breath when they have more convenient sources of influence over you right here
in the 'City, should they need them." 
 
The mercenary shot him a look of near venom and
swore virulently. Durban let him get it out of his system and closed his own
eyes to focus on not vomiting, as the final aerial distortions of the landing
smoothed and the drive powered down. By the time he opened his eyes again, Jaz
unstrapped and was already doing the stabilising checks. Swaying very slightly,
Durban got up. 
 
"You'll need to pay our docking fee," Jaz
said as he scanned screens Durban could not see and made a few adjustments to
what he called up. 
 
"I have it covered. And you know -" he
wondered how to phrase it, "we could get your children out of the 'City. I
have enough to give them a ticket to a fresh start somewhere. It would leave us
a bit short - but …" He trailed off watching Jaz. The mercenary stood with
his back to Durban and was unmoving. He stayed that way and for a moment Durban
thought he was just going to ignore the words. But then he drew a breath with
an audible shudder and said: 
 
"Tillsa has a diner off the freight
port," his voice came out flat. "Tell her -" He broke off and
cleared his throat. "Tell her I said 'This is it' and give her the money -
she'll do the rest." The mercenary half-turned, his face set hard into a
cold mask. "Link me when it's done. I'm going to find Avilon." 
 
Durban found himself smiling as he sorted the few
remaining docking formalities required by the 'City. It was going to be so much
easier than he originally thought. 
 
He located the diner
without any difficulty and wearing a stylish hooded jacket to contain his hair
and his garish, vulgar remote link visor to disrupt any eventual facial
recognition which might be applied, he strolled in. He thought he might need to
wait a while, or at least have to ask for Tillsa, but there was a woman
clearing the counter and giving orders on some work to be finished in the back
rooms to a teenage boy. There was no one else in the place except one young
woman sitting near the door and eating her way through a pile of food. He gave
her a brief smile as she glanced up at him on his way past her table. The woman
at the counter stopped what she was doing and wiped her hands as he approached. 
 
"Nice to see a real face and real food around
here," Durban said, sounding cheerful. "Surprised
though, I'd have thought it would have been cheaper to automate." 
 
The woman gave a light shrug. 
 
"It's my place and people like what we do. Did
you want something to eat? Perhaps then you could make your own mind up on
it." 
 
Durban nodded at one of the pre-packed items in the
counter display and she opened the unit to retrieve it for him. 
 
"Leave the payment amount open on the bill,
you deserve a tip for keeping up real food," he said, giving the woman his
sunniest and most disarming smile. She looked wary,
but obliged and when the amount logged through to her link to confirm payment,
her eyes went wide and her skin paled. Her mouth worked at a word for a moment
before it came out. 
 
"What - what is this?" 
 
"This," Durban said quietly, "is
it." 
 
Her eyes closed for the length of a breath and then
they were open and alert. For a brief moment,
Durban could see the woman who would have been a strong enough mate to cope
with the likes of Jazatar Baldrik. 
 
"Is this to do with the man who was in a few
cycles back? He was asking for - for my ex." 
 
Durban felt a ripple of excitement and his smile
returned before he could stop it. 
 
"It could be - I need to know. What did he
look like?" 
 
The woman glanced at the sole diner by the door
then shared a remote screen. The still image was not taken close to, but it showed
a man wearing the kind of clothing only the CRD would ever inflict on a fellow
human being. His face was in part profile and showed a broad scar running down
the cheek. Terse brown hair - which looked an unstyled variety of cut - was not
quite covering the data port puckered into his scalp. The brilliant green of
his eyes seemed to look at Durban from the still image and he felt his skin
prickle. Just visible in the image was one hand grasping a drink, the back cut
by three deep ridged parallel scars. Durban felt his mouth fall very slightly
open and had to catch himself from reacting more strongly. 
 
"Did he say anything?" 
 
"Asked who would know where Jaz was. I told him Shame Cullen." 
 
Durban felt his smile become a little rigid and his
stomach felt like he swallowed a bucket of iced water - cubes and all. 
 
"I need that picture," he said, "and
you need not to have it. And you need to
go. Fast." 
 
The woman nodded, copied the screen to his waiting
link and handed him the packaged food he purchased. 
 
"Thank you," she said, turning away
before he did and vanishing through the door behind the counter. 
 
Durban left fast himself, dread beginning to seep
from the cold lump in his guts throughout his body and into the extremities. He
waited until he got back to the dock before linking to Jaz. He was feeling very
unsure how to break the news. As the mercenary accepted the link Durban pulled
up the picture of Avilon again. 
 
"You got it done?" Jaz asked, his tone a little tense. 
 
"Of course." He wondered if it was wise
to go on and Jaz must have realised the cause of his hesitation because he said: 
 
"This is as secure as anywhere we are going to
get to talk in the immediate future, Blondie -so you may as well spit it
out."
 
"He was there looking for you four cycles
ago," Durban said and heard the strong silence that provoked. Without
waiting for any other reply he linked the screen with the image. The silence
grew more intense. 
 
"Jaz?" 
 
"Yeah. I see. Thanks." 
 
"You don't see the full picture. He was asking
after you and was told to try Shame Cullen." 
 
This time there was not silence in response. This
time there was a stream of clipped invective.
 





















XII  
Starcity. 
 
It was on the signs all over the spaceport - set in
an animated field of stars and often picked out from them like a constellation.
Her link gave her augmented overlays with directions to retailers offering
clothing, luggage, jewellery and any variety of technology for sale everywhere,
all with the same logo. The 'City was not so much a massive urban conurbation
as a renowned brand - renowned for being the most lawless settlement within the
borders of the Coalition. As the mainstay of endless gangster-based VR and
vidcast dramas and documentaries, the ‘City boasted an obvious and
unselfconscious pride in its status, happy to cash in on whatever tourist trade
or marketing opportunities that might bring. 
 
Charis saw a rack of 'Genuine Starcity Blades',
which claimed to be those favoured by the local criminal fraternity, but which
looked too ornate to be practical. Another entrepreneur had opened a retail
unit specialising in both made-to-measure and off-the-peg protective body
armour, available in a wide range of fashionable styles and colours all bearing
a bastardised variant of the official Starcity logo. She paused to look at a
tourist vidcast, running in glorious 3D, under a sign which proclaimed 'Welcome
to the Badlands of the 'City'. It showed night time scenes of bright lights,
men and women dressed in glamorous clothing, and then cut to the same people
shown looking tough and waving weaponry around. Theme park crime. 
 
A light touch on her arm reminded her she was not
alone and she turned to Foss shaking her head in disbelief and gesturing to the
vidcast. 
 
"Crime pays big time here - and looks like you
don't even need to break the law to make it pay." 
 
Foss gave her a half-smile. 
 
"Yarp. The power of marketing. I'm guessing we
won't find the reality quite so shiny." 
 
That made her laugh and his smile widened with her
amusement. This was not so easy now, she had begun to like Foss. He was warm, a
good friend and shared her sense of humour. She even wondered if she had been
told the truth about him, if he indeed
planned cynically exploiting her and intended to use her regardless of her
wishes or her safety, as the CSF wanted her to believe. The thought made her
own smile fade and for a moment the weight of his gaze on her face felt
uncomfortable and intrusive. She turned away,
pretending to look back at the ridiculous vidcast. 
 
They had landed and been processed through
immigration with as little issue as the most casual of tourists, rather than
enforced new citizens of the 'City. They each got an 'Orientation Package' of
data, full of useful things such as local laws and customs they might not be
aware of, a list of places they might try to look for accommodation, sources of
further information and even possible options on where they could try to find
work. The last included Rota's 'City office and just seeing the familiar logo
on a screen made Charis feel homesick. 
 
Having met up on the far side of the immigration
track, she and Foss compared notes and wondered what they should do. Well, she
wondered and let Foss make the decision just as she had been told. 
 
"I vote we find a bar, get a drink and look
through the data together. We could share accommodation to start out, would
save us both a bit until we can get more sorted." 
 
"Sounds good to me," Charis agreed.
"A bar in here - or out there?" She nodded to the exit. 
 
Foss gave a very slight shrug. 
 
"We have to go out there sometime. I guess the
sooner the better, get the whole 'culture shock' thing in perspective - and in
the past." 
 
So they headed through
the port, passing the broad variety of tourist goods and the virtual reality
vidcast adverts. It was a changeover day in the 'City in a warm season, they
stepped out into glorious sunshine. Then
stood still and took it in. 
 
"Not very - um - " 
 
"Glamorous? Exotic? Exciting? Shiny?" 
 
"I was thinking more 'attractive'" 
 
Foss laughed. 
 
"Yarp. It is just a bit ugly." 
 
"And very dull - like every industrial estate
you ever visited." 
 
"I thought it might be a bit more - hmm …
sinister. You know looking more like some fast shooting criminal is about to
burst out from the shadows." 
 
Charis shook her head and tried not to laugh. 
 
"I think that would be the theme park. This is
more grime than crime." 
 
She turned on the spot, making it slow, through
one-eighty degrees, as if looking for anything which might stand out from the
grim sprawl of low and high rise modern buildings, the slight blur of dust and
the perpetual drone of background urban sound. 
 
"Was it like this last time you were
here?" Foss asked. 
 
"I expect so. I just didn't stop to look - it
was dark and we went to the middle of town to take in a meal and a show for the
evening. To be honest it could have been in Central for all the difference I
noticed." 
 
"Home from home?" 
 
"Sort of. Maybe. But not." Charis sighed,
the homesickness got worse. She forced herself back to cheerful and turned to
Foss "So where shall we go to eat lunch and plan our futures?" 
 
"Did you link home yet?" he asked in
reply. 
 
That made Charis feel tight inside. She had not, of
course. But she nodded and looked down. 
 
"Bad?" 
 
"You could say. I'd rather not talk about it
if you don't mind." 
 
Foss nodded and looked sad himself, as if feeling for her. 
 
"We are going to be alright you know," he
said quietly. "This is not the backend of beyond. We both have good skills
to offer. Once you get established you can even get a visa to visit
Central." 
 
He reached out one hand and rubbed her upper arm in
a gesture of comfort. She made herself look at him and saw nothing but kindness
and concern in his expression. This was hard. So hard. She managed to summon a
smile and asked: 
 
"Where are we going to find a bar around here?" 
 
It did not look even a little bit promising. This,
the hinterlands of a spaceport, Charis found familiar, full of warehouses,
light industrial units, storage units, hangers, and repair shops, with some
commercial buildings here and there between. There would be some drab,
accommodation-focused stopover lodge nearby, but she felt sure that did not
quite fit with what Foss had in mind by 'a bar'. They wound up taking transport
further along the port and found themselves standing outside a place called
Voltz. It looked seedy and unprepossessing from the outside - the kind of place
where you would expect your shoes to stick to the carpet as you walked in, from
the long heritage of drinks spilt over it. 
 
The floor, however, had no carpet. It was black,
sleek and clean and the ambient flashing lights in the main bar area were just
a little distracting. 
 
"Well, I think we just found some local
colour," Foss observed. 
 
"Um … maybe." 
 
There were just a few people in the main room, a
couple of women sitting together, who Charis assumed to be freetraders from
their down at heel and desperate look, and a better dressed, loud, mixed gender
group at a table to one side where there seemed to be some kind of gambling
game going on. They divided tasks, Foss to find a place to sit where the
lighting managed to be not too grim and stroboscopic and Charis to get them
some drinks and see what food might be available from the bar's snack-synth.
The bored barmaid
who served her, looked like she had not eaten in a couple of years, then took
the drinks and snacks across to the table Foss occupied. He greeted her return
with a smile. 
 
"Thanks," he said, took his drink and
raised it in a toast. "To us. That is 'us' in a mutual - but separate -
future sort of way, not in the more traditional 'us together' kind of way. I'd
hate you to think I might be implying that." 
 
She found it very hard not to laugh and be drawn in
by his awkward charm. They sat there for a time eating the food and going over
the orientation data together, sharing thoughts on what the real opportunities
and issues were for them and laughing over the humorous oddities. Charis found
one document which claimed to contain a guide to 'City street slang and she
read out the stiff definitions making
Foss laugh. But some were less amusing. 
 
"To drop," she read. "A verb used to
describe the process of assassination. Most often used in the passive voice, it
has its origins in the original gangland technique of weighting dead bodies and
dropping them from one of the many bridges over the 'City River. This is a
practice still used today when the criminal fraternity believes the removal of an individual needs to be concealed."
She stopped reading. "I mean, 'the process of assassination' and 'removal
of an individual' - what a way to put it. Why not just say 'murdering' or even
'killing'?" 
 
"Because the 'City likes to sanitise and
glamorise its own worst habits," Foss told her. "You saw that in the spaceport. This is the place where if you call
someone 'kind' it means they are the sort who will kill someone quickly rather
than drawing it out and being ‘reliable’ means you’ll keep your mouth shut
under pressure. And this is the place that markets bendy 'City blades to the
children of Central. So, yarp, it sucks." 
 
"You know we don't have to stay in the
'City," Charis pointed out. "According to the immigration documents,
we can register in any of the major conurbations on Thuringen." She shared
a screen to show him what she meant. Of course, if the CSF were to be believed,
he would not be at all interested in any other location, but she wanted to try
for herself just to see the reaction. 
 
"We could. But I don't know about you, I don't
have the money to get anywhere else. Could you tap your family to get a transfer
of funds?" 
 
"Sure - once I have a new financial account
log set up, they closed our old ones, if you recall. And to get a new log, I
need -" 
 
"Citizenship registration. Yarp. That is not
so good." 
 
Foss looked thoughtful and then gave her a sad
smile. 
 
"I need a bio and I'll get us another drink.
Then we should think about a place to stay. Tomorrow we go job hunting and if
one of us wins the prize, we could look for a proper place to live - and
register of course." 
 
Charis watched him walk through a well-marked side door near the bar and looked
around the room. The gambling group were getting a bit rowdy and a few more
tables filled up. The music playing she remembered from her teen years and in a
small way she found that comforting. If she fetched up here as a genuine
refugee on a deportation order with no other strings attached to it, she would
have been feeling quite good about now. Thuringen might not be Central but it
sat no more than a short flight from it. Even if Immigration refused her a
visa, there would be nothing stopping her mother coming to see her here. She
would have been banished but not exiled. With Rota having an office here she
felt sure work would have come her way - maybe they would have subsidised
whatever she needed to get the local license as there were not many pilots with
her training. But it was not going to be so simple. Right now she could not
link home and she could not go anywhere near Rota. 
 
A fight broke out suddenly at the gambling table
and she felt glad to be well out of the way of it. She watched as it was
contained and calmed with surprising speed, by the bar's security and two of
the punters were ejected by force. 
 
"Well, we got that splash of local colour we
wanted," Foss said, nodding at the two being removed as he put the drinks
on the table. "I have two bits of good news." 
 
Charis took a sip of her drink and raised a
quizzical eyebrow over the rim of it. 
 
"We have a place to sleep tonight and -
fanfare with drum-roll - maybe I have found us both a job," he told her, a
distinct gleam of excitement in his ice blue eyes. A weight descended on
Charis' heart. This was it then. 
 
Foss was looking at her expecting something so she
pretended to choke a little on her drink to cover her betraying emotions. 
 
"Sounds good," she said when she recovered. "What's the job?
Waitressing and busboy? Thought they would have it all fully automated in a
place like this." 
 
Foss laughed. 
 
"That is funny. Not. I'm not joking, though. I was at the bar and heard a
couple of people talking about a mercenary crew looking to hire people on - so
I asked and seems they would be happy to have someone who has a little comms tech knowledge and delighted to have a
skilled pilot. What do you think?" 
 
Charis felt sick. 
 
"Mercenary work?" she said, letting the
doubt creep into her tone. Surely not even the CSF would have expected her to
leap at that kind of offer? "I've not flown anything other than a
freighter for eight years. Merc pilots are - well, I've no idea what they might
fly but my guess is going to be something small, well armed and not my skill
set." 
 
Foss shook his head. 
 
"No. Not flying in a fighter type thing - this
is some kind of freighter run, but into a disputed zone, or something like
that, so they need a proper pilot." 
 
Charis wondered what to say. 
 
"You know that does not make it sound much
better." 
 
"You are a good pilot, right?" 
 
"Civil pilot. Freighter. Cargo shunting." 
 
Foss sighed and spread his hands. 
 
"We could at least talk to them." 
 
"Foss - I don't even have a proper licence at
the moment." 
 
He said nothing and lowered his head to sit with
his face in his hands for a long moment. Charis wondered if maybe she
overplayed on the negatives, but Foss would have known enough of her by now to
expect no less. If he wanted this he was going to have to work for it. When he
looked up there was a stricken look on his face. 
 
"We got to do it." 
 
Charis looked at him and shook her head. 
 
"No. We don't." 
 
"I already got us an advance for it. It seemed
too perfect to pass up. A few days work and enough money to set us up here." 
 
Charis held his eyes, surprising herself at how
easy it was. 
 
"It won't be legal," she said, feeling
cold. 
 
"It won't be exactly illegal. We won't be
registered so we won't be here in any official way, even and the pay will be off any kind of record. It will be a few days
easy graft and then - well, we just carry on like we didn't even do it, only
we'll have enough to stake ourselves a decent place to live and more than
enough to carry us through until we get properly set up." His voice
dropped, cajoling: "Come on Charity, we can do it - we are a team,
remember?" 
 
Charis shook her head and said nothing for a
moment, her eyes looking around the room
as if seeking some inspiration, when in
truth she wanted to buy herself a little more time before she took the irrevocable
leap she had been told she would have to take. 
 
"I think you have got us into a bad place,
Foss. I don't like it. I don't want to do it. But I don't think you can take
money from people here and walk out on
them - and I have a feeling they won't take it back." 
 
Foss looked wretched. 
 
"I know. I'm sorry. I will find a way to make
it up to you. Honest. I just got carried away." 
 
"Yeah." She wanted to add a lot more but
instead bit her tongue and said: "So we should probably talk to these
people - whoever they are." 
 
Charis told herself that she expected it to come
this fast - but it was not true. A part of her still believed it was all just
some wild phantasm of a paranoid security service and Foss Fingal was just a
regular deportee. Well, there was another
bubble burst. She pushed a smile onto her
face and reached over the table to grab Foss's hand. 
 
"It's alright," she lied, "we'll get
through this, just like you said, and then walk away and get on with our
lives." 
 
It worked well enough to produce an answering
rueful smile from Foss and he got up to sort out the meeting. On her own for
perhaps the last time until it was over, Charis looked towards the exit and
wondered what would happen if she just walked out. After all, this was not Central and the Coalition did
not rule here in the same way. Equally,
this was the 'City and that meant she was sure she could find herself a
way offworld to somewhere else - a new start, a new identity. She didn't know
how, but she had a good idea if she went looking amongst the small ships she
could find someone she might persuade - maybe even someone she knew. It was
possible. 
 
But the end of that path would never be a good one
- giving up all chance of being able to see her mother again, of having the
kind of life she once planned out, the kind of career she wanted. She had seen
too many of the people she was thinking of becoming, scraping by like starving
strays, huddled on the edge of a decent living and willing to do just about
anything to please. For the first time since the deportation, it occurred to
her there was something she might prefer to die than become. 
 
The music moved up-tempo as a small crowd came in,
laughing together. Foss was taking longer than she expected. She still had some
of her drink left so she finished it, then sat brooding on the briefing she
received from the CSF and wondering how close to their prediction it would end
up playing out. The man was beside her before she even noticed him approaching.
She thought she recognised him as one of the security team who sorted the
fracas at the gambling table earlier. 
 
"Var Sweetling?" 
 
Her mouth was suddenly too dry to speak so she
nodded and looked up to meet the cold green gaze. 
 
"You are to come with me." 
 
Now it was here. Real. Happening. There was no way
out. 
 
Her legs were shaky as she got to her feet, trying
to act as though she was calm, cool and collected - and not fooling anyone,
herself least of all. The security man took her upper arm in a firm grip as if
she might try and run away and steered her towards a door at the back of the
room shaped to imitate an iris-valve. As
it closed behind her with a soft hiss she realised she was feeling badly
frightened. They walked a few paces then stopped outside another door. 
 
"I need your link, please." 
 
It was phrased in polite words, but the demand was
implacable. Charis unhooked her link device and handed it over without a word.
The security man took it and gave her a slight nod. 
 
"No one is planning on hurting you." 
 
She looked at the man who was still holding her arm
and realised he must be able to feel her whole body shaking. His green eyes
held her gaze for a long moment as if he was genuine in wanting to reassure
her. Then the door opened and he pushed her, with a gentle pressure, before him
into the room. Foss was sitting in one corner looking nervous and there were
three other people present. Dominating the room, despite her petite size, was a
woman sitting beside a corner desk. She had eyes like black almonds and wore
her alien beauty a with cold regality,
leaning to rest her chin on the back of one elegant and manicured hand. There
were two other men present - one older, his grey hair and beard close trimmed,
who was staring past Charis and looking at the security guard with a
questioning expression. The other man was younger than everyone else there, he
had the same mountain-water eyes as Foss, although his hair was a good few
shades darker in colour. 
 
The hand gripping her arm steered Charis to the
nearest chair and applied sufficient pressure so she sat. Then everyone looked
at her. 
 
"Thank you Ketzel." That came from the
woman and her precision-painted lips gave the slightest of smiles. Ketzel, who
seemed to be the security man, remained standing behind Charis' seat. 
 
"This is Charity Sweetling," said Foss,
he sounded less sure of himself than ever and for a moment Charis wondered how
much he was one of the pack leaders here and how much another victim such as
herself. "You said you need a pilot, she is one." 
 
"You did mention so already Foss, and I do wish
to ask Var Sweetling more about herself," the woman said, her voice soft.
"But first introductions - we all know who you are, you may call me Shame
Cullen. This is Foss's brother Faust and that is Lienz." The men nodded as
their names were mentioned. Foss himself said nothing more but was avoiding her
eyes and looked a little sick. 
 
"So, Var Sweetling - or perhaps I will call
you Charity, it has such a pleasant connotation. You are a qualified freighter
pilot?" 
 
Charis nodded then decided this was going to be
another of those times it was better to speak up. Her first attempt came out
little louder than a whisper so she needed to clear her throat and repeat it to
make herself heard. 
 
"Yes, I am." 
 
"Lienz here has more knowledge of such things
than I do. Please answer his questions with as much detail as you may be
able." 
 
Before Charis could agree, the older man started
asking questions. He was well informed and had to be a pilot himself because it
reminded her of the technical interview she went through when signing up at
Rota, although nothing like as in depth. It was all things she knew well, but
despite that, the thought remained if she messed up a question or for any
reason her knowledge was not believed, something terrifying might happen. By
the end of the questioning, she could
feel a cold sheen of sweat on her back and running
down between her breasts. 
 
The man called Lienz took a long time before he
seemed satisfied and gave a brief nod to the woman with the blacked out eyes, passing the verbal baton. 
 
"So, Charity," she said in the same soft
tone as before, "you are willing to fly a vessel for us, without knowing
any more than you will be well paid to do it?" 
 
Charis swallowed the
sudden nausea in her throat. She could only guess what the right answer
might be to that question. 'Yes' seemed the obvious one, but from where she was
sitting the obvious was not standing out as the one she should give. She decided in this case the edge of honesty might
be the safest refuge. 
 
"I - uh - I could do with the money, but I'm
not sure I can promise to fly any random ship to an unknown location - not in
advance." 
 
A delicate eyebrow arched above one of the black
almonds. 
 
"You feel we should be consulting you on the
destination?" 
 
Charis was glad she could keep her hands in her lap
because otherwise, the fact they were
shaking would have been very visible. 
 
"N-no. I don't mean that," she said, wondering if she had made a bad mistake.
"I just mean until you tell me where we are going and in what, I can't be certain
I can fly a particular vessel to a particular destination - not for sure." 
 
The dark eyes stayed unmoving on her face for a
moment then shifted a little up and to the side, accessing a data screen. 
 
"It is a run others have made with no
issue," the woman said. "You need not concern yourself with
that." 
 
"Then sure, I guess. I don't have a problem
with the idea of flying whatever, wherever - just the practicalities of
doing so." 
 
For some reason
her sincerity sounded weak even to her own ears. She felt a desperate urge to
pee. 
 
"That is excellent," said the woman, but
there was no enthusiasm to match the words, just an impatient deadpan.
"You will sleep here tonight and tomorrow you will make the run. I am
confident you will prove successful." 
 
If Charis held any lingering doubts as to Foss's
utter complicity in this plot, it vanished when it was she alone who merited
the extra precaution of an escort to her room. The green eyed man called
Ketzel, his hand holding her arm in a firm grip. He said nothing as they walked
along a short passageway and into a lift. Whatever kindness motivated his
previous brief attempt at reassurance must have cooled. Now he seemed
chillingly impersonal, as if she were
some piece of luggage to be delivered and not even a human being. 
 
When he stopped and opened the door onto a room it
was something typical of about every decent stopover lodge she ever stayed in.
At least her fear of mistreatment was not going to come true - yet. 
 
"There is an en suite in the corner and as you
can see there is a mini meal-synth and a drinks dispenser. You will find a
passive remote link should you want any entertainment and a link on that
console is set to call me if you have a problem, though you won’t," Ketzel
told her. "The door will be locked from the outside, but I assure you, it
is more for your own safety than anything. It can be hazardous around here
overnight." 
 
She turned to look at him, half hoping for another
reassurance such as he offered before. But instead, as she was turning, he
stepped back so the door closed between them leaving her locked in alone. She
stood still for a long moment then and felt a sudden, powerful, upsurge of
emotion - a mix of relief she got through this far, but heavily tempered by a
growing anxiety about what was yet to come. She dropped onto the bed and fought
a furious inner battle against herself not to give in, curl up into a foetal
position and bawl her eyes out like a child. Instead,
she lay back on the bed and closed her eyes trying to think what she needed to do
and plan some kind of way to navigate her own survival through the minefield
ahead. 
 
The briefing she received from the CSF in the
immigration detention facility had been clear. She was to expect to be
approached by someone who would inveigle her into some illegal scheme as a
pilot in the 'City. She would have to go along with the plan and then - after -
she was to report the full details of whatever the criminals asked her to do to
the CSF, for which she had been obliged to memorise an anonymized remote access
link code. The most obvious problem with the plan she could see right now was, she would not be in any place to
communicate after doing what they asked. 
 
In that moment, Charis was feeling convinced the
woman called Shame Cullen had zero intention of allowing her to walk away from
this. Maybe, if she did what was wanted and did it well, they would keep her
here and let her do more of the same now and then. Or maybe this was a one-off thing and at the end of it someone,
like the security man Ketzel, would be asked to dispose of her - to 'drop' her
- as an inconvenient loose end. 
 
Suddenly impatient with herself for generating
fears which might have no truth behind them, and very aware of being hungry she
swung her feet back off the bed and stood up. The meal-synth offered some
standard brand name snack foods and a couple of more substantial items one of
which she selected. It was nowhere near gourmet quality, but it filled the gap
and left her feeling a bit more restored. Trying to keep her mood buoyant, she
turned her attention to the passive remote link and called up some comedic
light entertainment. But it was not enough to stop her thoughts from roaming
back over the day, again and again,
looking for something she might have missed, some vital clue which she could
use to her own advantage when the time came - whatever 'the time' might turn
out to be. 
 
Then the whole world shook. 
 
The explosion must have been in another part of the
building, because although the floor was shaking and the noise was incredible,
there was no fire in her room, no sudden collapse of the walls or ceiling. Just
the powerful, muted, sound of alarms ripping at the air in panic. The passive
link went dead as did all the rest of the technology, plunging the room into
darkness apart from the eerie pink glow of an emergency light. Charis could
hear other sounds, noises, maybe screams and shouts. The building was on the
edge of the spaceport, she was sure before too long more emergency vehicles
than could fit would be on the scene. Then she saw the smoke curling in from
the en suite. 
 
The smoke was coming through the ventilation duct
removing stale air from the room. It looked an oily black colour and seemed to
sink to the floor as soon as it came in through the vent. Charis soaked a cloth
for her mouth and nose then tried to close
the en suite door, but it had jammed open when the alarm went off to prevent anyone being trapped inside. Frustrated,
she started banging on the main door to the room. Unbelievable. After all the
trauma, the threats, the high-powered
plans, and the duplicity she was stuck in a room slowly filling with choking
smoke. The door neither gave way, nor did
the noise she was making seem to alert anyone. After a time she realised it was
pointless and stopped. 
 
Looking around
the room there was nothing she could see to help in breaking through the door -
she might as well try knocking a hole in the wall for all the difference it
could make. Every last piece of technology or furniture was built in, solid and
not going to move. The smoke was circling around like a predatory animal,
building up its power to constrict the breath from her lungs. 
 
Panic was less than a swirl more smoke away when
she noticed a small green light in the remote link tech panel. A link on
that console is set to call me if you have a problem. Feeling unable to
trust her own perceptions she scrabbled at the casing. The internal link port
still glowed. It had to be operating on the same emergency battery as the weak
pink light. 
 
"Please. Please. Please," she begged the
link and engaged it. It connected right away and she opened her mouth to call
for help, drawing in smoke as she did so and started to choke and cough. The
connection broke at the same instant and she leant
on the wall, her head between the heavy oily smoke which pooled the floor and
the lighter grey stuff that was filling up the
space above her. Now angry tears came. Frustration and fear and the
terrible feeling of the uselessness of it all. 
 
Somewhere close by she could hear the shriek of
sirens, but they might as well have been on Central for all the good they would
do her. She was starting to feel dizzy and faint, soon the upswell of inner
darkness would swallow her mind and that would be it. Even if no fire got this
far she would be a certain victim of the smoke. 
 
In the darkness she was not even aware when the
door opened, but someone lifted her and she was moving, or maybe it was just a
final hallucination, a sweet moment of hope conjured by her mind. Then she must
have passed out because she came round with something splashing her face, cold
and shocking and she drew a sharp breath - one not tainted by the thick curling
oil of smoke. She coughed hard, and for a while,
it seemed she could not draw a breath without coughing and choking. But the air
was cold and clear and there was water on her face, fresh and clean. The
sucking and cracking roar of a huge fire was close by, but not so close the
heat was too noticeable. A few moments later she realised she was lying on the
ground somewhere behind the building that had been Voltz and which was now a
raging inferno. It cost a lot of effort to make herself sit up, but as she did
so a figure moved out of the dark to join her. 
 
"Come with me." 
 
Ketzel. His voice assumed obedience and his strong
grip under her elbow, lifted her to her feet and steered her away from the
incinerating building. She stumbled a couple of times, but the hand braced her
like steel and she did not fall. They were moving into the spaceport although
she was not sure if it was to get them both to a safer distance from the fire
or to avoid being caught up by the emergency services. 
 
The truth was neither. 
 
The door on the side of one of the private docking
bays slid open as they got close to it and her saviour steered them both through
it, into the brilliant light within. There they stopped as the door closed and
sealed behind them and Charis stood blinking
in the brightness, aware of the filthy black stains all over her clothing and
the sickening stench of the smoke as it clung to her hair. Ketzel turned her to
face him and studied her with steady green eyes. She noticed a raw patch of
burned flesh scoring along the arm not used to support her and his clothing was
in a worse state than her own. On his
head some of his hair had been singed back, exposing a connected link port set
in the scalp. It was such a horrible looking and invasive piece of biotech that
for a moment she could only stare at it in shock. 
 
"Are you hurt anywhere?" Ketzel demanded
and she shook her head. 
 
"Just what I breathed in," she said her
voice rasping. 
 
He looked at her a moment longer then released her. 
 
"You found our pilot," the woman called
Shame Cullen stepped through the door, her appearance as immaculate as the last
time Charis saw her. She sounded unsurprised. 
 
"You told me -" the terse anger from
Ketzel snapped off as if a switch had been pressed. 
 
Cullen was looking up at him with an expressionless
mask. In the battle of wills, it was
clear who was going to be the victor. Charis wished she could have the courage
to shout at the other woman, tell her what Ketzel had just done. But instead, she was shaking again and shivering
with cold. 
 
"Bring the pilot," Shame Cullen said, in
her soft voice. "I hope you did not allow her to receive too much
damage." 
 
Charis was about to protest, but when she stepped
forward, a constellation of dark stars sparkled over her vision and she felt
herself falling forwards into a galaxy spiral. 
 





















XIII  
The explosion had to have been some form of
deliberate sabotage. It happened in the bar and the sole reason Avilon avoided
being wiped out in it himself was because he had taken time out to try and sort
the scalp link and stop it playing up again. Otherwise,
he would have been in there the moment it blew, doing - what she called - 'the ongoing
professional development' Sarnai decreed for him. It meant he got to spend some
time each day managing the security team in person. If he was to be able to
stay with her, Sarnai explained, he would need to have more than one use. He
would need to learn how to run a team. 
 
The bar had been filling up when he took off to fix
the link. Not a good time to go, but the pain was starting to make it
impossible for him to concentrate and with the bulk of his security shift ahead
and what looked like a busy night, he thought it better to get sorted before
things settled in too much. 
 
The techie seemed less than pleased to see him. 
 
"You again? I've already done all I can. It's
not my fault you got some cowboy plumbing that port
into your brain. My gear is quality." 
 
"It's not the quality," Avilon told him,
trying to be patient, "it's the compatibility." 
 
"Standard - and your port is standard too." 
 
Avilon was close to ripping the device from his own
head and risking the consequences. 
 
"Just take it out and find me another." 
 
Then came the explosion and Avilon reached to touch
the armament belt he wasn't wearing in an instinct to protect himself with
shielding. The techie was starting to panic and before that could take hold
Avilon forced the door open and pushed him along the corridor away from the source of the blast. Then he moved back towards
it, enough to find out the space where
the bar should be and much of the immediate area, was now nothing but fire. 
 
His headache forgotten, Avilon started checking the
nearest rooms to get people out. His link barked into life. 
 
"Are you still on your feet?" It was
Sarnai, her voice sounding no more disturbed than the last time they spoke. 
 
"Yes. I'm uninjured and working on evacuating
the building as fast as I can." 
 
"Forget it. Those who can make it out will
have done so. The rest will be dead. I want you to come to me
immediately."
 
The link shared a location of a nearby private
dock. 
 
"Alright. That pilot will still be locked in, though. I'll get her out on my way." 
 
"No. I just came through there. All the rooms
on that passage are death traps from the smoke. Just get to me." 
 
So he headed out - and just got clear of the
building when a link came through from the pilot’s room. No words just a
desperate gagging cough. He broke it off straight away, much as he would have
done in the Specials. His training said if someone was dying and calling for
help, you didn't listen. You just went on with your own mission. It was not
your problem. 
 
But even as he cancelled the link there was a sense
of difference. He locked the pilot in her room. If he had not, she would have
got out. It was his responsibility. For a single moment, he hesitated, thinking hard what that meant in the light of
his new understanding of morality. Then he acted. 
 
The fire had taken a good hold and getting back in was not easy. Getting up two floors
was even tougher. The emergency stairs were already becoming too hot. At least
he managed to find a temporary rebreathing mask hanging out the first aid
cupboard on the way up, which meant he was able to get through the smoke, otherwise, he would have been forced to turn
back at the top of the stairs. 
 
Even so, he
thought she was already dead when he found her and carried her out. It was
faster to just take her and run than wait to check for a pulse or a breath. As
he left the second floor there was an ugly popping noise and fire was sucked along the passageway he just
vacated making an effect like a flame thrower. The fire door held long enough
for him to make it down, but the last sprint was a race against the flames
which he came close to not winning. 
 
Only then, when he was outside and at enough
distance not to worry the building might collapse on them, could he check if he
had been risking his life for a corpse or not. It was rewarding to find she was
still breathing. A quick search of the area produced a discarded water bottle,
from which he took a gulp and spat it out to clear the vile grit of smoke from
his mouth, before splashing some on the woman's face. She began to stir and
cough. 
 
"Where are you?" Sarnai sounded annoyed. 
 
Avilon did not answer. He was not going to do
whatever might be asked of him until he was sure the pilot was alright, so it
made no difference if he spoke on the link or not. He used what he knew of
first aid to ensure the pilot's breathing was physically unobstructed, but he
had nothing to get the poison of the smoke out of her lungs. When she struggled
to sit up he knew she was conscious again and he got her moving as soon as she
could stand. 
 
"Stop ignoring me, Ketzel. I don't care what
you are doing - get to me now." 
 
This time he responded. 
 
"On my way." 
 
He was not surprised Sarnai was annoyed when he
arrived late. The pilot collapsed again and he had to carry her onto the small
shuttle vessel. The two brothers Fingal were already aboard. The older one
looking concerned at the state of the pilot and the younger one staring off
into whatever screens held his attention for the moment. 
 
They must have been with the shuttle at the time of
the explosion because neither had any trace of smoke on them. His own clothing
was blackened from it and he managed to get a burn on his left arm somewhere
along the way. Foss moved to help put the pilot on
a couch and strap her in and Avilon left him to it when Sarnai summoned him
back outside. The small woman seemed very distracted and her gaze was shifting
rapidly as she summoned and dismissed screens. 
 
"Where were you when the explosion
occurred?" 
 
"I was trying to get my link sorted. It's been
giving me headaches." 
 
She nodded, but in a way that made it seem she
might not have heard him, or at least not have listened to his words. 
 
"We still do not know what happened. But -
" she looked up at him with full attention suddenly, "you should have
been in the bar?" 
 
"Yes." 
 
She nodded and flicked through a few more screens
whilst he waited, wondering if she was placing any significance on it, or just
observing it as a fact. When she looked back at him her expression was pensive. 
 
"I want you out of the 'City and off-planet
until I have this dealt with. You can go on the freighter run, make sure Foss
sees it through. It matters. What we both want depends upon it being
successful. By the time you get back - I will know more about why this
happened." She nodded towards the shuttle. "And get your arm seen
to." 
 
It was a clear dismissal and he took it, heading
back into the small craft and taking a seat. The pilot was still unconscious,
which was not a good sign, but there was little he could do. Foss already set
her up with extra oxygen and was taking the seat next to her as Avilon boarded,
shooting him an uneasy look, which Avilon ignored. For the moment his thinking
was completely bound up with the idea Sarnai had just given him. It remained a
fact he should have been on duty in the bar area when the blast happened. Only
his chance decision to get to get his link wire changed, saved his life. That
uncomfortable thought stayed with him as the shuttle made the short trek to
shallow orbit where a freighter, big enough to fill the sky long before they
reached it, hung in space above Thuringen. 
 
It was not the largest vessel he had ever been
aboard, some of the Coalition military transport fleet were vast - carrying enough to place a war-ready, mech and drone-supported battalion on any planet in the
galaxy. On the rare occasions the
Specials worked in cooperation with other legions
they operated from such vessels. 
 
The shuttle docked and Avilon unstrapped before the
other two men and checked the pilot, who had regained a groggy consciousness
during the short flight. She seemed aware enough to answer an enquiry as to how
she was feeling. But it was Foss who unstrapped her and scooped her up in his
arms. Avilon followed, crossing the transport landing deck and entering the
'lock which separated the cargo area from the tractor vessel. The cargo section
was not much more than a hulk tagged onto the tractor ship, left sealed and to
its own automated devices in flight. Much the same was true of military
transports, or at least of those the Specials used. It had been common gossip
in the ranks that the transports were converted civilian cargo shunts and
looking at this one, Avilon had to admit it could be true.
 
Once all four of them were inside the airlock, the
door sealed behind them with the slight hiss of stabilising pressure. The inner
door opened into the bright-air
environment of an expensive vessel. In Avilon's experience,
it was much easier to live with on a long haul voyage than the scrubbed-air which most small ships relied on
and a luxury he seldom experienced in the Specials. 
 
They were met by a stewarding system which showed
them the cabins available. Despite its huge size,
this was a vessel designed to carry no more than eight crew. Foss chose a cabin
for the pilot and declared the one beside it would be his. Faust seemed not to
care if he had one or not and accepted the steward system’s suggestion of the
one opposite his brother. To keep it simple, Avilon took the cabin beside that
and opposite the pilot's. 
 
He cleaned up and got changed. There was spare
clothing, a kind of bland uniform looking outfit, and a first aid kit offered
him a small curepatch to stick on his
burn. With the help of the steward system,
he located the tiny armoury. It took him a short time to choose himself an
extra weapon and disable the rest, leaving them still on the rack. He didn't
like the idea of either Fingal running around well armed. Then he made his way
to the communal lounge, which aside from
a small gym and the bridge itself, were the areas available to the crew. It
would be cosy with the four of them, with a full complement it would have been
crowded. 
 
He got some food and was still eating at the only
table provided when Foss came in with the pilot, his arm hovering in a
possessive and protective gesture behind her. Avilon read the gesture and the
look of slight challenge in Foss' eyes then looked away and carried on eating.
The two joined him at the table, Foss fetching food for both of them. 
 
"I didn't thank you." 
 
Avilon looked over to the pilot, she was wearing much
the same kind of thing as himself, her hair was somewhat restored to the swept
back layers of deep auburn curls, but here and there blackened strands
remained. He gave her a slight nod in acknowledgement. 
 
"You saved my life," she said, as if she was informing him of something
he did not know. Foss came back and sat down, pushing the food tray in front of
her. 
 
"Here, you should eat - I know you might not
be very hungry but you need to eat." 
 
She ignored him, her eyes fixed on Avilon. 
 
"I thought I was going to die - I thought -
" she seemed to find it hard to speak and stopped before trying again.
"I thought I was dying." 
 
Avilon gave her his attention, trying to work out
what she wanted him to say. It was hard to understand the civilian take on such
things. Was she saying she had some kind of specific debt towards him now? Or
was it just the trauma talking? He glanced from
her to Foss who was giving him a cold look. 
 
"I locked you in," he said, after a few
more moments of thought. "That means I nearly killed you, too." 
 
It was obvious that was not the reply she expected
- or anywhere like it because she looked away with a sort of frown. Avilon went
back to ignoring her and Foss and finishing the meal. They seemed alright with
that and carried on talking and eating as if he were not there. 
 
"You still feeling alright? I can get you some
more oxygen if you need it." Foss sounded like he was speaking to an
invalid. 
 
"I'm good. Fine now. Just glad to be
alive." 
 
"I know. When the bar blew up, I was frightened
for you, but they would not let me leave the bay. I'm just so glad you made it
out." 
 
Avilon thought about the phrase, the way the
wording was structured to paint him out of the events of the rescue. He noticed
that before in the way people spoke. It was not quite a lie, but it misled the
mind like a lie would. 
 
"Me too. And thanks for caring enough to want
to try." 
 
The AI started the warm-up for FTL. The shift in
the gentle buzz emanating from the drives was unmistakable,
but baffled by more sound insulation than Avilon was used to. 
 
"I should go check what is happening,"
the pilot was saying. "I don't have any idea where we are heading and have
not even linked with the ship yet and we
are already going FTL." She made to stand up, but Foss held her arm. 
 
"No need. Not yet. You can do all that stuff
later, we are going to be pretty pedestrian for a few days. there will be
plenty of time for you to get set up before you will be needed for anything
serious - if indeed you are at all." 
 
"If I am at all? Seriously, Foss - I,"
she broke off, shaking her head, her expression incredulous and when she went
on she did not sound happy. "You lied to me didn't you, Foss? Even back in
the immigration place? You set me up." 
 
Foss fidgeted around as he spoke.
 
"No. Not in the way you mean." 
 
"Ohhh - Major mitigation clause incoming. I
see. Then how should I mean it?" 
 
Foss seemed to be struggling to find a reply. 
 
"I just wanted to help you get sorted - and
knew this would -" 
 
The woman cut across him, terse and angry. 
 
"Knew this would come close as it gets to
killing me? Get me a criminal record? Screw up my life completely?" her
voice rose in pitch and volume as she spoke and she pushed herself to her feet,
or would have but Foss still gripped her arm. 
 
"Charity -" 
 
"Let go of me, I don't want to talk about it -
not now." 
 
"You need to listen to me, Charity." 
 
She tried to break his grip but he was a lot
stronger. Avilon pushed the remains of his meal a little away, so his hands
were resting on the table 
 
"Let go of her, Foss," he said, keeping
his voice quiet. The other man looked at
him with disdainful ice-water eyes. Avilon held his gaze with a deliberate intensity and saw his expression change. Foss
let go of the woman's arm and dropped back in his chair. 
 
"Oh - go hide in your room or whatever. You
are too emotional right now. You are not thinking clearly." 
 
He was talking to her back because she was already
leaving the room by the time he finished speaking. Foss turned his annoyance on
Avilon. 
 
"She is not your responsibility, she is mine.
I set this up, I got us a pilot. You - you are not even supposed to be
here." 
 
Avilon watched him and let him say what he needed.
Then took a few more moments to consider before he replied. 
 
"The plan changed. I am here." 
 
"What's that supposed to mean? You trying to
tell me you think you are in charge?" 
 
It was the kind of strange leap of illogic that
Avilon struggled with. So instead of saying anything more, he picked up the
remains of his meal and disposed of it. Foss seemed to be more annoyed by that. 
 
"Just because you are Cullen's new pet, don't
think for a moment you count for anything." 
 
Avilon was still busy thinking. The four of them
were stuck here, shut in together for however long this mission took. It was
not going to be good to have to deal with this level of antipathy all the time.
It was not something he had much experience of, but he had seen Jaz defuse
situations and make people back down without seeming to do so. Drawing on that
he chose his words with great care: 
 
"I don't think I'm anyone's pet. And I
definitely don't think I'm in charge here. This is your run. I'm just trying to
keep the peace. I could see your pilot was getting upset and you hanging on to
her was not helping. But you realised, too, when I pointed it out, it was just
you were worried about her so maybe not thinking so clearly." 
 
Foss treated him to a strange look, as if expecting to see knives hiding in
his words. Then he relaxed again and nodded. 
 
"Maybe. But you keep away from Charity and let
me deal with her from now on. You understand?" 
 
Avilon struggled to conceive any possible way in
which he could keep any physical distance
from the pilot in this confined space,
but felt it was not going to be helpful to point that out. Besides he felt sure
the 'keep away' was something meant on a whole different level - something a
little more primal. 
 
"I understand," he said. Foss gave a
quick grin. 
 
"Good. And I'm sorry if I got the wrong idea
about you." 
 
Avilon nodded a response before leaving the room to
head for his own. Sarnai had charged him to ensure Foss succeeded, which meant
he was under orders to back Foss, but it did not mean backing him in bad
decisions. In his own view, he had whatever authority he needed to act if it
looked like there might be a problem. 
 
It was later when he was asleep, the shouting
started. He was up in a moment and moved
to the door so he could hear better. 
 
"Stay away from me you creep." 
 
The pilot's voice, more annoyed than frightened and
then there was a strange noise, like a high pitched giggle. A door shut, there
were footsteps before another closed and then silence. He listened a while
longer but there was nothing more to hear so he went back to bed and slept. 
 
He was woken by a soft chime and a voice telling
him it was time to wake up, but if he wanted he could take a short amount more
rest and be reminded again, all he needed to do was state how long a delay he
wished to - 
 
He got up. 
 
When he walked onto the bridge the pilot was
already there, her eyes moving over the invisible screens and occasionally her
hand or a finger, lifted a little to
summon, change or cancel one. She was wearing a customised remote link visor
and her focus seemed total. He took a seat in the chair beside her, the only
other in the bridge compartment and sat looking at the remote screen charting
their path, watching the unfolding churn of FTL gravity shifts, and for a while he was wrapped into it. For all the
cycles he must have spent in deep space whilst with the Specials, it was the
first time he had been allowed any kind of access to the bridge. 
 
"So what is your job on this trip?" 
 
He looked over at the pilot. 
 
"I am here to keep things running
smoothly," he told her, paraphrasing the instructions he received from
Sarnai. 
 
The woman gave him a smile, gone as soon as it
appeared. 
 
"I'm glad someone is on that," she said.
"I don't think Foss likes you much,
though - and his looped out brother is just - creepy." 
 
"Faust? Creepy?" 
 
It was not a word Avilon would have used to
describe him. But he was not going to argue the point on Faust's insanity. 
 
"Yeah. Fully. I forgot to lock my door last
night and he was standing there watching me sleep." She shuddered.
"Like I said, creepy. I don't even know what he is doing here." 
 
"He's our gunner,"
Avilon told her, repeating what he heard said in the briefings he attended when
there had been no intention of this being his run. 
 
"Gunner? You mean proper ship-to-ship
weaponry? On a shunt like this?"
 
Avilon did not know in detail, but he had been
present at enough of the discussions to understand the gist of it. Faust had
described it in terms that made it seem little more than an extension of his
gaming skills. 
 
"Gunner - as in weapons systems specialist.
Countermeasures in case we are attacked. The ship has been adapted a little
from a standard freighter." 
 
The pilot was calling up screens as he spoke,
clearly trying to find what he was talking about. After a moment she frowned
slightly, thinking, then sat back and looked at him. 
 
"So what about Foss? What is he good
for?" 
 
Avilon wondered where this conversation might lead
and if maybe it was better not to have it. But the pilot did not strike him as
the kind of person who would stop asking. 
 
"Foss is a link networks specialist and the
negotiator. He will be the one making whatever trade this run is all
about." 
 
"And you are really here to keep me in
line?" She sounded angry. 
 
"I think that is part of Foss's mission. Not
mine." 
 
She looked doubtful and as if she was thinking
again. Thinking too much. He needed to distract her. 
 
"Could you teach me to fly one of these?" 
 
The pilot looked at him and blinked. 
 
"You, what?" 
 
"Can you teach me to fly this?" 
 
She laughed, then looked over at him with a strange
expression and laughed some more, which made him smile. 
 
"Is it funny?" he asked. 
 
"Oh, you
don't know the half of how funny it is. But what do you mean by 'fly'? You mean
the interacting with the AI bit? Well anyone can do that, is no different from
any other vehicle. You know how to do that." 
 
"No. I don't." 
 
Her expression was a perfect picture of disbelief. 
 
"You have never interacted with a transport
AI? 
 
He shook his head. 
 
"I once had to work with some heavy weapon
mechs - but not sure that is the sort of thing that would count." 
 
"Heavy weapon mechs? Oh - like the military? Is that why you have a port in your
skull? Kind of dedicated of you. Not many would want to." 
 
"I was not given a lot of choice. I was serving in the Special
Legion." 
 
Her eyes went wide and she drew a sharp breath. 
 
"That's just -" she broke off and looked
away to the main remote screen. "Explains a lot. Would need to be some
kind of psycho to go tearing into a burning building to rescue a complete
stranger." She looked back at him and laughed. "So here I am on a
cargo shunt into a war zone with a creepy looper, a psycho killer and the
galaxy's gift to womankind. My life is so good right now, I feel really lucky -
privileged." 
 
Avilon found he was returning her smile. 
 
"I don't think we will be in a war zone,"
he told her. 
 
She shrugged as if it was a matter of complete
indifference. 
 
"So why not teach the psycho killer to fly a
freighter?" She looked at him as she asked herself the question. "How
good is your math? 'Cos most of where we are going to start will be theory." 
 
It turned out his grasp of maths was very, very
basic compared to what she thought he needed to know, but his mind grasped the
information faster than either of them expected and he found no little
satisfaction from it. When Foss appeared a while later, Avilon had a link to
the ship and was acquainting himself with reading the information it offered,
asking questions on aspects he came across which made little immediate sense. 
 
"Hey," Charis said, sounding cheerful as
she greeted Foss. They must have found some time to resolve their differences
since Avilon last saw them together. Foss returned her warm smile and moved
closer to touch her arm. His pale eyes lifted past her to Avilon's where they
stayed for a moment, cold and hostile. 
 
"What are you up to?" Foss asked her,
still looking at Avilon. 
 
"Well, I
introduced myself to the ship and found my way around a bit. Then I started
teaching Vitos here how to link out to the AI and such. Where have you
been?" 
 
"Sleeping, eating - usual kind of thing. And
you know teaching a security man to access an AI is kind of pointless. They
don't have the brain for it - and they wouldn't have any use for the skill even
if they did." 
 
"Ouch." Charis shook her head. "Now
that was low." 
 
Foss laughed. 
 
"True, though, and you'd agree Ketzel,
I'm sure. It's not exactly part of your job description, is it?" 
 
Avilon weighed up the value of biting the bait and
instead got to his feet. 
 
"It is kind of over my pay grade," he
agreed, aware of a frown from Charis. 
 
But he was still linked in on the ship and its AI
so he spent a while lying on his bunk running over what he could find. Then it
was time to eat. 
 
His days took on a variety of rhythm. Avilon would
spend a part of each - whatever part the Fingal brothers did not - with Charis,
learning more about the ship and increasing his knowledge of the more
fundamental academic disciplines needed to understand its basic operations.
These he would work on when alone, using the ship's resources. When Foss was
around, Avilon would put time in the gym or keep to his own space and review
what he had been learning. 
 
It was on the tenth day he got up and went to join
Charis as usual. They seldom talked about
anything personal, but it was still an easy relationship. Or perhaps it was
because they avoided the personal it was so easy. But today Charis was looking
sombre, she gave a rather wan smile when she saw Avilon and then sucked her
cheeks in. 
 
"Bad news?" he asked. 
 
"Maybe. Or maybe good. Either way, we are a spit from our destination." 
 
The end game. The mission zone. For the entire
voyage, Foss kept telling him it was all on a 'need to know' basis and he did
not need to know what their target was before they got there as it was not part
of his remit. It had been hard to argue. Avilon knew Sarnai trusted the mission
to Foss, so his role had to be to facilitate Foss in whatever way he required
when the time came. 
 
Avilon called up the AI screen and looked at where
they were headed and the information available. It meant very little to him. He
could find the albedo of every planet in the system they were headed for, the
economic history of the one inhabited world and an analysis of the known
planetary surveys. But nothing which helped much to anticipate what nature of
hazard they might expect to encounter when they got there.
 
"Check out what they export," Charis
suggested. "If we are here to smuggle or steal something, it might give us
a clue." 
 
"You could just ask Foss," Avilon said and was rewarded by a grimace. 
 
"Sure. I'll let you. I’ll just get some
version of not worrying my pretty head about it." 
 
Avilon nodded with sympathy. 
 
"Then I'll no doubt be too stupid to
understand, as we security people all are." 
 
"Oh yes," Charis agreed and laughed. 
 
But her suggestion was a good one. The single inhabited
planet in the system was owned by one of the Central conglomerates - called
Sarava Intellectual Properties - and was something of a mono-economy. It mined
a substance known as veralithium, which
Avilon had never heard of but as he called up the highly technical information on it, Foss arrived and
jerked a thumb back to the door. 
 
"This is just for grown-ups," he said,
nastily. 
 
"Rules me out," Charis said and made as
if to stand up. 
 
Foss sighed. 
 
"I was joking, but I do need to access the
system, so if you will excuse me?" He repeated the thumb gesture to Avilon
who left the chair but remained standing beside it. If they were entering the
danger zone for the mission he wanted to know as much as possible about what
was going on. Foss would not know Avilon maintained a link through his wire to
the ship, courtesy of Charis who authorised it over her own. The work he had
been putting in, understanding how the ship's systems functioned, meant if
nothing else, he could watch what Foss might be doing with them and through
them. Foss was talking to Charis, his water-ice eyes fixed on the screens he
summoned. Avilon looked over them, picking up on what each was for, most were
about the expected drop-out, but one was a comms
screen - a secure one. He could tell what it was but could not read it,
although of course as long as they were in FTL it would not be active. 
 
"We need to drop out precisely where I say, if
we are out of stream they will know we are not who we say we are. Can you do
that?" 
 
Charis pulled a face. 
 
"Would have been helpful to know a couple of
days ago - but yes, if you want it in stream
the AI can grab the beacons as we drop and pull us into it. Depending on how far out whoever set up the AI
was, that is how far we shall be from a smooth appearance in stream. I didn't set it up, so I can't tell you
how accurate it will be. You haven’t given me enough time to check up on
it." 
 
Foss made a dismissive gesture. 
 
"I also want to run a false identifier for the
ship," 
 
Charis looked at him, her expression tense. 
 
"You do know changing the identifier on any
vessel is a capital offence?" 
 
Foss shrugged. 
 
"They have to prove you did it first. You must
bear in mind what we are bringing in looks like the twin of what they are
expecting and will be arriving at the exact same time and place they are
expecting. We are doing nothing more than nudging it along with the code." 
 
"Yeah. That makes me feel so much better, I
can't tell you how much," Charis told him. 
 
Avilon was not much happier. He knew if he was
rearrested they would return him to the Specials and the longer he stayed away
from that environment, the less attractive it became to imagine going back. He
shut down that train of thinking and wondered, instead, what kind of
impersonation act a massive cargo freighter could do. The only vessel one such
freighter could impersonate was - well, another such freighter. Avilon stayed
with that thought for a moment and then,
as if a wall gave way somewhere in his mind, he realised exactly what this
freighter was about to impersonate. Close behind, came an understanding of why
they needed a defensive weapons systems expert aboard - and a very good pilot. 
 
"What is veralithium?" he asked, Foss
turned towards him looking surprised and suspicious. 
 
"What do you want to know for?" 
 
"It's a very, very expensive metal, Charis
said, "and you can add a whole other string of 'very'-s." 
 
"So a decent sized cargo of it would be
expensive?" 
 
"Very, very expensive," Charis confirmed
meeting his eyes, her own clear and candid. Foss shook his head. 
 
"It doesn't matter
for now, could be cheap agri-goods for all it matters, the principle is the
same." 
 
Charis looked doubtful. 
 
"The principle may be - the security won't
be." 
 
Foss shook his head again. 
 
"Stop worrying, it's all been thought
of." 
 
"You have someone on the inside then?"
Avilon asked. "Someone who will authorise this ship as being the regular
freighter." 
 
"You know," Foss said, "for someone
who makes their living dragging their knuckles along the ground, you can make a
good guess. But since you made it, you will now realise why we will be
fine." 
 
"Unless the real freighter shows up before we
are loaded and out of the system." 
 
Charis looked from Avilon to Foss and back again,
her consternation clear. 
 
"When is it due?" she asked. 
 
Foss shot Avilon a venomous look and shrugged. 
 
"Well, obviously, it is due the same time as
we get there - but it won't be there then." 
 
"Another insider?" 
 
"As a matter of fact, no. Just take my word on
it, we have a tight - but sufficient - window
to load the veralithium and be out of the system before the real freighter
shows up. The only chance of any danger will be right before we break into FTL
and we have Faust to cover that." 
 
Charis was glaring at Foss. 
 
"I do so love being part of a crap plan,"
she said, sounding cold. "If we are still in orbit and that freighter
appears, we will be blown to shit and nothing I could do can stop that. There
would not even be time to get dangerous and leap straight to FTL from a
standing start. We will be toast." 
 
Foss shook his head again. 
 
"Not going to happen. I have this." 
 
"And here I was thinking your brother was the
crazy one." 
 
Foss looked hurt and ignored her, taking a data
capsule from his jacket and linking it to the ship. Then he got up and gestured
to Avilon. 
 
"Can we have a word?" 
 
"Oh don't mind me," Charis said, raising
her voice. "I'm just the idiot who is going to be answering all the
awkward questions when we drop out of FTL." 
 
"I'll handle it," Foss told her. He touched
Avilon on the arm and jerked his head towards the door of the bridge. Avilon
made a slight gesture indicating Foss should go first and the younger man
sighed in exasperation, then turned and headed out. Faust was sitting in the
communal lounge playing some random game which seemed to involve a lot of
actions. Foss slapped him on the shoulder and he stopped, shutting out screens. 
 
"Yo? We there?" 
 
"Yarp," Foss said, "pretty much. And
we need a conference." 
 
"Then I'll put my serious face on," Faust
said and gave them both a wide grin. 
 
Through the ship's
systems a text message came out on Avilon's screen: You alright?
He sent the letter Y. 
 
"Listen, this is going to be tight. Very
tight. From when we drop out of FTL, I'll
have a counter running giving the time in which we have to complete and leave.
I'll link it to you two, but I don't want Charis to have the pressure. She's
not part of the organisation." 
 
Avilon was incredulous. 
 
"Military trained freighter pilots are not
renowned for how volatile they are," he reminded them, "and she, more
than any of us, needs to have the count. If there is an issue, it is her skill
that will get us out." 
 
Foss shook his head. 
 
Tell me after? He
sent another Y. 
 
"No. This is my call. If you press it, I'll
cut you from the countdown as well." 
 
Faust yawned. 
 
"Cut me too. I could care less. We won't hurry
them loading. Either we make it or we don't. I can't see any point in worrying
about it." 
 
"You never see any point in worrying about
anything," Foss said, his voice tight with anger. Avilon turned away and
walked back towards the bridge. 
 
"Ketzel, where the hell do you think you are
going?" 
 
Avilon turned back
because he had no wish to be followed. 
 
"I thought we were done," he said. 
 
"Nothing like." 
 
Avilon waited. 
 
"We three should all be armed, just in
case." 
 
Feeling the pressure of the energy snub against his
forearm Avilon said nothing. 
 
"Ooow -
guns," Faust said, looking mock-enthusiastic. 
 
"I don't think we are going to face being boarded.
They would just shoot us out of the sky. The system is very well
defended," Avilon observed. 
 
"Wrong thinking. We will have four cycles
worth of unrefined veralithium production on board. They can't afford to shoot
us out the sky - but they might try to cripple us. So yes, we could face
boarding." 
 
Avilon was thinking of the troops which might be
used for such a boarding. Most systems defence was done by Coalition marines -
the kind of troops Jaz served with in his first military career. Or maybe, just
maybe, in a wild place like this, even Specials. He spent an interesting moment
imagining what it would be like going up against well equipped and on Lattice
troops, armed with just an energy snub. 
 
"If we are halted and boarded - we
surrender," he said, firmly. 
 
Foss looked at him and shook his head. 
 
"You some kind of a coward?" 
 
Avilon considered. 
 
"No. I don't think so. I just don't see any
point in committing suicide for a load of metal." 
 
"This is not going to be suicide," Foss said,
sounding sharp. His brother grinned and made a snub out of his knuckles,
pointing them around the room and making noises. 
 
"People - it's
almost showtime." 
 
Charis stood in the doorway. 
 
Avilon went past her and onto the bridge, feeling a
tight sense of hopelessness. He checked his link to the ship and read they were
on the cusp of dropping out of FTL. Suddenly angry, at the ignorance and
arrogance, he turned on Foss, who followed him through the door. 
 
"Just get this right - or if we do get boarded
it won't be the incomers you'll need to be worried about." 
 
"Oy! Stop it." Charis was frowning at
him. Avilon said nothing more and she took her seat, with Foss sitting as
co-pilot. Avilon positioned himself standing between the two and Faust stalked
back through the door into the lounge. 
 
Then came the disorienting shift in gravity and
heavier juddering motion as the FTL engines were replaced by the sub-light
ones. Charis was monitoring the AI, her expression one of total focus. Avilon
tried to make sense of what he could observe, then realised he had no real idea
what he was seeing and stopped looking. 
 
"This is the moment to rub your lucky
charm," Foss murmured and then reached out a hand to touch Charis, sending
her a smile as he did so. She seemed not to notice either the touch or the
smile. 
 
"They have taken the ID," she said after
a taut moment of silence. "They want us to enter freight orbit." She
looked at Foss as if waiting for his guidance and he nodded. 
 
"Just go with whatever they want," he
said. She nodded and for what seemed a long time nothing happened - except the
view screen slowly filled up with the huge bulk of a planet. 
 
"Freighter Buena six-two-zero-nine, receiving
you," Foss spoke in a calm and clear voice, replying to a challenge only
he and Charis could hear. "We are holding approved station as requested
and are ready to begin loading." 
 
Another tense eternity passed before the small
fleet of freight shuttles could be seen, enlarging over time from small dots,
against the backdrop of the planet itself. Avilon counted five. Their arcing
paths vanished from physical sight when they dropped into the shadow of the
freighter and Avilon switched to monitoring their progress through the ship's
own sensors. 
 
"So what is the weight of unrefined ore we are
expecting?" he asked. Foss shrugged. 
 
"Not sure exactly - cycle by cycle tonnage
varies according to a lot of local issues. It is dense stuff - high mass low
volume as well." He made a casual gesture to remote link a screen showing
historical and anticipated output figures for planetary production, as if happy
for the chance to show off his research. "So it won't be enough to fill
the hold or anything like - remember this is part of a regular run visiting a
number of planets." 
 
The freight shuttles reached the cargo landing bay
and Avilon observed them setting down,
not in any visual way of observation, but as the ship recorded it, by
displacement and weight. After you took into account the level of artificial
gravity indicated for the trailer to allow loading, it was simple enough
mathematics - basic arithmetic in fact. Each shuttle adding its own small
additional burden. He checked back to the slight variations shown on the chart
Foss linked and watched the calculation add up towards it. 
 
Or not. 
 
For a single moment, as the realisation hit, he
felt the blood running through his body and pounding in his brain. Then he
acted. Everything around them shuddered and Avilon gripped hard onto Charis’
seat to avoid being thrown over. 
 
"What the -" Charis was saying, her face
disbelieving. "What have you done?" 
 
"There is no ore
on those shuttles," he said. “We need to go. Now.” 
 
Charis and Foss both looked at him. Foss seemed
about to argue, but Avilon ignored him, he was too busy focusing on trying to
make sense of what he was reading and how to proceed. Suddenly he felt the
surge of engine power up and realised Charis had caught on to what he had done
and the significance of his words. 
 
"What the hell is going on?" Foss yelled. 
 
Avilon found himself on the floor, bracing against
a bulkhead so as not to be propelled across the bridge as they banked tightly.
The viewscreen showed the body of the huge freighter trailer below them. 
 
"Foss, get your brother linked to the WS. We
may need him," he shouted over the screaming pitch of the sub-light
engines being brutally overpowered. Foss threw up his hands and nodded, he was
still reacting to what was happening and struggling to make any sense of it.
Then the hull of the freighter body dropped away and a lethal looking dart
could be seen arcing up towards them. 
 
"Shit." Foss turned as pale and watery as
his eyes. 
 
Small stars of brilliant light dropped away towards
the silver dart, brushed in a gentle touch against it and exploded, the patter of shrapnel sped up by lack of any
resistance, could be heard on the hull of their vessel. There was a whoop of victory from the now open door and
Faust stood there doing a ridiculous dance. He vanished a moment later. Avilon
found himself in freefall, then the floor became very solid again and he lost
his grip, sliding to fetch up on the other side with bruising force. The next
explosion must have been much closer, the whine from the sub-light drives
pitched up higher as the ship dipped to evade and Avilon found himself hurled
at dangerous speed, saved from a bone shattering impact with the bulkhead at
the last moment, by a slight course adjustment which turned a downslope into an
upslope and absorbed a lot of the kinetic energy in the process. 
 
Bouncing around unrestrained, it was impossible to
focus on what was happening, but the next shock was gentler and then the thrum
of FTL drives was rising to overtake the juddering whine of the sub-light
engines as Charis pushed the small vessel away from planetary and system
gravity to a point where they stood a chance of breaking free enough from its
influence to trigger the jolt into FTL geometry. 
 
A small group of interceptor fighters was trying to
force her to slow, and it was no more than a matter of time before they started
shooting rather than risk the tractor making it to freedom. Avilon took
advantage of the brief lull of level flight to hurl himself through the lounge
door and grab a deceleration couch, securing the straps just as the ship
lurched down and to the left. 
 
Something fell past him, snagged for a moment on
the couch, then rammed into the bulkhead smearing it with a dark mark. A moment
later the floor seemed to fall away leaving him suspended, weightless, in the
webbing of the couch. At the height of that odd sensation, the FTL engaged and
the whole ship shook with the violence of an earthquake, as if the very fabric
of reality were being ripped apart around it - which, from what little Charis
had told him about how FTL travel worked, was probably not so far from the
truth. 
 
Despite feeling stunned and bruised, Avilon's
released the straps as soon as the AI was telling him they reached FTL. His
training was to move as soon as it was possible and never stay down. He opened
the bridge door and went over to the two seats. Foss was sitting with his face
buried in his hands and Charis sat rigid in her seat, her eyes wide and her
entire body shaking. He went to her first as the one who looked the most
shocked, but as he reached her and crouched beside the chair, she looked at him
with a weak smile. 
 
"I'm sorry," she said. "It was a bit
rough. I saw you being thrown around." 
 
He placed a hand on her forearm and held her gaze. 
 
"Are you alright? Did you get hurt?" 
 
She shook her
head and managed another tight smile. 
 
"I was - so frightened," she gulped a
breath and her eyes suddenly welled with liquid. Avilon gripped her hands in
his own. 
 
"You were amazing. You saved us." 
 
She shook her head. 
 
"No. You saved us. You dropped the tractor coupling.
How did you even know how to do that?" 
 
Avilon smiled at her, still holding her hands to
give the warmth of human contact she so desperately needed. 
 
"I had a very good teacher." 
 
He released her then
and turned to Foss who was still in a foetal curl on his chair. He pulled the
hands away from the other man’s face, with a firm insistence, keeping hold of
them as he did so. 
 
"It's over - you are alright." 
 
The ice-water eyes seemed not to see him, but they
betrayed both knowledge and denial even before Foss asked: 
 
"Faust -?"
 
Avilon nodded. 
 
"Yes. He is dead. He was not strapped in when
he needed to be." 
 
The depth of pain in Foss’ expression was
unreachable. Avilon did not even try, he left the man to grieve for his brother
in whatever way he needed to do so, and went to clear up the mess. 
 





















XIV  
Trust was a bitch. 
 
Jaz found the thought put a bad taste in his mouth
and he spat to shift it. But of course,
it stayed. Having to trust Blondie was like having to rip open his own guts,
but the more this went on the more he was being noosed ever more tight in by
having to trust. The one way to stop it
would be to walk away from everything - and he wanted that so bad even the
thought of where it might leave him was beginning to count less and less. 
 
Vel could look for her own for sure, she had done
so long before Jaz walked into her bar and now Chola cut through the chains
which risked Jaz's own kids. He was about as free as he was going to get and
all he had to do was walk and leave behind all the madness Blondie carried with
him. But he still didn't. Avilon had been as close as a brother - and you can't
see yourself through someone else's eyes and ever forget it. 
 
Finding Shame Cullen was not easy. 
 
In the normal run of things, you would just let it be known in a few places you needed
to talk and sooner or later someone would approach you with a time and place
for a meet. Or you might be lifted off the streets and taken to see him on his
terms. Of course that assumed Shame Cullen wanted to see you - which meant you
needed to be far enough up the food chain in the 'City to be worthy of notice.
If not, then your attempts would be ignored, unless you made a real nuisance of
yourself and then you might get Shame Cullen's full attention for the exact length
of time it took to ensure you stopped being one. 
 
If Avilon had gone looking for Shame Cullen, Jaz
felt sure he would have got a meeting - but was less sure on what basis. If
Cullen knew who he was dealing with, then it would be the first or second. But
if not, Avilon could do a whole lot to make himself a nuisance. A whole lot to
get himself dropped. 
 
Jaz had a strong idea if he wanted to meet Shame
Cullen himself, he would not find it hard - because Cullen was going to want to
know why Jaz had come back having been told to leave and stay away. But he did
not have the time to waste on testing the theory, so he decided to take the one
sure short cut and paid a visit to Voltz. Which was always a nostalgia visit
for Jaz. 
 
Word was that even before the name Shame Cullen
appeared on the scene it had always been the favoured hangout for the mercenary
fraternity of the 'City, being in a convenient location close to the port and
notorious for how lax it was on issues such as carrying weapons. Over the years
it had seen more violence than some war zones.
Last time in the 'City Jaz made a deliberate point of avoiding the place, but
there had been a time he near enough lived in it, either looking for work - or
later, after he became established,
recruiting for whatever team he was running with at the time. Walking into the
bar was always a powerful and familiar experience, a bit like coming home -
even if coming home felt like someone redecorated without bothering to mention
they were planning to. 
 
It smelled the same. The same kind of people sat
around the place: the hopeful, the hopeless, the ones who got by but would not
get far, the ones who thought just being there made them hard and the ones who
were hard and didn't want to be there. It had been over six years, but one pace
into the place and two people caught his eye and acknowledged him. If he wanted
to walk away and leave Chola to his insanity, he now knew there were two clear
offers on the table. He had not expected that - not after the Specials. Neither
would be strictly legal, not from those sources, but both he could be sure
would pay well. Very well. He even hesitated. 
 
"Baldrik. It's been a while." 
 
Then there was always the stark reminder enemies
could be found at Voltz as easily as friends. The man who just headed for the door was muscle for hire called Wylf Denner and he once worked for a bounty
hunter called Elias Bazath. He also once kicked in Jaz's kneecap, shattering
it, because he found it funny to watch Jaz trying to stand up. It was not
surprising he decided to leave and was a reminder of how being away always let
the pond life thrive. Denner would be aiming to up his own status by
challenging a name that meant something. Once. 
 
"You looking for the garbage?" Denner
called from the door "You are coming in the wrong way. You need to be at
the back. Or are you looking for a special friend?" 
 
That was subtle for Voltz. There was even some
laughter and the same eyes which just offered him work, now watched to see what
he would do about it - if he still had the steel or if he was finished. He
turned and was out the door before it shut properly behind Denner. 
 
Not so surprising, Denner had taken off fast,
heading to the chaos of hangers and docks nearby and Jaz had to chase him down.
It was a bitter reminder of his own lost status that he was forced to show he
could handle scum like Denner. Six years ago he would have ignored it. But then
he could have afforded to and the odds were someone else would have dealt with
it on his behalf and without him even needing to ask. But back then he had a
reputation, now he was an unknown quantity. If Jaz let it pass it would break
him in the 'City. For good. Cullen would not even talk to him. 
 
It wasn't difficult. Long before Denner could lose
himself in the port, Jaz got a clear shot. But then the earth shook and an
invisible giant claw - roaring sound and pulling chaos with it - ripped the
world apart, throwing Jaz hard against something much harder. The outer rim of
a docking bay. He felt ribs crack and lost the breath from his body, choking. 
 
Massive plumes of black smoke hurled flames
skywards and a shower of debris rained down from the fractured sky. Where Voltz
stood a moment ago there was now an inferno, towering on the edge of doom. 
 
Pushing through the pain, half-afraid to breath in
case he punctured a lung or had already done so, Jaz made himself get up and
move - away from the fire. He wanted to get distance before any rubber-neckers
could spot him or any authorities could start sweeping in witnesses. He moved
into the port area and came very close to tripping over the moaning form of
Wylf Denner. 
 
Jaz bared his teeth in pure malice, rolled him over
and stamped hard on one knee. Denner screamed as the knee gave way and when Jaz
kicked it for good measure he passed out. The force in the movement jarred
Jaz's ribs, so he didn't bother to try more. Just stood there waiting for the
pain to pass. The link came through a moment later. 
 
"Are you alright?" 
 
Blondie. What a surprise. 
 
"Yeah. Fine," he lied. "You still at
the ship or found us somewhere to stay?" 
 
"The ship. There was an explosion -" 
 
"I'll be there in ten." 
 
He broke the link and moved as fast as he felt he
could. Another idea was playing for attention in his mind and it made him
regret not taking more time with Denner. He even contemplated going back for
him, but the whole area would be too exposed by now. Denner might have been
leaving Voltz at random - just that moment. Or he might have seen Jaz and
wanted out, but then why draw attention to himself? He would have to have been
insane to think Jaz would have let him get away with it. Knowing their history,
it was never going to be something Jaz could let go. Or maybe he might have
been told to do it. Somehow it seemed the more probable option and was why Jaz
wished he could go back. He badly wanted to know if that was what had happened
- and if so, who and why? 
 
He was still worrying at the thought like a broken tooth when he reached the relative sanctuary of
the ship, nestled into its bay like an egg in a nest. Chola was linked out with
screens on a couch when he boarded, but
came to his feet as soon as Jaz entered. He looked like he might have genuine concern. 
 
"I heard someone took out Voltz." 
 
"The whole 'City heard someone take out
Voltz." 
 
The orange eyes registered Jaz's appearance. 
 
"And you were there." 
 
" Yeah," Jaz agreed, unable to prevent a
ragged breath as his ribs grated again. 
 
The blond man nodded. 
 
"I think you need to get those ribs seen
to." 
 
Jaz shifted position to ease the pain, but it
didn't help. 
 
"That's what they invented first-aid kits
for," he said, thinking as he spoke it sounded less than convincing. 
 
"Maybe." There was an odd speculative
look in Chola's eyes. "I wonder if I could do anything for you." 
 
"Like fetch me the kit and check it has decent
pain killers? Sure, would be good Blondie." 
 
Jaz sat on one of the deceleration couches and let
himself lie back, standing was getting difficult. 
 
"I meant something more involved than
that." 
 
Jaz was feeling too grim to play games. He coughed
and a bubble of blood came into his mouth. He had punctured a lung. The cold
stabbing pains from each breath radiated out from his chest into his spine. He
felt as if his chest was getting tighter and breathing was hard, even in short
gasps. By the time Chola got back with the kit he was struggling. 
 
"Jaz, listen to me," Blondie. He was
leaning over the couch and wearing the kind of face medics wear when they want
to tell you they are going to amputate a limb. "I'm going to compensate
the pressure in your chest. Just try and relax." 
 
There was nothing Jaz could do to stop him anyway.
He had seen enough men die this way, panting for air they could not breathe, hearts pounding, the blue wash on
their flesh as life-giving oxygen was no
longer circulated. All you could do was your best to get the air out before
their hearts gave out. More often you found them too late. He felt the blond
man cut away his clothing and trace a careful line down his third rib, aware of
the fingers feeling into the intercostal space, the sharp bite of a needle and
then an almost audible escape of air. The relief was incredible.
 
"You remember I gave you a headache?"
Blondie. "I'm going to try something like that again - but not to hurt. I
don't know if it'll work but I don't think you have many other options right
now." 
 
Jaz would have objected if he could. The memory of
agonising and thought distorting pain was
too vivid. But right that moment he lacked the breath even to talk and any
movement was in with a good chance of being fatal. So he lay there, breath
bubbling, as helpless as an infant. When the warmth started it was just under
his sternum and seemed to spread, slow and steady, taking over from all other
sensation as it advanced. It was like having a small glowing sun positioned
right over his chest - or maybe even in it. Then, a moment later, it was gone. 
 
Chola looked white faced. 
 
"I can't fight you," he said, sounding
weary. "I'm sorry." 
 
Jaz had no idea what that was supposed to mean, he
was not fighting anything. But the blond man reached to touch his neck and Jaz
just had time to recognise the gesture of placing a tranqdisc before the room waved out into black - and then back again. He was still on the couch, but now he
was breathing easily. There was no needle sticking out of his pleural cavity
and his ribs had been strapped up with a curepatch. 
 
Chola was sitting on the next couch, his eyes were
hollow and the skin over his face looked as if it had been stretched too fine.
It was grotesque he even managed a smile - like a death's head grinning. 
 
"I have to sleep," he said, like the truth of his utter exhaustion
was not carved into the flesh of his face. "Try not to get hurt for a
bit." 
 
Then he lay back onto the couch and closed his
eyes, his breathing shifted into a sleep pattern. 
 
Jaz swung his legs from his own couch to the
ground, moving with real care to stand up. His ribs still ached some, but the
cold shooting pain from his lung was gone as if it had never been. He had a
frightening suspicion about what Chola must have done to him, but a suspicion
which was also tinged with a very healthy shade of disbelief. The end result,
either way, he was operational again so, for
now, he was going to leave any thought of how it happened well alone. 
 
Besides he had so much more to think about. 
 
He linked out to local news media and caught the
scenes of emergency vehicles showering foam onto Voltz. On screens, it looked even worse than he
remembered, but then he had seen no more than the one frontage of the building.
The last parts of the media package were showing the gaunt remains of the
structure in which a few walls remained and a lot of rubble. There was
speculation as to what caused the blast and the authorities were asking for
eye-witnesses to come forward. They wanted in particular to have contact with
two men seen running from the building just before the explosion. Unfortunately, no security images existed as
all the local surveillance had been based on Voltz and destroyed with it. 
 
That was good. 
 
The descriptions of himself and Denner were quite accurate
and the mock-ups would have anyone who knew them and held any kind of grudge,
linking the information to whoever might want it. 
 
That was bad - very bad. 
 
So much for staying off-grid and unnoticed to look
for Avilon. It was too late to regret not trying to question Denner and leaving
him alive, but aside from that, Jaz could not see any other way things could
have gone, or anything he could have done, to make his position now any better. 
 
He went back to the media coverage. 
 
The media analysts seemed to believe the explosion
had been caused by a military grade high explosive device which would have been
left somewhere in the bar area. The damage was intensified due to the complete
failure of the fire control systems in the building. The explosion and subsequent
fire were thought to have killed somewhere in the region of at least two
hundred people though many who had not been in or above the bar area managed to
escape. The present theories were it was either some ongoing gang warfare or a
possible planned terrorist strike aimed at a specific individual who may have
been in the bar at the time -
yadda-yadda-yadda. Jaz killed the link, feeling angry. 
 
The timing. Wylf Denning. The whole thing left him
with the sick feeling of it being some kind of cynical and inhuman stitch-up.
Except, how could it be? No one could have known he was going to walk into
Voltz at that moment. He had not known himself for sure until a short time
before. And he could not buy Cullen's security being so crap they would not
have noticed an explosive device left lying around on the off chance Jaz might
walk in. It was like taking coincidence and then stretching it so fine it
became see-through and stopped being coincidence
after all. 
 
Maybe it was paranoia. 
 
So now he had no way forward. He could not stay in
the 'City as he was a hunted man. He could not even hope to leave as ditto and
it was a safe bet right now the entire system was going to be in lockdown -
from both the legitimate authorities and the criminal bosses. So he had no
chance to continue any kind of search for Avilon. Though that was starting to
seem more like a crazy quest in a fantasy game anyway, with Blondie taking on
the role of the arch-wizard casting healing spells. He went across to the secure
lock-box built into the structure of the ship and took out the capsule Chola
had carried. How did it even make sense to record memories? And even if they
found Avilon, how was the blond man planning to download them again into his
brain? 
 
Giving in to an impulse, he put the capsule onto a
remote link and tried to take in some of what was there. It was a series of
scrambled images and part images. Most were overlaid upon each other and some
were little more than blurred patterns. It was like watching some variety of an
extreme high art creation - the kind of thing you'd go into a gallery and walk
around four rooms with this stuff all over the walls, then come out and read
about how it was all to do with the nobility of the human spirit or coming to
terms with mortality or the chaos of life or some other philosophical shit.
There was nothing made any sense, no story to it or structure. 
 
He took it off the remote link and plugged it in on
his wrist. This time he was ready for the onslaught and this time some of the
content stood out with the emotion and thought patterns shifting his perception
of it. But it made no more sense. He broke the link and it occurred to him
maybe it was even simpler than that. Maybe he just didn't have the right
technology to play this back on. Perhaps if whatever recorded the memories was
to play them back, they would make sense - somehow. But for now, aside from the odd image, it meant nothing to
him. He dropped the capsule back in the secure box and locked it. 
 
He took the time to clean himself up as best he
could working round the strapping on his chest and dug out some clothes. They
were about most fashionable he had, not in his usual style, a heritage from the
time Vel's cousin had been ordering him stuff. He found a tacky remote visor
like the one Chola had been wearing on Hell's Breath, which changed his
appearance even more. Now he looked a complete idiot - like a tourist more than
any resident of the 'City. The one thing he did not have was an energy snub, his had been mislaid when the blast threw him
into a wall. A search turned up nothing - until he checked Blondie. The
sleeping man did not wake up even when he took a snub from his arm holster. It
was not a good quality weapon, Blondie must have found it somewhere on the ship,
but it beat running naked. 
 
He locked the ship when he left. It would keep
Chola safe enough and Jaz did not have the time to sit and watch him play
sleeping beauty. Before, he wanted to find Shame Cullen to see if that would
lead to Avilon. Now he needed to find Cullen before Cullen found him. 
 
The legal authorities in the 'City were twofold.
There was a useless local police force - which was abused by the various
organised criminal factions to keep any unorganised
crime off the streets - and the CSF. The Coalition Security Force seemed to
think of the 'City as a giant training ground for its operatives. Which was,
perhaps, not such a bad idea as if their people could survive in the 'City they
could survive anywhere. Right now, though, Jaz wanted to avoid helping either
of those authorities with their enquiries if at all possible, hence the attempt
at some sort of disguise. 
 
It worked well enough that he was a good three
blocks away from the ship's dock when a sleek private transport vehicle slid up
beside him. A small drone hummed somewhere above, he could almost feel the
targeting sights brushing over his scalp. 
 
"Don't make a fuss, son, just get in quiet,
like. I don't want your brains redecorating the bodywork," 
 
Since it was what he hoped for, in some form or
other, Jaz obliged and stepped into the PTV taking a seat opposite the man he
met before as Shame Cullen. The vehicle pulled away. For some reason, the windows were set to be opaque in
both directions. 
 
"You shouldn't have come back, son. I thought
I told you not to." 
 
"Things change, Shame," Jaz said. 
 
"You can keep your snub if it makes you feel any safer. You should know by now it
won't do you any good to drop me anyway." Cullen was sounding like he was
talking to his favourite nephew who had got into a bit of trouble. There was no
one else in the vehicle. "So why did you do it, son?" 
 
"You think I did that?" 
 
The man in the business suit gave him a smile that
showed none of his teeth. 
 
"You had the opportunity, you were there at
the time and - you survived. Seems to me the first person we are going to be
asking about it is the last person who we saw leaving before it happened."
He glanced away to where the windows were black. "This is your last ride,
son. Whatever happens and however you play it. We just want to know who you
were working for. You can either be nice to yourself and share that with me,
here, and we'll be kind - my word on it. Or you can push it and then - well,
then it won't be kind - or quick." 
 
He looked back at Jaz with a mild curiosity, as if
he had been asking what he wanted to drink. 
 
"You know me, Shame," Jaz said, his voice
more taut than he intended, "I
always prefer the easy way through things. Which is why I would not have torched Voltz. Because if anything was going to
get me a hard ride in the 'City it would be that." 
 
The businessman
pulled at the flesh between his nostrils and sighed. 
 
"Hard ride is not in it, son. You killed a lot
of people with powerful friends, which is why my offer to you is, I promise,
the very best you are going to get. Who paid you?" 
 
"Do you think if I was the one who vaped Voltz I'd have been walking down the road
just where you could find me and lift me? Don't you think I'd have everything
set up in advance so I'd have been out of the 'City by now?" 
 
The other man shook his head with a slow
deliberation. 
 
"I think you are a clever bastard, son. A very
clever bastard. And I think you are trying for a way to have your cake and eat
it. You see, word is you just got your family
out of the 'City today. Just like that. Gone. Like I said, clever
bastard." 
 
For a moment Jaz could say nothing. He just felt
sick. 
 
"Was it you thought you could take out the
whole of my operation? End the reign of Shame Cullen? Eh?" The other man
shook his head again. "Bit more to us than just Voltz, son, as I'd have
thought you would know. But yes, for your pride, it did hurt - you can have
that from me for free." 
 
"I didn't do it, Shame - I walked into Voltz
to get a message through I wanted to speak to you. Some ass-wipe named Denner
who used to run with Bazath was talking me down - real bad and then some. He
ran out. I went after him. Boom. Find Denner. Ask him how it
happened." 
 
Shame Cullen drew in a breath and pursed his lips
together as if something was smelling bad. 
 
"We found Denner. He said things a bit
different. Something about seeing you throwing something and starting to run.
So he ran." 
 
"Throwing something and starting to run?"
Jaz was incredulous. "It wasn't a fucking grenade took out Voltz. It was
some kind of placed charge. Even the fucking media have that figured." 
 
He noticed he was suddenly feeling light-headed and
moved to draw the snub but his hand did not respond well and it seemed to slip
through his fingers. 
 
"I'm sorry, son. I did warn you. This could
have been a nice kind drop for you - just like sliding into sleep. But now,
you'll be waking up again soon and then it won't be so pleasant." 
 
The darkness seemed to move in from the windows and
fold in about him until he was flying backwards down a long tunnel of dark
panels. Somewhere that must have stopped because he was hurting and there was a
bright light. His wrists were secured,
crossed, above his head and the weight pulled on his ribs, making it hard to
breathe again. He was naked, even the strapping removed from his chest. The
small room was cold, an overbright light fixed on his face from above, walls an
anonymous grey, the floor grilled so the blood wouldn’t pool up and spoil an
interrogators shoes. There was nothing else, he was the only thing in there.
Apart from the woman. 
 
Even in his state of trauma, he could see she was an exquisite beauty, but for a moment
he could not realise what was wrong with her. Then he saw she had no eyes -
just black shapes where the eyes should be. She moved closer, a shimmer of
fabric around her. He had been wrong, she had eyes - eyes that were nothing but
black. They fixed on him now moving over him, beyond cold, dispassionate,
taking in the damage he received in the explosion and coming to rest on his
face. 
 
"Jazatar Baldrik," she said, making his
name sound serrated, "who paid you?" 
 
It was hard to speak, hard even to draw the breath
to do so. 
 
"Whatever I say, you are going to hurt me. You
have the wrong man." 
 
The pain from where she moved the rib was intense,
and he gasped at the shock which made it hurt more. Her eyes never left his
face. 
 
"Of course I am going to hurt you. You killed
my people. You bombed my home. I am going to hurt you and after that, wherever
you have hidden them, I will find your children and hurt them too," Her
voice was soft and measured. It contained no menace or anger, just quiet
certainty. "Who paid you?" 
 
Jaz felt the fear as a band constricting his chest
tighter than even the pain could achieve. He couldn't breathe, he couldn't
think. For a moment there was nothing but the fear, the black empty eyes saw it
and the woman smiled. The fear moved suddenly into anger. 
 
"Ask Denner why he ran. Ask him who stamped
his knee out. Ask him why he's still breathing if what he claims is true. Like
I'd leave him breathing if he saw what he says he saw." Jaz drew breath,
winced. Something he said stopped the woman. Something was cutting through.
"Ask him who's paying him to set me up." 
 
She stood very still for a moment as if listening
to something far away. Then without saying anything else she turned and walked
from the room. The door closed silently behind her and the light went out
leaving Jaz alone in the dark. 
 
It seemed a long time. 
 
A very long time. 
 
Long enough for Jaz to feel his skin become a numb,
clammy, jelly clinging to his skeleton. Long enough he no longer could feel his
hands where his wrists had been chained and the weight he was pulling on his
shoulders made the muscles across his entire upper body cramp up. Long enough
so he had to urinate and feel the humiliation of it splashing on his legs and
feet. Long enough to give up hope and begin the bleak and endless walk in the
frozen tundra of despair. Then the door opened and the light came on. Blinding.
Someone released his wrists and he was unable to stop himself dropping back,
sliding down the wall, to the floor. Something soft fell with him. 
 
"Get dressed." The voice was male. 
 
Then the room was empty again and the door closed.
Jaz moved as soon as he could. Fighting into the clothes with half-dead fingers
and not feeling able to flex his body enough to put them on. Then all he could
do was sit and wait. Stand and wait. Pace the small space of the grilled floor
wall to wall - and wait. 
 
Eventually, he slept. 
 
He woke as the door began to open and was on his
feet before it completed doing so. He caught the body thrown in at him and only
realised it was not a body when it moaned. It was Denner. He let the injured
man fall to the floor, but the door was already closing. This time though they
left the light on. Someone must have made an effort to strap up Denner's knee
but he was not in any kind of good shape. He lay at Jaz's feet in a crumpled
heap. Jaz wondered what he was expected to do. Maybe kill Denner so he could be
locked in a small room with a dead body? Or were they both just being
warehoused before being disposed of together? 
 
Denner seemed to come to himself more and scooted
backwards away from Jaz into the corner. He was still dressed as he had been in
Voltz and looked terrified. 
 
"We're on the same side in here Jaz. You got
to see that. Cullen's going to kill us both." 
 
"I can't imagine any situation, where you and me are on the same side, Wylf." 
 
"No. We are. Cullen don't care what we say. We're both dead." 
 
Like that was news. Jaz looked around the room and
found nothing to inspire him to further conversation. He sat down, leant back against the wall and closed his
eyes. But like most other people Denner just had to talk. He'd have got on well
with Blondie. 
 
"Why'd you come back to the 'City for, anyway?
Everyone said you had been told to leave. You must have known that was asking
for it. Someone was going to do something." It sounded almost like an
accusation. 
 
Jaz opened his eyes again and let his gaze rest,
incurious, on Denner. His ribs were hurting like hell and after what happened
before he was not in the mood to think about any kind of violent movement. He
wondered what Blondie was going to make of his having vanished. For some reason
the thought made him smile. He cost Chola one hell of a lot of money. The blond
man would probably be spitting blood himself at having lost out on his
investment. Denner must have thought the smile was something to do with him. 
 
"It was always going to happen. You know it.
You shouldn’t have come back. You don't go against a warning like that. Someone
was always going to see to it." 
 
Jaz looked back at the other man. His accusations
were getting a bit too strong. 
 
"Someone. Maybe," he said, "but it didn't
have to be you, Wylf. It could have been someone else." 
 
That struck a nerve. Denner looked grey and
swallowed hard. Jaz found himself getting a sudden sense of walking on solid
ground after trekking for miles through swamp and quicksand. He had been
missing something important. It had not been paranoia after all. He stood up
and moved over to Denner, looking down at him, so the other man pushed himself
further against the wall, his useless leg trailing. 
 
"But it was you," he said, unable to keep
the venom from his voice, "or at least part of it was. But it didn't have
to kill two hundred other people and remove Voltz. I'm a bit easier to drop
than all that. And you knew I was going to be there. Which is a neat trick. Even I didn't know. You did. How?" 
 
Denner went even paler than before no doubt
realising he had talked himself into a variety of admission. He licked at his lips as if they were too dry. Jaz
dropped into a crouch beside him. 
 
"It makes no difference now, Wylf. You already
said it. We're just being warehoused 'til they have a permanent hole to bury us
both in. Whoever set me up, set you up
too. Or you would not be here." 
 
He let Denner chew on that and waited. The other
man avoided his gaze looking down at his hands. Eventually,
he looked back. 
 
"Well isn't that the thing," he sounded
bitter, "because the person who set us both up - is Shame Cullen." 
 
Jaz felt nothing. It was as if he already guessed
what Denner was going to say. He didn't even bother to say Denner had to be
wrong - or he'd gone for someone flying false flags. Because, end of the day,
it was the one answer that worked. The only one that fitted. Denner was still
talking - he seemed to need to. 
 
"I didn't set any charges in Voltz - wasn't
asked to. Just to slam you when you came in, bad enough to make you come after
me. I thought they were planning to drop you in the street. For coming back. I
didn't think - I mean - not all of Voltz." 
 
Jaz felt sick as he stood up again. It was
depressing to realise Denner had been right - they were both on the same side.
Both dead. And because he did not want to talk or think any more about it. He sat against the wall on the opposite side of
the room and closed his eyes so he didn't have to see the ugly reality of
Denner's presence. 
 
It seemed like he had only just done so when the
door opened. This time he was not expecting any kind of good news so he did not
bother to stand up. One of the two men came into the room, the other remained
at the door, holding an energy snub able to shift between the prisoners if
either looked remotely dangerous. The man in the room held magnocuffs and he
aimed a foot at Jaz's leg. 
 
"Get up." 
 
There was no point doing anything else, so he did
and let his wrists be secured behind him, unable to avoid a harsh breath as
they pulled on his ribs. Denner watched and nodded his head as if he was not
surprised to see Jaz being the first to go. Then the shot burned between his
eyes and his head rolled back at the end of the nod. Jaz turned away under
pressure from the man behind him. 
 
"Let's go." 
 
As he walked, sandwiched between the two men, he
wondered if they needed him to die in a certain way and a particular place.
Seemed a lot less effort would have been to finish him with Denner. But the
whole string of this was so bizarre already, Jaz had long since decided he was
not going to guess his way ahead. 
 
He did wonder if, when he saw what they planned for
him, he would understand what was going on. But that was not going to happen.
He'd be dropped just like Denner, without any idea of the real game being
played - or even who were the ones playing it. Just that, as Cullen promised,
his death might be a bit more inventive - and frightening and painful. 
 
So he was just about prepared for anything when he
was taken into a room he recognised. The same minimalist furnishing, attractive
artistic ambience and the wide window
view over a really nice garden. Not a lot had changed. Except the two men who were escorting him this time. And instead of
the large man in a smart business suit, the person sitting in the chair was the
woman with the empty eyes. Oh - and as if proof he was not prepared for
anything, there was one other person present, the very last person he could
have expected to see - looking relaxed and at ease, turning to greet him with a
warm smile of welcome: Durban Chola. 
 
Chola was in no way restrained and suddenly a very
ugly suspicion came to Jaz, because from
what he had seen so far of the way this was playing out, it was those who were
left standing with a smile on their face who would have to be the ones setting
up the plot-line in advance. So he did not return the smile and stood where he
was put, to one side and in front of the chair where the woman with exotic eyes
was seated. She looked at him for a few moments and then gave the slightest
nod. 
 
"I may owe you an apology, Jazatar
Baldrik." Again she stepped through his name like it was a saw blade.
"Do you believe that I do?" 
 
Jaz wanted to say nothing to that, but the empty
eyes were merciless in their expectation and he was not up for receiving more
violence if it could be avoided. 
 
"I don't know," he said, at last. "I
did not blow up Voltz if that is what you
are asking. But now the one person who could have confirmed that for sure is
dead. You just had them dropped. So I don't suppose it makes any difference if
I say that. Or even if it is true You'll be wanting your scapegoat anyway I'm
sure." 
 
The red painted lips moved into a smile exposing a
row of perfect, tiny white teeth. 
 
"You are very naive. Or - let me be generous -
disoriented and not thinking well."
 
Jaz was aware of Chola moving to help himself to a
drink and then settle into one of the other chairs. He did not even look in the
blond man's direction. 
 
"You were watching me and Denner," he said. 
 
The empty eyes held his own for a moment then
looked over towards Chola. 
 
"You told me he is not unintelligent. It seems
you are right." 
 
Chola smiled at her and raised his drink in a
silent toast. Then he said: 
 
"You could ask him why he wanted to find Shame
Cullen in the first place," he suggested. 
 
The exquisitely beautiful woman looked as though
she was considering the idea for a moment. Then she asked. 
 
"Do you still want to talk to Shame
Cullen?" 
 
"I thought I was," Jaz said, wanting to
show he was not entirely dumb. 
 
The woman's expression changed into an odd kind of
complacent look and she settled back to get more comfortable in her chair. 
 
"No. I am afraid 'Shame Cullen' is dead,"
she said, making it clear the name was not referring to any individual.
"Those business interests have fallen to a joint inheritance, for now. But
I am sure it will be challenged. It is an interesting point of probate." 
 
"There was a coup," Chola said helpfully.
"It has changed things a bit. Your position - for one thing." 
 
Jaz said nothing. He was still trying to imagine an
earthquake big enough to topple Shame Cullen and the consequences of that. For
all his adult life to date, the 'City had
been Shame Cullen. To imagine it without that overshadowing presence was hard,
if not impossible. 
 
"That is true," the woman was saying and
now she got up and moved - flowed - towards him, stopping just out of arm's
reach. "You were a hero of our small revolution, Jazatar Baldrik. Your
action in destroying Voltz saved a lot more lives in the long term and paved
the way for me to step forward and take control. You have my gratitude. And my
apology that I allowed myself to be misled as to your true intentions." 
 
Jaz was silent. He felt as if whatever he said it
would be wrong. He was not stupid enough to think there was anything much
beneficial in the position she set him up to hold - or, from his look of smug
satisfaction as she was saying it, was that idea Blondie's nice little acid
twist? 
 
The woman nodded to one of the men behind him and
Jaz felt the magnocuffs fall away. He brought his hands around to the front and rubbed each wrist. 
 
"You have my thanks, Jazatar Baldrik,"
the woman said. "There is a large sum of money deposited into your
financial log which should go a small way to compensating you for the
misunderstanding. I would also like to offer you a post in my organisation on a
more permanent basis." She moved closer as she spoke. Close enough he
could smell the slight scent of some floral perfume on her skin and see the
minute gradations of darkness which separated the parts of her eyes from each
other. "You will find working for Sarnai Altan is rewarding and
prestigious. Both of which bring security in their path." 
 
Jaz wondered if he was supposed to leap for joy and
accept there and then, but before he could frame any kind of reply, Chola was
speaking. 
 
"Would you mind if I have a brief - private -
word with my colleague? I think events may have overtaken him a little too
completely for him to be able to respond to your most generous offer with the
grace it deserves." 
 
The woman called Sarnai Altan glanced towards the
blond man then stepped back and resumed her seat. 
 
"Of course," she said. "You are free
to leave, or I can find you a private room here. You know how to contact me
when you are ready to let me know." 
 
"Then we shall go back to my ship," Chola
said and he turned from the woman to Jaz with a single, embracing, smile. 
 
Jaz said nothing,
but did not object or resist as they were shown out of the impressive house,
his links were restored to him and they were given a ride in a luxury PTV of
the kind normal people only got to see in the entertainment vidcasts. He noticed, but did not care as he was too busy
focusing on controlling the anger. 
 
He was really restrained when they reached the dock
and Chola opened the ship. He was carefully controlled as Chola turned to him
with a full on sunny smile and said: 
 
"I think we are free of eavesdroppers
here." 
 
He was so restrained and controlled he only hit the
blond man once, doubling him over so he folded onto the ground winded and
choking. Then’ whilst Chola remembered how to breath’ Jaz checked through his
finances and saw he was now wealthier than he had ever been before in his life
- or ever held any reasonable expectation he might be. 
 
"You are the most ungrateful bastard I have
ever been forced to work with and believe me there have been a few."
Blondie, getting to his feet, his expression white with fury and his orange
eyes feral. It made a better look on him than the usual so-smart smile. "I
save you from a piracy charge. I save your family. I save your life - and come
close to killing myself to do it. Then I save your life again and make you
rich. And you - you just lash out like a cornered animal. If I had not got the
most solid evidence to the contrary I would not believe you could ever have
enough in common with Avilon for him to think of you as a friend. Or did the
Specials mess you up so bad you would be kinder put out of everyone else's
misery and be sent back there?" 
 
Jaz let him run on to a stop before speaking
himself. There were other ways to hurt than with his fists. 
 
"So you want me to drop on my knees before you
in gratitude? You want my body? Is that
what this is about?" 
 
Blondie was looking at him with something on the
scale between loathing and hatred. 
 
"The very most I ever asked for was a little
patch of common decency to plant a small flag of possible friendship." 
 
"Don't you ever forget - ever - " Jaz
said, his voice so tight it was a snarl, "it was you who came to
me. You who wanted me here." 
 
"So that excuses everything as being my fault?
Your bad choices, other people's machinations, random events which you don't
approve of? What do I have to do to get you to trust I'm on your side and to
stop treating me like an enemy? Or is this how you plan to play it all the way
to the finish line? Because - if so - I am finished with you. You can get off
my ship and go live your life - or as much of it as you have left from sitting
slap in the middle of a 'City turf war." 
 
Trust me. 
 
It always came back to those two small words. 
 
Jaz turned away and pressed the palms of his hands
into his eyes. His chest was bruisingly painful with every breath. He tried to
make his brain function. 
 
"Tell me what happened," he said, feeling
bleak. 
 
There was a frigid silence. He heard the blond man
give a sigh of disbelief. 
 
"You are some piece of work," Chola said,
voice soft, but with a low venom. "Alright. What happened. I pushed myself
to my limits to try and save your life through using the life energy of my own
flesh, blood and bone. As a result, I
went too far beyond exhaustion and had to sleep. I woke up to find you gone -
no consultation, no word left as to what you might be planning to do, not even
a thank-you message. So I looked at what was going on. Did some research. And
found the one glaring fact everyone else seemed to be overlooking: if you
removed you as the obvious candidate - which I did from the first due to my
touchingly loyal nature -" 
 
Jaz turned round then. 
 
"Loyal? I was being locked up and tortured,
while you were -" 
 
"I was making the one person who could save
your life realise they had been played - by their own superior. Then making
sure you had the chance to prove it to them beyond any reasonable doubt."
Chola was almost shouting and he finished, separating out the final four words
he spoke as if talking to someone who was hard of hearing: "I was working
my guts out to - save - your - life." 
 
Jaz realised the blond man was shaking as he went
on. 
 
"I may not be one hundred percent human, but I
am not some kind of insentient rock. That was the last time I am going to be
there when you need me. You have a choice - you can go die in the 'City, go
crawl into some hole on the Periphery or go back to Hell's Breath if they will
have you. But we are done. I am done."
 
It came out with all the finality of a burning
bridge and the words stayed in the air like the thick black smoke that had climbed
the skies above Voltz. For some reason Jaz felt like he was back in the
Specials on Lattice drop-out, watching the count go down and knowing if it hit
zero - that was it. As if he should be doing something or saying something and
if he didn't - then it was the end. But somehow he had no idea which direction
he needed to move. In the end, he asked
the one question that still seemed to matter much. 
 
"You are working for Altan now?" 
 
"No. I am working to find Avilon. As I have been
doing for the last year. The rest is a means to that end." 
 
Jaz nodded and went to grab his still packed travel
bag on the way he accessed his financial log. 
 
"You are leaving then?" Chola looked pale
as death and his orange eyes stood out as the only points of colour beneath the
rough, untamed riot of blond hair. 
 
"Why not? You just asked - no - told me to. I
just repaid you the money you gave Tillsa. Makes us even in my book." He
had transferred all the money he just got from Sarnai Altan. 
 
"And Avilon?" Chola asked, his tone cold. 
 
"If I find him - and he wants to meet you -
I'll let him know where you are." 
 
"You have no idea how impo -" 
 
Jaz cut across him, he made his fingers into the
shape of a snub and was pretending to take aim at Chola's head. 
 
"Watch your back Blondie." 
 
Then he left,
because that was the only thing he could think to do to repay the debt. 
 





















XV  
They say education is always expensive. Charis knew
hers had been - the very best her parents could afford and they were not poor
even by the standards of Central. It would have gone on to be even better and
more expensive, but at the time all her friends were moving to virtual or real
study institutes and other forms of higher education, Charis had to drop her
life to do the obligatory military service required of a child on the Program.
After that, she had not wanted any more
academic or technical education and had gone to work doing what she had come to
love best - taking the big ships through space.
 
Military service had been an education in and of
itself. An expensive one. It had cost her two years of her life and many
friends. It had changed her views on a lot of things, making her tougher about
things her mother had always taught her mattered - like human rights outside
Central, like the power of the big conglomerates, like poverty and like war. 
 
Seeing the people who lived these things made it
very different. You could understand why someone hated you just for being from
Central when you saw how they had to live. You began to understand they hated
you for having a safe, comfortable, fulfilling and long life assured when their
own was doomed to be nasty, brutish and short. But whilst you understood and
sympathised, even gave a hand where and when you could, it didn't mean you were
going to let them stamp on your face. You could even understand why they looked
to terrorist organisations like the Legacy - with its hope of political change
in this life and its promise of a better existence in some mythical next. But
that did not mean you left your own privileged place just to wallow in the dirt
with those who had no choice but to live in it. 
 
Which was part of why Charis found it so difficult
to cope. 
 
Up until now, she always viewed despair from a safe
distance - watching it through a pane of unbreakable glass. But now the glass
had shattered pushing her through that pane.
In a world view built on 'us' and 'them' - no matter how sympathetic you might
be to 'them' - it was never going to be easy to become one of 'them'. And now
she had. Outcast from Central - and the way the wheel looked to be rolling, she
would soon be an outlaw as well. Indeed she might be one already. 
 
Inevitably, due to the way the geometry folded, the
journey back to Thuringen took less time than the journey out - but she found
it more gruelling. Foss transformed at times into some kind of partial zombie.
He'd be fine, smiling even, chatting and then he'd remember Faust and
everything inside him would crumple. She
found no safe topic, the collapse could happen any moment no matter what they
might be talking about. Charis tried to keep with him as much as she could, but
it became increasingly hard. After all,
she had killed Faust. 
 
Sometimes she would lie on her bunk and live over
the run out from their ill-fated attempt at theft. She would wonder which of
the manoeuvres she had chosen to make had been the one which killed Faust -
spinning him across the lounge area to break his neck against a couch, table or
a wall. She would replay them and think how else she could have done it to keep
the ship more stable. And she hated herself for being so focused on getting
away she had not even been thinking about it at the time. Foss didn't blame
her, he even told her so and the sincerity of his grief when he did so made her know he meant it. Foss blamed himself.
Anyone could see that. 
 
The escape from guilt came from Vitos Ketzel. He
wanted to learn like parched earth wants water - and he absorbed all she could
show him with a speed which, all too often, left her staggered. But not only
did he learn what she taught him, he would then take it and then use it as a springboard to leap forward in huge
conceptual bounds. Sometimes he would challenge her thinking in ways which made
her feel slow. It made no sense to her, his strange mix of incredible ignorance
and stunning, brilliant, insights. But she found it fun to watch, to grow with
and be a part of. It took her away from herself and her own problems - and from
Foss and his. 
 
Charis had an odd idea Ketzel had found something
to engage Foss as well, though she had no idea what. But after the two had been
for a workout, or she had left them chatting in the lounge, Foss always seemed
a bit calmer. He was a strange man Vitos Ketzel. When Faust died he had been
the one who had gone through to the lounge area, cleaned it up and removed the
body, sealing it in a body bag in one of the cabins and dropping the life
support in the cabin to stop decomposition until Foss felt ready to take some
decision on it. Charis would have struggled to do that and walk back onto the
bridge afterwards, cool and collected, but not cold or unkind, to say it was
done. But then Vitos had been in the Specials. 
 
Before, the word had always made her think of one
event: a night-time stopover back in her military days, on a world
being used to gather supplies for a new offensive. She had gone out for some
air with a group of officers who were stationed there and had been making her
welcome. The noise had come from what looked like a compound more than a
barracks. It was like the baying and howling of some wild animals, broken with
shouts and screams. One of the officers had seen her reaction and said: 
 
"The Specials. Sometimes they kill and eat
their own. And I’m not joking." Then he had laughed. 
 
At the time Charis had believed him. She still did.
The laughter had been nervous, tight, rooted in a bad memory somewhere. It
played on her mind as she tried to imagine Vitos in that compound or somewhere
like it, until she just had to ask. She
had waited at least until Foss was not around, he was in his own cabin,
sleeping or grieving or with any luck doing something even more normal like
playing a game or watching porn. Vitos had been on a learning binge and when
they both sat down to eat, they were chatting in an easy way about what they
had just been doing, so it seemed a good time - if any was. 
 
"So what was it like, in the Specials? I mean
I've done military, but that has to be different." 
 
Vitos hesitated imperceptibly, food partway to his mouth, just long enough for Charis
to wonder if she had been wise to have asked. Then, as he continued to eat he
was watching her with his disconcerting, penetrating green eyes. 
 
"I can't compare it to regular military,"
he said when he had finished the mouthful. "I have never done that." 
 
"Well, it doesn't mean you can't say what it
was like, surely? I was just thinking it would at least have a bit in common
with regular military." 
 
"You mean like obeying orders and doing
dangerous things?" He sounded sarcastic. But Vitos never did sarcasm.
Charis gave a shrug. 
 
"Kind of thing - I guess." 
 
Vitos did not say more right away and continued
eating. For a while, Charis wondered if
she had pushed too much on a sore spot. 
 
"It is very hard," he said, just as she
was convinced he was not going to answer, "to describe something to
someone who has not got the same - or similar - terms of reference." He
gave her a slight smile. "Believe you me I know, I've been on the
receiving end of that often enough." 
 
"Would you be willing to try? It's alright if
you don't want to, I can see why you might not. It must be difficult to talk
about it." 
 
He considered a moment then gave a small nod. 
 
"What do you want to know?" 
 
"I was on a military stopover once. There was
this - compound of Specials. Someone told
me they were killing each other. I mean, that they were being allowed to. Which
made no sense. Was it really like that? Or was I being laughed at?" 
 
The green eyes seemed to weigh what she was asking,
then they dropped away from her gaze, as
if he could not bear to look at her.
 
"Yes." 
 
"You mean 'yes' I was being laughed at or -
" She let it hang. 
 
"Yes. The Specials kill each other. It's part
of how we were made to bond into units. Then the survivors were beaten down and
formed up depending on how they behaved. Usually
it was done with by the time you got anyone through training, but sometimes -
something might flare up. Someone pushing for something, or someone others
thought to be a weak link. But it was most always fought out one on one. We had
to be careful. If it looked like turning too general we'd be stopped." 
 
He broke off and carried on eating. Perhaps he had
seen noticed her reaction, although she had tried to hide it. Tried, because
she wanted to know. So she asked more, to show she did. 
 
"How - how could they stop it?" 
 
"We were all on the Lattice with no way to
shut it off. You can flood someone with so much data they can't do anything,
get paralysed - literally, physically. Or you can just drop the link and put
everyone on a countdown. Amazing how fast that will work. " 
 
"A countdown?" 
 
"Drop off the Lattice and you have a count
triggered. It hits zero and all the stuff they pack into your scalp port will
fry out in your brain and kill you. Not very quickly, because it is not very
big. But it will kill you." 
 
Charis was silent. Robbed of words. Vitos watched
her, his green eyes assessing. Then he said: 
 
"Maybe it's not it's so difficult for me to
talk about as difficult for others to hear." 
 
Charis felt herself blush. 
 
"What did you do
to - I mean, why were you in the Specials?" 
 
She realised, too late, the timing of the question
made it look as though she was seeking to justify his suffering - to imply he
somehow deserved such a fate. But it was too late to take it back. The green
gaze clouded over - like a veil dropped to hide his feelings. She was
desperately trying to think how to soften the question or to retreat from it
when Vitos spoke. 
 
"I don't know," he said, at last.
"They told me I killed a lot of people. But - I don't know." 
 
Which made no sense. 
 
"But, you must know. There would have been a
trial - there would have been charges you would have had to answer. What were
you charged with?" 
 
Vitos shook his head. 
 
"I don't know. I received some kind of head
injury they told me - just before I was arrested, or so I was told. I have
total amnesia. My first memory was waking up on a Legion transport ship. Before
that. Nothing." 
 
His eyes held hers, his expression gentle, telling
her if he could live with it then she could simply accept it too. But she
couldn't. 
 
"That is horrible," she said and the
total denial in her voice made him look away. 
 
"It is the truth. Truth is often horrible, at least it is in my six years of life
experience." 
 
She shook her head. 
 
"The trial must have been illegal then. You
cannot be charged if you are not competent to understand the charges brought
against you. You could sue the courts for allowing it. I even know a lawyer who
would -" She stopped when she saw him look back at her, his eyes bleak and
empty. It was not going to happen, his expression told her. She shook her head
and ploughed on: 
 
"How could you even survive in that kind of
environment? You'd be - like a newborn." Charis realised she was sounding
disbelieving, but it was not disbelief in what he told her - only disbelief it
had been allowed to happen. 
 
"I was not quite a newborn. I had language and
I had kinetic memory intact - I could walk and talk," he said, with a
slight smile. "But no, it would not have been enough, you are right. I
also had a friend. Someone who had known me - before. He taught me how to
survive. He also told me about civilian life. He seemed to think it better than
what I knew in the Specials. He said it was living and not just
surviving." The slight uplift of his lips made Charis think Vitos was
remembering a private joke. 
 
"Not many do - survive I mean," Charis
said. "Isn't it you get released after you have served so many
years?" 
 
Vitos nodded. 
 
"Five years exemplary. No black marks. Which is
- a challenge. I don't think many ever make it. Even those who live long enough
to go for it wind up being turned down for some minor misdemeanour. And if you
miss applying in the three cycle slot from when you hit the five years - you
get to stay anyway. I was lucky, my
friend had been career military at one time. And he knew all the tricks they
would use to try to get you to misbehave." 
 
"Tricks?" 
 
"The lower ranking regular officers never
liked any of us to walk. I think they were jealous we even had a chance when
they were all put there because no other unit would have them and they didn't
have any hope of a decent life out of the military. They were trapped in the
Specials as much as we were. So they would set us up. Push people to make them
snap and attack an officer. Frame people for theft. Makeup stuff it was hard to
disprove. If they really did not like you and thought you might manage to get
out anyway, they would send you on a hike off Lattice. Then boast about it to
anyone else they thought was getting too close, to put them off even
trying." 
 
This time it was Charis who looked away and then
feeling ashamed she had done so, made herself look back to meet the incredible
green eyes. 
 
"But you managed to get out - despite the
'tricks'." 
 
Vitos nodded. 
 
"Yes. I let everyone think I was not going to
apply. Since all I knew was the Legion, I was scared of trying to be a
civilian. So they never bothered. They did try a bit after I had applied, but
soon as my application was accepted I had to be taken off the active list, so
they had less chance to make things hard for me." 
 
He smiled then and she managed to smile back. 
 
"Vitos Ketzel, I think you are an amazing
human being." 
 
Which, of course, was the moment Foss chose to come
in. 
 
"Oh don't mind me," he said, sounding
morose. "You two can have the lounge I'll find somewhere else." 
 
Vitos stood up and binned the last of his meal as
he headed for the door to the cabin area. 
 
"I was on my way to get some rest
anyway," he said mildly. 
 
Foss waited until he had gone then turned on
Charis, his expression angry. 
 
"You do know what that man is?" he
demanded. 
 
Charis nodded. 
 
"I suspect better than you. He was just
telling me about his time in the Specials." 
 
Foss sat down and leant
across the table towards her, then glanced at the door as if he was worried
Vitos might come back through it. 
 
"Charity, he kills people. If Shame Cullen
said to kill me - or even you. He'd do it. No matter how nice he may
seem." He leant in closer. "I
should not tell you this, but I've seen him do it. Someone was rigging the odds
in a gambling game in Voltz, Cullen sent Ketzel down to bring him up to her
office. When the man had no money to buy off what the house had lost, she told
Ketzel to drop him - and he did. Like that. Dead. No weapon. With his bare
hands." 
 
Charis felt a tight uncomfortable knot in her
stomach. Foss could be lying. Was probably exaggerating at the least. But the
very fact she could believe it could be true made the point Foss was trying to
get her to accept rather clear. 
 
"I was only asking about his time in the
Specials," she said, feeling defensive. 
 
Foss pitched his voice to a bad imitation of her
own: 
 
"Vitos Ketzel, I think you are an amazing
human being." The mountain-ice eyes
held her own, cold with accusation,
"He just wants to get you in his bunk. It's very obvious. Playing the
'dangerous' card." 
 
"And what card are you playing then?"
Charis snapped. "The sympathy one?" 
 
She regretted it as soon as it was said, but Foss
just shook his head. 
 
"Nice. Compassionate. Not like you, Charity.
Must be the company you keep." 
 
"I'm sorry," she said. “That was a
horrible thing to say.”
 
And she was sorry. Foss had lost more than any of
them on this venture. And the fact he was not bringing back the goods he was
supposed to, she knew worried him a lot. He had even hinted to Charis he might
well expect to be punished for it as the expense of the operation had been so high for no return. That was the way
criminal organisations were run. 
 
"It's alright," he said with a slight
sigh. "Ketzel is clever at making people feel good around him. He does it
with me too. It's hard to remember what he is when he's doing that." 
 
Which was true. He was always making an effort
around Foss. Charis found the thought, if anything, more disturbing than the
idea Vitos was a killer. But then, whilst killers did not tend to walk around
in her world, emotionally manipulative people did. That one observation from
Foss was close enough to the marrow of truth for Charis to find herself distancing
from Vitos. If he noticed she was doing so, he did not show it. They still did
his lessons and talked of general things,
but she avoided anything more personal about himself or his past. 
 
It took eight days in all to get back to Thuringen
and when the tractor eased into the stream, Charis was alone on the bridge and
set the AI to get instructions. Without a freighter in tow, they would be asked to land. The AI could handle that without
her needing to do more than agree wherever they were sent to. She kept a
regular remote link with the ship, but discarded the pilot visor, then went to
make sure the other two knew they had arrived. 
 
Vitos was still in his own cabin, she assumed, but
Foss was linked out to Thuringen and from his expression,
the news was not good. He saw her come in and swiped screens closed. 
 
"Cullen is dead - or gone." He sounded
shocked. 
 
Charis wondered what it might mean for him - for
her, well for any of them. Shame Cullen might be a criminal but at least she
had been protecting them to some degree. 
 
"What's happened? More explosions?" 
 
"Not the literal kind, but many of the
metaphorical variety." 
 
"Where does that leave us?" 
 
"I don't know." 
 
"We could leave here - if you have anywhere
you know we could go. " 
 
Vitos came through the door as she spoke. 
 
"We are not going anywhere else," he
said, leaving no room for discussion or denial in his tone. "We are to
take a dock in the quarantine area and stay put until someone comes for
us." 
 
"Quarantine?" Charis was dumbfounded.
"Why would we get put there?" 
 
"So we can't run away," Foss said
soberly. He was looking at Vitos with an uneasy expression. "So who are we
working for? Not Cullen." 
 
"No. Same person different name. Sarnai
Altan." 
 
"Same person?" Foss laughed, but it was
bitter and without humour. "Well,
that's why they call it a revolution of course. It goes right round full circle
and the same person winds up on top." 
 
No one else laughed. 
 
"You need me to request quarantine, or will it
be all set up?" Charis asked. Vitos linked out for a moment then shook his
head. 
 
"No need to do anything. We just sit here and
relax." He smiled at her, as if
offering reassurance. 
 
"So you've not been told to drop me yet?"
Foss demanded, seeming unable not to voice his fears in some form. 
 
Vitos looked at him for a long moment. Charis had
come to learn he always thought before he spoke when it mattered. It was
something she admired in him. Most people would open their mouths and think as
the sound came out - herself included. When he did speak he did not deny the
possibility of what Foss feared. 
 
"I don't think I will be given such an order.
I already reported we arrived to a
planned reception and everyone," he paused on the word to give it
emphasis, "worked hard - really hard - to get us away. I do not think you
will carry any blame - unless of course,
you were the one who betrayed your own project?" 
 
His tone made it very clear he thought that
unbelievable. But Foss did not smile. He sighed and gave a grudging nod. 
 
"Thanks. I'll loan you a favour when you need
it." 
 
The AI alerted them to the need to strap in for
descent and Charis lay back on her couch with her thoughts far from easy. Even
though they had not stolen anything, she was still now a criminal. She had
broken the law piloting a freighter without a valid licence for a start. Given
a good lawyer she might just get by with the penalty of a hefty fine, but
criminal conspiracy charges would harder to get round. 
 
The tractor was auto locked into the dock and the
bay was sealed. Being a quarantine bay, It would have its own atmosphere, as
isolated from the rest of the planet as a domed settlement on a hostile world.
They would not be able to walk out - and if they even attempted to leave the
ship before being cleared to do so they were liable to eradication on the
grounds they might contaminate something. Charis could see why it worked so
well for the criminal fraternity to put people there.
 
They did not have long to wait, but it was long
enough for Foss to be pacing out his nervousness. Charis sat with Vitos nursing
a hot drink and trying to settle the butterflies in her own stomach. She had
the feeling if she knew as much about the future possibilities as Foss, she
too, might be pacing. But Vitos seemed at ease and when she glanced at him over
the rim of her drink he sent her a slight smile which seemed meant to reassure. 
 
Then the main lock opened and one man came aboard.
He had black hair, worn short enough at the sides to show he was ported for a link wire, but longer over the
back of his head, long enough to be tied back into a short pony-tail. It looked
like a deliberate, affected, style and it probably was. Average height, but
with a wiry look as if his was a high
tensile strength. His dark brown eyes moved over the three of them and then
rested on Vitos where his expression changed almost imperceptibly from
impersonal mask to a very slight smile. Charis glanced at Vitos and saw a
corresponding warmth had lifted his expression for just a moment. 
 
Caught up in his own emotions, Foss clearly noticed
nothing. He put himself right into the face of the new arrival. 
 
"Who are you?" 
 
The wiry man looked Foss over with a single quick
glance up and down. 
 
"I'm Jaz Baldrik. Who are you? In fact - you
can do all the introductions." 
 
"Foss Fingal. This is Charity Sweetling and
he's Vitos Ketzel." 
 
"Vitos," the man calling himself Jaz echoed, as if sampling the name. Then he looked
back to Foss. "There should be someone else here. Perhaps you could get
them to join us." 
 
"Faust Fingal is dead," Vitos said,
immediately. It was a kindness, Charis thought, telling the new arrival about
the important relationship so he would not cause unknowing hurt. 
 
"That your brother?" Jaz asked Foss, who
went ashen and nodded. 
 
Charis felt a sting of anger on his behalf. 
 
"What happened to him?" 
 
The question was aimed at Foss, but Charis jumped
in. 
 
"He was not strapped down when I was
performing manoeuvres to avoid hostile fire." 
 
The dark brown eyes moved focus to her and for a
moment she wished she had not drawn their attention. 
 
"We all make mistakes," the man called
Jaz said and flicked his gaze away to
Foss. And then to Vitos in what Charis would have vowed was a silent question.
If Vitos gave any discernable reply she did not see it. But in that moment she
felt a chill shiver the skin on the back of her neck. 
 
"So no veralithium?" Jaz was asking Foss. 
 
"Someone sold us out. They knew we were
coming. We walked into an ambush. But you've been told all this, Vitos said -
" 
 
"I know what Vitos said. I wanted to hear what
you say," Jaz said, cutting over Foss. Charis could see Foss was getting
pushed too far and without thinking said: 
 
"Do you want to know what I have to say about
it as well?" 
 
The dark eyes shifted back to her, suddenly
appraising and Charis felt colder. 
 
"Maybe. Later. Right now I want to hear Foss's
tale." 
 
Foss was looking more than a little sick. 
 
"You can't think I -" 
 
"I don't think anything either way. I just
want to hear what you have to say." 
 
Charis began to open her mouth, to protest. To
point out Foss had lost more than anyone in all this. But she felt the sudden,
warning, pressure of Vitos hand and stayed silent. 
 
Foss was shaking now, the mix of anger, fear and
grief stripping all self-control from him. 
 
"I put the last year of my life into
this." 
 
"Var Altan put a very large slice of finance
into it. She wants to know why that investment has not paid the dividends she
was promised." 
 
"I don't know. I don't know what went wrong. I
don't understand it." Foss's voice was rising in pitch and volume. Jaz
moved so fast that before Charis could open her mouth to protest, he had hit
Foss three times, making him double over onto the floor. Vitos gripped her arm
very firmly. But could not stop her yelping: 
 
"No." 
 
But it did not take Jaz's attention from Foss in
any way. 
 
"Get up," he said, and when Foss did not
try to rise, Jaz kicked him in the spine. "I said, get up." 
 
This time Foss managed it, looking at Jaz with a
gaze of glacial hatred. 
 
"I did not deserve that." 
 
"Oh, I
think you did," Jaz told him.
"I was going to take you to Var Altan myself - but you know, if I do, she
may think I had to drag you there. And that might prejudice your position. So
I'm going to be nice and you get a chance to show you are just what you say you
are. Take yourself to see her. Maybe you might convince her better than you
convinced me." He gestured towards the open lock-hatch. "Just don't
get lost on the way - you would not want me to come and find you." 
 
Foss was clutching at his stomach still and looked
from the open hatch to Jaz and back again. Then he began a strange crab-like
walk, trying to keep Jaz in sight. The dark haired man made an impatient
gesture and spread his hands wide of his body, palms open. Foss turned and
bolted for the hatch. He didn't even look back to see if Charis was alright. 
 
The hatch sealed behind him and Jaz turned back to
where Vitos was sitting opposite Charis. He glanced in passing at her, his gaze
coming to rest on Vitos with a genuine smile. 
 
"It is good to see you, brother," he said
and sounded as if he meant it. 
 
Vitos returned the smile and Charis was amazed at the warmth of it. She had won
such a smile herself from him maybe once or twice when they had completed a
particularly challenging lesson together. 
 
"You too. Very good." 
 
Then she became aware the dark brown eyes had
shifted back to her, with the same uncomfortable look of speculation they had
held before. 
 
"Who is this?" 
 
It was disorienting, the question was not aimed at
herself but at Vitos. 
 
"Someone who is caught up in events, not a
player in them." 
 
Jaz nodded and his interest in her seemed to
evaporate. 
 
"We need to catch up," he said and Vitos
nodded. 
 
"I think so - did you steal my job?" 
 
Jaz laughed. 
 
"I borrowed it, but if it is what you want - I
can get another." 
 
There was a silence. Then Vitos withdrew his hand
from her arm, leaving her feeling strangely abandoned and vulnerable. 
 
"I took the job for a reason," he said,
with a slight smile. "Guess it paid." 
 
Jaz nodded and his gaze flicked back to Charis. 
 
"Is there somewhere you need to be?" he
asked. His tone was pleasant enough, but Charis still felt her mouth dry up. 
 
"I don't - I mean, no. I only got into the
'City the day we flew out. " 
 
Jaz looked at her, his dark eyes steady for a long
moment. 
 
"There are other places than the 'City,"
he said, helpfully. "Maybe you need to be in one of them?" 
 
Charis felt the colour flood into her face. 
 
"I was just deported here - from
Central," she said, knowing she sounded unhappy. She nearly missed the sudden
shift of look from herself to Vitos and back, but she did not miss the slight
hardening of Jaz's mouth. 
 
"That sounds - unlucky," he said. She
tried to ignore the creeping deliberation of his tone. It made her feel the
need to explain herself. 
 
"Maybe it was. It was certainly stupid. I was
in a reserved occupation and I made the mistake of leaving it. So my asylum
papers fell to review. I guess they must have been having some kind of crack
down on illegal immigrants because they
decided I was no longer needed as a citizen. Then they gave me the choice of
being deported here - or where I came from." 
 
"Where is that?" Jaz sounded interested. 
 
"I don't know. But on my original application, the freetrader who put me up for
asylum said my mother had been fourteen or fifteen when she died and if I had
stayed there I would have been abused through being enslaved. So, I chose
here." 
 
Jaz nodded. 
 
"Good choice. I think I would have done the
same," he said and even offered her a slight smile. Charis felt as if she had passed some kind of test. 
 
"Charis is an outstanding pilot," Vitos
said, quietly. "It was her skill got us out of that disaster. And I think
she is reliable." 
 
Jaz grinned, a sudden transformation of his face from a threatening glower to something
much more attractive. 
 
"We can always do with a reliable,
outstanding, pilot," he said. 
 
"You two were in the Specials together."
Charis didn't make it a question. 
 
Jaz's grin faded a little and he half-glanced at
Vitos. 
 
"Reliable?" he queried. 
 
"I believe so," Vitos said. Not exactly a
clamouring endorsement. But then why should she expect more? She had not done
much to show she was trustworthy. Piloting a ship was not the same as being
discreet. She regretted showing her hand. But it was too late now. She looked
at Vitos. 
 
"Well,
you are pretty much the only friend I have here in the 'City. No one else to
loan me a favour." 
 
She pushed herself to a small smile to accompany
her words. Vitos nodded. 
 
"Jaz and I were in the Specials together. But it
is safer all round if it is not generally known. For you as well." 
 
"Got it," she said with as much certainty
and conviction as she could put into two words. She wanted to tell him she
understood. She wanted to tell him she was genuinely glad he had found the
friend whom he owed so much - even if he was rather scary. But she just smiled
and hoped that was enough. 
 
"So you don't have any plans then?" Jaz
asked her. 
 
"I'd like to link to my mother to ask her to
open my case with Central Immigration," she said, wanting to be honest. "But, I think I just lost that chance on
this run. So no. No plans now." 
 
Jaz nodded as if he accepted it. Charis realised,
with a cold sinking sensation in her stomach, that in the end having Vitos' goodwill was not going to protect her. If Jaz
deemed she was any kind of threat to himself and Vitos, no matter how much
Vitos might like her or care about her, she would be dead. 
 
"Then we need to help you make some plans, I
guess," Jaz said, his gaze briefly crossing to Vitos who presumably
offered silent approval, although Charis did not see anything change in his
expression. "Do you want to stay in the 'City? Or maybe you'd like to go
home to Central?" 
 
The generosity of the offer made her stare at him
for a moment. She looked between the two men and realised it was as genuine as
they could make it. Vitos smiled again, perhaps amused by her shocked
expression. She would not have blamed him if so. But then she had no idea what
she should say to it. 
 
It was a crossroads moment. The moment when she
knew without a doubt that whatever decision she made, it would affect the rest
of her life. Every part of her sensible soul told her to keep with the plan -
that way lay the greatest certainty and security she could ever now hope to
have in her life. But another, reckless and - yes, maybe romantic part of her,
was reminding her she owed Vitos her life as much as he owed her. The words
spoke themselves before she could stop them. 
 
"No. I can't go home to Central. Not unless I
do as I was supposed to and betray you to the CSF." 
 
Vitos eyes widened a fraction, as if something made sense he had not grasped before. Jaz
had not moved but where as before his
hand had been empty, it now held an energy snub. His eyes were as dark and
unfeeling as the depths of space. Even as the weapon appeared, Vitos was moving
fast, pulling her flat against the table, his body protecting her from the line
of fire. 
 
"We hear the story first. Then decide." 
 
"Whoa." 
 
For a moment Charis was convinced Jaz would not
back down. Then the weapon was gone and the dark haired man was rubbing the
side of his nose. His expression dubious. 
 
"Storytime,"
he said and as Vitos moved back to his seat, Jaz took the bench opposite,
beside Charis, his expression much the same as when he had been interrogating
Foss. 
 
So she told them. She told them how she had been
threatened with a set-up piracy charge, told if she cooperated her immigration
status would be sorted. All she had to do was go along with whatever plan she
was asked to take part in and then report back on a specific anonymous numbered
link. She even gave them the access number. 
 
"And then?" Jaz asked. She shook her
head. 
 
"I have no idea. But I don't think having my citizenship status restored would be
at the end of it." 
 
"And at what point did you make the decision
not to go along with the CSF in this plan?" Vitos asked her, his eyes were
not as cold and empty as Jaz's, but they were carefully shrouded in suspicion. 
 
Charis had to think about that one. 
 
"I don't think I even thought about the whole
deal until just now - it literally has not even crossed my mind. I mean, I've
been nearly killed three times in the last cycle and my life was not so
exciting even when I was in the military." 
 
"Four times," Jaz added for her. "Or
have you counted this one already?" 
 
She almost smiled at that. Almost. 
 
"No. Four times. You are right. But you asking
me about the future made me think about it." She shook her head. "And
then I just had to make the call I felt was right." 
 
"Why is this the right call?" Vitos
again, looking as if his curiosity was genuine. 
 
Charis drew in a short breath to speak then
rethought the words and exhaled. 
 
"Trust," she said. "I know I don't
trust the CSF to look out for me." 
 
She saw Jaz give a slight movement of one hand and
realised the energy snub had been sitting invisible in his palm and was now
restored to its invisible seating. 
 
"You trust us more?" he asked. 
 
"Vitos has not threatened me, he has not taken
anything from me and he has saved my life. Seems a good basis of trust to
me." 
 
"That doesn't mean I can do anything much for
you now," Vitos said quietly, "even if I want to." 
 
"You two were trying to help me plan my future
just now. And I don't think you were stringing me along. More fool me if you
were." 
 
The two men exchanged looks as if seeking mutual
confirmation of something unspoken. 
 
"No," said Jaz. "We were not. But
that was before you said about the CSF. Because they will be looking for you. I
don't want to take you back to Sarnai
because she is someone I'd not trust as far as I could reach out to touch her
beautiful face." 
 
"You have somewhere else." Vitos sounded
confident, not questioning. 
 
Jaz nodded and Charis realised it was Jaz, again,
who was the one taking the lead and this had been a long established pattern.
But then, if this was who she assumed it was - what had he been to Vitos?
Teacher? Mentor? Parent? 
 
"Will you trust me enough to do as I ask for a
bit?" Jaz was asking her. 
 
"I think I just trusted you with my life,
didn't I?" 
 
Jaz returned her smile, even if not with much
warmth. 
 
"I'll take that as a 'yes' then." He
turned to Vitos. "You can head back home to claim your bonus prize from
Sarnai, she's been missing you - I think. I didn't want to ask why." 
 
Vitos nodded and got up. 
 
"She thinks I'm good at pest control," he
said, straight-faced. 
 
"And are you?" 
 
There was more than just a joke behind the
question, Vitos met the enquiring dark eyes and gave a thin-lipped smile. 
 
"Yes. Of course. Very." 
 
When they left the ship a short time later it was
to split up. Jaz steered Charis to a waiting PTV and Vitos raised a hand in
farewell before vanishing into the spaceport. 
 
"You made a bit of an impression on a -
Vitos," Jaz observed as the vehicle made its way through the network of
roadways within the spaceport. Charis looked at him sharply. 
 
"I have been teaching him things - maths,
physics - and how to talk to a transport AI. He learns fast. But you would
know. You taught him too." 
 
She held his gaze for a long moment and it was he
who looked away. 
 
"I didn't have the ideal classroom set
up." 
 
"I think you did well, all things
considered." 
 
Jaz did not reply. Instead,
he said: 
 
"Where I'm taking you - the man hates me. I
need you not to tell him about Vitos, if
you can manage it. But you'll be safe. I promise you." 
 
Charis wondered then if she had made the right
decision after all. 
 





















XVI  
Durban had been surprised, but not at all unhappy,
to find his intervention to save Jaz led to the downfall of Shame Cullen. It
had not even been too hard to achieve. 
 
Thanks to the good graces of one of the few
surviving contacts he retained from his three-year
stay in the ‘City, over a decade and a half before, he had been able to secure
a hearing from Sarnai Altan. That sowed a seed of doubt, but it would not have
been enough had Jaz himself not independently provided confirmation. Altan and
the other servants of the Shame Cullen machine
were not happy to discover the nature of Cullen’s betrayal. In their own eyes, they were the top of the food chain in
the ‘City, not the pawns of another. Cullen had been regarded as a resource,
useful for information and a powerful icon behind which they could operate in
relative obscurity. Now they were having to face the hard truth that they had
been nothing more than tools in another’s game. 
 
Apart from securing Jaz’s life, Durban himself
received little by way of gratitude for the revelation. In fact, within a
couple of days, the shadow-eyed woman sent word she felt her debt paid in full.
But then, as he knew well, bearers of bad news often get tainted by it in the
minds of those who have to cope with the consequences. He was also very aware
that his security was being guaranteed only so long as he remained silent about
the real events. 
 
At least not having Jaz to consider in his equations
made Durban's life, as he settled into the 'City, a lot easier in many ways. So
much so he even wondered if it had been a mistake to track Jaz down in the
first place. At the time it seemed such a good idea, but Durban had based his
decision on a number of assumptions that had been proven to be false, the
primary one being Jaz would be someone worth knowing.
 
He was not surprised to hear the ex-mercenary had
taken up with Sarnai Altan. Playing at being her head of security was, he felt
sure, something Jaz would be right at home with and no doubt good at. It would
allow him to mix reasonable amounts of uncalled for gratuitous violence with
copious amounts of paranoid imaginings. Perfect. Durban had no idea if it was
something Jaz now regarded as a permanent career, if he was in reality
committed to his new employer or if he was still hoping to find Avilon and was
using the position he now held in the 'City as a way to try to do so. Or both. 
 
In the aftermath of their final encounter, Durban
had briefly contemplated taking the necessary action to remove Jaz from the
whole equation - to turn the same skills he had brought to bear in saving Jaz's
life with Sarnai Altan, to ensuring his demise. It would not have been too hard
to arrange. But whatever his personal feelings might be, the unpalatable fact
remained that Jaz was the best bait possible to bring Avilon out into the open
and he would much harder to find if Jaz was not around. There was also the
disturbing thought that if ever Avilon should be restored to his true self, the
ex-mercenary was the man Avilon regarded as his closest friend. So he left Jaz
alone, kept out of the affairs of Shame Cullen’s successors and put work into
other areas to establish himself in the ‘City whilst doing what he could to try
and find any trace of his quarry. 
 
It was an odd feeling building up from scratch
again. The last time he had needed to do so, he was on a planet so primitive
the only way to communicate with someone was either to write them a letter,
assuming they could even read, or go and meet with them in person. Here the
speed of networking was faster, link-connection-speed
fast, but then so was the need to fulfil on what was discussed. It meant his
life became hectic and challenging. 
 
His own part in the downfall of Shame Cullen,
whilst known only to the few, allowed him to buy him a hearing from some of the
most important people in the ‘City and an introduction to a few more. Which was
all Durban ever needed to succeed. Once
people started listening to what he had to say, they would start wanting to
talk to him more. Once they found his words were more than air, they would seek
him out. It was a process. It took time. It took a lot of enthusiasm and it
took the ability to sell a blatant lie - and then somehow make that lie into
truth before anyone noticed. 
 
Working from his ship, which had all the
convenience of a centrally located apartment in terms of the 'City geography
and was by far more secure, he was able to focus on what he did best - making
people owe him favours. In the 'City, which saw the 'loaning' of a favour as
the byword of any relationship, it was a very useful skill to have and one
people were quick to discover and value in him. With the Cullen syndicate now
dissolved, he had a pleasingly blank canvas on which to paint some interesting
new patterns. In less sensible moments he even contemplated the idea of making
himself the new Shame Cullen. It would have been remarkably easy to do so, but
beyond the personal satisfaction of proving to himself he could do so, it would
serve no real purpose and could even be counterproductive to achieving his
goal. Maybe. If it ever became necessary - or he got very bored. 
 
If Durban could trade up with the bigger names in
the 'City, one thing his previous experiences had taught him, was the value of
never turning down any potential source, even an individual who appeared to be
of very little or no significance. Three tiny pieces of gossip, mixed with one
substantive fact could be enough to bring down an empire. So when the woman
with dark red hair walked into the dock and showed up on his security set up,
he took the time to walk out and greet her. He also took the speed release
energy snub he always wore now, concealed beneath a stylish, wide-sleeved shirt. 
 
She had a nervous look about her, as if she was not certain she should be
there. Durban was confident he had never seen her before but, close to, there
was something familiar about her. The set of her eyes, the shape of her jaw -
Durban could not quite place it, though.
That disturbed him. He moved forward to greet her with one of his sunniest
smiles. 
 
"Are you Durban Chola?" she asked, her
uncertainty sounding genuine. 
 
He could think of no reason to deny it so he
nodded, still smiling. 
 
"I am. How can I help you?" 
 
"A man called Jaz Baldrik told me to come here
and ask you to provide - how did he put it - 'warehousing', I think. For me,
that is." She sounded very serious and her accent was from somewhere in
Central, not local. 
 
Durban sighed. It was apparent even when absent Jaz
could still disrupt his life. He felt his smile become less flexible and lose a
few degrees of its warmth. 
 
"Why?" 
 
She shook her head, still looking serious and
perhaps even a little frightened. Durban was not at all used to inspiring such
a reaction in anyone. 
 
"I - I am not sure," she said. 
 
Which made it straightforward enough. He should
refuse and send the woman - whoever she might be - away. But he hesitated even
as he lined the words up, ready on his
tongue. After their last conversation, he
was very sure Jaz knew how high the chance he would do that exact thing. Assuming, of course, she was not lying. Instead, he asked: 
 
"Do you have any idea what that term
means?" 
 
"What term?" 
 
"Warehousing." 
 
She shook her head. 
 
"I've not been in the 'City very long. But I
could take a guess." She offered him a rueful smile with anxious
highlights. 
 
"It means taking you somewhere out of
circulation and then holding you there against your will," Durban
explained, helpfully. He did not add almost always implicit in the term was a
fatal outcome. If he thought to put her off, it was not effective. Her
expression did not change. 
 
"Well, it wouldn't be against my will,"
she said. "The rest sounds good. if you can arrange it. Please." 
 
She did not seem to be joking, but she might still
be lying. 
 
"So what did this Jaz look like? The one I
know has brown hair and a wart on his face." Durban said, keeping his
smile warm and welcoming. 
 
"I didn't notice any wart. But he's got black hair and he's as tall as you - quite a lot
fitter, I'd say. Oh yes - and he has a
link wire port behind his left ear." She looked at him with a question in
her eyes, as if worried she might have said the wrong thing. 
 
"And aside telling you to ask me to - look
after you carefully, what did he say?" 
 
"I wasn't going to tell you - because most of
it was insults." Her voice had a slight shake to it. 
 
"Tell me anyway," Durban said, letting a little bit of amused forbearance ease into his
voice. 
 
"He said, 'Tell Blondie I hope he's not
forgotten the memories." 
 
It was from Jaz.
 
"That is not very insulting." 
 
The woman looked rueful again. 
 
"I know, I decided to stick with the
expurgated version. Is it enough?" 
 
Durban shook his head and saw something which might
have been a shadow of real fear touch the woman's face as he did so. 
 
"Yes. Sure. Why not," he said, his voice
laced with a heavy resignation. "After all Jaz is such a good friend of
mine." 
 
"He said you hated him," she said,
sounding bleak, "which is why me being here makes little sense - I
guess." 
 
"I don't dislike him enough to take it out on
you," Durban said, hoping to reassure, and restored his smile. "Come
in and tell me what you can." 
 
He made an elaborate gesture to indicate she should
proceed him onto the ship. That Jaz had apparently been desperate enough to
enlist his aid, gave him pause. There was only one cause in which Jaz would
know for sure he could always count on Durban to act - no matter what. Whilst
the ex-mercenary might try something on for his own benefit, he would also know
Durban could not take the chance it was not related to the one thing that still
bound them - umbilical-like: the fate of
Avilon Revid. What made it more difficult was he could be very sure Jaz's
choice of phrasing was deliberate. He wanted this woman kept safe and out of circulation
with her willing cooperation or without
it. At the moment she seemed cooperative. 
 
"So what should I call you?" he asked as
she was looking around the unimpressive interior of the ship. 
 
"My name is Charity Sweetling," she said.
When he waited expectantly she went on: "I was deported from Central best
part of a cycle ago. My immigration status changed because I left my reserved
job as a freighter pilot. I was on the child refugee program." 
 
Which made Durban a little curious. 
 
"Where were you born, Charity?" 
 
The woman shook her head. 
 
"Nowhere
anyone has heard of. I can’t even remember the name myself. The freetrader who
rescued me said he had taken me from a life of slavery. I was only three or
four. I don't really remember much about it." 
 
Durban nodded, the strangest suspicion forming in
his mind. Not one relevant to the present issue, but one which he would want to
look into for his own interest. 
 
"And how did you come to know that friend to
all in need, Jazatar Baldrik?" 
 
The woman gave him a sharp look. 
 
"You really don't like him much," she
said, and her look said she was worried it might matter. 
 
"And you do?" 
 
She shrugged. 
 
"I only met him today. He took me off a ship
I'd been forced to pilot by some criminal syndicate and brought me here." 
 
Which made no sense at all. When it came to women,
Durban had seen Jaz could be a sentimental romantic. But the ex-mercenary only
just met this one. 
 
"Have you any idea why he did that? I mean if
he felt you were at risk he could have paid your passage off planet. He is not an insignificant player in
the city himself at the moment. I am sure he would have his own 'warehousing'
options." 
 
"I - I don't know why." 
 
It was not too difficult to see she was being not
entirely honest. She may not know Jaz's full motivation in bringing her here in
particular, but she must have some idea of what lay behind his wanting to take
her somewhere. Durban gave her a warm and encouraging smile. 
 
"Well, I don't run to much luxury here - as
you can see, but provided you don't mind sharing, we can be roomies a while. If
you promise not to bring your boyfriend home, I'll promise not to bring mine
home either." 
 
"Jaz is not - " She broke off.
"Honestly, I really don't know his reasons. He seemed to think I'd be in
danger from his boss." 
 
"Who you had just done an illegal piloting run
for, " Durban pointed out. 
 
"But under duress. I - met a man who promised
me I could earn good money as a pilot. He kind of committed me to it without
asking. They kept me locked up until Voltz blew up and then they put me on the
ship. " 
 
Durban looked sympathetic. 
 
"And this was some sort of smuggling
run?" he asked. 
 
"Not really. We were pretending to be another
freighter. It was more - theft. Well, attempted theft. It went wrong. We were
set-up." Her expression shifted leaving Durban with the impression that
memories she would have preferred not to have, had come back with her words.
"We only just got away. Then we got back here and the ship was forced to
go into a quarantine dock. Jaz came on board. When I told him about myself and
what happened he brought me here. That's all I know." 
 
Durban nodded again. So far he heard nothing in the
story to explain why Jaz would send this woman to him. 
 
"Who else was on this run with you,
Charity?" 
 
She looked thoughtful for a moment - as if trying
to link the idea with why she was here. 
 
"Foss Fingal, he was the man who got me into
it. His brother Faust - but he - he died when we were getting out." She
went silent a moment. Durban gathered from the quality of her silence that
having people she knew dying was not a regular part of her day-to-day
experience. Which was not surprising if she was brought up in Central where
dying was close to being more of a lifestyle option than an inevitability. 
 
"Anyone else?" Durban prompted. 
 
"Some security man. It was organised by this
woman - Shame Cullen. But," she hesitated, "it all changed when we
got back. I don't really understand what happened." 
 
"No one called Avilon?" It was a safe
enough question, the name was a very common and popular one having been the
given name of one of the principle founders of the Coalition. 
 
"No, no one called Avilon," she said and
looked at him with genuine confusion. He smiled at her whilst heaping silent
curses on Jazatar Baldrik. Whatever his motive, Durban would have to play his
game. 
 
"Well, Charity, If you want to make yourself
at home in the back cabin, it is not much but it is all I have here. Oh, and before I forget," he said and held
out a hand. "I need your link." 
 
"What the - I mean, why?" Her hand moved
as if to protect the device. 
 
"Because you are supposed to be out of
circulation, which means no one being able to link to you. They could find you
if they did." 
 
He kept his smile light and his own hand open,
waiting. Maybe she did not yet understand what Jaz asked of him - the full
implications. She looked unhappy and for a moment Durban was sure she was going
to try to walk out and then he would have to decide how much he trusted Jaz and
act accordingly. But he was spared a soul-searching moment as she unclipped the
link and handed it to him. The fear was back in her eyes. He took the device
and held her gaze for a long moment. 
 
"Are you sure you want to go through with
this?" he asked and she shook her head. 
 
"I don't," she said, "not really. But
Jaz seemed to think it was important - like, my life depended on it sort of
thing. I don't think I get a choice." 
 
Durban didn't think she did either, though not for
the same reasons she gave. He showed her through to the back cabin and made
sure she had anything she might need in the immediate future, then locked her
in. He warned her first and saw the first real fear, cold and feral, like a
cornered animal. She started saying something about being locked in and smoke.
But there was nothing he could do to reassure her. He had no choice. He could
not allow her the run of the ship when he was not there. He also had a lot of
other sensitive work he needed to see through, so he did not want her wandering
around. 
 
Then he did what he knew he should have done before
taking her in. He linked Jaz. 
 
"What do you want, Blondie?" Jaz
sounded surprised to hear from him. 
 
"I think I've got something of yours and I was
-" 
 
"Yeah? Good. Keep it safe then until I can
collect." 
 
"How safe? I mean is it volatile?" 
 
"Very and yeah. Central." 
 
Durban drew a sharp breath. Charity had been a bit
shy at admitting to that one. 
 
"Umm - you know we should arrange for you to
collect this - soon." 
 
"Sure. We'll talk soon. Take care
Blondie." 
 
Durban heard the link drop and counted to ten - slowly.
Then he was able to think again without the red blurring his vision. Central.
So his charge had some issues with the CSF. Joy. It at least explained why Jaz
wanted her kept out of the way. But it did not explain why he wanted Durban to
keep her. Right then Durban wanted to think about it - he wanted to consider
with great care the implications of concealing someone who had security force
interest of some description. But he was not given the leisure to do so.
Another link demanded his attention and he had to set the issue aside for a
while to deal with some of the other matters he was working on which were
reaching critical mass and needed his urgent and undivided concentration. 
 
It was later, much later, after he had spent too
long juggling contacts and been out to meet with someone he had to persuade to
loan him a favour he had already promised to someone else, when he got back to the ship to hear banging on the back
cabin door. It seemed his guest was already unhappy at the deal she had agreed.
It was late and he was too tired to cope with it in any sensible way, so he
ignored it and slept on one of the deceleration couches where the noise could
barely reach him. 
 
When he woke, it was to a dark day on Thuringen. He
persuaded the ageing meal-synth to produce
something that smelt almost tempting, set it out on the table, ensured the ship
was sealed then opened the back cabin. The woman with auburn hair was sitting
on the bunk inside, looking at him with eyes which might well have been crying.
She was not now, just glowering with a kind of desperate anger, under which
lurked fear. 
 
"I've got some breakfast," he said,
trying hard to sound cheerful and gestured she was welcome to leave her prison
of the cabin and its tiny hygiene facilities for the body of the ship. Charity
got up and stalked through to the main room, she must have been very hungry
because she sat down and started eating without a word. Durban realised,
belatedly, he had not offered her any food at all the previous day. He felt a
little guilty as he watched her and then pushed his own breakfast towards her
when she had finished. 
 
"If you want some more …" he offered. 
 
She ate some of his whilst Durban wondered which
angle of attack to start upon. But Charity made the choice for him. 
 
"I've decided. I want to leave," she said, her voice firm. 
 
Durban gave a slight sigh and shook his head. Very
glad now he had not tried to handle this when tired out the night before. It
was going to need a lot of diplomacy. 
 
"I can't allow you to, I am sorry," he
told her. 
 
"Do you mean that? Are you really sorry?"
she snapped. 
 
Durban met her unexceptional hazel eyes and nodded. 
 
"Actually, yes. Yes, I am. But as much as I do
not like Jaz, I know he would not ask me to - look after you if it was not
important." 
 
"Important to who? Him and you? Or me?"
she sounded bitter. A qualified freighter pilot was not going to be a fool so
he did not bother to lie. 
 
"Him - and me, mostly. Of course," he
admitted. "But I think maybe important to you as well. Tell me about your
involvement with the CSF." 
 
Her eyes went wide even though she tried to hide it
and she looked away too quickly. 
 
"Jaz told you," she said, her voice
bleak. 
 
"I am responsible for your safety,"
Durban told her, sensibly. "I need to know things like that - if I am to
keep you safe. Just tell me what’s been going on, from the beginning. Then
maybe I can see a way through this with a good outcome for all of us." 
 
He smiled to reassure her, but for all he made it
sound hopeful, there was little real
conviction in his words. With CSF involvement, Durban was beginning to consider
his own safety in the situation with a whole lot more concern than before. Much
as he doubted Jaz would take any deliberate steps to throw him to the wolves,
he had no problem whatsoever believing the ex-mercenary would not think twice
before placing him in 'considered hazard' - as risk assessed by Jazatar
Baldrik, of course. 
 
"I can't believe he told you," she was
shaking her head. But her words held more a sense of betrayal than a genuine
belief Jaz had not done so. "I was set up by the CSF to take a piracy
charge if I did not do as they said. They told me to go along with what Foss
asked of me - which was the run I told you about - and then link them
afterwards and tell them what I was asked to do. That was all." 
 
"And did you?" Durban asked. Charity
looked at him as if wondering about his sanity. 
 
"Of course not. I wouldn't be here if I
had." 
 
It all made a grim variety of sense. The most
unlikely aspect in all this, was that Jaz
had chosen such a path rather than the one his ruthless mind would have deemed so much simpler. There must be something
of value to Jaz in this woman. Information? A hold over someone else?
Blackmail? Or perhaps even a potential tab into the CSF - ridiculously risky as
that might be? Charity probably did not know the answer herself. Durban changed
the topic: 
 
"Do you know the name of the planet where you
were born?" he asked. 
 
Charity looked at him as if he was speaking a
language she could not understand. Which, when he thought about it, was not
such a bad idea. So he switched to another language, one he was fluent in and
had spoken all his life, and asked her: 
 
"Do you remember your mother?" 
 
He used a child's familiar word for 'mother' in the
language he had chosen. Charity was
staring at him now and he had her full attention. Then she slowly echoed the
word for 'mother', as if tasting something sweet and familiar on her tongue.
Durban smiled feeling the warmth spread over his face, unable to help himself. 
 
"I don't understand," Charity was saying.
"No. I mean I do. But - I don't understand why I do. What does it
mean?" 
 
She searched his face, almost urgently, as if
looking for an answer. 
 
"You and I were born on the same world," he said. Which was almost true. 
 
"What? How can - " she stopped and then
looked down and away and said, her tone somehow wistful: "Not that it
makes any difference to anything, I suppose. " 
 
Durban was still smiling, warm and sunny. 
 
"To me
it does, but maybe not in the way you might think." 
 
"Just - a curiosity? Coincidence?" 
 
"Something like that," he agreed easily.
"You should be glad whoever took you from Keran
did so. As the child of a slave, you
would not have had a good life on Temsevar." 
 
"Does it change - well, anything?"
Charity asked, but it was obvious she was expecting nothing from it. 
 
"It changes something for me," he told
her. "It makes me glad to have you here." 
 
Her expression said she did not believe him and he
tried to reassure her with his smile. 
 
"I don't want to keep you here against your
will," he said, as gently as he could. "Maybe you need to know in my
opinion you would not live long if I let you go. Jaz would not allow you to. He
could not take the risk you would not decide to go back to the CSF. It would
endanger his organisation. And - if you did manage to contact the CSF without
him finding out, I do not think they would bother to look after you either. If
they realised you had compromised yourself, they would go on with their piracy
charge. If they did not - they would ask you to do more in Jaz's organisation.
Get them more information. They would keep promising and keep asking until
something went wrong and you were dead." 
 
He watched her face as he spoke and saw he was
telling her no more than she had already worked out for herself. 
 
"So - I stay here, forever?" There was a
note of hopelessness in her tone he could not blame her for having there. 
 
"It could be worse, you will get a decent
breakfast every day and the best possible company," he said, letting his
smile warm her. 
 
"And I also get locked in a tiny cabin and be
made to live like a prisoner." 
 
"Life is not perfect. And, no, it will not be
forever. I am very sure once the immediate heat has died down we can find you a
way offworld. A new identity. A new life." Even as he said the words he
knew he could not promise any of it. Jaz not only might, but no doubt did, have other plans for her and it was
probable there were further factors involved of which Durban himself was, as of
now, unaware. But it would serve nothing to let Charity seep into despair,
except to make her miserable and his task in keeping her out of circulation
much harder. 
 
"I kind of liked my old life," she said,
but there was a note of acceptance in her voice Durban was pleased to hear. 
 
"So you will stay then?" 
 
She drew a deep breath and let it out in a slow
sigh. 
 
"I don't have a lot of choice do I?" 
 
"No," Durban said, quietly. Then because
he wanted to try to soften it a little, he went on: "But it does give me a
chance to tell you a bit about the place you were born. If you would like me
to?" 
 
So, despite having a number of very pressing
matters he needed to look to, Durban found himself spending much of the time
before lunch, with not too much reluctance, talking about his home world. In
the process, he discovered three
interesting things about Charity Sweetling: that her improbable name had been
invented by the freetrader who rescued her, that she had a good sense of humour
and that she preferred to be called Charis. 
 
When he went out, later on in the day, he had
reconciled Charis into staying locked in the back cabin for her own safety,
which he felt was no small tribute to his own immaculate powers of persuasion. 
 
His activities took him into the area of the 'City
they called Ignatius. It had once been home to a large locally owned civil
space-tech manufactory of the same name. But when the business was taken out by
one of the large Central cartels, it had become home to many of the displaced
who were too poor, too ill-educated or
too weak to survive in the main areas of the 'City. In a place where organised
crime ruled, Ignatius was the one place where the small time criminal
entrepreneur could scrape by.
 
The original buildings had been adapted and
supplemented by inhabitants over several generations, producing a structure
which resembled a cross between a hive and a warren. Above ground were tiny
alleys and narrow roadways, whilst beneath was an extensive system of
artificial caves and tunnels, dating from the days before it was even called
Ignatius and had been a shallow mine-working on the edge of the 'City. In fact,
like the proverbial iceberg, most of Ignatius existed out of sight in dimly lit
passageways and caverns of various sizes. Unless you were a native and knew
well where not to go and who not to talk to, it was the sort of environment it
was best not to enter. Or at least not without a healthy number of well-armed companions. Durban went alone and
very lightly armed. 
 
The person he was meeting was supposed to be in one
of the more upmarket bars near the edge of the zone. It was easy to tell it was
superior for the area - it was above ground, had four walls and the best part
of a roof and even served some things which had not been locally produced for
the few customers who could manage to afford such luxuries. Durban took a
moment to be grateful for that as he found a seat,
because he knew most of the local beverages were based on fermenting a grey
sludge-mould into a potent brew with interesting hallucinogenic qualities. 
 
"I see you found your way here then," the
man who sat down beside him had blue painted nails, a badly healing cut on his
chin and wore a bulbous grey hat pulled down to cover his ears. He picked up
the drink Durban bought him between the finger and thumb of one hand, the other
three fingers missed one or more of their joints. 
 
"I have inbuilt geonavigation," Durban replied with a friendly smile. That was
evidently the extent of the social niceties on offer,
because the other man scratched at the scab on his face and went straight to
the point. 
 
"So say I get this meeting arranged for you?
What is it going to do?" 
 
Durban looked around the bar. Nothing matched.
There were seven tables, one with half a leg missing, resting on a pile of
bricks. Each had a random selection of seating around it. The floor had once
been some kind of heavy duty industrial laminate but was now a mosaic of the
original flooring and different rough patches of various fillers. The drinks
dispenser stood looking oddly ordinary in the corner, supervised by a girl who
was soon to be an adult, but whose face already looked like an old woman. 
 
"It's going to make things better than
this," Durban said. The man beside him licked his lips as if they were dry
and his head shifted to one side. 
 
"I think I've heard that one before," he said,
sounding doubtful. 
 
Durban turned to look him in the eyes and held his
gaze. 
 
"Not from me." 
 
The man in the grey hat looked away, as if lacking the courage to face the
future Durban was offering. And that was the real problem here. No trust
anything could ever be different. No trust in anyone who might make things
different. And no trust in the people themselves - that they could ever be
worthy of any difference. 
 
"So you will set up the meeting?" Durban
asked, quietly insistent. 
 
The man said nothing, he had become very still and
his eyes were now looking past the girl by the drinks machine and out onto the
narrow street outside. Following his gaze, Durban saw three men approaching the
main door in a sort of wedge formation. The one at the front flanked a step
behind on either side by the other two. Durban, who had a long, and often too
close, acquaintance with ruthless killers, recognised the breed. In another
life, he reflected, these could be Jaz Baldrik. He touched the arm of the man
sitting with him, who seemed paralysed. 
 
"You ought to go." 
 
The words unfroze the man who suddenly looked at
Durban as if seeing him for the first time, his tongue darting out, snake-like,
to moisten his lips. 
 
"These people - I can't - I mean, they'll drop
you." 
 
Durban gave him a warm and reassuring smile. 
 
"I'll be fine. You go. And let me know when
you have the meeting set up, yes?" 
 
The other man nodded and was gone before Durban
could turn back to watch the advance of the new arrivals. The one in front had
a face so narrow it was a bit like seeing him in perpetual profile and his
high, arched eyebrows gave him a built-in look of surprise. He was tall and so
thin the long coat he wore hung from his shoulders without seeming to touch
anywhere on the way down. He looked like a starving rat walking on two legs. 
 
Durban realised the only other person left in the
bar as the three came in the main door was the girl on the drinks machine. Just
for a moment, he wondered if he had taken
a bite too much. But by then it was too late anyway and when the three reached
his table, he pushed his seat back against the wall and smiled benignly up at
the rat-faced one. 
 
"Would you care to join me for a drink?" 
 
Rat-face ignored him and dropped onto the seat
opposite, still flanked by his two wingmen. He oozed menace like cheap
aftershave. One of the other two produced a long, black-bladed knife and started cleaning under his thumbnail with
it. The other was looking at Durban as if trying to decide which bit to break
first. Rat-face spoke. 
 
"I don't know who you are," he said, in a
tone which made it clear he also did not care, " or what you want here but
-" 
 
"My name is Durban Chola. I am here to do some
business. How can I help you, good
people?" Durban turned his smile up to its sunniest setting and embraced
all three with its warmth. Rat-face looked nonplussed for a moment. Durban had
broken the script. 
 
"I just need to find some people who are
willing to loan me a favour so we can all make a lot of money, but so far-
" Durban shook his head, still smiling and shrugged slightly. "I've
not been impressed by your local talent." 
 
Rat-face was already uneasy. By this point, his
script no doubt said that Durban - an unarmed and ignorant tourist to Ignatius
- should be close to wetting himself in terror. He should not be smiling a
serene smile and talking about making
money. 
 
"Maybe I'm still not speaking to the right
people," Durban suggested, his tone mild. Holding the gaze of the
rat-faced man and watching as the decision came into his eyes. It was sad but true,
some people lacked any ability to be flexible. Even so, Durban allowed him to
lift a hand to begin the gesture his two companions had been expecting. Until
that point, there was always hope he had
been wrong. 
 
Before rat-face had completed the gesture the hand
he had been lifting was clutching at his head and he hurled himself from his
chair as if it burned him. He did not scream, but the noises he made sounded
like an animal in torment. The other two had no idea what to do. Durban had not
moved and both his hands were in full view and empty on the table in front of
him. His expression was one of profound concern and he was getting to his feet
when the one with the knife gestured him back. 
 
"I think your friend is having some kind of
fit," Durban explained talking quickly, the worried bystander, holding the
attention of the blade-wielder and telling him what he had to do. "You
need to loosen his clothing, get him into a recovery position - maybe get
medical help? I can link out for some if you need me to." 
 
The two wavered a moment longer, exchanging looks
and both staring in horror at their valiant leader who no longer writhed, but
was making a weak moaning sound and rolling back and forth. Then they picked
him up between them and left the bar. Durban stood up himself after the door
closed behind them. He had already achieved what he needed anyway. The girl
serving the drinks was still huddled in the corner by the machine, her eyes
dull and glazed. There were days, Durban reflected, he hated humanity.
 
So he was not in the best of moods when he got back
to the dock and found a PTV parked close by. Jaz was standing beside it looking
suitably brooding despite the bright sunshine. He did menacing with much more
class and conviction than rat-face could ever achieve. And he was much better
dressed, he must have spent some of his new affluence on a very stylish
wardrobe. Durban stood by the gate to the bay and let Jaz come to him. 
 
"Is this a social call?" Durban asked,
with an intense, bright smile. "Or are you here to transact
business?" 
 
"The Sweetling woman, she is still here?"
Jaz asked. 
 
Durban blinked. He made a vague all inclusive
gesture to the security lenses. 
 
"Why not set up a neon sign? You are a someone
of note in the 'City nowadays, someone is going to be watching this. Probably someones." 
 
Jaz grinned. 
 
"Like you said, Blondie, I am a someone of
note nowadays and that gets me privileges. There's been an outage." 
 
"Even a drone outage?" 
 
Jaz glanced up with a total lack of concern, then
looked back to Durban 
 
"Yeah. Even that." 
 
"I feel humble in your presence," Durban
told him, "and yes. Charity is here and safe - or was when I went out. You
want her back, I take it?" 
 
Jaz shook his head. Which was interesting. 
 
"No. This is just a check-up. What has she
been telling you?" 
 
Durban let the puzzlement slip into his expression. 
 
"Checking up in person? You are not getting
paranoid are you Jaz? I have full link access and am intelligent enough to pass
on information without needing to spell it out. Why are you really here?" 
 
Jaz drew an impatient breath and let it out again.
He said nothing, clearly waiting for a reply. Durban shook his head and turned
away. He half-expected a violent response. Intimidating others and being obeyed
must be things Jazatar Baldrik took as his due nowadays. He was a little
surprised when he got an answer instead. 
 
"I've had some - problems. From Central." 
 
Durban turned back his eyes extra wide to show how
surprised that made him. 
 
"What? Today? And you can’t think Charis might
be involved?." 
 
"No. Last night. And you know for sure it was
not her?" 
 
"I have her link. Unless you let her do
something before she came to me - I know for sure." 
 
Jaz looked considering and then nodded. 
 
"I'll take your word for it, Blondie," he
said and turned to go. 
 
Durban ignored the dismissal. 
 
"This makes no sense for you Jaz. If you have
this kind of problem you don't leave it in cold storage, you deal with it. Who
is this woman to you? You just met her. She doesn't even like you - and I am
getting the distinct impression you could care less about her." 
 
Jaz turned back. He looked irritated. 
 
"This is a two-way
traffic stream - or it should be. But, hey, no. It's not. I have to tell you
why I have all this interest and you don't have to tell me what she has said to
you. I think not." 
 
He turned away and was back at his vehicle when
Durban made his decision. 
 
"She told me she is working for the CSF - or
at least they think she is." 
 
"We both knew that already. What else?" 
 
Durban shook his head. 
 
"Nothing. She's an innocent far as I can
tell." 
 
Jaz gave him a slight grin. 
 
"Thank you," he said and got into the
vehicle. 
 
"And your interest in her is?" 
 
"None of your business, Blondie. Just don't
lose her." 
 
The vehicle moved off and Durban counted to ten. Silently.
Then did it again. Then he went back into
the dock with two new ideas becoming ever more fixed in his head.
 





















XVII  
Cascading lights shimmered around the room. Another
bar. Another place to be seen, to make an impression. To threaten just by being
present. 
 
Avilon leant
back against the metal counter and took a swallow of the sharp-tanged drink. He
could see Jaz talking to the owner of the club. He seemed to be making his
point effectively, the owner smiled a lot as if she felt nervous and kept nodding
at everything Jaz said, her hands coming up to touch her hair. Avilon looked
past her to where her three security people were playing at being bouncers,
whilst watching him watching them. They resented anyone muscling in on their
boss and seemed to take it as a personal affront that Jaz and Avilon were able
to do so with ease and impunity. They were not happy. They wanted to try
something, he could tell from their very obvious body language. So Avilon watched them. 
 
"I'll be five to ten," Jaz called to him,
heading through a door with the owner. No doubt to finalise some details - or,
from what he had seen of Jaz over the last couple of days, to get her on link for personal reasons. Avilon nodded
acknowledgement and wondered how long it would be before the three by the door
decided to come and push things with him, just to satisfy their own pride. In
fact, the door had not even closed behind Jaz when they shared a glance and
started to move back towards the counter. It was a light day outside and
sunlight streamed through the door. One of them sealed it, creating a womb of
artificial darkness. 
 
Avilon set his drink down on the bar and moved a
little to take his weight away from the counter. Maybe they would talk first.
Maybe he could persuade them out of it. But the first one wrapped metal over
his knuckles already, so maybe not. He let them get close enough to feel
confident as the last thing he wanted would be to risk anyone going for an
energy snub. The metal-knuckles moved in first and Avilon caught his fist and
broke his arm on the counter. The other two were not going to be so easy. They
knew his speed now and worked together in a way which showed they had done so
before, trying to get him to spread his attention, but he refused, keeping
close. The second went down with a broken nose. Avilon used the heel of his
hand and made sure to deflect and pull the blow to avoid making it fatal. The
third had taken a little distance by then and suddenly had an energy snub in
her hand which he kicked away before she could decide to use it. 
 
A slow hand-clap of applause, made her turn and
Avilon moved, then lowered her gently to the ground. Jaz stopped clapping. 
 
"If you are done, we should be going," he
said. Avilon nodded and picked up his drink to finish it, before following Jaz
from the building. 
 
"We finished for today?" he asked as they
got back into the PTV. Jaz made a vague gesture. 
 
"We're not on any kind of set timetable. Why?
You had enough?" 
 
Avilon took a breath to answer, then let it out. It
would not help things for him to sound irritable. He thought for a moment as
the streets of the 'City moved below them. 
 
"How long were you planning to keep this
job?" It seemed a milder question than the one he bit back. 
 
Jaz looked at him, the dark eyes clouding. 
 
"Not to your taste?" he asked. 
 
"That would depend on the other options
available," Avilon said. "I don't see the point in - in what we just
did." 
 
"The point, brother, is we make money,"
Jaz told him as if it was simple. "We make money and then one day we can
buy a good life." 
 
Avilon looked at him. 
 
"Somewhere far from the 'City?" 
 
Jaz must have caught something in the tone because
he started paying attention. 
 
"Sure. Anywhere. Look, what is this about?
This some new problem I don't know about?" 
 
Avilon thought about what he could say. He wondered
if he could explain the window onto something incredible he had looked through
with the help of Charis, the new and vast
horizons of thought, wondered if Jaz would understand. And that made a strange
realisation in itself, the very idea this might be something Jaz did not
understand. It was an impossible place to go to. He shook his head, in part to
dismiss his own thoughts and in part to answer Jaz, knowing he must seem
evasive. There were other reasons too. 
 
"What happened the other night? Those two we
dropped off the bridge. They were not -" he gestured to the passing
scenery. "Who were they?" 
 
Jaz avoided his eyes and said nothing. It had been
the night he got back to the ‘City. Avilon found he was replaced as Sarnai’s bodyguard and made lieutenant to Jaz,
her new chief of security. They had been out enforcing Sarnai’s authority over a man called Tolly who ran a casino just
over the edge of her territory and had turned tables on a tag team trailing
them when they left. It had been a brutal fight as the two men had refused to
surrender. 
 
"Jaz, they were good. They came very close. It
was so nearly you who went off the bridge." 
 
At the time Jaz had been tight-lipped, telling Avilon it was not something he need be
concerned about. But it was said more as if he wanted to deny it to himself.
Jaz had not mentioned it to Sarnai either.
 
"They were Central," Jaz said at last.
"Coalition Security Force." 
 
"Hunting us?" 
 
Jaz shrugged. 
 
"Maybe, but perhaps we just got in their
face." 
 
Avilon looked at the black haired man and read the
uncertainty in his eyes. 
 
"They have a bigger boss and more muscle than
us," Avilon said quietly. "It is not one we can win." 
 
"So? What can I do about it?" Jaz
snapped. 
 
Avilon stared at him. It seemed beyond obvious. He
just could not understand why Jaz kept refusing to see it. After a moment he
tried a different approach. 
 
"You said you went to check on Charis
after."
 
That was his one real concern, That the two men
were somehow linked to Charis. Maybe they were some unknown danger to her.
Hearing they were CSF did not reassure him at all. 
 
Jaz nodded. 
 
"She is fine." 
 
"You think she -?" 
 
"Uh, no. No opportunity." Jaz said,
misunderstanding. "You know you could take a break, get out of here a bit.
I can handle things. Maybe you could go sight-seeing, you have a lot of living
to catch up on." 
 
Avilon heard something being said between the words but could not pin it down. He
did not like this being on shifting ground with Jaz, the one person who had
been the fixed point in his life. It gave him a strange sensation a bit like
vertigo. 
 
"You mean you could handle it like you handled
those two we dropped?" he asked. 
 
Jaz looked at him sharply, as if he expected
daggers in every other word. 
 
"I was - careless. It's not like it's going to
happen again." 
 
"No. It won't if I've got your back. But, this
is not what I got out for. I can't believe you want to spend the rest of your
life kicking poorly trained individuals into the dirt for a woman who thinks
it's fine to let someone kill her own people just to make a point. One day, you
get too old, too slow or just piss her off - and it's you she's playing the
same game with." 
 
"You were the one who signed up with the
bitch," Jaz snarled. Then spread his hands in a gesture of instant regret
and apology. "Look, this is short term. We will get out, but we need a
stake. A sizable one. New lives would cost. Cost a lot." 
 
"And you think she does not know? You think
Sarnai will just let you walk away from her now?" Talk about stating the
obvious. He let it go with a sigh. Instead,
he asked: "And what is behind this with the CSF?" 
 
Jaz shook his head. He clearly had no good answer
to that either. 
 
"The problem is solved for now - at
least," he said. 
 
"Until the next time." 
 
The black haired man went quiet as the PTV dipped
to their destination. He looked troubled and Avilon knew he had to be holding
onto something. Something he did not want to share - would not share. He had
seen it before when Jaz, as an officer, received orders about what their unit
would be heading into and did not like it. When he knew the full risk around
their mission but only told the unit the things they needed to know. He could
not begin to imagine the kind of thing Jaz might be holding onto here, but he
knew better than to ask. If Jaz intended to tell him, he would already have
done so. 
 
"Alright, brother," Jaz said tightly, as
the PTV came to a halt. "We will get out. But I'll need a while to sort
things so we can. It's not so easy to just walk." 
 
Avilon said nothing. He never doubted Jaz's word
before, but this time something in the way he spoke left whole oceans of
unspoken caveats. It left him not sure he could trust the promise in full. 
 
"Then I'm good to wait," he said and for
the first time ever he deliberately lied
to Jaz. "I was thinking to talk to Charis," he added after a moment. 
 
The black haired man froze part way to opening the
PTV, then dropped back into his seat. 
 
"I thought we'd been over this. I know you
feel you owe her and want to be sure she is safe. But I have someone keeping
her out of sight and if we go there, it'll risk making her visible." He
looked at Avilon, frustrated. "It would place her in danger. I can't think
you want to do that." 
 
"No," he admitted. 
 
"So we leave her for now? Concentrate on the
job and I'll find a way to get us out?" 
 
Avilon heard an edge of something in Jaz's voice.
As if he felt he might be losing control of a situation he needed to be sitting
on. Avilon nodded. 
 
"Alright," he agreed. And in doing so, he
lied for the second time. 
 
Finding Charis, however, was not going to be
straightforward. He began the following day, with the obvious: leaving a
message on her link asking her to get in touch. But he was not surprised there
was no reply. He did not expect she would have access to even pick up the
message, let alone the freedom to reply. Jaz had told him he left her in a safe
place, being held by someone he knew - and not against her will. The nearest
location Avilon had been able to deduce was somewhere in the port area. When
Jaz had gone to check on her he had left Avilon at the building site where
Voltz once stood - and where even now Sarnai was planning a new complex. The
PTV had then headed into the port. 
 
But it was too much ground to cover in a random
search, looking for someone who was being kept hidden anyway. Which left
another way. He knew Jaz had not been back on Thuringen for long. So whoever he
asked to look after Charis was not going to be a name from the distant past.
And there were not so many names linked to Jaz in the 'City in his recent past. 
 
Jaz told him about how he had been forced to leave
the 'City by Shame Cullen soon after he got his discharge. According to Jaz,
when he returned to the 'City from a place called Hell's Breath to try and find
Avilon, he had not much more than arrived back before he got caught up in some
accusation of being the man who blew up Voltz. After Sarnai grabbed power she
let it be known Jaz had done the deed on her orders as part of a coup against
Shame Cullen. But Jaz assured Avilon he had not been involved and, in truth,
not many aside the most credulous Avilon had come across believed the story
anyway. 
 
So Jaz arrived back in the 'City the day Voltz
exploded - the same day Avilon left on the freighter with Charis. There was one
other name spoken of since that time as well - even by Sarnai in Avilon's
hearing. A name causing some consternation in the local criminal politics,
though what and why Avilon was not sure. The name was Durban Chola. Not a name
Jaz had ever yet mentioned to Avilon in any context. Which was odd because the
general assumption around seemed to be there was some kind of link between
them. So Avilon started looking at that name. 
 
A search of publically available docking records revealed
Durban Chola landed his own vessel the day Voltz blew up - the day Jaz arrived.
Which was surely not a coincidence. But if Jaz knew this man and travelled with
him from Hell's Breath, then keeping Chola’s name out of the account of his
arrival in the 'City was deliberate. To be fair, Jaz could well be operating on
the simple basis the fewer people who knew where Charis was, the safer she
would be. It was also quite possible this Durban Chola was nothing to do with
Charis. But because Jaz had not mentioned the name, Avilon did not bother to
mention it to him either.
 
He went to see for himself. 
 
It was a bit over a cycle after he had returned to
the ‘City and he managed to persuade Jaz to give him an afternoon off. He did
not feel bad about leaving Jaz to handle the work he had to do alone, trailing
around another string of cheap bars, dealing with a bunch of underpaid and
over-egod security staff who were
determined to measure themselves against anyone who tried to muscle in on their
domains. The worst risk Jaz would face from the activity might be getting
somebody else's bloodstains on one of his expensive new outfits. 
 
Waiting until he was sure Jaz was well occupied, he
made his way into the spaceport. The bay
he had discovered was housing the ship belonging to the elusive Vor Chola, was
locked when he arrived so he found himself a good point from which to observe
without being observed by too much of the local security. That was a challenge
as security coverage in the spaceport was close to saturation. For now, it was enough to keep away from any
security connected with that particular dock. The day was a changeover day so
it was getting dark in the early afternoon when he saw the man he had been
waiting for arrived. He planned to move to intercept him before he went into
the bay so there was no chance of getting locked out, but he had barely started
moving when he froze. Jaz had arrived with him and the two of them seemed to be
in a heated discussion about something. 
 
The man he assumed was Durban Chola was around
average height with a mane of blond hair. He was dressed in what Avilon
recognised as a variant on the latest 'City fashion and carried no visible
weaponry. He seemed angry with Jaz and Jaz appeared to be returning the
compliment. But whereas Jaz was cold and angry as he became when he was wanting
to kill, the blond man looked much calmer
and in full control. 
 
The conversation reached Avilon when the two of
them approached the door of the bay. 
 
"If this gets me on the top of a list with the
CSF, Blondie, I am not going to walk away and forget it." 
 
"You really think I would have suggested it if
I thought it would?" The blond man's voice sounded taut. "This is not
all about you Jaz, it never was - you just like to make out it is." 
 
Jaz was shaking his head, looking more sad and
frustrated than angry. 
 
"It doesn't need to be like this. I don't want
to have to - to take action on this. But, if you keep this up you know I'll
have to." 
 
"That is your choice," the blond man
said, sounding bitter. "You did not have to jump into bed with Sarnai
Altan - literally, from what I hear. You could have kept out of things for a
while." 
 
"Oh yeah? Like you left me any choice,
Blondie. Well, you can go screw yourself.
You have until tomorrow morning to change your mind. And you know what? After
that, I can't guarantee your safety in the 'City anymore." 
 
Which was, in effect, speaking a death sentence. 
 
Jaz turned on his heel and strode away. It must
have struck a nerve because the blond man called after him: 
 
"Were you always this much of a bastard? Or
was it being in the Specials? I will never understand what Avilon saw in
you." 
 
But Jaz was gone, the thrum of his PTV fading. The
blond man stood very still as if needing to master his anger. And Avilon felt
the trickle of ice-water run along his spine. 
 
His original plan had been to use a simple threat
of violence to gain access to Durban Chola's ship. But those last few words
changed everything. So now as Chola turned away with a sigh, but looking as
calm and collected as before, he jumped silently down from his vantage point
and walked over to the now open gate of the bay. The blond man must have been
exceptionally distracted because Avilon was within about three paces of him and
still unnoticed. 
 
"Durban Chola?" Avilon asked. 
 
The blond man turned, but he was not very fast and
Avilon closed the gap and had taken hold of the arm which was flexing to
release an energy weapon, before the turn
was complete. He did not expect the response he got. Durban Chola's entire face
lit up with a smile of beatific delight and incredulity - and far from trying
to release himself from Avilon's grip he moved closer into it and reached out as if to embrace him, then stopped short,
the brilliant amber eyes glistening with an abrupt extra burden of moisture. 
 
"Avilon. By everything that is sacred in this
universe, I am so glad to see you." And it was so obviously true. Even
holding this complete stranger at arm's length, Avilon could feel some strange
emotion in himself. It was not recognition, but the wonder of being recognised.
There was no doubt in his mind this man knew him at some point in his forgotten
previous life and regarded him as a close friend.
 
For a moment he wondered if he needed to explain he
did not know, had no memory. But then he realised this man knew Jaz. And that
made his jaw tighten because Jaz had said nothing about Durban Chola. The blond
man was gathering his senses a little and stepped away allowing Avilon to
release him, but the smile remained and the amber eyes searched Avilon's face
as if looking for something. 
 
"I'm sorry," Avilon told him. "I
don't remember you." 
 
"It's alright. I know. I didn't expect you to.
I've just been looking for you for so long. The last time I saw you we were both
about to die, so forgive me if I'm a bit - emotional." Then he touched
Avilon's arm as if reassuring himself he was with
a creature of flesh and blood and not some phantasm. "Jaz is in the
'City too - Jazatar Baldrik. You know him I believe, from your - your military
service. We travelled here together." 
 
That struck a deep nerve in Avilon. Jaz had been
with Avilon for over a cycle now and not even mentioned this man. He met Durban
and within three sentences the blond man was telling him Jaz was there.
 
"Yes,” he said, hearing the bite in his own
voice. “I know." 
 
From the expression on the face of the blond man he
knew he needed to say nothing more on the topic. 
 
"You better come in," Durban was saying,
the smile on his face renewing. "If you have the time of course." 
 
"I would like that. But you should know - I
had no idea you knew me. I came because of Charity Sweetling. She is
here?" 
 
Durban nodded. 
 
"Here and safe. But she never mentioned
knowing you." There was a slight edge of suspicion to his tone, but directed at Charis. 
 
"She does not know me as Avilon Revid - only
under the name CRD put on my papers. Vitos Ketzel." 
 
Durban paused in the process of opening the main
access hatch and turned to Avilon his face suddenly very serious. 
 
"This is your call, but if she does not know
who you are it may be safer for her - and for you - if it remains that way. Jaz
was here just before you. He is - well, he's upset because I asked Charis to
contact the CSF. I want to run damage limitations for her - if she does not get
in touch soon she will be on their arrest list. I don’t want that for her. I
told Jaz so he would be aware there might be consequences to himself when she
does." 
 
Avilon met the amber gaze and found himself
thinking whoever he had been before, whatever terrible things he may have done,
he somehow earned the friendship of one good man at the least. Durban was still
talking: 
 
"I quite understand if you want to see Charis
and talk to her, we can catch up another time, assuming you want to. Or - we
can talk now. Does Jaz know you are here?" 
 
Avilon shook his head. He was beginning to see
something of the shape behind Jaz's erratic moods. 
 
"If Charis is fine, I would like us to
talk," he said. Durban looked as if he was considering for a moment, then
nodded. 
 
"If we talk on the bridge we will not be
overheard. And then, before you go I can bring Charis through to see you. If
that works for you? I don't know how much time you have." 
 
"I have all day," Avilon told him and the
blond man's smile widened. 
 
"Then we talk. I will get some food in a bit
and Charis can join us to eat." 
 
It was a very surreal experience for Avilon. So far
the one person he had met who knew him well before his memory loss was Jaz and
he already knew all the mercenary could reflect of his past - or all he was
willing to share. This man was different. His mind sharp and fast, picking up
on everything Avilon asked. 
 
"Where did I meet you? Well, I suppose we first met in the back of a wagon in a city called Alfor on the planet of Temsevar. At the time you were chained up
and the property of a local warlord. If ever you get to Temsevar there is
someone else there who would very much want to meet you again - it was his
funding which allowed me to come and search for you, provided the money to buy
this ship. Well, there are others there too. In fact,
if you go there you will receive a hero's welcome." 
 
"Maybe I can go visit," Avilon agreed,
not entirely without intention. 
 
"I hope you can," said Durban.
"Anyway, the last time we were together we both faced certain death. We
were trying to prevent a great threat encompassing the entire human -" he
broke off as if realising he sounded over-dramatic. "It was a huge threat.
I was the only one who had the ability to stop it, but it needed someone
willing to stand in the face of the enemy and hold their attention whilst I did
so. You volunteered. You knew it was a death sentence, but you still did it.
Somehow your body survived, just not your mind. I am so sorry for that." 
 
Avilon managed a smile himself. 
 
"From where I am now, I am glad my body
survived." 
 
"And three years ago? When you were in the
Special Legion?" 
 
Avilon thought before he answered. He could see
Durban felt he had somehow let Avilon down. It was hard to know what to say. 
 
"I don't think I can explain it well, but at
the time what I was going through was - life. It was all I knew. I was not in
any kind of place to put a value judgement on it. The only perspective I had
was from Jaz - and he was - " Avilon struggled to think of a word. But in
all his recent anger over Jaz holding back information from him, it was a
salient reminder of the greater debt he owed. 
 
"I think I understand, a little," Durban
said, gently. "Jaz told me a bit about how it was. I think he tried his
hardest to be what you needed." 
 
Avilon looked at the blond haired man and read a
depth of compassion in the amber eyes. 
 
"I don't understand why he did not tell me
about you. I mean, I know he wanted to keep Charis safe and hidden but -" 
 
"That is not hard. He does not want to lose you
to me. You are his best friend, his brother. He gave up the life he had been
building to try and find you. He gave up - everything." 
 
"He risks more by this behaviour than he ever
would, had he just introduced us." 
 
Durban gave a sad smile. 
 
"I know that. You know that. Jaz - does
not." 
 
Avilon thought of the implications for a few
moments, then nodded. He could accept it. But he was not sure how he would deal
with it just yet. 
 
"So what can I tell you?" Durban was
asking. "Are you curious to know anything in particular about
yourself?" 
 
Avilon shook his head slowly. 
 
"I wasn't a very nice person. Terrorists
usually aren't. Sometimes the past is best left alone. I was lucky to get a
fresh start." 
 
He watched Durban's face shift and the smile faded into an expression of dulled realisation.
As if he had just discovered something terrible. For a moment Avilon wondered
if perhaps Durban had not known about the terrorism, the fact he murdered his
own family and other interesting details from his personal history. But the
blond man's next words dispelled the thought. 
 
"Jaz was right. He told me the CSF did a
number on you. And they did." 
 
Avilon felt the confusion and let it settle. 
 
"You'll have to explain," he said. 
 
"Avilon, you were fighting to free people from
tyranny, you were not a terrorist. You were - are - a legend. Your name has
been a beacon throughout the galaxy. You have brought hope to the most
hopeless. On Temsevar, my home, you helped overturn a despot and bring just
rule - and against the kind of odds most people would never even attempt, you
fought for your friends." 
 
The intense sincerity and admiration in Durban was utterly genuine. But the way he was
twisting the truth about Avilon's past - the truth he had read for himself from
the public record, was obscene. He found himself staring at the blond haired
man, trying to think of some possible excuse for his warped viewpoint which did
not align him with the very terrorists Avilon himself had once been aligned
with. After a few moments, he saw the amber eyes change with understanding and
in the same moment, he found some words
to express his abhorrence. 
 
"Durban - I killed people, hundreds of people,
thousands - innocent people. I murdered my own wife and child. I know what I
was. I know I am not that now. Maybe some well-meaning but mistaken individuals
thought what I did was some kind of - stand against whatever tyranny they felt
in their lives. But I was just a criminal - and a particularly vicious one. I
have been told I was a psychopath - and not a day goes by I don't get worried I
might wake up and find I've become one again." 
 
The amber eyes just watched him now. Something
unreadable in their depths. Then Durban looked abruptly away. 
 
"I am sorry. I was - was just trying to show
you not everyone condemned you. And, in all honesty, I can't speak for what you
were before you came to Temsevar. I can only tell you when you were there you
were not a psychopath, you did not kill hundreds of innocents - you fought to
save tens of thousands. But perhaps you had changed by then - you were in a
crash and received a head injury, maybe that changed your personality in some
way from the way it was before I met you." 
 
He fell silent as if aware he could not say more
without sounding like an apologist. Then he smiled again and added: 
 
"Awkward moment. Look, maybe we can talk about
it another time, I'll get some food and we can eat with Charis." 
 
Charis was pleased to see him. She looked drawn and
anxious before she realised who it was Durban was talking about as being
'company'. Then she seemed to relax and smile a bit. 
 
"Jaz said I wasn't to talk about you with
Durban, but now you are here so it is alright, I guess?" 
 
Avilon nodded and Durban smiled warmly. 
 
“You two knew each other? I mean when - ” she
trailed off awkwardly. 
 
Durban spoke before Avilon could think what to say
to that. 
 
“We met before Vitos was arrested. He was visiting
Temsevar at the time.” 
 
“So why did Jaz tell me not to mention Vitos to
you? He seemed to act like you might be angry or throw me out if I did.” 
 
“That’s hard to know,” the blond haired man told
her. “Jaz and I only know each other because we were once both friends of
Vitos.” 
 
"He does not like you much, though, Durban," Charis pointed out. 
 
Durban was collecting the food cartons from the meal-synth
and he paused in the task for a moment to look across at them. 
 
"Not everyone has the refinement to appreciate
my sparkling wit and gorgeous good looks." 
 
Charis laughed, but not with much humour. 
 
"Oh, of course, that would be it. Or maybe he's
just a homophobe. I wouldn't know him well enough to make any kind of call on
it. How did he take you telling him I was going to talk to the CSF?" 
 
“I don’t think he believes it to be a good idea.” 
 
Durban sounded unconcerned as he served out the
food and sat down. 
 
“That is an understatement.” Avilon stuck his fork
into the meal with more ferocity than he had intended. He had heard Jaz’s words
and knew they were meant seriously. “Let me talk to Jaz, please, before you
act.” 
 
They both looked at him then. Durban with an
unreadable smile, Charis with a slight frown. 
 
“I don’t see - “ she said and stopped, thinking.
 
Durban’s smile deepened. 
 
“If you feel you can make a difference, then, of course, we will wait. Maybe Jaz has
another idea to resolve the situation, though he didn’t seem to when we spoke
about it just now.” 
 
Avilon said nothing to that and the conversation
drifted on to other topics. He could see how Charis had begun to build a strong
relationship with Durban - and he with her. Jaz had not wanted her to contact
the CSF. Durban encouraged her to. Jaz placed her here to protect her from all
risk - from Sarnai Altan and from the CSF. Durban could open her up to hazard
again. 
 
Avilon was pulled out from these thoughts by a
sudden shift in the speech around him. Durban and Charis were talking in a
different language, simple words - but Avilon knew them. He needed no
translation. Charis looked at him and started laughing claiming he looked like
he thought the world was going mad around him. Then, a word at a time, they
drew him into a short conversation using a language he had no conscious memory
of before that moment. It became quickly obvious his own command of the
language was greater even than Charis seemed to have. 
 
"I don't understand," he said at last, after the wonder of it passed a little. 
 
Durban shrugged, making light of it. 
 
"You will have lost nothing from you language
memories. Those and kinetic ones would have remained intact. We were speaking
the language of Temsevar." 
 
Soon after he left. Wanting to be alone to absorb,
process - to think through. But he had not moved far from the bay when a PTV
drew up and a man he recognised from Jaz's elite team invited him to have a
lift home. Home. A huge mansion which belonged to Sarnai Altan where he and Jaz
shared an apartment. Which meant, of course, he did not get any processing
time. Instead, he got Jaz in a foul mood. 
 
"Satisfied?" Jaz demanded as soon as
Avilon walked in. 
 
"Are we secure here?" It had to be asked
before they kicked off into the argument Jaz seemed to be nurturing. 
 
Jaz made a gesture with both hands showing his
anger and frustration. 
 
"As much as anywhere. No, on second thoughts,
more. Because I get to oversee the security in this place - remember. Just
don't shout so loud they can record you through the doors. Now did Blondie find
you? Or did you find him?" 
 
"Blondie?” Avilon echoed, puzzled for a
moment. “Oh - you mean Durban. I wasn't looking for him. I was looking for
-" 
 
"The woman, of course," Jaz said,
completing the sentence. Maybe he was not one hundred percent sure of the
security after all. 
 
"Why didn't you tell me about him?"
Avilon asked. 
 
"You've met him. Why do you think?" 
 
Avilon shook his head. This was the complex bit -
the part he wanted - needed - time to think about before saying anything about
it to anyone. 
 
"I am not certain," he admitted after a
few moments. "He thinks it is because you do not want to lose my
friendship - lose it to him." 
 
Jaz lifted both his hands in a gesture of
disbelief. Then looked directly at Avilon, his expression easy to read. 
 
"Yeah. Right. I can really see that happening.
Blondie rates himself too high. You know I have a lot more respect for you than
he seems to think." 
 
Avilon nodded. 
 
"So why then?" 
 
"Because of what he was going to say to you - what
he'd try to tell you about yourself. All things you don't need to hear." 
 
"He was a terrorist too? He certainly talked
like he was." 
 
Jaz looked away briefly,
as if he was not willing to think of it. 
 
"No. Not Blondie. Not as far as I know
anyway." Then he met Avilon's gaze solidly. "Look, I'm sorry. I
should have told you about him. I just wanted a chance to try and get some
things sorted with you first. I knew he'd throw all that stuff at you. He's too
clever to understand simple things. Sometimes I just think he's a total hazard.
He wants to throw your Charity into the arms of the CSF just when I've gone a
long road to keep her out of it. Now I have to deal with that - or deal with
him." 
 
“He said he’ll wait. Let you find a way through.” 
 
Jaz’s eyes narrowed. 
 
“What did you say to him?” 
 
“I just asked.” 
 
“Great,” Jaz said, putting a heavy burden of
frustration into the word. “He won’t listen to me when I lay it out in black
and white and you ‘just ask’ and he changes his mind.” 
 
Again, Avilon was hearing between the words and he watched Jaz now with a steady gaze. 
 
"He thinks you hate him." 
 
"Yeah. Right. Of course I do. I always hate on people who go out of their way to
save my life, you know that. Try the other way round." 
 
Avilon thought for a long moment then shook his
head. 
 
"No. Not that way round either." 
 
Jaz returned his gaze then, but with something new
and speculative in his eyes. 
 
"Oh we are just one big happy family," he
said making no attempt to hide the cynicism. 
 





















XVIII 
It got worse,
not better. 
 
Jaz was feeling as though he had been juggling
red-hot plates for too long. He was trying to hold together the safety of four
people in a hostile zone when the other three all seemed determined to screw up
his best efforts at every opportunity. It was hard to blame Avilon for trying
to find that Charity. The man was loyal to his friends and he would have wanted
to be sure she was alright. It was hard to blame the Charity case for thinking
about getting in touch with the CSF when she had her new friend and protector
telling her it was the best thing to do. 
 
It was very easy to want to mash Chola. How the
blond man could have so misread Avilon as to start telling him all the glossy
stuff about the Legacy, Jaz struggled to see. He even warned Blondie back in
the day. He told him the Coalition made Avilon hate the Legacy and all its
works, but Blondie didn’t listen. And now the size of the chance of getting
Avilon to want to recall any of what he had once been was somewhere below the
size of whatever subatomic particle was your flavour of the month. 
 
Jaz had already been wondering how he could bring
the topic up, knowing Avilon was not going to leap at the thought of sharing
the memories of a man he believed to be a fanatical terrorist and now Blondie
just added another stack of reasons for him not to want it - ever. And right
now, Jaz himself was not at all sure how he felt about the idea of the memory
thing being forced on an unwilling Avilon. Maybe Chola had a long term plan for
it. He certainly seemed to have Avilon listening to him, Jaz was getting sick
of the words: ‘Durban says’. The longer it went on the more Jaz questioned how
much he thought Chola’s plan was any kind of a good
idea. Then Avilon would do or say something which was such a painful contrast to the man he used to be, and Jaz
would know he could not step away completely from the chance of getting that
man back. 
 
There was also the whole Charity case and the CSF
problem. Maybe Blondie had a point that it was going to get her stuck on wanted
lists if she did not cooperate with them. But maybe, just maybe, he could have
thought about talking with Jaz first, especially after Jaz and Avilon had
already had to drop two CSF people from a bridge. The easiest way out of that one
was not on the table, so he was going to have to find some complicated dance-about to sort it. 
 
And outside the happy family circle, he had Sarnai
Altan. A sociopathic, power-hungry bitch,
who knew exactly how to take Jaz for everything he could offer her on a
personal level and her operation on a professional one, which meant he was left
with next to no time to do anything about the other matters. So all in all
things were going crap on a day-to-day basis already. 
 
He thought he might have figured a way to sort the
problem of Blondie and his Charity case - then he discovered Blondie's Ignatius
project, which was about when things started running downhill with the brakes
off. And the worst part was, it was only by chance Jaz even found out about it,
maybe a cycle or so after Avilon discovered Chola. Jaz had been in bed with
Sarnai. There was nothing personal in it, just part of her way to keep him
loyal. She spoke quietly, her fingers running ripples of sensation over the
skin of his chest. 
 
"You remember your friend, Durban Chola?"
she made the name sound exotic. "He has loans on favours from everyone in
the 'City now." She moved so she could look into Jaz's eyes, her own as
black as night. "Everyone except me." 
 
That was all she said to it, but it was enough. The
next day Jaz started having Chola followed. He was good, of course, and it took
Jaz's people a while to find out where he was going and what he was doing - how
he was spending all that influence: Ignatius. 
 
There was a saying in the 'City, you could never
meet anyone who grew up in Ignatius. It was said with a smirk. Because no one
who crawled out of that sewer ever admitted as much. It would be like saying
you had an incurable taint in your DNA - no one would want to be close to you.
In any way. Ever. Jaz washed his taint in blood by joining the military. After
that people didn't ask. They might ask about his family, his parents, grandparents, most people had those things in
common. Jaz had stories instead. Stories he could change to fit whoever he was
talking to. That was how you knew someone came from Ignatius. But the one thing
you did not do, if you crossed the great divide, was to go back. Not under any circumstances. Ever. 
 
Jaz went back that day
because he did not want Durban Chola to die. He went alone and he went without
any kind of fuss or noise, sliding into the back of the meeting. It was held in
one of the larger caverns, under the twilight glow of dim hover-bulbs,
supplementing the inevitable solar transfer panels which provided even the
depths of the undercity with free lighting. Jaz was overdressed for Ignatius
but wearing something that would have made most people step away in disgust:
real dead animal skin. But because he wore the locally made leather jacket no
one questioned his being there and he blended. 
 
Chola was at the front, talking. He was inspiring
to listen to. He talked of change, of schools and health centres, of link networks for everyone. Of decent housing
and longer lives. He spoke of it not as a dream, but as something he was
building - with them - here in Ignatius. He spoke of protection against those
who would exploit them - against those whose interests it served to have a
refuse heap like Ignatius existing in the 'City. And these people believed in
him. Their eyes actually held a small spark of hope, like a single candle in an
empty warehouse. 
 
Jaz listened and felt the kind of sick gripping
sensation he always got when he had to face down something bigger than he was.
This time it was worse because he would have to face it down and try to drag
someone else out with him - someone who would be kicking, screaming and
fighting him every inch of the way. He thought about getting Avilon. But Avilon
was being bounced between himself and Chola like a ball in a game: sometimes
more with one of them and sometimes more with the other. He could not take the
risk of having to fight Avilon as well - if only because that was a fight he
could never be sure of winning. So he took it on alone. 
 
It was later the same day, leather jacket gone and decently dressed, Jaz waited for Chola
to get back home. He spent the time from leaving the meeting to getting outside
the bay where the ship was docked, finding somewhere he could work, discreet
enough so no one would find him. It would be a place to talk that was secure,
but it could also be more if necessary. 
 
Chola was back later than he anticipated and looked
tired but pleased with himself, the way any good revolutionary should be after
a rabble-rousing encounter. He smiled
when Jaz stepped out to intercept him. 
 
"If you've finally come for Charis - I'm not
sure she is going to be happy to move out. But you can always ask." 
 
"I think we need to talk, Blondie," Jaz
said. He must have hit a note somewhere because Chola's smile vanished. 
 
"Sure," he said and gestured expansively
to the dock. "Come in, sit down. Have you eaten today, or is that hungry
look about something else?" 
 
"No," Jaz kept his gaze on the amber
eyes. He wanted the blond man to know he was deadly serious. "Not
here." 
 
Chola hesitated. 
 
"Then I'd better tell Charis I'll be home late
and not to wait up." 
 
Now it was the blond man watching for his reaction.
Jaz gave a slight shrug. There was a definite trace of surprise in the amber
eyes. Chola had expected it to be a problem. Which meant he already had a good
idea what was going on. But he did not fight it, instead, he put on a cheerful smile and accepted a ride. 
 
"What is this about?" he asked on the short
journey. Jaz did not reply and before that became too awkward they were getting
out of the vehicle. It was a storage cube in the old part of the port. No one
went there unless they had business - and
since these lock-ups were notoriously insecure, few had any business there. It
was quiet and undisturbed. 
 
Chola went in first and turned on the light. He
moved to the middle of the small room and turned round on the spot. 
 
"I like it. Ascetic, yet bold. Minimalist and
utilitarian." He looked at Jaz. The space inside the storage cube was
completely empty. "No mops for the
blood?" 
 
Jaz shook his head. 
 
"I said talk and I meant it." 
 
"Just it never hurts to have other options if
the conversation does not flow your way?" 
 
Jaz did not want to reply to that. Chola had the
wrong end of that particular sharp stick, but it might be better to let him. He
shook his head. 
 
"I know what you have been doing," 
 
The blond man walked back towards him, his smile
refreshed. 
 
"You do? That gives you the edge on me then.
Doing with what? Or who?" 
 
"You know perfectly well." 
 
The blond man looked as if he was searching his
memory, then he shook his head and gave a light shrug. 
 
"No. Sorry. I still have no idea. You could
give me a clue." 
 
"Ignatius." 
 
"What is Ignatius?" 
 
Jaz turned slowly. Avilon stood in the door. There
was a weight of suspicion in the green gaze. 
 
Chola fluttered one hand. 
 
"Hello," he said sounding cheerful.
“Sorry Jaz, I forgot to mention Charis had Avilon with her - I think it was
physics today, but it might have been biology.” He winked. 
 
Jaz felt the bile rise in his stomach and a
coldness sink down deep into his abdomen. He shelved every plan he had made and
spread both his hands in a brief dismissive gesture. 
 
"Nevermind. I was just going," he said
and went to the door. But Avilon did not move. 
 
"This seems a strange sort of place to bring
someone for a chat," he said. 
 
"Jaz is a strange person. And it is not
exactly our first date." Blondie. Of course. But Jaz was watching Avilon.
Watching the slight muscle movements, the familiar way he was holding himself,
the cold green gaze. Reading in that, the same record of himself. His own
reflexive preparations. 
 
"What is Ignatius?" Avilon asked again.
Jaz wondered how far he would push it. He always backed down from a confrontation before. 
 
"You should ask Blondie. He can tell
you," Jaz moved to push passed and
Avilon's arm locked like a steel bar. Chola's voice seemed to come from far
away. 
 
"If we get much more testosterone released,
I'll be sprouting a new moustache. Maybe we could all step back and take a deep
breath?" 
 
"Why here?" Avilon demanded. His
expression unreadable. 
 
"Easier to dispose of the body," Jaz
snapped, fed up of it all. He no longer minded how this went. If Avilon wanted
to give him the excuse to fight, he was up for it. 
 
"He wanted somewhere he could leave me, if
necessary, whilst he went and unravelled my hard work," Blondie again.
"He was not going to kill me, were you Jaz?" 
 
The green eyes retained their vice-like gaze, but there was a slight uncertainty
now. Jaz said nothing. Waiting to see what Avilon decided and making it very
clear he had no problem dealing with the decision, whatever it might be. They
might as well have been the only two people there. Then Blondie started
talking. 
 
"Ignatius is the human waste tip of the 'City.
It is the place where those who can't slide any lower down the food chain wind
up - the last grating across the gutter of life, catching them before they get
flushed away. The sort of place you might expect to find on Planet Nasty
McNasty somewhere in the Periphery - but not in the Middle worlds - not on
Thuringen. It is like living in an open sewer. And the worst part is there are
people working hard to keep it that way because it is a useful mix of cheap
resource, refuse tip and ongoing threat. I decided to try and do something
about it. Jaz wants to stop me because he thinks it endangers all of us. He
might be right - and it may still be worth doing it anyway, depending on your
perspective." 
 
Jaz backed down. Completely. He stepped away and
for a moment closed his eyes. When he opened them again, Avilon was still by
the door but now his posture was relaxed and the look he gave Jaz was one of
speculation and no little puzzlement. He was not used to winning. 
 
"I'm sorry, Jaz. I should have told you I was
inviting Avilon along to our party." Blondie, of course. 
 
Jaz shook his head. As if it mattered now. He
turned to the blond man. 
 
"Just tell me why you are poking a stick into
Ignatius?" 
 
"Because I can. Because someone should.
Because I have to do something with all the favours I have out on loan and it
seemed a good thing to do - as in good meaning morally correct. Or are you one
of those 'City residents who think Ignatius people are sub-human by
nature?" 
 
Jaz shook his head again. 
 
"No. I am not one of those," he said. 
 
"So what is the problem with Durban doing some
charity work?" Avilon asked. He showed no intention of moving away from
the door.
 
"It's not charity - it's political. And the
problem is Sarnai Altan. That is why we came here to discuss it not anywhere
else. And you know what? You don't need to be here, brother - this is not about
anything to do with you." 
 
Chola reacted to Sarnai's name. Not surprising, she
was the one person in the 'City of any major importance who had none of his
hooks buried in her flesh and he would, of course, be fully aware of it. Maybe
he thought Jaz's involvement with her would keep her at bay. If so he did not
know the woman at all well. 
 
"Sarnai wants Durban to stop?" Avilon
deduced. Jaz nodded. Then he looked back into the strong green gaze and
answered the unasked question. 
 
"There is no guarantee it’d be either of us or
any of her own. She might pull someone in from outside. Maybe even from outside
the 'City, we can’t be sure. For all I
know, the contract has been issued already, but I don’t think so. I think she
is hoping to save the cost and get it sorted some other way." 
 
Avilon looked over to the blond man. 
 
"So why not just stop?" It was a genuine
question. 
 
"Yes. Why not, Blondie?" Jaz knew his came over as much less genuine - but then
it was much less genuine. He already knew the answer. 
 
"I thought I already told you," Chola
said, sounding as though he was being extra patient on their account. "It
needs doing." 
 
"Things have been the way they are there for
generations. It's part of how the 'City functions. Even if you change it up in
Ignatius, Blondie, all that will happen is some other abscess will burst in
another part of town and it'll be the same there." 
 
"But not for those people. For them - it will
be different." 
 
Jaz shook his head. 
 
"You must have got really bored to want to do
this, Blondie. Do you think you can change the people who live there by making
Ignatius a bit of a nicer place? Few flowers? The odd tree? A school and a
clinic? Why not put in an adventure playground and an art gallery too? You
can't change the kind of people they are. They will either wreck it, or steal it and sell it - or use up
whatever you give them and then dive right down the next sewer." 
 
Jaz broke off then, realising he was sounding like
he actually cared. He had not realised quite how much he was sounding that way
until the blond man said: 
 
"Just because they can't all make it out as
you did, Jaz, doesn't mean I can't make
it a bit better for those who have to live there." 
 
Jaz felt a stab of fury at himself and a wash of
humiliation. This was not a weapon against himself he wanted anyone to hold -
especially not Blondie. He went back on the attack. 
 
"And if the price is your life? I don't
understand why." 
 
"I am not your responsibility, Jaz." 
 
"You know what? Right now - yes. Yes, you are
Blondie. We share some important memories. Or had you forgotten? Or is it you
no longer care?" 
 
It was as close to the bone as he could cut with
Avilon standing there. 
 
"One of those memories is caring passionately
about those at the bottom of the heap," Chola said, his tone so pointed it
stabbed home. "Maybe that could matter too?" 
 
Jaz shook his head. He had feared this was what was
at the root of it all and he wanted to say that it was not fully a bad idea,
not in itself, but not in this way, not in Ignatius. Not even in the 'City. It
was just too dangerous. But he could say nothing, because Avilon was there and
if they started talking like that he
would pick up on it very fast and want to know. And if there was one thing Jaz
knew he and Blondie were perfectly agreed upon, it was not mentioning the
existence of those memories to Avilon. Not yet. Not until there was some chance
he might actually be open to the idea. Though how that was ever going to happen
now, Jaz struggled to see. He assumed Blondie has a plan for it. Hopefully a
better plan than his one about Ignatius. 
 
"Maybe it could matter," Jaz said,
keeping the lid on his emotions as tight as he could. "But right now I
think we need to look after what we have, not go risking it for what we don't
have." 
 
"Jaz has a point." Avilon. Which was
unexpected. Chola turned to look at him, surprised. 
 
"Of course he does, but maybe there are times
when things need to be risked, to make changes happen." 
 
"But then you don't know Sarnai Altan so well.
It is more than a risk we are talking of here. It's a certainty. She will drop
you." 
 
"So what would you suggest?" Chola asked,
leaving the question open and looking at both of them. 
 
"That is easy," Jaz told him. "Let
me get on with what I have been doing to cut us out of things here. All of
us," he added pointedly, "and you get your nose out of
Ignatius." 
 
It troubled Jaz because right now they were bound
by an odd sort of glue. He and Chola had a common purpose in restoring Avilon.
Avilon was still needing to have the shelter of people he could trust, so was
not going to kick the traces against them too hard - on top of it all he cared
about their Charity case, who Jaz and Chola between them were keeping safe. But
a lot of it was not at all solid. It would not take much - maybe Avilon
realising he was quite capable of managing on his own, or maybe caring a bit
less about the fate of his Charity case, and the fragile cement would crumble.
Jaz and Chola would have wasted their time and Avilon - well, Avilon would have
lost something he could never know he had. 
 
The question Jaz kept coming back to was: did it
matter? Maybe they should all just break up the party and forget the plan.
Maybe he should let Chola play humanitarian in Ignatius. Maybe Avilon would be
happier living the quiet life on a decent, law-abiding planet, as he was and
not burdened with the debts and baggage he shed on Temsevar. 
 
Back on Hell's Breath, when he first agreed to
Chola's plan, Jaz had been feeling bad about abandoning Avilon. He also had not
known how he would cope once out of the Specials. It had made sense to want to give
him back the memories to help him survive in the outside world. But things had
changed since then. Avilon was establishing himself on his own path - and sure,
it was a very different path to the one the old Avilon would have chosen, but
it was his own none the less and one he seemed content with. 
 
What right had he, Jaz, to make a decision which
said: 'No, you can be more than that, you must be more than that'. Maybe
this decision was more about Jaz not wanting to face what he had lost than
about what was the best outcome for Avilon. After all, what would Avilon do if
he got his memories back? Rejoin the Legacy and kill himself trying vainly to
right the wrongs of the galaxy? Even in their shared past, Jaz had never supported him in that. 
 
Chola must have been thinking about what Jaz said, because now he shook his head. 
 
"I'm sorry Jaz. It needs doing in Ignatius.
There comes a point where someone has to draw a line and defend it. This is my
line. So you better do whatever you think needs doing about it." 
 
The orange eyes looked profoundly sincere, but Jaz
struggled with that. He was sure he knew exactly what game this was. 
 
"Right." Jaz let the single word carry
the full burden of his feelings. 
 
"It makes no sense to try to help those people
if in doing so you risk destroying yourself," Avilon's voice sounded
quiet. 
 
Chola looked at him and Jaz could hear his thoughts
as loudly as if he had spoken them. He was thinking Avilon had changed, changed
beyond any possible point of recognition, from who he was before. Perhaps, Jaz
reflected, it was taking the blond man so long to realise it because he had not
spent four years trying to piece back some form of human being out of the
piteously little left at all. Maybe, at last,
he was getting the message. 
 
"Two votes against?" Chola said, his
voice in a forced-sounding neutral tone, more statement than question. 
 
"Farm it out," Jaz heard himself saying,
but hardly believing it. "You have already set it up, Blondie, now farm it
out to someone else to see through. It can still happen, but get your name out
of the rolling credits. You know it would not be too hard to arrange." 
 
There was a short and very pregnant pause. Then
Chola said: 
 
"Anyone would think you actually cared." 
 
Jaz turned towards him, fast and hard. Avilon's
hand caught his arm, gripping it. The green eyes held more than just a warning.
Jaz stepped away and broke the grip, then pushed past Avilon and went through
the door. 
 
Two nights later, Sarnai Altan turned in his arms
and lay her head upon his chest. He could feel the smoothness of her skin like
a softness, as if without weight. Fragile. 
 
"I was told Durban Chola has abandoned
Ignatius," she said, her voice drowsy. Jaz said nothing. So she moved
again, gliding her body over his, the
contact with her skin doing incredible things to him on her slow journey,
finally to reach his lips with hers. "We are very good together, Jazatar
Baldrik," she said, serrating his name with her tongue and then capturing
his mouth with her own as her hand slid down over his abdomen to claim him for
her own. 
 
A few days after that, Jaz finally agreed to a
meeting which he received an invite to attend soon after he started working for
Sarnai. He was not sure it was wise or careful, but he was going to go anyway.
He did not tell anyone about it and if it went wrong he did not expect anyone
to take the consequences except himself. If it went well, he was hopeful it
could clear the way for the happy family he was now bound to, to leave the
'City one day. It was a risk. But he was the one in hazard. Before he left for the meeting he arranged a time-delayed
secure link message to Avilon. At least they would not wait needlessly or
wonder why he vanished if he did. 
 
He had not had the dubious pleasure of visiting the
Coalition Security Force main offices in the 'City very often before, but he
remembered it was low-budget. The crystal-plex walls were half-panelled and the
view through them was pure, hard-core, industrial. The room he was shown into
might have been the front office for any small company - workspace and seating
provided - and the air of infrequent use robbed it of any sense of individual
purpose. 
 
"I do apologise for keeping you waiting, Vor
Baldrik." The woman walked into the room and dismissed the two men who had
been watching Jaz in case he stole the desk. "I am Var Tyran and I hope we
can do business." 
 
Jaz was reminded of some kind of predatory animal,
the way she moved and took a seat. 
 
"I think it would be useful if we could,"
he agreed. 
 
She was already pulling up screens and Jaz noticed
with interest she ran a link-slot on her
wrist. 
 
"So - Jazatar Baldrik, ex-Coalition Marine
Corps, ex-mercenary, ex-terrorist, ex-Special Legion. A lot of ex's for one lifetime," she said. Jaz had
no idea what he was supposed to say to that so he just nodded. "Present
employment, Security Consultant for Sarnai Altan. Which I assume is a cute way
of saying you kill people for her?" 
 
"I protect Var Altan's interests," he
corrected, more certain than before this had been a mistake. 
 
"Then I am talking to the right person."
She smiled just enough to allow her perfect teeth to show, resting on her lower
lip. 
 
"You asked to speak to me. I have no reason to
refuse you," Jaz said carefully. He was walking through a minefield. 
 
The Tyran woman sat back in her chair and just
looked at Jaz. He looked back, which was not at all too hard on the eyes. After a long silence she moved
slightly, resting one arm on the desk between them and seemed to be reading
some data, perhaps she had been waiting for someone to find it for her - or
perhaps she was in another conversation. 
 
"You are a man we have been hoping to talk to
for some time. Hard to find, Vor Baldrik." 
 
"I've been busy," Jaz said. 
 
Her lips pursed as if in disapproval and her eyes,
a shifting shade of blue, held his own. 
 
"But here now." 
 
Jaz waited. They had approached him. He had come. 
 
"You have something of a reputation," Var
Tyran observed, sounding as if she was reading from a script. Her neat teeth
appeared again and she leant forward on
the desk. Jaz got up and walked towards the door, only turning back when she
called him: "Vor Baldrik?" 
 
"I'm not here to be flirted with," he
said. "If that’s all you have on offer - then, sorry, but I have better
things to do with my time." 
 
The door shimmered as if in soft focus. Jaz
recognised the meaning of that and stepped away from it. 
 
"Please sit down, Vor Baldrik, I regret I
cannot allow you to leave just yet." 
 
Alright. So it really had been a mistake. Jaz went
back and sat down. 
 
"As I was saying, you do have something of a
reputation," 
 
It was a script. He wondered what his next line was
supposed to be. He said nothing. 
 
"Which means I can be sure you would not be
agreeing to talk with us if you did not have some agenda of your own. Maybe we
should start with what you want from us," she said and looked as if she might even want to hear. 
 
Jaz drew a breath. 
 
"I want Charity Sweetling off your hook and
her immigration status as a full citizen re-established," he said. It was a
big ask with little chance of being accepted, as right now he was no longer
sure they were even going to let him walk out. 
 
Var Tyran seemed to have developed some sort of
fixed expression. Probably exchanging more data. Then she smiled. 
 
"I am unsure what you think you know about
this Charity Sweetling, Vor Baldrik. But for the sake of argument let us run
with this hypothesis of yours. What would you offer in exchange - I assume you
had some plan in mind?" 
 
Jaz nodded. 
 
"In exchange you get me." 
 
He had the satisfaction of seeing her look shocked,
before she covered it, fast, and went into private links for a few moments. 
 
"We get you? I - I am not sure I understand
what you think you are offering." 
 
"Me neither," Jaz said. "But you
tell me I have a reputation, perhaps you can find some use for it." 
 
"What I am understanding here is you are
offering us nothing. You simply wish to let us know you believe you have
uncovered one of our agents." 
 
Jaz leant
forward over the desk. 
 
"No. What you should be understanding here is
I am willing to become your unpaid employee and my present career is one which
could get you a lot of what you want. Information about and even some control
over what goes down in the 'City." 
 
This time there was a long silence and Jaz felt
more as if he were talking to an AI than a human being, waiting on whatever
links to connect before Var Tyran would speak again. 
 
"Are you sure you understand the full
implications of that?" She even sounded mechanical, but then she was
probably well out of her depth on this one. 
 
"I think so," Jaz said, "you point
and click and I move and do." 
 
"And how can we be sure of this happening - if
we agree to your terms?" 
 
"You can't," Jaz told her, "but you
know what? Sometimes you just have got to trust a few." 
 
"You do realise we have recorded this
interview - if it were to be released in certain quarters we would not need to
trouble ourselves with you any further." 
 
"Go for it," Jaz said, "but then I
won't be much use to you if you do." 
 
"You seem remarkably relaxed at the idea, Vor
Baldrik." 
 
"Not really. But you know, I did all this
think-through thing before I got here. If there was any of it I was not
prepared to risk, I'd not be sitting here. I'm offering you effective access to
one of the largest criminal syndicates in the 'City. If you don't want that
then you might as well throw me out and tell others all about it. Your
call." 
 
He sat back and let the Tyran woman get on with her
busy conversations. From her expression, the outcome was never in doubt. 
 





















XIX  
It is not easy to come to a place where you begin
to wonder if everything on which you have ever based your life, your view of
yourself and your view of the universe, is wrong.
 
Most people who arrived on that bleak shore would
do so through having given an emotional commitment to beliefs which never
really possessed any degree of reality. People who fell in love and found
themselves betrayed. People who believed in a philosophy or religion and found
it wanting. People brought up in a restrictive culture and then seeing the
wider ways beyond. 
 
But what when you found yourself in such a place
and the rock on which you were standing, the rock slowly morphing into loose sand beneath you, constituted the
entirety of a well-renowned branch of
physics, rooted in every aspect of science and underlying
the reality of not just your own, but everyone's existence? Then the experience
terrified. In all other cases, you could
seek and find new and solid ground. Here, she could see nothing but a void to
move into. 
 
The numbers flickered in the darkness. Each one a
tiny moment of probability, shifting all the time, commanded by the random
source they counted. Kahina watched them more carefully now as if she could
spot the false ones - the ones which misled and betrayed. They had lost
something of their purity and she still had no idea why. 
 
"It all seems to be going to plan," Ilke
reassured her with a smile when they met
for their regular social dinner. "Even Jecks managed to get his part right
- hard to believe, I know. The man has all the subtlety of a pile driver. I
have no idea how he managed to get put in charge of the Coalition Security
Force, after all, they are supposed to be
big on ‘subtle’ as our undercover experts and investigative people. But,
whatever, he's holding up and your whole scheme is progressing well." 
 
"Yes. Although there seem to be some
unforeseen factors," Kahina said, cautiously. 
 
"Really? Such as?" 
 
But she could not tell Ilke about her private
project, her secret experiment in Starcity on Thuringen - about Shame Cullen,
the criminal syndicate. She could not tell Ilke that, flying in the face of
every prediction, something had happened which threw all the Future Data
calculations in her private venture into chaos and made of them no more than
random numbers on a screen. 
 
She knew, so far, in the main project, the key
predictors were still working, still on track, still close to true on the
probability. But she also knew now, with gut shrinking certainty, this was not
going to last. Somehow, somewhere, something or someone had thrown a huge and
invisible spanner into the heart of her Future Data calculations and only a
matter of time remained before reality started spitting out broken cogs and the
beautiful, mathematical, plan imploded. 
 
"I am not sure," she said. "I am
seeing some - inconsistencies." 
 
Ilke frowned. 
 
"Well I have been monitoring the reports and
so far it seems your man is spot on to the target.”
Ilke pulled a face.“Was the explosion really necessary,
though? Reichstein managed to use it as an excuse to seize some more funding
for their anti-terrorism program and I had to approve it.”
 
Not for the first time,
Kahina felt a surge of frustration at how others struggled with the idea of
steering and exploiting random events. She restrained her annoyance. 
 
“Without it,
people who we needed to meet would not have done so in the way we needed them
to,” she explained, steeling herself not to sound dismissive. “And before you
ask, no, we could not have achieved the same result any other way, Besides, I
am sure you can offset the cost against the gains from the Future Data trial
budget.” 
 
“Oh don’t worry about it, Kahina, dear. I have it
all covered.” 
 
“And your people say everything is running well?” 
 
Ilke sipped at her drink and set the glass down
with an almost enthusiastic nod. 
 
“We ran the whole scenario from the explosion
through to his becoming attached to that woman - Chantry, Charindry -" 
 
"Charity. Charity Sweetling. What a dreadful
name it is too. How could you forget it?" 
 
"Yes - that one. And it is. Some parents
should be shot before they get to inflict such suffering. But of course, the name was not down to her parents as
I recall. It was the man who rescued her and got her asylum here in Central as
a child." 
 
"That's right." 
 
"So why are you thinking there may be
something unforeseen?" 
 
Kahina hesitated. 
 
"It's alright, my dear, you know I'm not going
to pass it on. I mean, who would believe me if I did anyway?" Ilke
laughed. 
 
"Well, we have found some anomalies in the
probability outliers." 
 
Ilke gave a slight smile. 
 
"Isn't that the whole point of them? As outliers, they are, by definition,
anomalies?" 
 
Kahina gave a thin smile before she replied. 
 
"In Future Data terms they should be
predictable within the broader parameters. If they are not, it indicates
potential issues with the main flow." 
 
The outliers. Instead of one of their principles
gunning down the main suspect for the destruction of Voltz, being hailed as a
hero and taken on to the Cullen staff, as Future Data had determined, he had
wound up somehow injured and accused of being the bomber himself. Mercifully,
the final result came close enough to the desired outcome to bring the key
events back on track - but somewhere in that chaos,
her own Shame Cullen project had crumbled away. 
 
The criminal bosses she controlled through the
Shame Cullen persona, directing their actions with the predictions of Future
Data, turned on her and refused to connect any further. The financial loss was
insignificant, but the limiting effect on her ability to continue trialling new
aspects of Future Data and the consequences of that,
appalled her. And worse, she still had no idea why it happened. And even worse,
nothing she could get out of Future Data regarding Shame Cullen now made any
sense. It had been her secret window onto the main project and now the window
was turned into something more resembling a shattered lens. 
 
"So - what sort of issues? What do these
anomalies suggest? Surely we can do something to bring whatever within the
parameters, rerun the calculations and adjust accordingly?" 
 
Ilke had such a charmingly direct and logical, if
sometimes uncreative, mind. 
 
"You may be surprised to know I actually did
try that," Kahina said. "But the problem is persisting." 
 
Two of Jecks operatives had died in the process. He
had been less than happy about that and, adding insult to injury in his coldly
expressed opinion, it had not even achieved the intended result. Ilke moved
some food around her plate and then set the cutlery down. 
 
"How is it affecting the outcome? Can we not
compensate - input some other direct intervention, more subtle or more
impacting as the need requires?" 
 
"I only wish we could do so. Unfortunately, the problem is, when we try and
run the new parameters, it seems to produce an incredibly wide range of
possible outcomes, none with a heavily significant probability. It is as if
there is some - some outside factor which the Future Data calculations
are unable to take into consideration. Something truly random." 
 
Ilke raised an eyebrow and Kahina wondered how long
it had taken her to perfect the expression. 
 
"Truly random - as opposed to merely random?
Or could it be deliberate intervention from an outside source? Another
interested party?" 
 
Kahina waved a hand dismissively. 
 
"Another interested party would be another
pattern - readable from the events and predictable. This is more - more
obdurate. It is as if someone has shaken a whole load of scrambled data over
the entire predictive run. Nothing comes out making sense anymore." 
 
Ilke looked at her now with a distinct air of
concern 
 
"Are you telling me we can no longer count on
the predictions? That everything might go
wrong? Kahina, darling, that would be simply too dreadful. It could even
destroy you." 
 
The other woman's eyes suddenly held a calculating
coldness. 
 
"You are overreacting,"
Kahina said quickly, feeling her own face slipping into a frown. "I am not
saying there is any kind of long-term
problem, only that there is a major anomaly." 
 
"So what are you doing about it?" 
 
There it was. The unanswerable question. How could
anyone unravel the numbers to find what to look for? She had already set teams
to deconstructing the data, numeral by numeral, and nothing new appeared to
explain it. 
 
"Everything," she said. "So you do
not need to worry. We will find it. I just had no wish for you to hear any
strange rumours leaking from my people. They can be given to gossip - and to
needless panic." 
 
Ilke
watched her speculatively. 
 
"I shall take it under consideration," she said, a little acidly. 
 
And that highlighted the problem. If Kahina told
her nothing and Ilke heard the rumours she would begin to distance herself. But
now she had the story from Kahina herself - she had begun to distance anyway. 
 
"I think you would be wise to," she
agreed, choosing the words carefully. "But I also think you need to look
at the longer term. We will be on top of this problem in a cycle or two. We
always are. This is the beauty of Future Data - you can use it to analyse even
the issues it presents in itself." 
 
Ilke smiled, politely. 
 
"Of course, my dear. Oh, I've been meaning to
ask you, did you ever get to see the exhibition of early settlement art in the
Zoruvale Museum? I've been told it is fascinating." 
 
No one wanted to hear bad news. 
 
There were other measures to be taken. If the data
runs were not producing sensible explanations then she could opt to use always
real-world modelling - or even the real-world itself. Although knowing it to be
irrational, Kahina found herself moving away from the numbers and back to
real-world influences. She knew she could never penetrate to the depth of
reality the Future Data system achieved, but as it failed to bring the results
it should, instead of focusing all her efforts into a major recalibration, she
found herself looking at people. 
 
She knew, of course, no rational reason why it
should be a person she needed to identify. It could as easily be an event they
had no information regarding - an event triggered by some incalculable random
fluctuation. But then, those events were the very ones she designed Future Data
to predict and account for. Of course, she also designed it to predict and
account for even the most apparently irrational human behaviour as well. So she
spent a long time tracking the people against the data - seeing who fell
outside the expected parameters and by how much. 
 
Nothing stood out.
 
All of those on her target list were diverging in very minor ways - none of them significant and
all accountable for within the broad Future Data scheme. If she had not seen
exactly the same thing happen to Shame Cullen before the end, it would not have
concerned her in the slightest. But she recognised with cold certainty, the
beginning of the cascade which could sweep the real project away and all her hopes
for immortality with it.
 
The idea she dismissed so glibly when talking to
Ilke, slowly began to grow legs before her eyes. Could it be someone had their
own Future Data style system and was effectively playing it against her? When
she added it as a variable, the results came out in an uneven way - nothing of
high enough probability to move any one path ahead of another. In other words,
even if there were such a hypothetical individual trying to play her at her own
game, by doing so all they could achieve would be to neutralise themselves, as
well as her, in terms of making accurate predictions on events. 
 
If not technology, not deliberate human
intervention, not a major random event then what remained? What could it
be? Was there any other possibility she had missed? 
 
She found it interesting to discover how many
nights of sleep could be lost to a single intractable problem. And went through
an alien sensation of helplessness as the numbers that had always been so
powerful and so accurate, had always been her shield and her weapon, the ladder
on which she climbed and the bedrock of her world, became fallible and weak. It
always came around to the same point - as if she were sitting and looking in a
mirror - there was something or someone out there which could not be accounted
for in any of the algorithms. It need not be anything big or powerful, it might
be something as minor as a genetic variation in a harmless bacterium - except
that would be accounted for already. But something as minor. Insignificant.
Less than the beat of a butterfly's wings. 
 
Ultimately, the only way to find such an anomaly
meant searching for it using the Future Data systems - run the data, tweak the
data, run it again. Guess at variables - but even whilst doing so, knowing your
guesses are probable and so are already a
part of the system. Everything was part of the system. There could be nothing
outside it. Besides, how could one guess the truly unimaginable - or account
for that which could never be counted? 
 
With a feverish need to deny the reality of what
Future Data revealed, Kahina turned over every resource of Sarava Int. to
finding a solution. She told her people to go back to first principles and
reinvent Future Data - assume all her work had been proved wrong and create it
again from scratch. The first ideas had been interesting, but none were
different enough. All relied on the same underlying understanding of
probability. So she went to mathematicians and asked them to re-envisage
probability for her. They told her it was extremely improbable they could
achieve what she wanted. So that needed to be something of a longer term
project. 
 
Slowly the realisation moved from a shadowy fear to
a grim fact. What she witnessed here was literally impossible. It simply could
not be happening. But it was. 
 





















XX  
Three of the last four cycles living on Thuringen had been a challenge for Charis. For
much of the time she had, perforce, been restricted to living as a virtual
prisoner on Durban Chola's small vessel. But even there she found
compensations. Mainly in Durban himself, who became a good friend. They enjoyed
each other's company, which bearing in mind the small size of the ship, made
tolerable what could have so easily become unsupportable. Captivity, under
those conditions, had not been so hard to
bear. 
 
She also took the chance to continue the strange
education of Vitos which she began on the ill-fated criminal run she had been
forced into. Although patchy and irregular, whenever the chance arose the two
of them would get together and share screens, she would work on furthering his
knowledge of more academic skills. The speed at which he learned left her
mentally breathless and his sheer delight, wonder and sense of discovery made
the lesson times something magical for her. She did not find his company as
easy as Durban's, he seemed to have a much greater reserve, but she anticipated
it more and always felt an odd sense of loss when he left, as if something precious had slipped away from her.
 
But things changed just over a cycle ago. 
 
There had been no warning, no hint anything might
be going on behind the scenes to change her status. But, one morning, as she
ate breakfast with Durban, a link came through with an official document bearing
a Central government logo. It told her, in roundabout legal language, her
citizenship had been restored and the CSF no longer maintained any interest in
her. 
 
"You told me they would never let me go,"
she said, looking at Durban, not accusing him of any deception, just expressing
her bewildered amazement. 
 
"I have no idea why they have," Durban
said, eyes scanning the screen she shared, his expression showing surprise.
"But they have - and I am delighted, happy and so pleased for you."
So pleased he hugged her. And then again when she said she planned to stay to
help launch his Ignatius project before she left. 
 
Vitos had been more quietly happy for her when he
arrived for a lesson mid-morning. He looked at the citizenship certificate and
asked if she knew for sure it was real. Of course. She verified it with Central
Immigration as soon as it arrived. Then he smiled, congratulated her with an
intense sincerity and exchanged a brief glance with Durban, which she could not
fully read. 
 
"So what is up with it people?” The strange
reaction disturbed Charis more than she wanted to admit.“Isn’t it just great
news." 
 
Durban smiled in his warm, affectionate, way and
nodded agreement. 
 
"Oh it is - I think we are just wondering why
it's happened. I guess someone finally realised they were not going to get very
much of any value to them from chasing you." 
 
It had been strange, after the best part of three
cycles living as a virtual prisoner, to find she could finally move around the
'City and even stranger to know she could go home anytime she wanted. Her full
citizenship certificate stuck on her link screen so every time she linked out
anywhere she could see it. She even called her mother - who had been
frantically chasing every immigration official she could find and threatening
lawsuits to hold them individually culpable if they could not find out what
happened to Charis. She told her mother she would be coming home soon - and she
meant it. But as each day went by she found new reasons to delay going. She
told herself it was because she wanted to keep helping Vitos with his lessons,
and besides, she felt she had a debt to
pay here in the 'City, to thank Durban for his friendship and protection, to
show she understood the scale of what he had done for her. And she found a way
to pay it. 
 
Ignatius. 
 
The structure where she stood that morning looked
very little like any kind of school. Built partly into the rock rather than
being a free-standing edifice, it had
once been some kind of administration block and still appeared derelict from
the outside. That is if you could really call the cave that enclosed the area,
mouth yawning open to the sky, ‘outside’. But despite that, Charis felt pleased
with the limited renovations. The original interior had been a mixture of
rubble and refuse, so the change from then to now looked striking. A number of
people put in a lot of very hard work to get it all tidied up in time. Charis
had been one of them. 
 
The equipment was whatever Durban managed to secure
from somewhere, basic technology to do the job. It would have been pointless
going for anything link-based here,
because link access was almost non-existent
in the passages and caverns and occurred in very rare patches even above
ground. Which meant the standard routes of link education were irrelevant as
far the people of Ignatius were concerned. So Durban had sourced an
old-fashioned interactive group screen and some places to sit, and a box of
inexpensive hand-held hard screens. Nothing like what might be needed to meet
the requirements of a decent school, but a step in the right direction. Charis
had snagged some public access educational modules to run on the gear and had
been testing it when Durban appeared in the doorway and came over to her with a
warm smile. 
 
"I'm not supposed to be here - but, I wanted
to come and say good luck." 
 
Charis returned the smile and leant forward to plant a light kiss on his
cheek. 
 
"What you have achieved here is amazing, you
know?" she said. 
 
Durban held up both his hands as if warding the
words away. 
 
"Not my doing. I just laid a bit of the
groundwork - set up a few favours - it's you and the other volunteers who are
going to make this happen. I mean, look at the change you made to this place
over the last cycle since you've been out and around." 
 
Charis looked and remembered what it had been like
when they began. 
 
“It’s been worth it,” she said. “There are some
great people here.” 
 
Today celebrated the culmination of her work in the
opening of Ignatius Project's new adult educational facility. Charis planned to
begin by teaching a very basic maths class that afternoon and she had plenty of
time to set up for it.
 
Durban smiled. 
 
“I must go. You tell me about it this evening.”
Then lifting a hand in a gesture that was something part way between farewell
and blessing, he turned away to leave. As he did so, the compact athletic
figure of Jaz Baldrik came through the door. Jaz looked grim and he had two
other people in tow, with faces that could cut glass. The two local men who
were supposed to be guarding the door to ensure Charis stayed unmolested had,
unsurprisingly, vanished. 
 
"Come to see us make a good start?"
Durban asked. 
 
Jaz stopped in front of him and shook his head. 
 
"Not today. It's not happening today," 
 
"Jaz - this is adding and subtraction and
ABC," Durban told him. "It is not going to disrupt the set-up of the
'City or bring down the socio-economic structure of Ignatius. It's just going
to give a few people the ability to check their own finances or read some
screens." 
 
Jaz looked past him and saw Charis. She felt a
slight chill as the dark eyes met and held her gaze. 
 
"What are you doing here?" Jaz demanded.
"You should be back in Central by now." 
 
He sounded angry she had not gone home. 
 
"I stayed to pay back for the help I
got," she retorted, hotly. Being a citizen of Central again did wonders
for her self-confidence. Jaz stared at her for a moment then turned on Durban. 
 
"Get her away from here. School’s out." 
 
"Jaz - we are just -" 
 
"Why do you think I am here, Blondie? You
think I need to be here for this? Leave now, or I can just go and you'll get
someone who won't ask nicely. Take your pick - you have a ten count to make up
your mind." 
 
As he spoke, the two people with him went around to
the end of the room and began smashing the newly installed technology. Charis
froze in disbelief for a single moment, then ran at them, cold with fury and
started trying to get in their way. 
 
"Charis don't," Durban called out, but
Jaz reached her first and grabbed her arms. He swung her round into a tight
grip she could not break, even though she struggled against him, furious. Then
he pushed her towards Durban hard enough that the blond man needed to catch her
so she did not fall down face first. 
 
"Get her out of here before she gets hurt. Get
her home, Blondie. To Central." 
 
There was nothing giving in the tone and Charis did
not resist as Durban steered her from the room, impotently watching the new
furniture being smashed and one of Jaz’s people spilling flammable liquid over
whatever remained. Then the room lit up in a flare of flame as the liquid
burned. Durban kept one arm around
Charis, which felt both supportive and protective. She felt sick at the
pointlessness and waste of it all and when Jaz came out of the room a moment
later talking to the two who just wrecked it, she could not hold her tongue. 
 
"How can you do this? These people have worked
so hard," she shouted, the fury making her voice sound shrill.
"They've given up just about everything they have for the chance to make
this happen. How dare you walk in here and just - just destroy it?" 
 
Jaz seemed to see her for the first time and taking
a break from his briefing to the others to no doubt do more harm to the
project, he came over. 
 
"Listen, Sweetpea, if you wanted to volunteer
teach there are plenty of places just a short stroll out of Ignatius who would
have been happy to have you. They offer free stuff to people there too - and
you know what? There is absolutely nothing stopping any of the low-life scum
who live here accessing link education like everyone else or walking that extra
distance and taking those live classes if they wanted. But this," he
jerked a thumb towards the still smouldering room, "is not going to
happen. You'd do better to get out of the 'City and back home to Central -
right now." 
 
Charis opened her mouth to shout in his face that
they had no link access here and the usual experience of those from Ignatius
who tried to get help outside of their own invariably led to them being
despised, refused and rejected. But Durban gave her hand an urgent squeeze and
spoke quickly before she could. 
 
"When did you become such an asshole
Jaz?" Durban asked, his tone pleasant. "I mean I know you have been
working hard on it the last few cycles - but this is a new low even for
you." 
 
Jaz shook his head and dropped his voice so low
Charis could barely hear it. 
 
"Be very careful what you say to me in
public from now on, Blondie." Then he turned away and stalked off after
his two vandals. 
 
"I'm sorry," Durban told her as they
walked back out of the massive cave to where they could pick up his PTV.
"I have a bad feeling maybe I should have stayed away." 
 
"I don't think that would have made any
difference. I mean, would they have even known you were here?" 
 
"Yes, Jaz knew. And he would know you were
here. Hence why he came in person instead of sending someone else. This sort of
work is a bit below him nowadays," he said, then broke off for a moment as
if something just occurred to him. When he went on, his tone sounded
thoughtful. "Anyone would think we actually mattered to him." 
 
Charis stopped by the PTV as it descended and
turned to face him. 
 
"You were expecting something like this?" 
 
Durban sighed. 
 
"I cannot tell a lie. I said I should not have
come along - but then it could just be my ego-driven megalomania making me think so, or me having a solipsist moment.
After all, I agreed to take a major back seat in this project," He fell
silent a moment before adding: "I thought there might be something, but I
did not expect Jaz to - to - well do what he did." 
 
"What did he mean at the end, about you being careful? It sounded to me very
much like a threat." 
 
"That is because it was one," Durban
said, his tone sardonic. "He just gave me a gentle reminder that if I push
him too far in front of witnesses, he'll have to smack me down. He can't afford
to be seen to allow anyone to insult him nowadays and get away with it." 
 
“How did he even know I’ve got my citizenship
back?” 
 
“That is a very good question. I’d imagine that
Vitos told him.” 
 
"And why does he want me out of the 'City so
badly?" 
 
"Hmm. Another good question. Unless he’s
trying to remove you to undermine the project? I mean, Jaz is a bastard - but
I'm not sure he's so much of one he'd want you to come to harm. But if
his people are busy demolishing things they won't be gentle with anyone trying
to stop them. You should stay away from Ignatius." He pulled a face.
"I will be - for now." 
 
"I wish I could be so calm about it as you
are. I mean, after all the work, the effort, the time it took, all the people
here who worked with us," Charis said as they got in the vehicle. "It
just makes me so angry." 
 
Durban gave a light shrug as he linked out to the
PTV. 
 
"Well, as I said, I half expected it - and I'm very used to having my projects forcibly
aborted, after a while you get used to just letting it go and moving on."
He gave her a reassuring smile as the vehicle glided upwards and headed back to
the spaceport. But she had a distinct feeling more had been happening beneath
the surface than he wanted her to see. 
 
Vitos turned up at the ship, soon after they got
back, looking unhappy. He didn't even bother to greet them. 
 
"Jaz has gone mad," he said, as he sat
down. His expression carried a full burden of concern. 
 
"What has he done now?" Durban asked
cancelling screens as he spoke. "He broke his word to me very thoroughly
this morning. But I'd say he did not want to do so - seemed more driven to
it." 
 
"He had a public confrontation with
Sarnai." 
 
Durban looked at Vitos, his own expression becoming
concerned. 
 
"When? How public? And what about?" 
 
"First thing this morning. Public enough to
for word to get out they argued. And the topic was your Ignatius thing." 
 
"She wanted him to stop it?" 
 
Vitos shook his head. 
 
"Actually, no. She wanted to let it run a bit
longer. Watch what you did with it. She said having got this far, she wanted to
let you invest more deeply there so she could sweep more away from you when she
decided to pull the plug. She said it would cost you more in reputation and
that way she could destroy you and your backers in the 'City. He wanted to shut
it down fast. He kept saying if you got anything going there it would be harder
to stop it and it would let you build more strength." 
 
They were all quiet for a long moment as that sank
in. 
 
"So, who exactly is it Jaz works for
nowadays?" Durban asked, using the kind of tone that showed he did not
expect anyone to have an answer. "Or is this his personal grand bid for
power?" 
 
Vitos shook his head. 
 
"This is something else. He didn’t seem at all
happy. Like someone else put him up to it and he had no choice but to go along
with what they wanted." 
 
Durban sighed and shook his head. 
 
"Why do I get the impression if only he would
just sit down and tell us what he is doing out there alone, so brave and
heroic, we could probably help him to do it better?" 
 
"Maybe," Vitos said, "but he would
not. He is not that kind of man." 
 
"No? You sure?" Charis’ words were as wry
as her thoughts."I mean, I would never have guessed." 
 
"He is going to get himself killed,"
Durban said, with quiet conviction. 
 
"Maybe," Vitos repeated. "But it
came over as a lover's quarrel and Sarnai eventually agreed to his way. He did
not go on and take any action without getting her agreement first and he did
not make her lose face. Only I knew the real substance of it, but there will
have been more than a few who know they argued. Sarnai can’t be allowing it to
happen again." 
 
The silence had an odd quality to it. Durban looked
very thoughtful for a moment then he turned to Charis. 
 
"You know, you have repaid your favours here. You
should give some serious consideration to going home. I am sure your mother
would be more than pleased to see you." 
 
For some inexplicable reason, Charis felt a small stab of hurt and anger. 
 
"Is that because I'm not good enough to be any
help here?" she snapped. 
 
Durban's amber eyes widened in surprise. 
 
"Morally or pragmatically 'good enough'?
Whichever - I'd have to disagree on either count. But, the point is not what I
think, or what you think. It is what Jaz thinks. Besides I thought you wanted
to go home." 
 
Charis felt horribly confused and knew she must
look it. She did want to go home, didn’t she? Then why did the thought of
leaving make her feel so upset? 
 
"I don't - " 
 
"Jaz has made a big thing of you
leaving," Durban said. "Enough to mention it specifically and
repeatedly in front of witnesses." 
 
"And what does that mean?" 
 
Vitos shook his head at Durban, as if wanting him to stop. 
 
"Well, first off you have to understand Jaz is
a person of great significance in the 'City right now. Someone with real power.
He sits at the right hand of one of the sovereign Names and he executes their
will. If he speaks to you, no matter in what capacity, what he says matters.
Others will look to read things from it - they might very well take what he
says to you as something he wants to be done." 
 
Charis nodded, slowly seeing the shape of what
Durban might be driving at. 
 
"And secondly?" 
 
"I am beginning to believe Jaz got you your
citizenship back." 
 
Charis laughed. But she was the only one who did. 
 
"Woah. Why would you think that?" 
 
Durban gave her a slight smile. 
 
"Well I am very sure he did not do the
nastiness in Ignatius on his own account, he risked having a dangerous row with
Sarnai over it. All the time we were there he kept on a very strong theme about
you going back to Central." 
 
Charis felt as if someone pulled the floor away
beneath her. 
 
"But that makes no sense. Why would he do it?
He doesn't even really know me let alone like me. More to the point, how could
he do it anyway? He may have influence in the 'City, but my citizenship is a
matter for Central." 
 
"The CSF could arrange it." 
 
"The CSF? I don't - " 
 
Again came the solid silence and she looked from
Durban's tawny eyes to the green of Vitos' and back again. She thought hard. 
 
"You think he traded something to them to get
me my citizenship back? That would be a big ask - a very big ask." 
 
"It would be a big ask in anyone's book - the
CSF could have had some potential years of use from you in any number of
situations," Durban agreed. 
 
"So you think he said he'd stop the Ignatius
project for it?" 
 
Durban shrugged and smiled. 
 
"That could be it." 
 
Vitos looked away. 
 
"You don't think it is, though." 
 
"No. Not big enough." 
 
Vitos looked back at her his eyes unreadable and he
nodded silent agreement as Durban said, bleakly: 
 
"He would have needed to sell them something
big. Some favour they could not refuse. But once he'd given them one he would
have to keep giving. He would be theirs - or he would be dead. Just as it was
for you." 
 
Charis felt a sudden hollowing in her stomach. For
a moment she literally did not believe what Durban said, but a glance told her
both the men were convinced of it. 
 
"Now wait a moment - I never asked - I would
never have asked - You can't be sure -" 
 
Vitos pushed himself to his feet. 
 
"I'll talk to him." 
 
Durban nodded and said nothing as he left. Charis
could only shake her head in denial, feeling increasingly sick. 
 
"I can just - go away, or I could go back to
the CSF or -" 
 
"No," Durban told her. "It makes no difference
now. You could drop dead and it would make no difference. If the price he
demanded meant you freed from their strings, it is paid - in full. And now, if
he is on those strings instead, he has to dance to their tune or they will rip
him apart. It would not even be difficult for them - all they'd have to do is
drop a hint against his name and the 'City would do the rest." 
 
"I don't understand why he would even think of
such a thing. He doesn't even like me." 
 
Durban smiled and placed his hand over hers. 
 
"His loss. But he didn't do it for you." 
 
"For you? For Vitos?" 
 
The blond man actually laughed, though Charis
struggled to see anything funny in the situation. 
 
"For one of us - yes. You should go home, Charis. Please. I'll get you passage. And
your mother really does need to see you - know you are alright. I have been
feeling guilty keeping you from her. Keeping you from your life in
Central." 
 
Charis looked away. It felt like a betrayal. But worse, it was as if Durban and
Vitos thought she had betrayed them somehow,
when she had done absolutely nothing. She fell silent for a while and then
nodded 
 
"Alright. I get it." 
 
Durban looked as though he might say something but
Charis got up and walked quickly away before he could. Her mind made up, she
felt her lips come into a tight line. She linked out, then accessed her
financial logs as she went to pack. When
she came back out of her cabin, Durban sat lost in various screens she could
not see, his expression intent - as if not happy with what he found there. He looked
up at her with a questioning amber gaze which held a hint of regret, but it was
hard to be sure as it vanished almost at once behind a warm smile. She dropped
the travelling bags at her feet. 
 
"There really is nothing else I can do, is
there?" 
 
Durban got up and came over to her. 
 
"Is it so terrible? You know Thuringen exists
in the same galaxy as Central. It's not like we can't ever get in touch
again." 
 
Charis pulled a face. 
 
"Yeah. I can see it. One day.” She shook her
head. “Please tell Vitos - goodbye for me. And, uh, tell Jaz thanks." 
 
Durban smiled more warmly. 
 
"You could tell them yourself - you don't have
to go this exact moment." 
 
Charis shook her head. 
 
"No. I'm out." On an impulse, she threw
her arms around Durban and he returned
the hug. "Thanks for - everything. And one day you look me up and we'll go
to Temsevar?"
 
"One day," Durban said. Then he pushed
her gently away to arm's length, still
holding her shoulders and studied her face, the smile gone and a gentle concern
in its place. "Let me book your flight - let me pay for it." 
 
She shook her head. 
 
"I'm back in the black since I got all my logs
back. I'm good. But thanks for the offer." 
 
"And there is no point offering to come and
see you off?" 
 
"No. You might cry. I'd hate that." 
 
That made him smile again, even if a ghost of
something sad lingered around the edges. 
 
"I'm really going to miss you, Charis. And you are right - we won't be
able to keep in touch for a while, just whilst things are - well, difficult
here. But when this is over, when it's safe, I'll let you know. I
promise." 
 
It was so hard. 
 
"I know you will," she said. 
 
He hugged her again. 
 
"You take care out there. And travel safe." 
 
"I'll do my best." 
 
Then she picked up the bags and walked from the
ship. 
 
She took a ride to the public terminal and once
there bought a short hop ticket to Reichstein. Although mostly handling
freighters, Thuringen's legitimate
capital city did book passengers onto some of those flights, and sometimes the
freighter crews would even give fellow pilots a freebie run. It would be
precisely the kind of thing Charis would have done if she had truly been
heading home.
 
The port looked little changed since her last shunt
there with Rota and she managed to find what she sought in the bar of the
freighter pilots favourite lodgings. Maybe half a day after she left the 'City
she stepped out of a small planet hopper back into its spaceport. With her
appearance concealed under a hooded coat and an over large remote visor, she
made her way to where a small PTV waited for her in the wasteland beside the
sprawling freight area. The door opened as she approached and she threw the
travelling bags on the floor of it before getting in herself. 
 
Foss looked at her with his mountain-water eyes and
pushed the bags further out of the way of his feet. 
 
"Hello,
Charity. Care to explain what this is all about now?" 
 
"I told you - I need a place to stay. Just for
a bit." 
 
Foss looked at her for a long time and she thought
she could see a refusal coming. 
 
"Foss. You owe me. You got me into that
run." 
 
He dropped her gaze. 
 
"Yarp. You are right. I do." He let out a
breath which fell just short of a sigh. "Just tell me who you need not to know where you are?" 
 
"Most of all Durban Chola," she said.
"But Jaz Baldrik too." 
 
Foss looked at her as if she had just grown an
extra head. 
 
"Charity, Jaz works for my boss. He will kill
me if he finds out and I should have told him - and I don't mean that in any
sort of metaphorical kind of way, just so we’re clear. And Chola is 'I loan a
favour for everyone'. If he decides he wants to know -" 
 
"You don't need to lie if they ask you
directly. Just don't tell them. Please, Foss. I have no one else I can count
on." 
 
She turned up her most helpless and appealing smile.
For a moment she saw the doubt warring visibly with his sense of debt and
something even more primal. He shook his head as if denying something in his
own mind. 
 
"Alright. You can stay. Just for a bit. You
can have Faust's old room. He'd have loved the idea of you sleeping in his
bed." 
 
For a moment his comment made Charis want to get
out of the PTV and complete her supposed journey back to Central. But instead
she made herself smile and say: 
 
"I am sure he would have." 
 
They arrived at Foss's apartment late on a dark
day. Charis took the precaution of still hiding her face under her hood and
remote visor. At least he lived in a part of the 'City well away from the port
and any of her previous haunts. Before they left the vehicle Foss began
lecturing her. 
 
"So, if anyone asks, you are my girlfriend -
Charlie. And that means we need to do some of this -" he grabbed her face
and kissed her hard on the lips. She pushed him away, angry at his assumption. 
 
"Sure. When we need to. But not in
private." 
 
Foss looked at her and then laughed. 
 
"I see how it is. I'm used to being exploited
by women for no return." 
 
Faust's room looked as though it had been untouched
since he walked out of the apartment to take his final flight. Which she found
both poignant and creepy, but there seemed to be very little to personalise it
anyway. Charis discovered she did not feel too much the intruder. Faust had
lived in his screens, the virtual world being his home much more than this
room. 
 
That first evening Foss got food and they sat chatting
over experiences they shared. Charis managed to impress Foss by saying she
thought of Durban Chola as a friend. She had not fully realised in her time in
the 'City the people she knew were now, in the aftermath of the fall of Shame
Cullen, individuals of major influence and significance. 
 
From Foss she
learned the rest of the 'City viewed Durban as a highly eccentric power broker.
Considering him odd for a number of reasons such as his apparently selfless
interest in Ignatius and the fact he chose to live on his down-at-heel ship
rather than in the kind of expensive penthouse most of his presumed stature
would have chosen. His continued survival led to fascination and speculation in
equal measure.
 
Most in the ‘City now regarded Jaz as one of the
leading lights amongst the most lethal and ruthless of the violent elite. The
success of Sarnai Altan in holding onto and expanding her share of Shame
Cullen's old turf was placed at his door as much as at hers. After hearing all
that, Charis felt a profound sense of relief Vitos did not seem to be as well
known as either of them - or at least Foss did not consider him significant
enough to mention. 
 
"So why did you want to do a U-ey out to the
'Stein and back?" Foss asked her as he cleared the food away. A question -
one of an inevitable series - to which she knew she owed him an answer. He had
not asked anything of her when she'd begged him for a place to stay - just told
her where to meet him. 
 
"Have you ever felt like your friends wanted
you out of the way, for your own good?" 
 
"I wish I had friends who did," he said,
and sat down again, handing her a drink he picked up on the way back from food
clearing. "My friends usually want me in the way for their
own good." He gave her a smile to belie the words a little. 
 
"Well, I got my immigration status back - and
it was like: 'So long Charity, nice to have met you'." 
 
"So your 'friends' - and we are talking people
like Jazatar Baldrik - psychopathic serial killer and favourite squeeze of the
even more deadly and luscious Sarnai Altan and Durban Chola the man who helped
carve up Cullen's empire and has cleaned up Ignatius just about single handed -
wanted you to go home to nice, safe, comfortable, Central - and you decided to
stay here, without them knowing?" 
 
"When you put it like that -" 
 
"It sounds a little, tiny bit insane? Yarp?
That is because it is." 
 
"Jaz is not my friend. I hardly know him. But
Durban," she smiled at the memories, "Durban is." 
 
Foss nodded and pulled a face. 
 
"That kind of a friend?" he
sounded defensive. 
 
"No," Charis was surprised. "He's
not that kind of man. " 
 
"Every man is that kind of man -
especially around someone as gorgeous as you." 
 
She laughed. 
 
"Not Durban." 
 
Foss shook his head. 
 
"So, let's run 'worst case' scenario here. Imagine
Jaz Baldrik finds out you are here, in my apartment - what happens?" 
 
"I expect he’d shout a bit, then stick me on a
bucket flight to Central." 
 
Foss shook his head again 
 
"If you seriously think that is the most
likely outcome - either you really do not know the man, or you have some
powerful hold on him you are not telling me about." 
 
"Vitos is his best friend," Charis said.
And Foss drew a breath to ask, then remembered and nodded understanding. 
 
"Alright, I can buy that, maybe. And if Chola
finds you staying with me? What happens then?" 
 
"He'd give me a hug, tell me you looked cute
and ask me if you were taken." 
 
Foss took a moment to catch on then laughed, before his face grew serious again. 
 
"You know Charity, you are dealing with some
of the most dangerous people in the whole 'City and that means in the whole
frigging galaxy, and yet you seem to think you can play them like some kind of
- I don’t know - lapdogs or something. These are not lapdogs - they have very,
very sharp teeth and if they do find you are here, I am not going to lay any
money on the outcomes you have just offered." 
 
She nodded to acknowledge his fear. She remembered
too well how Jaz treated him before. 
 
"I won't let you get hurt, Foss. If the worst
happens, I'll take any and all blame." 
 
"Charity, it does not work like that round
here." 
 
She met his ice-water eyes and saw the genuine
worry in them. She suddenly felt very selfish and realised the place she had
pushed him into. 
 
"If it is asking too much - I can just
go." 
 
He shook his head. 
 
"I said you can stay and you can. Friends
don't abandon friends. Even if they are not top-power friends. Just - well, be
a bit careful, yarp? We are not all - all so well insulated, as you." 
 
"Of course," she assured him. He sighed
and gave her a wan smile. 
 
"So what are you planning to do here? Why are
you not going home to nice, safe Central? I would if I were you, I can't
think of any reason to want to stay in this place a moment longer than you
really have to." 
 
She avoided his eyes and studied her hands for a
moment. It was something she was still struggling to explain to herself, let
alone to anyone else. Every sensible and well-grounded
bone in her body told her Foss was right, Durban was right - even Jaz was
right. She should be on a ship heading back to Central at that very moment.
But, instead, she sat here, feeling like
a rebellious teen who did not want to go home when the wild night out had
ended. But she could not put it into words so she lifted her shoulders and
offered a half-smile instead. 
 
"Another very reasonable question, but one to
which I don't yet have a good reply. I don't know - I just feel like they - my
friends - might need me for something." 
 
Foss looked at her with incredulous mountain-pool
eyes, then started laughing. He folded forwards on the table choking with
laughter and it took him a good while to get himself back under control. Charis
sat there, grinning at his hilarity and banging his back when he seemed to be
coughing more than laughing. 
 
"That is - really, I mean really - funny."
he said, recovering and wiping his eyes. 
 
"It is?" 
 
"Charity. You should hear yourself. These
people are not some kind of vulnerable innocents who need looking after.
They’re about as far from that as you can get." 
 
Charis felt her colour rise. 
 
"I suppose it does sound kind of lame,"
she admitted. How could she possibly explain the sense of loss she felt when
Durban told her to go home? 
 
"Yarp. Just a tiny bit. But, no worries, you
gave me the best laugh I've had since - " he broke off. 
 
Charis leant
over and put her arm around him. She could forget too easily, but Foss never
could. 
 
"I don't mean they need me in that kind of
way," she said after a moment, wanting to distract his mind and move on.
"I mean, well -" 
 
"Well?" 
 
Charis shook her head. 
 
Foss swirled a finger at his own head, indicating he thought her a little insane. 
 
"You never know, they might have a freighter
to shunt," he suggested helpfully. "I could see them going into
interplanetary import-export." 
 
Charis tried to smack him and it turned into a
tickle fight, which finished with the two of them panting for breath, lying in
a heap on the floor. Foss lying a bit to the side and leaning over Charis,
looked down on her still smiling. 
 
"Charity Sweetling you are an amazing
human being," he whispered and then leant
forward to drop a soft kiss on her lips. 
 





















XXI 
Avilon wondered if he could keep his promise to
Durban.
 
Getting to talk to Jaz alone was not so simple. Jaz
seemed not to be himself anymore and close to impossible to reach. It felt as
if he had become entangled in some kind of webbing which both isolated and
imprisoned him at the same time. He acted as though he deliberately set out to
avoid Avilon, ever since they very nearly crossed the line they never came even
close to crossing before: into real violence against each other. And that over
the way Jaz treated Durban. The memory of it festered, like a bad taste left in
his mouth. 
 
Avilon no longer even felt sure he knew where he
stood with Jaz and the insecurity increasingly made it difficult for him to
cope with their relationship. A short time ago he would have said nothing could
plant a blade between them, but now it seemed this issue with Durban had done
more than that. It also seemed Jaz kept walking further and further out on a
limb by himself with scant regard for where it might ultimately lead him. Lead
all of them. 
 
Avilon tried to reach him - tried hard. 
 
After Jaz stormed out of the lock up, Avilon found
him later the same day in the bar being used as a temporary replacement whilst
Sarnai arranged for Voltz to be reconstructed. Jaz had clearly been overindulging himself, but only he knew with
which particular recreational substances. 
 
"Go away, brother and leave me alone,"
Jaz offered as his greeting, seeing Avilon approach. "I'm not in the mood
to talk about it." 
 
Avilon ignored him and sat down. Once, when in this
kind of state, Jaz possessed the military rank and authority to order him away.
Now he held the rank and authority of being Sarnai's head of security. But that
did not work so well on Avilon. 
 
"We don't have to talk. Unless you want to. I
came to have a drink." 
 
"Except you are supposed to be working - I
wrote the roster. So go away and work." 
 
"I am." 
 
That got his attention at least. 
 
"Sarnai?" 
 
"You seem to be causing a bit of consternation
in several circles." 
 
Jaz shook his head. 
 
"I sneeze and half the 'City thinks it has plague?" 
 
"You sneeze and half the 'City thinks you might have plague." 
 
Jaz downed his drink and ordered something more. Then
looked at Avilon with an expression of extreme exasperation. 
 
"Go tell both Sarnai and Blondie I am fine and
they can both stop wringing their hands and worrying
about me." 
 
"I would - if I didn't think it was a
lie." 
 
Jaz looked into his drink as if for inspiration. 
 
"So how to prove it?" 
 
He placed the drink with considerable care on the
counter, then the blade appeared in the same hand and almost at Avilon's throat
before he could jar the wrist aside and move back fast out of its range. A classic
'City knife, dark metal, long blade, beautifully balanced, ugly and vicious.
Avilon had not even known Jaz owned such a thing. Jaz sat back down again, the
sleek blade held with its point dipped towards Avilon. 
 
"Go away. Leave me alone. Stay away. Brother." 
 
Fight or leave, no other choice. Avilon shook his
head and left. 
 
He could make no sense of Jaz in such a mood. So he
reported back to Sarnai that Jaz was just grounding static. 
 
"And if he is just grounding some static the
next time I need him?" Sarnai asked. 
 
"He won't be," Avilon told her, with grim
conviction. 
 
She studied his face with her hollow almond eyes.
But as he told her what he knew to be true, she nodded, satisfied by what she
saw. Avilon knew whatever it might cost him, Jaz would always deliver on his
duty as he conceived it to be. And, of course, he had. 
 
But that same sense of duty made the idea of Jaz
somehow hawking his soul into the hands of the CSF, as Durban believed he had,
even more concerning than the simple fact
of the risk of it. Jaz would be twisting himself inside out to meet every
demand being placed upon him by his various masters. Whatever his motive in
submitting in some form to the CSF and even if so doing freed Charis, the story
had just one possible ultimate ending.
 
Part of him wanted to tell Durban how Jaz treated
him, ask for advice. But a stronger part, the part as loyal to Jaz as the
brother he named him to be, told him they needed to work this out somehow
themselves. He felt a profound instinct, involving Durban would only serve to
alienate Jaz further. So whilst he suspected Durban would guess most of it,
what the blond man did not already know, Avilon was not about to tell him. 
 
If finding Jaz to talk to before the blow up over
the Ignatius thing posed a challenge, over the last cycle since Charis gained
her freedom, he did not want to be found at all - or at least not found in a
time and place where anything could be dealt with. He was easy enough to find
for anything to do with Sarnai's business, but any other time he vanished, link
dead and untraceable.
 
Although the two of them, in theory, shared
accommodation in the mansion, since Jaz spent all his nights in Sarnai's bed
that did not help much. It became impossible to get to talk alone with him. If
Avilon tried to raise the idea of a simple social meet, he would get
stonewalled. They still worked closely together but their relationship shrank
to that small orbit. Nothing else. 
 
So he needed to get clever. 
 
And getting clever with Jaz was never going to be
easy - and always going to be dangerous. 
 
Meeting with Eritch
Dragure was also always going to be
dangerous too. Dragure had been the other
major co-inheritor of Shame Cullen's legacy along with Sarnai Altan. From what
Avilon heard, he had been annoyed because Sarnai retained the better half of
the holdings including the mansion and Votlz.
Also, Sarnai kept chipping away to great
effect at the edges of Dragure's turf, much of that being due to Jaz, but
neither felt strong enough, yet, to move in on the other wholesale. 
 
As a result, Dragure
had been open in trailing around for any of Sarnai's people who he could
persuade to consider defecting. Those he could lure to his cause were double
losses to Sarnai through both their service being lost and the dent it put in
her reputation. Few walked that route, except the more desperate or venal, as
to do so placed a certain price on their head which made the streets of the
'City much less safe for them. But the offer remained on the table if any
wanted to accept it. 
 
So when Avilon walked into the exclusive casino
where Dragure kept his headquarters, he
expected to be marked, but not assaulted. He moved towards one of the gaming
tables, but long before he could reach it two of the human security team
intercepted him on quiet feet. This being a very upmarket kind of place, with glitzy decor and glamorous celebrities, they
would want to avoid blood on the carpet. One of the two women smiled a polite
smile. 
 
"Vor Dragure would like a word, if you don't mind." 
 
The other held an energy snub palmed, invisible to
anyone who might be looking. Avilon kept his hands in clear view and accepted
their escort. Once away from the public rooms, he made no objections as they
searched him with efficiency, relieved him of the snub he carried and extracted
his links, even taking the wire from his scalp port. 
 
They left him to his own devices in a comfortable
ante-room with a water cooler and a passive remote link for entertainment, for
quite a while. He spent the time watching the news coverage so he could learn
more about the things most people felt mattered. When someone eventually came
to collect him, he recognised the individual as Viva Qusst, Dragure's head of security. They had never met, had no
reason at all to like each other, but probably knew as much about each other's
habits and interests as a friend might. Viva was taller than Avilon and very
slender, but reputedly as fast to strike and as accurate as a venomous snake.
She took the time to check him over again for weapons before nodding him to
precede her. 
 
She showed him into a huge conservatory, as much a
garden as it was a room. Plants and furniture intermingled and a large pool in
the middle glistened beneath a
magnificent coloured panelled dome. As the natural light shone through the
panels, it placed attractive colourful patterns over the ground, mostly in
patches of oranges, yellows and greens. In places,
this created the effect of walking through a kaleidoscope. An island, reached
by a single ornate stone bridge, sat at the centre of the water feature, given
privacy by an illusory holofacade of it
being a place of flowering bushes. In fact, once across the bridge, the foliage
vanished, revealing a room within a room, a comfortable and very well secured
business lounge, with open views of the conservatory through its windows. 
 
Eritch Dragure was a large man in all dimensions.
He stood by the corner bar which held real bottles,
not a standard dispenser, pouring a small amount from one of the bottles into a
delicate and decorative glass. As Avilon came into the room he lifted the glass
towards him in a silent toast and then sank the contents in a single swallow
and put it down. 
 
"Ah. The simple pleasures, eh? I'd offer you
one but it'd be a waste of a fine liqueur. I doubt you have the palate to
appreciate it, son," he said, his tone distinctly patronising. "So
Vitos Ketzel, does your mistress know you are here?" 
 
"No," Avilon replied honestly. 
 
"She not paying you enough? Or is your nose
out of joint because you let Jaz Baldrik take your job? He's quite bright is
Jaz, knows how to land on his feet and then wedge them right under the table.
That must bite." 
 
Avilon said nothing. 
 
"Or am I just one of the options you are
looking at? Your name has been linked with Durban Chola too. Now that is a
very, very dangerous name to be linked with, son. I hope it is nothing
permanent for your sake." 
 
"I have some dealings with him. I do not work
for him." 
 
Dragure nodded. 
 
"I understand, I am a man of business too.
Which brings me to the simple question of why you are here." He
held up his hand. "No. Don't tell me yet. I want to show you something.
Give me your jacket." 
 
It seemed a strange request. Avilon shrugged the
garment from his shoulders and handed it over. Dragure made a slight gesture
towards one of the near invisible crystal-plex walls which slid open, onto the
lake. 
 
"We keep the water here well stocked with
fish," he said and dropped the jacket. There came a frenzy of movement and
the water churned. A few moments later there were shreds of fabric floating on
the surface. "People have been known to just disappear," Dragure
observed in a pleasant tone of voice, then he closed the wall and turned back
to Avilon. "So, you were about to tell me, why are you here?" 
 
"I think you know." 
 
"I think I do too, son. I just want to hear
you say it. Tell me you want to take down our sweet little Sarnai and her
gigolo. Tell me - and we can talk business." 
 
He refilled his glass from the bottle as he spoke.
Even though he expected this, Avilon found part of himself baulking hard at
making any such commitment. But the alternative had just been made very clear
to him and having chosen to walk in, he had to see it through. 
 
"Jaz Baldrik is - was - my friend. He has
changed. I no longer want to work for him." 
 
"Strange how people forget their friends when
ambition and power get in the blood, isn't it? Don't think you are strong
enough to take him down on your own? Sweet little Sarnai would give you your
job back if you did - and you could get the same fringe benefits Jaz does now.
She likes it when men fight over her. It turns her on." 
 
"I could take Jaz. But not with the whole of
Sarnai's organisation behind him. He is good at keeping popular with his
troops." 
 
"So you need my help, eh? Well, word is, Vitos, you are good at killing
too, very good. Fast. Is that right, son?" 
 
Avilon nodded. 
 
"So if I was to ask you to drop someone for
me, kind of like an assessment task for your job interview, you could
deliver?" 
 
"That would depend
on who you wanted me to drop." 
 
Dragure nodded, his lips thrusting forward as if he
had a bad taste in his mouth. 
 
"You know that is the first wrong answer you
have given so far. But everyone is allowed to make a mistake. Once." 
 
"If you ask me to drop the CEO of one of the
Central conglomerates, I would not be able to deliver. If you ask me to drop
someone here in the 'City, I can oblige."
 
"Great. A fucking hair-splitter." Dragure
swallowed some of the drink and looked at Avilon for a while, glass in hand, as if wondering what to do with him.
After a time, he said: "I think maybe you can give me what I want and I
know I can give you what you want - Jaz Baldrik on his knees and begging you to
let him keep breathing. It would be your call too if he did or not. So think how
that would feel, eh, son? Just for a moment, think about it. Imagine it.
Because it’s the kind of cash I pay in. How does it sound to you?" 
 
Avilon kept his face free from reaction. 
 
"That is a potent offer." 
 
Dragure made a barking noise which seemed to be his
version of laughter. 
 
"Potent? Shit on the floor with words like
that, son, and I'll be thinking you might be able to appreciate some of this
even." He lifted the glass of liqueur. 
 
"What are you asking of me in return for what
you are offering?" A question he would be expected to ask. 
 
Dragure looked at him as if considering what he
might be good for. 
 
"Well now, if you walk out of this place the
whole 'City will know you have been visiting with me and that is going to make
some of them very nervous. So nervous, you might not even keep breathing long
enough to be much use to me. Which would be a shame, son, because I think you
have a lot of potential. A lot. So we'll
have to see if you have the grit and balls to survive and then we can take it
from there if you do.” He gestured towards Avilon with his drink. “You are on
my payroll as of this moment. Don't forget that. But you can go back to Sarnai
for now. Tell her what you like about our meet here - she won't hear anything
different from me. Expect me to be in touch. And when the time comes - if you
keep the faith, I'll deliver what I promised you, son. If you don't - I'll find
you, wherever you might try to hide and I'll make you go take a swim in the
lake here." 
 
He lifted the glass to his lips and sipped at it.
Then returning the glass to the bar he wiped his hand over his mouth, his eyes
moving past Avilon to rest on Viva, giving her a slight nod. 
 
"Nice to meet you Vitos. I look forward to the
next time." 
 
Crossing the decorative bridge to leave the island,
Avilon half-expected some kind of assault. But none came and Viva escorted him,
politely enough, to the service door and returned his links and weapon. 
 
"Dragure pays well,
if you are as good as your rep. Just don't think you'd stand a chance at my job, hun," she told him. Then she opened
the door into the street to let him pass. Avilon did not bother to reply, holding eye contact with her for a
moment more than she looked comfortable with,
before he left. 
 
As he made his way back towards the mansion he
decided if this did not get him Jaz's exclusive attention, then nothing else he
did stood much chance to succeed any other way. He didn't even make it halfway
back to the mansion before Jaz linked him. Cold and furious. 
 
"What the fuck do you think you're playing at?" 
 
"We can talk about it - if you want?" 
 
"That lock up - get there fast. You have no
idea -" 
 
Avilon broke the link and headed to the starport.
It had worked.
 
He left the vehicle a bit away from his destination
and walked in. He wanted to allow Jaz time to arrive before him. The lock up
seemed empty - just a room - and Jaz must have been delayed because he did not
seem to be there. Avilon made a thorough check around outside and then glanced
inside. 
 
What looked like a travel bag sat at the far end
but as he went to investigate he heard a sound and turned. Jaz stood in the
doorway. Occupying it. He must have been somewhere invisible nearby, just
waiting for Avilon to go inside. A blunt reminder Jaz was not someone to try to
play at this kind of game, he had years more experience than Avilon at it - a
lifetime more. 
 
"Do you know how close I am to just shutting
you in here, leaving you locked up and walking away?" 
 
He sounded tired more than angry. 
 
Judging the distance between them, Jaz could easily
fulfil the threat unless Avilon resorted to using his energy snub. So he did
not bother offering a reply. 
 
"What's got into you? A death wish?" Jaz
demanded. "How long do you expect to survive now?" 
 
"About as long as you will with the CSF. Their
boss is a bit harder than Sarnai. And you can't sleep with him to keep him
sweet." 
 
Jaz drew breath as if to speak, but let it out in a
sigh. The shift in his expression betraying surprise Avilon knew. He shook his
head. 
 
"The difference is, brother, I'm a grown up
and I know what I'm doing - you are six years old." 
 
Avilon felt anger at that - anger at its truth as
much as at the way Jaz said it. He bit it back with the habit of all those six
years, during which he had seen time and again letting any emotion run riot
could be the prelude to a death sentence. 
 
"Even I can see trying to play the CSF against
Sarnai is not going to end well - and not just for you." 
 
Jaz shook his head slowly. 
 
"You should learn a little trust, brother. Someone
had to do something about the whole CSF thing and it never would get to be you
or Blondie. At least this way I kind of keep some handle on the risk, but as
long as your Charity case stood in the ring we were all on a long loop of wire
- a loop you were never going to cut and you would not let me cut for
you." 
 
"She was in less danger as she had less to
offer them." 
 
“You really think that?” 
 
Jaz laughed and Avilon realised he was far from
sober. 
 
"No. Stay there," Jaz snapped. "I
don't want this ending that way and I don't think you do either." Avilon
stood still again. He had closed the gap between them by half, but not by
enough. 
 
"I dragged you away from an afternoon
off?" 
 
"Something like that," Jaz agreed. 
 
"You can't afford to - "Avilon hesitated
at how direct he should be. "You can't afford afternoons off like that
when you have so much riding on you." 
 
Jaz met his gaze and made a contemptuous sound. 
 
"I think I know what I can and cannot do a
little better than you." 
 
Avilon let it go. He promised Durban he would talk
to Jaz and he had gone to a dangerous extreme to get the chance to do so. But
so far this did not get anywhere near what he planned it to be about. He
struggled to see how he could bring things round to such a place now, but he
had to try. 
 
"You do know you are not on your own in
this." 
 
"You say so?" Jaz's voice was veined
through with sarcasm. "And there I got to thinking it was all about me and
doing what I felt best in my own selfish interests. Though, you know, I think I
am getting very close to the point that is going to be precisely how I'm going
to play it." 
 
Avilon took another step, hands spread in denial.
The burst of energy fire at his feet stopped him. 
 
"I said I didn't want it this way, but if you
insist." Jaz held the weapon not aiming at him, but it remained in his
hand. Ready. Avilon had never known Jaz take up a weapon without being fully
prepared to use it, so he kept still and the cold anger came. 
 
"You think I am offering some kind of threat
to you? That I want to take back the place you took with Sarnai? You think any
of that even matters to me?" 
 
It had been one thing he could think of that made
any sense of Jaz's actions. But Jaz shook his head. 
 
"No, brother. You are no threat to me. You never have been here and never could be. And
what I'm doing - what I’m trying to do - is to take care of you as I have been
for the last six years. My only question is at what point am I done with that?
What line do I draw and say: 'cross this and you are on your own'? Because what
you did today has come close - very, very close." 
 
Avilon said nothing. This stood so far from what he
expected to hear, he experienced a lurch of dissonance. Jaz did not seem to
notice and carried on talking: 
 
"If you move again I won't drop you, but I
will put you on the ground and keep you there. Just so you don't think I am the
one playing any fucking games here." 
 
I won't drop you.
Avilon felt close to nauseous, wondering what kind of place they had come to if
Jaz seriously thought he needed to give out that kind of reassurance. This was
not playing any sort of game. Something yawned between them, an open chasm,
widening by the moment. With a shock, he
realised it had been there a while now and he never even noticed. He thought it
just Jaz not wanting to talk. 
 
"You mean you think I am playing
games?" he asked. 
 
"I mean I hope you are, because if you are doing this kind of shit for real then the
line has already been crossed and I am walking, brother." 
 
Avilon tried to think of any way he could bridge
the chasm before it grew too wide and too deep. He felt the weight of Jaz's
dark eyes, holding his gaze with a weary patience, and wondered if the other
man wanted to look for bridges too or to lay charges on the one that still held
between them, scarcely more substantial than a
grapnel line. 
 
"Why have you been avoiding me?" It was
the most honest thing he could think to ask. 
 
Jaz shook his head as if he thought the answer
should be self-evident. 
 
"Because I didn't want anything like this to
happen - and I knew it would. This is my fight, brother and you listen to
Blondie way too much. He thinks about things different to me and he is much
better than me at making people think his way of seeing things makes most sense." 
 
"Perhaps it does. At least sometimes." 
 
Jaz nodded reluctant agreement and looked resigned. 
 
"Perhaps it does. Sometimes," he said.
"But perhaps it doesn't, sometimes, as well. Either way, I can't fight him
through you. He doesn't seem to mind so much letting you become a battlefield,
but I do. So, there, does that answer you?" 
 
It did, but not in any way Avilon expected. It held
more of brutal honesty and self-revelation than he could have reasonably
imagined Jaz offering him under the circumstances. Above all, it showed Jaz had
not yet cut off and looked to build and strengthen that narrow surviving bridge
just as Avilon did. 
 
"It answers me," he agreed. 
 
"And you were playing games?" 
 
Hard as it might be to admit to, nothing short of
complete honesty was going to save anything between them now - one small step
away from it and the fragile thread supporting the full weight of the final
remaining bridge would be severed. So Avilon nodded and saw a momentary flare
of pure relief, visible in the dark eyes. 
 
"What did Dragure ask of you?" 
 
"Nothing specific. Just to be ready when he
sent word." 
 
"And he offered?" 
 
"You. On a plate." 
 
Jaz laughed and despite himself, Avilon found he was smiling. 
 
"He already offered me half of Sarnai's
territory. Maybe you were a cost cutting exercise for after the event, to save
him having to give it up." 
 
The warmth, the amusement, the real Jaz restored if
only for a moment, before it left and he
fell silent again. 
 
"And now?" Avilon asked, not sure he
wanted the answer. 
 
"And now we have a problem," Jaz said.
"Sarnai sent me to bring you in. She trusts me to do it and I need to keep
her trust." 
 
"I can find something to tell her. Maybe that
you and I were seeing if we could set up Dragure." 
 
Jaz shook his head. 
 
"It wouldn’t fly. She already knows I've been fishing
in that pond and if I even thought of involving you I would have needed to
clear it with her in advance." 
 
"And if you do take me in?" 
 
"She told me to find out exactly what you had
been doing and why - then to drop you." 
 
Avilon said nothing. Jaz looked at him in disbelief
 
"Don't tell me you didn't think this is what
would happen?" 
 
"Looks like I get to stay with Durban
then," Avilon suggested. 
 
"No, brother. I'm not letting you do that. He
is not good for you at the best of times and right now he's toxic in the 'City
as well. He is walking a wire with no kind of safety line and I doubt even he
could think it would be safe for you to be with him at the moment." 
 
Having to hear Jaz make judgements about the kind
of influence Durban had on him made him baulk.
He tried to let it go. But since honesty hung in the air, Avilon asked
something he had wanted to for a while. 
 
"And why do you think Durban is so very bad
for me?" 
 
Jaz looked a little surprised. For a moment he just
shook his head as though he intended to stonewall again. Then his expression
shifted and he looked resigned. 
 
"Chola has his own agenda and you have your
place in it and I have mine. He will do everything he can to make us fit in
those little boxes he has with our names on them. I don't think he wants to
harm you, brother. Far from it. But he wants to make you want the things he
wants you to want. And because of how you are, you don't have any defence
against it. You and most of the rest of humanity." 
 
"Is what he wants a bad thing?" 
 
"I have no idea. He doesn't share with me
about his grand plans, you may have noticed we don't get along. You miss my
point." 
 
Avilon considered. 
 
"You don't want me to want what you want - and
he does?" 
 
"Yeah, something like that, brother. I just
want you to have a chance to know what you want. Not what Blondie, me or
anyone else in this galaxy says you should want."
 
Avilon didn't know how to begin to answer that. He
looked away from the intense dark gaze. 
 
"So if I don't go to Durban, you have another
idea?" 
 
"Yeah." 
 
Which meant whatever the plan Avilon was not going
to like it. And probably explained why he faced down Jaz at the wrong end of a
snub and why Jaz wanted to keep him a distance from the door. Then he
remembered why he walked into the storage container in the first place. 
 
"You have got to be kidding me," he said. 
 
"You don't leave me many options, brother. I
have things I need to do. It won't be for long, I promise." 
 
"What will you tell Sarnai?" 
 
"That is my problem. Not yours." 
 
"Durban?" 
 
"As I said it won't be for long so he need not
know anything about this - unless you tell him afterwards." 
 
So it was, deliberately or not, going to be a test. 
 
"How long for?" 
 
Which showed his acceptance. Jaz took it as such
and the snub vanished from his hand. 
 
"A couple of days. No more. Probably less.
Things are - well, let’s just say things have been moving." 
 
"You want my links?" 
 
"No need. This place is security damped. Main
reason I chose it in the first place." 
 
"Air?" 
 
"It can be vented, I'll make sure it is." 
 
Avilon nodded. He had run out of objections. 
 
"And after?" 
 
Jaz gave a slight shrug. 
 
"Whatever happens, I'll figure something out.
You know I'm good for that." 
 
"Be a bit hard if you've told Sarnai you
dropped me and then I'm walking around." 
 
Jaz seemed to find the idea funny. 
 
"Trust me, brother, that is not going to be a
problem." 
 
For a moment despite the rekindling of trust and
the newly strengthened bridge between them, Avilon felt a small doubt. Would
Jaz bother to warn him if he crossed that invisible line, whatever it may be,
or would it be like this, a walk through an urban bombsite, only ending in
sudden death?
 





















XXII  
A bit to his own surprise, Durban found himself
missing Charis. 
 
It had been so long since he enjoyed such continual
access to someone rooted in fundamental honesty and full of integrity, rather
than broken into sophistry by the demands of trying to survive in a dangerous
world. Charis often offered a source of incredible insight when he needed to
talk through a problem, not to mention her being refreshingly uninvolved in the
taut triangle which pulled the relationships between Jaz, Avilon and himself.
In the ongoing tensions of his life in the ‘City, she provided him with much-needed perspective and light relief. 
 
Wanting to be sure she was safe away, he traced her
taking an atmospheric flight to Reichstein, but could find no record of her
having booked a space flight home from there to Central. But then, given her
history, she might well have met a friend who offered her a free ride home on one
of the freighters. He would have loved to link her and be sure she reached home
safely, but as things were, better he avoided all contact with anyone
vulnerable. Much as he missed her, he felt nothing but relieved she was well
away from the 'City, which simmered near boiling point. 
 
The two key successors to Shame Cullen - Altan and
Dragure - were pushing to take over the ground which had been Cullen's own
heartland and it seemed inevitable, unless something changed very fast and very
substantially, that it would become a war zone.
Durban's focused most of his attention on trying to make sure when it happened
then he, Avilon and Jaz were all on the same side of the battle lines. Not
having to add keeping Charis protected to his list of important tasks, made
Durban’s life a lot easier. When things were safe again, he promised himself,
he would get in touch with her and take her with him to Temsevar. When things were safe again. 
 
That would be some time. 
 
Meanwhile,
he had a lot to do. He hoped to finish the work in Ignatius before the
situation became too serious elsewhere, but with Jaz showing a sudden
determination to undermine things there, it left Durban with an ever decreasing
chance of success. So it would have to wait. 
 
He badly wanted a chance to talk to Jaz and Avilon
together, with no one trying to prove themselves the most macho, so he could
assess what barriers still remained to raising
the issue of restoring Avilon’s memories. He knew Avilon held his past self in
nothing but contempt, Durban’s own best efforts made little impact on that so
far. Every time he hinted there might have been more to the things Avilon did
in the past than mere mindless brutality, he met the unarguable rebuttal that
he only knew Avilon in his time on Temsevar. Just perhaps, with careful and
considered positive input from Jaz, his attitude could be challenged and
shifted.
 
But Jaz seemed to have little or no interest in any
kind of cooperative relationship, or even in a meeting to discuss the
possibility of one. He remained aloof to the point where Durban felt it
possible to accuse him of active avoidance. That disturbed him on a number of
levels, not least being the knowledge Jaz now sat close to Sarnai, sharing her
bed as well as her councils. She remained the one peak of power in the ‘City
Durban had still failed to secure any real influence over and Jaz, he knew,
became romantically involved very easily.
 
He revisited, and dismissed, the idea of simply
removing Jaz from life. Quite apart from the fact it would be much harder to
arrange now and, whether he liked the idea or not, Jaz remained a major stabilising influence on Avilon. Besides,
should Durban manage to restore the memories as he planned, he would be faced
with a man who would be ruthlessly determined to discover the reason his best
friend had died and to avenge his death. With some small reluctance, Durban set
the idea aside for good and set himself to think of how he might tackle the
problem in another way and perhaps secure a better relationship with Jaz in the
process. 
 
Avilon had more access to Jaz but even he seemed to
be struggling to get any good communication, as their last conversation on the
topic underlined. 
 
"I think we are right about him but he is
avoiding me," Avilon said. "I have tried to get him to open up, but
he won't even let me talk. I have not seen him like this before." 
 
"Not even in the Specials?" 
 
"Closest would be if he knew we were being put
in somewhere most of us were not going to come out from. It's what the rest of the
unit used to call his 'dead men walking' mood. You'd back off and leave him to
it. Soon as we hit action he'd be back." 
 
"He can't 'hit action' here - not in the same
way. So what is he doing?" 
 
Avilon looked away as if not wanting to betray a
secret. Then sighed and shook his head. 
 
"Picking fights." 
 
Durban wondered, from the bleak tone he used, if
Avilon might have been on the receiving end of it himself. 
 
"That is not going to end too well,"
Durban said gently. 
 
"The place he is in - that is what is not going
to end too well." Avilon had shaken his head as he spoke, his expression
grim and determined."I'll get him to talk to me. I promise. Whatever it
takes." 
 
Three days later in the evening, a dark one, Durban
got back from a surreal meeting with one of the Ignatius project backers.
Surreal, because he had been offered a ridiculously large amount of money to
enter the local political arena so he could try to get the changes through
which were needed to allow Ignatius to become a proper, recognised suburb of
the 'City. Corruption being used in a good cause. Durban said he would think
about it. 
 
He was still thinking about it when he opened the
bay and sealed it closed behind himself. He took risks all the time, but this
was more than a risk, this would make him a target. However, as the backer
pointed out, if anyone could persuade the
relevant council committees to get the needed legislation on the books Durban
could do so. At least now he knew there were others in the 'City who cared
enough to act, it made him feel a bit less alone. 
 
He unlocked the ship and boarded. For a moment he
missed hearing a cheerful voice call out to greet him, though tonight he was
grateful he did not need to make any small talk. He felt very much in need of
sleep. The lights came on to illuminate his progress and as he crossed the
communal area to reach his cabin, he saw he was not in fact alone after all. 
 
Reclining in a chair, the ankle of one leg resting
on the knee of the other, sat Jazatar Baldrik. The timing was terrible, but Durban
felt such a mix of relief and delight, he mustered a warm smile. 
 
"It is good to see you," he said,
crossing over towards where Jaz sat. "How have you been? You look
tired." 
 
In truth, the other man looked hollow-eyed from stress and exhaustion. The
look of a man able to find his bed too infrequently and when he did, failing to
find the rest he needed in it. Having
been in that kind of place himself in the past, Durban knew better than to
attack straight off. 
 
Jaz shifted his position a little, easing a muscle
and something caught the light with a muted glimmer. The hand resting on his
raised knee held a long bladed knife - the classic 'City knife which tourist
vendors sold in cheap imitation. But this one, dark and lethal, Durban
recognised as the real thing. It was not a weapon he would have associated with
Jaz. From what Durban had seen of him, Jaz usually preferred his bare hands or
something much more sophisticated and technological. 
 
"Sit," Jaz said and gestured at the chair
opposite him, using the blade to point to it. 
 
"Happy to, but are you sure I can’t offer you
a drink first? You look like you could use one." 
 
"Just sit, Blondie." The words sounded
more weary than threatening. 
 
Durban sat. He wondered if he should continue
trying to get a communication going or just wait to see what Jaz intended. He
waited and not for long. 
 
"Sarnai wants you dead," Jaz said
briefly. 
 
"Is that why you are here?" Durban asked,
trying to think of all the possible reasons, motives and consequences for the
woman with the pitch black eyes to come to such a conclusion. 
 
"Don't be dumb, Blondie. If I came here to
drop you - knowing you have that mind frying trick - " Jaz seemed to think
it not worth while even completing the sentence. It was simple and
self-evident: Durban would have been dead by now if Jaz had come to kill him. 
 
"Why does she want me dead? Or didn't that bit
of information make it across in the pillow talk." 
 
Jaz seemed not to even notice the jibe. 
 
"She didn't say. I didn't ask. She just gave
me an order. It makes no difference anyway. It just leaves me in a bad
place." 
 
"With her - and with the CSF?" 
 
"Fuck the CSF." 
 
"More likely what they will do to you,"
Durban said softly. 
 
"That's helpful, Blondie." 
 
"Jaz, can you imagine for a moment that in
some possible universe, I might actually want to help you? I think what you did
for Charis has to be one of the most noble
of acts and whatever you came here for,
if it is in my power to provide, deliver or assist, I will do so. Can you make
that leap of imagination?" 
 
Jaz shook his head. 
 
"Last time I sat here you told me to get out.
You said you wanted nothing more to do with me and our alliance was at an end.
You told me I could go and die in a 'City turf war and we were done. Or have
you forgotten? Because I sure as hell have not, Blondie. So when you ask me to
imagine some kind of world in which you give a damn, it is a bit of a
struggle." 
 
"There has been another river of water under
the bridge since then," Durban said, feeling a sudden coldness in the
room. 
 
"Really?” Jaz sounded scornful. “You mean like
the conversation when you tried to drive a wedge between me and Avilon? Or the
one where you didn't care how I felt about what you got your Charity case to do
with the CSF? Or maybe the one where you made it clear you didn't think I gave
a shit about Ignatius, right after I fed you a way to keep the project going?
Or what about the one where you called me an asshole in front of my own people?
Or maybe the one where you wind Avilon up so much about me he thinks talking to
Dragure is a good idea? Those the rivers
you are talking about, Blondie?" 
 
Durban said nothing. He wanted to ask about Avilon
but he could see Jaz pushing towards something and knew he would not take the
distraction. But what he was pushing towards Durban had no idea. He just had to
wait it out. For a while, Jaz said
nothing more. He rotated the blade in one hand - throwing it up each time,
point to haft to point. Then he threw it to embed, quivering for a moment, in
the chair beside Durban. 
 
"If I don't break you, I have to break Sarnai.
If I break her, I get broken by the CSF," he sounded empty. 
 
"The CSF don't want you in Sarnai's
place?" 
 
That made no sense. 
 
"No. They don't. I lose the kind of traction
they want me to have. It's a bit hard getting me to play their games with other
bosses if I am one." 
 
"You think they would blow you off if you were
a syndicate boss? They might complain but surely - " 
 
"Blondie. It's not about that. It's all about
doing as I'm told. They have very little trust." 
 
Durban thought a moment. It made the kind of
convoluted sense he might expect from the CSF. 
 
"You told Avilon?" 
 
Jaz gave a short laugh. 
 
"What is he going to do about it? No. I have
not told Avilon." 
 
"For the record, I have never tried to drive a
wedge between you two, if anything the opposite." 
 
"Really? How did it go? Something like I got
jealous I might be losing my best friend to you? News flash Blondie: for the
record, I don't have 'best friends',
I'll leave that sort of thing to you." 
 
Durban wanted to argue the point, opened his mouth
to do so, then let it go. He was not going to win it tonight. And it didn't
matter enough to try. 
 
"So - you want my permission to kill me?” he
asked instead.“That would get you out of your dilemma." 
 
Jaz stood up in a single fluid movement and strode halfway to the door before Durban could call
out. 
 
"Wait. I'm sorry - Jaz. I mean it. I am really
sorry. For all of it."
 
He was not sure even that would be enough. 
 
It was not. He got up and ran. 
 
"Jaz. There is another way." 
 
The black haired man stopped moving and turned
back. 
 
"Three count Blondie - one …" 
 
"You don't have to be the one who …" 
 
" … two …" 
 
" … takes over from Sarnai, you don't even
have to touch her … 
 
" …three …" 
 
" … I can do it." 
 
Jaz walked back towards him. 
 
"Then that is why she wants you
dead," he said, simply. He kept walking and pulled the knife from the
chair where Durban had been sitting. "Guess you have a job to do, Blondie.
But you need to make it fast. Very fast."
 
Then he left. 
 
That had not been the conversation Durban wanted to
have with Jaz. He wanted to talk about Avilon, about how they were going to
work together to bring him to the point where he could be told about the
memories. Or to gently test the ground and explore the idea of using force if
necessary to restore the man they both counted as a friend. But he stood no chance of that happening for a while if he
had to play the game of setting up house
as a criminal overlord. Durban did not want it, didn’t want to take on the
mantle of another Shame Cullen. Even if he had been totally free from all other
restrictions or commitments in life, he would not want it. But he could get it.
And getting it would place Jaz very much in his debt. 
 
Despite being over tired he sat down and started
opening screens. He would have to sleep soon, but there were a few important
things he could do to get the process started. Even as he began he felt
heavy-hearted and claustrophobic, as if
the 'City itself wanted to conspire to keep him here, trapped and immobilised,
when he had so much he needed to do. Waiting on a link connection to one of the
handful of people whom he had loaned a favour big enough for this very
situation, he tried to think of which particular mistake he made stood out as
being responsible for his present circumstance 
 
Letting Jaz get to him had been the biggest. Within
a few moments of meeting Jaz, he knew the nature of the man and yet he still
played him completely wrong. Some part of himself refused to relinquish the
idea that deep down lurked a greater person than the ex-mercenary appeared to be. Well, that mistake meant paying the price
now. At least Jaz had come to him for help in this. Durban took some small
comfort from the knowledge he had not failed so badly as to cut the other man
off altogether. 
 
In the end, despite his fatigue, he got no sleep.
Events moved very fast when screens popped screens and links added links. He
wanted to set it up so Jaz would not be put in a place to choose between
killing himself and killing Sarnai. Jaz was a romantic and Sarnai was his woman
at the moment. So if Durban could arrange things so it did not have to end up
that way, it would be both sensible in not stretching Jaz's loyalties too far,
and be a gesture Jaz would appreciate. He would know Durban had gone the extra
distance for him and securing Jaz’s loyalty on even the most basic level would
make the risk worthwhile. However, setting things up to go that way meant
Durban taking a few bigger risks, and each extra risk moved an extra fraction
of a percentage point in the direction away from success. Move too many of
those and they became exponential and not cumulative. 
 
But he had to try. 
 
He could sit safely
in his ship, moving events at a remote and secure distance, positioning people
and funds and shifting the blocks of power from one side of the scales to the
other. Sarnai would see it happening, but would not be able to stop it. Durban
had dug his hooks deep into the tender flesh of the 'City and when he pulled,
even those who least wanted to, would
move his way. But it also required he set up what the ‘City euphemistically
called a ‘retirement plan’ for Sarnai. The kind of plan that would involve her
taking a plunge in the river from one of the bridges. The only way to avoid that involved engaging her in the process and
she declined to answer his links. Which left him very little choice. 
 
Up to the point he left the ship, his own life
remained free from any real hazard. After that, he walked the same streets as
everyone else in the game, with nothing more than the thin mantle of his
schemes to cover his vulnerability. But he saw no other way to preclude placing
Jaz in the very position he most wanted to avoid.
 
It was a light day. He left the ship in the very
early morning as the dawn broke the monopoly of the night with a spreading glow
of colour. 
 
They didn't try anything when he took a ride from
the port. No explosions took out the PTV. No drones struck from a clear sky as
he stepped out to the impressive mansion doors and no knife appeared in the
hand of the immaculate servitor who led him inside. His link access failed as
the door closed behind him. Sarnai was taking no chances. 
 
Durban made himself relax. 
 
The sun lifted itself free of the clinging horizon,
its rays shed in generous abundance through the magnificent arched windows
beside the doorway, throwing red and gold splashes over the white floor. He
took the time to enjoy the sunrise as he waited, unable to access the screens
he wanted to read, or link out to find if
his plan still held to its course. For all he knew even as he stood there it
might be crashing in ruins and sweeping himself and any who lent their banners
to his cause to an ugly end. And there lay the truth of this. If he failed,
there would be blood on the carpet - and the blood would be his own. He
wondered how Jaz would jump. Would he turn on Durban - cut him down for the
victorious Sarnai? He had no idea where Jaz stood now on the issue of Avilon's
memories, it could just as easily no longer be any kind of priority for him. 
 
How painful to watch a sunrise and know it had a
calculable chance of being your last. 
 
Durban turned away from the windows and looked to
where the doors at the far end of the hall were opening. It was time. He took a
step towards the opening doors and away from the sunrise and a smile began at
the edges of his mouth. By the time he reached the doors he could feel the full
warmth of the smile lighting his face and as they sighed closed behind him, it
remained. The last time he had been in this room it had been to offer Sarnai
her share of Shame Cullen's empire. She would not have forgotten. 
 
At first,
Durban thought they were alone. The petite woman, with eyes formed from
shadows, stood looking out into the beautifully crafted garden, dressed in a
flowing garment of pure white. She did not turn until Durban stood almost close
enough to touch her and was close enough to see the flawless perfection of her
skin and note the movement of her eyes. 
 
"Durban Chola," she spoke his name with a
hint of intrigued discovery, as if it
belonged to an exotic fruit she still had the taste of on her lips. Then she
added: "You want what is mine." 
 
An easy start. Durban's smile relaxed and became
more brilliant and sunny. 
 
"I gave you what is yours. Why would I want to
take it back again?" 
 
He saw Jaz, leaning against the wall beside the
tall crystal-plex window. Watching. 
 
"People change. Events move on. You have been
busy in Ignatius." 
 
She was beautiful, very beautiful. An aesthetic
masterpiece. He could see why Jaz wanted her so much. It would be like
conjoining with a work of art. 
 
"My projects are my own. I thought that’s why
you changed your mind about Ignatius. To keep me busy there?" 
 
He could tell she would like him not to know. To
feel she held that over him. 
 
"Perhaps I have become humanitarian," she
offered. 
 
Jaz's eyes moved beyond the two of them and were
resting on a point behind Durban he could not see. So he turned and
side-stepped as if trying to break the tension. His smile still sunny and
relaxed. She let him move and even turned herself to keep with him. He could
see nothing where Jaz had been looking - a plain wall. Paranoia. 
 
"You may have just become a humanitarian - I
have been one for a while," he said, keeping his voice gentle. "I do
not revel in unnecessary pain and suffering. For myself or any other." 
 
He wondered if she would believe him and could
accept it if she did. He forgot the blank wall to watch her hidden eyes
instead. 
 
"The 'City is no place for any humanitarian.
Here there is always pain and suffering - sorrow and loss." 
 
"No gain?" Durban chided her, wondering
if it truly could be so easy. 
 
"There is always gain, Durban Chola. But not
without the pain and suffering of someone else." 
 
"No. That is not always needed. Gain can come
in other ways. And it can be mutual." 
 
Durban made a dramatic gesture with both arms as if
to embrace the whole room, stepping back as he did so. Jaz moved away from the
wall, poised and watchful. Like a well-trained
guard dog awaiting the order to attack.
 
"Even when there is mutual gain, the chief
benefit is to one and not another,"
Sarnai replied, her empty eyes unmoved. 
 
"It depends if everyone wants to bite the same
fruit - or if some sitting at the table would prefer something smaller or more
savoury." Durban sweetened his smile for her benefit as he finished
speaking. 
 
"Why would anyone want a smaller portion at
such a banquet?" She looked genuinely puzzled. 
 
"Because we are not all so hungry - we do not
all have voracious appetites. Some may be satisfied to let those who wish to,
feast, whilst they enjoy a more modest meal and the conversation." 
 
That made her think. A small achievement but a
start. He could still see Jaz out of the corner of his eye. He realised the
ex-mercenary had never seen him in combat before, fighting in an arena where
the result brought life or death. A cold sensation curled in Durban's stomach
as it occurred to him that Jaz might have decided his best interests lay in
backing Sarnai and keeping his word to the CSF after all.
 
Sarnai turned away to look through the window
again. Her pure white garment moving as she did so, like a flutter of wings.
Durban stepped closer towards her. So close she would feel his physical warmth
in the air between them. 
 
"There is enough food on the table to satisfy
both our appetites," he said.
 
He showed incredible generosity in making the offer
and she would know it, from links and screens screaming at her since the moment
she woke - if indeed she had slept - telling her how fragile was her hold upon the remaining threads of
power. She knew as well as he, that if he
were to choose, he could cut them away and let her fall from a great height.
She also knew as well as he, he cast away all of that advantage by walking into
her domain, placing himself in her power. She turned back towards him, the
ultimate weapon of her sexual sensuality and physical proximity useless in his
presence. 
 
"I am an only child," she told him, the
shadowed craters of her eyes watching his face as if by so doing they could
read his soul. Durban felt his smile waver then. He had been so close. 
 
"There is no weakness in a compromise that
benefits you," he said, more in hope than expectation now. 
 
"When there is a need," she conceded.
"But when the guests attend a banquet, the host can decide who eats and
who does not." 
 
The blade became a sudden extension of her hand and
Durban was much too close and much too slow. He had not seen it coming. He
stepped back as its point bit into his flesh, too sharp even to hurt. But in
the very moment she struck, she already began falling away from him, the knife
still in her hand, her face now with an extra, unseeing, blackened eye.
Blossoms of red bloomed on the pure white garment, which then shed them in
heavy petal-drops to the floor. His blood, not hers. 
 
He could not contain it with his hands. The pain
came fast and with it, weakness. Collapsing to the ground, Durban shifted his
focus inwards. The garden, the room, the whole of external reality slipped away
as he slid into conscious alignment with the energy of his own body. He had
done this before, but never so urgently: never with that urgency making the
adrenalin pump his heart faster, pumping his life from his body. 
 
It took longer than he thought to stop it. Had it
been any deeper or had Sarnai not been prevented from following it through, he
could not have succeeded. He only managed it in time, before he lost too much
blood and lapsed out of consciousness, because of another energy: a pressure
somehow staunching the flow from without. His focus could not embrace the
reason for it, just register its presence and be glad it helped, as he wove the
energy of what would be flesh, but which he perceived now in such a very
different way, from within. 
 
He stopped as soon as it felt safe to do so and
opened his eyes. Jaz knelt beside him, one leg bent, his upper-body naked,
muscles sleek and rippled beneath his skin, holding pressure on the wound with
his own shirt. 
 
It had been close then. Not even time to get proper
first aid. 
 
"Welcome back," Jaz sounded questioning.
Durban tried to nod, then decided speech took less effort. 
 
"You can let go," he said, his voice
little louder than his breath. 
 
Jaz stood up, leaving the shirt still bunched on
Durban, saturated with blood. Durban lay still, his breathing careful,
unwilling to move in case the bleeding started up again. From where he lay, he
could see the body of Sarnai Altan, with her face
turned up, empty eyes vacant and mouth slightly open as if about to receive a
kiss. 
 
"I am sorry," Durban said. " I thought
I was winning." 
 
"So did she." 
 
"I tried." 
 
Jaz looked at him. 
 
"It was never going to happen, Blondie. She'd
told me not to get involved. That she just wanted me around to take out the
trash for her. But until she made her move -" He broke off and gave a
slight shrug. 
 
Sarnai had been sure of Jaz, given him her full
trust. Durban lay still and thought about that. How close had she been to being
right about it? How close did he come to choosing her over any commitment to
Avilon's memories? It was an uncomfortable thought that Jaz himself probably
did not know for sure until the moment it happened which way he would choose to
jump. Now, as Jaz stepped away, another thought occurred. 
 
"Where is Avilon?" 
 
"Not here." The dark brown eyes looked
down at him without compassion. "I'll get you some help. Soon as I've
taken out the trash."
 















To continue the story
Haruspex Trilogy Book Two: Edge of Doom will release soon on the Kindle Store

 
 
If you enjoyed this book please leave a review to encourage
the author to keep writing. 
 
Haruspex - Book Two: Edge of Doom 
 
Charis never intended to wind up in the 'City. She
is a Central girl, born and bred, with no wish to be a part of the criminal
underworld. But she had quickly found out that the 'City is not so easy to
break away from once you are there and that if you are not very careful, you
find your own fingers getting as dirty as those you despise. When Charis
discovers one of her best friends has taken over a criminal syndicate and the
man she has fallen in love with has been keeping dangerous secrets from her,
things begin to go badly wrong. Charis learns the hard way that in the 'City
who you know can be - quite literally - a matter of life and death.
 
Haruspex - Book
Three: A Walking Shadow 
 
For decades the crime lord known as Shame Cullen
had dominated the 'City, now Cullen's rule is well and truly over-but that was
something that never should have happened. For Kahina Sarava, the politically
powerful owner of one of the most wealthy conglomerates in the Central Worlds,
and creator of the powerful Future Data predictive suite, Shame Cullen's
downfall is just one symptom of something much more disturbing. Left unchecked
it will cascade into ever more dire consequences across the entire Coalition
and prevent Kahina from achieving the crowning glory of her lifetime ambition.
 One man stands between her and success. Kahina has hired the best
professional killer in the business to deal with him, it should be no contest. 
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