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A visit to Old Port
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THE MIST HAD THICKENED. Two minutes ago, Afra had been able to read the writing on the shop fronts. Now, she could hardly see the signs. Her pulse pounded. She shouldn't have come this way, even if it was the fastest route back to the spaceport. She walked on, the sound of her footsteps muffled in the heavy air. Just a few more blocks and she'd be out of Old Port and its narrow, winding, cobblestoned alleys. Huh. The tourists thought it was picturesque. It was a great place to get mugged. Afra tightened her fingers around the reassuring bulk of her pistol's butt nestled in her jacket pocket and aimed for the feeble glow of a streetlight. At least the weather would have put off the thugs.

Something slammed into her chest.

Afra's heart went into overdrive as she jolted to a halt, staring down at the creature clutching her chest. Wide dark eyes stared up at her. She could almost feel the plea. Footsteps thudded nearby. 

"It can't be far. Look that way." A male voice, rough and urgent.

The creature, whatever it was, squawked and disappeared into the darkness. A bird? Some sort of flying thing, at any rate. Odd. A strange thing to find in Old Port. The people here would eat anything. Footsteps sounded in the fog. Something approached, a moving beam of light preceding it lighting up the walls and corners as it came. Afra licked dry lips. A man with a torch, it had to be. No point in hiding, then. He was looking for something but it wouldn't be for her. Willing her heart to stop pounding, Afra clutched the pistol in her pocket and walked on. The man approached, shining the torch at her face. 

She squinted at the unaccustomed brightness. "Do you have to do that?"

"Sorry." The torchlight reflected on the damp stones at her feet. "I'm looking for a... a bird. It's escaped. From a medical institution. Very dangerous. We have to find it. Have you seen anything like that?"

He leaned at her, far too close. Afra inched back a little. He was making it up as he went. The creature she'd seen hadn't seemed dangerous, although size wasn't the only measure of being dangerous. Even so...

"No. Haven't seen anything. I can barely see my hand in front of my face." She illustrated, waving her hand back and forth.

He was weaving the torch around again, lighting up the walls like a searchlight. "Okay. If you do find it, or see it, let us know. It'll be worth your while." He managed a lopsided grin. "If you can't find us, go to the Smugglers Rest and ask for Jok."

"Sure, Jok. I'll do that." In his dreams. No way in the world would she set foot in the Smugglers Rest. Her father's warnings about that cesspit had been absolutely right.

The fellow strode past her around the corner and into the maze that was Old Port. She took a deep breath and swallowed. She'd put him down as one of the better class of thugs, not the simple smash-and-grab sort. He had the look of muscle for hire. Oh well. None of her business. She had deliveries to make.

She shivered. The cold and damp were getting to her, right through to her bones. The sooner she was out of here, the better. Maybe next time she had to come to Nueva Porto, Torville would have moved his offices closer to the spaceport.

She'd taken three steps when the bird was back, latching on to her jacket with its claws. It stared at her. 

"What's up, little guy?" she asked.

The creature let go and fluttered away, then returned. It repeated the performance, fixing her with its disturbing eyes each time it came back.

"You want me to come? Okay."

It seemed to understand, letting out a musical trill and going a little farther, glancing over its shoulder to see if she was coming. Afra glanced around. The last thing she needed was Jok and his mates to turn up but the fog was even thicker here, swirling around her feet like some sort of many-tentacled alien. The creature was just up ahead, hovering in front of a dark entrance. It made sure she was coming, then disappeared inside.

Afra stopped. Oh shit. Maybe this was some kind of trap? Get the bird or whatever it was to lure her in and then... 

The creature appeared again, those black-as-darkness eyes pleading.

Afra sucked in a deep breath and followed, letting her eyes adjust to the gloom in what was little more than a slit between the buildings. Her nose wrinkled. Somebody had used it as a latrine not so long ago. The bird landed on a heap of rubbish. It squeaked, a mournful tone.

The heap of rubbish moved and groaned. It wasn't a heap of old rags, it was a person. 

Afra crouched beside the figure. Male, age indeterminate. "Are you all right?" What a stupid thing to say. Of course he wasn't all right. And she had an idea why. The little beast sat on his chest, angling her long neck to look at his face, squeaking softly.

He tried to sit up. "I'm... fine, Neyru. Don't fuss."

Neyru. That must be the creature's name.

The man flailed, struggling to get up, his feet slipping on the cobbles. 

He wasn't going to be able to stand up by himself and it wasn't as if he'd be able to do anything to her in this state. Afra slipped an arm under his shoulders and helped him to his feet. Using her as support, they shambled out of the alley back to the road. He was a head taller than her. Dark hair escaped from a ponytail trailed around his face. 

"Were you attacked?"

"Uh, yeah. Three guys." He patted his clothes. "Didn't steal anything. Thanks. I'll be okay now."

Neyru flapped her wings and squawked, her gaze on Afra's face.

"I don't think your pet agrees with you. What if I help you home?"

"No, I'll—"

Neyru squawked again.

"Shh, Neyru." Afra put a finger to her lips. "We don't want the nasty men to find you."

The man started, staring with round eyes. Afra put her arm around his waist and helped him down the path. "Better tell me where we're going."

"The... the Trader's Arms. I've got a room there."

The Trader's Arms. Afra had stayed there once, a couple of years ago. Respectable, on Barracks Road at the edge of the old town, the sort of place a mid-level merchant would stay, which was what she was back then. "I know it. It's not far." Which was just as well. Her new companion wasn't a lightweight.

Muffled voices drifted through the fog. Afra looked over her shoulder and caught a glimpse of torchlight. The man tensed and picked up his pace.

"Steady on. They're looking for—"

"Neyru. I know." 

Afra looked around for the little beast but she'd disappeared. 

Interesting. The fellow was definitely... what? Frightened? Why wouldn't he be? But also puzzled. "So, they're not just your ordinary muggers?"

"I don't think so. They didn't take my wallet, kept asking where the 'critter' was."

"Why?"

Wide, wary eyes turned to her. "She's... unusual."

"Uh-huh. An escapee from a medical center?"

He frowned. "No. Where did you get that from?"

Neyru appeared, her wings a blur as she hovered in front of them. Afra wasn't sure how she knew, but she received an impression of two men following and an imperative to hide. She slowed, looking for a place but Neyru cheeped, hovering over a half-open cellar door. The place hardly looked inviting but the sound of muffled voices was coming closer. "In there. Hurry."

Neyru had already gone inside, hovering just below the entrance. Afra wondered how deep it was. Jumping down didn't seem the best idea in the universe. 

"There. At the side." Her new friend pointed. "A ladder."

He was right. He seemed a little steadier, too. "You go first." She pulled out her gun. "They're after you, not me. I can shoot if I have to."

He swung himself carefully onto the ladder. Neyru hovered in front of him, encouraging him with soft chirps until he sank down into the darkness.

Afra peered around. The mist blanketed everything, making buildings unrecognizable and distorting sound. The searchers wouldn't be far away. A hazy beam of light appeared suddenly, as though the person carrying the torch had just turned a corner. Her heart sped up again. 

"Okay," the man called softly from below. "It's not deep."

Thank the galaxy for that. 

She grabbed the top of the ladder and swung her weight onto the rungs. Metal. A fire escape. It creaked with every step she took. For a change she thanked the mist for muffling the sound. The room stank of stale beer, a cellar for one of the local pubs.

Something touched her. Her nerves jangling, she flinched but it was his hand. 

"Over here," he whispered. 

Her fingers found a pile of crates. She felt her way behind them and crouched.

The torch beam appeared overhead, then stabbed down.

"Do you think it would've gone in there?"

The torch played around the room. Afra made herself as small as she could. She could almost feel the light searching for her.

"Maybe." That sounded like Jok, the fellow she'd met earlier. "I s'pose we'd better take a look."

"Take it easy. This is Vetch's place."

"I know. I won't be a minute."

The ladder creaked as he stepped onto the top rung. His boot scraped on metal as he went down a step. She held her pistol at the ready, finger on the firing button. Shooting wouldn't be a good move but she would if she had to.

A door opened on her left. A light flickered on. She squinted in the glare as footsteps thudded across the stone floor. A man holding a pistol stopped, staring up at the steps.

"Hey! What're you up to?"

Jok's feet clanged on the metal rungs as he scrambled upward. A shot whined, followed by the receding sound of running feet.

That was good— as long as this trigger-happy fellow didn't find them. She'd guess he was the owner, solid, middle-aged, angry, swearing under his breath as he closed and locked the cellar door, and checked his stock. Somebody was going to get it in the neck for leaving the cellar open. 

He came closer. What would he do when he found them?

Weighing the pistol in her hand she risked a look at her companion. He didn't look like he'd be able to make a run for it. Threatening the owner down here didn't sound like the best move. They'd look like they were thieves, too, and he still had the gun in his hand.

Probably best to try telling the truth.

Afra stowed the weapon and stood, her hands raised above her head. The fellow turned, the muzzle of his gun aimed at her. "Thanks. They were after us, so we hid down here."

At least her friend had the sense to stand. "They beat me up, but we managed to escape. Lucky your cellar was open."

The man's eyes narrowed even more and the gun wavered. "Yeah well. It wasn't supposed to be open. Somebody's getting a right good kicking." He frowned. "You're not in this with them?" The pistol steadied in his hand.

"Hardly," Afra's new friend said. "They made a mess of my face. And my ribs." 

Afra glanced at her companion. Bruises were starting to blossom on his face. He would have a black eye and a sore jaw. No time for any more inspections now. 

"How 'bout you tell me who you are?"

This wasn't good. Even the business owners in Old Port weren't exactly trustworthy. Smuggling and pilfering were part of their stock in trade. Best tell them as little as possible.

"I'm a tourist. She found me where those thugs left me," her new friend said. "Beaten up and dumped in an alley."

"And you are?"

"I'm Drew Torson. I'm a history professor and I wanted to experience Old Port."

Their host's chortle morphed into a belly laugh that shook his jowls and his ample stomach. "You experienced it, all right." The laughter stopped. "What were they after?" 

Torson shrugged. "I don't know. I still have my wallet. Between punches they demanded to know where 'IT' was. They never told me what 'IT' was."

Oh please, don't mention Neyru.

"Drugs?" Afra said, jumping in quickly. "Mistaken identity?"

Their host's lips pursed as if he were considering. "Possible. And who are you?"

"I'm a courier. I delivered a parcel to Torville's just now, thought I'd take a short cut back to the office and came across this guy groaning in an alley." She crossed mental fingers he wouldn't ask for more. 

The fellow put the pistol into the holster at his waist, his eyes moving between them, probably figuring out what he could get out of this. "Looks like you were in luck that idiot Jammy left the cellar open. Where are you headed now?"

"Back to my hotel," Torson said. "The Trader's Arms."

It was all Afra could do not to roll her eyes. Shutup shutup shutup.

Their host nodded, a small smile playing around his lips. "Nice place. Not cheap. Well, you'd best be on your way. Follow me, you can go out through the front door."

He led the way up a set of steep wooden stairs into a hall. Voices and the clink of glass emanated from a door marked 'Front Bar'. A sign opposite indicated where to find the washrooms. The man strode along a threadbare carpet to the end of the hall and opened the front door for them, standing aside to let them through. "Wandering around Old Port at night isn't a good idea. Best you stay indoors."

Afra recognized Queen Street, one of the main roads with regular streetlights, even though she could only see two of them. 

Torson had taken his wallet out and handed the barman a note. By the way the man's eyes widened it was a large value. "Thanks for your help." 

The barman smiled and pocketed the money. "No problem."

Good grief. Afra stopped herself from shaking her head. He'd told this fellow where he was staying and shown him he had cash. A babe in the mist. Literally. And the barman didn't actually do anything, just turned on a light and fired a shot. 

She plastered on a smile. "Yes, thanks... what's your name?"

The publican grinned. "Vetch, Rancet Vetch. Proprietor of the Queen's Fancy. We serve the finest beer in town."

"I'll be sure to pop in sometime," she said, managing a smile. She tugged on Torson's arm. "This way." She headed down the street, grateful for the streetlights.

"I'm feeling much better," Torson said, matching her pace. "You needn't come with me."

"You know where to go, do you?"

He pulled out a comm. "This will tell me." A map appeared on its surface, the Trader's Arms a dot a few streets over.

"And you'll be okay if Vetch sends a couple of likely lads to turn you over properly?"

His mouth fell open and he slowed.

"Oh, hurry up. Smart move, telling him where you're staying and that you've got money to splurge. And where's Neyru?"

As if on command the little beast appeared on his shoulder as though she'd flicked off a magician's cloak.  Afra sucked in a breath. Cloak. She had a built-in cloaking device. Wow, wouldn't that be a great thing to have? "She can cloak herself."

Torson glanced at her. "Like a spaceship. Yes, I think so."

"Is that why our mate Jok wanted her?"

"I doubt it." He shook his head. "I don't know." He smiled up at the little creature perched on his shoulder. "You were very good, Neyru. Didn't let the nasty men see you." He reached up and stroked her head with one finger. Neyru crooned.

Aww. Afra smiled. That was so sweet, the bond they had. But it wasn't keeping them safe. "We need to go down the next alley."

Torson's eyebrows shot up. "The comm says—"

"Bugger the comm," she snarled. "I know a shortcut. Which comes out in a place where you can see the front door of your hotel. Did you notice Vetch stood outside to check which way we went?"

His left eye was beginning to close. He sighed. "I suppose that was dumb, telling him where I'm staying."

"You could say that." Afra looked around. No-one was about. "Come on." She scuttled across the road and headed down an alley. 

Torson stopped. "Hang on, this is a lot like where we started from."

Oh, for pity's sake. "Look, I'm on your side. I don't approve of thugs beating up tourists. And it shortens the trip by ten minutes."

Neyru placed one dainty paw on Torson's ear and cheeped. He rubbed his thumb over his lips. "Okay, she obviously trusts you. Let's go."

So many questions. Did Neyru talk to him? She remembered how Neyru had apparently shown her the two men chasing them earlier. She pushed the thought away. They didn't have time for this. She pushed her palm down in a dampening motion. "Just... keep the noise down, okay?" 

The alley connected Queen Street, where the Queen's Arms was situated, to Barracks Road where the Trader's Arms stood. In the past it had been an access way for night carts but now property owners used it for storage. At least it hadn't been used as a urinal. Recently, anyway. Afra wove her way between piles of cartons and at one point a broken-down cart. The mist hung thick as a veil, obscuring anything further than two hand spans away. Her dad had told her about this alley on one of their many trips here, even though it had disappeared from the town's road maps. The locals knew about it, of course. If they were followed and the follower knew about the alley, at least she'd hear them coming. Her fingers closed around the butt of her pistol.

The alley finished at a gate hung on a brick wall. Afra counted down the bricks the way her father had shown her years ago and pulled on the fourth one down. The gate grated as it slid aside but all was quiet behind them. She beckoned Torson through, pressing a finger to her lips. They were in a side street that formed a T junction with Barracks Road, a few doors down from the Trader's Arms. She peered around the corner and jerked back behind cover.

Torson stood behind her, far too close. Afra resisted the urge to move.

"What?" he hissed.

"Jok's there, talking to somebody."

"Who?"

If she guessed right, it was Ulliver Cramm, con man and crook, his handsome features visible under the glow of the streetlamp at the hotel's entrance.

"You'd better look. Carefully."

Torson shuffled in front of her and stuck his head out for a brief moment. "Shit."

"You know him?"

He nodded. "Well... know is not the right word. But he was checking in at the same time as me. And he saw Neyru."

Oh, shit. Cramm. Just what she needed.

"How did he see her?"

Torson spread his hands. "She's very young. She saw some sort of bug buzzing around a flower arrangement in the lobby and uncloaked to catch it. The fellow saw her, I know he did but he didn't say anything so..."

Afra removed the little drone she always carried on her.

Torson's right eye widened. "You've got a bug—"

"You're right." She used her comm to direct the device. "I find it useful for eavesdropping."

But it was too late. Jok disappeared back into Old Port and Cramm crossed the road to the hotel. 

Afra retrieved her bug and put it back into her coat, her mind racing. This was getting messy. Cramm wanted Neyru. He wasn't known as an animal lover, so he'd have to have a very good reason which involved money and lots of it. "Okay. I'd guess it wouldn't be a great idea for you to go to the Trader's Arms."

He nodded. "I guess not. Should we go to the police?"

Afra noted the 'we' and smiled. "Let's put it this way. If I were you, I wouldn't. The cops here are only slightly less crooked than their clientele. If they get a sniff that you have something valuable, that would be Vetch, Cramm, and the cops. I'd be getting Neyru as far away from here as I could." 

He licked his lips. "Where would you suggest?"

"Look, come to the spaceport with me. There are flights leaving all the time. You can pick up a ship there. You've got money."

He shrugged. "I suppose so." Dredging up a smile he added, "Thanks." He glanced at the hotel. "I don't suppose I could pick up my luggage?"

"What do you think?"

He shuffled, just like a little kid. All he needed was his hands in his pockets. "No. I guess not."

"You can pick up clothes in spaceports." She pulled out her comm. "I think we'd better take a cab. Can you afford that?" Because she certainly couldn't.
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