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A hotshot space fighter pilot and a cheating
blue android meet in a casino. Sounds like the start of a good
joke, but sometimes life creates a much more bizarre tale and the
joke's on the two characters.

Mix in a little old lady, a crabby casino
owner and a group of marauding pirates to make the bizarre bloom to
life with unforeseen consequences.

 






















This is a work of
fiction. All characters or incidents are a figment of the author's
imagination and any resemblance to any incident or any person
living or dead is purely coincidental.







Chapter 1

 


 


Flight Leader Josh Gunn barreled into the
pirate formation with his flight of four more Empire fighters close
on his wings. The pirates outnumbered his flight by three to one
and most were much bigger, but that didn't slow him down. The thugs
had made one fatal mistake – they fired on him first.

His flight headed directly for the middle of
the pirate formation. As they came into weapons range, he ordered
his pilots to fire. The formation of fighters tore through the
pirates. Three of the pirate ships lost their shields and pieces of
ships flew into the void. Plumes of escaping gases left a ghostly
trail beside the injured spaceships. Josh made a sweeping turn and
headed back to the pirates.

Radio chatter from Comet 4 spoke of finding a
flock of birds just waiting to be plucked. Josh sternly ordered
radio silence. They started their second pass. The pirates now were
trying to fire back, but the fighters were corkscrewing, shifting
up and down, and coming at the pirates so fast they couldn't target
them.

This pass hit two ships so hard they stopped
forward thrust. The three that had been hit before took more damage
and could barely change course. The pilots whooped and cheered on
the radio again. Josh sternly warned them to be silent.

Comet 5 said, "Comet 1, I thought I heard
something from Mother Goose."

"It's too early. They still haven't come
around the gas giant. Let's finish this job."

Josh ordered the flight into a different
formation and told them to use a different attack angle. The five
damaged pirate ships couldn't get away from them as they made the
run. The five fighters finished taking out the engines on the five
ships and twisted this way and that to attack others in the pirate
formation.

Laser bolts; plasma cannon fire and missiles
swarmed at the Comet fighter squadron, but nothing hit them. They,
however, inflicted more damage to most of the remainder of the
pirates. As Josh ordered the flight to come around for the next
pass, the pirates scattered amongst the asteroids where they had
been hiding.

Josh's fighter radio crackled, spit some
static then said, "repeat, do you read?"

More static and crackling came. Josh ignored
it as he picked the order of the targets for his squadron. As he
shifted the formation again, his radio blared, "Comet 1, this is
Mother Goose. Do you read?"

Before he could answer, the radio returned to
the crackling and static. Josh led the flight toward the asteroids.
Spotting one of the pirates, he ordered the pilots to attack. The
pirate flew an insane pattern through the rocks leaving the Empire
fighters behind.

Josh's radio crackled again, then the voice
came through, "Comet 1, do you read?"

"I read you just fine, Mother Goose. We have
some pirates on the run. Request backup to root them out of the
asteroids."

"What kind of trouble did you get yourself
into this time, flight leader?"

"Fifteen pirates opened fire on us. We have
two down and three more damaged. We need to take those two who are
dead in the water and see if we can get the three who are
damaged."

"Negative, Comet 1. Return to base. We have
new orders."

"What about these two —"

"Leave them and get back here."

Josh glared at the dashboard as he gave
orders to shift to a high box formation. He slowly took the flight
into the asteroids. Comet 5 yelled, "I see one at two o'clock."

"Hold formation, kill forward power and
rotate to cover the outside of the box."

The fighters all stopped their engines,
rotated ninety degrees and just drifted ahead. As they slid past
the asteroid that had been at their two o'clock, a pirate opened
fire. Another on the opposite side of the formation shot at them a
second later. Josh's flight opened up with all they had.

The two pirates stopped firing and lay
motionless. They drifted against the asteroids they had hidden
behind and stuck there. Josh's radio blared, "Comet 1, you were
ordered back to base. Why are you still engaging?"

Josh's lips tightened into a straight line
and he could barely get the words out, "We were attacked and
defended ourselves. Returning to base now."

With formal procession, the fighters rotated
back and continued to move through the rocks. As soon as they broke
free, they increased their speed and headed for the big spaceship.
Josh called, "Initiate formation CYA."

He pulled a data stick from his flight suit
and inserted it into the dash. A few button pushes and the fighter
downloaded a copy of the entire flight. His pilots did the same
thing. They barely finished before they started landing.

Josh stepped from his fighter to find a very
angry CAG waiting for him. The commander shoved his nose right into
Josh's face and started berating him for attacking defenseless
civilian spaceships.

When the CAG wound down and backed a step
away, Josh turned his head to call out, "Crew chief, download the
flight recorder and enter it into the official ship record."

"Belay that order. I'll take possession of
all those recordings."

"I'm sorry, sir. They are all already in the
ships records. It's standard procedure to —"

The crew chief stopped at the angry glare he
received from the CAG. He found something on the other side of the
fighter to take care of. All of Josh's pilots waited in a little
clump at the farthest fighter.

The CAG eyed them as he said, "Debriefing in
ten minutes. Gunn, you have a priority message from fleet. Take
care of it and then report for your debriefing."

He whirled around and stomped from the hangar
without another word. The other pilots didn't say a word as Josh
came closer. He softly said, "Store your copy of the recordings
somewhere safe. You may need it. This is just getting too weird. I
don't know what's going on, but I intend to find out. We can't
fight pirates, then…"

Several murmured thanks reached his ears. He
waved them ahead as he turned to go to the comm room. It took a few
minutes to get things set up, then he had to wait for the XO to
come. Since they were on patrol, he had to approve Josh's call.

When the call went through, the XO stepped
into the private room and spoke to the operator on the other end.
He stayed for several minutes, then moved to the door to wave Josh
in. He continued to stand there as Josh stepped up to the comm.

A Navy captain stared back at Josh from the
view screen. He said, "Flight Leader Gunn?"

"Yes, Sir. What is this about?"

"Flight Leader Gunn, I'm afraid I am the
bearer of bad tidings." He took a deep breath before he continued,
"Your planet was attacked two days ago and your sister was abducted
by pirates. Both your mother and father were wounded in the
fighting, but they should survive."

Josh slumped and would have collapsed to his
knees if the XO hadn't rushed up behind him to catch him. The
captain started to say something, but Josh asked, "How did pirates
get there? What happened?"

"Twenty ships jumped in close to the planet.
They knew what they wanted and attacked three cities. Banks,
jewelry stores, anything with easily portable wealth were hit
within hours. They took some younger prisoners – we think they were
for sale to slavers."

"Where did they go?"

"The last reports put them heading to sector
six…"

"Wait, that's where we are. We just hit a
force of about fifteen pirate ships that fired on us first." Josh
whirled, "XO, we need to get back out there. My sister might be on
one of those damaged ships. She could die."

The XO's face tightened as he said, "We
can't. We have our orders and are moving to fulfill them. I'm
sorry."

The captain spoke again, "Fleet has
authorized thirty days of emergency leave as soon as you reach a
port."

Josh yelled, "She'll be dead by then. I need
to go now."

The XO held him until Josh stood still and
let the tears stream down his face. The captain watched for a few
moments then said, "I need to go. Watch over him."

The XO just nodded and steered Josh to a
seat. He sat there in a trance as the XO called for his flight to
come help him. His pilots took him back to their quarters and got
him into a shower. Josh moved as though sleep walking.

For the next two days, his friends stayed
with him and brought him food which he hardly touched. When they
docked at Ketua space station, they helped him dress in his uniform
and packed his bags. Then they took him to the commercial dock on
the other side of the station.

Josh came around and seemed more alive as
they traveled. Comet 4 handed him a bag and said, "Here's a little
collection we took up on the ship. It's not much, but there are a
few credits in there."

"Thanks, all of you. For all —" Josh couldn't
finish his sentence. As they came to the gate to the commercial
liner that would take him home, Comet 2 asked, "Do you want one of
us to go aboard with you and stay until you get ready to
depart?"

"No, I've got to face this myself. You have
things you need to do and I'm better now."

He shook hands with all of them and
personally thanked each one, then turned to enter the liner. Making
his way toward his cabin, he waited five minutes before he found an
ATM to pull more credits out.

As soon as he had the credits loaded onto a
credit stick, he picked up his carryon bag and made his way to
another exit. From there he moved deeper into the space station. He
found a used clothing store and went in to buy himself a couple of
sets of clothes. After changing out of his uniform, he made his way
down to a seedier side of the station.

Here he found a weapons dealer and picked up
two blasters, a rifle and several spare power
packs for both. The dealer gave him a case to put the rifle
in to make it less conspicuous. This drained most of the cash he
carried, so his next stop was a bank to transfer funds from his
savings.

The rifle case had pictures of fish and
boats, so no one at the bank even noticed. One receptionist did ask
where he was going fishing. Josh made up a story and soon had
everything set.

As he walked out of the bank, his eyes swept
the surrounding area. Nothing seemed out of place, so he headed to
the docking areas again. This time he came out half way between the
liner he had snuck off of and the Empire ship.

Before reaching the docks, he came to a line
of offices. He strolled down the line, looking at all the reader
boards in the window. At last he found what he wanted and entered
the building. Inside he found a stooped little Ketuan. The male
looked like he had lived a hard life and would only last for a few
more breaths.

Josh didn't let appearances fool him as he
said, "I need to rent a two seater spaceship. I should only need it
for about a week and I'll bring it back here."

The male showed him three different models
that fit what Josh wanted. Josh pointed to one and asked about the
costs. It was more than he had to spend so he asked about the next
one. It fit his price range, but wouldn't be available for three
more days.

The last one didn't look as nice and was much
older, but it fit his price range and was available. He haggled
with the old Ketuan to get his best price and a heavier spacesuit
like some miners wore. Six hours after he left the space liner,
Josh flew a slightly battered but serviceable spaceship toward his
last battle site.

The trip back only took a day because the
smaller ship could get up to speed faster and Josh pushed it. When
he jumped into the battle site, he had four more jumps
preprogrammed. Josh let the ship drift toward his target as he
pushed the inferior scanners for all they were worth.

He could find no signs of life, but he still
approached the two derelict ships with extreme caution. Flying
around them as he studied the two motionless ships, he found their
cargo bay doors open and bits of cargo floating just outside the
doorway. One ship had two bodies floating just inside.

Josh made another circuit around the ships,
then moved into a circular pattern farther away. He came to the
cluster of asteroids where the two pirates had tried to ambush his
flight. After a little searching, he found the ambush site.

The ship to the right had disappeared, but
the one to the left still sat on the asteroid. A quick scan showed
no signs of life. This ship looked like it hadn't been touched.
Josh moved around the asteroids looking for any more ships or other
signs of pirates.

He took two more hours to search around the
site, then returned to the two ships out in the open. After suiting
up, he moved to examine the first one. As he came closer to the
open door, a thought occurred to him that someone might call him a
pirate, so he returned to his ship. There he set up the suit camera
to record everything.

He started the camera and recorder as he
moved out of his ship's airlock. A quick glance at the things
floating outside the ship showed him cargo, but didn't tell him if
it was valuable or important to his search, so he shoved all of it
back into the ship. Everything went fine until he came to the first
body.

Josh had to retreat to the open cargo door
for a few minutes to settle his nerves. He looked around the void,
but saw only stars and the light reflected off the nearest
asteroids. Going back inside, he only searched for a few minutes
before he had to come look outside again.

Josh let out a sigh as he muttered to
himself, "Josh, you're getting jumpy. You're a sitting duck here if
those pirates come back or even some of the less scrupulous
salvagers. They'd kill you and take all of this. You need to move
these ships and hide them."

A quick search of the captain's cabin netted
him a tablet with codes for the ship. The ship still had power, so
he closed the cargo bay door and moved to his ship. He searched for
any other nearby ships, but found nothing.

He moved his ship into positon and flew back
to the pirate ship. His ship didn't have a tractor beam, but the
pirate did. After attaching the pirate's tractor to his ship, he
jetted back to his ship.

After a bit of fumbling, he got both ships
moving towards the asteroids. An hour later, he set the ship down
next to his ambusher. Josh jetted to the pirate ship and released
the tractor beam. He flew back to the other ship and repeated his
efforts.

By the time he had all three ships anchored
to the asteroid, Josh had to stop to eat and sleep. He ate after
getting up, then took his ship out to scout for any new visitors.
Finding nothing, he moved back to the pirate ships and started
doing a thorough search of all three. He documented everything like
he would if he faced a naval inquiry.

It took three more days to go over the ships.
He had all the remaining cargo cataloged and the bodies all placed
in one room after he took a lot of pictures of where he found them.
All the searching didn't find any clues about his sister other than
the fact the pirate ships had been to his home planet.

Josh could tell two of the fourteen bodies
were not pirates by their clothing and lack of calluses on their
hands. He put them into another room and secured them to the bunks
there. Afterwards, he gathered the small bag of things he had found
on the pirate ship and returned to his ship.

Back in the rental, Josh plopped wearily down
into a seat in the galley after removing his spacesuit. He lifted
an arm and sniffed before talking softly to himself, "Josh, you
need a shower bad. This little sonic thing isn't getting the job
done. I hope I don't have to pay extra to have that spacesuit
cleaned."

He continued to talk to himself as he spread
the items from the bag onto the table. "What a waste for all the
time I've spent here. A few credits, two gold bars and some jewelry
that is most likely stolen. Barely even a thousand credits total.
Goes to show that crime doesn't pay – at least for the working
man."

His shoulders slumped as he rubbed his face
with both hands. "Sis, you got yourself in a real pickle this time.
I don't have a clue where they took you and I'm about out of time.
I have some names, but no idea who they are or where they are right
now. I need to get this rental back because I don't have the money
to extend the rent."

It took two tries for him to stand and go to
the cabinet to get something to drink. He pulled out his tablet as
he sat back down. Pulling up the cargo catalog, he began studying
it. His voice could barely be heard
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