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The trap is in place to catch the head of the
sex slavers, but it moves into action before Josh Gunn and his
partners are ready. Now they are playing catch up to save thousands
of slaves and capture the deadly head of the slaver ring. Old
friends step in to help but even they may not be enough, especially
when the Charter Navy steps in the middle of the trap.
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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

 


 


The Belleterra Wanderer, an ancient
Alcantaran spaceship, dropped out of hyperspace at the edge of the
solar system. Josh Gunn checked his gauges and dials. He looked at
the sensor readings, then made a slight course correction.

A few minutes later, he did the same thing
again. His ship's engineer, Lemmy Felafel, watched him, then turned
her attention back to study the system they were entering. Josh's
movement drew her eyes back to him. He moved in the pilot's seat
and squirmed around like he might be sitting on something
uncomfortable.

Both sets of eyes were drawn to a spaceship
that dropped out of hyperspace. It ran on a parallel course tens of
thousands of miles from them. Josh checked his sensors and found
that it was much smaller than Belle. It moved much faster and soon
pulled in front of them.

Josh settled down and Lemmy gazed at the
solar system again. A round of checking gauges and dials drew her
eyes to him again. As he fidgeted in his seat, she asked, "Josh, is
something the matter with your seat? You keep squirming around like
you might be sitting on a broken spring."

"I'm fine. Just my butt is tired from all
this flying."

"You've only been in that seat an hour."

A laugh came over the intercom speaker.
Cherry Kang, Josh's android partner, said, "He's just nervous."

"I am not. My butt is tired."

Lemmy asked, "What's to be nervous about on
this planet? Is it dangerous there? Should Demmy and I stay on
board?"

Cherry laughed even louder. He said, "No,
it's not dangerous there. Josh is just nervous because he's landing
where his heroes scored some of their best and earliest trades. How
many books and videos have been written about them, Josh?"

Josh mumbled, "You tell me, you're telling
the story."

Lemmy looked from Josh to the image of Cherry
lying in his bunk in his quarters. The dings and holes stood out in
stark contrast to his smooth blue metallic skin. She asked, "What
are you talking about?"

Cherry smirked, "You tell her, Josh. You're
much better at tales than me."

I should go back there and wring your neck,
you blue mechanical piece of junk. How do I tell my story without
letting her know that we are from five hundred years in the future?
I'll get you for this.

An alert on the dash caught Josh's attention.
He saw another spaceship appearing from hyperspace. This ship had
appeared to their right a quarter of the way around the solar
system. Since it was so far away, he didn't even bother checking on
it.

Lemmy asked, "Josh, are you going to tell
me?"

"Yeah, give me a minute." He made a few
adjustments, then with a sigh, he continued, "Ever since I was a
small kid, I've always idolized Ron, Gus, and Tik – ah, I mean
people like them. After I heard about their exploits, I read and
watched every video I could find. Some of it stretched even my
credibility. But I didn't care. I absorbed everything about
them."

"Who were they?"

"Not were, are – space traders. The three of
them were kidnapped by the Bugs, but they escaped. Ron Calvin is
human and the other two are different races. Their exploits are
legendary."

Lemmy asked, "So you wanted to be a trader
like them? Why didn't you have more trade goods in your wrecked
spaceship? It's hard to be a trader without goods."

"Something happened a long time ago. It
changed everything. I'm a hunter now – whether it's slimes like the
slavers, rare people like Linyi or long lost artifacts. With
Cherry's help, I'm good at what I do. I guess that's what I'll be
for the rest of my life."

"You could change and be a trader."

"As much as I'd like to, my past won't let
me. The One God has decided I'm a hunter and that's what I'll be
until I die."

Silence descended on the cockpit as they
watched the planet they were headed for draw closer. Josh looked at
the fuel gauges to see they were three quarters full. He checked
the refueling rockets. They were all empty.

Josh set up the rockets to circle the sun and
meet them near the orbit of the fourth planet. He set the shield to
invisible, not knowing what remote detectors the planet had or if
the other spaceships would be watching them. As the rockets blasted
out of Belle, Cherry loudly asked, "What was that? What did you
do?"

Josh said, "We're sitting on three quarters
of a tank of fuel and the rockets were empty. This sun is a blue,
so I thought we should fill up before we land on the planet?"

"Yes, I agree. We don't know how long we'll
be here or how quickly we'll have to leave. Fill everything."

After a brief silence, Cherry said, "Josh,
you know we could become traders."

"No, you know better than anyone why I became
what I did. You know I will never change."

Cherry said, "There's another ship on the
opposite side of the solar system. Josh, two ships coming here at
almost the same time would be a coincidence. Three plus us is way
beyond any happenstance. I don't like this."

Lemmy asked, "What's wrong? Spaceships going
to a planet are nothing new."

Cherry replied, "Not this many ships going to
a backwater planet like this. Europaische doesn't have any big time
industry and they aren't shipping a lot of raw materials. Why would
this many ships be coming here? Especially, at the same time."

Josh said, "We'll keep our eyes open. We have
to go there to see about getting you repaired. It's not like
there's a lot of choices in the matter."

A hrrumph was the only reply. Three hours
later, as another spaceship jumped into sight on their left, Cherry
said, "Does this pattern remind you of anything?"

"Yes, but we're so close, I'm not stopping.
We're —"

The chime of the comm stopped him. Punching a
button, he said, "This is Josh Gunn of the Belleterra Wanderer. How
can I help you?"

Josh stared at the creature looking back at
him. He could only see the top half of the alien. Two round orbs,
covered by a suit that looked as if it had been painted on,
appeared above the desk. Any bare skin showing was a pale blue. Two
arms with six fingers and a thumb on each hand waved as the
creature talked.

"I am Fu-Ni-Quc. I'm the spaceport manager
here on Europaische. Are you planning on landing here or are you
just passing through our solar system?"

Josh tried not to stare at the bright orange
lips or the sharp pointy nose, but the hat was too much. A very
small top hat sat at a jaunty angle on dark blue hair. Every
movement of the manager's head made Josh hold his breath, waiting
for it to fall off.

Fu-Ni-Quc asked, "Can you understand me? Do I
need to switch languages? I can talk in English if that's
better."

His orange lips stretched into a big smile.
His big round yellow eyes moved from him to Lemmy. Josh finally
found his voice. "No, I understand you. Your hat – ah – caught me
off guard. Do you ever lose it?"

"Oh, no. It's made to fit my head."

"We're here to see if your robot factory can
fix up my android partner. He had a bad fall and needs more repair
than we can do on our ship."

Fu-Ni-Quc eyed Lemmy. She said, "It's not me.
It's Twinkles our blue —"

Cherry broke in, "That's enough."

Josh said, "We'll be there in about four
hours. Then we can discuss what we need without interruptions."

Fu-Ni-Quc asked, "May I ask you a question?
You look like a human. Are you one of RTG Trading's people?"

"RTG? No, it's just the three of us. I am
human, but not from Earth."

"Oh, you look like good friends of mine, Ron
Calvin, Gus Ghaolh and Tik Michi. Do you know them?"

"I know of them but I've never had the
privilege of meeting them."

"Maybe they'll show up while you're here.
They drop in occasionally."

"I'd like that."

"I have to go. I see a spaceship entering the
atmosphere. I'll need to direct them to a landing spot."

As he moved to shut off the comm, the sparkle
from two bright green buttons caught Josh's eye. Josh strained to
find something to gauge how tall the creature might be, but nothing
gave him a clue. When the comm went blank, Lemmy said, "You didn't
tell him about the spaceships around his solar system."

Cherry said, "I think he knows. While you
were talking, I kept sweeping with the detectors. There's another
spaceship out there. I also found several remote detectors
scattered around this system. Unless I miss my guess, they're tied
into that guy's office."

Lemmy asked, "How do you know he's a
guy?"

"The hat. Only a male would wear something
that small at such a rakish angle."

Josh asked, "What are the other ships
doing?"

"Three are just sitting there and one more is
on its way to the planet."

Josh grimaced, "If I didn't need you whole so
badly, I'd call him back and hightail it out of here. What other
choice do we have?"

"None. Keep going, but get your shield up and
the weapons warmed up."

 


Four hours later, Josh stepped out of the
airlock. The air had a slight blue glow from the blue star. A faint
hint of nutmeg drifted on the breeze. His eyes took in the blue
plants. In the distance to the north, he saw mountain peaks.

His pouch quietly jingled from the coins as
he walked toward the terminal. Three other spaceships sat on the
tarmac. The smaller one had a sleek racy look about it. One looked
to be an old trader with many oil stains on the bottom side. Dents
and dings covered the front.

The other, about the same size as the trader
and colored a bright red, looked much newer and better maintained.
The bulges on the hull suggested it might be a lot more than a
trader. No movement came from any of the ships but Josh kept
glancing that way as he walked to the terminal.

Josh walked up the ramp to the doorway. The
building held his entire attention. Over the door hung a sign:

Wuensche National Spaceport

We welcome all pleasant visitors.

We are here to serve you and to promote
trade between planets.

 


Josh had to look again to see that it must be
written in the Europaische language. His translator had worked
without conscious effort. He stopped by the door to rub the frame.
I wonder if Ron, Gus and Tik actually touched this. Humans owe
them so much. I'll bet they don't even realize it. Even if they
did, they'd just wave off any praise.

Cherry's voice came over the open channel on
the comm, "No, you can't take the door and frame as some sort of
alter to your heroes. Go ahead and pay our landing fees. I'm ready
to see if the robot manufacturer here can repair me."

"I'm not planning to make a shrine nor take
the doors. Why don't you monitor sensors around those spaceships?
Find out where they're from and who owns them."

"It's not your heroes."

"Read my lips."

Josh opened the doors. The spaceport manager
stood near a desk behind the counter. The little alien stood two
feet shorter than Josh. The part of his body that couldn't be seen
on the comm was now visible. The three round balls of his body
graduated from the biggest on the bottom to the smallest part being
his head.

A bright smile lit his face when he noticed
Josh. Fu-Ni-Quc said, "Good afternoon, Captain Gunn. Are you here
for your landing fee and permits?"

"Yes, I also need to find out about
transporting my damaged friend."

"Is there an emergency? Does he need care
right away?"

"No, we have him stabilized, but he's about
to go stir crazy and drive us there as well."

"I understand. Let's get your paperwork
filled out."

Fu chatted as he typed in the information
Josh gave him. He told Josh where to find the robot factory and
several other trading points of interest. As he finished the last
line and asked for payment, Fu said, "You might want to try my son
Anelka's store to the west of the spaceport. He has many items and
can get more for you. It saves a lot of travel and research on your
part."

"Thank you, Mr. Fu —"

"Just Fu. People have too hard of a time
pronouncing my full name."

"Well, Mr. Fu, your son's shop is on my list
to visit. I heard about him on another planet."

Fu smiled in happiness as Josh turned to walk
out the door. Nothing had changed around the spaceships, but he
kept glancing at them. Inside Belle, he told Cherry and Lemmy what
he had found.

Lemmy asked, "So what are you going to do
now?"

"I need to go to the factory to see if they
can do the repairs."

"I'd like to come along if I could."

"Sure, are you ready?"

She nodded and said, "I just need to get my
hat."

When she came out of her quarters, she had on
one of the wild brightly colored hats Josh had found on the
asteroid. He shook his head in amazement and led the way to the
terminal. Lemmy carried on a lively conversation with him and
Demmy, her imaginary friend.

Josh tuned her out and mumbled a few times.
She seemed happy with his responses. As they stepped up to the door
of the terminal, Josh looked at the reflection. He saw six
foreigners coming out of the slim little spaceship that had passed
them.

Two big bruisers, Nodac-Liujia by the look of
them, led the procession. The two six-foot beings had large stooped
bodies with long arms like an ape. Their faces were covered with a
short bristly whisker and reminded Josh of a warthog. The lower jaw
stuck out and had two tusks that stuck out of their mouth. Both
carried multiple weapons in holsters.

Behind them sauntered a six-foot four-inch
Croserus female. Patches of long black and white silky-looking fur
peeked out of her leather skirt and vest. They waved in the breeze
as she walked. She only had one weapon but looked even more
dangerous than the two in the front.

A pair of Gratuit males followed her. Their
heads looked like toads, complete with warts, but their bodies
looked as though they could rip arms off of anything that stood in
their way. Their six foot height matched the two in the front.
Their yellow eyes shifted from side to side constantly looking for
danger. Both carried a pistol and a rifle.

Bringing up the rear, Josh saw a small wimpy
looking individual that had to trot to keep up with the others. He
carried no weapons and looked out of place, pacing along behind the
other five.

Lemmy asked, "What are you doing, Josh?"

"I'm watching trouble coming. Look at that
furry-looking dame in the middle. She looks like a collie that's
been so inbred she could drink out of a soda bottle without a
straw."

"What are you talking about?"

"Look at how pointed her nose is and how long
it is. She could stick that right in the bottle and slurp up the
liquid."

"Josh, that's not nice."

"Might not be, but it's true. Stay away from
those four who are guarding her. The front two are Nodac-Liujia.
They are bad news. I'm not sure about the back two but I'll bet
they're just the same. That little shrimp dragging up the rear must
be a personal assistant or accountant. He'd never last in a
fight."

"Hmmph, how would you know? Sometimes the
little fighters are the ones who surprise you."

"That might be, but he has to get close
enough to get his hands on you. He doesn't have any weapons."

Josh opened the doors and Lemmy stepped in.
As they walked through the terminal, Fu stepped out of his office
to wave at them. Lemmy asked, "How are we getting to the robot
factory?"

"Taking a cab."

"Uhh, Josh, look at the manager over there.
Do you think he's the typical size? I won't have any problem, but I
don't think you'll fit in a normal cab. Are you riding on the
top?"

"I hadn't thought of that. I'll ask Fu."

Josh walked away from her to the counter. He
asked, "Mr. Fu, how do spacers normally travel around here?"

"They can call a cab. You'd need one of the
bigger special ones in your case. Often times, they have their own
transportation. If you have something to drive or fly, I can set
you up with the permits."

"I guess I'll need one for a fliter and a
grav-cycle."

The door burst open from the spaceport side
and the six foreigners strode through the door. They moved straight
toward Lemmy. One of the wart hogs shoved her aside. Her hat flew
to the floor and the rear goons stepped on it.

Lemmy's hands clenched at her side. She
started to move toward the group. Josh's hand dropped to his
blaster and he turned to face the five offenders. The wimpy one at
the rear of the group stooped over to pick up Lemmy's hat.

Carefully brushing it off, he handed it to
her. He said, "Pardon me, ma'am. Those ruffians have zero respect
for anyone. I must apologize for them. If your hat is damaged, I'll
replace it."

His eyes suddenly caught Josh's stance. He
gulped and then trotted after the others.

Fu let out a sigh. Josh turned to see him
wiping the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. Fu asked, "Are
all of you humans impulsive like that?"

Josh asked, "Like what? I was just ready to
protect my shipmate."

"Just like Ron Calvin would do. I don't think
those – ah – people know how close they came to violence."

Josh grinned, "They must not. See."

Outside the front door, the two lead thugs
pushed some Europaische natives off the sidewalk. Two of them fell
to the grass. They screamed at the rude obnoxious aliens. Fu
started to go to the door. Lemmy stopped him.

She said, "Mr. Fu, I sense that you are a
good man. Don't mess with them. The four guards are bad but the
woman is nothing but evil. I don't know about the little one but I
think he is tainted with her evil."

Fu stared at her in surprise. He stammered,
"I have to go help our citizens – but how do you know they are bad
or evil?"

Josh said, "She's an Ezrawe. She can sense
the real essence of a person. In some places, her race isn't too
popular because most people don't really want to know their true
nature."

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Fu looked back and forth between the two of
them. He asked, "What does she say about you?"

Lemmy said, "He's mostly good for friends but
very, very bad for the likes of them."

Fu said, "You sound more and more like Ron
Calvin and his friends. I've got to go sooth some hurt feelings out
here."

Josh and Lemmy followed him out to see if the
citizens needed any assistance. A small group of Europaischens
gathered around them waving their arms and protesting in loud
voices. Fu finally got them calmed down. Josh watched the cause of
the trouble climb into a large vehicle.

It roared off into the distance with only the
small one looking back at the commotion they had caused. As the
citizens drifted about their business, Fu led his two new friends
back inside. While he filled out forms, Josh said, "Oh, I forgot in
all the excitement. You have three more ships parked outside your
planet's orbit."

Fu's head snapped up. He stopped filling out
the forms and headed for his office. He said, "I'll be back in a
moment."

He closed the door and left Josh and Lemmy
looking at each other. Five minutes later, he walked back into the
room. His eyebrows nearly touched each other as he frowned. Josh
asked, "Did I say something wrong?"

"No, we just had some problems a year or so
ago. We have a pirate problem around this area. They haven't been
to our planet since – ah – well, since Ron, Gus and Tik made an
example of some of them."

Lemmy asked, "What makes you think they're
back?"

"What you told me fits their pattern. Three
ships stay in space as guards while two more come into the planet
to check it out. With Lemmy's judgment of those six spacers, I
couldn't take a chance. They did some terrible things to Anelka, my
son."

Josh said, "We've seen the same pattern on
another planet, but no one called them pirates. They seemed to be
some sort of enforcers for – a different sort of criminal. Those
criminals were called Zlata. Have you ever heard of them?"

"No, I can't say that I have. Are they
bad?"

Josh looked him in the eye, "Would you
consider ships lobbing asteroids at your planet as bad?"

Fu shivered as he pushed Josh the permits for
his vehicles. After paying his fee, Josh and Lemmy headed back to
Belle. Josh had Belle set her shields once they stepped inside. He
asked Lemmy to get the grav-cycle out while he went to talk to
Cherry.

Josh walked into Cherry's quarters. His
friend lay on the bunk with his chest opened wide. The android had
been injured by a blaster hitting a box of credit coins he had been
carrying. Going closer, Josh checked inside the chest.

"Your nanobots are doing a good work. Too bad
they are so slow."

"Too bad there's so much damage. What did you
find out?"

"We have problems here with us. I need you to
launch some sensors and keep an eye on our fast friends over there.
The spaceport manager, Mr. Fu, says the five-ship spread out there
is like what the local pirates of this time use."

"You think the Zlata and the pirates are tied
together?"

"It wouldn't surprise me. I'll try to find
out a little more. There could be some good bounties if the pirates
have a name for themselves around here."

Cherry chuckled, "Always thinking about
money, aren't you?"

"Force of habit. Keep in contact. I'm taking
a grav-cycle to the robot factory."

He walked back to the cargo bay. Lemmy had
the cycle out ready to go and the cargo door open. Josh hopped on
and checked his gauges. Lemmy stood close, her eyes following his
every move.

Josh waved his hand, "Are you going? If you
are, get on behind me."

"Is it safe?"

"Perfectly safe – as long as we don't have
any Nagini on our tail."

Josh lifted the cycle from the deck and shot
out of the cargo bay. Lemmy squeezed his ribs until he had trouble
breathing. He said, "Hang on, but let me breathe."

Her grip loosened slightly. Cherry's voice
came over the comm, "Josh, how long ago did you say Fu called for
help?"

"Couldn't have been more than twenty minutes.
More likely closer to fifteen, why?"

"There's another ship out there and the three
lurkers are taking off like scalded cats."

Josh glanced to his left. He saw the larger
red ship closing all the airlocks and portholes. In a few seconds,
he saw the bright blue energy field of the gravitational thrusters
lifting the ship into the air.

He said, "Cherry, the big ship here is taking
off, too. What's going on? Do we need to come back to Belle?"

"Hmmm, I don't think so. The three in outer
space just jumped to hyperspace. I'll watch this one."

Lemmy said, "If they usually travel in packs
of five and that other ship doesn't take off, won't that point a
finger of suspicion at us?"

Josh said, "It might. Cherry, we're going to
sit here on the tarmac until you tell us what the new ship is
doing."

He set the cycle down on the ground and
pulled up a 3D image of what Cherry had from Belle's sensors. The
red spaceship that had just taken off rapidly climbed through the
atmosphere. As it reached empty space, it shot off in the opposite
direction of the intruder. Josh watched as the new ship gave
chase.

The intruder streaked from across the solar
system as the other tried desperately to gain a little more speed.
Josh and Lemmy both sat with tight grips as they saw the drama
unfold. The intruder popped out of view, then exploded back into
view much closer to the red ship.

Lemmy asked, "Did that new ship jump to
hyperspace?"

"I think it did. I've never seen anyone do
anything like that. They must either be crazy or awful good
pilots."

"They could fit right in with you and
Cherry."

Suddenly, the red ship jumped to hyperspace.
The intruder slowed and turned back to the solar system parking
just outside the fourth planet's orbit.

Josh parked the cycle and walked into the
terminal. No one could be seen, so Josh walked to the counter and
pushed the help button. Fu stuck his head out of his office, smiled
and said, "I'll be there in just a minute."

A few moments later, he stepped up to the
counter. Josh said, "We just watched a very interesting show. A new
ship appeared just a few minutes after I told you about the other
spaceships. They left and one left from here. That new ship almost
had them until they went psycho and jumped to hyperspace from a
gravity well. Anything you can share about that?"

Fu shuffled his feet, cleared his throat and
then said, "Those are some of our planet's protectors. You may have
been right about pirates because they certainly fled."

"And now you've got three suspects sitting on
the ground. Us, Miss Personality with her goons and that old trader
out there."

"I've known that trader for several years.
They are too old to be pirates."

Josh said, "Since I know I'm not a pirate,
that leaves that other ship out there. What do you know about
them?"

"No more than what I do about you. Neither of
you may be pirates or both could be. I'm waiting for proof."

Josh grinned. He turned back to the door as
he said, "Thanks for the vote of confidence. My proof will be doing
what I told you I would. Watch out for that other bunch
though."

Fu stared at his back as he exited outside.
Josh and Lemmy climbed back on the grav-cycle. Josh set his comm to
give him directions to the robot factory. As he pulled out into
traffic, Lemmy grasped him tightly in a death grip.

 


I heard Lobos, my boss, call my name. She
told me to hurry up. Like I don't have enough trouble keeping up
with her and those big goons. I trotted a little faster. Walking
through the doors, I could smell trouble in the air.

The biggest slob in the lead bumped into a
small person standing in the terminal. Her hat went flying and
somehow the two idiots in the rear stepped on it. I caught movement
out of the corner of my eye.

A large male alien had been standing at the
counter. He now stood in a slight crouch. I could see his hand
resting on a blaster. The small one clenched and unclenched her
hands. I waited for her to reach for a weapon.

What could I do? I wasn't even armed. I don't
want to know how to use a weapon. If I did I might…

I stooped to pick up the hat. It looked
alright, but I carefully brushed it off anyway. After I handed it
to the little female, I apologized for the big goons. Neither of
the aliens looked happy, but at least, they weren't shooting.

Lobos called from outside, "Bersi, keep up or
I'll leave you here and dock your pay. Or maybe let these pretty
boys have a little special time with you."

I shivered in horror. If I had a weapon and
could use it, I'd shoot all of them right now rather than let that
happen. The brutes ahead knocked some more people down. They kept
moving to a waiting vehicle.

I had to sprint to make it before it took
off. I fell into my seat and rushed to get my seat belt on. The
view ahead was blocked by all of my huge companions so I contented
myself with staring out the side windows. Stupid lugs, I should be
in the front.

Lobos turned around to whisper to me, "Are
you sure they'll be there? It's been a long time since our friends
were in this part of the galaxy."

"Our contacts found them and motivated them
to come to this meeting. Ms. Lobos, are you aware that your guards
just about got you shot?"

"What? When did that happen?"

"Back in the terminal. They knocked that
female's hat off. She and the male at the counter both reached for
weapons."

Lobos said, "You idiots. You knocked her hat
off and then stomped on it?"

She reached up to smack all four of them in
the head. They ducked their heads and mumbled apologies.

I said, "That doesn't do that female any
good. They could have opened fire. You would have shot all of us
and anyone else who had witnessed your embarrassment."

"Well, they obviously didn't do any shooting.
They must have known they wouldn't live through a confrontation
with me."

"I retrieved her hat and apologized."

"Good for you. That's why you get the big pay
and all the perks. Now, check on our meeting. With all of our
backup ships gone for now, I don't want to spend any more time on
this dump than absolutely necessary."

I dutifully keyed my comm and double-checked
for her. Our contacts assured me that the others were already at
the meeting place.

 


At the factory, Josh and Lemmy walked around
looking at the displays as they waited for the manager. Lemmy
pointed out several things about the different models. She compared
them to the ones they had found on the asteroid.

They stopped in front of a robot. The top and
the head looked like a typical robot but the bottom of the body
tapered into a cone. The thing that caught their eye though was the
gingham dress and checkered apron. Lemmy asked, "What do you think
it does?"

"It's obviously some sort of house servant.
Maybe a maid or nanny."

A saleswoman strolled over to them. She said,
"This is an older model cook and housekeeper. Humans from Earth
have made her popular again. They keep ordering scads of them."

Lemmy pointed at Josh. "He's a human. What
does she cook?"

"All sorts of things. She can be tailored to
meet specific dietary needs or tastes. We have the programming to
load all the recipes from the humans. They say it saves them a lot
of time."

Lemmy looked at Josh, "We could use something
to improve those regurgitated meals we eat."

Josh snorted, "It's not regurgitated. It's
replicated. There's a big difference between the two."

"I'm not sure."

"Well, you eat enough of it, you should
be."

"Maybe I eat so much because it's so bad. If
we had better food, it wouldn't take as much to satisfy me."

Josh turned to the salesman who had been
watching with his mouth open. He said, "Can this thing teach table
manners?"

"Uh – ah – umm – I'm sure she could. It would
take a little programming."

Josh asked, "How much? Do you have one
available now?"

"Just a minute while I check my comm."

He fiddled with his comm for several seconds
then told Josh the price and that they had five in stock. When he
looked down, Josh could see Lemmy begging with her eyes. He said,
"Maybe. I have to see what it's going to cost to repair
Cherry."

The manager came out before Lemmy could beg
any more. He led them to his office to see what they wanted. After
Josh told him, he sat in his chair thinking for a long time.
Finally, he said, "I'd have to see your android before I could say
for sure. We might not be able to duplicate any of his systems.
Androids are a little different than what we make here."

Josh set up a time the next day to bring
Cherry in. As they were walking out, Lemmy had to go back for one
more look at the Dolores-model robot. Josh had to pull her
away.

 


I watched as our vehicle pulled into a café.
Lobos told the driver to wait for us. The brutes shoved people out
of the way as we walked in. I spotted my two contacts in the back.
They sat in a booth with two other Europaischens. Everyone in the
café seemed to be from this planet.

The ugly brutes with the long teeth led our
group back to them. Several people occupied the tables around that
booth. One of the lead goons walked up to them and grunted. He
pointed to the door with his thumb.

His two-foot height advantage and bulk had
most of them quickly moving away. Two sat there and made a rude
gesture to him. He walked over to them and grabbed one in each
hand. With a flick of his wrist, he sent them sliding towards the
door.

More natives sidled around our group to head
for the door. The other gorilla with us motioned with his thumb for
my contacts to move. Lobos slid into the booth after they did. One
of my contacts started to sit beside her. He too slid to the door
at the hands of Lobos' guards.

The other contact backed away from the booth.
The guards sat down at two different tables with their backs to
Lobos. I started to sit at one of the tables with them, but their
snort of derision sent me to my own table.

I could barely hear Lobos say, "Do you have
it?"

The Europaischen said, "Do you think we're
stupid? We want our money first, preferably in silver. Five million
rudia."

"How do I know that you have anything?"

One of them reached for his comm. His eyes
grew wide as he found a blaster in Lobos' hand pointed at his nose.
He pressed a button and a 3D image appeared on the table. From my
angle, I couldn't make out what it might be.

Lobos said, "This isn't even complete. It
looks like a piece of junk. You two are wasting my time."

"Fine, we'll just sell it to the other
spacers."

When I saw my boss smile like that, I knew
the other person should run – run faster than they ever had in
their life. The other little person spoke up, "Anything happens to
us and it will be destroyed. How will your bosses like that?"

Lobos snarled, "They're not my bosses. If
you're not careful, I'll let my associates rip your tongue out and
then start on the really painful parts."

Both paled until they looked almost white.
Only a little blue showed around their ears. The one to Lobos'
right said, "If that's the way you want to be, watch this thing
being destroyed. Right after that, the big flash you see will be us
blowing you into the next world."

The bosses' eyes narrowed to slits. Her lips
curled back into a snarl that could make paint fall off of the
wall. My eyes went to the one to her left. His finger hovered over
a button on his comm.

I slowly bent over to look under the table. I
saw nothing there, but I spotted a bundle lying on the floor under
her. I carefully said, "Boss, there's a bundle under your
seat."

"No sweat, these two marshmallows don't have
the guts to push that button."

The little one had big drops of water running
down its cheeks. I saw his finger move toward the button. Before I
had time to squeeze my eyes shut, the boss reached across the table
with her left hand to grab his finger.

She gently moved his hand away from the
button and dropped it, then laughed.

I almost passed out. She said, "You can't go
around blowing up the messengers and potential customers. How do
you ever expect to sell it?"

Everyone took a breath and relaxed a little.
Lobos asked, "Do you have something for me to authenticate that
machine?"

The one to her right said, "I'm going to put
my hand in my pouch to get it. This will cost you fifty thousand
rudia to see."

Lobos snapped her fingers and one of the
goons moved to her side. She reached into a pouch to pull out some
silver ingots. She dropped two of the smaller ones on the table
before asking, "Is this enough?"

The one to the left slid the silver off the
table while the one on the right reached down to his left. He
pulled out a small device. Putting it on the table, he carefully
slid it to the boss. She snapped her fingers and I knew it was my
cue to inspect the item.

I scurried over to the table and picked it
up. I pulled a scanner out of my vest. After a few moments of
passing it over the item, I said, "It looks like it might have some
data on it. I have no idea if it's encrypted or not. This plug
won't work with anything that we have."

Lobos asked, "Is it the genuine article? Does
it come from the Alcantarans?"

"The markings are right and the finish looks
like it might be. I'd have to have my equipment back on the ship to
certify it."

Lobos stood up to say, "For now, we'll keep
this and go back to the ship to check it out. If we decide it's
what we want, how do we pick up the machine? Is it near here?"

"No, it's on the other continent. You'll have
to fly there. And no spaceships. Bring an unarmed fliter or
something similar. Remember, the Bugs tried to get it when they
were here. We still have it."

The boss turned to walk toward the door. The
goons formed up around her. People had already moved to clear a
path. The trouble started after we stepped out the door.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


Josh rolled out of bed early to eat and get
the fliter ready. Once he had everything ready, he took two robots
to get Cherry. Lemmy had finished eating by that time, so she
helped get the android loaded onto the fliter.

An hour later, the three of them sat outside
the robot factory. Josh went inside to bring the manager out. The
manager and two engineers followed Josh back outside. The three of
them stepped up on the fliter and looked Cherry over.

Standing to the side, Josh saw excitement in
the engineer's eyes. Uh, oh, we may have made a mistake here.
They recognize advanced technology when they see it. Will this
cause trouble with our timeline? Oh, well, I need Cherry working
one hundred percent.

The three robot employees moved closer to
study Cherry's skin and damage. They whispered to each other as
they did. The manager asked Josh if he could open Cherry up. Josh
stepped up and pushed the buttons to open his chest.

One of the engineers stuck his hand toward
the opening. Cherry loudly said, "You stick that dirty unwashed
finger in my chest and I'll rip it off."

The engineer almost jumped off the fliter.
The manager said, "I thought you were shut off."

"No, just immobile. Some of the tubing needs
to be replaced…"

Cherry went on to give him a list of things
to be fixed. He told them a little about the nanobots working on
the inside of his system. The engineers looked closer, but made
sure they didn't put their hands inside him.

After twenty minutes, the manager came over
to Josh. He said, "We can't match that skin. The technology to make
the stars twinkle like that is beyond us. We'll need about a half
hour to talk this over."

"The stars don't matter. They just appeared
after a close call with an explosion. The main thing is all those
holes need to be sealed up and the insides fixed so he's mobile. We
also need to know how long it will take."

Looking over the manager's shoulder, Josh saw
that the two engineers had moved away from Cherry and were
whispering excitedly. The manager led them inside the building.
Josh moved back to Cherry. Lemmy stepped up close to them.

Cherry said, "They know I'm a lot more
advanced than their robots. They want to copy a lot of my secrets.
Josh, do you think we should do this?"

"If we can afford it, we have to. We have a
trap set and I need you to spring it. Remember, we have five or six
thousand sex slaves we're going to set free."

Lemmy said, "I heard those two engineers
talking. Cherry's right. They want to copy him. One said the
factory should pay you to repair him. The stuff they'll learn will
make them millions of credits."

Cherry looked at Josh with a question in his
eyes. Josh just gave a slight shrug of his shoulders. He said,
"Let's see what they come up with. I don't know how to keep your
copyrighted secrets secret."

 


My eyes widened in surprise at the number of
locals milling around outside. They didn't look too happy. The
brutes in front paid them no mind, but just swept forward. Lobos
could see trouble and she rolled her shoulders to loosen them up
for the coming skirmish.

I tried to hang back but someone inside
pushed me out and slammed the door behind me. I heard the bolt snap
into place. With no place to retreat, I looked for a place to run
to safety. None appeared.

Our transport drove down the street. Movement
to my left drew my attention. Those people had stout sticks, pipes
and other clubs. The ones to my right had shovels and pitchforks.
Where did all these tools come from? Where did all these people
come from? Angry murmurs came from all around us.

I counted twenty people before I lost count
of those who confronted Lobos and the other four. I saw the boss'
body tense for action. She said something and the two in front let
out a terrible roar. They charged into the crowd blocking the
sidewalk.

With the noise, those in front backed away a
few steps. Those on the side stepped in, swinging whatever they had
in their hands. The two Nodac-Liujia thugs swung their fists,
knocking people right and left. Some of the pipes and clubs hurt
them, but they didn't slow down.

The boss looked like a dancer. She
pirouetted, kicked someone, whirled and kicked two more. Her fists
struck like pistons. I heard bones snapping at her hits. An evil
grin spread across her face. She enjoyed this and intended to do as
much bodily harm as she could.

The crowd surged at the two in the rear
swinging everything they had. Those two joined the fray, knocking
the locals right and left. They pulled the rifles off of their
backs and used them as clubs. More of the Europaischens appeared. I
tried to ease my way to the side, but suddenly my world went
black.

I woke with my head banging against a blaster
barrel. One of the Gratuit males had me slung across his shoulder.
My head hurt and the constant banging of the weapon against my
skull wasn't making it any better. I tried to say something but all
I could do was croak.

After a little more of my rough ride, I tried
to shove myself upright. The stupid Gratuit pushed me back down and
kept moving. I looked and saw that we were close to the spaceport.
A quick glance let me know we were alone. The five of them were
trotting. Maybe I didn't have it so bad. I'd never keep up with the
pace they were moving.

Fifteen minutes later, the goon dumped me off
of his shoulder and I landed with a thud on the ground. They all
moved to the spaceship and went in. If only I had a weapon, I'd
shoot him. No, I wouldn't. The others would stomp me worse than I
already have been.

I moved my hand to my head and gingerly
touched it. I found two lumps and my ribs felt like they had been
hit by a spaceship. I struggled to my feet and started toward the
airlock. Lobos stuck her head out to yell, "Come on, Bersi. Get in
here. I want you to test that thing. Tell me what we've got."

Shakily, I moved inside. I didn't go directly
to my lab like she wanted. I needed some caffeine and headache
powder. After I had the powder, I went to the galley to get the
caffeine and grab something to eat. I munched on my food as I
walked to the lab. My body just wouldn't answer the call to hurry.
So far, Lobos hadn't noticed my delay.

I locked the door to the lab to keep the
brutes out. I couldn't afford to have them blundering around
destroying any of my experiments or equipment. At the workbench, I
cleared a place to work and to set my food down. I sneaked a quick
look at a couple of experiments to see how they were progressing,
then settled down to look at the artifact.

At first, I left it lying there on the bench
as I just studied it. I munched on my food as I did. The markings
looked like the same we had found on other Alcantaran items. I
pulled up images from the computer and compared them. Definitely
Alcantaran. I just wish I could crack the meaning of them. Was it a
language? Maybe a warning? Or could it be math or chemical
symbols?

Pounding on the door almost made me spill my
drink over the artifact. I scooted to the door to check the viewer.
One of the Nodac-Liujia gorillas stood outside. I started to yell
into the intercom, then thought better of it.

I asked, "What do you want? You know you
can't come in here and I'm busy trying to authenticate the
artifact."

"The boss wants to know what you've
found."

"Nothing because I'm standing here talking to
you. Leave me alone for the next thirty minutes and I'll have
something."

A grunt was my only reply. I turned back to
my workbench. Popping a bite of food in my mouth, I put the
artifact under the microscope. Scratches and other small
indentations told the tale of use.

Thirty minutes later, the pounding came at
the door again. I ignored it and touched my comm. "Boss, it is
definitely Alcantaran. I know there is data on it, but I haven't
found a way to connect with it yet. The plug is a special security
hook up. I'll keep looking, but I don't think I'll get anything
until we find the receptacle it fits."

"Why don't you just pull it open and hook in
direct?"

"I think I see a self-destruct for the data.
There are so many interlocks, it's a manufacturer's dream. You
don't get the data if you don't have the port."

"Do you think the machine those sniveling
little balls have for sale might have this port?"

"I don't know. I'd need to see more detailed
pictures."

Lobos sniffed, "Get in touch with those worms
and get them. I'm not paying good silver on a pipe dream."

I sighed, "OK, boss. I'll get right on
it."

I could feel the frown on my face. Why me?
Why couldn't one of those goons call and get the detailed pictures?
Of course, they would most likely be detailed pictures of their
favorite naked female.

Silence descended and I realized that the
brute had been pounding on the lab door the entire time I had been
talking to the boss. I made the call.

The sellers weren't in a cooperative mood,
but when I threatened to send one of the brutes to shoot them, they
consented to send me some pictures. When the images came in, I
projected them into an empty space in the lab. I made them as large
as I could. Walking over to the image, I set it to turn slowly.

What are you? Looks like something missing
there. What does that writing say? We have to find a translator.
What is so important about this machine to the Bugs? Why are they
so willing to offer so much money for it? Wait, is that the
receptacle?

I zoomed in for a closer look. I zoomed until
the picture became grainy. Grabbing the artifact from the bench, I
compared its plug with the receptacle on the machine. Excitedly, I
punched my comm.

"Boss, the machine has a receptacle that
looks like it will take this device. I can't be one hundred percent
sure until I see it in person, but I'd say at least ninety-five
percent certain."

Lobos licked her lips before she replied,
"Get transportation arranged to pick it up. It's on the other
continent, so we'll have to have some sort of local flyer. This
could put a million credits in our pockets."

I spent the next two hours trying to find
something. No one would hire out to us. It seems our little fracas
had turned into a riot. The government and the people wanted
nothing to do with us. The government had also restricted our
travel.

I stayed locked in the lab when I called the
boss to tell her.

 


Lemmy wandered into the building. Josh saw
her head in the direction of the housekeeper robot. He turned to
Cherry, "Do you think this will affect our timeline?"

"Most likely, but what choice do we have?
Maybe this factory is the one that will start making my model of
androids. If they don't get a chance to look at me, maybe I'll
disappear."

"This is giving me a headache. If we do this,
that might happen five hundred years in the future. If we don't do
it, something even worse might happen. How do we keep anything
straight?"

"Now you see the danger of time travel."

Josh sighed, "Believe me, this isn't by my
choice."

Cherry asked, "Where's the fur ball?"

"I'm pretty sure she went back in to stare at
that housekeeping robot. She's convinced we need it to improve our
food. The salesman did say that it could be programmed to help her
eating manners."

"In that case, buy it. We have an extra four
million credits. It would be worth it."

They both chuckled. A noise made Josh look at
the building. The manager and Lemmy were coming out of the door.
The engineers were close behind.

Josh turned Cherry slightly, then stepped
down from the fliter. The manager said, "We can straighten the arm,
fix the holes and these guys think they can replicate the fluid.
Some of the plumbing may have to be – ah – substituted. The stars
—"

Cherry said, "They can go. If you can paint
over them or otherwise eradicate them, so much the better."

Lemmy said, "But Twinkles, how will we know
how you feel?"

Cherry snorted, "Androids don't have
feelings."

"Oh, but you do. Just look at those little
lights twinkle. I'd say you were getting upset."

The manager and engineers looked from Lemmy
to Cherry to Josh. Josh just rolled his eyes. He asked, "How long
and how much?"

"We can have him up and going in two months.
It would be two point five million rudias."

Josh rubbed his chin, "You have two weeks.
Make it a top priority. Two and a half million credits wouldn't be
enough for you to pay us either —"

"Pay you? What…"

"Look, we don't have time to mess around. You
and I both know that you are looking at technology far beyond what
you now have. If you work this right, you'll make billions of
credits off of it. I want one of those housekeeping robots with all
the latest bells and whistles, just like Ron Calvin orders. I also
want five percent of the gross on your increased sales."

"But – but we may not be able to use it for
years."

"Then you won't pay me unless your sales
start to climb. You'll have the jump on all of your competitors in
this sector of the universe. Remember, billions of credits – not
rudias."

The manager held his breath as he thought. He
said, "I can say yes to the robot, but I can't make the decision
about the sales. The board will have to do that."

"Then I suggest you call them now. We need to
know now. Otherwise, we're headed to the planet with your nearest
competitor."

The manager stepped off to the side and
punched some buttons on his comm. He stood and talked for several
minutes. His hands waved energetically as he spoke. The engineers
stood, giving each other looks. They shuffled nervously from foot
to foot.

Josh jumped on the fliter and turned Cherry
back to the front. He started securing him down again. The
engineers made noises to get the manager's attention. When his eyes
glanced back to the engineers, they pointed to Josh. The manager's
eyes grew wide and his conversation grew even more agitated.

A few seconds later, he came back to the
fliter. He said, "Would you take three percent?"

"Nope, I guess we go, Cherry."

"No wait. We'll give you the five percent.
How do you want to guarantee you get your five percent?"

"The virus."

"The virus? What do you mean? Is he infected
with something?"

"No, but your other robots and machines would
be if your company tried to cheat us. You won't like the side
effects of that virus and I guarantee your customers will like it
even less. Keep an honest tally and you'll never have a
problem."

The manager gulped. "I'll personally put
something in the business minutes about keeping it honest.
Something like that could be devastating to a company."

"I know, but think of the money for both of
us if they stay honest."

"Come inside, we need to fill out some
paperwork. These guys will get your android inside."

"He's not my android. He's my partner."

Cherry said, "Put in the paperwork they are
to wash their hands and use sterile procedures anytime they have me
open. My virus won't come out of a test tube. It'll come out of the
end of my blaster and will be personal to those involved."

Josh looked at the engineers. He said, "You
heard him. Can you do that?"

They nodded their heads yes and called on a
comm for a robot to come carry Cherry. Lemmy danced around silently
doing cheers behind the robot factory employees. Josh shook his
head.

The robot came and wheeled Cherry inside the
factory. Josh followed the manager into his office. They filled out
and signed all the paperwork. Josh gave him the details for
depositing their money. He also made sure the housekeeping robot
would be programmed to teach manners.

As he walked out into the showroom, Lemmy ran
up to him. "When do we get to take her? Are we going to the grocery
store? What's her name?"

"Whoa, take a breath. They're going to get
one ready. I don't think it will be this one and it will be at
least an hour to prep her. No, I have some other things to do.
We'll take her back to Belle and maybe later or tomorrow, you can
take her shopping."

Josh went to a corner and sat down in a
chair. He dialed Siani. She answered with, "Did you call to take me
to the dance?"

"I would, but it would take two or three days
to get there. I'm not on Vidar."

"Oh, where are you? Is there trouble?"

"Not with me. We're on Europaische to get
Cherry, my partner, repaired. Siani, I need a
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