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Josh Gunn and his partners trailed the
sex-slavers to Vadir, a planet on the edge of nowhere. While
searching for the villains, a local gangster steps between the trio
and their quarry. The delayed hunters struggle to overcome this
obstacle to hunt down their target. Failure means thousands of
sex-slaves could be lost forever. One misstep though could mean
their lives.
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Chapter 1

 


 


Josh Gunn sat at a table in the rear of the
dimly lit tavern, his six-foot two-inch muscular frame hunched over
– waiting. The thin white scar that started just below his left eye
and ended along his jaw made people glance in his direction but
turn away before he noticed them. Haze from the smoke of different
types of pipes, narcotic cylinders and other tightly rolled bundles
of cured plant leaves drifted through the open room, obscuring his
vision.

The screech of the instruments made him
clench his jaw and squint his eyes. Strangely shaped horns and
percussion instruments added to the discordant noise. Two singers
crooned in a foreign tongue, adding to the weird alien feel of the
place.

The sight of a six-foot Sigiamun creature
which looked like a giant upright grasshopper captured his
attention; the two bright red slashes on his throat marking him as
a male of the species. The male didn't come in his direction, but
staggered to the right to settle into a booth with two females of
his species. A series of clicks and squawks barely carried over the
noise from the band.

He thought he caught a whiff of exotic
perfume, but it was hard to tell with the other unknown odors
wafting in his direction. Lifting the glass of golden liquid
sitting in front of him, he took a sip as his eyes continued to
wander over the other strangely shaped denizens in the place.

The pain in his eyes lessened and a slight
smile touched his lips when he saw what he'd waited for coming
through the door. A tall blue android with subdued lights twinkling
beneath the surface of his skin walked toward him. His crooked
right arm hung close to the blaster at his side.

As the android walked to his table, his eyes
roved the room taking in the different creatures there. In just a
few seconds, the android, Cherry Kang, Josh's partner, sat down in
a chair next to him. Both could now see both doors into the
tavern.

Josh leaned close to speak over the uproar in
the place, "Did you get it done?"

"Yes, but next time you have to go. That
stupid banker didn't want to work with me and then when he saw that
we only had four thousand credits to deposit, he really threw a
fit."

"I'd like to see his eyes when we start
moving the credits from those two ships in there. What about the
credit registry for Belle?"

"We'll get it tomorrow. It cost us eight
hundred credits to be installed. I think we're getting ripped off.
The people around here don't have to worry about pirates coming in
spaceships. They're sitting over there in that bank."

Josh grinned, "As soon as they get it
installed, I'll try to move some of the parts we have on Belle.
That should fatten up our account."

Cherry grimaced, "For a few hours anyway. We
still need some parts for Belle. Have you seen the Captain's
contact yet?"

"No. We've got to find our own contacts here.
I may have to spend some of our credits on drinks to loosen some
tongues."

A tall thin four-legged Gamik stepped through
the door of the tavern. Its slim build, along with the fronds
waving on its head, made it look like a moving willowy tree. A
purple cloak, tied tightly around its neck swept almost to the
floor. A belt held two pouches and a weapon. Its eyes darted from
wall to wall, taking in each being there as it slowly walked deeper
into the room. Josh saw its eyes make contact with them and its
face brighten.

It walked up to their table and announced,
"My name is Ferdin. I am a friend of the Captain."

Josh waved his hand at a chair. "Have a seat.
You want something to drink?"

The alien nodded as it sat down. "It's noisy
in here."

"Makes it harder for other people to hear our
business."

"You're right. I never thought of that. I
like to come here for the music."

Cherry glanced at Josh and rolled his eyes.
The alien reached inside of his jacket and looked up to see two
blaster muzzles poking over the edge of the table. The neck muscles
visibly contracted as it gulped.

With a quivery voice, it asked, "Are you two
a little jumpy or what?"

Josh said, "No, just cautious. We don't know
you. You claim to be an associate of the Captain, but how do we
know? How is the furry little scoundrel?"

"When I talked to him an hour ago, he seemed
fine."

Cherry's knee nudged Josh under the table.
The muzzles of their blasters disappeared under the table. His eyes
directed Josh to four newcomers. Three female Waltrok and one
brightly feathered male slowly strolled into the tavern. The male
had his claws on two of the females, directing them along. Josh saw
their eyes searching the crowd inside. Movement from the male drew
his attention.

The Waltrok tried to hide his right arm
behind one of the females, but Josh saw the blaster slide out of
its holster. The male's eyes stared malevolently at them. The
quartet started walking toward their table.

Josh said, "I see them. Cherry, if this sorry
excuse for a troll even twitches, burn his legs off, then his arms.
We'll leave him alive to wiggle around on his belly like the snake
he is."

Josh lurched to his feet. He staggered as
though intoxicated. His unsteady steps led him toward the four who
had just entered the tavern. A step away from them he tripped and
fell into the one on the left. She fell, hitting the others like a
bowling pin hit by a ball.

The ensuing tangle of bodies knocked the male
and one of the females to the floor. Josh held on to the other two,
slamming them into each other. The air whooshed out of their lungs
and they stooped over, trying to get their breath.

Holding his left hand out to the male, Josh
pulled him up as he jammed his blaster into his gut. Slurring his
words, he loudly proclaimed, "I'm sorry. Are you alright?" Quieter,
he said, "Make one wrong move and all of you are dead. Gather the
ladies and let's go find an empty table."

His left hand reached for the man's exposed
blaster. Josh used it to covertly shove one of the females forward.
The other blaster in his right hand pointed at the male. He
directed them to a booth on Cherry's left. A single Sigiamun sat
hunched over nursing a drink. Josh shoved a female, then the male
and then the other two females into the booth.

The drinking alien looked up at him. When he
saw the two blasters in Josh's hands, his eyes grew. He stammered,
"I – uh – think you need this booth more than me."

Josh pointed the blaster at the male
sandwiched between the females, "Give him five credits for his
trouble."

The male's lip lifted in a snarl until Josh
aimed the blaster at his right arm. His hand started to move below
the table until Josh said, "Very carefully. I'd hate to see these
fine ladies splattered with your blood."

The drinker stared at him as his eighteen
fingers drummed the table top. The other male stared at him for a
few seconds before his eyes shifted to the table. His hand slowly
reached into a jacket pocket. He pulled out a gold coin. "All I've
got is a fifty credit coin."

"That'll do just fine. Give it to him."

The gold coin slid across the table. The
drinker grabbed it and said, "Thanks, mister. I'm outta here."

He shoved himself up from the booth with one
of his four arms. A long tail helped steady him as he shuffled
toward the door. His head never turned until he hit the door, then
he snuck a quick look back at his former booth. The door slowly
swung shut behind him as he picked up speed, moving out of
sight.

Josh slid into the opposite side of the
booth. The four on the other side were squished in like fishes in a
can. The male rested both his arms on top of the table. Both
blasters went under the table. The bartender looked in his
direction and he shook his head no.

Once seated, he shoved the table tighter
against the four. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Cherry stand
up and take Ferdin toward the back door. After laying the male's
blaster on the seat beside him, he shifted his blaster to his left
hand. He drew his vibro-knife out of its sheath. When he flicked it
on, the quartet's eyes widened in shock at the sound.

Josh quietly said, "Now, I think you need to
tell me what your intentions were."

The male protested in a whiney voice, "What
do you mean what our intentions are? We just came in for a drink
and to listen to the —"

The sound of the vibro-knife working on the
table and the tip of the blade appearing between the Waltrok's
folded arms stopped the flow of words from his mouth. The females
drew back until Josh said, "The next one that moves will be minus
something below the table. I can't really see what I'm aiming at
but the blaster doesn't care."

The quartet of aliens turned several shades
paler as they stared at him. Josh said, "Now, let's start over.
What were you going to do? Who sent you?" Looking at the female
crammed into the corner straight in the eye, Josh said, "You,
answer me. Lie to me again and it'll cause some unpleasant
consequences."

The female rolled her eyes, trying to see her
companions without turning her head. Her tongue came out of her
mouth to lick her lips. She stammered, "Ah – um – it's like he
—"

The vibro-knife came out from under the table
in a flash. The end of her little finger popped off and landed in
the middle of the table. The female took one look at it and wilted
against the wall. The male had to use his elbow to keep her in the
booth.

The rest of the quartet stared in open
mouthed disbelief at the growing pool of purple blood pooling on
the table. Josh reached over with the knife and cut a piece of the
male's sleeve off. He wadded it up around the finger.

Using the back of the knife, he slowly moved
the piece of finger around on the table. Three sets of eyes
followed his every movement. Josh pointed at the female jammed in
next to the male. "You, answer me."

She glanced to her left at the female at the
end of the booth. The one at the end kept her eyes on the bit of
finger. Finally, the Waltrok Josh had pointed at said, "Please,
don't cut off any more. We don't regenerate like some species."

"Answer the question."

She looked to the left again, then not seeing
any sign said, "Someone at the spaceport offered us a thousand
credits to watch for an old spaceship. They wanted us to discretely
find out about them. You're the first old ship that's landed…"

Her voice drifted off as the female on the
end pushed against her. Josh pointed at her, "Put your bag here on
the table."

She stared at him for a few seconds then did
as he said. Josh moved the tip of the knife closer to the male. He
said, "Very carefully, get your friend's ID, wallet, comm and any
weapons. Move like you expect this thing to bite you. Put
everything in her bag."

The male glared at him, but slowly moved his
right hand to comply. When he started to drop the grip on his left
hand, Josh shook his head no. The male's lips tightened into a
straight line. His right hand roved over the female's body, pulling
the things Josh had ordered onto the table top, then into the
bag.

The female didn't move the entire time. As he
finished, Josh told him to put his own ID, wallet, comm and weapons
in the bag. When he finished, the bag bulged. Josh pulled a small
bottle out of a special pocket on his left sleeve. Popping the lid
with his left hand, he poured a little liquid into the male's
palm.

Motioning him to grab the unconscious
female's hand, he dribbled a little more liquid on the table top.
He had the man lay his hand in the liquid. He then had the female
lay her bag on the table and put her weapons in it. One he was sure
he had everything, he dribbled some more of the liquid in her
palm.

Forcing her to grasp the male's hand, he put
more liquid on the table and pushed the back of his hand into it.
He pushed her other hand into another squirt of the liquid. Taking
the bottle, he brushed a little of the liquid across her lips.

Josh said, "Kiss that toad. Let's see if
he'll turn into a prince."

The female's eyes widened but she reluctantly
complied. The male tried to resist until Josh moved the knife
closer to his hand. Josh said, "Now hold that pose until I tell you
differently."

Josh closed the lid on the bottle and shoved
it back into its special pocket. He put the male's weapon in the
second bag, then picked both up with his left hand. Using the
knife, he motioned for the last female to get to her feet. Josh
said, "I wouldn't try anything. I won't kill you but I will cut
your spinal cord. Since you don't regenerate, I suspect you'll be
in a wheelchair the rest of your life."

Her eyes widened in terror. As Josh stood,
the other female and male tried to move and break their kiss. Their
lips stayed together and their hands stayed flat on the table. The
two struggled to get apart. Josh grinned and pushed the female
towards the rear of the tavern.

Cherry appeared at the door. He raised his
eyebrows as Josh prodded the female forward. His eyes drifted to
the table to see one female Waltrok slumped against the wall and
the other two aliens struggling. He asked, "What did you do?"

"I just found the boss here and I didn't want
to kill the other three, so I left them there at the table."

"How long will they stay?"

"Quite awhile. I put the super glue we use to
mend you with in their hands and on the table. I put a dab on the
female and made them kiss."

Cherry chuckled, "Yep, they'll be there quite
awhile. What are you going to do with this one?"

"I have some more questions and she didn't
look like she would cooperate. We need to take her somewhere
private. Some place where screams won't be noticed."

The Waltrok paled and almost stumbled. Cherry
grabbed her arm as he hustled her out the rear exit. Josh asked,
"Where's the idiot you brought out here?"

"Over there a little ways. I'll tell you
later what I found. Let's take care of this first."

"Be careful. I don't think I got all her
weapons."

The female whipped her hand up with a small
blaster in it as she tried to turn to bring it to bear on them.
Cherry reacted without thinking. A small device appeared in his
hand which went to the female's neck.

A blue arc of electricity leaped and she
folded into a heap. Josh stepped up next to her and picked up the
weapon. He searched her and found a knife hidden in the dress she
wore. Cherry picked her up, then slung her across his shoulder.

Josh asked, "Where to now? We need some
privacy to question her. What did you find out from the idiot?"

"He overheard the comm call from the Captain.
He doesn't know for sure what we're looking for, but he hoped to
cut himself in on some of the loot."

Josh rubbed his chin, "Maybe we can use him
as one of our contacts. We just need to put the fear in him, then
offer him a little reward."

"Yeah, like his life. He'll wait. I have him
stashed in a safe place. It might do him good to think about the
error of his ways."

Cherry led the way to a cross alley. Turning
right, he walked until he came to a door which he pushed open.
Stepping into a dim room, Josh saw a glimmer of sunlight coming
through a dirty window. Most of the room was bare except for a
bench against the far wall. Two other doors stood to his left.

Walking across the room, Cherry deposited the
female on the bench. He opened a pouch on his belt. Pulling some
ties out, he soon had her secured to the bench. At last he relaxed
a little. Cherry asked, "Why do we have her here?"

"She's the leader of the bunch that came in.
The others wanted me to think the male was but everyone kept
looking to her. I'd like to have all four of them to put in
separate rooms. Then we could compare stories to see who the best
liar is."

"So what's their story?"

"One of the females said someone at the
spaceport paid them a thousand credits to keep tabs on older
spaceships. I guess Belle is the oldest one that's been in here in
quite a spell. They were supposed to discretely find out about the
ships. I don't know what their definition of discrete is, but I'm
glad they're not working for us."

"We need to nip this in the bud. If we don't,
we'll have every two-bit hood trying to take us. Can we make this
so costly to them that nobody will think about checking us out for
less than 50,000 credits?"

"I think so, after she answers a few
questions. I don't think it will be safe to go back into that
tavern. I'm sure these dimwits will try to catch us in there.
There'll be shooting and you'll be afraid we'll mess up the
timeline."

Cherry glared at him, "You know we're five
hundred years in the past. Anything we do here could mess up the
timeline. We can't afford to start randomly killing people."

"I know, but I won't let scum like this
threaten us."

"I agree. Just be cautious and don't kill
anyone unless we absolutely have to. Now, who do you think paid
them a thousand credits?"

"You know who as well as I do – Exurbiu
Entertainment. They are the only ones who even know we're in this
era."

"Maybe someone else had a run-in with an
older ship."

Josh grinned, "Yeah, right. If you believe
that, I've got this tropical paradise to sell you."

"Then let's get this done. We need to work on
the other idiot. I've got him safely stowed in that closet."

"Wait a minute. I have an idea. Let me dump
these bags, then we need to go through them."

With the weapons, comms and other junk on the
end of the bench at the female's head, Josh and Cherry combed
through everything. At last Josh said, "There's not much here to go
on. Let's use that little worm in the closet to track down
information about them. We'll see how good he is at ferreting out
information."

"How are you going to keep him from just
running?"

Josh grinned, "Help me put this stuff back in
the bags. Leave that knife out. Now, go get him."

Josh worked his comm while Cherry went to the
closet. When Cherry drug the quivering Gamik back towards Josh, he
stopped to stare. The female now lay in a pool of blood with her
chest and abdomen ripped open. Looking closer, Cherry saw that it
was a 3D image laid over the woman.

The alien took one look and turned to spew
his guts on the floor. Cherry jerked him upright and shoved him
closer to the supposed body. Josh said, "Come over here."

When Ferdin stood beside him on quivering
knees, Josh shoved the knife in his hand. He said, "Stand here.
Hold the knife like this."

Then Josh stepped out of the way. He said,
"Cherry, take his picture for posterity."

Cherry brought up his comm to start snapping
pictures. Ferdin's hand shook like a leaf in a high breeze. Josh
stepped into the line of sight and adjusted his hand with the
knife. Stepping back, he had Cherry take more pictures.

Josh asked, "Cherry, do you have his comm
number?"

"I have his comm here in my pouch."

"Take his number down and give it back to
him."

Josh walked up to the alien and took the
knife from his hand. He held it with a piece of the female's
clothing. Laying it down, he carefully wrapped it in the rag.
Ferdin stared at him in uncertainty.

Josh said, "Ferdin, that's your name isn't
it?"

"Uh – ah – yes."

"Listen to me very carefully. Your life
depends on it. I have four IDs that I want you to find out about.
You have about three hours. We'll call you and tell you where to
meet us."

"But – but what if I can't?"

"Then I turn these pictures over to the cops
and to that woman's partners."

Ferdin whispered, "They'll kill me. I didn't
do it. She was already laying there all butchered."

Josh chuckled ominously, "Do you think any of
them will believe you? Your only chance is to get the information
and meet us."

Dropping the four IDs in his hand, Josh
shoved him at Cherry. Cherry slapped his comm in his hand and said,
"You'd better get moving. The clock is ticking."

Ferdin looked from Josh to Cherry, then to
the female. He gulped and almost ran from the room. Cherry looked
at Josh and had to hold himself as he tried to laugh quietly.

He asked, "Do you think he'll answer our
call?"

"Do you think he believed the image?"

"Oh, yes. No doubt about that."

Josh grinned, "Then he'll answer our call.
Come on. We need to get some answers from her."

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Two and a half hours later, Josh and Cherry
were satisfied they had wrung all the answers out of the female
they could without more sophisticated equipment. As they expected,
the ones wanting the information was Exurbiu Entertainment.

Josh said, "We must have them worried if
they're paying scum like this to check us out. I'm ready to kick
some butt."

"We have a few other things to do first. We
need to clean out those accounts and see if the Captain has gotten
any more information from that Exurbiu Entertainment lieutenant.
I'd like to clean his accounts out, too. That would hurt them as
much as kicking them."

"I didn't mean literally kick them – well,
I'd do that too if I could. I want to see them squirm and start
making mistakes."

Cherry pointed at the female on the bench,
"What about her?"

"I'll glue one hand to the bench, then I have
some ideas to keep them busy for quite some time. We'll need to
talk to Ferdin first though."

Cherry walked to the bench and cut the ties
that bound the female. Josh took his bottle and put a small amount
of the liquid on the back of her hand. Holding it to the bench for
a few seconds, he tested it. Her hand wouldn't move.

Picking up a comm unit, Cherry powered it
down. Then he shoved it in a bag. Grabbing the next one, he did the
same. He powered down all four, then swung the two bags over his
shoulder.

The two strolled out of the alley like they
didn't have a care in the world. In a few minutes, they walked into
a busier street. Spotting a tavern that didn't look as busy as the
one they had left a few hours ago, they headed for it.

Inside, they ordered some non-alcoholic
beverages. Cherry called Ferdin after they found a seat near the
back, He agreed to meet them in the tavern in an hour. When Cherry
asked about how his research had gone, he simply said he would
explain when he got there.

Cherry said, "I don't think we've scared him
enough yet. A simple yes or no that he'd found something out would
have been sufficient."

"Maybe when he sees what happens to the
quartet that tried to take us, he'll change his mind."

Before the conversation could progress, an
older, stooped alien slipped into the tavern. His eyes darted
around the room before he sidled up to some patrons at the bar.
Josh couldn't hear what he said so Cherry had to tell him.

Cherry said, "He's offering to sell a map
showing where there's an old junkyard of ancient spaceships. He's
trying to convince them that the parts alone would be worth
hundreds of thousands of credits. Uh – oh, I think he's about to
get punched. That big one doesn't want to be bothered."

Josh stood and sauntered towards the group.
As he reached them, the big alien started to swing on the older
one. Josh blocked the swing and pulled the old man out of the way.
The big alien snarled, "You better watch your manners. I don't take
kindly to someone interrupting me."

"I think you'd better watch your manners. If
you'd have hit him, he'd have crashed into me. If I thought you
were attacking, I might have shot you."

"Do you know who I am?"

Josh shook his head and grinned, "Nope, do
you know who I am?"

This confused the big alien. He looked at his
friends and then back to Josh. The big man said, "Take that piece
of garbage and get out of my way. I don't want any trouble. I just
want my drink."

"The same here." Josh grabbed the old man by
the elbow and guided him back to their table. He asked, "Are you
thirsty? Have a drink with us."

A wrinkled face looked back at Josh. The eyes
squinted as they tried to decide what he was up to. At last the old
man told Josh what he wanted to drink. He sat down, eyeing Cherry
carefully.

When the drinks came, the old man took a sip
then said, "Thanks for the drink and for keeping me from getting
decked. That guy would have put the boots to me once I hit the
floor. I'm just not up to that anymore."

Josh grinned, "Is anyone ever ready for that?
Who is that guy?"

The old man's eyes widened, "You don't know?
Why did you step in then?"

"I didn't want a disturbance in here.
Besides, I don't like bullies."

"That's the head enforcer for Naklon. He's
one mean —"

"Then why did you bother him?"

"He's the only one with enough money to buy
my map."

Cherry asked, "Map to what? A new gold mine
or fission materials?"

"Naw, to a junkyard of ancient spaceships.
You guys want to buy the map?"

Josh asked, "Are you hungry? We were just
thinking of ordering something to eat. We'll buy your supper if you
can tell us a good tale about that map."

"It's a deal. If you'll let me finish, you'll
gladly pay to get a look at it."

Josh ordered food and more drinks. As they
waited, the old man introduced himself. "I'm Kivy Warstis. I used
to be a navigator on a trader until pirates jumped us and destroyed
our ship. They took every bit of our cargo. If a Charter Navy
warship hadn't of happened along, I wouldn't be here to tell my
story."

Cherry asked, "Why are you trying to sell the
map?"

"I want to raise some money so I can get back
there. I think there's a ship or two that could be pieced together.
I'd like to be a captain of my own ship someday."

Josh grinned at him, "You mean you've got a
better map to another supposed junkyard?"

The old man just ducked his head, then
reached for his drink. Josh and Cherry chuckled. Josh said, "Kivy,
you were going to tell us a wild tale about your map for your
supper."

"So I was. It happened about twenty years
ago. I had just started out as a deckhand on an old trader. We
mostly hit two or three solar systems across the galaxy. The
captain happened to be a very cautious man. He wouldn't take hardly
any risks. We made wages and that's about it."

Kivy took a drink before continuing. "I was
looking to move to a different ship. I didn't want to see the same
six or seven planets all my spacing days. Then it happened. Our old
ship blew out a gravity compensator."

The old man's eyes dimmed as he shook his
head. "It was bad for a month until we made port. Half the crew was
sick with space sickness. It didn't bother me too much, so I had to
do my job plus nursemaid a bunch of the crew. Then I wound up doing
their jobs, too. I'll tell you what, I didn't get much shut-eye on
that flight."

The food came and the old man stuffed his
mouth too full to talk. Josh and Cherry looked at one another
wondering when he'd had his last meal. It didn't take him long to
polish off the plate full of food. When he did, he wiped his mouth
with the back of his hand, then grabbed his drink to take a big
swig.

"Where was I? Oh, I remember. We lost the
gravity compensator and limped into port. The captain didn't have
enough credits to fix it, or even to get a used one. A lot of the
crew were thinking of abandoning him, but for some reason, I stuck
it out. We finally lost about a third of the crew."

His hand went to his glass to take a drink
but he noticed it was empty. Josh raised his hand to the bartender
to get him another one. Kivy continued, "Well, after those rats
left, the captain came up with a special shipment. It needed zero
gravity. I don't think we ever knew for sure what it was."

After the drink arrived, he gulped some down.
"We met a ship in orbit and loaded it into our cargo bay. The
rumors were flying. Had the breakdown changed our captain's
character? This seemed too risky for him.

"We took off for one of the backwater planets
in a different system than we normally traded with. It would take
us six hyper-jumps to get there. We had three of them under our
belt when it happened.

"When we came back into normal space to get
our bearings, there sat three pirates just waiting for us. Now,
that captain didn't take many risks, but that didn't mean he was a
dummy. No, siree. He screamed for the navigator to get a reading
and get ready to jump. He headed our ship straight for those birds
of prey.

"We were inside their weapons range before
they even realized what was happening. They had to scramble to get
out of the way of our ship. The captain didn't even slow down. As
soon as the navigator had his bearings and the next part of the
jump plotted, the captain jumped.

"While we were in hyper-space, he had the
navigator plot a jump inside the next solar system. Inside the
system, mind you. We popped into normal space, the navigator took a
quick reading, tweaked his plot a little, then we jumped.

"Wound up close to an uninhabitable planet.
The captain swung our ship around it and stopped. A few hours
later, here came the same three pirates. They searched for us for
three days, but we were hidden on the planet's moon.

"That's where I got my start as a navigator.
I'd always been pretty fair with math and our assistant navigator
was one of the crew who left. The captain had about worn that poor
navigator out. I helped him out until the captain caught us. When
the captain checked my plots, he made me the assistant.

"Anyway, while I took some bearings, I had a
chance to sight see. I happened to look at the planet. Lo and
behold, there it was. The biggest junkyard I'd ever seen. I put
those coordinates in my personal log and didn't say a thing to
anyone else. Figured I could come back some day to get my own
ship.

"Well, when the pirates left, we jumped to
our destination, off-loaded the cargo and got our money. I got an
extra share because I'd done so good with the plots. The best
payday I ever had with that captain.

"I worked for him for five more years until
that old ship just plain wore out. The captain had a little money
set aside, so he sold it for junk and retired. I moved on to
another ship."

Josh and Cherry chuckled. Josh said, "That's
a good enough story for your supper and drinks."

Kivy asked, "You want to buy the map? It's
only five thousand credits. You could make ten thousand times
that…"

Cherry laughed, "But the map you're selling
doesn't lead to your junkyard, does it?"

"Hmmmp, you'll have to pay up to find
out."

As Josh and Cherry laughed, they saw Ferdin
walk through the door. Cherry said, "There's someone we need to
talk to in private. If you have some more stories, maybe we can buy
you another drink later."

"I need to go to the 'fresher anyway. Thanks
for the meal and saving my hide. Just watch out for that ugly
lummox there at the bar."

He wandered toward the back as Ferdin came to
the table. Ferdin asked, "What's that con artist doing here? Did he
try to sell you one of his sure fire get rich maps? Maybe one of
his solid gold or silver asteroids?"

Josh laughed, "Yep."

"You didn't buy it, did you?"

"Nope, I come by my money too hard to waste
it on something like that."

"Good, I can get you better maps that have a
better chance of paying out."

Cherry changed the subject, "What did you
find out?"

Ferdin nervously looked around the room,
"They're all small time criminals. The male has a history of armed
robbery, extortion and is a generally bad boy. The females aren't
much better. So far, they don't have any ties to the bigger
families, but my contacts said it was only a matter of time."

Josh grinned, "Then being found glued to a
table might set that time table back a little?"

"Yeah and they'll be wanting to get
revenge."

Cherry said, "Josh, I hope your plan includes
making it hot for them around here."

"It does. Ferdin, what else can you tell us
about them?"

Before he could answer, a smaller male led
two very large males into the tavern. The room dropped to a deathly
stillness. Ferdin glanced over his shoulder and scrunched down,
trying to become invisible.

Josh watched as the three walked up to the
big man he'd had words with. The others edged away as they had a
conversation. Josh asked, "Who is that? Why's everybody moving away
from them?"

Ferdin looked at him like he had two heads.
"That's Naklon, head of the most powerful family here on Vadir. One
wave of his hand and you and all your family just disappear, never
to be heard of again. No cop would even dare to investigate."

Cherry looked at Josh, "Josh, don't even
think about using him. We have some things to do here. You
wouldn't…"

"Cherry, Cherry, do I look completely crazy?
We just need to know about the locals so we can function."

"I know you. You can't stir up a planetary
mess. Remember when we are and who we are."

Josh grinned at him, "I remember. I'm going
to just sit here and finish my drink. Ferdin is going to tell us
more about the nice gentleman, then we can go to the bank to get
some credits. If Kivy is still around, maybe he can tell us another
tale."

Cherry frowned. He started to say something
but just closed his mouth into a thin line. His eyes glared at
Josh.

Josh said, "Ferdin, tell us more about him
and how his organization operates."

Ferdin kept glancing over his shoulder as he
told what he knew. The man ran gambling casinos, prostitution
rings, dealt drugs and had his fingers in about every illegal,
immoral and unethical endeavor on the continent.

When the man and his body guards moved from
the bar, Ferdin almost swallowed his tongue. He furtively kept his
eye on them until they left. In a few minutes, the big man followed
behind them.

Josh said, "Did you find out where the sticky
quartet lives?"

Ferdin looked at him with a question in his
eyes. Cherry rolled his. Josh said, "The four who tried to jump us.
Where do they live?"

"Yeah, I've got addresses on all four.
Why?"

"We need to pay them a visit – after we get
to the bank to pull out some credits from their accounts."

Josh stood and led them outside. As they
stepped through the door, a very fancy vehicle slid down the
street. Ferdin hunched over. Josh asked, "What's so special about
that vehicle?"

"That's Naklon's vehicle. Everyone here
recognizes it."

Josh asked, "Where does he hang out? Does he
have a business address? How about his home?"

Ferdin reluctantly supplied him with the
addresses and directions. Ferdin led them to a late-hours bank. He
refused to go in, so Josh and Cherry went inside. Josh opened
another account and pulled everything out of the quartet's
accounts. He deposited it in the new account.

When they stepped out on the sidewalk, Ferdin
nervously glanced both ways before he joined them. He said, "I've
done everything you've asked. Don't you think it's time to give me
all the pictures?"

Josh smiled at Cherry, "What pictures would
that be, Ferdin?"

"You know. The ones you took – ah – umm –
back at that empty room."

"You have a few more tasks before I think
you've earned them. Let's get to the quartet's living
quarters."

 


Ferdin drove them in his vehicle to the
apartment of the leader. He sat in the vehicle drumming his fingers
on the steering control while Josh and Cherry went up the stairs.
Cherry found the door and worked his android magic to open the
electronic lock.

The two quickly searched the apartment.
Cherry found a small safe in the bedroom and opened it. Inside, he
stared at the jewelry. Leaving the safe open, he continued to
search. Near the bed he found a weapons cache.

He said, "Josh, you found anything yet? I've
got jewelry and weapons."

"She's got some pretty neat original artwork.
How does someone with an eight thousand credit bank account afford
something like this?"

"You think it's stolen?"

"I don't know. Hmmm, here's something else
interesting. A collection of videos with a lot of different names
on them. I think we need Ferdin up here."

"What are you going to do?"

"Take all of the artwork, jewelry and
weapons. If these are local people being blackmailed, which I
suspect they are, I'm taking all of these videos, as well."

"What are you going to do with it?"

"I'm sure they have some sort of charity
working with down and out spacers. They'll get the artwork and
jewelry. The videos, I'll see. The weapons, we'll take back to
Belle. We can upgrade ours and anything we don't want, we'll leave
back on the asteroid."

Cherry called Ferdin to the apartment. When
Ferdin entered the apartment, he looked like he expected venomous
snakes or spiders to jump out at him. Josh called him over. "Look
at these names. Recognize any of them?"

"That one, that one, wow, she's a prominent
politician. What's on those things?"

Josh said, "I don't know. We'll find out
later. Grab a blanket from the bedroom and start wrapping up the
things I point out. Load them in your vehicle."

"No way. If I get caught with that stuff,
those goons will be after me."

"Don't get caught. You'd better get moving
before she gets loose."

The three of them cleared out the valuables
and moved on to the male's apartment. They stripped it just like
the first. When the last item had been loaded, Josh said, "Take us
to our vehicle."

Ferdin asked, "What are we going to do with
this stuff?"

"Part of it goes in our vehicle. You're going
to take the rest of it to the charity that takes care of down and
out spacers."

"What'll I tell them about where it comes
from?"

Cherry snickered, "I'm sure you can think of
something. When you're through, find the Captain's contact you
eavesdropped on and set up a meeting for us tomorrow afternoon.
Make sure it's not in either tavern we were in today."

"But, but how am I supposed to know about
him?"

Josh said, "Maybe your crystal ball told you.
Let's go."

Ferdin muttered to himself the entire way to
their vehicle. Josh stayed with him as Cherry hopped out to get
theirs. Driving to an empty alley, they transferred the weapons and
videos. Cherry said, "Don't forget. Tomorrow afternoon. We want a
meeting. There'll be something for you if we get what we want.
Also, we want a receipt for this stuff you give away. Wouldn't want
it to wind up in someone's trash."

Ferdin drove off muttering to himself. Josh
and Cherry headed back to Belle to get rid of the weapons and
videos. Josh said, "We need to pick up a few things, then go
calling."

"I don't like the sound of that. Where are we
calling?"

"You'll see in a couple of hours."

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


When Josh pulled their vehicle into Belle,
Lemmy Felafel, their ship's engineer met them near the airlock. She
asked, "Did you guys have a good day? Did you meet the Captain's
contact?"

Cherry answered, "No, we didn't have a good
day and no we didn't meet the contact. Instead, we're about to
start a shooting war and my partner won't listen to a thing I
say."

Her golden eyes grew in her gray face. She
turned to Josh, "Is that true or is that Twinkles' way of pulling
my chain?"

"Part of it's true, Lemmy. We didn't meet the
contact and did run into a smidgen of trouble —"

Cherry snorted, "Smidgen he calls it.
HE just about starts a fight with a crime family enforcer,
people wanted to shoot and stab us, now he wants to tweak the crime
family's boss's nose. That's the smidgen he's talking about."

"Cherry, you know you're exaggerating. It
wasn't nearly that bad."

Lemmy turned to Cherry just in time to see
him roll his eyes. Cherry asked, "What about all those weapons in
the vehicle and those videos?"

"I'll unload them. I need you to get the
sensor disrupter. I suspect there will be some where we're going
tonight. I don't really want to be a video star."

Lemmy asked, "You're going back out tonight?
Isn't that a little reckless?"

Cherry said, "As much as I hate to agree with
our little fur ball, she's right. It is reckless to be going back
out tonight. Half the city will be looking for us."

Josh said, "We'll just have to be discrete.
If we get my idea done, we won't have as many people paying
attention to us."

Cherry said, "Lemmy, you'd better get things
repaired. We may need to get out of here on short notice."

"I still need those parts you were supposed
to find. When will you have them?"

Josh said, "We didn't get a chance to look
today, so I guess we'll have to stay until tomorrow."

Cherry clinched his jaw as he turned to get
the items Josh wanted. Josh went to the vehicle to start unloading
the weapons. After finishing with that, he programmed a dozen
remote sensors and launched them.

As soon as Cherry returned, they took off
again. Darkness had fallen by the time they wheeled outside. Cherry
sat in silence as Josh drove them to Naklon's house. Seeing the
darkened windows, he drove on to his business.

The fancy vehicle sat outside with a guard
and the driver slouched against the building. Josh did a quick
check on the sensors. They were all on station so he said, "OK, the
first thing we need to do is get those two out of there."

"What do you want to do with them? You're not
going to kill them are you?"

"No, I want them alive. They need to think
our stupid quartet took them out. Can you take care of that?"

Cherry studied the street before he said,
"Yeah, I can get them to that alley. What are you going to do in
the meantime?"

"I'll turn our crime lord's attention to the
quartet. I think the quartet will be too busy avoiding him to
bother us."

"It might work. I'll take out those two
street lights after I get those two goons. Just how are you going
to get Mr. Big's attention?"

Josh chuckled, "You'll see when you get back
here."

"I don't like this. You're enjoying it too
much."

"Anytime I can pester criminals, it makes my
day."

Cherry slipped out of the vehicle and walked
around the block to come up on the two goons without being seen.
Josh carefully studied the videos from the sensors. Five minutes
later, his head snapped up as the fancy vehicle started
honking.

The driver went to quiet it while the guard
sauntered toward the alley. Josh stepped out of the vehicle to be
ready. No sound came to him, but he could see the driver becoming
agitated. He heard him call out to his partner several times.

The driver edged toward the alley with his
weapon drawn. Reaching the corner, he flew through the air back
into the darkness. A few seconds later, the two street lights went
out. Josh triggered a sensor projection. The leader of the quartet
slipped down the street toward the fancy vehicle.

Josh triggered the sensor jammer and knew
anymore video in the area would be blocked. He hustled down the
street to the vehicle. Pulling his vibro-knife, he cut an entrance
out of the door.

Dropping the piece of metal and plastic on
the sidewalk, he crawled into the car. He used the vibro-knife to
get into every compartment in the car. Looking at the papers and
assorted junk he found, he stuffed two handfuls of the papers
inside his jacket.

Before he backed out, he took a small plastic
tube from his pocket. H shaved a microscopic piece of the lipstick
off using the knife,. The vibration of the knife soon dislodged the
small piece onto the seat. With a grin he backed out, then pulled
another small container from his pocket. He sprayed a tiny amount
of the liquid in the vehicle. He could smell the leader's perfume
as he climbed out.

As he stepped on the sidewalk, Cherry joined
him. Walking back to the vehicle, Cherry said, "I sure wouldn't
want to be in their shoes. I saw the image of that gal we
questioned walking down the street."

Josh just grinned. He said, "We need to get a
video to them tonight. I think they deserve a chance to hide. That
will keep a lot of bad guys busy while we do our work."

"This is going to get worse before it gets
better, isn't it?"

"Yep. I'm hoping we'll get some of the
Exurbiu Entertainment people here. If we can get them and Naklon's
people fighting, it might give us a chance to get on the pleasure
palace."

"Just so we don't get caught in the
crossfire. I don't think they fight nice."

"Neither will we. Let me pull over, then I
need you to edit some video from a sensor I launched. Pull up
scenes of the tough gal walking towards the car, then the results.
Put them here on this memory stick."

Cherry worked for a few minutes, plugged the
memory stick into his comm device, then hit a few buttons. Seconds
later, he handed Josh the stick. He asked, "Now what?"

"You think the quartet is loose by now?"

"Should be – unless they're dumber than a
post. We should have taken a few pictures to post. Adding a little
embarrassment would make me feel good."

"Maybe next time. Do you have a web address
for any of the quartet?"

"Yeah, why?"

Josh smiled, "Send this video to them. If you
have all of their addresses, send it to all of them. Make sure it
can't be traced back to us."

"No problem."

"Keep sending it every fifteen minutes until
you think they've received it. I think I'm ready to head to Belle
to get some sleep. We have to sell some goods so we can buy parts
tomorrow. We also need to meet with the Captain's contact."

"Let's go. I'll keep trying on this until I'm
certain one of them picked it up."

 


Naklon's private comm chimed. He broke off
his business call to answer it. The voice on the other end spoke
for a few seconds before a strangled sound erupted from him.
"ARRRGH! How did it happen? Who did it?"

The voice spoke again, Naklon yelled, "Get
every bit of video around here. I want to know who did it."

The underlings sitting around straightened in
their chairs. They looked from one to another to see if anyone had
a clue what the boss was upset about. When he screamed and threw
his phone, most of them started to rise from their seats.

Naklon picked up the business comm, "I'll
call you back later. I have a little thing here that I need to take
care of."

He slammed the comm down, then turned to his
men. Pointing at one he said, "You, get downstairs and find my
driver and the guard I left at my car. If they're not dead, they
better be here in less than five minutes."

The minion leaped to his feet and ran from
the room. The others could hear footsteps pounding down the
stairway. The hood didn't wait for the elevator to cycle.

Naklon stood, his face a deep angry purple.
He kicked his chair out of the way as he paced behind the desk. The
others shifted nervously in their chairs. Naklon's comm rang again.
The man closest to it jumped to grab it and hand it to the
boss.

"Hello." Naklon listened for a few seconds
then said, "I'll send someone down to help you. No, wait. I'll be
down. I want to see this for myself."

As he strode for the door, the others leaped
to their feet and ran to beat him to the door. One ran to the
elevator as Naklon stomped to it. When the doors opened, he didn't
wait on his men. He pressed the lobby button as soon as he entered
it. The ones who didn't make the elevator sprinted for the stairs.
The clump of their feet faded to silence.

As Naklon stepped out of the building, all
his men surrounded him. He gruffly said, "Give me a light. I want
to see this. What happened to our street lights? You, find
out."

The man rushed off as another one hustled to
the car to get a portable light. As he reached for the door handle,
he skidded to a stop and froze like a statue. The others drew
weapons at his reaction. Naklon screamed, "Get me a light."

The man crawled into the hole in the side of
the vehicle. Searching through the junk on the seat and in the
floor, he found the light. Backing out, he turned the light on.
Footsteps behind him made him back farther away. The light
illuminated the gaping hole and the trashed interior.

Weapons sagged as the men stared at the
damage. One said, "That had to be a vibro-blade. Who'd be stupid
enough to try that with the boss's vehicle? I think —"

Naklon shouted, "Shut up. I don't care what
you think. Where's the driver?"

Citizens coming down the street took one look
at the weapons, turned and sprinted back in the direction they had
come. A voice down the street called, "Boss, here they are. They're
both unconscious. I don't see a mark that could have put them
out."

"Get them awake. I want to know what
happened. You two, watch the street. Someone may be trying to
create a diversion to get a shot at me."

The two leaped to the curb. Their eyes swept
right and left, looking for danger. The others closed in tighter
around the boss. Weapons moved in a tight arc seeking a target. A
vehicle came down the street, then sped away as the weapons on that
side of the circle pointed at it.

Someone said, "Do we have anyone checking the
roofs? There could be a sniper up there. If this is a war, they
could get the boss…"

Another said, "Boss, do you think we should
go back inside the building? We can't really protect you out
here."

Naklon glanced around. Taking the light
again, he took one more look at the trashed vehicle before he
stormed back into the building. He glanced at the men to see them
taking a deep breath of relief. Once he stepped inside, two of them
went to help get the driver and guard into the building.

After an hour of questioning, Naklon didn't
know any more than when he'd started. The two unconscious men
hadn't seen a thing. Naklon's face twisted into a snarl of rage. He
punched the driver in the eye before screaming, "You let someone
lure you into the alley, then knock you unconscious? How stupid are
you? Get him out of here. I never want to see him again."

The guard who had been knocked unconscious
started to say something. Naklon shot him with a blaster. Looking
at one of his men standing in the lobby, he screamed, "Get this
trash out of here. Get me another vehicle and driver. The rest of
you find out who did this. I want word spread on the street. MOVE
IT!"

A rush of feet scrambling to carry out his
orders was the only sound. Naklon turned to stride toward the
elevator. His eyes scanned it when the doors opened. He pulled his
hand away from his blaster as he entered.

Back in his office, he started making comm
calls to get more protection for his building and to start his own
search for whoever vandalized his vehicle.

 


The next morning, Josh stumbled out of bed
and quickly checked the remote sensor's videos with bleary eyes.
Fast forwarding, he grinned as he saw the scene at the damaged
vehicle. The others gave him pause for a few seconds but he didn't
see what he wanted.

After washing up in the bathroom, he dressed.
He walked to the galley mulling his plan over in his mind. Cherry
and Lemmy came in shortly after he sat down. Lemmy loaded up two
plates with food. Cherry shook his head and grimaced at Josh.

Josh asked, "Lemmy, how are the repairs
coming?"

"They'd go better if I had materials. When
are you going to get me some?"

"I'm going to try this morning…"

They discussed the repairs and plants they
wanted for the conservatory. Josh hadn't been in it for the last
few days but Lemmy told him about the new growth. As she stopped to
shovel food in her mouth, Cherry asked, "Why do we have so many
remote sensors out? Are you looking for something specific?"

Josh answered, "Yes, I am. I want to know
about this crime lord's operation. I have sensors around all the
sites the female told us about."

Cherry squinted at him, "What are you
planning?"

"Well, we've got – a – umm – an opportunity.
We don't know where that pleasure palace went, so I'm hoping to
make them come to us. After we get the parts for Belle, I want to
start draining money out of all of their accounts.

"If we try to put it in one of ours, they'll
be all over us. But, if we could funnel it through the crime
lord's, maybe they wouldn't know we were involved."

"Just how do you plan to do that?"

Josh explained a little of his plan. He
didn't want to spill everything with Lemmy sitting there. Her eyes
had grown when he talked about involving the crime lord. Cherry,
knowing him, knew there was more but he kept silent.

Lemmy asked, "Won't that be dangerous?"

Josh said, "Maybe, just a little. You and
Demmy can stay here to guard Belle. Just get those repairs
done."

Cherry suggested, "Why don't we move Belle
over to the repair yards? It'll be cheaper than sitting here at the
spaceport and closer to tools that Lemmy might need. We can still
move trade goods and repair parts in and out."

Josh called right away. An hour later, Belle
settled into a repair spot. Lemmy left to see what tools and parts
were available. Josh gave her a very limited budget to get things.
Cherry followed him into the repair yard.

Cherry asked, "What's the plan now?"

"Let's see if any of these repair places need
any of our parts or have any of the items we need."

After two hours of trying to sell some of the
parts in their cargo bay, Josh walked out of another office. He
muttered, "They should have a sign over the door 'Space Pirates,
Inc.'. At least it would warn a guy. They didn't even offer us
scrap prices."

"We got an address for an exchange that
should put us in touch with the other three spaceports on this
planet. That's something."

"Yeah, something, but I could have had Belle
look it up. I wouldn't have wasted two hours."

"You found a nest of pirates. Maybe there's a
bounty on their heads."

The two chuckled quietly as they headed for
Belle. Cherry answered his
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