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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Star System: Vayk 
 
    It was late and the spaceport deserted by the time I had parked and secured the Tykhe, a small StingRay class passenger/merchant spacecraft, and cleared customs. The area was bathed in shadows cast by lights leaking through partially lit maintenance and repair building windows. An eerie quiet pervaded the area as I strode past the buildings. My soft leather boots as silent as Shadi, my snow leopard companion who ghosted beside me like a shadow. When I reached the spaceport administration building, two taxis were waiting—one automated and one with a human driver who looked asleep. I banged on the driver's window, preferring to appear new to the city. He jerked awake, his eyes only partially open, and smiled as he rolled down the window. Judging by his worn clothes and the aging ground-vehicle, the taxi business wasn't good. 
 
    "Sir…Spacer," he revised after rubbing his eyes and blinking several times. The light wasn't good and his eyes still hadn't adjusted from sleep. "Where would you like to go?" 
 
    "The Longhorn," I said. He frowned and gave me an appraising look before speaking. 
 
    "That place can be a bit rough at times. And it's close to the seedier side of the city. I can recommend—" He stopped when I shook my head. I opened the back door and in one smooth leap Shadi landed on the seat near the opposite door and curled into a ball. 
 
    "What the hell was that!" he shouted, wide awake now. His voice rising several octaves as his expression went from surprise to fear. 
 
    "Your second passenger," I said as I slipped into the seat and closed the door. He muttered in some language and nervously peeked over his shoulder while maneuvering the vehicle into the street. When nothing bad happened over the next few minutes he seemed to relax, with only an occasional peek in the rearview mirror. 
 
    "Six standard credits," he said when he stopped in front of a building which appeared to have been constructed from logs and had what looked like the skull of a Texas longhorn steer hanging over the barn-door-looking entrance. I inserted a prepaid chip into his handheld and deposited seven credits. I tended to use prepaid credit chips so my comings and goings couldn't be monitored nor could the funds be traced back to me. I didn't think anyone was watching me but why take chances or make it easy for them if they decided to check at a later time. The Longhorn was alive with activity as I entered: the long wooden bar was filled to capacity, the dance floor had twenty couples whirling to the music, and most of the rustic bench-style tables were full. The wooden beams, sawdust on the floors, and the people with their jeans and wide skirts gave the place the feel of the old west on Earth. I chuckled to myself. Vayk was one of the Rim systems and considered less civilized by the people of the Central Systems for their tendency to hang on to the ancient past. 
 
    As I stood looking around, a man wearing jeans, cowboy boots and hat, and a gun belt and holster with an old-fashioned revolver approached me.  He was shaking his head. 
 
    "Spacer, pets aren't allowed," he said, surveying the two-meter forty-five-kilogram snow leopard sitting by my right side. He stopped a good three steps away and edged to my left. 
 
    "I hope you aren't planning on telling my companion she can't join me." I narrowed my eyes into a sad face and shook my head slowly. Just then Shadi yawned and her five-centimeter canine teeth were exposed. His open mouth stare went from the cat to the multi-functional weapon, Mfw, strapped to my side. I smiled, noting the volume of noise in the room had been cut in half and many were staring in our direction. 
 
    "Would a table against the wall be acceptable?" he asked, having decided discretion was the wisest course of action. A few minutes after having been seated a young woman in a wide skirt, ruffled shirt, and fringed cowboy boots appeared. 
 
    "Howdy, I'm Susie. That's a big cat but she sure is beautiful. What can I get for you?" she asked, barely able to pull her gaze away from Shadi, who sat calmly looking up at her. 
 
    "Hi, Susie. Give me the house special and my friend a one-pound steak, raw, and cut in two-centimeter chunks. She'll have a bowl of water and I'll have a draft beer," I said while rubbing Shadi's head and neck. She purred in satisfaction. Looking around, I noticed most of the people in the room had resumed whatever they had been doing and the noise had increased to where the walls vibrated from the sound. I scanned the crowd while smiling and tapping my foot like I was enjoying the dancing. Everything looked normal or, at least, no one seemed particularly interested in me—not that they should but I'm naturally cautious. Susie arrived with my dinner not long afterward. She placed my plate and the beer on the table, then knelt and placed two large bowls on the floor next to Shadi.  
 
    "She sure is beautiful," she said and beamed a million-credit smile when Shadi raised a paw to her. Susie took her paw in reverence. She left smiling like she had received a very large tip. I ate slowly, while pretending to be interested in the room's activity. In truth, I was early for my appointment and knew this restaurant wasn't more than two kilometers from my real destination, where I intended to walk to avoid being tracked. 
 
    When I exited the restaurant, it was two hours after midnight and the streets deserted, a smart decision in the city's old district. As I strolled down the poorly-lit streets, I noted several small groups loitering in the shadows of buildings or alleyways, which would have been trouble except for Shadi and the very visible multiple functional Bahr Special, with its distinctive red oak gun handles, strapped to my thigh. Two youths made a brief appearance, grinning until Shadi growled with teeth bared. They disappeared back into the shadows—smart decision. Twenty minutes later I saw the soft glow from a window decorated with two partially naked women with ostrich fans. One stood on either side of Club Henrik painted in large gold lettering. Inside, the club appeared empty except for three men: a weasel of a man stood grinning behind the bar, an ugly scar-faced man stood leaning on the bar counter, nursing a beer, and a younger third man sat at a table some ten meters away, grinning. It didn't feel right but I was committed so I continued into the club and made my way to the bar. 
 
    "What would you like to drink, Spacer?" the weasel behind the bar asked, his voice carrying a hint of amusement. I guess he considered me the night's entertainment. 
 
    "I'd like whatever you have on draft and let Henrik know his friend Zenaida is here and would like to say hello," I said, ignoring the bar stool which would restrict my movements and make it impossible to keep all three men in sight. 
 
    "Sorry, Henrik wasn't feeling good and took off early. He said you could give me the package," the weasel said, smiling. These three were as subtle as an active volcano. I tried to stall while I weighed my limited options. 
 
    "Package?" I frowned and shook my head. "I don't have a package for Henrik. He was supposed to have a package for me to take to Tihua for him. You need to call him because I'm scheduled to leave tonight." My window of opportunity was closing with every minute: the grinning man had one hand under the table, which I suspected held a weapon; the weasel was carrying a tall glass of beer, which I was sure was meant for my face; and the ugly looking guy at the bar had his hand on the Mfw strapped to his waist. 
 
    Mr. Ugly stepped away from the bar as Mr. Weasel lowered the arm with the glass, preparing to throw it at me. A second before the beer left the glass in my direction, I dove away from the bar while drawing my Mfw, tucked my head before I hit the floor, rolled to a kneeling position, and squeezed off several shots at Mr. Smiley as he began to rise from the table with his gun. The pellets hit him in the chest, propelling him stumbling backward. As I spun toward the bar to take care of Mr. Weasel, I saw Shadi standing on top of Mr. Ugly. He lay still, spurting blood from his neck and chest. Mr. Weasel stood paralyzed with the empty beer glass in his hand. I switched to laser and cut a line across his throat. When I looked back to Shadi, she sat on the man's chest, cleaning her paw. The stink of gunpowder and blood filled the room. As I rose to a standing position, Shadi padded softly to me and rubbed her head against my thigh. I sank my hand into her thick soft fur and scratched, to her delight. Detecting no other threat, I wandered into the hallway, which had several doors. Opening the first door I found a large men's bathroom. Ten men and several women were tied to toilets, urinals, and sinks. Each one had something stuffed in his or her mouth. A chorus of moans and squeaks greeted me. I left them and proceeded down the hallway, opening doors—a woman's bathroom had no one inside, a maintenance closet, and eventually a large office. Henrik sat in the middle of the room, tied to a chair. He was a giant of a man with a full beard currently soaked red with blood. His bulbous nose lay to one side, one eye swollen completely shut, and multiple cuts on his bare chest and arms. I untied him and helped him to the women’s washroom. He roared with obscenities from several systems all the way there and the entire time I spent helping to repair some of the damage.  
 
    "Damn, Zen. I wish you hadn't killed them. I've been dreaming about what I was going to do when I caught them," he shouted when we entered the bar room and saw the three dead. He surprised me when he pulled out a handgun and shot each man several times. "Not very satisfying," he muttered. Then he knelt and went through Mr. Ugly's clothing and retrieved a credit chip. "Where do you want your fee deposited? Don't worry, it can't be traced back to me or Club Henrik." 
 
    "Tykhe TZ577486," I said as he slipped his chip into a tablet he was carrying and typed in the number. When he looked up, I handed him my backpack. He looked inside, nodded, and pressed Send. 
 
    "I've sent five thousand, the other half of the agreed upon price for delivery and an extra five thousand for your trouble." 
 
    "Thank you," I said as he went behind the bar, drew two beers, and handed me one. Then waved to a sturdy wooden table with four captain's chairs. "I'd love to know how they found out you were delivering these five jade figures to me." He gave me an enquiring look. 
 
    "Had to be whoever you negotiated with to have them delivered to you." 
 
    He nodded, eyes downcast in thought for several minutes. Then he shrugged and waved to the dead bodies. "Your father taught you well. I owe you." 
 
    "You can do me a favor. Let me know if you hear of anyone who has a snow leopard or has one for sale." 
 
    "Sure. I don't know of anyone offhand, but I'll ask around." He downed the last of his beer and then laughed. "I guess I should let those people in the toilets go and call the police to have them," he jerked his head toward the dead men, "removed. I won't mention you, Zen. There won't be an investigation. Three thugs came into the club, assaulted the customers, and attempted to rob me. I killed them." He laughed and pounded the table. "If you are looking for business…talk to Toccara Greco. He owns the Night Owl Club." 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I left Club Henrik the gray light of dawn filtered through ramshackle buildings and lights were showing in some of the windows as people got ready for work, but the streets were empty. By luck I caught a taxi as I neared the Longhorn. 
 
    "Where to?" an elderly man with scraggly gray hair asked, happy to have found a customer in this neighborhood at this early hour.  
 
    "The Interspace Customs area," I said as Shadi flowed into the taxi and curled up on the seat.  I followed and shut the door. When the cabbie looked back, his eyes wide with surprise, I held up a hand. "Your second passenger." 
 
    After a moment his anxiety turned into a smile and he steered into the road. I tipped the cabbie several extra credits, feeling good at having survived the hijacking, getting the five thousand bonus, and the potential for additional work. As I strode toward the Tykhe I couldn't help smiling. The angle of the sun made it look like it was pure gold—and to me it was.  
 
    It had an adequate cargo hold, could accommodate eight to ten passengers, and I owned it free and clear. But the euphoria was short lived—I missed my father. Back on the Tykhe, I lay down—it had been a long night and stressful. Just then Shadi landed on the bed and we spent several minutes in a mock fight. A few people, maybe a hundred or so, knew that the rare snow leopards on the planet Tanzan bonded mentally with their cubs, however I might be the only one who knew that the cubs bonded mentally with anyone close when born—not just its mother. I had been present when Shadi and her littermates were born. That bonding provided a mental awareness which, over the years, Shadi and I had evolved into communications close to a verbal language. At Club Henrik, I had sent Shadi the image of the ugly man at the bar and a strong sense of danger—a clear message that he was her responsibility. And the fight response for her to attack as I began to move. Shadi and I were bonded on many levels. 
 
    When I woke late that afternoon I used the ship's automatic chef to make a peasant stew with a bread pudding for dessert, and a kilogram of raw meat for Shadi. While eating I reminisced about growing up on Tanzan, a mountainous planet with temperatures that averaged between minus five to minus fifty Celsius in the inhabited lowlands and lower in the mountains. Consequently, the residents were in a constant struggle to survive since half the year it was too cold to work outside or grow anything or hunt. 
 
    I had been a restless child and from an early age was roaming the mountains, trapping and exploring. By accident, I trapped a snow leopard one day. It took six hours for the leopard and me to cooperate enough that I could help release her. From that time on we shared a cautious relationship and the reason she allowed me to be present when her litter was born and the reason I was permitted to adopt Shadi. Luck or fortune or fate, who knew? 
 
    My father was a merchant—smuggler, to be truthful—who believed in luck and omens. Adopting a snow leopard was certainly an omen of good fortune, so when he returned home on one of his periodic visits, he decided I should accompany him and learn the business. Thus at age twelve I became a smuggler and began working the Rim systems—the outback of what was considered the civilized worlds. Two years ago something went wrong. While I was in town negotiating a job my father was killed, the Tykhe robbed, and Shadi's four-month-old litter of three cubs stolen. A police investigation turned up nothing. As Henrik had said--thugs, which included suspected smugglers, didn't warrant an investigation. They had gotten what they deserved. But that didn't apply to family—mine and Shadi's—retribution was required. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Late that afternoon I made my way to the other side of the city to the Night Owl club. The buildings there were in better shape than those around Club Henrik and the streets looked safer, at least now in the early evening. Inside, the patrons looked like merchants and spacers. As I made my way toward the bar I noticed the tabletops were transparent, with shifting scenes of galaxies, planets, and cities, which could be stopped or rotated at the customers touch. The bar had a similar top except the scenes were spacecraft, civilian and military, moving as if in flight from left to right along the entire length of the bar. On the walls behind the bar were four-by-six-meter scenes of galaxies being created and destroyed—billions of years condensed into a few hours. I took a seat at one end of the bar as an older ACS, Alexandria Coalition of Stars, Shark class light cruiser sped by and disappeared off the end of the bar. 
 
    "Hi, Spacer. I'm Lucy. What can I get you?" a young woman with a red Mohawk hair style chirped and touched the table top, which made three boxes appear: food, drinks, and other. I touched drinks and a list appeared. I selected a dark Vayk beer. She nodded and shortly afterward returned with a glass mug with an etched spacecraft, the type and class inscribed below the image. Mine had a Kodiak class ACS Battle Cruiser. I sat content to survey the people at the bar and table. They looked to have originated from many of the Rim systems’ planets, judging by the style of their clothes, skin color, and build: tall, thin, broad, muscular, and wiry… The various planets' gravity would have had a lot to do with general build, the amount of sun with skin color, and the climate with clothing. The bar lady's voice jerked me out of my musing. 
 
    "Want a refill or something to eat?" she asked, grinning. 
 
    "Do you know how I can get in touch with a Toccara Greco? I was told I could find him at the Night Owl." 
 
    "Sure." She raised her chin up and to her right. When I looked up there was a balcony that covered a fifth of the lower room. "He's the man with the spider tattoo on his bald head, full beard, and as large as an adult bear." She laughed. "But you need an invitation to go up there." 
 
    "A friend recommended I talk to him," I said, unsure if I should mention Henrik or what it was in reference to. She nodded, tapped something on her belt, and spoke into the mic which extended from her earpiece. 
 
    "Boss, a spacer here at the bar wants to speak to you. Said a friend recommended he talk to you." 
 
    I turned to see a big man sitting at a table next to a glass railing. When Lucy saw him look down toward the bar, she held her arm up with her finger pointing down at me. After a minute, he nodded and turned away. 
 
    "The stairs to the left. The two guard dogs know you're cleared…but they don't like guns. I don't know about big cats," she said when I stood and Shadi rose. 
 
    "Guess we'll find out," I said, and slid five credits to her. As I approached, the two guard dogs went on high alert, straightening and hands moving to their gun grips. 
 
    "No weapons allowed upstairs and the cat stays here," the taller of the two whispered in a dangerous tone. Of the two, he looked to be the deadliest in a shootout, whereas the other better at bare-knuckle brawls. 
 
    "I'll give you my two clips for the Bahr but the cat stays with me," I countered in a normal voice. I shifted my gaze between the two men. I wasn't going to stare down the gun fighter and had to worry the brawler might decide to enter the discussion.  
 
    "No guns upstairs," the gun fighter's whisper turned to a hiss. I shrugged and strolled away. When I reached the door to exit the club, the guard raised a hand. 
 
    "The boss said okay to the cat and an empty gun," he said, sounding surprised. Apparently, that was a first. I nodded and returned to the stairs where the brawler patted me down after I surrendered my two clips, ejected the bullet in the chamber, and gave them the knife in my boot. The brawler released the bar across the stairs and Shadi and I proceeded to the second floor landing and over to the booth where the big man sat waiting. He silently appraising me as I approached, as did the two bodyguards against the wall behind him. 
 
    "That was a clever approach, disable your Mfw but keep your docile-looking cat that I'll bet is every bit as dangerous as the Bahr special you carry," he said when I reached the booth. 
 
    "A reasonable compromise. You don't know me and I don't know you so we don't know if we can trust the other," I said, noting he didn't need to trust me. He had several bodyguards on this level with Mfws, which meant he had the overwhelming advantage. 
 
    "True. You said a friend…" He waved me to an empty chair sitting at the table in front of the booth.  
 
    "Henrik," I said as I sat, moving my chair so Shadi could sit between me and the side of the booth where Toccara sat. He said nothing but his eyes narrowed slightly. Then he smiled. 
 
    "Oh, the incident at Club Henrik." He laughed good-naturedly. "To hear it told, Kurt killed three men who tried to rob him of a special delivery package. He was a little vague on how one of the men had his throat ripped out." His eyes shifted to Shadi briefly. 
 
    "Sometimes it's hard to remember what you did while you are fighting for your life," I said and grinned. 
 
    "So you deliver…things." He rubbed his finger through his beard as he watched me. 
 
    "Packages, people, and messages." The negotiations had begun. 
 
    "Where is your next stop?" 
 
    "I have no time-sensitive deliveries at the moment." 
 
    "Stay and have something to eat and drink on me. We can talk after the club closes." He waved to a private booth against the wall. I ordered a crusted fish dinner served over a bed of rice, spinach, and nuts. Afterward I was served a triple chocolate layer cake that melted in my mouth. Shadi had a leg of lamb. Neither meal was something the automatic chef on the Tykhe could produce. I was nursing my second exceptional-tasting beer from Lutetia, one of the Central Systems, when Greco joined me with two bodyguards who would look dangerous without the Mfws they carried. 
 
    "How would you like to take someone to Plata for me?" 
 
    "As a passenger?" 
 
    "That would get him too much scrutiny from the authorities. He would like to keep his business transaction discrete," Greco said with a slight grin. Translation, his business is illegal, I mused while remaining expressionless. 
 
    "As crew and returning to Vayk?" I asked. 
 
    "Crew would be good but returning here would not. Drop him anywhere after he finishes his business." 
 
    Translation, he's an independent contractor and not to be linked to me, I mused. 
 
    "No contraband," I said. If he got caught smuggling I could be involved, whereas if he got caught doing something illegal on planet I wouldn't. Greco gave me an amused look. 
 
    "You would carry something…personal for me?" 
 
    "I would. My passengers won't." I returned his amused look with one of my own. The Tykhe had excellent secret compartments that could evade a customs inspection—and had over the years. However, I doubted my passengers could be as successful. "I'll post a notice at the merchant's guild for a part-time mechanic. What name will your passenger be going by?" 
 
    "Dave Williams. He doesn't have a record and will have a crew license. What will it cost?" 
 
    "I'll be carrying dangerous cargo of an unknown nature, could be held responsible for his actions if linked to me, and I'll have to lose him. On the plus side, I'm a successful merchant and reliable, as Henrik would attest," I said not sure how much it was worth to me and to Greco. He smiled. 
 
    "Twenty-five thousand. Reliability is worth a premium," he said without smiling, indicating that was a non-negotiable offer. In fact, I would have accepted twenty. I lifted my half-full glass of beer to him. 
 
    "To no surprises," I said. He frowned then smiled and raised his glass to me. 
 
    "To no surprises." 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Star System: Plata 
 
    The next day I posted an open crew position for a mechanic. I didn't expect or want candidates and intentionally listed the position as part time and made the description vague. Dave Williams showed up the next day. He was just what I expected—an athletic looking man in spacer clothing, a pleasant smile, and cold-looking eyes. 
 
    "Trader Zenaida, I'm Dave Williams, here about your crew position," he said in a respectful tone and gave me a slight bow. "That’s a beautiful cat." This time the words carried a hint of emotion. 
 
    "Thank you. She's a snow leopard." I offered, wondering if he had seen one before or knew of anyone who had one. I motioned for him to follow me and led him into my galley where I had a small table and fetched two cups of coffee. "Your business is none of my business but you will bring no contraband on my ship without my knowledge." 
 
    He nodded. "Understood. I'm hoping our visit to Plata will go unnoticed." 
 
    "Good, your access is limited to the galley, exercise, and entertainment rooms, and your sleeping quarters." 
 
    "Understood." 
 
    I rose and gave him a tour of the areas he was free to use, ending at his quarters. "I plan to leave tomorrow morning at six hundred hours." 
 
    "I'll be on board tonight between six and eight," he said as he departed Tykhe. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I spent most of the next day on the Flight Deck, setting a course to Plata, navigating through Vayk space, and monitoring my passenger's activities. He had stayed in his quarters most of the day, reading, except for a brief time in the galley. The trip would take three days and I needed to know something about him, so I made my way to the dining room when I saw him there. 
 
    "Good evening, Pilot, and to your lovely companion," he said raising a glass of wine to Shadi and me. 
 
    "Zen will do," I said, dialing up a steak dinner for Shadi and a meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and corn meal for me, and then opened a bottle of beer. 
 
    "Dave," he responded. "Have you ever been to Plata?" he asked. 
 
    "Several times," I said. "Two continents but only five or six major cities. Lots of open space." 
 
     "I shouldn't be more than two or three days, if you are in a hurry to leave…" He paused, watching me. 
 
    I shook my head. "No rush. In fact it may be good to stay a few extra days. Wouldn't want to give anyone the impression we left in a hurry." I waited for his reaction and a possible clue to his business. 
 
    "Good idea. Maybe you can find some lucrative cargo while we’re there," he said and took a sip of his wine. I almost laughed. We were both fishing for clues.  
 
    "I assume you travel in your line of business," I said and waited for a small nod. "Have you heard of anyone having a snow leopard or looking to buy one?" 
 
    "Why, you looking to sell one?" He nodded towards Shadi. My face tightened involuntarily at the insinuation I'd sell her. "No, I can see you wouldn't. No, your cat is the first one I've ever seen. But I can understand…collectors wanting one." 
 
    "Shadi's litter was stolen. I'd pay a reward to know where they are." 
 
    "The thieves?" 
 
    "The litter," I said, louder than I intended. If I could find who purchased them I might be able to find who stole them. But regardless, I was concerned about the cubs' welfare. 
 
     "Then?" 
 
    "Then there must be an accounting." 
 
    "I wish you success," he said and was silent during the rest of the meal.  
 
    While I spent most of my time on the Flight Deck, Dave spent most of his time in his room, reading. Over the next two days, we only met twice in the galley. 
 
    "Is it dangerous traveling alone in the Rim?" he asked the second time we met. I was sure he meant a woman traveling alone.  
 
    "Traveling alone is always dangerous, but yes, the Rim is worse than the Central Systems. There is less law, less enforcement, and even less consistency. Analogous to the wild west of old-Earth." 
 
    "Less consistency?" he asked, frowning. 
 
    "What could get you life in prison on York might get you caned on Saket and would be legal on Hohhot." I shrugged. He laughed long and hard. 
 
    "That would make it important for a… business person to understand the laws in each system." He gave me a knowing look. From my observations and our talks, Dave, if that was his name, was extremely methodical, and I'd wager he knew every law in every system he visited.  
 
    * * * 
 
    We had little trouble with Plata customs. I had managed to find one delivery for Plata, which they ignored after seeing to whom it was addressed, and only gave Dave's and my credentials a cursory examination. 
 
    "Do you have any preference where you want to be taken from here?" I asked, as it might make a difference if I found another contract. 
 
    "Any of the Rim Systems except Vayk." 
 
    "All right. Be back on board five days from now or let me know if you can't make it," I said. He nodded as he slung his leather bag over his shoulder and wandered off. Watching him walk, silent and balanced like a cat, I wouldn't want to be the person or persons he was going to visit. I decided to stop in at the local merchant guild to see if anyone wanted something legal transported somewhere, I laughed mentally. The legal things would barely pay for the Tykhe's fuel and general maintenance. Afterward I thought I'd check out a few of the old places where my father used to hang out. That may generate some not-so-legal business and money to eat and savings for stormy days. 
 
    Dave made me nervous, so I decided to spend an hour or two with Shadi, playing paintball. I had begun the game over six years ago when I realized my father dealt with some very dangerous men, not to mention the excessive number of thugs in the Rim. I began practicing with a handgun then moved to other weapons, realizing that while Shadi was extremely lethal, a projectile or laser or knife could kill her as easily as me. And while I understood the necessity to move, seek cover, and stay out of the line of sight of the muzzle, Shadi didn't. She would spring at the individual without any concern for weapons. So I purchased a paintball gun and, with the help of our mental connection, began teaching her what to look for and lethal areas on the human body. Her real advantage was her reflexes. They were several times faster than a human so she could change direction faster than someone could change where they were aiming.  
 
    If my opponent twisted ninety degrees to avoid being shot and I struck his arm, I may or may not dislodge his weapon. If Shadi struck the attacker's arm, she would tear the skin to the bone and the arm would be useless. So the game had no set exercises. I may be sitting or standing or my gun strapped to my leg or in my hand. I would give Shadi little or no warning so over time she came to recognize potential dangers. Today it was almost impossible for me to score, and then usually not a direct hit to the head or body. She loved the game and was as crafty as a professional fighter. Many times she would suddenly change direction and go for the legs, which would not only knock an opponent over but would shred his legs in the process and cause him to lose the weapon. 
 
    It was a fun afternoon and we left the Tykhe around eight in the evening for the Lava Lounge. True to its name, the lounge had a realistic-looking mountain over a story high that belched smoke every fifteen minutes, realistic looking lava every hour, and once a night one or two realistic-looking rocks which contained prizes ranging from one hundred to one thousand credits. Of course all the prices at the club were inflated to accommodate the cost of the prizes. 
 
    I took a seat at the end of the bar with Shadi between me and the next seat. A short time later a large overweight man sat in the vacant seat next to me and looked down at Shadi who was looking up at him. 
 
    "Is your pet friendly?" he asked, a broad smile peeking out of his bushy beard. 
 
    "No. The last idiot who petted her head lost three fingers," I said, continuing to survey the area. I didn't see anyone I recognized. It didn’t matter. I intended to make sure people knew I was in town. If they had business, they would contact me.  
 
    The next day, I visited the merchant guild and spent time talking with a group at the bar. I've found over the years it was much easier for a woman to join a group of men than a man. And although I wasn't blond and voluptuous, I was reasonably attractive, standing just over one hundred seventy five centimeters, in my early twenties, short curly black hair, and pleasant oval face with full lips, small nose, and gray-green eyes. More important, I could hold my own with spacers and merchants, having had ten years tutoring by a successful smuggler. I found half the men wanted to bed me while the other half want to father me. 
 
    "Have any of you heard of anyone having a snow leopard for sale?" I asked when the attention turned to Shadi, which it usually did. I hoped that would include information about someone owning one. 
 
    "I heard some rich guy on Bijapur had one as a pet. Thought it strange at the time since you would need to keep it in a cage. That wouldn't make a good pet. But yours seems gentle," he said while giving me an embarrassed smile. 
 
    "You’re right. Wild animals usually don't do well in captivity and make poor pets. Shadi is a rare exception." 
 
    I was in a good mood as I made my way back to the Tykhe and lost in my thoughts of having found my first link to the missing litter. Shadi's mental warning of danger made me realize it was early morning and the parking area was deserted and I had failed to notice two men were approaching from behind me. They were spread about five steps to my right and left. 
 
    "Well, sweet thing, you're in luck. We're available to share an evening with you. Oh, keep that cat quiet. If he even growls, my friend will kill him. He'd look good hanging—" 
 
    "Shadi attack" I shouted mentally, sending an image of the man on her side. I knew deep inside me they meant to kill her anyway. Before I had finished the thought, she spun in his direction… Simultaneously I spun to the other side, throwing myself sideways as I released my Bahr Mfw from its swivel-holster. The man and I fired simultaneously. He missed. I didn't and multiple pellets tore into his chest, lifting him off his feet. He landed on his back like a sack of grain and didn't move. When I turned to look at Shadi, her attacker was down on the tarmac, his arm and a leg spurting blood. I rose and walked over to where he lay screaming. His gun lay several feet away. I called Shadi to my side and stood watching as the screams became moans and eventually stopped. Then I called port security and waited for them to arrive. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dave arrived late on the fourth day.  I met him at the entrance ramp. 
 
    "I heard you killed two men who attacked you last night. Were you injured?" he asked as he scanned Shadi and me from head to foot. 
 
    "No. Just inconvenienced." 
 
    "How much will we be delayed?" he asked frowning in thought. 
 
    "As we discussed the other day. This is the Rim. Two thugs got what they deserved. Even better, they were dead when the police arrived. No paperwork, lawyers, courts, or jails. Port security was very appreciative." I had invited them into the Tykhe and discussed the incident over several beers. They left laughing. 
 
    Dave just shook his head. "Where are you headed next?"  
 
    "Bijapur," I said and awaited his reaction, since I wasn't sure what his business on Plata had been or where he was headed next. He nodded. "Anything illegal in that bag?" 
 
    "No. I understand the rules and approve. I'd rather come and go without undo notice." He smiled as he walked past me toward his quarters. I concluded he was good at whatever he did and very dangerous, which was not going to make for a relaxing four days travel to Bijapur. 
 
    I spent the next several hours on the Flight Deck, plotting my course to Bijapur and performing a preflight check of all the systems. I lifted on schedule, relieved Dave's business hadn't resulted in any trouble. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Star System: Bijapur 
 
    I spent most of my time on the Flight Deck wanting to minimize exposure to my passenger. 
 
    "You’re a very cautious person," Dave said when he caught me in the galley making dinner. We were about a half-day from Bijapur. 
 
    "I'm alone and suspect you are a very dangerous person, Mr. Williams," I said with a slight shrug. He snorted a short laugh. 
 
    "I could say the same." 
 
    "True. But you have nothing to steal, whereas I have a ship and its contents." 
 
    "True, but there are those who would pay very well to know my location and more to see me dead." 
 
    "You're not so trusting yourself," I said with a grin while alerting Shadi for possible trouble, although it wasn't necessary—Shadi seldom became distracted—but the direction of the conversation made me nervous. He seemed to sense my mood. 
 
    "Sorry. I didn’t mean to give you reason for concern. I was being cautious and dancing around the subject. So let me be direct. Like you, I take contracts that aren't legal. There are lots of individuals like us, however most of them can't be trusted and are less dependable when things get messy. They are thugs not professionals. I think you're a professional and I'd like to be able to call on you from time to time and willing to be of help if I can. I know lots of people." 
 
    I sat looking at him with conflicting thoughts racing through my head—I had no proof but was certain he was a contract killer and not sure if I wanted to be linked with him or could trust him or how he could help me or… 
 
    "I'm a small time…" 
 
    "You're careful, professional, and dependable. That's the kind of person I'd prefer to do business." 
 
    "And what would this arrangement involve?" I asked, having trouble keeping my paranoia out of my voice. 
 
    "Relax, Zen. I'm leaving at Bijapur. Just testing your possible long-term interest in a working relationship." 
 
    "All right," I finally said—nothing ventured nothing gained, as the saying went. 
 
    "I'll keep my ears open for any hint of snow leopards. Where can I reach you if I need to?" Dave asked. 
 
    "Merchant guild on Tanzan. What about you?" 
 
    "Mr. Jere Sigler, Clara City, Poona." He smiled. "A token of trust." 
 
    To my relief, Dave left the ship an hour after landing. 
 
     * * * 
 
    I wasn't sure how I was going to find the person with the snow leopard, if he existed. I couldn't take out an ad. So I decided to visit a few expensive nightspots, hoping Shadi's presence would trigger a remark about someone else having one. I sat at the bar in each club, thinking the bartenders would be the most likely to have heard any such talk. Besides, I couldn't just join people at their tables. I visited three nightclubs but didn't hear even a hint of another snow leopard. The next night I visited three clubs I knew had ties to criminal activities. There I asked if anyone had heard of an interest in snow leopards, implying I could maybe get one. Nothing. Bijapur had four major cities, so after a week in Crystal City I moved to Piper City, which was the capital, although smaller and more rural. On the third night I got lucky. 
 
    "That's a beautiful cat," said a well-dressed man as he approached, smiling. He looked to be in his early thirties, was clean shaven, and wore an expensive leather jacket and a green silk shirt open at the neck. I guessed he worked in an office. "How old is she?" 
 
    "Fourteen," I said, hoping he wasn't just making conversation to hook up with me. 
 
    "Minister Jackop has one but smaller and not as heavy," he said while studying Shadi. "At the time I thought it funny the animal wasn't in a cage. They look damn dangerous. They must be tame by nature." 
 
    "Don't touch," I said, stopping his hand, which looked about to pet Shadi on the head. "They aren't normally dangerous but you don't want to touch one. Those claws are razor sharp." I bought the man a few drinks and found that he had only been to the minister's house a couple times as a guest at a large party, celebrating some event or other. The leopard had only been restrained by a thin collar and a leash. He had heard that the cat normally ran loose in the minister's house. Much to the stranger's disappointment, I left alone. 
 
    The next day I made an appointment with Minister Jackop on the pretext of having heard he had a snow leopard like mine, and that I lived on the only planet to have snow leopards. 
 
    The minister's home was an enormous two-story white-plastered structure with a three-meter wall surrounding it. An armed guard stood inside the gate into the courtyard. After surrendering the clips for my Bahr I was allowed in the house and shown to a large reception room with two facing couches, several padded chairs next to small coffee tables, and beautifully woven rugs. Pictures of people in robes with colored sashes decorated the walls. 
 
    Jackop entered the room with a young snow leopard, but before he could say anything the leopard raced across the room and landed on Shadi, and I could feel the mind-to-mind connection. Just as quickly, it whirled and landed on me. Jackop stood looking ashen and terrified, shouting "NO, Rosheen," over and over again. Finally, I managed to stand with the cat still draped around my neck. 
 
    "Sorry, Minister Jackop. Rosheen is one of my leopard's cubs. She's just excited to see us," I said. Jockop's relief was immediately apparent as he staggered to the couch and collapsed. 
 
    "I thought…" he stammered. Eventually, Rosheen joined him on the couch, curling up next to him. "You sold—" 
 
    "No, Minister Jackop. Rosheen is one of three cubs born to my snow leopard. Men killed my father and stole Shadi's litter." 
 
    "I didn't know," he said, nervously shaking his head. Then his eyes widened as the reality of the statement struck home. "I didn't pay to have…" he began, then turned even paler. "You want Rosheen… I'll pay you to keep her." Panic evident in his frantic plea and the desperate way he reached for Rosheen and pulled her closer. The cat rolled onto her back, wanting a stomach rub. Jockop realized he had no legal claim to her since the cat was stolen property. 
 
    "Minister Jackop," I said holding up my hand to stop him from interrupting me. "Rosheen is too old to be returned to the wild. She would most likely starve to death or be killed raiding people's farms. If I thought you were mistreating her I would take her. I don't sell snow leopards. But it's obvious she has a loving home so I'm content to leave her with you. All I ask is everything you know about the people who sold her to you." 
 
     His eyes turned down in thought. I knew he must be considering the ramifications of telling me from whom he purchased Rosheen and the many expensive and undoubtedly smuggled artifacts he had sitting in glass cabinets and sitting on furniture. 
 
    "Minister Jackop, I'm not interested in the legality of the artifacts you've purchased or those who have acquired them for you. I'm only interested in finding Rosheen's littermates to ensure they are well treated…and in finding the men who killed my father. I think you owe me that." 
 
    Jackop gave a small nod while rubbing Rosheen's chest and stomach. "Yes. I don't ask how the items I purchase were acquired. Most times they have changed hands many times over the years. But I would never pay anyone to kill to obtain an object, no matter how much I would desire it." He pursed his lips as he chose his next words. "There is a dealer in rare artifacts in Fairaday City, Toodyay. He knows my taste and notifies me when he comes across something he thinks may interest me. He wouldn't have told me about the snow leopard as it's not something I would normally be interested. But I was in Toodyay and stopped into his shop on a whim. One thing led to another and he showed me Rosheen. I fell in love with her…" 
 
    "Can't say I blame you," I said. "The dealer's name and where I can find him." 
 
    "Laurice Andrus. His shop is called Timeless Treasures." 
 
    * * *  
 
    I stayed in Bijapur, looking for both legal and illegal packages. Maintaining a starship wasn't cheap and I hoped to put enough aside to retire early—or at least to quit smuggling. Many people thought smuggling was immoral, especially drugs. I found the issue somewhat arbitrary and capricious. In many instances a given drug was illegal in one system and legal in another, and even that varied by which group was in power. And certain drugs, like alcohol, were almost universally legal yet it was as addictive and as dangerous as most illegal drugs. To make the matter even more confusing, certain vintages and labels were illegal to sell except on the planet of origin. 
 
    Certain drugs were extremely difficult to get past customs as various animals and special devices, nicknamed Sniffers, could detect the vapor leakage through most any packaging material, which negated the best of hiding places. But my father had spent several years and a good deal of money creating containers that completely contained the vapors. That made it a lucrative source of income for me. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was midday when I arrived at the Blue Lagoon. I ordered a Blue Ice and sat surveying the area. The bar ran the length of one wall, with a digital display which rotated every half hour with a lagoon from a different system. With each scene the color of the water—different shades of blue—permeated the club.  The main part of the club had about forty tables and several reserved booths circling a good-sized dance floor. Mostly the club was for drinking and dancing, but a variety of snacks were available. I noticed Mr. Figueroa sitting in a booth on the other side of the room. I got up when I saw him wave at me to join him. 
 
    "Zenaida, good to see you. I was afraid we wouldn't after your father's death," said a grossly overweight man as I approached the reserved area where he sat with three flashy-dressed women and several men who each had a Mfw strapped to his thigh. 
 
    "Life goes on, Mr. Figueroa," I said and gave a slight nod of respect. The man was a good client but dangerous. 
 
    "So it does. Rudal, get the lady a chair," Figueroa said, and a tall muscular man appeared with a padded armchair. "Sit, Zen. What would you like to drink?" 
 
    "A Blue Ice," I said. The drink contained a liqueur that turned the clear soda blue and contained less alcohol than most wines. 
 
    "Always cautious…reliable. I like that. Where are you headed?" 
 
    "Toodyay…eventually," I said, sensing he had drugs he wanted delivered. 
 
    "Dangerous place, the Far Rim." He pursed his lips as in thought. 'Could you deliver some Velvet for me?" he asked so quietly I could barely hear him above the music. I nodded. Velvet was frequently referred to as the Devil's Cloak and was a powerful hallucinogenic. But like marijuana, it was easy to detect and consequently a high-risk drug to smuggle. "Sidon, Hohhot, and Dacca lack color." He smiled. His meaning clear—the drug was in short supply. 
 
    "Very dangerous," I said beginning the negotiations. He laughed. 
 
    "One half kilo each. Fifty per system." 
 
    It took a lot of effort to maintain a bland expression. That was a very generous offer: one hundred fifty thousand credits to deliver one-half kilo of Velvet to each of the three systems. 
 
    "Time sensitive?" I asked, but for that many credits I would put off my planned trip to Toodyay if necessary. 
 
    "You can stop at Toodyay." 
 
    "Thank you, Mr. Figueroa. I could take another kilo and a half for an additional twenty-five thousand credits," I said, thinking my containers could each hold a kilo easily. He laughed. 
 
    "Done. That's why I like you, Zen. You aren't greedy. You knew I had more than a kilo and a half. Anyone else would have wanted another fifty each. And I'm not sure I'd trust anyone else with three kilos." At his insistence I ordered a fresh water fish dinner and told him about the incidents at Club Henrik and Plata while I ate. He pounded the table and laughed during the telling. 
 
    "That's my girl—beautiful, smart, and dangerous." He was in a good mood when I finally left. 
 
    Over the next few days I picked up several consignments going to Toodyay, Sidon, Hohhot, and Dacca, which was perfect as it covered my reason for going to each system. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I sat in the galley eating Paella, which the automatic chef listed as an old-Earth recipe from Spain, when my Comm unit alerted me to a message. When I pressed accept, a man's face appeared. He looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties. He was standing at the entrance to the Tykhe, dressed like a Spacer’s dark brown leathers and armed with a Mfw and knife in his calf length boots. His sandy hair covered his ears and he had a week's growth of facial hair.  His angular face was not bad looking. Currently he looked apprehensive. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "My name is Kraig Jaeger. I'd like to talk to you," he said and hesitated, "about passage to Toodyay." 
 
    "You're to leave all weapons on the floor inside the door," I said and waited for him to nod. When I accessed the ship’s cameras and saw no one else in the area, I opened the main hatch and extended the ramp. He looked athletic as he strode into the ship and laid a Mfw, laser, and knife on the floor. He then raised his arms and turned three hundred and sixty degrees. What he didn't know was that he was being scanned with infrared equipment. Since the few cool spots didn't appear to be a weapon of any kind, I opened the inner door and met him with Shadi at my side. I pointed down the hallway to the galley 
 
    "Would you like something to drink, Mr. Jaeger?" I waved to the dining room table. 
 
    "Kraig will do. Whatever is available," he said while looking around the room. I poured him a cup of coffee and held it up to him. "Black is fine." 
 
    "You want passage to Toodyay?" I asked as I sat, handing him his cup. 
 
    "Actually, I'd like to hire you to tour the Rim systems, Lower and Far," he said after a sip of his coffee. I didn't like where this discussion was going. I couldn't imagine a legal reason to want to tour the Rim and wasn't interested in working for some criminal organization. 
 
    "I think you have the wrong person—" I began but stopped when he held up a hand used to manual work.  
 
    "Before you reject my offer, let me explain. The Alexander Coalition of Stars has experienced a number of raids on its systems over the past year. These Raiders appear to be working in pairs, suggesting a paramilitary organization. The Alexander Intelligence Agency, AIA, has been tasked with finding them." 
 
    "What has that to do with me? They sound like people I'd rather not find," I said, wondering his reason for telling me.  
 
    "So why am I telling you?" he said and grinned. "Because I need a cover, you're perfect, and you could benefit from the arrangement. I can't wander the Rim alone asking questions without being stonewalled or killed. You on the other hand can wander the Rim without raising suspicion." He raised his hand just as I was about to protest. "My research indicates your father was a smuggler, although he apparently mended his ways after he took you on board. But judging by his known associates it is commonly agreed, whether true or not, that he continued smuggling. In fact, his death was assumed to have resulted from his illegal activities. And it's also assumed you continue the family business based on the clubs and people you visit and that you continue to operate in the Rim." He paused and took a drink of his coffee, awaiting my comments. 
 
    "Since neither my father nor I were ever caught smuggling over the ten years he was alive and the two years I've been on my own, I think that proves my father became an honest merchant and that I am continuing his business." 
 
    "That doesn't matter. You're thought to be a smuggler and no one will question anyone accompanying you as crew. That would explain my presence in the Rim and make me less an outsider." 
 
    "And if someone finds you're AIA agent they will assume I'm AIA." Not a good thought, given the people I deal with or the people you’re chasing. 
 
    "We would operate separately. You do what you do and I'll do what I need to do. I don't care if you're an honest merchant or a smuggler. Besides, the ACS has no jurisdiction in the Rim. I will pay you as if I were a first-class passenger, and if we are successful you will be eligible for the one million credit reward for finding them." He rose and walked into the galley and poured another cup of coffee. 
 
    "I may not want to go to the same systems you do or at least in the order you want." I said, looking for some way to get rid of him. I didn't like passengers for all sorts of reasons. And how did I know he was telling the truth? "I'm a bird-in-the-hand type person. Not five in the bush." 
 
    "Here is what I'm willing to negotiate. I'll pay you for each jump to a system, even if we have been there before, either of us can terminate the agreement without cause, and the payments will be made in advance of each jump." 
 
    "Twenty per jump and your access on the ship will be limited," I said, hoping that would get rid of him. He gave a small whistle. 
 
    "That's a lot of credits." 
 
    "I'll be smuggling a government official which, if discovered, will ruin my…business if I survive. The Rim isn't fond of the ACS and less of their officials snooping around. And there is no way I can verify your story. If you're lying, I could get caught up in whatever scheme you’re working. So as far as I'm concerned, transporting you will constitute the same risk as smuggling Velvet from one system to another." 
 
    "I understand. When do we leave?" 
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 Star System: Toodyay 
 
    The next day the packages began arriving. When Figueroa's shipment arrived for Sidon, Hohhot, and Dacca they were sealed by the Bijapur Port Authority, which meant they could only be opened in the presence of the addressee. But there was one box among the others that had no inspection stamp, which meant a customs officer had been bribed to ignore the box. I opened it in the cargo hold because of the potential lingering vapors from the Velvet. Then I fetched the three containers my father had created. They had been thoroughly tested and were one hundred percent vapor-leak proof. The best part was that the containers were flexible and could be wrapped around one's waist or taped to a leg or arm. I placed each of the kilo-sized packages into a separate container. Then they were hermetically sealed and the outside washed down. On the Flight Deck I used the Control Suite to open one of the hidden compartments, placed the three containers inside, then returned and sealed the compartment. Those hidden compartments could only be opened or closed from the Fight Deck. 
 
    I met Kraig a few hours later at the merchant guild’s office and we signed a crew contract. Then I accompanied him back to the Tykhe. 
 
    "Where would you like me to transfer the fee?" he asked after I had shown him his room, he had stored his gear, and I had locked his weapons in his room's safe, which only I could open from the Flight Deck. 
 
    "The Central Bank of Tanzan, Z. Bertok, Account, N559213456," I said as he typed on his tablet. After a few minutes he looked up. 
 
    "Transaction complete." He smiled. "Is your cat friendly?" 
 
    "No. She's not a pet so do not touch, feed, or otherwise attempt to engage her." 
 
    "Zen, I understand your concerns and will follow your rules to the letter. And if you need help with anything, I'm available," he said while holding eye contact—not that eye contact proved anything, but he looked sincere. 
 
    "While I won't actively look for your Raiders, I will let you know if I hear anything," I said. "I'm hoping this will be a mutually beneficial arrangement." 
 
    Five hours later I received verification the money had been deposited into my account and I lifted for Toodyay—a three-day trip. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I had to admit, my passenger restricted his movements to the galley, lounge, and his quarters. When we met the conversation was light, mostly about aspects regarding one of the Rim planets and its people. When we landed at Toodyay, I opened his safe so he could retrieve his weapons. 
 
    The customs inspection was thorough but not overly aggressive. They verified the contents of my cargo hold to my manifest and used a Sniffer during a quick tour of the Tykhe. I turned over the few packages I had for Toodyay, gave Kraig a number where he could reach me, and caught a taxi to Fairaday City. 
 
    Timeless Treasures was a small shop located on the outskirts of the city. The shelves were made of what looked like old wood and held hundreds of objects, each labeled with descriptive information—name, place of origin, and historical information relating to the object—but no price. I guess if you wanted to know the price you couldn't afford it or wouldn't be willing to pay what the owner wanted. I had only been in the shop for a few minutes when an elderly man with white hair, an expensive suit, and a neatly trimmed full beard approached. His round chubby face was smiling. 
 
    "That's a beautiful snow leopard, Spacer," he said appraising Shadi while his mind evaluated my potential threat or value, judging by the slight wrinkles on his forehead. 
 
    "Beautiful but she's getting old. I'm looking to breed her before it's too late. Of course, I’ll want the pick of the litter but they usually have three to a litter so everyone wins—me, the other owner, and an intermediate." I smiled and continued into the shop while examining what he had on display. I'd wager what was on display wasn't his high-end merchandise. 
 
    "How did you come by your leopard, if you don't mind me asking?" he asked while trying determine if I was genuine or a clever sting. 
 
    "By luck. I stopped on Tanzan several years ago…someone needed money…well one thing led to another…" I shrugged, hoping he interpreted the transaction as something illegal. 
 
    "That was lucky. I'm afraid I don't sell animals. They qualify as treasures but they aren't timeless. Sorry." He shrugged and looked disappointed. 
 
    "Too bad. I can't go back to Tanzan and I've heard some rich people collected exotic animals…so I'm asking around. If you hear of anyone, I'll pay for the information. If you do, leave a message for Pilot Zen at the merchant's guild. They will forward it to me on Sidon," I said and headed for the door, pretending to no longer be interested. As I began to shut the door he shouted, "Wait. I might know someone who is rumored to collect rare animals. Let me see if I can find out more. He may collect animals but not have a snow leopard. They are very rare." His eyes watched me for my reaction. 
 
    "Don't contact me unless he owns a snow leopard. I'm not interested in exotic animals." I waved goodbye casually as if I doubted he would find anyone. If this didn't work, I would have to get physical, which I didn't want to do if I could avoid it. He didn't steal the cubs or contract to have them stolen. He was an intermediate, like me with the Velvet. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day, the guild informed me a Mr. Andrus had left a message that he had found an interested party and I should contact him at his shop. I arrived late that afternoon when I thought he would be getting ready to close. He was smiling when I entered his shop. 
 
    "You're in luck, Pilot Zen. I've located a man with a male snow cat who is willing to breed him, for a cub," he said as he placed a closed sign on the door and took me to his small office in the back of the store. As I had suspected, the office had shelves containing paintings, vases, carvings, and miscellaneous objects I didn't recognize. Costlier than out front but, I'd wager, the really expensive items were at his home or some other secure place.  
 
    "We need to sign a contract…to protect you, me, and the owner of the other snow leopard," he said, producing a three-page document. I nodded and carefully read the document. It stated that a Mr. Evin Chapman, Laurice Andrus, and Pilot Zenaida would each receive a cub. In the event only two cubs were born, the two who received cubs would each pay the other one hundred thousand credits. An interesting price, I mused. That was probably the amount that each of the present owners paid for one of Shadi's cubs. 
 
    "That's a lot of money. Maybe I should go in the business of selling snow leopards," I said, pursing my lips as if I were considering the venture. 
 
    "They are very rare and next to impossible to obtain legally or illegally," Andrus said, smiling. I signed the agreement, agreeing to stay on Sidon until the cubs were born and weaned, and received Mr. Chapman's address in exchange. 
 
    I sat back after signing the documents, wondering if Andrus knew the third person who had one of the cubs—he may not have sold all three—and if he knew who had committed the robbery. There could be multiple intermediates between the men who stole the cubs and shot my father, and the buyers. While I debated whether to press Andrus for his suppliers, he spoke. 
 
    "If you are serious, I know of another owner who has a snow leopard who may be interested in selling his. For a small fee, if you agree to purchase his leopard, I would give you his address…and I'm sure I could find buyers for cubs," he added. The thought of breeding snow leopards to sell to rich people as trophies made bile rise in my throat and I had an overwhelming urge to shoot Andrus. 
 
    I decided to wait—to shoot him. Instead I smiled. "Great. It sounds like a very profitable arrangement." After signing another agreement I left with both names. The third individual lived on Dacca. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Although I was in a hurry to leave, I felt I should give my paying passenger time to snoop and decided to see if I could find additional business—legal or otherwise. The next day I left a notice at the merchant's guild of my schedule and in the evening made my way to the Club Royal, one of my father's favorites. 
 
    The Rim systems had a penchant for old-Earth history and many of the clubs catered to it. The Royal's theme came directly from the period of titled nobility. The décor was sixteenth century European and the staff dressed like the servants of that period, acted subservient, and were eager to please the customers—many of whom also dressed appropriately for the period, claiming to be dukes, duchesses, earls, barons, and baronesses. For those customers, a special area was reserved. 
 
    I found a place at the bar in the common room and ordered a draft beer as I waited to be recognized or ignored. The rough wooden tables were about half full, as was the bar. Most of the noise was coming from the nobility's area, which had entertainment, judging by the shouts and clapping. 
 
    "How's business, Zen? an older man asked as he sat down next to me. He looked familiar but I couldn't think why. He was several centimeters taller than I and looked fit, if twenty kilo overweight. His brown beard with its streaks of silver partially hid a long scar on his cheek… 
 
    "Mr. Yates," I finally said, remembering him from when he was younger, thinner, and without a beard, as one of my father's drinking buddies. I never discovered why they were friends since they had no business connections I could discover and my father never said. 
 
    "Charley, now that you are all grown up." He grinned. "I see Shadi has grown a bit too." 
 
    "You know dad…died," I said not sure how wide spread the news of his murder or the rumors about his death. 
 
    "Yes, I told your father not to deal with the Black Hand. They have less than no ethics." He turned his head and spit. "At least he was smart enough to send you off when he met with them." His eyes grew wide and he shook his head as he saw my dumbfounded expression turn deadly. "I thought you knew… Now, girl, don't you go getting ideas." 
 
    I jumped off my stool and grabbed his arm. "Charley, if you were my father's friend, you'll come with me back to the Tykhe and tell me everything you know." I watched as his expression slowly changed from defiance to resignation. 
 
    "Won't do no good, but I guess I owe you that," he said reluctantly. The taxi ride back to the Tykhe was made in silence, both of us lost in our own thoughts. Back on the Tykhe, I fetched a couple beers and settled across from him, hoping he had information that would lead me to my father's killers. 
 
    "Your father was a bit of a scoundrel, but he didn't have a mean bone in his body. I first met him when I stopped on Tanzan some forty years ago. I liked the young rascal right away. He helped me trading with the locals and I decided to take him along with me when I left. I was a small-time smuggler at the time, but with your father's help we became significant players, enough for him to buy his own ship. I think the only reason he got caught that one time was because someone double-crossed or set him up. We remained friends and would meet up a couple of times a year to compare notes." He stopped to finish the beer and I fetched him another. "The last time I saw him, he mentioned he had been approached by a man named Bret Osoriao, wanting to buy Shadi's cubs. They were offering big money for the cubs and access to people who could make him wealthy. I told your dad, Osoriao was connected to the Black Hand and he should stay clear of them. You're either on the inside or you’re expendable." Charley finished his beer and I got him another. "Your father wasn't vicious or heartless so I doubt he had any intention of joining them, but he loved to outsmart people and might have thought he could play them." 
 
    "I can't believe he would sell Shadi's cubs," I said, although I knew he might be tempted but wouldn't as he knew it would break my heart. 
 
    "As I said, your father loved to outsmart people. I think he thought he could outsmart Osoriao, unaware the Black Hand was playing him. I'm surprised they didn't steal your ship." 
 
    "Thank you, Charley. That's helps to clear up a lot of questions I've had these past two years." 
 
    "My advice to you is the same as it was to your father. Avoid any dealings with the Black Hand. They have no morals, ethics, or honor." 
 
    "How do I find them?" 
 
    "I don't know and wouldn't tell you if I did," Charley said, shaking his head. "You don't find them. They find you." 
 
    "Shadi and I look forward to that day." 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Star System: Sidon 
 
    "Need more time?" I asked when Kraig returned to the ship two days later. 
 
    "No. I think any additional time would only be a waste and might get me noticed. There are just so many questions you can ask before your interest becomes suspicious," he said, and surprised me by opening his leather bag and removing his weapons. "How about you?" 
 
    "Nothing on the raiders." I felt a slight pang of guilt because I hadn't made an attempt to find any information on them, even from Charley. "But I did have some luck on finding a lead on the cubs," I said as I poked around in his bag and collected his weapons, which I stored in his cabin's safe. 
 
    "Where to next?" he asked when I had retrieved two beers and sat at the dining room table. 
 
    "Sidon. I have several deliveries and one of the cubs is reported to be there." 
 
    "If it's not being too nosey, do you intend to let him keep the cub like you did the guy on Toodyay? Seems like you have a legal claim to them." 
 
    "The cats are now too old to be freed, so if they have a good home I'll let the owners keep them." I shrugged. 
 
    "And if not?" 
 
    "Then they don't get to keep them." 
 
    "That's very generous, since I doubt you're asking to be reimbursed. They must be worth many credits." His eyebrows raised in a questioning look. I nodded. 
 
    "One hundred thousand." I shook my head. "I don't sell snow leopards." A growl from Shadi mirrored my thoughts. 
 
    The Tykhe lifted for Sidon twelve hours later, which was a short two-day trip. I met Kraig in the galley the next day for lunch. 
 
    "Good morning, Zen." Kraig sat at the dining room table, looking over a map of Sidon. 
 
    "Have you ever been to the Far Rim before?" I asked when I saw several maps lying near him. 
 
    "No. My duties have always been confined to the Central Systems." 
 
    "Why you, then. Seems they must have snoops in the Rim systems." I held up my hand when I saw him frown. "Let's make an agreement. We can ask anything we want but neither you nor I are obligated to answer. Just shake your head if you don't want to answer." 
 
    "That's a fair arrangement. I think they felt a new face was safer since I wouldn't be recognized and I'm familiar with military-configured spacecraft." He grinned. "The current snoops are more interested in illegal activities going to and from the Rim and the Central Systems." 
 
    "Have you ever heard of the Black Hand?" I asked, thinking I might enlist Kraig to help me find them. His eyes narrowed and he was quiet for a long time. 
 
    "I know they are particularly dangerous and deal in everything from slavery to gun running. Why?" He straightened in his chair. "You think they killed your father?" 
 
    I nodded. "And they might be related to your Raiders." I said, thinking they would be the type of people willing to support Raiders—both groups sounded evil. Kraig nodded after several minutes, looking off into space. 
 
    "If so, we may have mutual interests." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kraig and I spent an hour with the customs’ inspectors. They were thorough but didn't appear overly suspicious. When they finished, Kraig left the ship and I called Mr. Chapman's number and arranged to meet him at his home that evening at eight. I fetched one of my containers, secured it between my legs, and left for the Rock Club. It was a popular dance club for the young and affluent of Libertyville, the largest city on Sidon's most populated continent. I chose a taxi rather than try to negotiate the local transportation system of trains and buses that was erratic and confusing. 
 
    "Where to, Spacer?" the woman driver asked as Shadi and I entered. "That's two fares." 
 
    "The Rock Club," I said as I closed the door. 
 
    "Dancing doesn't start until around eight, although the bar is open and there are girls dancing, if you like that sort of thing." She jerked her head in Shadi's direction. "That's a big cat," she said as she pulled away from the curb and into traffic. When I didn’t answer, she remained quiet. The road into the city was lightly populated with low-income houses and temporary shelters. Libertyville, on the other hand, was a modern-looking city with a large variety of housing: wealthy on the outskirts, middle class and poor as it approached the center, and expensive in and near the center. The Rock Club looked to be in a middle-to-upper-class neighborhood on the outskirts of the city center. Thankful for the quiet ride, I gave her a twenty percent tip. 
 
    The outside of the Rock Club was a plain steel and cement building with four sets of glass doors that led into a lobby with black marble floors. Inside there were three entrances: two ticket lanes led into a large auditorium with a raised stage, to the left an open archway to the bar, and to the right a hallway to the offices. The ticket lanes were closed, the bar looked open, and two guards blocked access into the hallway. I turned right. 
 
    "The bar is over there and they don't allow pets," said one of the two sumo-sized men as I approached the entrance to the offices.  
 
    "Tell Miss Pena that Zen has news about her friend on Bijapur," I said, hoping Pena remembered me and I didn't have to argue with these two gorillas. The non-talkative one spoke into a mic on his wrist, then tapped his buddy's arm and jerked his head toward the hallway to the offices. 
 
    "Last door on the left," the talkative one said and stepped aside, looking disappointed. He probably hadn't had a fight in a day or two. The non-talkative one then led me down the hallway to the office, knocked, and opened the door when he heard Come. 
 
    "Hello, Zen. I'd heard you were still active. I'm surprised...it's dangerous for a woman working alone in the Rim." She laughed. "Of course, Shadi does even the odds a bit." Pena hadn't changed over the past several years: tall, wiry, and athletic looking, indicating she worked out regularly. Her raven black hair cut short slightly over her ears, and her sharp hawk nose gave her face a predatory look. In fact she was a dangerous woman. 
 
    "Where would you like delivery?" I asked, wanting to get rid of the Velvet as fast as I could. 
 
    "If you have it with you..." she said, looking me over. I nodded. "You can give it to me now." 
 
    I looked around, opened a side door which I hoped was a private bathroom. It was and I stepped inside, removed the Velvet from my container, re-secured the container, and went back into the office. 
 
    "A kilo," she said, testing the weight of the bag in her hand and then examining it to see if it had been opened. "Sorry, Zen, habit. You might be the only person he would trust with a kilo of Velvet, and for certain the only one he would pay upfront." 
 
    "A good habit, Pena." 
 
    Pena said something in a mic and two men, each with a Mfw and a laser, entered the room. She handed the package to the older man. "Take this to the house for processing." 
 
    "Yes, Miss Pena," the older man said as he stuffed it into a leather bag he had hanging from a shoulder strap, bowed, and left. 
 
    "Trusted help?" I asked out of curiosity. 
 
    "Yes. Six more trusted help will accompany them in three cars and stand guard until it's processed." She laughed. "Trust is in short supply in this business. Too much money involved. You're a refreshing anomaly, Zen." 
 
    I stayed and had a meal with Pena since I was early and thinking it an excellent opportunity to see what I could find out. 
 
    "How are things on Sidon?" I asked as we sat drinking coffee with dessert. 
 
    "Like the wild, wild west. Most of the officials can be bribed so there are few restrictions for those with money. And with few restrictions there is lots of money to be made." 
 
    "Lots of money usually means lots of thieves." I decided to be cautious and not to use the term Raiders. 
 
    "Ironically, it's the one crime not tolerated—cuts into everyone's profits." She grinned. "The planet has pretty good security and thieves are usually killed...in the process of stealing." Her smile was ear-to-ear. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I arrived at Chapman's sprawling estate a few minutes to eight and was admitted after relinquishing my Bahr and laser at the door and led to a large reception room. I walked around the room inspecting the various pictures, vases, statues, and other articles. Expensive, but they looked legal. Nothing you couldn’t buy in upscale stores. A few minutes later a clean-shaven man of average height, soft but not overweight, entered the room. He stood appraising me before speaking. 
 
    "Trader Zen, it's a pleasure to meet you." He waved for me to sit. "Mr. Andrus said you'd like to mate your snow leopard because she was getting old and you wanted to breed her before it's too late. I too would like to breed my leopard. He's not old but he's...unfriendly. I was hoping a cub could be trained to be docile like yours. Or does that come with old age?" he asked while staring at Shadi. 
 
    "It's difficult to tame animals which aren't bred in captivity and are inherently wild. I've had Shadi from a very small cub," I said, intentionally omitting the mental bonding that occurred at her birth. "Consequently they seldom adapt." 
 
    "Maybe if they were... " He looked hopeful. "Come I'll take you to see Celio." I followed him down a long hallway, out a back door, into a narrow cement building with rows of cages: most had bars, some filled with water, others entirely enclosed with glass, and a few deep pits with walls. As he slowly walked through the building he proudly named the various animals. 
 
    "That's a Raami, a man-eating snake from Samxor," he said, pointing to a six-meter snake in a glass enclosure. "That's a Black Tsau from Divona, also a man killer." A longhaired ape-looking creature sat huddled in the corner of his cage. Rage rang in my ears and I couldn't tell what he said as he continued to walk and point to the caged animals. These were broken animals, no longer what they had been when free. I stopped and covered my ears. It didn't help, the pain and madness was in my head. Shadi roared, looking ready to attack, claws extended, jaw open, and tail angrily swishing the ground, causing a cloud of dirt to erupt. The guard who had been following us stumbled backward while drawing his Mfw. Fearing he'd shoot Shadi, I drove a front kick into his arm, which dislodged the weapon and it spun several meters away. The guard, a skinny-looking youth, staggered backward, his face pale. I retrieved the weapon and stepped past Chapman. In a metal cage a few steps away, paced a snow leopard—one of Shadi’s cubs or I couldn't have felt the mental connection. His body a mass of bare spots where the hair had fallen out and there was blood on the floor, the bars, and his paws from trying to claw his way out of his cage. His mind was chaotic and in a killing rage. When I moved closer, he flung himself at the bars. There was no recognition. Tears ran down my face as I shot him once in the head. 
 
    "You're mad. You'll pay... " He stopped his rant when I swung the Mfw to point at his chest. 
 
    "You,” I pointed to the guard, "move and my cat will kill you." I sent Shadi guard along with an image of the guard and turned back to Chapman. 
 
    "First, Mr. Chapman, that cat was one of Shadi's litter, which was stolen. DNA would prove that. Since it is stolen property you can't claim ownership. Secondly, the men that stole her litter killed my father. So if you want to make an issue of this, you might be investigated as an accessory to murder. And I will expose your illegal dealings with Andrus at Timeless Treasures," I stopped shouting but had little success calming myself. "Why did I kill my snow leopard? Because caging him drove him mad. How do I know? Snow Leopards all have a mental connection with their mothers. Celio didn't recognize her. His only thoughts were killing. I would kill you except I don't think you intended to cause him the agony he was suffering. It was ignorance. The choice is yours, call the police or let me leave with Celio's body." 
 
    Chapman wasn't happy, but the thought of a police investigation into his illegal activities and the fact I had legal ownership made him decide to ignore the incident. I had the taxi take me back to Pena's place. On the ride there, I threw up twice. I collected Celio's body from the taxi's trunk and gave the cabbie a twenty-credit tip to make up for the mess. Inside, the guards weren't happy, but allowed me in with the carcass. 
 
    "Dead?" Pena asked when I entered. I nodded. 
 
    "I need a favor, Pena. A place where I can have my leopard's body incinerated." 
 
    "I imagine you could get a good price for him," Pena said, then shook her head. "That's why we all like you, Zen. You're a breath of fresh air among us hyenas. Yes, rest while I take care of some business. My house has what you need and I'll let you supervise the event so you know it was done right." She left me in her office and disappeared. I slept off and on between nightmares of snow leopards being killed and tortured. Each time I woke Shadi sat in the same place, guarding Celio's dead body. 
 
    When Pena returned, she had her limo drive us into the country to her estate, which included an ultra-modern three-story house and a collection of smaller buildings well detached from the main house. True to her word, one had a good-sized modern incinerator. I cried and howled like I hadn't since I was a baby as I placed Celio into the furnace and watched until I was positive there was nothing worth salvaging. 
 
    "Thank you, Pena." I gave her a hug. I left shortly afterward in her limo, which drove me back to the spaceport. 
 
    * * * 
 
    If I had been on my own I would have left Sidon for Hohhot, but I owed my passenger some time to snoop around. After two days of too little sleep and too many depressing thoughts I decided to leave the Tykhe and see if I could drum up some business. Early that evening I left for the Shootout Lounge where I had done business several years ago. When I arrived the nightclub was less than half full. I took a seat at the bar, which ran three quarters the length of the room and ended at a glassed room. Behind the bar hung hundreds of weapons from different systems, dating back centuries. There were even ancient weapons used on old-Earth. The top of the bar contained a video interface where one could inspect each weapon hanging on the wall, read its history, and see a demonstration. For a price you could rent one, along with ammo, go into the glassed enclosure, and shoot it at stationary or moving targets. And each night there was a shoot-off for prizes. Consequently by ten pm, the place would be filled to capacity. The tables were positioned for a good view of the shooting cage and monitors for viewing the activity were positioned around the room. 
 
    "Welcome, Spacer. What will it be?" asked a young man in leathers, with a Mfw hung across his chest. Uniquely, the people behind the bar acted as security as well as bartenders. A necessary precaution because the collection of weapons hanging behind the bar was worth a small fortune, potential trouble in the cage, and every customer in the room was carrying at least one weapon. 
 
    "Blue Ice," I said. After my father's death I decided being on my own was dangerous enough without making myself defenseless with stimulants. 
 
    "Staying sober for the shootout?" The young man smiled knowingly. 
 
    I shook my head. "I wouldn't be any competition for the shooters here." 
 
    He shrugged and left. When he returned with my drink, I swiped my credit chip across the bar's reader and my name appeared, creating a credit tab. 
 
    To pass the time I called up information on several of the interesting weapons hanging there while I scanned the people coming and going and watched individuals trying out various weapons. Men outnumbered women six to one. At ten that evening the first match with lasers against moving targets began. A clean-cut middle-aged man won. Halfway through the Mfw contests, an athletic man with dead eyes approached my stool. 
 
    "Miss Zen, Mr. Mahavir would like to speak to you." He nodded to a staircase that led to a small balcony overhanging the entrance. I rose and followed him past the two guards at the foot of the stairs. At the top were four tables that could seat four to six people and in the corner a large red leather booth that could hold six to eight. Mahavir, sat in the middle of the booth that held three young women and an older man. Four armed guards were stationed around the room. Mahavir smiled and waved me over. The balcony had a poor view of the glass cage but monitors on the wall showed multiple views of the inside from several angles. 
 
    "Good evening, Mr. Mahavir," I said. He hadn't changed since I last saw him over three years ago. He appeared to be of Indian descent and, although thin, he was wiry and rumored to be a deadly fighter with and without weapons. 
 
    "I was sorry to hear about your father's murder and surprised to see you, Zen," he said, pointing to a space at the end of the booth next to the older man, whom he didn't introduce. He didn't look related to Mahavir or the women and didn’t look like security, more like a money manager. He gave Shadi a nervous look as she sat next to me, a yawn exposing her impressive mouth of teeth. 
 
    "Life goes on," I said. "Shadi and I have to eat." 
 
    "Where are you headed?" he asked. 
 
    "Further out on the Rim," I said, no sense advertising my schedule as it might suggest what I was carrying. Considering what Figueroa was paying me, that two kilos must be worth a small fortune. 
 
    "If you stop at Tyrus, I have an expensive article I purchased for a friend that I need delivered. No one I trust is going in that direction." He smiled. Translation, it's illegal and hard to get by customs. 
 
    "I could stop there...if the article isn't too big for my ship." How dangerous and what are you willing to pay, I mused, pursing my lips in thought. 
 
    "It will be sealed by Sidon customs. You need merely deliver it to customs at Tyrus. One hundred thousand, paid in advance." He grinned, probably at my open-mouth expression. "I trust you and you are reliable. That justifies a premium." 
 
    My head spun with confusion. He could pay any well-known merchant twenty-five to deliver a sealed container. If something illegal was in it, that was his problem, not the merchant carrying it. So what was the catch? Before I could decide, he spoke. 
 
    "Deal?" he said reaching his hand toward me. I grasped it, still numb, and nodded. 
 
    "Deal." 
 
    "Good. Stay while arrangements are made. I want you to have it loaded tonight. Have dinner with me and we'll do a bit of shooting afterward. By then it will be ready and you can collect it at customs on the way to the Tykhe." 
 
    I couldn't remember what I had for dinner or what was said while we ate, because I couldn't help but think I was being played. The deal was too good to be true, therefore... 
 
    After coffee and dessert, Mahavir took me down to the glassed-in area and showed me several exotic weapons and let me shoot them. Afterward we had a small shooting competition, which Mahavir won. His eye-hand coordination was excellent. 
 
    "Very good, Zen. With practice you would be stiff competition," he commented as we left the enclosure. "I've been notified the package has been inspected by Sidon customs and ready for you to pick up." He called me a taxi and I departed around four in the morning—still confused and positive I was being played. But for the life of me I couldn't figure out how. 
 
    True to his word, a meter square package awaited me at the customs office, wrapped and sealed, along with the official paperwork. The customs man transported the package to the Tykhe and helped load it. I offered him a beer and we sat talking for an hour. He couldn't disclose what was in the package but he wasn't one hundred thousand credits impressed, based on his comments. 
 
    * * * 
 
    For the next two days I moped around the Tykhe and cried over Celio. Shadi's playful frisky cub had kept me laughing all day as he fought off the female cubs, poked his nose into everything, and climbed and tumbled his way through his first three months of life. I tried to eat but couldn't and threw up until not even bile was left. In an effort to stop thinking about Celio, I turned to obsessing over the issue with Mahavir. At first I managed to convince myself the contract was a gift from the space gods for something I had done that pleased them or compensation for losing my father. Of course, it didn't take long for me to concede the space gods were unlikely to be impressed with my choice of profession or my associates, or to feel sorry for my father's fate dealing with the Black Hand. Nor did Mr. Mahavir like my father or me so much as to give me an excessive payment to make a legal delivery, even if it were a few days out of my way. Finally I concluded the shipment wasn't legal—but it was! The Sidon Port Authority had inspected and sealed it. So even if it weren't legal, I couldn't be held responsible. By the end of five days I was a basket case. 
 
    A message jerked me out of my cycle of doubts and conflicting thoughts. When I pressed accept, Kraig stood outside the entrance to the Tykhe. 
 
    "Permission to come aboard, Pilot," he said with a broad smile. I opened the hatch and walked to the entrance platform in a trance. He had his bag open and the weapons on the floor. I hardly looked into the open bag and then he picked up his weapons and began walking to his cabin. 
 
    "Since I don't see a second snow leopard, I assume you let the guy keep the cat," he said when we had entered the galley. He went into the cooler, took out two beers, and placed a beer in front of me as he sat. 
 
    "I murdered Celio..." I said expressing my thoughts out loud for the first time. 
 
    "Celio?" he asked, frowning. 
 
    "That is the name the bastard gave the cub," I shouted while looking up. He looked blurred through my tears. My arm swept the table, sending my bottle flying into the galley. I lay my head in my arms and cried. 
 
    Over the next several hours Kraig made me soup and forced me to eat while getting me to recount what had happened and then saw me to bed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Thank you, Kraig...for everything," I said when I found him in the galley. I had woken several hours previously and made my way to the Fight Deck and lifted for Hohhot. "Oh, we are headed for Hohhot. I hope that's all right." 
 
    "Yes. Hohhot is satisfactory. But you forgot to ask for your upfront payment." He grinned, but continued before I could comment. "I sent it anyway. From the rumors I've heard, Hohhot, Dacca, Lietzow, and Tyrus are the most dangerous systems in the Far Rim and therefore good places to poke around." 
 
    "Then you will be glad to know the next stop is Dacca and I have a delivery for Tyrus... And since I owe you, we will stop in Lietzow after Dacca." 
 
    "Thank you. You look better," he said, reluctant to mention the cub. 
 
    "Thanks to you. It's what I don't like about having passengers. I was defenseless... Come I'll give you a tour of the Flight Deck if you’re interested," I said as I rose. He nodded and followed me. "It's a modified StingRay class StarJet merchant/passenger starship," I said after we had entered. "Most are sold to merchants who would travel the Far Rim systems. 
 
    "So it has some offensive and defensive capability?" he asked, looking around. 
 
    "Some. I have two missile tubes that fire Rogue-6a missiles. And the engines are midsize Kesslers with boosters." I said, not only feeling I owed him a bit of trust but our quest may be interrelated. 
 
    "Sounds like you could hold your own against any armed merchant and maybe pirates." 
 
     "But not Raiders," I interjected. He nodded. 
 
    "Thank you for the tour." 
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 Star System: Hohhot 
 
    The customs inspection on Hohhot was excessively thorough, as if they were on alert or had a tip. They examined each item in the cargo hold, walked through the entire ship, opened every compartment, and used a Multifunctional Sniffer. Kraig had followed along, looking concerned. The search took two hours and the officials looked disappointed when they finished. 
 
    "I don't like that package from Sidon to Tyrus," said the elderly sergeant inspector after returning to the cargo hold. He and the other man appeared disappointed at not having found anything. 
 
    "By law you can't open it without the addressee being present. But if it concerns you, put another seal around it and notify Tyrus. I'm not responsible for sealed cargo," I said, trying not to show my amusement at their frustration and relieved I had passed the Sniffer with two kilo of Velvet on board. 
 
    "Was that normal?" Kraig asked now that the inspectors had left and his normal color had returned. 
 
    "No. That was what I would expect if they received a tip that a merchant was carrying something illegal. And that does concern me...who and why? Fortunately, I'm an honest merchant." I smiled. Kraig snorted. 
 
    "I'm glad. After all, I'm a paying passenger." He grinned, collected his things, and left the ship. I took my time locking down the Tykhe, collecting a container with Velvet, strapped it between my legs like the old menstrual pads, and left for the city. 
 
    "Where to?" the cabbie asked as Shadi and I entered. 
 
    "The Kitchen," I said, thinking I wanted to get rid of the Velvet as fast as possible after my experience with customs. If they knew something then so did someone else. But if someone planned on stealing it, why notify customs—another dilemma, another dichotomy, and another headache. 
 
    When I arrived at The Kitchen it was close to dinnertime and the restaurant was open for meals. The Kitchen was an expensive establishment serving a wide range of foods from the Central Systems. A tall young man with curly blond hair in a formal black outfit approached me.   
 
    "Can I help you, Spacer?" On a whim or just being cautious after the customs inspection, I decided to delay my meeting with Mr. Jerrelle. 
 
    "A table, please," I said, noticing his gaze going to Shadi. "Put me off in a corner. She won't be any trouble. She's not a pet. She's a Disability Assistance Cat," I said, handing him a twenty-credit chip. His eyes sparkled and he managed not to grin. 
 
    "Yes, madam, right this way." He led me to a two-person table against the wall. "Your waitress will be here shortly. Can I get you anything while you wait?" 
 
    "No, thank you," I said as I scanned the room, which was less than a third occupied. Several minutes later a young red-headed girl appeared in a similar outfit except it was tailored to her hourglass figure. Her heart-shaped face was smiling. 
 
    "My name's Jazmin. What can I get you?" she asked and then proceeded to give me the day's specials. I ordered the special, which she said was some fish from Vereya. She warned me it would take an additional thirty minutes. I welcomed the delay, not sure what I expected but the customs inspection had me on edge. 
 
    I had barely finished giving my order when six men in police uniforms with Mfws hanging from shoulder straps entered the building. Two headed for the back room, one into the kitchen, and three remained in the dining room. After scanning the room, two entered with what I thought were Sniffers while one stayed guarding the entrance, ensuring no one could leave. Slowly the two men visited each table, scanning the occupants with their handheld devices. They circled the room in a manner that made me the last person. 
 
    "Stand, Spacer. This is a routine inspection for illegal drugs," said the shorter and less-friendly looking of the pair. His partner could barely contain an amused expression, although he held his weapon ready to use and his eyes watched me closely. I stood without a word while trying to look bored. The speaker waved his Sniffer up and down my body twice, which confirmed this was a setup. "Get the cat up," the speaker growled. 
 
    "Shadi, stand for the police officer," I said and mentally sent her an image of what I wanted. She should have won an Oscar for her performance. First she yawned exposing her impressive five-centimeter canine teeth, then slowly rose to a sitting position while looking at each man and licking her lips. Then she rose on all four, yawned again and placed one paw on the table and stood erect, which put her almost face-to-face with the speaker. He stumbled backward. His fear turned to anger as he stalked back. 
 
    "Gently, Officer, you don't want her to think you’re taking liberties. She has been very cooperative...so far." I smiled. He could see she had nothing strapped to her and there was nothing on the floor, so he gave her a perfunctory scan while standing an arm's length away. He shook his head to the man at the entrance as he and his partner wandered away. Several minutes later, the six men left the area. 
 
    I could tell by the customers' reactions that several had illegal drugs on them and were relieved not to have been caught, while others were confused why they hadn't. To me it was obvious I had been the intended target and the others a pretext. Someone knew I had a shipment of Velvet for Mr. Jerrelle. It seems unlikely that Figueroa would have told someone as it wasn't in his best interest. Had someone seen me with Figueroa and deduced he had contracted me to deliver Velvet? That didn't make sense either as they would have robbed me on Sidon. That left Mr. Jerrelle. If he had the Velvet stolen he wouldn't have to pay Figueroa because he never received the shipment. 
 
    Halfway through my dinner, a tall man in his late twenties or early thirties approached the table with two armed bodyguards. He had a goatee, a warm smile, and angry-looking eyes. When he reached the table he waved his bodyguard away. 
 
    "Good evening, Spacer Zenaida, how are you enjoying the Vereya Trout?" he asked. "I'm Mr. Jerrelle, owner of the Kitchen." 
 
    "Excellent, Mr. Jerrelle, it's delicate and delicious. Your chef is an artist," I said and meant it. Unlike his boss who was heavy-handed and left a bad taste, I mused. When Jerrelle motioned toward the empty chair, I touched Shadi, who moved closer to me, leaving room for him to sit. 
 
    "I was under the impression that a friend of ours gave you a package for me," he said after scanning the area. 
 
    "A lot of people on Hohhot seem to have that impression," I said as I put a slice of the fish in my mouth and closed my eyes, savoring the taste and Jerrelle's frustration. "Our friend must have suspected there was a problem on Hohhot, because he didn't give me anything. Which must be obvious to you by now, I thought while taking another bite of my fish. 
 
    Jerrelle sat there sweating as the various scenarios went through his mind: Figueroa cutting off his supply, Figueroa having him replaced, or putting out the word to other organizations. 
 
    "There must be something..." 
 
    "Maybe if you sent our friend a bonus to expedite your package, he might think the problem here has been solved." 
 
    "How much of a bonus?" He asked frowning. 
 
    "Double should put him in a forgiving mood, I would think." 
 
    "And for you?" he asked, his face stone cold. 
 
    "Nothing. That would make me untrustworthy and unreliable," I said, staring back without smiling. 
 
    "Agreed," he said reluctantly. I pulled out my tablet and typed a short message to Figueroa via the Tykhe for immediate sending: 
 
    Your friend happy with present. He is promising to double the price because he feels he would be cheating you otherwise. Zen. 
 
    I turned the tablet toward Jerrelle and shrugged. He nodded and I pressed send. "Let's go to your office, without the guard dogs." I nodded to the two leaning against the wall. He shook his head at them as we rose. I followed him into a hallway and past two more guards. In his office I used his washroom to remove the Velvet while Shadi guarded the door. 
 
    When I came out I handed him the package of Velvet. He took it and examined it as if he had just witnessed a miracle. 
 
    "One kilo, if you would like to weigh it," I said. He was still shaking his head when I departed his office and the club immediately. Although he undoubtedly would have liked to have me killed, I doubted he would as it might create a problem with Figueroa he couldn't afford. But it was going to be a while before I visited Hohhot again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back on board the Tykhe, Shadi immediately began acting strangely. She seemed agitated and headed for the Flight Deck, sniffing the air. Not like she had found a trail but more like she was trying to find something just out of reach. I could feel her thoughts—not right—as she entered the Flight Deck and sniffed every surface. Still agitated, she wandered the hallway to the stairs and descended. After a few minutes she entered the missile room where she again sniffed everything. Smell not right. 
 
    I sank to the floor and Shadi landed in my lap. Tired to exhaustion, I buried my hands and head in her soft warm fur. The problems kept coming, one after another, each with the potential to destroy me. There was my father's murder and the lingering questions: why hadn't they stolen the Tykhe and kidnapped me when I returned—logical if the Black Hand were involved. Finding Celio damaged and having to kill him broke my heart and made me vulnerable, if Kraig had wanted to take advantage of the situation...and there was one more cub to find, and the odds were poor she would be healthy and well cared for. I wasn't sure I could handle another incident like Celio. The urge to kill had been strong, almost overwhelming. Fortunately, logic had prevailed but would it if the next situation were the same or...worse? I sobbed into Shadi's fur. And then the Jerrelle gambit. Except for the containers my father had created, his men would have stolen the Velvet and left me holding the bag if I survived. And now someone had managed to enter the Tykhe, despite its very adequate security, but how, why? Nothing looked disturbed or stolen. And how did they manage to leave no human trace that Shadi could find. It felt like a ghost had entered and departed without a trace—or did it continue to linger unseen and unheard? 
 
    I woke on the floor with my arms around Shadi hours later, to a buzzing from my tablet. When I looked, Kraig stood at the ship's entrance. I opened the hatch and went down to meet him. When he began removing his weapons, I shook my head. 
 
    "Never mind, Kraig. You have no reason to bring contraband on board as it could jeopardize your mission. And I'm beginning to think I may need your help before this...tour is over." 
 
    You've really had a bad day," he said, looking me over from head to foot. Not too surprising, as I must have looked like someone after an extended drunk or drug bender. 
 
    "Care to share?" he asked as he followed me to the galley. I said nothing as I retrieved two beers and proceeded to the dining room table. 
 
    "The customs inspection and a police raid at the restaurant I visited after leaving the ship were looking for a package I was supposed to be carrying. Find it, steal it, and maybe kill me. Then the person could claim he never got it and therefore didn't have to pay for it." 
 
    "That's a lot of trouble to go through...unless the item was very valuable," he said slowly as he thought through the scenario. "A leak?" 
 
    "No. Greed," I spat out. 
 
    "Did they get the package?" he asked, looking genuinely concerned. 
 
    "No. But I'd like to leave Hohhot as soon as possible. I suspect the bastard is blaming me because things didn't work out as he planned. Probably having wet-dreams about killing me." 
 
    Kraig laughed. "I'm ready whenever you are. Dacca?" 
 
    "Oh, and I think someone entered this ship while we were out," I said, watching for his reaction, although I didn't suspect Kraig. Shadi would have known him immediately. 
 
    "If you're right...and I don't doubt you. One of us is being watched. Could they have planted something on the ship?" 
 
    "You want to join me? I'm going to conduct a search of every compartment," I said, reluctant to disclose I thought they had only entered the missile compartment and the Flight Deck. However, a thorough search wouldn't hurt, since I could be wrong. 
 
    We spent the next five hours walking through each compartment using a Sniffer and infrared but found nothing suspicious. When we finished, I prepared the Tykhe for departure and two hours later we were on our way to Dacca. 
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 Star System: Dacca 
 
    I sat on the Flight Deck, wondering what the intruders wanted on the Flight Deck and in the missile compartment. I thought I should know but the knowledge eluded me. Finally, I decided to install cameras on the Flight Deck, in the hallways, and in the missile compartment. Since anyone entering had to use a light to get around, I decided to use extremely sensitive film and take a picture each thirty seconds to avoid detection equipment searching for active devices. In addition, I inserted software to capture any keystrokes on the control panel. By the time we approached Dacca, I was satisfied I had done all I could to solve the mystery intruders. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The customs inspection was normal and they were through in a little over a half hour. Afterward I sat at the dining room table, pushing scrambled eggs around my plate. The thought of another careless or ignorant buyer like Chapman gave me a pounding headache and heartburn. 
 
    "Good luck with the snow leopard," Kraig said from the doorway, appearing ready to depart the ship. "Do you know how long you are going to be?" 
 
    "I don't know. According to the Decca Internet, Mr. Stanfield lives about a half day out of Sunrise City. So I suspect I'll be gone for several days. I've registered my Comm device with the Port Authority. If you need me my call sign is Zen100," I said, not knowing how long I'd be with Mr. Stanfield and if I would encounter any problems delivering the last kilo of Velvet. He nodded and waved goodbye as he exited the Tykhe. 
 
    Before closing down the control suite on the Flight Desk, I activated the software that would capture any control system activity and would initiate the cameras if the hatch were opened. The control system had double protection--password and eye scan control, so I didn't know how anyone could gain access but, against all logic, it appeared that someone had—I felt certain. Just then I received a message from my bank in Tanzan, verifying a deposit of twenty thousand from Kraig and, to my surprise, one hundred thousand from Figueroa. I produced my first laugh in days. I don't know how much Jerrelle had to pay Figueroa to double the purchase price but it must have been huge, based on Figueroa's gift. 
 
    I sat for a long time trying to decide whether to deliver the Velvet or to visit Mr. Stanfield first. Since the sooner I was rid of the Velvet the better I'd feel and, in truth, I was dreading my visit to see the cub, so the Velvet won. 
 
    After exiting the spaceport, I selected one of the independent skimmer taxis. "How much to the Iron Horse Watering Hole?" I asked. 
 
    "Iron Horse Watering Hole...that's in Pleasant Valley," he stated after some thought. "That's close to two hundred miles." 
 
    I nodded. "And afterward I'll need to go to Snow Ridge," I said, and I could see the credit wheels spinning behind his eyes. "Be reasonable and you get both fares and a return here." 
 
    "How much wait time?" he asked, looking me over as he debated his options—his cost versus how much I looked like I could afford combined with how dangerous I might be if I were cheated. "Don't know, but I'll pay for you to wait and meals if necessary." 
 
    He smiled. "Fifty credits, plus four credits for every hour wait." 
 
    "Agreed but that includes your tip," I said knowing he would have been willing to settle for a lower price if I pressed him. He nodded. The smile on his face said he was satisfied with the agreement.  
 
    The skimmer was clean inside and could hold four passengers. After I secured Shadi and me, he lifted out of the parking area and headed east away from Sun Valley City. The terrain was mostly rolling hills and farmland, with a few small communities dotted here and there. Two hours later my driver, Tommye, settled the skimmer about fifty meters from a sprawling one-story cement building. A large Fozza motorcycle sat on the roof on top of a two-meter by six-meter red neon sign reading Iron Horse Watering Hole. Outside the building sat fifty or more motorcycles of every make, description, and propulsion. A few men sat around in groups, drinking, as I approached the entrance. Several looked in my direction, smiled, and mumbled a variety of remarks I ignored. Inside, the floor was hardwood with a coating of sawdust, which went nicely with the old worn and scarred tables, chairs, and bar. Pictures of motorcycles were everywhere. Circling the room on the outside was a dirt track. Presently, four small bikes were racing around the track and everyone shouting and cheering them on. A red light was currently flashing at the walkway to cross the track. As I stood watching, four bikes streaked by. Several minutes later a checkered flag was waved, the race stopped, and losing tickets flew in the air. I crossed the track, walked up to the bar, and took a seat. As I did a young girl with green hair, black lips, and pierced nose and ears sat beside me.               
 
    "Hi, Spacer. You lost?" That got a chorus of laughs.  
 
    "Only if this is an ice cream bar," I quipped. "Give me whatever dark beer you have on draft." 
 
    "You're not lost then. One Watering Hole dark draft coming right up." 
 
    I turned to scan the crowd. They appeared to be predominately bikers, based on their choice of leathers and patches and club emblems on their jackets. When I turned back, the girl stood holding a glass shaped like a skull. I took a sip, not bad. Suddenly the volume of noise in the room seemed to ratchet down to where I could hear people talking. 
 
    "Well, Spacer, if you came looking for real men you've come to the right place." The voice came from well behind me, and at the same time talking in the room almost ceased. When I looked around, a man in worn leathers and a week-old stubble strode toward me. He was average height and scrawny. He had a Mfw strapped to his thigh and a knife handle protruded from each of his calf-length boots. I waited until he was closer before responding so I wouldn't have to shout. 
 
    "I'm waiting for a friend," I said, trying hard to look and sound normal, although I doubted this clown could carry on a normal conversation—he was in male-dominance mode, pounding on his chest and grunting like an ape. I had to bite my lip to keep from smiling at the image. 
 
    "Well, Spacer, you're lucky. Your friend isn't here so you get to entertain some real men, and I'm first. As he got within two paces, Shadi rose to a sitting position and yawned, showing her impressive teeth. "If that cat moves I'll have its skin decorating my bike's seat and saddle bags," he snarled. 
 
    "If you draw that weapon, it had better be shooting at me and hope you kill me because I'll be shooting to kill you," I said while staring at him. He froze, surprised I was challenging him, but everyone was watching, so he couldn't back down without losing face. His face twisted in anger as he lunged toward me. He met the nozzle of my Bahr in his solar plexus and a gush of rotten smelling air exploded in my face. He stumbled backward, gasping for breath and reaching for his Mfw—stupid--since mine was already pointing in his direction. When his weapon cleared the holster, I fired a burst of pellets that hit him in the chest and threw him backward. Silence descended on the room as they watched his final jerking shudder. 
 
    "You murdered him," a large bearded man shouted from across the room as he and three other men rose and came striding toward me. I couldn't help but wonder if this wasn't another plot to avoid paying for the Velvet. 
 
    "Hey, bitch. You think you can kill all four of us before one of us kills you?" shouted the bearded man who was the tallest of the foursome. His square scarred face had been in lots of fights. The man next to him had a wiry build and looked to be trouble, with a Mfw strapped to each thigh and a laser at his waist. The shortest man of the group had an evil expression. The fourth man looked like he would like to run but was trapped in the situation. 
 
    "Guess we are going to find out," I said. Shadi, I projected a picture of the two men on the right—Mr. Evil and Mr. Rather-be-somewhere-else—danger. Shadi's muscles rippled as she prepared to move. The three stopped five paces from me. They each had a patch with a red devil's head and Devil's Sons written underneath. The same patch the dead man had on his jacket. 
 
    "You could live if you compensate us for killing Viktor..." The gunfighter said. He was looking to distract me as my Mfw was pointing at his chest. Eventually, Mr. Square face caught on, or they had used this routine before, and reached for his Mfw. I shot Mr. Gunfighter in his right shoulder and I swiveled my weapon left to shoot Mr. Square face in the head, and then back in time to put a burst of pellets in Mr. Gunfighter's chest as his left Mfw cleared the holster. I continued to move my weapon to my right to where Mr. Evil and Mr. Wannabe had stood. Mr. Evil lay at Mr. Wannabe's feet, spurting blood from his neck. Mr. Wannabe stood frozen, looking down at Shadi who sat looking up at him. 
 
    Shadi, to me, I thought and she turned and padded over to me, rubbing her face against my thigh. "If you come back with anyone, you and he or she will die," I said just before a shotgun exploded and water rained down from the ceiling. When I looked in the direction of the shot, I saw a muscular woman standing at the top of a stairway in an open nightgown. Everywhere flesh showed—stomach, arms, and legs—was filled with tattoos. She had a shotgun in one hand and a Mfw in the other. Since they weren't pointing at me, I looked up at the dripping ceiling and saw a bunch of shredded balloons. 
 
    "Enough. Four men against one woman was a fair fight, so the entertainment is over." She scanned the room. "Deon, get this mess cleaned up. Spacer, up here," she shouted, and walked back through a door into what looked to be an office. I climbed the stairs and entered the open door. "Sorry, I was entertaining a friend or that would never have happened." She nodded to a partially open door where a man was pulling on his pants. "You have a package for me?" she asked while scanning me from head to foot. Just then the man exited the room and left. I walked into the room, which had an unmade bed, undressed enough to get the Velvet from the container, walked back into the room, and handed the package to her. She hefted it in one hand, gaging the weight. "That was almost a disaster. Had those morons gotten hold of you, they would have found the Velvet. They would have been rich and I would have been hurting. Give me your chip," she said and sat worrying her lip. When I did she typed on her tablet and then handed it back to me. "Ma Wolford pays her debts. And anything you want to eat or drink is on the house anytime you stop at the Iron Horse Watering Hole." She smiled. "Oh, next time warn me you are coming. We can avoid the mess." 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the skimmer I sat back, trying to calm my nerves. Ma Wolford was right. That was almost a disaster but, as hard as I thought over the sequence of events, I couldn't think of what I could have done to avoid it. And although I won, it could have gone either way. Their overconfidence had been their undoing—they had gotten too close, which meant they were bunched together and within Shadi's easy reach. When I looked, Wolford had deposited twenty-five thousand credits into my account. It appeared disasters were lucrative—if you survived. 
 
    I must have slept—when I opened my eyes it was dark and the skimmer was losing altitude for a landing. Looking out the window, Mr Stanfield lived far into the foothills. His sprawling one-story estate sat on a ridge within several kilometers of a mountain range. The taxi must have been in touch with the estate because two men were there to meet the skimmer when it landed. 
 
    "You Miss Zenaida?" the older of the two security guards asked as I exited. I nodded as Shadi flowed from the taxi. "Mr. Stanfield is waiting in the main building." He pointed toward the building and waved for me to follow. The other man indicated to my driver to follow him. As we got closer, what looked like one large sprawling building was really several buildings connected by an enclosed walkway. My guard led me to the largest building, while the other guard led my driver to a smaller one. I wondered if Stanfield expected me to stay the night or was just insuring I didn't leave without his permission. I silently hoped this wasn't going to be another disaster. I felt worn out and my mind cluttered with too many anomalies. The layout inside felt peaceful as the rooms and connecting hallways were all open and curved—there were no doors or square or rectangular spaces. One room appeared to flow into another, but each was private, partially blocked by the curving hallways and walls. After leaving the foyer, I was led up several steps to a raised hallway that curved around a large sunken room where a tall athletic man stood waiting. He was dressed casually in slacks, a turtleneck white sweater, and moccasin-like slippers. His angular face was smooth and framed with ear-length dark brown hair. He looked relaxed, friendly, but with a Jere Sigler air about him—dangerous. 
 
    "Come join me, Zenaida," he said, indicating the steps that led into the room. "And I guess this is your companion. She's beautiful. What would you like to drink?" 
 
    "It's been a long and tiring day, Mr. Stanfield. Something hot and nonalcoholic," I said, looking around the room. It was comfortable, with no dead animal heads on the walls or excessive knick knacks on the tables or in glass cases. Two couches separated by three small tables sat in front of a large stone fireplace with several logs burning. The room was large and had two recliners with a small table next to each near a wall with a built-in bookcase. Several floor to ceiling windows looked out onto the mountains. I was surprised he hadn't insisted I remove my weapons. Of course, two guards stood inconspicuously off to the side on the raised walkway. 
 
    "Alonso, something hot, nonalcoholic, and relaxing for Miss Zenaida. 
 
    "Zen, please," I said reflexively.  
 
    "Richard," he said and waved for me to sit. "You were a bit vague about why you wanted to meet." 
 
    "Shadi." I nodded to my feet where she lay, "had a litter of three cubs. Before my father and I could take them back to Tanzan, someone killed him and stole the litter. That was almost three years ago." I paused, awaiting his reaction, and was surprised when he said nothing. "After settling my father's affairs, I have been searching for the cubs and the man or men who were involved." I noticed his security had suddenly become more alert and I thought one had called for backup. 
 
    "And have you been successful?" Stanfield asked, almost as if the story didn't apply to him or he had the resources to make the problem go away. 
 
    "Yes and no. I believe the Black Hand was involved but I have no proof or names. But that can wait. The cubs are my first priority." 
 
    "And you believe I have one of your cubs?" he asked, frowning for the first time. "And if I do?" His eyes went to his bodyguards for a brief second. 
 
    "Richard, had the cubs not been stolen I would have taken them back to Tanzan and let Shadi teach them how to survive. Today, however, they are too old to learn to survive on their own. Consequently, it's my responsibility to see they are well cared for." 
 
    He nodded. "And what have you found?" 
 
    "The cub on Toodyay was treated like Shadi—a trusted companion. I let the owner keep her. Although I had the right, it would have been cruel for me to take her away. The cub on Sidon had been mistreated and driven insane...I killed him.” 
 
    "And the owner on Sidon?" He leaned toward me. 
 
    "He was stupid and ignorant but he didn't steal him or pay to have him stolen or was intentionally cruel... I was satisfied releasing the cub from its torment." 
 
    "So you want to know if Shadi's cub is being treated humanely. Fair enough." He nodded to Alonso who set a tray of some steaming drink and a small plate of snacks on the table in front of me. "You will have to wait a day or two. Tiri is off in the mountains playing, or hunting, or mating, or whatever she does when she runs off. She's been gone three days so I expect her in a day or two. And I'd be happy to have you as a guest while we wait." He smiled, probably at my dumfounded expression. I had been expecting trouble of some kind or another but not what appeared a good outcome. 
 
    "Thank you, I would appreciate being your guest." 
 
    * * *  
 
    I agreed to have my skimmer taxi sent back to Sun Valley City, since Stanfield offered me a ride back after Tiri returned. Stanfield provided me with a room with a king-size bed, tables on either side of the bed with lamps, a TV and Internet connection, lounge chair, and large chest to store clothes. The bedroom had its own bathroom suite. It was seldom that I got to bathe in a bathtub and I lay there until my skin turned pink. The next day I ate with Stanfield, all three meals. He was an entertaining individual and we shared stories of our lives. He was particularly interested in snow leopards and Tanzan. 
 
    Tiri returned just before sunset. She must have had her own entrance because she entered the living room where Richard and I sat, bounding over the hallway railing, into the room, and flew to where Shadi and I were sitting. Stanfield was shocked and rocketed to his feet until he saw Tiri bouncing between Shadi and me. 
 
    "I'm jealous," Richard said and laughed. "She didn't give me even a look." But at the sound of his voice, Tiri launched herself into his arms, knocking him back onto the couch. 
 
    "Cubs form a mental bond with their mothers at birth. Tiri knew Shadi was here miles from the house," I said, watching the affection he had for Tiri and her obvious joy of being with him. "Thank you, Richard, for putting me up and understanding I needed to see her. I'm satisfied Tiri is being well treated. Actually, she probably has a better life here than on Tanzan." 
 
    "I'm surprised you didn't ask for money. It's clear you would have a legal right to the cubs," he said, cocking his head slightly for my answer. 
 
    "For me, snow leopards aren't pets to be bred and sold. They are family. I'm a merchant who lives in a starship. Consequently, I couldn't care for them as well as you or the man on Toodyay, and I can't return them to Tanzan as they are too old to survive on their own." 
 
    "You're a rare merchant, Zen, and welcome to come visit anytime and to stay for as long as you want." 
 
    The next morning, he had one of his staff fly me back to Sun Valley City. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I entered the Tykhe, Shadi again wandered the ship, appearing to be searching for something. I had the feeling she had detected a faint scent, probably leakage from a container, but not enough to identify. I hoped that meant the cameras would have caught the intruder and the mystery would be solved.  
 
    On the Flight Deck I logged on to the system using my password and an eye scan and activated the download from the cameras. Camera one showed two ghost-like figures entering through the main door. The pictures were somewhat fuzzy as I hadn't wanted to use any kind of flash which could alert the intruders. They were using helmet lights attached to their hazmat-like suits, explaining why Shadi couldn't detect their presence. What she had detected could have been leakage or some outside contaminant brought in on their suits. 
 
    Camera two showed one of the men walking to the control panel and activating it. I stood watching in shock. How had they learned the password and circumvented the eye scan? I ran the picture multiple times in disbelief. Then I moved on to camera three in the missile room. Then it clicked in place what I had been struggling to remember. Before I had joined my father, he had two of our standard Rogue-6a missiles modified. Half of the standard rocket fuel was removed and a cylinder inserted. He had shown me how to open the missile from the control panel. It had been a distant memory. He had only shown it to me once and I can't remember ever using that storage compartment. The pictures showed both had been opened and objects taken out and a new one inserted. 
 
    "The bastards," I screamed. They were using my ship to smuggle what only the space gods knew. What a sweet deal—free no-risk smuggling. If customs discovered whatever they were smuggling, they would lose the contraband but I would go to jail. 
 
    Next I examined the special program I had inserted to capture any keystrokes someone typed using the control panel. At the time I didn't think it possible but I felt desperate and grasping at straws. The keystrokes showed the intruder used a password I had never seen. I closed down the system and then tried the foreign password—it worked. Everything clicked into place. Everything. 
 
    Father had invited one or more members of the Black Hand back to the ship on the pretext of selling Shadi's cubs. Pretext, because he had no intention of selling the cubs but rather of selling his services. So when they arrived he showed them his secret missile storage compartment. They had loved the idea and could see all the potential opportunities it presented. They could smuggle things that would normally get you hung, with no risk—to them. Somehow they got my father to set up an alternative password that avoided the required retina scan. The police said my father hadn't been tortured but I thought it wouldn't be hard for people with no scruples or decency. If they had threatened my life or kidnapping and selling me into slavery or... And that explains why they didn't try to steal the Tykhe or kidnap me. They wanted him dead and me alive. In an emergency, they could use someone like Mahavir to entice me to deliver a package of no consequence at a premium—one hundred thousand to deliver a sealed package. Mahavir had to know something wasn't right. The question was whether he was part of the Black Hand, one of their intermediates, or a patsy like me? For sure he didn't warn me. 
 
    I rose and went to the galley where I retrieved a beer and sat thinking. I had resolved the mystery but now what? As much as I wanted to delete their access I couldn't without making an enemy of the Black Hand. Not a good idea for a woman operating alone in the Rim. I could imagine losing the Tykhe, Shadi killed for her pelt, and me sold into some slave-like prostitution ring. I sat shaking for a long time at the thought. But I also couldn't...wouldn't do nothing. Retribution was required. 
 
    I jumped up suddenly, rushed to the Flight Deck, and located, with help from the captured keystrokes, the program that activated the release mechanism on the modified missiles. Then I ran down to the missile compartment and pulled out four gas containers. I didn't recognize the writing but I did recognize the skull and cross bones as something that shouldn't be on my ship or in my possession or associated with my name. I had a magnitude ten headache on the Richter scale and my head felt ready to explode. 
 
    For a moment I wondered if Kraig were part of the operation. He was, after all, paying me a premium to tour the Far Rim. But if he were, Mahavir wouldn't have had to offer me money to go to Tyrus. I would have gone there eventually for Kraig. I put the containers back after taking a picture of one of the container's labels, set an alarm on the front entrance which couldn't be bypassed from outside the ship, and went to bed. 
 
     * * * 
 
    I sat eating breakfast when Kraig arrived. He looked tired as he walked up the ramp. Before he could undo his bag or weapons, I unlocked the inner door. 
 
    "Kraig, I'm in the galley, join me," I said, and had to smile at the surprised look on his face. A minute later he entered the galley, poured a cup of coffee, and sat down across from me. 
 
    "Am I to assume that means you had a really bad week?" He didn't smile and even looked concerned. I clicked on the file containing the picture of the label on the cylinder and slid it across to table to him. He used his fingers to enlarge the picture. His facial muscles were hard and his eyes cold when he looked up. "I assume this was attached to a cylinder?" 
 
    "Four," I said, watching him. I could be wrong and he was involved. "Hidden on the Tykhe when I returned," I said. He closed his eyes and was quiet for a long time. 
 
    "So you don't know where they are to be delivered," he said, eyes still closed. 
 
    "I know exactly--Tyrus." 
 
    "How." 
 
    "On Sidon, I was paid far too much to deliver a sealed package to Tyrus. 
 
    "Paid too much... Oh, a sealed package is not your responsibility and is therefore normal freight unless it's priority delivery, which it wasn't," he said and saw me nod. "The Black Hand?" 
 
    "I think so. I went on to explain my theory about why my father was killed and why they didn't steal the Tykhe or kidnap me. I did however give the impression that the Black Hand had substituted the fake missiles for the real ones. 
 
    "Clever. They are using you to smuggle illegal contraband for them at no cost." He gave a small snort and then frowned. "How did you discover their hiding place?" 
 
    "Remember I said I thought someone had entered the Tykhe?" When he nodded, I continued. "Well, I rigged up several cameras that would be activated if someone entered the Tykhe and inserted software to capture any keystrokes if they somehow used the control panel. I came around the table, leaned over him, and typed the command to display the pictures. 
 
    "Can I see the containers?" he asked. I nodded and waved for him to follow me. I just hoped I was right about Kraig and he was who he said and could be trusted. When the rewards were high many a good guy turned bad. Or, conversely, decide I was as bad as the Black Hand and turn on me at some point. I felt another cruiser-size headache coming on. 
 
    On the Flight Deck I activated the control panel, located the application that opened the missiles, and clicked on it. Then I led him to the missile compartment and showed him the two missiles. He reached in and pulled out one of the containers and studied it for several minutes. 
 
    "Unless I'm wrong, you have just established a strong connection between the Black Hand and the Raiders. This is the biological gas that has been used by the Raiders on each of their three raids. This gas is not only deadly but it hangs around in the area for days. So they drop the gas, then land, protected by suits. Everyone in the area and anyone entering to help dies. It's the reason AIA is desperate to find and destroy them." He stood looking at the cylinder in silence. "You can't let them have these," he said, turning to stare at me as his hand came to rest on the Mfw I had let him keep on. Shadi on guard, I thought with an image of Kraig, in anticipation of what was to come. He was concerned about the Central systems but I was concerned about me. Not delivering would put me number one on the Black Hand's most Wanted Dead or Alive list with a price tag that would have my friends hunting me. 
 
    "Sorry." Kraig surprised me when he raised his arm, then lowered the right one and unbuckled his weapons and let them drop to the floor. "Someone who worries about the well-being of stolen cubs isn't heartless. Of course, you can't fail to show at Tyrus or not let them use the Tykhe. On the other hand, you can't let them have these containers. Maybe together we can come up with a solution," he said. His pale face a sure sign he realized he had been only seconds from death. "I apologize again. That was a stupid soldier's first response—force—since I don't consider you the enemy. You wouldn't have shown the cylinders to me if you were. You would just have delivered the canisters and considered it someone else's problem or used it as an opportunity to make a big score. No, I've always considered you a potential solution and not the problem." 
 
    We walked in silence back to the galley where I retrieved two beers, handed one to him, and sat. "I think my first thought was to deliver my package to Tyrus, pretend to leave the ship, sneak back, and wait for them to retrieve the cylinders, and shoot them—retribution satisfied." 
 
    "But?" he asked. 
 
    "They would intercept me between Tyrus and my next stop and destroy the Tykhe…or worse."  When he nodded, I continued. "I'm not suicidal. They need killing but not in a way that connects me and causes them a significant financial loss, like those cylinders." 
 
    "That means you have to go to Tyrus but deny them access to the Tykhe in a way that doesn't let the Black Hand know you have found the canisters." He gave me a questioning look. 
 
    "Correct. That means I can't just change the access codes into the Tykhe, since they have their own and I would have to change their password." 
 
    "You have to have a legitimate reason for leaving immediately after you deliver the sealed package," he said almost to himself. I nodded, conceding that would work. 
 
    "Except they would chase me to my next stop, and I doubt they would have someone pay me to have another package delivered to Tyrus. Probably steal my ship, kill Shadi, and sell me to some prostitution ring." 
 
    "True. The Black Hand isn't known for being subtle. Especially if they have a deadline they are working against. That means your destination could be as important as the reason for not stopping on Tyrus," Kraig said as he fetched two beers. We were silent as we finished those and four more. By the second beer I had concluded all the scenarios ended badly and I was considering dropping Shadi off at Stanfield's. She would be safe and free. 
 
    "Had you planned to stop in Lietzow?" Kraig asked, jerking me out of my brooding.  
 
    "After Tyrus, I knew you wanted to visit all the systems in the Far Rim," I said, but my thoughts were far away on Tanzan in the snow-covered mountains with Shadi. She knew my thoughts and was lying with head and half her body across my legs. 
 
    "Cheer up. I might have a plan but it requires you to stop in Lietzow before Tyrus." 
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 Star System: Lietzow 
 
    "Don't pick up any contracts here," Kraig said as he left the ship. 
 
    "Why?" I asked but he just waved and shouted, "Trust me." 
 
    I didn't have a clue what he was planning, but I didn't have a solution that had even a chance of having a good ending, so I had no choice but to trust he might. It was ironic. I had carefully avoided getting connected with crime syndicates and here I was an intricate part of the Black Hand—the group I was chasing. Worse yet, I was expendable. They would let me live as long as I continued to serve their interest, no longer. And if Kraig had a solution it would probably involve the Central Systems government that I didn’t trust. They would also consider me expendable in pursuit of their objectives. 
 
    The arrival of the customs inspectors broke my brooding. I laughed as I lowered the ramp to the cargo area. This would be the first time I was happy to see them, as it stopped my thinking about the Black Hand. And there was nothing illegal to find on board—except those canisters--which could get me hung. 
 
    When they entered, I handed them my cargo manifest, which only included the item to Tyrus. 
 
    "Light load," said the older of the two as he wandered around the otherwise empty bay. "Why did you stop on Lietzow?"  
 
    "Hoping to find some business. I didn't find anything in Dacca, and the sealed package over there for Tyrus is my last delivery. Costs money to run a starship and since it's close to Tyrus, my mate thought we might find some business. I don't imagine you get a lot of merchants stopping here. 
 
    "Mind if we look around?" the older man asked, although it was rhetorical since he had the right to inspect any ship that landed and cut his engines. That exclusion rule applied to starships which ferried people between systems and were only stopping to pick up or drop off passengers. 
 
    "Of course not," I said and waved toward the door into the ship proper. The younger one smiled as he produced a Sniffer and activated it. They were reasonably quick as they were relying on the Sniffer to signal illegal drugs. Even so, I was relieved after they had briefly scanned the missile compartment. The way things had been going this past few weeks, nothing would surprise me. 
 
    "Now that you are finished would you like a beer?" I asked. They nodded and I retrieved two and handed one to each inspector. 
 
    "Thanks. I hope you find some business here," the older one said after they exited the ramp. 
 
    "Me too," I quipped. I spent the next hour locking up the ship and activating the cameras, feeling extremely paranoid. I had only been to Lietzow once about four years ago as it was the most remote of the Far Rim systems. My father had taken me to a couple of the clubs and introduced me. I decided to see if the same people were still there and remembered me. Only one vehicle waited at the taxi area when I arrived. 
 
    "The Ranch," I said when he rolled down his window. He was elderly with a scraggly beard and thinning hair. He looked tired, as did his sagging jowls and eyelids. He hesitated, giving Shadi a questioning look over his shoulder. 
 
    "She dangerous?" he asked. When I shook my head, he continued. "That will be two passengers, four credits each, and an extra five if she makes a mess." After seeing me nod he started the engine. He didn't talk during the ride. The spaceport was at least ten kilometers from the Lost City, the main and most populated city on Lietzow. The city sat at the edge of an ocean. The land varied between swamp and sandy rolling hills with small trees and bushes. Far off in the distance a mountain range with snow-covered peaks could be seen. 
 
    The Ranch looked to have expanded since my last visit. The structure was still wood and rustic looking but seemed to have doubled in size. The inside had undergone a transformation from a small old west saloon to a modern bar and sport's arena. From what I remembered, the inside area appeared to have tripled in size and now included gambling tables and several fighting areas: a boxing ring, a fighting cage, and a dirt fighting pit. It explained the strange mix of hard-looking fighters and soft well-off customers. I took a seat at the bar from where I could scan the room. 
 
    "What will it be, Spacer?" a tall well-endowed redhead asked. She wore a halter and boxing shorts. 
 
    "Whatever beer you have on draft," I said, looking over the people sitting around the bar. They were mostly fighters and working-class folks. The well-off dudes were at an assortment of tables which circled the center of the room where the action could be viewed up close and personal. The tables were mostly for diners and or spectators but a few were for gambling. 
 
    "You looking to fight that cat?" a short man with a scarred face asked. Judging by his old-fashioned suit and sheriff's badge, he was part of the Ranch's security. 
 
    "No. Just stopped in to say hello to Mr. Kobina if he still owns the Ranch. It has been several years since I was on Lietzow," I said. 
 
    "Mr. Uzomo is the new owner. Did you have business with Kobina?" he asked, giving me the once over.  
 
    "My father did years back." 
 
    "I'll tell the boss you’re here," he said and walked away. I watched as he headed for one of the booths. He bent near a dark-skinned man with a bald head, dressed in leathers with no sleeves and open at the chest. Even at this distance he looked muscular and dangerous. I was surprised when he raised his arm and waved for me to join him. 
 
    I wasn't sure what I was doing, since Kraig had told me not to take on any contracts and here I was going about business as usual. I made my way to the table, under Uzomo's watchful eye. 
 
    "I believe your reputation precedes you, Zenaida," he said with a smile that exposed two perfect rows of white teeth. The smile was friendly but the eyes weren't. "I understand you've done business with Mr. Kobina." 
 
    "My father did. He's dead." 
 
    "Ah, a coincidence, so is Kobina." He smiled. "What business?" 
 
    "Delivery business, packages, people, and things." 
 
    "You could make a lot of money fighting that cat," he said, studying Shadi, who sat looking up at him. 
 
    "Some people like to watch animals fight. I don't," I said, silently including human animals. 
 
    "I'd give you twenty-five thousand credits to fight her," Uzomo said expectantly. 
 
    "If you know my reputation, then you know No is not the start of negotiations." I smiled to take the threat out of the remark. Shadi, I sent with an image of the sheriff standing behind me. She shifted ever so slightly, preparing to move. 
 
    "I'd love to get you in that cage with your cat—" As I felt Shadi move I drew my Bahr simultaneously with Uzomo. I could feel Shadi guarding my back and knew the sheriff was dead. Uzomo had his hand on his Mfw, which was about three quarters out of his holster. 
 
    "Any of your sheriffs draw a gun, I'll kill you as my last act on Lietzow. And if I fail, the Black Hand won’t." 
 
    "The Black Hand?" 
 
    "Be a shame to lose this lucrative business," I said, putting my Bahr back into the holster. "Shadi," I said and she jumped to my side. The sheriff lay still, although blood still pumped from his torn neck. When I put my weapon away, several of the sheriffs drew their weapons but Uzomo waved them to put them away. I left and found a taxi. In the taxi I pulled Shadi to me and hugged her all the way back to the spaceport. I had never felt so terrified in my entire life. Back on the Tykhe it took several hours and multiple beers before I stopped shaking and crying. 
 
    * * * 
 
    My tablet buzzing woke me. When I looked I had a package at customs. I lay on one elbow, staring at the screen, thinking it a mistake. The only person I had visited was Uzomo and I didn't think we left on good terms. When I checked the sender's box it had Timothy Antiques. Why me? I wondered whether I was the only available merchant. Kraig has said I shouldn't accept any business and I was about to check Unavailable when I noticed the addressee, Mr. D. Bratcher. I rose and went to the galley and poured a cup of coffee, trying to remember where I had heard that name before. It sounded familiar... Kraig's real name, Douglass Bratcher. And then I noticed the delivery system: Cirta—in the ACS where I definitely wasn't interested in going. Then I noticed the red lettering under conditions. TIME SENSITIVE. URGENT DELIVERY. Conditions: one hundred thousand credits if delivered in twenty-two days. Twenty thousand per day penalty for late delivery. 
 
    After a half cup of coffee, it made sense, or at least half of Kraig's plan made sense. It was the second half of the plan I wasn't sure I was going to like, since it involved the Central Systems. Well, I liked the first half and second half could be revised if I could think of a better one. I clicked accept. An hour later a customs officer delivered a sealed container roughly one meter by a half meter by a half meter, and weighing three kilograms. A smiling Kraig appeared six hours later. 
 
    "I see you accepted the urgent delivery contract," he said as he followed me to the Flight Deck.  
 
    "Well one-hundred thousand credits is quite an incentive, even if it is only an excuse to avoid staying in Tyrus. Clever," I said handing him a beer. 
 
    "Oh, it's real. It's a reward for finding those containers and denying the Raiders access to them." 
 
    "Why Cirta?" 
 
    "I will notify my commander I want an urgent meeting. I thought Cirta wouldn't be a suspicious system to send the package and it isn't too far for her to travel from Alexandria." 
 
    "What if the Black Hand questions the store owner or the customs officers?" 
 
    The storeowner is an AIA agent. He will tell them I wanted a semi-expensive statue. Gave him twenty-five thousand to list it as an antique. He thought I wanted something to hollow out for something. Consequently, customs won't be able to say anything except it was an antique statue." 
 
     "And what do you expect me to do at Cirta?" Once inside the Central Systems I would be vulnerable and couldn't leave without their permission. Of course, as soon as the Black Hand didn't get their canisters, I would be vulnerable in the Rim Systems. 
 
    "That's for you and Colonel Sherman to decide. It was the best I could come up with on the spur of the moment." He shrugged and his face made an I-don't-know grin. I had to laugh. "How was your time on Lietzow?" 
 
    "If it hadn't been for the Black Hand, Shadi and I would be...crippled if we had survived..." I went on to explain my visit to the Ranch. 
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 Star System: Vereya via Tyrus 
 
    The three-day trip seemed like hours rather than days. I think the space gods speed up time when you aren't looking forward to an event and slow it down when you are. A hundred things could go wrong at Tyrus, and I had thought about each one and a few more during the three days. 
 
    We arrived early in the morning by design, hoping few people would be around, the customs inspectors wouldn't be alert after a long night, and the Black Hand be asleep after a hard night of drinking and killing and whatever else they did at night. 
 
    I left the engines running and lowered the ramp when I saw the two customs inspectors approaching. I smiled to myself when I saw them. They looked bored and only half awake. One was old, judging by his lined face and gray hair. The other man was young and looked eager. 
 
    "Good morning, officers," I said when they reached the bottom of the ramp. 
 
    "Damn early," the older one grumbled. "I hope you got a light load. It’s almost quitting time." 
 
    "You will be happy to hear I've only one delivery and it’s sealed." I handed him the package. "And we aren't staying, since I have a time-sensitive delivery to make," I said and noticed the older man suddenly became alert. 
 
    "Where to?" 
 
    "Not here. I'm leaving as soon as I raise the ramp you're standing on." 
 
    "We need to inspect your ship first," the older man said, frowning nervously. 
 
    "As you know, sir, interstellar law prohibits a customs search if the starship is only stopping to discharge a passenger or cargo and doesn't need to shut off its engines. My time sensitive cargo has a penalty clause. I stopped to deliver that package only because Tyrus was close and the sender is a friend. But I have no time to waste," I waved them back and began raising the ramp as soon as they did. I ran back to the control room and within minutes I had the Tykhe moving. 
 
    "You think the old one might have been paid to collect information about your plans and delay you if necessary?" Kraig asked as we lifted off the planet. 
 
    "I think the Black Hand hoped I stay on Tyrus a few days, looking for business so they could get their canisters, but were ready to use force if necessary. They could have entered while the inspection was going on if I indicated I wasn't planning on leaving the ship, or..." 
 
    "And it would have been helpful to know where we were going. By the time they backtrack the Tykhe to Lietzow and discover where the package is addressed it will be too late and the wrong system." 
 
    "Wrong system?" 
 
    "I thought Vereya in case they have connections on Cirta." He had the nerve to laugh. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kraig turned out to be good company during the twenty-one days it took to reach Vereya. He had attended the Army college on Olympia and graduated a lieutenant. From there he went to the Marine Combat school on Navan. Over the next few years he saw action on several planets where the police couldn't contain organized paramilitary uprisings. After a very large one on Cherso, he was assigned to investigate the cause of the revolt and to determine the people ultimately responsible. That got him noticed by the AIA, who subsequently recruited him. He was now a lead investigator. 
 
    In turn I told him of my life on Tanzan and my apprenticeship under my father—leaving out the specifics of the packages we carried or how they got through customs, or the names of the individuals involved. Kraig never pressed me for the details, although he would have been an idiot not to know my father and I had been smugglers and I had continued in my father's footsteps.  
 
    My anxiety increased as we neared Vereya and my uncertain future. By now the Black Hand were very unhappy with me, having notified their organization, contacts, and anyone interested in the Wanted reward they undoubtedly had circulating. I idly wondered what I was worth. When I considered the four canisters, Shadi's pelt, and mine, I was incapacitated with sweats, vomiting, unable to eat, and nightmares. It took me four days to get myself under control. 
 
    Consequently, by the time we reached Vereya and were redirected to an ACS military base, I was considering plastic surgery, a name change, and retirement on a remote mountain. 
 
    "Major Bratcher, Colonel Sherman has been notified and is expected to arrive within an hour. Until then, she has ordered this ship quarantined," a middle-aged lieutenant said after saluting. He had arrived, along with two armored ground vehicles, which had dispatched several armed soldiers who were stationed on guard some twenty meters from the ship. I wondered if it were to keep us sequestered or to prevent anyone from entering. I laughed, which caused Kraig to give me a concerned look. The guards were actually comforting when I considered how badly the Black Hand wanted me. 
 
    I walked back to the galley and fetched a beer, which Kraig declined. I presumed it was because his boss was coming. I didn't care. I had started considering everything I ate or drank my last meal. We sat in silence as the minutes ticked by—all too quickly as far as I was concerned. My tablet buzzed, breaking into my countless morbid thoughts. 
 
    A woman stood at the entrance, dressed casually in a white pantsuit and blue blouse open at the neck. She had a stocky build, square-shaped face, and ear-length curly auburn hair. She looked amused as she stood appraising the Tykhe. I followed Kraig to the entrance platform. 
 
    "Well, Major, I hope what you have to report is worth my trip to Vereya," she said as she appraised Shadi, who sat by my side, looking up at her. Shadi's head was slightly cocked to the side, as if evaluating the colonel. 
 
    "Good morning, Colonel Sherman. You will have to be the judge of that. I'd like to introduce Miss Zenada Bertok, a freelance merchant out of Tanzan," Kraig said. 
 
    "Judging by the expenses I've been getting, you must have luxury accommodations for your passengers, Miss Bertok," she said, while evaluating me. 
 
    "Transporting a Coalition spy into the Rim is more dangerous than smuggling illegal arms into the Central Systems," I said, enjoying the mental game we were playing. 
 
    "All right, get me something to drink and let's hear the reason you're returning my spy." She smiled. I led Sherman and Kraig back to the galley and fetched three cups of coffee. After we were all sitting, Kraig began. 
 
    "I stumbled across Zenaida quite by accident in Bijapur while looking for transportation in the Rim. I thought selecting random merchants for rides would make me a stranger and people would therefore be unlikely to talk to me and suspicious if I asked too many questions. When I heard the Tykhe was in port I did some research. It indicated she was a suspected smuggler." He quickly held up his hand. "Her father had been caught smuggling years ago. Although after he took his daughter on board, he had a clear record. But his murder a couple of years ago had again raised the speculation it was related to illegal activities. Consequently, Zen was the perfect cover whether the speculations were founded or not. Accompanying her made me less of an outsider and more someone who belonged to the Rim. Zenaida, for her part, had to decide whether I belonged to some criminal organization or was running some scheme. Operating alone, she wouldn't take me as a passenger under either condition. I saw her ship as an opportunity to see all of the Rim systems and an excuse to ask questions. So, I leveled with her and we agreed on a price that justified the risk." He laughed. "She searched my bag each time I entered the Tykhe and locked up my weapons while I was onboard." 
 
    Sherman grinned at me. "Smart woman. And... " 
 
    "In Hohhot..." Kraig went on to explain what I discovered and how I thought it related to the Black Hand." 
 
    "Let's see these canisters," Sherman said, frowning in thought as she rose. I led the way to the bridge and explained how they had entered a second password into my system, along with the application to activate the mechanism to open the missiles. Then I took her to the missile compartment and pointed to the two missiles which now had the backs open. She carefully looked into the opening of each missile, then reached in and pulled out a cylinder. Her mouth hung open as she closely examined the label. 
 
    "If these cylinders contain what the labels indicate then this was worth my trip to Vereya...and Zenaida has a cruiser-size problem," she said, looking from Kraig to me. 
 
    * * * 
 
    After a stop for a quick meal, we spent the next several hours going over each stop in detail, examining the photos I had captured, and describing our subterfuge at Tyrus. Finally, she sat back and closed her eyes. I got up and fetched a beer, not sure what I wanted or expected. 
 
    "This is a mess," Sherman finally said as she opened her eyes. She rose and fetched two beers after I nodded and handed one to Bratcher before sitting. "Ideally, Major Bratcher would have located the Raiders’ ships, we would have sent out a couple of ACS squadrons, and destroyed them. On the plus side, you did manage to disrupt their operations by temporarily delaying delivery of their weapon of choice, and we now have narrowed their biological distributor to Hohhot and the Raiders to the Tyrus system. The bad news is we don't know who the distributor is or where the Raider ships hang out... And Miss Bertok and the Tykhe are at the top of the Black Hands Most Wanted list." She paused and looked toward me while awaiting a response. 
 
    "I want the members of the Black Hand that killed my father but I’m not suicidal. I'll have to settle for pissing them off. I plan to sell the Tykhe, change my name, and disappear down some hole." 
 
    "If I were you, I would do exactly the same thing." Sherman had the nerve to grin. "But I'm not, and I can't let the best chance of finding them walk away." She held up her hand. "Major Bratcher can claim he caught you smuggling chemical weapons for the Raiders and have you hanged or be merciful and have you incarcerated for life—" 
 
    Shadi, I sent an image of Sherman as I rose to position myself facing them. "I'd rather kill you and Kraig, then Shadi and myself. At least that way I'll die quickly and happy," I said, drawing my Mfw and pointing it at Kraig as Shadi shifted to face the colonel. Sherman actually smiled. 
 
    "From your perspective that's not a bad alternative, and doable. I'm sure you could kill Douglass before he could reach his weapon and that beautiful leopard of yours is way faster than me." She nodded while openly admiring Shadi. "If I'm being heartless it's because I'm desperate and many lives depend upon finding the Raiders. I'm not ungrateful for the help you've given Major Bratcher, but you must understand you’re our best chance of stopping the Raiders. Sending you to jail or you killing yourself benefits no one. Therefore I'd rather we work out some arrangement where we both benefit," she said and relaxed back in the chair. Since she thought I'd kill her, she must have nerves of battle metal. 
 
    "The only reason I haven't already killed you is I don't like the idea of killing Shadi." I reached down and sank my free hand in her fur. "So how about you and Kraig take those canisters and leave? That will give you and he time to consider how you think I can help, the risk involved, and why I'd be stupid enough to try. And I'll do the same." I held up one hand. "If anyone tries to break into this ship, I will kill myself. I'm not going to prison and don't plan on being sold into a prostitution ring or worse." 
 
    "Fair enough. We both need time to think about what you and Major Bratcher have discovered and how we can capitalize on it. Please don't try to leave Vereya, unless you have decided to kill yourself," she said as she rose, keeping her hand well away from the Mfw at her side. I followed them to the missile room where they collected the canisters and then to the hatch. After they exited, I slid to the floor and pulled Shadi to me. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I had the overwhelming urge to power up the Tykhe and leave. But where would I go that either the Black Hand or the Alexandria Coalition couldn't find me. Talk about being between a hard place and a rock. The Black Hand would steal my ship, kill Shadi and sell her hide, and I'd be lucky if they killed me after a lengthy punishment session. More likely they would put me on a leash with a razor-wire collar to do their bidding. The ACS wouldn't kill me or torture me—although I might be wrong—but they would definitely have me on a choke-collar leash. Only the thought of killing Shadi kept me from putting my Bahr to my head and pulling the trigger. Mercifully, my tablet buzzed late on the second day. When I accepted the call, Colonel Sherman’s face appeared. 
 
    "Have you formulated a plan and a proposal?" she asked, staring into her camera, looking worried. I assumed that meant I didn't look good, which wasn't surprising after two days of little sleep, food, or personal care. 
 
    "Right now, suicide is the odds-on favorite. The Black Hand will make me into an ill-used slave and the ACS doesn't care so long as they get what they want." I shrugged. Sherman's face turned pale and she remained quiet for a long while. 
 
    "Can we talk, face-to-face?" she finally asked. 
 
    "On the Tykhe, no weapons. I don't want to kill either of you but I will if I have to." 
 
    "Understood. We will be there in the next ten minutes." She cut the connection. I washed my face and changed clothes, thinking it might help me focus, just as Sherman and Bratcher appeared at the entrance. The cameras showed no one else in sight and they looked unarmed. I opened the door, had them wait while I scanned them, and then unlocked the inner door. 
 
    "I'm in the galley," I said which was repeated over the hallway speakers. When they appeared, I nodded toward the galley. "There is beer in the cold locker and coffee available from the auto chef." I sat with my first beer since they had left. They each grabbed a beer. 
 
    "I'm sure Major Bratcher has imagined being captured by the Black Hand," Sherman said as she sat and put her beer on the table. "But I doubt he could appreciate it from a woman's perspective. It makes me break out in a sweat, vomit, and lose all muscle control. And yet I know the realities would be worse." 
 
    I nodded. Watching her talk, I believed her—or she was an award-winning actress. 
 
    "So let’s discuss what you and Kraig would be required to do, the risk that involves, and what we can do to protect you because the Black Hand will be looking for you whether you choose to help us or not." She paused to open her beer and drink. "I would think they would be out for revenge if you do nothing or run, whereas if you continue business as usual they might be content to get their canisters and continue to use the Tykhe without alerting you." 
 
    "I think our deception on Tyrus was airtight. If they check in Lietzow the customs officials will verify the contract, we are going to pay the one hundred thousand in case they can verify it, and you did deliver Mr. Mahavir’s package to Tyrus as contracted," Kraig said. I agreed with him and Sherman but would the Black Hand? 
 
    "So you want me...and Kraig to fly back into the Rim and continue my business as usual...hoping?" 
 
    "Hoping you can discover the Raiders' home base," Sherman said. 
 
    "What about when they find their canisters missing?" I felt like shouting, they will go berserk. 
 
    "We plan to replace the VX in those canisters with something similar but not nearly as catastrophic if released. They are unlikely to test them as they will be in the same canisters. And if they weigh them they will get the result they expect." She paused for a sip of her beer. "I'm not minimizing the risk, Miss Bertok. A thousand things could go wrong. But we’re willing to equip the Tykhe with some very undetectable devices to ensure you will know if anyone enters the ship, upgrade your missiles, and increase you boosters. And give you the million-credit reward for participating." 
 
    "I'll have to grant them access and new missiles will..." 
 
    "We will use your current Rogue-6a missile casing but replace the guts. They will be the equivalent of our Scorpion-3 missiles, which packs a punch close to sixty percent of our standard cruiser’s missiles." She smiled. I took a couple of gulps of my beer while I worked through the risk-reward ratio. Sherman was certainly being generous. Of course it wasn't for my sake as much as their objective. The risk was excessive but the alternatives were also high risk. 
 
    "Kraig and I also need some protection on the Tykhe if we are discovered and attacked," I said, realizing I had decided to accept Sherman's offer as I had no better option. 
 
    "I'll let Kraig and you decide what that should be. Be ready to depart tomorrow." 
 
    "You can't possibly do all that by—" I began, feeling on the verge of panic. 
 
    "Of course not." Sherman cut me off. "You will proceed to one of our secret depots where the modifications will be made. The time is for you to get some rest. I don't imagine you have gotten much over the past few days." 
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 Star System: Somewhere in Central systems Space  
 
    Kraig appeared late the next day at the Tykhe's entrance with two bags. 
 
    "Good morning, Pilot Zenaida. Your junior partner in crime is ready to depart." He smiled. "Would you like to search my bags?" 
 
    I shook my head. "What's in them?" 
 
    "Clothes mostly. An extra Mfw, a laser, and ammo—essentials." 
 
    "Meet me on the Flight Deck when you're ready. I've begun preparations to depart," I said and headed there. The AIA may want to kill me after this mission is over but certainly not before, so I thought I could trust Kraig until then. I had barely started checking each system when Kraig walked into the room. "I assume you know how to fly a StarJet," I said as he joined me at the control panel. He nodded. 
 
    "Yes, I'm a qualified pilot." 
 
    "Let's give you a system password and eye scan. I have a feeling it's going to take us working together to survive." 
 
    "I think that will greatly improve our odds." He typed in a password and then had an eye scan. 
 
    "All right, where are we going?" I asked and received a chip he inserted into the command system reader. I studied the information for several minutes before commenting. "Whatever this place is, it looks like it resides in an asteroid belt in the Vorde system." 
 
    "I've never been there so you know as much as I do. Whatever it is, it's ultra-secret and I was told to destroy this chip and any record in the Tykhe's system." He grinned. "Colonel Sherman has pulled a lot of strings for this mission. That million credits she put in your account is probably the cheapest part of this deal." 
 
    "Any ideas on equipment to protect us?" I asked. If we were discovered and the Black Hand invaded the ship to kidnap or kill us, the odds wouldn't favor us. We would need an edge. 
 
    "I don't think weapons would work as they don't discriminate and would be a noticeable addition," Kraig said, frowning.  
 
    "I'd favor bombs." 
 
    "They don't discriminate either." Kraig gave me a hard stare. 
 
    "No, but if we are prepared for the explosion and know it's coming..." 
 
    "At strategic places on the ship." He pursed his lips in thought. 
 
    "Percussion and maybe gas and flash bombs." I thought gas would be all right if we had gasmasks or were in a sealed off compartment. Flash bombs would be good to temporarily blind the attackers and especially useful if at night and they were wearing night vision goggles. 
 
    "We can run it by the folks at our next stop." He was quiet for a long time. "Where do you plan to go first?" 
 
    "What about Vayk? I have business associates there. That would be a logical stop for me from Vereya and they are the kind of people the Black Hand would associate...not directly but indirectly. 
 
    "Criminals." His voice carried a hint of amusement. 
 
    "In the Central Systems not in the Rim." I tried to look surprised and shook my head in denial. He snorted. 
 
    "Different rules in the Rim?" 
 
    "In the Central Systems the rules are engraved on titanium tablets and distributed to each system. In the Rim the rules are written on a blackboard in chalk and distributed to systems which have chalk and erasers," I said, trying to capture the two cultures in simple terms. Kraig choked on the beer he was drinking, spraying it across the table. 
 
    "In other words, they vary by system." 
 
    "Pretty much. More so if you can afford chalk and know someone with an eraser," I said, causing Kraig to begin choking again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When we reached the Vorde asteroid belt, I spent several hours threading the Tykhe through the chunks of rocks the size of small cities while broadcasting the signal Sherman had provided. Four hours later, we received a homing beacon and finally reached the rock we were looking for. As we approached the asteroid, a section opened and I maneuvered the Tykhe into a gigantic cavern. Several minutes later, the green lite over the exit hatch indicated it was safe to exit. A man in steel-gray coveralls waited at the bottom, along with four armed men in Marine uniforms. 
 
    "Major, you and Miss Bertok need to submit to an eye scan for identification," the man in coveralls said. He was smiling. He held up a small handheld device. Kraig stepped forward and stood still while he was scanned. Then I stepped forward. The man checked his device and nodded. "Thank you. If you will follow me," he said, and began walking toward a door at the far end of the cave. Half the walls looked like they had been dug out with machinery while the other half were rough and natural. Several small starships were scattered around the area. One about the size of the Tykhe had several mechanics working on it. The ship had oversized engines and looked fast and lethal.  
 
    The door led into a tunnel which had several intersections. Finally the man stopped and opened a door into a modern-looking conference room, if you ignored the ceiling was bare rock. Three men and two women were sitting at the table. A broad-shouldered gray-haired elderly man rose as we entered. He looked in his fifties, dressed casually in slacks and long sleeve white shirt. I could easily imagine him behind an executive desk. He had a commanding presence about him.  
 
    "Welcome to the base with no name. I'm Merlyn, the base manager. We've been instructed to upgrade the...Tykhe," he said after looking at his tablet, "missiles, boosters, and unspecified personal protection. This meeting is to discuss the specifics. Before we start, get yourself something to drink. I have Nicole, our lead missile development engineer." He pointed to a small woman of Chinese ancestry. She bowed her head slightly when her name was mentioned. She was tall for her ancestry and had long black hair tied in a rope which hung almost to her waist. "Orville, our lead engine designer." He nodded to a broad-shouldered middle-aged man with short hair. "And Clyde, our special gadgets wizard." Clyde looked thin and fragile and full of mischief, judging by his devilish expression and sparkling eyes. "You will notice we don't use last names here for security reasons. Zenaida owns the Tykhe and her companion Kraig works for Sherman." 
 
    "We were told you could take the Tykhe's current Rogue-6a missiles and replace the guts with something with more punch," Kraig said, grinning. "The outside must be the original Rogue-6a shell." 
 
    "Why?" Nicole asked. 
 
    "Two of the Rogue-6a missiles have a hollow core which the Black Hand is using to smuggle contraband. The modified missiles must look like the old ones so they don't figure out we know what they're doing," I said, and went on to explain how my father was murdered and the missiles inserted, implying the Black Hand had provided the modified ones. 
 
    "The better missiles are in case we have to slug it out with ships belonging to the Black Hand or the Raiders at some point. In that case, better boosters may make the difference between us surviving or not." 
 
    "The Tykhe already has boosters?" Orville asked, frowning in thought. I nodded. 
 
    "Class three, JumpMasters," I said. Orville nodded his approval. 
 
    "Should be easy to upgrade them to class six or maybe eight," he said while doodling on his tablet. I couldn't contain a smile. With class-eight boosters I might be able to lose a war cruiser. 
 
    "And we also need some way to defend ourselves if the Black Hand decides to use force. Zen suggested bombs, percussion, gas, or flash in the hallways," Kraig said and then added, "we are hoping we can accomplish our mission and leave quietly. However, from past experience, the Black Hand probably won't cooperate, in which case we can use all the help you can provide." 
 
    That provoked nods, snorts, and assorted comments. Merlyn then suggested a tour of the Tykhe. I spent an hour showing them the modified missiles, demonstrated how they worked, and gave them a tour of the ship. 
 
    "That missile compartment is quite clever. It's a miracle you found it, Zen. I doubt customs would ever discover that as I'd imagine the leakage would be minuscule," Nicole said, giving me a knowing look which said she wasn't buying the Black Hand explanation. I explained how Shadi had alerted me to men on the ship and showed her the photos I had taken. I don't think that convinced her, but it raised plausible deniability. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Seven days later, the Tykhe was declared ready by the three teams that had been working on the modifications. Kraig and I had participated in the modifications but hadn't seen the upgrades. Nicole began the walk-though in the missile compartment. There she waved for us to inspect the missiles. After looking at each missile I would have sworn nothing had changed. And the two missiles with the secret compartments remained in the same position as before.  
 
    "I can't see any difference," I said, impressed with the result. Kraig nodded. 
 
    "You would have to take one apart to determine it wasn't a Rogue-6 missile. But if it strikes a spacecraft, they will know the difference. The payload is the equivalent of a Scorpion-3, which is about six times the explosive power of your old Rogue-6a." A small smile touched Nicole's lips, probably because my jaw was hanging open. 
 
    Next Orville guided us to the engine room. "We couldn't do much with your current engines without structural changes to the Tykhe, but we did add a Kessler upgrade, which will increase your max power by close to fifteen percent. That, combined with the new class eight JumpMasters boosters, should give you better than even odds of shaking a war cruiser." He looked very satisfied and I didn't blame him. They had not only made the new equipment look used but had put the old identification plates on the new equipment. To all but a thorough inspection, the modifications wouldn't be noticeable. 
 
    When I looked up, Clyde's eyes were sparkling with excitement. "My modifications aren't quite so magnificent but I think you will be pleased," he said as he led us into the hallway and pointed to the recessed lighting panels. "Follow me. I thought it best to demonstrate the new features in a more controlled environment." He led us into a small room which had a glass window looking out on a mockup of the Tykhe's hallway. "Open your tablet. Triple tap anywhere on the screen." He waited while I did, with Kraig looking over my shoulder. Five icons appeared and an input area. "You can change the password later, but for now type abracadabra." He smiled. I did and was surprised when nothing happened. "Now touch the cloud icon." 
 
    I did and a cloud of gas could be seen coming from the lighting panels in the ceiling. "The real gas is invisible and you will hear nothing but it will incapacitate anyone without a gas mask of some kind for up to an hour. It will take about fifteen seconds to fill the area and ten to twenty seconds to take effect. He then handed each of us sunglasses so dark I couldn't see anything with them on. "Since you can't see, I'll press the light bulb icon."  
 
    Suddenly the hallway flashed a bright white that caused my eyes to water. 
 
    "If you aren't in a separate room, before you press that icon you must not only close your eyes but cover them with your arm. And for when you are in real trouble, press the firecracker icon." 
 
    I did and the ceiling in the hallway exploded downward, causing extensive damage to the walls.  
 
    "That will kill anyone not in battle armor. And if they are, my tests indicate the force of the explosion will incapacitate them." 
 
    I clapped and Kraig joined in. "I hope I never have to use these options but they're perfect," I said. Clyde made a small bow. 
 
    "Thank you. You have two more options. Press the footprint icon." He pointed to my tablet. When I did, a two-dimensional schematic of the Tykhe appeared and a video played, showing the sequence of steps we had made while viewing the modifications. Clyde smiled. The last icon, the padlock, locks everything on the ship: doors, control panel, passwords. And your tablet will go blank." 
 
    "How do I get control back?" I asked looking at my blank screen. 
 
    "Tap three times on the screen and then enter please." 
 
    "I did and a menu of items appeared with checkboxes." 
 
    "That gives you the option of restoring them one at a time while leaving the others locked." He gave a shallow bow as everyone began clapping. 
 
    "Nicole, Orville, Clyde, thank you. I felt our odds of surviving this mission low to non-existent. Too many things can go wrong and the Black Hand is not only vicious and clever but unpredictable. I think you have helped to not only even the odds but given Kraig and me an edge."  
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 Star System: Vayk 
 
    "What do you plan to do in Vayk?" Kraig asked as I shut down the engines and began running through the shutdown checklist. 
 
    "Pretend I'm back to business as usual. The Black Hand is undoubtedly looking for me... well, more specifically, the Tykhe and their canisters. I'm hoping to convince them I'm not running or hiding and their canisters are safe." 
 
    "Do you need me along?" Kraig asked. I shook my head. 
 
    "I don't want to do anything that could give the impression things are different after my return from the Central Systems. It would be nice if they entered the ship while we are out and collected those canisters. But I doubt I'm that lucky." 
 
    "True. They will still need to transport them to Tyrus." Kraig rose to leave. "I'm going to collect my gear and pretend I'm enjoying some time off after a long and grueling trip to Vereya. What do you want me to do if someone approaches me for...business?" 
 
    "Go with our story that you're a junior partner still learning the business and arrange for a meeting with you, me, and whoever is making the deal, no middleman. You can contact me on my tablet." 
 
    Kraig nodded and left. Ten minutes later I saw him exit the ship. I had barely finished the checklist when the customs inspector appeared. 
 
    "Good evening, Inspectors," I said, lowering the ramp to the cargo hold. 
 
    "Do you have anything to declare, Trader Zenaida?" the older of the two asked, looking around the empty bay. 
 
    "No. I had a high-priority delivery in the Central Systems. Since I don't normally trade in the Central Systems, that precluded me from getting new business, so I'm empty. But you are welcome to do a walk through." I waved for them to enter. They entered and walked through the ship, waving a Sniffer for effect since I suspected he just wanted to talk in the hope of finding out where I had been and why. I told them Vereya, but would only say it was my policy never to discuss customer business.  
 
    When they left, I went to my quarters where I stood debating what to wear... I decided on normal spacer leathers, my Bahr Mfw, a laser I partially concealed under a sleeveless leather jacket, and a small knife in my boot. I laughed when I finished--not that I didn't have justification for my paranoia. I had acquired the attention of some very bad people. 
 
    The walk through the parking area and the maintenance buildings seemed more eerie than normal, although I saw nothing suspicious. At the customs building exit I caught a taxi to the Longhorn Restaurant. Although it was still early, I decided to go directly to Club Henrik. Today I didn't care if someone was tracking me. My purpose was to be seen. 
 
    When I entered the club I saw Henrik at the far end of the bar, talking to a group of men and women. I found an empty stool about halfway, sat, and ordered a draft beer. The club looked full of hard-looking men and women, not too surprising as this was a rough neighborhood, but the mood sounded jovial. 
 
    "What are you doing here, Zen?" Henrik whispered as he came to stand next to me several minutes later. "There are a lot of people looking for you. In fact, there is a reward for information." His eyes darted right then left as if looking for someone. I laughed. 
 
    "Go collect it, Henrik, maybe it's business. I could sure use some. I delivered my last load a week ago and I'm looking for work. Actually, it’s the reason I stopped in to see you." 
 
    "You did me a favor, so I wouldn't want to..." he said. I was impressed. Honor among thieves and all that. 
 
    "Nah, it's all right." I waved him off. 
 
    "Charley, give Zen anything she wants. On the house," he said as he left in the direction of his office. I hope the Black Hand just wanted to know where the Tykhe was, and wasn't looking to kidnap me when they found out. Well, I'd soon know. I stayed for an hour in case anyone was following me. I didn't want to give the impression I was rushing or trying to avoid notice. That turned out to be a mistake, because it was late and the streets were deserted—except for the small gangs hanging in the shadows, looking for easy prey—but not a woman with a Mfw and a snow leopard. 
 
    "Lookie what I found, Alie. The pilot the boss is looking for," said a cocky youth as he stepped out of the shadows. His head was shaved and his ears filled with rings. He wore black slacks and a silk shirt unbuttoned to the waist to display his neck and chest tattoos. His Mfw pointed at my chest. Another man stood just inside the alleyway, partially hidden by the shadows, and through my mental link with Shadi I knew another man stood a few paces behind me. Shadi, I sent a mental picture of the man in the shadows, Kill. As Shadi sprang at the man, the youth's Mfw instinctively swung in that direction. But before he could aim I swiveled my Mfw up and shot three times as it released and rose, hitting him in the groin, chest, and neck, and simultaneously dove to my left, away from Shadi and the man in the shadows. Turning as I flew toward the payment, I could see the man behind me frozen with indecision whether to aim toward Shadi or me. 
 
    "Drop it or die, I shouted as I hit the ground and slid for another meter. Shadi awaited my command and I awaited the man's next move. The idiot turned and ran. My third shot hit him in the leg. "Drop it or the next one is to the head," I shouted as I rose and walked toward him. The warning wasn't necessary, as he had dropped the laser when he fell. 
 
    "Your two friends are dead, so unless you would like to join them, who is paying you?" 
 
    "Mr. Kardone. We weren't supposed to kill you," he choked out while clutching his leg. 
 
    "Where can I find Kardone?" I asked, not sure what I was going to do with the information. 
 
    "At the Bird of Paradise Club," he sobbed. I had a choice to make—to just leave or call the police. Since I left one alive, I decided to call the police so they would hear my side of the story rather than a sobbing man with the bleeding leg. The police responded within minutes. I suspected the neighbors had called them when the shooting began, and the police probably patrolled this area regularly. 
 
    "What happened, Spacer?" asked a stocky broad-shouldered police sergeant as he kicked each of the dead men twice as he passed them. He looked pleased until he reached the bleeding man. 
 
    "Three men attacked me with guns as I left Club Henrik," I said and shrugged. "I defended myself." 
 
    "We didn't attack her," the sobbing man squeaked out. "We were paid to collect her." 
 
    "Sorry, Officer. Three men jumped out of a dark alley and tried to kidnap me," I said trying to look apologetic. The officer gave a snort. 
 
    "These three aren't from this neighborhood, so they aren't local boys. Wish you had killed them. Now I'll have to write up an incident report." 
 
    "I would have but then I wouldn't have found out who sent them." I grinned. 
 
    "That's reasonable. Who?" he asked, an interested look on his rugged face. 
 
    "Mr. Kardone at the Bird of Paradise." 
 
    "If you shoot him, half the police in that part of town will lose their benefit packages." He gave his first smile. "You can go, although I should jail you for the paperwork you're causing me." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I sat in the Longhorn Restaurant with Shadi, having steak dinners, trying to decide what to do next. It was clear the Black Hand was looking for me. The question was whether they wanted to know where I was, wanted me kidnapped, or wanted me killed. The trio had indicated Mr. Kardone didn't want me dead but they had used force—they could have just asked. So was that their idea or Kardone's and was the Black Hand on the Tykhe right now? If so, were they collecting their canisters or waiting for me? When I looked at my dinner, the food looked cold and the slice of meat on my fork looked to be the only piece off the steak. I shrugged and began eating my stone-cold dinner, weighing what I would do if I didn't know the Black Hand were after me. Halfway through my tasteless meal I decided I should visit Mr. Kardone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Bird of Paradise was on the far side of town in an upscale neighborhood. The front of the building had two windows on each side of the entrance, with live birds, and the two glass doors each had an etched Bird of Paradise. Elaborate birdcages with different species of birds lined the walls to the right and left, and a bar ran the width of the room at the far end. Behind the bar sat a stage where girls with feather fans were dancing. In the middle of the room were at least twenty-five tables. 
 
    "Can I help you?" asked a shapely woman wearing a skin-tight one-piece outfit with feathers on her head and arms and a Bird of Paradise tail.  
 
    "Yes. You can tell Mr. Kardone the Zenaida just flew in. I'll be at the bar." Without waiting for an answer I proceeded to the bar and found an empty seat on the far-right side, where Shadi had room to lie. 
 
    "What can I get you?" a redhead with a feathered outfit asked. 
 
    "Draft beer," I said, watching a digital display counter over the head of a tall shapely woman with long blond hair, working her fans, which showed tantalizing glimpses of flesh. 
 
    "If you want to participate in the auction." The redhead placed a small tablet on the bar and smiled. I shook my head. A few minutes later she placed a beer glass etched with some exotic bird in front of me. Under the bird was engraved Victorian Crown Pigeon.  
 
    A second woman had replaced the first when a tall wiry man with a Mfw at his waist approached.  
 
    "Mr. Kardone will see you now," he said and nodded to the hallway off to my right. 
 
    "No thanks. If Mr. Kardone wants to talk to me he can come out here. Right now he and I aren't friends." 
 
    The man scowled but couldn't do much without sending the club into panic mode. He turned and strode into the hallway. Several minutes later he returned with a tall, bald, dark-skinned man. He was smiling as he sat next to me and held out a hand. "A pleasure to meet you, Pilot Zenaida. I apologize for my clumsy messengers. And thank you for saving me the aggravation of firing them." 
 
    "After we got over introductions, one of them said you wanted to talk to me. So I thought I'd see what you wanted. I'm always in the market for new business," I said and he laughed. 
 
    "They should have told you I wanted to talk to you about business. I have a package I want delivered to a...friend on Tyrus."  He lowered his voice and leaned a bit closer. It's rather urgent and I've heard you are reliable and discrete." 
 
    "How big is this package and will it be sealed?" I asked, playing along with the game. They wanted their canisters on Tyrus immediately and would pay me a bonus using some pretext to justify the rush. 
 
    "Two kilo and no. The contents are...private," he grinned. 
 
    Who? How fast? And What?" I said, leaving the stool and nodding toward the hallway where I assumed he had an office. He took the hint and began walking. I waved for his guard dog to precede me. When Kardone nodded the guard fell in behind him as they entered the hallway. We passed the Peacocks and Peahen's lavatories, and several other doors with Authorized Only signs, and finally stopped at one marked Private. Inside was a spacious office with an oversized mahogany desk with a black leather executive chair and two padded guest chairs. Kardone waved me to one. Shadi, I sent the image of Kardone's guard-dog who remained standing by the door. 
 
    Kardone went behind his desk, opened a drawer, pulled out a plastic bag, and placed it on the desk near where I sat. It didn't look like Velvet since it was white. Heroin, I suspected. The drug was fairly easy to smuggle since the vapors were relatively easy to contain, even from Sniffers. And the penalties weren't excessive on most Rim planets. Obvious, the Black Hand didn't want me arrested. I laughed mentally. I was getting paid triple rates to land at Tyrus. 
 
    "Heroin, and it goes directly to a Mr. Osoriao," he said, and I couldn't contain an involuntary shudder at his name. "Do you know Mr. Osoriao?" 
 
    "I doubt it but I met a loud mouth drunk a few years back who had a similar sounding name. Nasty experience," I said and shuddered again. "Can't be the same man. He's dead." 
 
    Kardone laughed. "You're a dangerous person, Zenaida." 
 
    "It's a dangerous business." I pointed my chin to the bag. "How much of a hurry?" 
 
    "Fifty thousand," he said, watching my reaction.  
 
    "Seventy-five and it's my next stop," I countered. He nodded and I barely contained a laugh. He would pay whatever I asked but I had to be careful not to let them know I was in on the game. "Transfer it to one kilo bags and find a backpack for them. I'll be at the bar." 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I got back to the Tykhe I grabbed a beer, brought out my tablet, tapped it three times, typed RetributionRequired, and instantly multiple icons appeared. I tapped the footprint icon and watched as two men's footprints were shown going to the control room then to the missile room. I slammed the table again and again as I screamed, "Bastards." They had free access to my system and the ship. I was a bloody slave for the Black Hand. They would pay, I swore. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kraig arrived the next day. "Was Vayk a good choice?" he asked as he sat. 
 
    "I doubt it mattered. They were paying for information on my location and had offers to smuggle illegal drugs to…" I smiled when Kraig spoke. 
 
    "Tyrus!" 
 
    "Correct. Seventy-five thousand credits for drugs worth maybe twenty-five to transport. They justified the bonus on the pretext of needing it delivered immediately." I snorted. "Tyrus probably already has a two-year supply on hand. And of course, Zenaida is greedy and stupid." 
 
    Kraig choked on his coffee. "The Black Hand is going to make you rich." 
 
    "The trick will be living to spend it."  
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 Star System: Tyrus 
 
    "What's the plan, Zen?" Kraig asked as we prepared to leave the Tykhe. 
 
    "I don’t have a clue. I was told I could find Osoriao at the Club Royal, so I'll have to go there to give him his heroin." 
 
    "They could kidnap you," Kraig said, frowning in thought. I shrugged. 
 
    "What choice do I...we have? So long as those canisters pass inspection, I don't think they will want to screw up their perfect smuggling operation—minimal risk of discovering the containers, I take the blame if they are discovered, the client is anonymous, and nothing is traceable to them. And they have free access to my ship and my control systems. They could install a beacon so I'd be easy to find, if they haven't already," I said, feeling really depressed. All this time I thought I’d been chasing them when they had me on a leash. 
 
    "If you feel you need or want backup, I’m available." 
 
    "At some point I think we may want to introduce you as my new partner, but I don't think this meeting would be the right time. They probably have concerns about me after my hasty retreat from Tyrus, so let's not introduce any new surprises." If they are nervous, a new player could cause them to decide I was a liability. After a quick customs' inspection, I locked down the ship and activated Clyde's software. 
 
    Although it was midafternoon, I decided to get this meeting over with and caught a taxi to Club Royal. I'm not sure what I expected but the club wasn't fancy. The outside was basic concrete painted green with no windows, just a neon sign reading: Club Royal, A Betting Parlor. A huge man looking like he was in a perpetual bad mood stood next to a wooden door with two jokers' faces—one smiling and one sad. 
 
    "You need a hundred credit to enter and no animals," he snarled. 
 
    "Tell Mr. Osoriao you refused Zenaida entrance and she left with his special delivery package, which I'm returning to Vayk," I said and turned to leave. 
 
    "Wait," he shouted and spoke into a mic attached to his wrist. A minute later he opened the door and I entered. After the sunlight outside, it took my eyes several seconds to adjust to the smoke-filled room and the dim lighting that appeared to be emanating solely from the multiple monitors around the room. There was a long bar in front of the monitors, tables with mostly men playing card games, and people standing at tables where some activity was taking place. A surly looking man with a cigar in his mouth strode in my direction. When he reached me he looked me up and down with a sneer. 
 
    "You have a package for me?" 
 
    "I don't know. Who are you?" I said after looking him up and down. I had the overwhelming urge to have Shadi rip out his throat. It was so strong a low deep growl escaped her. Osoriao backed up a step and his sneer left his face. 
 
    "I'm Mr. Osoriao, and that cat is one growl from being shot." His sneer had returned. 
 
    "Since this is a betting-parlor, would you like to place a bet? I'll give you two to one odds." I smiled with genuine amusement. His eyes shifted from me to Shadi and back several times. Shadi's eyes never left him. "Be a good girl, Shadi. We don't want to annoy Mr. Kardone," I said when Osoriao didn’t reply. 
 
    "Do you have the package?" he finally said, ignoring our previous exchange. 
 
    "Service with a smile," I said, smiling as I swung my knapsack off my shoulder and handed it to him. "I'll wait if you want to weigh or test it." 
 
    He opened the bag, lifted one then the other and shook his head. 
 
    "No. I hear you have a good reputation. You're welcome to stay if you want. Drinks are on me," he said. 
 
    "Thank you," I said. He nodded and walked back to the table he had been at but not before shooting a hate-filled look at Shadi. I strolled around the room, looking at the various games in progress. My stroll ended at the door and I left. I hadn't walked twenty steps when a small man with a Mfw exited the club and proceeded walking in my direction. I knew with certainty that Osoriao had sent the man to kill Shadi. I turned to face him. He was sneering or ate something that didn't agree with him. Shadi, my thought fired and she spun to face him. His sneer faded and he stopped walking. 
 
    "It's either the cat or the cat and you," he said in a cold voice. Kill, I shouted as I swiveled my Bahr to shoot. As I had hoped, Osoriao's man froze as his mind tried to decide on the leopard bounding toward him or the woman whose Mfw was coming to bear on him. I shot him three times in the chest only a second before Shadi reached him. She stopped and stood watching the man lying on his back. When he didn't move she sat and began licking her paw. When I walked past her, she got up and followed. The man at the door didn't have a gun. His mere size would normally be enough, but he moved aside after a glance in the dead man’s direction and saw the hate in my eyes. I entered the room, located Osoriao, and stalked in his direction. He stood, unsure what to do. 
 
    "You want Shadi dead. Fine," I said as we got to within three steps of him. Shadi, I sent an image of Osoriao. "She wants you dead. You're a fucking coward sending others to do your dirty work. Draw that gun, she's ready. One of you is going to die," I screamed. Osoriao had turned pale. Off to my right I saw a man move away from the wall with his hand on the handle of his Mfw. "Draw that weapon and you'll join your dead friend outside." As I said it Osoriao began to draw his Mfw. Simultaneously, Shadi sprang into action. Anticipating the cat would spring up for his neck, Osoriao's weapon rose chest high, pointing slightly upward. But from the paintball games with me Shadi knew that move and chose to attack his legs, shredding his pants and the skin underneath to the bone. He screamed in pain and his weapon lowered to bear on Shadi. But by the time he pulled the trigger, she was behind him and her claws sliced through the back of the arm holding the weapon. The weapon fell to the floor as Shadi lunged up and ripped out his throat. 
 
    "Does anyone else want to shoot my companion?" I looked around the room. The guards weren't sure what to do now that Osoriao was dead. None appeared interested in tempting fate. I backed up slowly to the door so I could watch everyone before calling Shadi to me. We left. A few minutes later I caught a taxi. I sat shaking the entire ride back to the Tykhe. To my relief, no one was inside. Lucky, because Clyde's footprint software showed that two men had collected the canisters less than an hour before. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "You killed Osoriao?" Kraig said in disbelief.  
 
    "Technically, Shadi killed him," I said, trying not to grin. 
 
    "And you're planning to stay on Tyrus? You're twice crazy—killing a member of the Black Hand and not disappearing. You don't think they will want retribution?" 
 
    "No. I don't. Osoriao gave me a reason to challenge him when he sent his hired help to kill Shadi. Consequently, the Black Hand would have no reason to suspect I knew Osoriao killed my father. And I doubt they have any family loyalty. Osoriao was just someone that worked for  them and his temper got him killed. The Hand got their canisters, which is all they wanted. But if we run the Black Hand may have reason to wonder why." 
 
    "It's no wonder you’ve survived in the Rim." 
 
    "Did you find out anything?" I asked. The faster we located the Raiders the happier I'd be. Kraig had a right to worry. The Rim tended toward the gangland tactics of the Mafia on old-Earth. An eye for an eye was very popular. But unlike the Mafia, I thought the Black Hand would only retaliate if it affected business. 
 
    "No. The canisters would make me believe the Raiders are close to Tyrus but that's speculation not proof. Even if a Raider ship stopped here to pick up the canisters, that wouldn't help locate their base of operations. We need to know where they park their ships." Kraig was clearly frustrated. 
 
    "Or...where they are going to raid next," I said, thinking that maybe easier to find. 
 
    "Yes, might work just as well." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I decided to visit some of my father's old haunts, as if I were looking for business. In fact, if I could find some business that would be even better. 
 
    "Where to, Spacer?" asked the cabbie hesitantly as he watched Shadi leap into the backseat. 
 
    "My friend would like to go to The Racetrack," I said, climbing into the taxi and closing the door. 
 
    "I don’t' think they race... cats at the Racetrack," he said, eyeing Shadi in his rearview mirror. 
 
    "Then she's the odds-on favorite." I waved for him to go. "We don't want to be late. Do we?" 
 
    "No, Spacer," he said and pulled into the street, which had very little traffic. He was quiet on the thirty-minute drive through the city and into the shanty town dubbed Happy Valley, for no reason I could see as we passed the rundown houses, deteriorating streets, and desert-like landscape. I would have thought people would be happier to leave the valley than live there. 
 
    The Racetrack was located on four acres of desert, looking like an abandoned rundown warehouse. The Racetrack was painted in large red letters that had begun to fade years ago, and Entrance was painted over the bright red door. I had never been in the building, although my father had described it to me in great detail, along with the players and activities. Looking at the building it was hard to believe it wasn't condemned and was safe to enter. Shrugging, I paid the cabbie and cautiously entered the red door. It was as if I had passed through a space portal into another time dimension—the past when the Racetrack was in its prime--or the far future. The floors were an expensive white stone tile and gold veins, the tables were sculptured from an ebony wood, and the red, beige, and black leather chairs padded and etched with the Racetrack emblem—a skull with wings that looked like checker flags. Each table and chair had a tablet for placing bets, ordering food or drinks, and observing televised events. One entire wall was a monitor containing the odds for various events. Half the room was partitioned with a glass wall. Inside were a variety of races: people, various animals, and mechanical devices. Monitors hung everywhere, each focused on a specific event. The ceiling gave the impression you were looking out into space. 
 
    "Good evening, Spacer," said a good-looking man dressed in the typical black and white striped referee shirt and black pants. "Are you here to race..." he glanced at Shadi, "or wager?" 
 
    "Wager," I said since they were apparently the only choices. 
 
    "Ten thousand credit account required." He smiled and extended his hand. I handed him my credit chip. He typed something then returned my card, along with a plastic card with a cord to hang around my neck. 
 
    "Does Mr. Salgodo still run The Racetrack?" I asked. After a short delay, he nodded. "Thank you." I took a slow tour of the room and finally selected a stool and sat. The bar had a glass top which had small racecars moving underneath. Four men were throwing balls at a target. Each time one hit the center circle a chime rang, and the associated car moved two centimeters toward the finish line. At present, the green car was in the lead. As time passed the cars changed to horses, then dogs, and the game to an assortment of challenges. During my second Blue Ice a well-dressed man approached in what looked like a polo outfit: riding pants tucked into leather boots and a yellow open-necked shirt with a large "1" on the right side.  
 
    "Miss Zenaida, I presume from the snow leopard at your feet," he said, giving me a small bow. "I was sorry to hear about your father. I liked him. He was reliable and always in a good mood. Rumor has it you are continuing in his footsteps." 
 
    "Yes, sir," I said. "Shadi and I have expenses." 
 
    "True, but it's a dangerous business. In fact I've heard your name mentioned several times lately." 
 
    "People know they can depend on me when it's important." I hoped that sidetracked his real question, why? 
 
    "Hang around and enjoy the entertainment. In fact, I'll give you a thousand credits to wager on the games. I might have something for you to transport to Lietzow. It's time sensitive," he said, typed something on his tablet, and wandered off without another word. As he walked away, my tablet showed a thousand-credit voucher redeemable at the Racetrack. My paranoia immediately kicked in—Lietzow, time sensitive shipment, large shipping bonus. Last time it was the Black Hand—this time Uzomo. I’d had no choice but to go to Tyrus, but I did have a choice about going to Lietzow and the answer was no, regardless of the fee. That resolved, I scanned the monitors. Several ugly furry spiders with different colored paint on their backs were chasing a bug. An announcer was providing a running commentary. 
 
    "The blue Hamorii has taken the lead over the green but neither is within striking... I switched to a dog race and immediately regretted it. The number five dog had caught the rabbit—the rabbit was real, crushed in the dog's jaws, and blood was flying everywhere as the dog shook his head back and forth. I switched to a jet boat race just as one of the boats left contact with the water, rotated in the air, and was ripped to pieces as it hit the water upside down. I turned off my viewer and took a long drink just as Salgodo returned. 
 
    "Fifty thousand to deliver this package to the Ranch within forty-eight hours," he said, smiling. 
 
    "I'm not interested. The package Mr. Uzomo wants delivered is me. He wants me and my leopard in a cage fighting something and won't take no for an answer." 
 
    "It's called a Rock Dragon and is unique to Lietzow. He usually pits it against a pack of fighting dogs. Nasty creature," Salgodo said and shuddered. "Likes to cripple its opponents and eat them while they are alive. The audience loves it." 
 
    "And you knew this?" Shadi’s head shot up as she sensed my anger. 
 
    "No. It did sound suspicious but it was a contract for which I would have received a twenty percent bonus. But now that I understand the issues I'm feeling a bit guilty. What if I pay you twenty thousand to take some documents to Samxor, get them signed, and return them to me? It's a legal transaction. And I'll pay a ten thousand credit bonus as an apology." 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Star System: Lietzow 
 
    I wasn't in a good mood as I made my way to the Tykhe, still fuming over Uzomo's attempt to get me back on Lietzow for his entertainment, and even more so now that I know what he intended. So I failed to notice the two men standing near the entrance to the ship. Only Shadi's mental alert warned me. I stopped some twenty steps from them and surveyed the area. Nothing. The two men were probably two of Uzomo's sheriffs—hired thugs. The smaller of the two, who was about my height, stepped forward and extended an envelope. He wore leathers, had a Mfw strapped to his thigh, and was smiling. Ironically, neither man looked to be contemplating drawing their weapons. 
 
    Shadi, I shouted, mentally putting her on alert. The envelope was addressed to Zenaida. I opened it and briefly scanned it while keeping both men in sight. 
 
    Dear Zenaida, I would appreciate you giving Jimmy and Louie a ride to Lietzow. Your partner can't live without them. An admirer.  
 
    Kraig's crew ID was attached to the bottom of the page. When I looked up both men were smiling. 
 
    "I'm Jimmy," the shorter man said. He had the cocky confidence of youth, probably based on his dealings with rowdy customers—not professionals—and knowing he had backup if necessary. That didn't mean he couldn't shoot or wasn't dangerous. "That's Louie." He waved toward the other man, who stood several centimeters taller, heavier built, and several years older. He didn't seem as confident and was watching Shadi and me with his hand on the handle of his Mfw. Jimmy was clearly in charge and the most aggressive of the pair. "Your choice, Hotshot. If you don't care about your partner, Uzomo will probably pair him against the Rock Dragon." 
 
    "If I go, your lunatic employer will pair me with the Rock Dragon," I said, interested in their instructions. 
 
    "If he does, you and that cat may win. Otherwise..." Louie drew his Mfw. I had to restrain a laugh. Louie wasn't sure where he should point the weapon, at Shadi or me. Jimmy had his hand on his Mfw but didn't draw it, an obvious demonstration of his confidence to outdraw me. I idly wondered it Kraig's life was worth the risk. I felt certain Shadi and I could kill these two messengers but then what? Uzomo would kill Kraig and put out a contract to kill me. I could hide but then the Black Hand would also be after me. Better to kill Uzomo, free Kraig, get my retribution on the Black Hand, and get rich. Unfortunately, the only way to do that was to go to Lietzow. 
 
    "Let's go see your coward of a boss," I said as I took out my tablet and opened the hatch to the Tykhe. 
 
    "Coward?" Louie gasped. 
 
    "Yes, Louie. A coward who is afraid to face me so he resorts to kidnapping and sending others to deliver his message. Let's go see if he has the balls to get in a cage with me." I left them standing there as Shadi and entered the ship. They had to run to catch up. I went directly to the Flight Deck and began making preparations to go to Lietzow. I had about three days to come up with a strategy to survive my encounter with Uzomo. 
 
    Shortly after I had exited Tyrus space, Jimmy entered with Louie, both had their guns drawn. You need to lock that cat in one of the rooms," Jimmy said, grinning. "We don't want to see her hurt. Mr. Uzomo wouldn't like that." 
 
    I took that to mean Uzomo had given the pair specific instructions not to damage Shadi, which meant he did plan to force Shadi and me, or maybe just Shadi, into the cage fighting—until we or she lost. Survivors won't suit his plans. 
 
    "Why would she get hurt on the Tykhe?" I asked, thinking I already knew—if they accosted me Shadi would come to my defense and they would have to kill or wound her. 
 
    "She might think you didn't like our company." Jimmy laughed. Louie had a strained grin. He liked the idea but was nervous about my response and Shadi's. I picked up my tablet and tapped it three times. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Jimmy shouted, taking a step toward me. 
 
    "You think this ship flies itself. I'm putting it on autopilot and setting up instructions in case we encounter an emergency, like an asteroid field." Jimmy relaxed somewhat as I continued to type my password. When the icons appeared I hesitated. Clyde had said it would take approximately thirty to forty seconds for the gas to work. I took that to mean fifteen seconds for the gas to fill the air sufficiently to breathe it, and fifteen to thirty seconds to take effect. Based on that, I had practiced holding my breath. My average appeared to be about ninety seconds. I hoped I was right or they might wake before me. I tapped on the Cloud Icon. 
 
    "All right, lets go," I said and took a deep breath as I headed for the hallway with Shadi following. I took my time walking, patting Shadi as if I were saying goodbye. At the door to my room, I hesitated. Not necessary as both men were hanging on to the walls for support and unsuccessfully trying to draw their Mfws. I went in, opened a cabinet and pulled out one of the gasmasks Kraig and I had distributed around the ship in case of this type of emergency. I pulled it to my face and lay on the bed, taking deep breaths. Shadi was out cold on the floor. Eventually I secured the gasmask, went out into the hall, removed Jimmy and Louie's Mfws, tied their arms and legs, went into the galley, and had a couple of beers while I waited for the pair to recover.  
 
    * * * 
 
    "Are you two rested enough?" I asked after watching them for several minutes trying to come to grips with what happened. "I've been debating whether to space you or give you a couple of hours’ oxygen and leave you on an asteroid or put you in the cargo hold with Shadi. It's about her meal time." 
 
    "You can't!" Jimmy screamed. "Without us, Mr. Uzomo will kill your partner." 
 
    I laughed. "You think Uzomo cares about you two. He wants me on Lietzow. He could care less whether you survive or not. And your intentions toward me were certainly not friendly." 
 
    "It was Jimmy's idea," Louie said in a rush. Jimmy turned toward him, his face twisted in hate. 
 
    "What were your instructions?" I asked. 
 
    "Mr. Uzomo hoped you would choose to go to Lietzow without any trouble. If not, we were supposed to kill you but not the cat. Jimmy thought that meant Mr. Uzomo didn't care if we had some fun with you," Louie said. "I told him that wasn't right." 
 
    "What do you think, Shadi?" I asked, looking down at her. She sat next to my chair, looking up at me. As if on cue, she growled. "I agree," I said, burying my face in her luxurious fur. 
 
    "I wish Jimmy and you were half as important as Jimmy thinks. In that case I could trade you for my partner," I said. They were frantically nodding their heads up and down. "You're paid help. Uzomo wouldn't trade my partner for any or all of his sheriffs. I damaged his oversized ego. No, you're worthless to Uzomo and me." I herded them into the cargo hold and secured them. 
 
    "What are you going to do with us?" Jimmy asked, looking much less confident. 
 
    "Not sure. If I were you, I wouldn't go back to the Ranch unless you enjoy cage fighting. I don't think Uzomo is going to be pleased with your performance." I locked the door into the ship proper and went to bed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I landed and had secured the Tykhe, I called Uzomo. He was smiling when his face appeared on my monitor.  
 
    "I see you decided to accept my offer." 
 
    "No. I called to make you a counter offer—" 
 
    "You will come to the Ranch or your friend dies," he growled. 
 
    "So you are selecting option two. That's the alternative option if you reject my compromise." 
 
    He stared at me in silence for several seconds before speaking. "What’s option one?" 
 
    "I’ll call a friend of mine who is a professional fixer. I'll send him a bonus to make sure the fix is unpleasant and drop out of sight until he fixes my problem." 
 
    "What about your partner?" he asked in disbelief. 
 
    "That’s the dilemma you've created. I can't let my competition or enemies think I will do their bidding if they kidnap one of my crew or even a junior partner. On the other hand, I can't let them think there is no consequence for messing with my crew or partner." I paused, pursing my lips in thought. "Actually, option two might be a great example for future idiots." I cut the connection and notified customs I'd like a quick inspection as I planned to depart as soon as possible. Before customs responded, Uzomo called. 
 
    "What's your compromise?" he snarled, but from the sound of his voice he was nervous.  
 
    "Let Kraig go and I will agree to a shootout match with you in the cage. That's a match that should net you a million credits, provided you don't freeze or shoot yourself." I smiled. His face muscles momentarily twisted in anger but slowly turned to an evil smile.  
 
    "How can I trust you?" he asked, eyes narrowed in distrust. 
 
    "My reputation. Not to mention you would put out a contract on me if I didn’t show. Besides, I'm looking forward to killing you." 
 
    "All right. I'll release your partner and give him the date and time." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Are you crazy?" Kraig shouted as he entered the Tykhe six hours later. 
 
    "Since I've agreed to work with the AIA to find Raiders and tippy-toe around with the Black Hand, I'd say that's a definite, Yes. And agreeing to come to Lietzow removes any lingering doubts." 
 
    "Why didn't you run?" 
 
    "To be honest, because it wouldn't solve the problem...and you are my partner. It would make me look bad if I let them kill you." 
 
    He laughed as he went into the galley and retrieved two beers and handed me one. 
 
    "Thank you, anyway. He wants the contest to be held three days from now. What do you have planned?" 
 
    "Kill him," I said and shrugged. "If Uzomo cheats, I want you to send the code 4Balance to the man in this envelope. I've already contacted him. He will know what to do if you contact him." I had sent Jere a message indicating I had set up an account for him and explained my problem with Uzomo. If Uzomo cheated, he would get the password for payment for the contract to kill him. 
 
    "A friend?" 
 
    "No. More of business acquaintance." I smiled at the thought. Kraig nodded. 
 
    "Insurance?" 
 
    "To ensure the scales are balanced." 
 
    He nodded. "Balance is important." 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Kraig and I entered the Ranch that evening, the place was standing room only. Signs were hanging everywhere:  
 
    Uzomo in the cage with Zenaida, the Snow Leopard Lady. 
 
    I had told Kraig to wager one hundred thousand on me. The current odds were three to one in favor of Uzomo. He apparently had a reputation as a deadly fighter and an excellent shot. Getting to see him fight someone in the cage was the big attraction and I was certain he intended to make it an event to remember. 
 
    When he saw me he rose and swaggered toward me. "Welcome, Zenaida. Are you prepared to be taught your manners?" He frowned as he scanned the area. "Where is Shadi?" 
 
    "I'm afraid Shadi is too old to be returned to the wild and I'm too old to learn new tricks, but in the event I'm taught an illegal trick, option two will come into play. Balance is very important Mr. Uzomo." 
 
    "You don't mind a bit of theatrics do you, Zenaida? Our audience is anticipating a good show," he said. I nodded my head. "Good, I thought a bit of target practice for the audience's sake." 
 
    Clever ploy. It will tell him how good a shot I am as well as providing a chance to intimidate me. 
 
    "Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, if there are any in attendance, and to the rest of you bums. This lady is Zenaida. She and her snow leopard have a reputation as being dangerous and deadly. Tonight we are going to test that reputation in the only way one can...a no-rules duel to the death." He had to stop to let the roar of the crowd die down. He pointed to two standing six-foot dummies, which looked to be made from a clear rubberized material. I followed him to a white line, where he drew his Mfw. "Standing target practice," he shouted and fired off a burst of pellets, which began hitting the dummy in the belly button and ran up the body through the chest, neck, and head. A very impressive demonstration that he could shoot. I raised my Mfw and attempted to duplicate his pattern. I was intentionally two centimeters off to the left, hit the chest and neck close to the center and knocked off the dummy's ear, to loud hoots and shouts. I frowned for effect. Uzomo smiled if for no other reason than I was twice as slow as he. 
 
    "Next the fast draw," he said and looked at me. I nodded. "On three. One...two... three." I didn't use the swivel feature of my holster but raised it like drawing it from a regular holster. We shot at about the same time. Uzomo might have been a quarter second faster. The audience was quietly evaluating our performances. I watched as the odds began to coalesce around four to one. 
 
    "And lastly, moving targets," Uzomo said, pointing to two disks around the size of a man's head—forty centimeters. When the two began swinging Uzomo nodded to me. I took careful aim, shot three times, and hit the disk only once. Uzomo shot immediately afterward, also hitting the disk once. But he had fired three times as fast. I stood there frowning. Uzomo was the clear winner of the demonstration. What he and the audience had to take into account was whether I had done my best or had intentionally tried to look the worse contender. Judging by the look on Uzomo's face and the odds now standing at five to one, he and the onlookers decided I had faked it but wasn't capable of duplicating Uzomo’s overall performance, which was impressive. I had to admit he was my equal. If I had an edge it would be my swivel holster and his over confidence, which I hoped to encourage with several subtle signs of stress. 
 
    "This is almost as good as having you and your cat in the cage with the Rock Dragon," Uzomo said, sounding pleased and confirming my previous thoughts. Regardless of what happens, Shadi would be safe. I had bequeathed her to Mr. Stanfield in the event of my death. 
 
    "That implies you win," I said, followed with a weak laugh. 
 
    "Hope my first shot kills you, bitch. Because the rules don't stop me from having a bit of fun while you live." His smile was one of evil anticipation and his eyes glared in hate." He pointed to the cage. He laughed when I closed my eyes, which he thought in fear.  
 
    I walked slowly, maintaining my second thoughts about the upcoming duel. Hopefully his confidence would tempt him to do something stupid like wounding me so he could lengthen my suffering and give the audience a great performance. I climbed the five steps into the cage. It took all my self-control to walk to the rear of the cage before turning around to face Uzomo, not trusting him to shoot me in the back. He probably would have except the audience would be upset and want their money back plus interest—his hide. We stood facing each other while the referee, who stood outside the pellet-proof glass cage, explained there were no rules and we could begin with the sound of his gunshot. 
 
    I didn't think he wanted to kill me on his first shot. I thought it would be to my stomach area—nonlethal but potentially disabling enough for him to begin using me for target practice. If I were right, he would jump to his right or left while drawing his weapon and firing to ensure I didn't have a stable target. 
 
    "Bang!" 
 
    Uzomo threw himself to his left while drawing his Mfw. 
 
    I stepped back with my left foot while swiveling my Mfw into firing position. Ironically, I only had to swivel it less than thirty degrees as he was falling toward the ground. I aimed slightly below his head. Stepping back had changed my profile to expose my leg, arm, and side. We both fired a short burst of pellets. He was going for a disabling wound. Only two scored: one tore stomach skin while another ripped through my side. Two of my pellets hit him in the head. He lay unmoving as I shot him again before staggering to the cage door and exiting. 
 
    The audience was silent as I left the Ranch with Kraig's help. 
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 Star System: Samxor 
 
    "You're a very rich woman," Kraig said two days later when I was released from the hospital.  "I didn't do so bad myself. I placed our bets when the odds were five-to-one. You made five hundred thousand and I made two hundred fifty thousand. But you risked the mission and thousands of lives." 
 
    "You would rather I had left you at the Ranch. And gone where?" 
 
    "I'm grateful but..." 
 
    "If I'm killed you and the AIA can figure a way to continue. But if you die I can't continue." 
 
    Kraig laughed. "Sherman would find you another partner. I'm afraid, in the scheme of things, you are more important than me." 
 
    "You were in danger because of me so I couldn't leave you and sleep nights. Besides, if I hadn't agreed to show, Uzomo would have taken a contract out on me and eventually someone would collect. Better to address the issue head on." 
 
    "Since your gambit worked, everyone will agree it was a good idea. And if it didn't there is no satisfaction in confining a corpse," Kraig said and grinned. “And I now have a retirement nest egg. What now?" 
 
    "Leave Lietzow." I've seen enough of the planet to last a lifetime. How about Samxor?" 
 
    "What's in Samxor?" Kraig asked, looking down in thought. 
 
    "Mr. Salgodo is paying us to go there to get some papers signed. Sounded legitimate. I think he was feeling guilty when I told him the reason Uzomo wanted me on Lietzow. And it will mean we have to return to Tyrus." 
 
    "Samxor sounds good. I haven't been there so it's worth a visit and Tyrus appears to be the Raiders distribution center," Kraig said. "It might be interesting to see how popular you are." 
 
    "What do you mean?" I asked. 
 
    "Whether the Black Hand has people on every planet watching for the Tykhe and know what you are carrying." 
 
    "That's a damn depressing thought. Makes me feel like a drugged-out-of-her-mind addict who doesn't know she’s available for free on-demand fucking," I shouted and slammed my beer on the table so hard it shattered. Kraig choked on his beer and it took several minutes before he could speak. 
 
    "That's an image that's going to be hard to forget," he said and began laughing again. "Sorry. The Black Hand has earned your hatred and I hope you eventually get your retribution." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The trip to Samxor took four days, giving me a chance to heal. I spent several hours each day in the ship's medical unit. The unit wasn't nearly as good as the one in the hospital, but it was sufficient to accelerate the healing process, and I was feeling relatively fit by the time we reached Sidon. 
 
    "What now?" I asked after the customs inspector had finished their inspection of the Tykhe. They were extra thorough as we had no cargo and had come from Lietzow, which was considered the drug smuggling mecca of the Rim. 
 
    "I'll get these documents processed, look for some work, and deliver them back to Tyrus." 
 
    "Why do you need work? You're a rich woman." Kraig looked serious. "Work could get you jail time or worse." 
 
    "I'm hurt that you think I would transport anything illegal. I'm an abandoned puppy struggling to survive in a dog-eat-dog world." I pushed out my lower lip up and squinted as if ready to cry. Kraig choked on whatever he was eating. 
 
    "I'm sure Uzomo thought just that—a feisty puppy to entertain him. What he discovered under that puppy dog exterior was a mature and very scrappy pit bull." He laughed. "Shadi enhances the illusion you're only feisty because you have the cat to protect you, whereas in reality you are the pack leader and the more ferocious of the two." 
 
    I smiled, liking the comparison. "Thank you. I prefer being thought of as a snow leopard rather than a pit bull or such. Well, I'm off to earn a living. Lock up when you leave." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I caught a taxi to the address on the package, the Law Offices of Osborne and Armstrong, which was located in the center of the city in offices on the top floor of a modern ten-story building. To my surprise, I had only a short wait before I was ushered into a large corner office with floor to ceiling windows that looked out over the city. A distinguished-looking elderly man with a round face and a warm smile rose from behind a large mahogany desk. His expensive cream-colored suit complemented his dark complexion. 
 
    "Miss Zenaida, a pleasure to meet you. I'm Gerry Armstrong. Would you like something to drink?" he asked, waving to a small round table with two padded chairs. When I shook my head he continued. "My secretary said you had a package from Mr. Salgodo." 
 
    "Yes. He asked me to deliver this package to you, wait for it to be signed, and transport it back to him." I handed him the package. After inspecting the seal he opened it and scanned the contents. 
 
    "Are you a friend or do you work for Mr. Salgodo?"  
 
    "Neither. I'm an independent merchant. I transport people and things around the Rim." 
 
    "You must have a good reputation, since Mr. Salgodo trusted this package with you. I should have it processed in two days. Is that all right?" 
 
    * * * 
 
    I left the office wondering what the package contained that Mr. Armstrong thought Mr. Salgodo would only send it with someone he trusted and why Salgodo trusted me. Furthermore, he knew Uzomo wanted me in Lietzow and if I went willing or not the package wouldn't make it to Samxor...unless he expected me to go directly to Samxor. That appeared a risky assumption. The only way it made sense would be that the package was in code. That way it would only make sense to Mr. Armstrong. I decided it didn’t matter since the package wasn't illegal, even if the message might be. 
 
    What if the Black Hand was tracking me and helping me get jobs that took me to the system they wanted. Uzomo had given in quickly to my compromise. Could the Black Hand have given him a nudge to accept? And if I lost—hijack the Tykhe? There were too many unknowns and ifs to come to a reasonable conjecture. 
 
    I decided to visit the Meditation Room. Kraig was right that I was quite rich, however I needed to appear to be still be smuggling, otherwise the Black Hand might suspect something was wrong. The Meditation Room was the equivalent of the old-Earth's opium dens. The drugs the Meditation Room used weren't opiates but rather powerful hallucinogens that were legal on Samxor but no other place. A highly sought-after group of dream drugs.  
 
    The Meditation building was divided into two areas: one to relax during your session and a bar and restaurant which offered exotic entrees containing mild doses of stimulants, depressants, hallucinogens, and dissociatives to enhance the experience. I chose a spice-free steak dinner for Shadi and me and had a Blue Ice to drink. 
 
     I had finished my meal and was nursing my drink when a small woman of Asian descent approached my table. I stood and gave her a small bow, which she returned. 
 
    "It has been several years, Zen. You have matured nicely." 
 
    "Thank you, Mrs. Wu. I'm on my own now. My father was murdered a couple of years ago." 
 
    "I'd heard a rumor to that effect. You were lucky you weren't involved. Are you continuing the business?" she asked. When I nodded she continued. "Dangerous for a woman." 
 
    "It's that or get married," I said and received a genuine laugh. 
 
    "That can also be a dangerous business." She nodded sagely. "I have some pending private deliveries if you are interested," she said after appraising me for several minutes. The meaning was clear—illegal drugs to transport. 
 
    "Risk?" I asked. Risk—the difficulty getting the drugs through customs and the penalty if you were caught—would determine the charge. And Speed—how fast the product had to get to its destinations—would determine the premium. Wu looked down in thought for several minutes. 
 
    "High. Tashir, Sidon, and Dacca on your schedule," she finally said when she looked up. "Thirty-five per kilo. One kilo per system." 
 
    High meant one of the Dream Drugs legal on Samxor and nowhere else, had high leakage and therefore easy to detect, and customs routinely checked for those substances. 
 
    "Forty," I said, thinking I would have to be desperate to transport it for twenty-five and Wu would have to be desperate to pay fifty. She nodded. 
 
    "You and your father were always reliable and that is worth a premium. You can pick it up tomorrow." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I picked up the kilo-size bags from Wu the next day and the package from Armstrong the following day. The package looked the same except for the Osborne and Armstrong seal. I had the overwhelming urge to break the seal in the hope of resolving why me. Salgodo knew I might go to Lietzow and could be killed so why trust me with the package. Unless...Salogodo worked with the Black Hand and knew the Tykhe would be going to Samxor after Lietzow—with or without me. If true, that meant the package had something to do with the Black Hand and possibly the Raiders. 
 
    "What do you think, Kraig?" I asked after explaining my logic, or was it paranoia? We sat eating in the galley after I had cleared Samxor space and set a course for Tyrus. 
 
    "It's certainly possible. Clyde—" Kraig stopped when I grabbed my tablet and tapped on it three times, entered my password, and tapped on the feet. Sure enough, the bastards had been on the ship while Kraig and I were running errands. Kraig rose when I did and followed me to the missile room where I opened the two missiles using my new access via my tablet. Looking inside, I screamed obscenities in every language I knew—Dream drugs and not in the non-leak containers I used. I closed the missile compartments, retrieved the Sniffer from my room, and returned to the missile room. The Sniffer displayed a trace of Dream drugs that may have been caused by opening the missile's secret compartment. 
 
    "They must consider those missile compartments leakage proof," Kraig said. "I don’t imagine they want you caught and the Tykhe taken out of commission.  
 
    I could no longer trust anyone. There were other packages in the compartments. Were one or more of them intended for Tashir, Sidon, or Dacca? Was that the reason Wu wanted deliveries to those systems? 
 
    "I think the Black Hand is leading me around by the nose," I muttered with my head buried in my arms on the table. 
 
    "If not leading you, at least monitoring where you intend to go." Kraig had a faraway look as if in thought. "I too have an overwhelming urge to see what is inside that package from Osborne and Armstrong." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "That's not much cargo," the senior customs agent said after inspecting the area. 
 
    "It's not the size of the cargo that matters, it's the size of credits to transport it," I quipped. 
 
    "Don't suppose you are transporting anything illegal?" he asked, clearly bored. 
 
    "Depends. What’s on this week's list of illegal items on Tyrus?" I asked and saw Kraig's look of concern. 
 
    "Nothing new." His saggy face gave a snort. 
 
    "You might want to inspect the galley. I might have a couple of illegal beers from the Central Systems," I said, trying to look guilty. They smiled. 
 
    "Slipped my mind completely, Pilot Zenaida. I'm sure I saw that on this week's list." They left, grinning, with two bottles of Carl's Tavern beer, a product of a famous York distillery. 
 
    "Will that help if they find something illegal?" Kraig asked. I shook my head. 
 
    "No. But if they like you they tend to be a little less aggressive, a bit careless, and more willing to cooperate. One day, that might be important...in case you bring something illegal on board," I said, trying to look serious. Kraig laughed. 
 
    "How long on Tyrus?" 
 
    "A couple of days. Don't want to appear like we are in a hurry to leave." I proceeded to set Clyde's software and lock down the ship. I departed less than an hour after Kraig and went directly to the Racetrack to return the package. 
 
    At the club, I took a seat at the bar. I had just received my Blue Ice when a middle-aged man approached. 
 
    "Miss Zenaida?" he asked. I nodded. "Mr. Salgodo would like to see you in his office." 
 
    I followed him down a hallway to a door marked Private. He knocked then opened the door. 
 
    "Come in, Zenaida. I see you already have a drink. Sit and relax," he said and rose from behind his old-fashioned wooden desk and came to sit in the chair facing me. When he held out his hand I passed the package to him. He looked it over while carefully inspecting the seal. "I understand you stopped in Lietzow before going to Samxor." 
 
    "You did say delivery wasn't time sensitive and my business with Mr. Uzomo was urgent." 
 
    He nodded. "Better to face him rather than an unknown assassin. Since you won it was a good decision." He smiled although his eyes appeared amused. "Where is your next stop, Zenaida? I might have some additional business for you." 
 
    "Depending on what, when, and where, I might be able to take another delivery. My schedule could depend on what business I find on Tyrus and how it fits with my current commitments," I said, feeling Mr. Salgodo was in league with the Black Hand and they wanted me to go somewhere. If so, they would pay dearly to have me on their leash. 
 
    "I have another package I need signed and returned to me," he said, and I would wager it was to Sidon. "The law offices of Tromberg and Tromberg on Sidon." 
 
    I managed not to show my amusement. "That's not on my current delivery schedule. Maybe if you can wait..." 
 
    "No, I need my package back on Tyrus in two weeks. I'll pay a bonus to expedite delivery...say sixty thousand," he said, his eyes holding that same amusement. 
 
    "Sorry, that could impact my other customers and hurt future business." I squeezed my face, trying to look tempted but concerned. It wasn't easy. 
 
    "I'll double it...one hundred twenty credits. It’s critical." His amusement had turned to concern and was edging toward panic." 
 
    "Two weeks?" I asked. He nodded in relief. I finally agreed and left the Racetrack two hours later with a sealed package and my head feeling like a pipe-bomb loaded with nails and broken glass had just exploded. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "You don't look...well," Kraig said as he entered the galley and saw me sitting with five empty bottles of beer on the table. "Bad day?" 
 
    "Bad doesn't begin to describe the situation," I said and opened another bottle. "Mr. Salgodo is working with the Black Hand to send their favorite fuck-on-demand addict to fetch two of their biochemical canisters for them—" 
 
    "You agreed?" Kraig shouted. His face twisted in rage. 
 
    "And what do you think would happen if I refused?" I snorted. "Kill you, drug me, and hijack the Tykhe. Of course, it would all be legal. I'd be forced to sell the Tykhe before Shadi was killed for her hide and I volunteered to be used as entertainment at some pleasure resort." 
 
    Kraig nodded, collected a beer, and sat staring at me. "Any suggestions." 
 
    "None Colonel Sherman and you will like," I said, planning to get comatose drunk. He remained silent for several minutes. 
 
    "It's where we think they are getting the gas. Maybe we can determine their distributor," Kraig finally said, trying to make something good out of a bad situation. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Star System: Sidon 
 
    "What now?" Kraig asked after the customs inspectors had finished their tour of the Tykhe.  
 
    "I'll get these documents processed, look for some work, and deliver them back to Tyrus." I caught a taxi to the address on the package, the Law Offices of Tromberg and Tromberg. On the way there, I thought about the Black Hand and how they would go about loading the canisters. They already knew I was headed to Sidon and had a close approximation of the time I would arrive and the earliest I could return if I chose to do so immediately. In all likelihood they would have the canisters ready to load at the first opportunity. But since I had arrived in the morning, I doubted they would attempt to enter the Tykhe in Hazmat-like suits in broad daylight—but they had before. They would have to be available on short notice day or night since they couldn't count on how long I'd stay in system, when both Kraig and I would be away from the Tykhe, or for how long. Made sense when I thought about it. That meant they had to have a system that would be authorized in the area and normal enough to be ignored. 
 
    "Cabbie, are there any clothing stores in the area?" I asked as I considered the situation and an idea began to develop. 
 
    "For Spacers?"  
 
    "No. Working clothes." 
 
    "About two miles back there is a complex which caters to working folks…those that get their hands dirty," he said with a toothy smile. "Those that fix things rather than use them," he added quickly, apparently not wanting to insult his passenger and lower any tip. 
 
    "Take me there. I need to do some shopping in case I ever have to fix something on my ship." I smiled. The cabbie was a middle-aged man with a worn-out look. He wore a clean but old jacket. He pretty much had the right of it. The working classes, either by profession or by necessity, were the folks who fixed, or prepared, or fetched while the upper class used those things—dirty hands vs clean. 
 
    When the cab stopped, I handed him two twenty-five credit chips. "One is to cover the wait. The second is a tip. If anyone asks, tell them I said I needed to shop for some things." 
 
    A smile split his craggy face in half. "You bet, Spacer. You shop all you want." 
 
    "I'm leaving my cat since she would frighten the shoppers. She won't be any trouble so long as you don't bother her or decide to leave. There will be another twenty-five-credit tip when I get back." 
 
    After looking over his shoulder at Shadi, he nodded. Without the glass partition separating the driver from the passengers he might not have been amenable, even for the fifty credits. It helped that Shadi was currently curled up on the seat and appeared to be sleeping. I set her the command to stay and she closed her eyes. 
 
    The building was a low-end shopping mall with discounted items from a variety of stores. The merchandise appeared to be last year's items the main store no longer felt viable, items that didn't sell well, and items with minor defects that were worth repairing. I purchased heavy work shoes, maintenance coveralls, heavy-duty shirt, a cap to tuck my hair into, and a workbag for my spacer clothes. Dressed in my new outfit, I exited through another entrance and caught a cab back to the customs area. 
 
    "Drop me at one of the maintenance buildings," I told the cabbie when we reached the customs complex. 
 
    "Which one?" 
 
    "It doesn't matter. I'm job hunting," I said. He nodded and proceeded to the largest building and stopped. The meter read four credits. "If you wait, there is a twenty percent tip on top of the waiting charge." I handed him twenty credits. 
 
    "I'll wait until this exceeds the waiting charge…about four hours." 
 
    I exited the cab and entered the building. It turned out to be a maintenance hangar with twenty or more mechanics working on various ships or ship components. No one gave me more than a glancing look as I made my way to the other end and exited out the giant hangar doors which were partially open. Then I weaved my way past a variety of buildings until I found a sheltered spot behind a generator at the end of a small building which appeared unused. I settled down to wait. None too soon. Less than fifteen minutes later a truck pulled up to the Tykhe's forward entrance. The truck blocked my view but after several minutes the hatch slid open and I could see two men in HAZMAT suits enter.  I had an urge to run to the truck, shoot the driver, and then shoot the two men as they exited the Tykhe. Good sense prevailed. Killing the two deliverymen, even if they were members of the Black Hand, would feel good but could make me unintended collateral damage. I needed to help the ACS shut down the Raiders to be free of the ACS. Then sell the Tykhe to be free of the Black Hand. 
 
    I made my way back to the taxi and returned to the store and my original driver. 
 
    "Where to, Spacer?" His smile when I handed him another twenty-five credits made him look ten years younger.  
 
    "The law offices," I said. This game was proving very lucrative now that I understood the rules. But this was not the retribution I had in mind, and those canisters represented death and untold misery for hundreds of people. They weren't my responsibility but…what was the alternative. If I didn't deliver the Black Hand would be after me and they had a long reach. Not to mention the ACS, since I would have screwed up their chance to catch the Raiders—and in the end the Raiders would continue and people would die. 
 
    The office of Tromberg and Tromberg was located in the center of the city in a thirty-story building. On entering, I was confronted by a man standing at an information counter, which also acted as building security, judging by the armed men on either side of the booth. 
 
    "Can I help you ma'am?" asked the young man in the booth. 
 
    "I'm Pilot Zenaida. I have a package for Mr. Tromberg." 
 
    The young man tapped on his tablet and then nodded. "Yes. The elevators are to your right. Mr. Tromberg's offices are on the twenty-second floor. But I'm afraid animals aren't allowed in the building." 
 
    "She's my security. If Mr. Tromberg wants his package either my cat and I go up or he comes down," I said, watching the two security men for their reaction. They appeared content to see what I did. I did nothing—merely stood awaiting a decision. The young man turned away and spoke softly into a mic he had extending from his right ear. After a few minutes he turned back to me. 
 
    "You and your security are cleared. Mr. Tromberg is on the twenty-second floor and the elevators are down the hallway to the right. 
 
    "Thank you." I turned right and found the elevators. When the elevator door opened, I pushed through the glass doors engraved with two eagles in flight over Tromberg & Tromberg engraved in an old English font. It appeared the law firm occupied the entire twenty-second floor. Judging by the building, furniture, and the dress of the people I could see, they were very successful. This made me wonder how they fit in with Selgodo, the Black Hand, and the Raiders—and what was in the sealed packages I was transporting. The urge to rip them open was like an itch you couldn't reach to scratch. Maybe I could claim Shadi tore it to shreds when I wasn't looking.  
 
    A few paces into the room a tall shapely brunette met me. She was impeccably dressed in a white pantsuit, a red silk blouse, and wore a welcoming smile. Or maybe she was smiling at what it was going to cost to hire one of their lawyers. 
 
    "How may I help you, ma'am," she asked, trying to keep her eyes from darting to Shadi.  
 
    "I have a package for either of the Tromberg's from Mr. Salgodo." 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Tromberg senior is expecting you," she said after tapping on a tablet she was holding. "He is available and can see you now. Please follow me." She waved to a hallway on the right and began walking. At the end of the hallway an older woman sat at a large wooden desk, watching us approach.  She rose when we neared the area and opened the door. "Please go in. Mr. Tromberg is free," she said, nodding toward the open door. When I entered I heard the door close behind me. The room was big enough for a family of four, with floor to ceiling windows that provided a bird's eye view of the city. Tromberg was a medium-size man in his late sixties with graying hair. His round face was baby smooth and his warm smile appeared genuine. 
 
    "I have a package for you from Mr. Salgodo, sir," I said, extending the package while still speculating what the package contained. 
 
    "Please have a seat while I examine it. There is coffee, water, and an assortment of snacks on the table," he said while returning to his desk. I would imagine if I had been a client, I would have already racked up a several hundred-credit tab. He inspected the package, opened it, and spent several minutes reading its contents, then smiled. He opened a drawer in the desk, exchanged my package for another, and then rose and carried it to where I sat. 
 
    "These are the documents Mr. Salgodo needs. He asked me to remind you that while there is no immediate rush he does need these documents within six days." 
 
    "Yes, sir. I'll only be on Sidon a couple of days, hoping to find additional cargo," I replied, while translating the exchange—the Black Hand has stored the illegal canisters on the Tykhe so you may return to your ship. Be advised the canisters are needed by the Raiders no later than six days from now or there will be a penalty for late delivery—your ass. 
 
    The same young woman was waiting to escort me to the elevators. On the way back to the Tykhe I contemplated the good and bad news. The good news—I had a lead on the supplier of the gas. The bad news—there was no way to avoid delivering the gas to the Raiders. Therefore neither Kraig nor his boss, Colonel Sherman, was going to be happy. Back at the Tykhe I wasn't surprised to find Kraig hadn't returned. I went to bed but slept little as I wrestled with the dichotomy: how to let the Black Hand load the deadly canisters on Sidon but deny the Raiders them without upsetting the Black Hand by failing to deliver them on Tyrus. 
 
    * * * 
 
     Kraig returned late the following afternoon. "I assume the Black Hand loaded the canisters," he said as he entered the galley and fetched a beer. He looked as disgusted as I felt. 
 
    "That's the bad news," I said as he sat glaring at me. 
 
    "There's good news?" He frowned. 
 
    "I know how they can load the canisters without being noticed and have a lead on their supplier, if not the provider of the gas." 
 
    Kraig sat quietly for some time, eyes downcast in thought. "They would have to be authorized in the area and in a vehicle that wouldn't appear out of place," he said almost to himself. Then he looked up. 
 
    "The company is Simson & Sons Restoration, Ltd.," I said. "The signage says they clean up after floods, fires, and foreign infestations. They pulled up close to the entrance to the Tykhe, marched in dressed in Hazmat suits, and were out in less than five minutes. They had people watching me and were prepared to have the law firm Tromberg delay me until they had completed inserting the canisters. I verified the new canisters were in the modified missiles when I got back. That implies they were also watching when you left and where you went." 
 
    Kraig nodded agreement. "What part do you believe Tromberg plays in all this?" 
 
    "Can't be sure. They were cooperating with the Black Hand but they may not be aware who their client is or what they are doing. But I wouldn't doubt at a minimum they handle the money transfers to people and companies like Simon & Sons and are willing to comply with requests like holding a carrier until they call." 
 
    "How do we stop the Raiders from getting those canisters?" Kraig's focus was on the Raiders and their weapon of choice. 
 
    "We don't and can't. Furthermore, I don't believe that’s our mandate." 
 
    "Hundreds will die if we deliver those canisters!" he shouted, rising from his chair and glaring at me. 
 
    "You're absolutely right. But that doesn't change the reason Colonel Sherman sent you and me back into the Rim." I shrugged. Kraig continued to glare for a long time, but I could see he was working through the issues. Finally, he sat and finished his beer in two quick gulps. 
 
    "That doesn't bother you?" 
 
    "I care but those canisters are not the problem." I held up my hand to stop Kraig's knee-jerk response. "The problem is the Raiders. We can stop the deaths by finding the Raiders which, by the way, is our mission. Find the Raiders and the ACS will destroy them. Then there will be no more raids. If we concentrate on the canisters the Black Hand may deduce we are the problem and decide to terminate us. In that case, the Raiders may remain in business for many years." 
 
    "Then we are going back to Tyrus and let then take the canisters?" 
 
    "I thought I'd stay a day or two on Sidon and see if I can find work—" 
 
    "Damn you, Zen. You aren't rich enough already?" 
 
    "I thought I'd stay a day or two on Sidon and see if I can find work while you investigate Simon and Sons. Colonel Sherman will want to know if they are the providers or being used as a front." I smiled at Kraig's look of shame. 
 
    "Sorry, Zen. I'm out of my mind over the deaths that will result from us delivering those canisters and can't focus. You're right. Our mission is to find the Raiders and those who support them. Delaying the delivery of the canisters won't stop the raids. The raids will continue regardless." He nodded, lips pursed in thought. "You delay our departure while I checkout Simon and Sons." 
 
    "I almost forgot. You may want to warn Sherman that they can anticipate a raid within fifteen days." 
 
    "How do you know?" Kraig was on his feet again. 
 
    "Mr. Tromberg indicated Salgodo needed the package returned in six days at the latest. Since we know the Raiders want the canisters for a raid, I thought they probably have a target identified and a date to leave close to the date Salgodo needed us back on Tyrus. Add to that the time to reach a Central Systems’ planet." 
 
    "Good work, Zen. That window may help identify logical targets and allow the ACS to concentrate resources to defend them. If we're lucky they may catch the Raiders when they arrive." Smiling, he raised his beer to me in salute. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I remember my father once taking me to the Big Top Club for business. It was an exciting place with all sorts of interesting acts. The club, actually a collection of buildings, was said to be reminiscent of circuses back on old-Earth. The club was closed in the morning and only opened in the afternoon to buy tickets and memorabilia. The acts didn't begin until early evening, providing me with a perfect alibi to delay while Kraig investigated Simon & Sons. 
 
    I arrived an hour before the first acts were due to begin, having made reservations at the China House Restaurant—one of the six clubs presently active. The entertainment at the China House consisted of men and women of Asian ancestry performing acrobatics and feats of mastery with an assortment of weapons. The feats were performed in conjunction with a story. The current story was about a cruel Prince who kidnapped a farmer's wife and the farmer's efforts to free her—and kill the Prince. I could empathize with the farmer and his quest. 
 
    I was halfway through my Mandarin Duck special when a tall athletic man dressed in a red jacket over a silver vest, black pants, and calf length leather boots approached. He had a whip attached to his belt but no other weapon I could see. Of course, he didn't need anything else as the two men following him had Mfws strapped to each thigh, knives in their boots and, I'd wager, lasers inside their black vests. 
 
    "Zen, how good to see you. You and Shadi have matured since I last saw you. Quite nicely, I may add," he said as he nodded to the empty chair and sat at my smile. 
 
    "Thank you, Mr. Van Stefan. You don't look like you've aged a day." 
 
    "Got to stay in shape or the young start to think you are ready to retire and are willing to help." He roared with laughter. "Shadi would make an excellent attraction," he said while cocking his head to admire her. 
 
    "Yes, many like to see animals do tricks. I prefer to see them free." 
 
    "Yet, isn't Shadi in captivity although treated well?" Van Stefan asked with a slight smirk on this angular face. 
 
    "Yes. I admit to putting my wants and needs over hers and being selfish. I was young and she was so beautiful…" I dug my hand into her fur and knew I'd do it again—she was a cherished companion. 
 
    "I can relate to that." He laughed again. "Since you don't like animal acts, I assume you are looking for me or work." He paused until I nodded. "  
 
    "Both. Mrs. Wu sent you a small gift." 
 
    "Excellent. Come with me back to the office and we can discuss business," he said, rising and waving for me to follow. He stopped for a brief moment at the entrance. 
 
    "Miss Zenaida’s dinner, which I'm interrupting, is free, as well as anything she orders over the next few days." He led me to a small one-story building, which appeared to be offices, and into a large room with glass cases that contained a variety of fish, snakes, and miscellaneous small insects, most of which I had never seen before. He collected three vials with some kind of symbols I didn't recognize. "These vials contain extracts from a Puffer fish, Taipan snake, and a Wandering spider. Nothing you would like to ingest but Mrs. Wu uses them in her various Dream Drugs. They are legal on Sidon and on Samxor. I don't know about anywhere else you may stop." 
 
    "I have to stop in Tyrus. It's a time-sensitive delivery. After that I have two deliveries for Mrs. Wu before I'm free." I reached into my jacket and pulled out Wu's package and handed it to him. He weighed it in his hand before speaking. 
 
    "A kilo," he said as he rotated the package to examine the strange writing. "Dragon Dream Dust. An excellent choice. This is Mrs. Wu's payment for the poisons I sent her. A very profitable arrangement." He stood looking at me for a long time before speaking. "Thirty thousand for the three and there is no rush," he said more as a question than a statement. I nodded agreement since it was a generous offer, considering I doubted the three were illegal substances anywhere. 
 
    The area was quiet by the time I left, as the various circuses were in progress and the buildings bathed the area in dark shadows. Shadi spun backward as I heard puff, puff and my body convulsed in pain and I lost all muscular control. As I jerked, unable to control my movements, I saw four hooded bodies in the shadows. Shadi leaped into the air, spinning as she did, and landed crouched, facing our attackers. 
 
    "The damn cat's free!" One man's voice shouted. 
 
    "Tase her again—" another male voice shouted. I knew Shadi wasn't going to win against four men as I couldn't help. Shadi hide, I screamed, mentally projecting an image of the dark area away from the four attackers. She darted away. 
 
    "What happened?" a gruff voice shouted. "That cat’s worth tens of thousands of credits." 
 
    "One of the contacts must have dislodged when it spun from the shock," a younger voice said.  
 
    "Well, go after it!" the gruff voice said, pointing in the general direction Shadi had run. 
 
    "Not with these shadows. That cat's dangerous." 
 
    "Well, search her. See what Van Stefan gave her to smuggle out of system," the gruff voice said. Now that the pain had eased I could see he was a short wide man and one of the two holding a Taser with wires attached to me. I could feel the barbed metal probes in my back. He laughed. "Smuggling is illegal, Spacer. For your information, we’re the confiscation police." 
 
    The tall thin man knelt beside me, patting and squeezing me. "She's got three vials with strange marking, a Bahr Mfw, a knife, and a credit chip," he said when he finished his groping. 
 
    "Probably poisons. Not worth much on Sidon…but I'll bet the bitch has contraband on her ship and a bed where she can entertain us while we search. Get her to her feet." 
 
    The same man who searched me, lifted me to a standing position, stroking, grabbing, and giggling while he did. I endured, knowing resistance would only get me another fifty-thousand-volt lesson. 
 
    "Your ship awaits you, Pilot," the gruff voice said, which I assumed was the leader of this pack of hyenas. When I tried to walk my legs felt like Jello and I staggered. The thin man put his arm under mine and his hand roamed my breast. I cursed my condition. I not only didn't have a weapon and wasn't strong enough to run or fight, even if I weren't attached to two Tasers. I could feel Shadi's presence but wouldn't call her to help since it would mean her certain death. Having little choice, I decided to cooperate for now, hoping the space gods were in a playful mood and would give me a fighting chance. Maybe Kraig had returned, maybe customs would interfere, maybe a good Samaritan…more likely the best I could hope for was having a really, really bad day. I remembered little of the ride to the parking area and the walk to the Tykhe as I was fantasizing what I would do to these scavengers when I found them. And if I lived I would find them. 
 
    When we reached the Tykhe, the leader handed me my tablet. "Open it. And no funny business. The more trouble you give us the more painful this experience is going to be," he said, and pain shot through me as I fell to my knees. I knew at that moment he had no intention of letting me live. 
 
    Thank you, Clyde, I mumbled as I tapped three times on my tablet and then on the padlock. The screen went black. "I imagine Mr. Van Stephan will feed you those vials when his people find you, if the Black Hand doesn't find you first. You should hope it's Van Stephan," I said placing the tablet on the ground. The leader picked it up and tapped on it and when it didn't respond, he turned toward me. His eyes burned with hate. Pain shot through me again and again as he triggered the Taser he held. Then he grabbed the Taser from the short thin man standing next to him and activated both. I screamed as thousands of volts raced through my body, feeling like I had been dropped in molten lava. Instantly my body went into total paralysis, except for my heart which felt like a run-away jackhammer. I could feel Shadi close by held in check only by my warning of danger and to stay. If she attacked she would die, but if I died she would be forced to scavenge for food and eventually caught and caged or killed—better to die fighting, I finally concluded. When my body was able to function again and my mind semi-clear, I sent an image of the two men with the Taser, Shadi ripping the inside of their legs where the femoral arteries ran, and then darting away to hide. But before I could bring myself to give Shadi the command to attack, with the likelihood of her dying, the leader dropped onto my chest. Before I could recover my breath his face was next to mine. I gagged on his rancid whiskey breath. 
 
    "Bitch, open that ship or I’ll cut out your eyes—" He never finished as a blast of pellets from an Mfw ripped his face to shreds and he was propelled backward. Three more shots, so close they sounded like one, as each of the other three attackers fell. 
 
    As I lay dazed, wondering if Kraig had returned or maybe a good Samaritan had happened by, several men appeared. 
 
    "They didn't get into the ship. It's locked," a voice said from near the Tykhe's entrance. 
 
    "Zen's stunned by the look of her, otherwise she appears all right," another voice said while looking down at me. 
 
    "Good. Search these men to make sure they don't have anything of hers. Then we'll clean up and leave," a command sounding voice said. Several minutes later my Bahr, credit chip, and the three vials were laid next to me and the four bodies disappeared. To my surprise, a smooth-faced man with an angular face and silver-streaked hair looked down at me. His black eyes and hawk-like beak of a nose gave him a deadly look. "You need to be more careful, Zenaida. Life on the Rim is dangerous." He turned and disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    I called Shadi and pulled her to me. I don't know how long I lay there but the sky was beginning to lighten when I finally rose, collected my things, and entered the ship. 
 
    I woke to a buzzing, indicating someone was at the ship's entrance. I was confused when I saw it was Kraig until I realized I had used Clyde's padlock feature to lock down the Tykhe before falling into bed. I released the lock and made my way to the galley. Kraig entered a few minutes later. 
 
    "I surmise you didn't have a good day yesterday," he said as he fetched a cup of coffee and sat. 
 
    "I'm in an endless cycle of good news/bad news things happening, where the good news things are getting less and the bad news escalating." 
 
    "Want to explain?" 
 
    "Good news—I got a good price to transport various venom to Samxor. Bad news—four drug addicts thought I had gotten drugs from the individual and caught me with Tasers. Good news—Shadi got away. Bad news—the addicts decided I had drugs on my ship and dragged me here. Good news—Clyde's padlock kept them out. Bad news—they weren't happy and thought a hundred thousand volts repeatedly applied would change my mind. The idiots didn't realize that would eventually cause cardiac arrest. Good news—I was saved. Bad news—the Black Hand saved me. " 
 
    "That sounds like good news—" 
 
    "That means WE are on a short leash since they had to be watching both of us to know when the Tykhe would be vacant and watching the ship to see their favorite fuck-on-demand girl wouldn't be available if they didn't intervene. And the really bad news—they killed the four addicts, which means I can't find them and do all the things I was fantasizing during my kidnapping." 
 
    Kraig choked on the coffee he was sipping.  After he recovered he laughed once then sobered. "The good news is I was able to determine that Simon and Son is manufacturing the gas, although it's the Black Hand who delivers it to the Tykhe. The bad news is that we will have to deliver it to Tyrus and ultimately to the Raiders." 
 
    "The good news is that we should be able to determine who and maybe how it is being delivered to the Raiders," I said, determined to get my retribution, even if only indirectly. "It's all we can do without jeopardizing our mission, Kraig. If we alert them we are on to their operation by delaying delivery, it won't stop the killing. They will not only kill us but change their operation, making what we found worthless," I said, understanding Kraig's feelings. He nodded. 
 
    "Maybe Colonel Sherman will get lucky. I notified her that you were told to be back on Tyrus within six days, and that may indicate the Raiders have a raid planned. Given one to three days to deliver the canisters, the Raiders could be on the move within three to five days. So, predicated on the travel time from Tyrus to potential systems, she would have a window of opportunity for each system and a chance of being in system when they attacked." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We spent the next three days’ travel to Tyrus debating how to determine to whom the Black Hand delivers the canisters, and where they go afterward. It was logical to assume they would use the same technique to collect the canisters—they would have Kraig and I under surveillance to determine when the ship would be vacant and use some kind of maintenance vehicle as a pretext to enter the ship and make the pickup. 
 
    "I'll have the Tykhe's cameras take a snapshot every ten seconds if the hatch is opened after we leave. That way we should be able to determine what pickup vehicle they are using and which way it goes after retrieving the canisters," I said, getting ready to program the software patch. 
 
    "That will help but I wish we could follow the vehicle. But that's impossible if your assumption is correct and we are being monitored," Kraig said.  
 
    "Maybe not," I said, thinking about my little diversion on Sidon. "Is there some club we can both visit and one of us disappear out the back when we detect the pickup is in progress?" I asked. Kraig liked the idea and we spent several hours searching the entertainment near the parking area and found the ideal place—a large casino, the Horseshoe, about fifteen minutes from where the Tykhe was parked. 
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 Star System: Tyrus 
 
    We arrived on Tyrus early in the morning, wanting to leave the ship by noon, hoping the cameras would get clear photos of the vehicle they would be using and maybe some clue as to their destination. I declared the three vials of poison since they were listed as medical supplies, weren't illegal on Tyrus, and there were no customs fees as they were destined for Samxor. 
 
    We departed around noon and caught a taxi to the Horseshoe Casino, where we separated. Kraig found a seat at one of the Blackjack tables and I wandered the club, stopping to play a variety of slot machines, while monitoring my tablet. We were there less than thirty minutes when my tablet registered an entry into the Tykhe. I ordered a taxi under the name "Sterling" and used one of my prepaid cards to pay, giving an address of one of the local businesses a few streets away from the casino. Then I replaced Kraig at the Blackjack table on the pretext he needed a break. We had decided me leaving with Shadi would not only be very conspicuous but would limit where I could go without being identified. 
 
    I sat playing for over four hours, which should have been expensive as the minimum wager was twenty-five credits and blackjack wasn't my game. When I gambled, which was seldom, I tended toward poker. I knew the odds when it came to drawing to a flush or run, and reasonably good at bluffing, but not at determining the odds of when to hold or draw in blackjack. So I decided to let the dealer do the drawing. That turned out good for me since the three dealers during my time at the table weren't particularly lucky. However, my strategy didn't please several of the players at the table. They tended to blame me for their poor draws. 
 
    "Damn you, woman!" a very large and drunk man with fists like sledge hammers shouted as he rose from his seat two stools away. "It's obvious you don't know what the fuck you’re doing and it's screwing up the deck for the rest of us." 
 
    I tended to agree with him that I didn't know much about the game of blackjack, only the bare essentials—beat the dealer's hand without going over twenty-one. But I was currently a thousand credits ahead and he was losing, which didn't say a lot about his skill at the game. And I didn't understand how I could screw up the deck since I didn't know what the next card or cards were. Besides, I wasn't there to help him win. 
 
    "Can't blame me. I didn’t shuffle the cards--the dealer did," I said in my best happy, happy voice as the dealer paid me for my winning hand. His bulldog face turned red and the two men between he and me left their seats. His twisted face turn into what I thought mimicked a smile. But before he could take a step in my direction, Shadi landed on one of the vacant seats and a slow growling sound emerged. 
 
    "You are going to pay for my losses or I'll kill that cat and sell its hide," he snarled. 
 
    "Give you ten to one odds, the cat walks out of the casino and you don't," I said, getting down from my stool. "Or we can find out if you’re as fast with that Mfw as you are with your mouth. 
 
    "You do attract trouble, Zen," Kraig said, just before the butt of his Mfw smashed into the man's head. He had approached from behind at the start of the man's rant.  
 
    "Thanks," said one of the two security men as they neared. "Customers getting killed inside the casino isn't good for business and blood is expensive to cleanup. 
 
    Kraig nodded and turned to me. "How can you get in an argument at the blackjack table? Everyone is playing against the House." 
 
    "Cash me out," I said to the dealer. "No one at the table likes me." 
 
    The dealer counted my stack of chips and handed me a credit chip for the total. "That's one thousand three hundred fifty credits. If you don’t understand this game I'd love to see you play a game you like, Spacer." She laughed. 
 
    "Where to?" I asked as we left the casino and entered the taxi Kraig waved over. 
 
     "Back to the Tykhe unless you have business elsewhere," he said with a shrug. 
 
    "Spaceport customs," I said as Kraig closed the door behind Shadi and me. We rode in silence, not wanting to discuss the issue until we couldn't be overheard. The real risk was the Black Hand learning or even suspecting we knew the game they were playing. And if someone was tailing us they might question the taxi driver. 
 
    Inside the Tykhe, Kraig fetched two beers and placed one in front of me. "Our assumption was correct. A truck with signage Ship Restoration, Ltd. was in front of the Tykhe when I arrived. Two were leaving, carrying the canisters. The truck drove about a hundred meters and parked next to a Star Six merchant class spacecraft. I couldn't see what they did, but I think it’s reasonable to assume they unloaded the canisters. I did some snooping around and found the ship was called the Easy Trader out of Lietzow. It departed an hour ago for Dacca." 
 
    "We need to know the time it arrives," I said, feeling we were making progress—progress that would free me of the ACS and the Black Hand and improve the odds of me living to enjoy the credits I was accumulating. "Assuming they are delivering it to the Raiders, the time might give us an indication of the system they entered to make delivery. 
 
    "True. It could also help Sherman tighten the window for the upcoming raid." 
 
    "Ironically, I have a delivery for Dacca." I smiled. Kraig frowned, realizing there were no packages in the cargo area, then shook his head. 
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 Star System: Dacca 
 
    We departed Tyrus eight hours after the Easy Trader and weren't surprised to find the merchant hadn't arrived at Dacca when we did. To our relief, it arrived nine hours later. 
 
    "That rules out a detour to Lietzow, Samxor, or Hohhot, as the delay would have been considerably longer. Of course, we're assuming they dropped off the canisters during that seventeen-hour delay and don't still have them," Kraig said as we sat in the galley eating breakfast. 
 
    "Given they dropped off the canisters, the Raiders must have rendezvoused with them either in the Tyrus or Dacca system. But that raises the question, why deliver the canisters to Tyrus if the Raiders are hanging out in Dacca?" I said, more thinking out loud than posing a question. "Why not just have their on-demand dumb-bunny transport them to Dacca?" 
 
      "Misdirection maybe?" Kraig said. "Just in case some ACS agent got lucky and stumbled on the canisters and associated them with the Raiders and sent a fleet to search the area." 
 
    "Possible," I said while covering my eyes with my fingers in concentration. "Wouldn't that mean they had a base like the ACS asteroid-without-a-name rather than an area they park their cruisers?" 
 
    "Interesting. You don't just park a cruiser with crew for months on end. Crews need time on planets to amuse themselves. An asteroid base could be adapted to provide entertainment for long periods of time. But crews would still need time on a planet eventually," Kraig said, gazing downward in thought. "So how do they get to this playground planet and is there one or multiple playgrounds?" 
 
    "Rotate the crew and the planet," I said as my eyes shot open. I smiled as I rose to fetch a beer. 
 
    "What do you mean, the crew and the planet?" 
 
    "Drop a small percentage of the crew at one of several planets every so often. Say every month.  If you had three full crews and two cruisers…"  
 
    "Yes, enough to ensure you always had two fully functional cruisers. But how do they select their targets—time and place?" 
 
    "Colonel Sherman said the previous raids had all been on planets in ACS systems: Sarvan, Vorde, Cirta, and Lutetia. Several have been hit twice, targeting different cities," I said and waited for Kraig to nod agreement. "What if a merchant like the Easy Trader's first stop is a system close to the ACS? There it picks up the crew it dropped off last month…and…makes contact with another merchant which has been touring the ACS systems looking for targets. The Easy Trader then stops at each system it dropped crew and returns to the Raiders' location with a full crew and potential targets. They collect the rotating crew and the cycle starts over again." 
 
    "That would fit the pattern of the raids. To date they have hit two or three systems within a ten-day period and then disappeared for several months," Kraig said. "And we know they are using at least one merchant, the Easy Trader." 
 
    "And a several-month rotation would be more likely because of the time to transverse the Rim, dropping off and picking up crew," I said. 
 
    "It's a good working hypothesis but how do we prove it?" Kraig asked, wondering out loud rather than expecting an answer. He smiled. "Better yet, how do we find and stop the merchant returning the crew? That would disrupt their entire operation." 
 
    "Follow the Easy Trader since we know it's working with the Raiders," I said. 
 
    "True, but that won't work for this raid. Since we know they wanted the gas by a specific date, we can assume they already have the targets." 
 
    "The Raiders are somewhere in the Dacca system," I said, feeling certain I was correct. 
 
    "How do you know?" 
 
    "Well, I don't but if our conjecture is correct, the Easy Trader will collect the crew due a break. So unless the Easy Trader's next destination is Tyrus, it would seem reasonable to assume the merchant returned the vacationing crew and will pick up the rotating crew sometime after the Raiders leave for their next raid." 
 
    "I wish we could stop the cruisers rather than a merchant." 
 
    "We do what we can, Kraig. You can give Sherman a better window, if not the targets, and improve her chances of intercepting them. While you try to determine when the Easy Trader is leaving and where it plans to go, I have a delivery to make." I rose to get dressed, secure the Tykhe, and retrieve Wu's package. While I trusted Kraig to have my back, I thought it best to keep the specifics of my smuggling a secret. It was enough he knew I was a smuggler without giving him, and by extension the ACS, proof.  
 
    I left the Tykhe an hour after Kraig and caught a taxi to the Roulette Club on the other side of South City. I arrived early in the evening. The entry had double glass doors, each with a roulette wheel. The right one had The Roulette Club and the left one Where Dreams Come True etched in Lucida calligraphy. 
 
    "We are booked full tonight, Spacer," said an elderly man in a tuxedo with a scarf made from a roulette table. 
 
    "I'm here to see Mrs. LeClair," I said. 
 
    "And who are you, in case she isn't busy?" he asked politely, if with a hint of in-your-dreams tone. 
 
    "Pilot Zenaida," I said, reluctant to mention Wu's name for what that may give away to the bystanders who were close enough to hear. Dream Drugs were illegal on Dacca, however many years ago a law was passed making a person's private residence immune from search and subsequent court decisions ruled the private rooms at the Roulette Club were considered the private residences of the renters. Obviously, money exchanged hands every year to maintain the law and the legal precedent as the Roulette Club and several others relied on the law to sell dream drugs without fear of prosecution.  
 
    "Ms. Zenaida, Mrs. LeClair has invited you to her area. Charles will see you there," he said with a look of astonishment. As Charles led me through the corridors, I heard the loud speakers announcing the next game. 
 
    "Ladies and gentlemen, place your wagers," the base voice blared over the speakers. And as we reached a green door with zero, zero, "Betting is now closed." 
 
    Charles knocked and opened the door when a female voice called Enter. As I did I could see through the window on the opposite side of the room, three wheels suspended in midair, spinning. Each wheel had twenty-five unique numbers between zero, double zero, and seventy-three. Each wheel represented a floor and the twenty-five rooms on that floor. Presently each room's wall reflected the picture and number on its associated slot on the wheel. In Mrs. LeClair's room the wall reflected a winged horse and the number seven. As I watched, the wheels continued to rotate, and the picture changed to a red dragon and the number fifty-five. Eventually the wheel would stop and the room would have a number. Then another wheel would be spun which would determine the winning number. If you had bet the correct number you received fifty times your wager. If you were also in the room with that number you received five hundred times your wager. Good odds for the House—bet one credit on picking the correct number and on average you should win six thousand six hundred sixty-six credits for every ten thousand wagered. Bet one credit on picking the number and the room number being the same, on average you should win one thousand eight hundred for every ten thousand wagered. Hence, if the customer wagers one credit on both events the House wins on average eleven thousand five hundred credits for every ten thousand wagers on the two wheels. 
 
    "Welcome, Zen. You and Shadi have matured since I last saw you," LeClair said as the door closed. She had a model's figure and wore clothes designed to show every curve. Today she had on a simple scarlet sleeveless pantsuit with a V-cut neckline almost to her navel, open in the back to her waist, and hip hugging pants that flared wide at the ankles. Her black hair, streaked with white, was in a Dutch braid that hung past her shoulder blades. She carried no weapons but four men stood against the walls, armed with everything except a rocket launcher—well, none I could see. And Mrs. LeClair was a master with knives and poison, although I didn't know where she could hide a knife in that outfit. "I had heard you continued to do business in the Rim after your father's murder. I approve." 
 
    "Thank you, Mrs. LeClair. Too many rules and restrictions in the Central Systems," I said, not sure what to say with over ten other people in the room who were listening, judging by the decrease in volume. To my relief, LeClair rose and waved for me to follow. "Come, Zen. You can tell me what you have been doing the past few years." She exited with me and the four bodyguards following, and entered another door across the hall, into an office as big as the roulette room we had exited. Inside were a massive ebony desk, a couch, and a small table with four padded chairs. A floor-to-ceiling cabinet that ran the length of one wall with books, knick knacks, a small bar and, I'd wager, a hidden safe. Two of the guards stayed at the door while two followed us inside. 
 
    "Maxim will get you whatever you want to drink and there is a toilet thru that door if you need to refresh yourself." 
 
     "Blue Ice," I said and headed for the toilet. Inside, I removed the drugs. When I exited, Maxim handed me my drink. I looked to LeClair, who nodded. 
 
    "It's safe in here," she said, reaching out a hand. I reached inside my shirt and handed her the bag. She tested its weight in her hand then smiled. "Not too many people Mrs. Wu would trust with this much Dream Dust. I approve of her timing and choice of a carrier. I was running a bit low. Everyone wants to dream and the Roulette's a safe place." 
 
    "What's next, Zen?" LeClair asked, which I took to mean in general not specifics. 
 
    "I have some deliveries to make and hope to pick up additional business on the way. A girl has got to eat and a spaceship is expensive to maintain." 
 
    LeClair nodded. "I wish I had some business for you. You're the type of person I'd like to deal with. Most of the people I deal with are trustworthy to a point, but each has a threshold where they can't be trusted beyond. You don't and we all agree. You'd be wise to remain independent, although that's hard to do. There are too many sharks who would love to capitalize on your reputation. 
 
    I left much later, after watching several roulette games and having been treated to a delicious French onion soup, stuffed mushrooms, a local mahi mahi fish blackened and served over wild rice, and followed by a Crock-Pot Butterbeer Rum dessert. Feeling relaxed and ready for bed, I exited the building and wandered toward the designated area for parking, public transportation, and taxis. Halfway there two men stood watching the people leaving the Roulette Club. They stood in the middle of the walkway, forcing everyone to go around them. They were dressed like fighters in dark and tight-fitting clothing, Mfws, and knives showing in their boots. When I was within two meters of them the older of the two spoke. 
 
    "Well, well. If it isn't the rabid cat that murdered our defenseless colleague." His voice was menacing but with a hint of excitement as if in anticipation or from stimulants. He was the larger of the two, both in height and girth. His scared bulldog face distorted into a twisted smile. His eyes locked on me. His companion was several years younger, a cocky expression and a thin mustache on his pinched-looking face. His eyes were locked on Shadi. He too looked a bit hyped. "We are going to kill that cat so he can't kill anyone else, and you are going to help us forget the loss of our friend." 
 
    "You can't be referring to that coward at the Club Royal who paid someone to kill a harmless cat," I said, stalling for time to prepare for what was to come. 
 
    "Liar. That cat took him from behind while you distracted him," Bulldog shouted, not that it was necessary. I was close enough to hear normal conversation and the people who stopped to watch were quiet, probably to avoid notice or not to interrupt the show. "Mr. Osoriao was a member of a dedicated group of professionals, any one of which could have killed you and that cat. He trusted you were honest and you used deceit to distract him." 
 
    "If Mr. Osoriao was part of a group of professionals, I did you a favor getting rid of him. He was a coward with no integrity and no skill." 
 
    "Girl, we're Black Hand," the cocky one blurted reflexively, then blushed at the admission. 
 
    "Well if Osoriao was part of the Black Hand, that explains it. An organization of murderers and thieves with no honor, integrity, or skill.  Osoriao must have been a perfect fit," I said while sending Shadi an image of Bulldog, thinking they had discussed their attack strategy before confronting me: Cocky to kill the cat while Bulldog kills me if he can't subdue me. 
 
    "Move your hand away from your Mfw and come peacefully and we won't have to kill you. If you cooperate we could be very helpful to your business," Bulldog said. 
 
    I gave a short laugh. "If you two and Osoriao are representative of the talent in the Black Hand, it's a wonder you aren't homeless and having to beg for handouts," I said and shouted for Shadi to attack as the Cocky one's hand grabbed for his Mfw. It was over in a few seconds and almost comical. 
 
    Cocky went for his Mfw, either because my remarks enraged him in his excited state or because he thought Bulldog had distracted me. I aimed for his neck as I rotated my Bahr up, thinking he would be looking down, anticipating shooting the cat as it ran toward him. Of course Shadi had crossed over to attack Bulldog. Cocky froze as he realized the cat wasn't attacking him and my Mfw was rising toward him. My shot tore away part of his neck and lower jaw, throwing him backward. The impact caused his hand to squeeze the trigger and several pellets blasted a trench in the ground where Shadi would have been if she had been attacking him. 
 
    Bulldog's carotid artery spurted blood as Shadi's claw ripped across his throat before his Mfw had cleared his holster.  
 
    When I looked around people were running, lying on the ground, or peeking out from behind trees and other objects.  
 
    "Show’s over. The good guy won," I quipped, hoping I looked calm. Inside, my heart was pounding like a drummer on crack cocaine and my accelerated adrenaline had every nerve suspended between flight and fight. I scanned the area, taking deep breaths, and dug my hand into Shadi's fur while fighting to anchor myself. The Black Hand killed my father…was using me like a willing addict…monitoring my movements…and interacting with me in unpredictable ways. I felt like the particle that created the universe a nanosecond before the Big Bang. 
 
    Slowly the world returned to normal as people got up from the ground, out from behind objects they thought safe, and continued on their way while giving me and the area plenty of space. I started a slow walk to the taxi when three men who resembled the two I had just killed appeared about ten paces from of me. I stopped feeling drained. 
 
    "Are you three also here to avenge Osoriao?" I asked, surveying them. They were much like clones: around one hundred eighty-seven centimeters tall, long dark hair just over the ears, angular faces that had seen plenty of action, penetrating eyes, athletic builds, and good quality Mfws with well-worn holsters. 
 
    "Actually, we were looking for Mick and Fred but you found them first," the man in the middle of three said. He was clean-shaven. The other two hadn't shaved in a couple of weeks. 
 
    "And now you have three to avenge?" I asked, still trying to decide whom Shadi should attack.  
 
    "No, from what we heard Osoriao was stupid enough to pick a fight with a carrier and dumber yet to pick a fight with a leopard. Probably thought the cat would just sit there while he shot it. And those two," he jerked his head in the direction of the two dead men, "weren't smart enough to learn from the incident with Osoriao. So you were right. They were an embarrassment." 
 
    I stood there in shock. My mind was numb and spinning in confusion while trying to stay focused, since I didn't know their intention or trust them.  
 
    "You can certainly handle yourself and you're smart, judging by the way you handled Osoriao and those two. We could use someone like you—" He held up his hand. "We know what you do for a living. With us you could triple your profits…and have an organization to call on for protection," the man said. He looked relaxed but I'd wager he was as ready as I. "You've been lucky so far. From what I’ve heard, most of the encounters have been inexperienced amateurs and over-confident thugs.” 
 
    “You could avoid cage fights with people like Uzomo," one of the other men chimed in. The bastards obviously knew everywhere I went and everything I did. I felt naked and shivered. 
 
    "Think about it," the senior man said, smiling. "You can reach us through Club Royal. We make better friends than enemies." With that he and the other two turned and walked away. With my oscillating emotions of fear and rage running through me, I don't remember how I got back to the Tykhe. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kraig found me in the galley when he arrived back around noon the next day. I must have looked like I had been parting all night and had a hangover. He had fetched two beers and listened quietly as I recounted the previous night's events, although I made the drug delivery sound like a visit to an old friend.  
 
     He laughed then sobered. "Sorry, Zen. But it's…amusing. The Black Hand doesn't know whether to kill you or marry you." 
 
    "What a horrible thought, Kraig!" 
 
    "They see you as a valuable asset and a potential threat—an asset if you are with them but a serious problem if you are against them. They know you're smart enough to eventually figure out they killed your father and what they have been doing with the Tykhe." 
 
     "The idea has always been to keep a very low profile so that I didn't attract notice—quiet transactions between my customers and me. High visibility means more risk. And easier to track down my father's killers and get retribution. And I had thought I was doing just that. Now I find out I've been working for the Black Hand for free, they been leading me by my nose, and I'm on everyone's radar, including the ACS." I downed half my bottle of beer. "No more nice girl. No more sit, stay, go, come nice little puppy." I rose and headed for the control room, with Kraig following. 
 
    "Where are we going?" he asked with a look of concern on his face. 
 
    "Tashir. I have a delivery there. On the way, we can figure how we can use that leash they have me on to hang them, preferably by their balls. 
 
    * * * 
 
    During the three-day trip, Kraig and I started by listing all the things we knew: 
 
    1. The Black Hand could enter and leave the Tykhe at will, and I couldn't stop them without alerting them that I knew their secret. 
 
    2. They shipped illegal drugs and weapons in two fake missiles. 
 
    3. They watched the Tykhe and knew its planned itinerary and used my contacts to send me where they wanted items shipped.  
 
    4. They followed me and Kraig and knew where we went. 
 
    Then we made a list of their potential weaknesses: 
 
    a. They were dysfunctional. They were susceptible to Greed, hate, pride, etc. 
 
    b. They didn't know I knew their secrets: The Tykhe and their connection to the Raiders. 
 
    c. They didn't know Kraig was ACS. 
 
    d. The Tykhe was loaded with countermeasures. 
 
    e. The Tykhe had ungraded missiles and jump capability. 
 
    f. Shadi's unique capabilities. 
 
    g. That the Easy Trader was an integral part of the Raiders organization. 
 
    h. They had a contact in the ACS identifying targets. 
 
    In the end we concluded it wasn't our mission to stop the Black Hand, although I still felt retribution was required for my father's murder, stealing Shadi's cubs which resulted in Celio's death, and for violating the Tykhe. Our mission was to find the Raiders, and the Easy Trader was a direct link. 
 
    "What do you think would happen if we destroyed the Easy Trader when it made its collection run to pick up the Raiders on vacation?" Kraig asked, causing me to go into lockdown—killing a ship and an unknown number of passengers. That wasn't like killing someone who meant to kill you. That was mass murder. ACS cruisers did destroy enemy ships and Raiders and the Raiders committed mass murder on their raids but could I, I wondered. Kraig didn't appear to have a problem with the idea. 
 
    "It might disrupt their operations but it would certainly cause them to see Red and want to find something to kill," I finally said, still unsure whether I could destroy a ship that was trying to destroy the Tykhe. 
 
    "If we got them chasing us…" Kraig said quietly almost to himself. 
 
    "We'd be dead!" I said, causing Kraig to jerk out of his musing. 
 
    "You're right on both accounts and besides, it would only be a short-term solution. Eventually, they would find or create a new merchant and might even identify the Tykhe as the culprit." 
 
    "The best solution would be to follow the Easy Trader as it returned from collecting the vacationing crew," I said, but not sure how we could follow the Easy Trader when they probably had an excellent electronic suite, which would mean if we could see them to follow they could see us following." 
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 Star System: Tashir 
 
    "A little unusual," the older customs inspector said as he finished a very exhaustive inspection of the Tykhe, "A merchant with no cargo." 
 
    "And hard on the bank account. I hoped to get lucky on Tashir. I've done work for several customers here over the years," I said, trying to sound depressed, which wasn't hard after Dacca. 
 
    "Nothing in customs right now that doesn't have a merchant assigned. You could try the merchant's guild, seeing as you are free to go anywhere." 
 
    "I will. Thanks," I said as they departed. 
 
    "Ruins one's day when you know the merchant is smuggling something and you can't find it." Kraig gave a snort. "Well, I'm off to see if I can get information on where the Easy Trader is planning to go and maybe a way of tracking it as it returns to Dacca or Tyrus." 
 
    "I'll be at the Kit Kat Klub, looking for business," I said, and managed to suppress a smile. Kraig smirked before waving goodbye. I left an hour later.  
 
    "How much to the Kit Kat Klub?" I asked the lone taxi sitting outside the customs parking facility. The driver was a shriveled old woman. She smiled when she looked at me and saw Shadi.  
 
    "That animal will cost double fare," a gravelly voice said. 
 
    "I asked how much, not how was your day," I said, enjoying the banter. 
 
    "It will be worse if I have to clean up after it," she shot back with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    "Two passengers and double fare if she leaves so much as a hair on the seat," I said. 
 
    "I don't think they are going to let that kit kat into the club," she said and gave me a crooked smile as she started the engine and pulled away from the curb. "Though she's prettier than some of the kit kats at the club." She cackled for several minutes as she weaved in and out of traffic. 
 
    The Kit Kat Klub had video clips of the latest performers on two rotating cylinders on either side of the double glass doors entrance. I paid the old lady ten credits, which included a five-credit tip. She looked like she needed it. 
 
    Inside the glass door two men were collecting the entrance fee. Both looked to enjoy knockdown brawls for recreation. I chose the one on the right, since he looked the most alert and might understand a simple sentence. 
 
    "One hundred credits entrance fee," he said with his hand out as his eyes took stock of me. He didn't seem impressed. 
 
    "I'm here to see Mr. Zotov," I said, hoping that wasn't too difficult. Apparently I was wrong. 
 
    "One hundred credits to get inside," he repeated. 
 
    "Please tell Mr. Zotov that Zenaida is here to see him. He'll pay the entrance fee for me," I said slowly and carefully. He laughed. 
 
    "Mr. Zotov not pay for anyone. You pay." 
 
    "Call Mr. Zotov. He is expecting me." 
 
    "Looking job? Not enough meat," he said looking me up and down. 
 
    "Call him and find out if he wants you knowing his business!" I said with as much authority as I could. Something in that sentence flipped on a switch, and he took out a hand-held device and talked quietly with it held to his lips. Then turned back to me. Mr. Zotov sick. Mr. Sokolov will take package." He smiled. I think I preferred the gorilla face look. It wasn't a welcoming smile, or a friendly smile, but rather an amused smile. One I didn't like. "Down the hallway—last door." 
 
    The first door on the right was a ladies’ restroom, judging by the sign which had the image of a female lion, while the door on the right had the image of a male lion with an impressive black mane. I pushed open the door. The room had two stalls and a row of sinks. Kneeling, I saw the stalls were empty, hurriedly removed my container, and stuffed it under the first sink behind the drain. Then I washed my hands and left the room. At the end of the hallway I knocked on the last door and waited. 
 
    "Come in, Zenaida," a young male-sounding voice said with a Russian accent. Inside, an athletic looking man with long dark brown hair sat behind a Russian Neoclassical desk. The entire room screamed Old Russia from the Caucasian rugs, silver icon of St. Nickolas, Samovar lamps, and other neoclassical tables, chairs, and knick knacks. However the man behind the desk looked out of place in the room, as did the two professional thugs on either side of the desk. 
 
    "I'm Nickolas Sokolov. Unfortunately Mr. Zotov met with an accident and isn't well. He asked me to collect the package," he said while extending his hand. 
 
    "There seems to be some confusion, Mr. Sokolov. Mrs. Wu had an accident and sent me to let her customers know there would be a delay of several months," I said thinking it would be funny except for the two thugs. Shadi, on guard, I sent via our link, with an image of the thug on my left, since I thought the thug on the right would be focused on Shadi. 
 
    Typical of youth, Sokolov had no patience and preferred force. "Boris, search her. Vald, kill her if she doesn't cooperate." Sokolov had the gall to smile. 
 
     I raised my arms to be searched while mentally holding Shadi in check. Boris was rough, took liberties, and was thorough. 
 
    "Mr. Zotov is going to be very unhappy when he learns he didn't get his drugs," Sokolov said, frowning in thought. 
 
    "I suspect he will be very unhappy when he finds Mrs. Wu won't be sending him any more drugs after the way you've treated me. She has more customers than supplies," I said, stalling for time to determine what was going on. Was Zotov really sick and Sokolov his agent or is Zotov dead and Sokolov taking over his business, in which case Wu would collect for the drugs, or was Sokolov attempting to steal the drugs? If either of the first two cases were true, then I should give him the drugs. If not I shouldn't, but how much risk should I take to protect Wu's profits? Damn, life could get complicated. Actually, life was a tangled mess that went way beyond complicated. 
 
    "I think she's lying, boss," Boris said while his penetrating dead eyes gave me shivers. "I could get the truth." 
 
    "Why didn't she bring them if she had them?" Sokolov asked, deep in thought by his look. 
 
    "One of Zotov's men contacted her," Vald said. 
 
    "Then why come at all?" Sokolov's frown deepened. "Boris, go get Zotov." 
 
    Shit, I shouted mentally. Now was the time to act, with only two in the room…but what if Sokolov was acting for Zotov and I killed him? Frozen with the dichotomy, I waited too long, and my indecision was resolved when the door opened and Boris entered with Zotov. He had his arms tied behind him and a rope dangled from around his neck, which I assume had been attached to his feet. He looked to have had a rough time, judging from the blood on his clothes and his battered face. 
 
    "Give them the drugs, Zen. I will pay Mrs. Wu what she is owed," Zotov said through bruised and swollen lips, sounding like a drunk. I thought his jaw may have been broken. His lips were swollen twice their normal size. 
 
    "I tried to tell these thugs that Mrs. Wu sent me to apologize for the delay. She had an accident," I said and shrugged. "She didn't say what. I was to find out everyone's needs for when she could begin production again," I said, wondering if I were an idiot since Zotov had accepted the delivery, even if under duress. 
 
    "I still think she's lying, boss," Boris said with a snarl. 
 
    "She would be an idiot now that Zotov has agreed to pay," Sokolov said. I nodded agreement several times. He stood leaning with both hands on the desk, staring at Shadi. "But we are in too deep," Sokolov continued. I knew deep in my bones what was coming. Injure Shadi to see if I'd talk and, regardless, in the end he intended to kill Zotov, Shadi, and me. 
 
    Shadi, attack, I sent, along with an image of Boris, as I swiveled my Bahr to point at Vald and fired as it came level with his groin. He bent in pain while fumbling to draw his Mfw. The second shot hit him in the chest and head, slamming him backward into the wall. I turned in time to see Sokolov stumbling backward while reaching for his Mfw. He tripped, and landed in his chair. While he fumbled to draw the Mfw from the holster strapped to his thigh, I shot him twice in the chest. He sat slumped with his head hanging down. 
 
    Shadi sat next to Boris, looking relaxed. Boris looked dead—very dead—judging by the pool of blood around him. Zotov had backed against the wall, staring at Shadi, his face pale with fear. 
 
    "Relax, Mr. Zotov. Shadi won't hurt you without my permission. I gather Sokolov wanted something from you," I said while I checked each body to be sure they were dead, except for Boris. His wounds precluded him being alive—the open arteries had stopped pumping out blood. 
 
    "He worked for me and knew a shipment of Dream Drugs were on their way. Since I didn't know who would deliver the drugs or when, he's had me held hostage for the last week. Lucky Mrs. Wu had an accident, although I'm not sure what they would have done next. I think they had planned to steal the drugs, kill you and me, and leave the system. Without the drugs…" He shrugged. 
 
    "Take whatever they could carry and kill you and me," I said. "They had few options, with or without the drugs." 
 
    Zotov nodded as he staggered to his desk, pushed Sokolov out of the chair, and sat. Reaching into his desk he pulled out a bottle of Romanov labeled vodka, poured himself a glassful, and gulped half down. Then he picked up the phone. "Maxim, my office--and bring help." He hung up and sat staring at me while he refilled the glass and sat sipping it. "Sit, Zen—" he began just as the door burst open and five men came running in with guns drawn. "Relax, Max. Get this mess cleaned up and get Zenaida anything she wants while we wait." 
 
    Maxim stood wide-eyed, surveying the room, then he smiled. "Glad you're all right, Mr. Zotov," he said, then in a raised voice, "You heard Mr. Zotov. Dispose of the garbage. Miss Zenaida, what would you…and your companion like to eat and drink?" 
 
    "Steak, cut in two-centimeter chunks for my companion, and a blue ice for me," I said, then added. "While they clean up I'd like to stretch my legs and use the ladies’ room down the hall." I rose and, seeing Zotov nod, left. In the ladies’ room I retrieved my container, removed the Dream Drug, which I placed inside my shirt, and freshened up while waiting for the shakes to stop.  
 
    "I felt sorry for you when I heard the Tykhe had arrived and I knew you were Wu's carrier," Zotov said after I had sat. The bodies were gone, along with the bloody mat Boris had been standing on. "Good thing Wu had an accident. They might have let you go." 
 
    "She didn't." I rose and placed the sack of Dream Dust on his desk. "What kind of a carrier would I be if I gave my package to some wannabe?" 
 
    Zotov roared with laughter. Even Maxim, who had stayed, smiled. "I always liked your father. He was not only reliable but always in a good mood, amusing, and trustworthy. I knew you were an active part of his business but never imagined a woman could survive alone. We have women in the business but they have twenty men to back them up if necessary. You're my exclusive merchant when you are available, and everything in my club is free for you and Shadi. Give me your chip, Zen." He reached out his hand and I handed one to him. He slid it across his tablet and handed it back. "I should give you more of a bonus but it would ruin my Russian image as cruel, greedy, and tight fisted." 
 
    When I looked at my chip he had added a quarter million credits. "I'll make sure your image stays intact." I smiled. Zotov insisted I stay for dinner and we talked late into the night. Because of the late hour, he had Maxim and a couple men escort me back to the Tykhe. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I was concerned when you weren't back earlier, and more so when I saw you accompanied by three nasty-looking men," Kraig said when I entered the galley.  
 
    "Mr. Zotov insisted I have dinner with him and thought I needed an escort because of the late hour." I said, grabbing a beer and sitting. "He confirmed the Easy Trader drops off military-like crew and collects them several months later. Ten are here right now." 
 
    "That's good news. It means we can pick up the Easy Trader's trail here and hopefully track it back to the Raiders." Kraig studied me for several minutes. "What else happened?" 
 
    I spent an hour explaining my encounter with Sokolov, leaving out what the package contained. Of course, Kraig knew it was illegal since there hadn't been any packages in the cargo bay or listed on the ship's manifest. 
 
    "If we survive you are going to be a rich lady, Zen. And on the positive side, the Black Hand didn't help you. But on the negative side, footprints indicated they were on the ship while we were gone. Want to look?" 
 
    "Can I get drunk first? It's like date-rape. You're sore and bruised but you can't remember why," I said, feeling the urge to kill something, preferably a Black Hand or two. After finishing my beer we walked down to the missile compartment. I opened the missiles using my tablet—both compartments were empty. 
 
    "Interesting," Kraig said. "Either the local Black Hand checks your ship every time it lands somewhere, or they've retrieved whatever they sent. The question is whether they will add something when they know where you are going or just load things, knowing each system will look or…" 
 
    "Makes me want to place a rat trap inside. Not a spring-loaded bar of metal but an explosive charge to blow off an arm. Bastards!" I swore, feeling frustrated. I couldn't stop them without serious consequences but their continuing trespasses were driving me crazy. 
 
    "What do you think we should do now?" Kraig asked. 
 
    "Go about business as usual. I'm a merchant and need business to pay the bills." 
 
    "Where?" 
 
    "Let me check the merchant's guild to see if they have anything…otherwise perhaps Bijapur, Plata, Vayk, and Odessos before heading back toward Dacca. We can check to see if the Easy Trader goes that far south. Vayk and Odessos are close to the ACS and a logical place to meet a merchant scouting the Central Systems," I said and saw Kraig nod agreement. I did get lucky at the merchant guild and picked up several deliveries to Bijapur. 
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 Star System: Bijapur 
 
    The customs inspection was very routine since I had packages for Bijapur. 
 
    "I think I'll check in with AIA to hear the latest news. Maybe Sherman got lucky and they caught the Raiders and you can retire in luxury," Kraig said as he prepared to leave. 
 
    "I'm not sure what I will do if we survive this mission." 
 
    "You could trade in the ACS." 
 
    "Shadi and I would be bored to tears. It would be like living in a rest home," I said trying to look comatose. Kraig choked out a laugh. 
 
    "You'd miss playing with the Black Hand?" 
 
    "Retribution is still required," I said, not sure how I was going to achieve that but sure it was still required. 
 
    "You're a pit bull with a bone. I plan to retire when we finish. I've had enough excitement for a lifetime…and I would've thought you’d had enough for three." 
 
    "We both have bones. They're just different. You'd do anything to stop the Raiders and I do anything to get even with the Black Hand." 
 
    "True. See you later." Kraig waved as he strode down the hallway to the exit hatch. I finished dressing and decided to visit the merchant's guild and Figueroa since our last gig had been very profitable, if a bit too exciting. The guild actually had several packages waiting transportation within the lower Rim where we intended to go, so I signed up to take them. 
 
    Next I caught a taxi to the Blue Lagoon. It was midday and the bar area had few customers. I didn't see Figueroa and was about to ask the man serving me when a muscular man in his late twenties approached. He looked like security, with the assortment of weapons on his belt, but the equipment was expensive, well cared for, and used—a professional. 
 
    "Miss Zenaida, Mr. Figueroa would like to see you in his office if you’re not busy," he said and gave a small welcoming nod.  
 
    "Never too busy for Mr. Figueroa," I said and followed him down a hallway where he stopped and motioned for me to enter. He followed me in and closed the door. Figueroa didn't rise but the smile said he was genuinely pleased to see me. 
 
    "That was a sweet profit you made me on Hohhot. Jerrelle thought to double his profits and wound up cutting them in half. I don't think he likes you," he said and laughed and even his henchman smiled. "Word is you saved Zotov's ass, not that anyone cares. Those Russians can be ruthless sons-of-bitches, but if you keep this up you are going to be the exclusive method of delivery in the Rim." 
 
    Or dead, I mused, thinking it wasn't far from true. I had been lucky and that's good, but not something on which one should base a long-term career. 
 
    "I have some packages that need delivery. Interested?" 
 
    "Probably, depending on what and to whom and how fast," I said, then smiled. "But I think Hohhot is out for a while." 
 
    Fergueroa laughed and slapped his desk. "You did screw up his brilliant plan to get Velvet on the cheap. No, Dacca and Lietzow, color black, and within fifteen days." 
 
    "Doable," I said, but he interrupted before I could continue serious negotiations. 
 
    "We can skip the haggling. It's dangerous and I trust you so you're worth a bonus. Seventy-five for each kilo." He smiled, as well he should. Black, street name Devil's Root, was not only illegal but carried harsher penalties because it was highly addictive and caused extremely erratic behavior. But I was told it gave a high like no other drug available today. And like Velvet, it was easy to detect because of the vapors it leaked. Notwithstanding that, seventy-five per kilo was a very generous offer—fifty would have been a fair price considering his time frame for delivery was reasonable. 
 
    "Agreed," I said with a nod while trying to keep my mouth from hanging open. 
 
    "Negotiating with friends is very easy. I offer a fair price plus a bonus because I know you are honest and trustworthy. I can send a kilo with you and don't have to worry you will decide to steal it, and it's unlikely anyone else will. That’s good because it's expensive hunting down thieves." He roared with laughter. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I just heard that Lutetia had been attacked by Raiders. And the news is that an ACS cruiser interrupted the raid. Unfortunately there was only one ACS cruiser and two Raiders. They apparently destroyed the ACS cruiser but it inflicted heavy damages on the Raiders' ships. They left the area, probably because they couldn't be sure when more ACS cruisers would arrive," Kraig blurted as soon as he saw me enter the galley, his voice high with excitement. "I thought we might be able to detect them arriving if we were in Dacca." 
 
    I could understand his euphoria. As a military man, he could feel the excitement of the hunt and be pleased our information had offset the gas we delivered to the Raiders. 
 
    "So you want the Tykhe to go against two Raider cruisers which destroyed a well-armed ACS cruiser?" I asked and cocked my head as if to hear better. Kraig sobered and took a sip of the beer he had in front of him. Then laughed. 
 
    "It would look great in the history edition. The Tykhe, a little merchant ship that destroyed two Raider cruisers." His face looked to have a faint blush to it. "Let me start again, now that you have doused the flames of my burning enthusiasm. Lutetia is approximately eighteen days’ travel to Dacca, given they don't have to layover to make critical repairs. If we went directly to Dacca, I thought we could hang out near the exit into Dacca space and maybe get an idea where the cruisers base is located based on the vector they take." 
 
    "And if their base is in Tyrus?" 
 
    "Then we will know it's not in Dacca." He smiled. 
 
    "Well, then you will be delighted to hear I have a delivery for Dacca and Lietzow. The client has given me fifteen days. So given your information isn't a week old, we have a reason to go to Dacca drop off my package and then Lietzow. Then we could return to Dacca space and wait. If we are caught or questioned we could claim we had more unfinished business in Dacca." 
 
    "This may be the break we have been waiting for," Kraig said, full of his previous excitement. I wasn't so sure. 
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 Star System: Dacca 
 
    Do you want me to go along? Even the police don't like going into Sin City except for periodic raids, and if you got caught in one of those…" Kraig said when I told him the client owned a massage parlor in one of Sin City’s suburbs called Eastside. In reality it was a very liberal suburb and only marginally safe in the daytime. 
 
    "The tribulations of us honest, small, independent merchants. We're forced to take the leavings of the wealthy merchants," I whined. Kraig choked on his coffee. 
 
    "You forgot to add underpaid." 
 
    "Good point. The client expects me to risk my life for a paltry seventy-five thousand credits." 
 
    This time Kraig spilled his coffee. "Ooch," he shouted, rubbing his leg where his coffee landed. "Seventy-five thousand! What are you delivering, a signed copy of the original ACS Constitution?" 
 
    "I'd want a hell of lot more credits to carry that document into Eastside. Probably tie me to a stake and use the manuscript as fuel to start the fire." 
 
    "Be careful, Zen," Kraig said with real emotion. "We need you." 
 
    "I'm not suicidal. I'll be back by sunset." I waved and exited the Tykhe, found a taxi, and paid a ten-credit bonus to go to Angel's Massage Parlor. 
 
    "I’ll be lucky to get out alive," the cabbie complained after agreeing reluctantly. "My children will starve if I can't work…" he continued, muttering the entire thirty-minute ride through the city and through two more working class suburbs and finally into Eastside. I gave him an extra five credits since some of his rants were quite amusing. "My wife will bury me in the backyard and empty the chamber pots on my grave every morning and nag me all day about how I stink." 
 
    The Parlor was located in a modest brick building with its share of graffiti. But the front door was impressive—frosted glass with a beautiful female fairy that no male could pass without tripping or stumbling into someone or something. Inside there were several booths along the wall with men scanning monitors, which I assumed provided a menu of services and pictures of available angels. I continued to the glass counter where a pixie of a woman sat perched on a stool that looked like a tree stump, complete with flowers and vines. 
 
    "May I be of service?" she said in a voice that would have rivaled the ancient Greek Sirens. I idly wondered if she had modeled for the image on the door.  
 
    "I'd like to see Madam Angel," I said. The neighborhood and the building was old and rundown, but the parlor was comfortable and well maintained. I'd wager there were no cheap massages. 
 
    "She only entertains special customers and then only by appointment." Her seductive tone never changed, somehow making me feel she and I were alone in the world. 
 
    "Tell Madam Angel that Zenaida is here to brighten her day," I said. 
 
    "If you can do that I'm sure Madam Angel will make an exception," she purred then said something in a singsong language. Several minutes later two men appeared, professional guards by the look of them. 
 
    The older of the two evaluated me as a potential threat before nodding toward the hallway behind him. As I passed him he spoke. "I like your security. Doubt anyone would survive a bout with her." 
 
    "She does keep the drunks and idiots from getting fresh." 
 
    He snorted, as he opened the door to a modern office suite and two more guards. 
 
    "Pilot Zenaida, it's a pleasure to meet you. You and your companion have quite a reputation in the Rim." 
 
    "Thank you. Where would you like delivery?" I asked, never sure who the recipient trusted. Madam Angel was a beautiful woman although not young, maybe in her early fifties, but still able to turn heads and raise more than a heart rate. 
 
    She smiled. "It's safe here." 
 
    I looked around and found a door I thought a private powder room and pointed toward it. She nodded. 
 
    In the bathroom I removed the Devil's Root from my container, returned to the room, and handed the bag to her. She weighed it in her hand and smiled. 
 
    "I see your reputation is real. He usually sends one fifth of this amount to lower the carrier's temptation to steal it and reduce the loss if it's seized by customs, which is half the time." 
 
    "If you would like a massage or something to relax you, it's on the house." 
 
    "That's kind, but no thank you. I need to get back to my ship. It's been a long day." 
 
    "I understand. Petra will get you a taxi. Best not wander the streets if it isn't necessary. The residents can be pushy at times and damn right nasty at others, especially if they think you look vulnerable." 
 
    By the time I got to the door a taxi was waiting and I was back on the Tykhe a half hour later. When I entered I clicked on my tablet, hit the footprint icon, and swore in several languages. Someone had entered the ship. I used my tablet to open the fake missiles and marched down to the missile compartment. There I removed the contents and brought then to the galley for inspection. Two hours later, Kraig returned. 
 
    "That's a nice collection of…stuff. A new consignment?" he asked, retrieving two beers and handing me one. 
 
    "No!" I screamed. "The Black Hands’ merchandise for a dim-witted-bimbo to smuggle around the Rim. No charge, no risk, and the fluff-head is clueless." I pounded the table. "Well, there is a charge and I'm going to have the last laugh." 
 
    "What are they smuggling?" Kraig asked, looking at the assortment of things scattered around the table. 
 
    "Drugs—expensive ones to buy and export because they are easy to detect. Electronics—chips and design plans I would think come from the ACS. Art—valuable stolen art the rich are willing to buy for their personal collections. That," I pointed to the table, "stuff is worth in the millions of credits." 
 
    "I wonder where it is destined to be picked up—" 
 
    "It's fucking labeled!" I screamed. "Look." I turned a bag I thought contained Devil's Root to show a symbol. Kraig frowned in confusion. "That's Kanji, an old Japanese written language. It's used by various groups in the Rim. This is the symbol for Hohhot and this," I turned over the cylinder that contained a painting, "this is the symbol for Divona." 
 
    "Good system. Wait until we leave the Tykhe then check to see what if anything is meant for delivery to the current system. And add anything going to another system." He nodded in appreciation of the cleverness of the system. "What now?" 
 
    "I'd like to space it. But obviously I can't without signing our death warrant. So, on to Lietzow and the hope we can find the Raiders. The sooner we have that problem solved the sooner I can get my retribution." 
 
     I spent most of the two-day trip fantasizing over what retribution I could deliver. That helped to relieve the frustration and headache. 
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 Star System: Lietzow 
 
    Ironically, Figueroa's package was for a Mr. Truitt at the Ranch.  I knew Uzomo was dead but the idea of visiting the place still made me nervous. Uzomo could have relatives or friends who wanted revenge, high rollers could think I cheated and owed them for the money they lost, and who knew what bad spirits remained. I decided the best thing was to get it over with as quickly as possible. So I left the ship before Kraig and caught a skimmer to the Ranch. The outside looked exactly the same but I was relieved to find the inside no longer contained the boxing ring, fighting cage, or dirt-fighting pit. They had been replaced by a large glass-enclosed area where robots competed against each other. There appeared to be three kinds: vehicles, drones, and freestyle. Each type had predefined limits on size, weight, weapons, etc. The idea of machines killing each other was much preferable to animals and people. I hoped that meant Truitt and Uzomo had nothing in common but doubted it, based on the Devil's Root he had purchased. 
 
    I took an empty seat at the bar and found each seat had a built in computer so you could view each of the registered devices, view previous battles, and make wages. Multiple monitors hung on the wall behind the bar, giving a view of the ongoing action in the arena. 
 
    What will you have, Spacer? asked a tall good-looking man. He appeared to have a mechanical arm and half his face looked like metal. I noticed all of the help appeared to have mechanical body parts. 
 
    "Whatever local beer you have on tap," I said. 
 
    "Anything else?" he asked when he returned with my beer. 
 
    "Where can I find Mr. Tuitt?" I asked. Surveying the room, I could see no one who stood out as a likely owner or boss. 
 
    "Mr. Tuitt is probably in the contestant’s area." He nodded to a hallway with a sign over the arched entrance reading: Contestants Only. "But you need a pass to get back there." 
 
    "Can you let Mr. Tuitt know Zenaida is here to see him?" I asked. He turned and spoke low for several seconds before turning back to me. "Mr. Tuitt will meet you at the Contestant's entrance." 
 
    As I approached the area where two well-armed guards stood, a young man appeared wearing black slacks, a white silk shirt open at the neck, a steel gray vest, and a metal skull cap that looked like the real thing. 
 
    "Good evening, Pilot Zenaida. It is indeed a pleasure to meet you. At the Ranch you are indeed famous. And I personally owe you for giving me the opportunity to buy the Ranch." He extended his hand. His smile was welcoming and his eyes twinkled with a child's enthusiasm. 
 
    "I like what you've done with the Ranch. In my opinion, it's a marked improvement." 
 
    "Technology saved my life when I was a child and gave me my own personal computer," he pointed to his head, "so it became my hobby, obsession, and business. People like to gamble, to be entertained while they do, and love to watch things being destroyed. And so the new Ranch was born." 
 
    "My delivery doesn't seem to fit that model." I usually wasn't interested in how or why my customers used what I brought them, but my curiosity overcame me. He smiled. 
 
    "Good news, bad news situation. My implant saved my life. Without it I would have been a vegetable—good news. With it however I have trouble with reality—bad news. The drug we are discussing has the opposite effect on me as it tends to on others, it stabilizes me and offsets most of the bad side effects of my implant." 
 
    "I'd be careful. That medication is worth a lot of money and worth killing for." 
 
    "Yes, it's very expensive but worth every credit and, as you can see, I can afford it." He waved to include the entire facility. "Come, let's retire to my office." As he marched down the hallway we passed a large open area where people were working on machines of every shape and size. At the end he pressed his hand against a plate beside the door and his eye to a small window and the door slid open. When we stepped inside the door closed. He then spoke or rather sang part of a song in a language I hadn't heard before, and a door opened into a large comfortable room which looked to be multifunctional: to relax, entertain, and work, judging by the desk, comfortable chairs, couch, electronic equipment, and small kitchen and bar. Several monitors were active: activities in the contestant's area, the main facility, and outside perimeter. I nodded to a door I hoped was a bathroom. He nodded. 
 
    When I returned I handed him the pouch of Black. He smiled. "Thank you. He usually sends only small amounts and sometimes it gets lost or delayed." He typed something on a tablet, part of the wall opened, and a large safe appeared. After he stored the kilo he gave me a long appraising look. "I would pay you a bonus to deliver my medicine on a regular basis." 
 
    "Isn't it dangerous, even with all your security, to have this much on hand?" I asked. That kilo of Black must be worth a fortune, based on what I was paid to deliver it.  
 
    "No. My doctor mixes it with other drugs, negating some of its potency and significantly reducing its value." 
 
    "I'd like to provide you a regular supply, however I'm afraid if word got out I’d have every thief and customs agent hunting me." 
 
    "Too bad. Stay and enjoy the activities. Charge everything to me." 
 
    "That's very generous, but I need to get back to my ship." 
 
    When I arrived back Kraig was still gone. I checked and, sure enough, someone had been on my ship.  I couldn't resist a look since there hadn't been anything marked for Lietzow. Inside the second missile compartment I found a package addressed to Captain and marked Dacca in Kangi and Urgent printed in red letters. That was thrice interesting: how did they know I was going back to Dacca, Captain appeared more like it was intended for the Raiders than the Black Hand, and what could be Urgent? If it were to the Raiders, then logically it had to be information concerning the raids or…ACS…or AIA…or us! 
 
    * * * 
 
    "You look like you've been up all night," Kraig said when he entered the galley early the next morning. 
 
    "That's because I was," I said, nursing a beer for breakfast, one of five since finding the new contraband. I nodded to the package sitting on the table. 
 
    "New delivery?" he asked, picking it up and examining it. 
 
    "Bimbo to the Raider Commander via the Black Hand." 
 
    "What system is this symbol?" 
 
    "Dacca!" 
 
    "How did they know—" 
 
    "I was given a high priority delivery about an hour ago. Guess where." 
 
    "Dacca," Kraig said, his eyes gleaming with excitement. "That means we were right. The base is somewhere in the Dacca system, probably one of the five uninhabited planets or an asteroid or moon orbiting one." 
 
    "I think we should see what's inside," I said. 
 
    "You think it's about us?" Kraig asked, frowning at the package. "I doubt it. Could be a trap to see if you know about the missiles. It might not be about us, and we could blow our cover since we will have to damage the packaging to open it." 
 
    "Only the sender knows what the packaging looks like. For that matter, only the sender knows he sent it. The Captain doesn't." 
 
    "So if it's about us it could save our lives. If it isn't it could cost us our lives," Kraig said. 
 
    "That about sums it up." 
 
    "Let's think it over on the way back to Dacca," Kraig said


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Star System: Somewhere is Dacca space. 
 
    "If you're right and the Raiders didn't have to stop for urgent repairs, we should only have a two-day wait," I said as we sat in the galley having breakfast. I had parked the Tykhe at the extreme edge of my electronic detection equipment from the exit point to enter Dacca space. The last thing I wanted was a pissing contest with two Raider cruisers. Killing us would be cheap. Given we managed to get away, repairs to a starship wouldn't. 
 
    "With seriously wounded and major ship damage, I would imagine they will want to get back to their main facility as soon as possible. I wish we could get close enough to determine how much damage the ACS cruiser caused," Kraig said with a faraway look. 
 
    "I'm not that curious, thank you. If they have wounded and dead they are going to be in an ugly mood. And in reality, what difference does it make?" Yes, it's satisfying that the good guys caught the bad guys in the act, saved the system's civilians, and killed some bad guys…but in the process, hundreds of military personnel died." I paused for a mouthful of the crepe I was eating. "The bad guys will recruit replacements and the military will activate more personnel and life will go on as before—nothing will have changed." 
 
    "That's very cynical," Kraig said, frowning in my direction. 
 
    "If you live on the Rim long enough it's clear man's greed makes good and bad a never-ending cycle. Never ending because good and bad are constantly changing," I said before continuing to eat. 
 
    "Good doesn't change!" Kraig said emphatically. I laughed. 
 
    "Thou shall not kill…" I looked at Kraig, waiting for a response. Eventually he nodded through narrowed eyes. "Except when you are in the military and told to kill. Except when you think someone is trying to kill you. Except when the government thinks someone may be a danger to the country." I looked to Kraig, who didn't say anything. "Bad is anything the government makes illegal. That's fine except the laws aren’t the same in every system or, in many cases, within the various governments in a system. Therefore what is legal or illegal varies so its illegal except on such and such planet. So good changes by place, time, and who is in power." 
 
    "I'm talking about basic good and evil," Kraig said with frustration in his voice. 
 
    "Fine, give me a basic good and evil." I said, actually interested. "We've already concluded killing isn't inherently evil." 
 
    Kraig switched tactics. "So smuggling isn't wrong." 
 
    "Since all drugs aren't illegal in all systems, maybe it's the laws that are wrong—" Just then the communications suite went active, indicating a disturbance. "Two ships…they look like cruisers," I said, looking at the control panel. 
 
    "The timing is right for the Raiders," Kraig said, his face flushed with excitement. "Can you tell where they are headed?" 
 
    "I think the outermost planet, Motif." 
 
    "Then we know their location!" 
 
    "Not really. Motif is a gas giant, however it has seven or more moons and an asteroid belt.  
 
    "If we can find their location we will have completed our mission and you will be a rich woman and free of any obligation to the ACS." 
 
    "You're suggesting we follow them?" I asked, close to hysterical. 
 
    "Not exactly. Determine their vector, wait a day, and then get closer. The Easy Trader should be arriving soon. If we can determine its vector we should know which moon." 
 
    "Given we aren't discovered," I said, although I liked the idea of being free of the AIA and, by extension, the ACS. And if I were careful… "All right. I'll wait twenty-four hours then approach on the same vector at minimum power. If the space gods aren't in a playful mood we might get lucky." 
 
    * * * 
 
    A day later I positioned the Tykhe on the same vector as the Raider's cruisers, then cut all but essential power, hoping to look like just another random object in space. For the next two days we slowly approached Motif. Based on my calculations, given we began following the vector twenty-four hours later and at a significantly reduced speed, the Raiders appeared to be heading for either one of two moons: M314 or M194…or one of a thousand asteroids in the ring that circled Motif. It was difficult to tell as the asteroid ring obscured a good view of the moons from this distance and the Tykhe sensors are in passive mode. Motif had seven recorded moons but there could be other smaller ones. 
 
    "Shit!" I shouted, as I scanned the sensor information. "The Easy Trader is approaching." 
 
    "That's what we wanted," Kraig said, his voice rising with excitement. "We will at very least know if the Raiders have a base on one of the asteroids or a moon and if a—" 
 
    "You don't understand. They are on the exact vector we are and started from a point very close to where we did. They are going to all but run into us." 
 
    "They may not be paying attention and mistake us for a stray rock in space," Kraig said and shrugged. "After all they are a merchant ship not a war cruiser." 
 
    "Sure, a merchant on a routine approach to a Raider installation carrying Raider crew. Why would they need to be alert? They will be using passive sensors so as to be less visible but they will have their best operator on duty and when they see a rock on the same vector, they are going to go active. And in active mode we aren't going to look like a rock." 
 
    "How long?" 
 
    "Maybe an hour. They are coming in close to max acceleration, around four hundred gravities versus our twenty-five. We have a life and death decision to make. Assume they aren’t paying attention or their operator has a hangover and they miss us, or run for the asteroid belt and hope we can lose them or see if we can destroy them." 
 
    "Why destroy them? We will lose the opportunity to see where they are going. They won't know who we are." 
 
    "Not precisely, since I'm not broadcasting our identification but they will know the class of ship, which will narrow the search… I think it's time to open that urgent package. It may help with the decision." 
 
    "Or not." Kraig said. His priorities and mine were poles apart at this moment. His was to save the ACS and mine was to save me…and Kraig. 
 
    "Kraig, open that damn package. We don't have time to debate our options and what is in that package may help us decide." 
 
    "Or not." Kraig gave a genuine laugh as he opened the package, took out a flash drive, and inserted it into the control panel's input. "You were right. The sender, no name, indicates AIA has an agent, again no name, working with a merchant, also no name, to locate the Raiders. Suggest you use the Black Hand to identify and eliminate." 
 
    "Interesting, the package was given to the Black Hand to deliver to the Raiders but was through their ACS resources. That means you have a leak. Not high up enough to know our names but high enough to know the mission." 
 
    "No. I think reporting to Colonel Sherman. She wisely decided to withhold our names when she discussed the mission. That makes me wonder if the Raiders don't include at least some ex-ACS personnel." 
 
    "That doesn't help me decide what to do about the Easy Trader. At our current rate we will reach the asteroid belt in fifteen minutes but the Easy Trader will catch up five minutes before that. If I accelerate beginning now we could reach the asteroid belt ten minutes ahead of them. In the first case they may not identify us but in the second case there is no doubt," I said, having decided to run for it. "Forget it. They just went active so it's no longer a choice." 
 
    The acceleration pushed us back into our seats as the Tykhe's engines kicked in before the compensators adjusted to the sudden change. 
 
    "You aren't intending to enter that asteroid field at this speed," Kraig said, watching the acceleration rising past one hundred gravities. 
 
    "Can you handle the missile panel?" I asked. The Easy Trader just fired two missiles. And no, I expect to enter the field at maximum acceleration so I need you to concentrate on the incoming missiles. They don't intend to let us leave." 
 
    "Got it," Kraig said, clearly comfortable with the responsibility. I nodded as the Easy Trader changed course, removing all doubt about their intention. Four minutes later we entered the field at three hundred gravities and were racing past rocks of all sizes from baseballs to small cities.  
 
    "Missiles destroyed, chaff sent one off course the other hit something," Kraig announced. "They appear to be Sidewinder class missiles in the mid-price range. Good if your opponent’s electronic countermeasures aren't military grade. Our upgrade should be able to handle them normally. However in an asteroid field, the rocks and debris do somewhat degrade their capability. Two more incoming." Kraig laughed. "ECM isn't necessary with the evasive measures you are having to take to keep from slamming into one of those asteroids. It’s a miracle you haven’t hit one yet.” 
 
    “You can thank my father. We had regular training sessions in asteroid fields. He said it would be the easiest way to lose a pursuing enemy whether merchant, Raider, or cruiser. Consequently, periodically he would detour to an asteroid field and we would practice for days: running with and against the rotation and hiding. It was a fun time." 
 
    "If I hadn't been busy with the ECM I would be bald and probably need a heart transplant," Kraig said, looking a bit pale. 
 
    "The Easy Trader is slowing," I said, smiling. 
 
    "Shows they’re sane." 
 
    "I'm going to park the Tykhe as soon as we get enough distance between us. Get a couple of missiles ready in case they find us. If not, maybe we can follow them to wherever they are going." 
 
    "Aye, Aye, Captain." He waved a salute before turning his attention back to the weapons panel.  
 
    "Now we wait," I said fifteen minutes later when I thought we had put enough distance to make it next to impossible to track us. Slowing, I matched speed with an asteroid the size of a small town, landed, and cut power to little more than life support. 
 
    "My heart thanks you. Your father was a very smart man," Kraig said as I cut the engines. 
 
    "He was but he underestimated his enemy. That got him killed and me their virtual camp whore to be used at will." 
 
    "Sounds like a lesson in that." 
 
    "Yes, never assume you are smarter than your opponent no matter how clever you think you are and how stupid you think him," I said with tears in my eyes. I loved my father and if he hadn't tried to outsmart the Black Hand we would be together now, free of the ACS, the Black Hand, and not playing tag with Raiders. 
 
    "Good advice. What’s the plan now?" 
 
    "Live to see Colonel Sherman." I smiled. "If we can destroy the Easy Trader I think we may live to see her." I closed my eyes and shook my head in frustration. "I think we're in real trouble. One of the Raider's cruisers has joined the search. Which means the second one is around someplace." 
 
    "New plan?" 
 
    "No. We have to destroy the Easy Trader or return to the ACS and retire." 
 
    "And how do you plan to do that?" 
 
    "We've little choice except to sit tight, hope one of those ships doesn't find us, and wait for the right opportunity." 
 
    "That's a great plan." Kraig gave a snort. For the next hour we sat waiting. When nothing happened I turned the sensors on passive for a few seconds every five minutes. After an hour I concluded there were no ships in the area. 
 
    "They are either lying dormant waiting for us to move, or they have expanded their search and are a long gone," I said. "But it doesn't matter. We have to find the Easy Trader." I activated the engines and slowly rose off the asteroid and watched the passive sensors for any activity. 
 
    "Damn it," I swore as the sensors detected a cruiser's active sensors a thousand kilometers ahead. "At least one was powered down, waiting. I pushed the engine control to full power and the Tykhe responded and the acceleration began to climb five gravities per second. 
 
    "Shouldn't we be going in the opposite direction?" Kraig asked as I zigzagged through the asteroids but in the direction of the cruiser. 
 
    "Kraig, fire when ready," I said, then a second later, "now!" I shouted since Kraig appeared momentarily frozen. His head jerked back to the weapons board and fired a second later, just as the cruiser fired. The difference was the cruiser was stationary and the Tykhe was accelerating. As we sped by I immediately steered right, passing behind a large asteroid, causing their missiles to lose track. Our two missiles hit. 
 
    "Direct hits. I doubt we did major damage but I'll bet we did more than rattle their ship." Kraig had a smile that split his face in half. I had my attention on the asteroids as our acceleration increased. "But what happens when they catch us?" 
 
    "They won't. He will have to increase his acceleration to four hundred gravities to catch us since I've a significant lead and maintaining three hundred gravities. That would be close to suicide for a cruiser. Those cruisers don't have the maneuverability of a small craft like the Tykhe. He'd be risking his ship and its crew." 
 
    "What about the Tykhe’s crew?" Kraig asked but didn't take his focus from the weapons panel. 
 
    "It's all or nothing for us. At this speed in an asteroid belt it increases our risk of a collision but improves our odds of surviving to find the Easy Trader and avoid a slug fest with the Raiders." It took all my attention to map my way through and around the various rocks, while looking for any sign of the other cruiser and the merchant. "I just hope the merchant didn't abandon the search and leave it to the cruisers." 
 
    "That would make sense…unless the captain of the merchant ship is an ex-military captain. Then the chase would be too much to ignore," Kraig said. 
 
    "He couldn't assume his missiles would be any better than mine." I knew there was a limit on the weapons a ship could have and qualify as a merchant. 
 
    "No, but his ego would make him assume you weren't his equal and an easy kill." 
 
    I snorted. "If we were both in cruisers and in open space. But we aren't— Found him," I shouted. "Get ready, Kraig, the contest is about to begin." I was accelerating at three times his speed so I headed directly at him.  
 
    "Fired," Kraig whooped with excitement as we streaked by. “Two direct hits. The Easy Trader also fired but late and his two missiles are off course." 
 
    I watched as the merchant began accelerating after us. If Kraig was right and the captain was ex-military, he was probably on an adrenaline fight-mode high. If I were lucky he’d hit an asteroid and I wouldn't have to engage him in a missile duel. 
 
    "Well, I found the other cruiser," I said, cursing my nonexistent luck. 
 
    "Two incoming," Kraig said, his voice steady even though he had limited options as they weren't chasing us but on a collision course. The lasers fired but weren't effective at the combined speed of the missiles and the Tykhe. A second before impact I rose several degrees, causing the missile to pass harmlessly underneath as they were unable to maintain a lock on our position. 
 
    "Fired," Kraig said, and a moment later, "two hits." 
 
    I immediately began deceleration. Several minutes later I had turned one hundred eighty degrees and began weaving back towards the Easy Trader and the cruiser. I had slowed considerably but going against the flow was more dangerous as the asteroid speed was now combined with the Tykhe's. 
 
    "Get ready, Kraig." I said, knowing the Easy Trader would be in range for only a second or two at our current passing velocity. 
 
    "Fired," Kraig said. "One hit, I think." 
 
    I maneuvered out of the asteroid and turned again, getting ready to enter for another pass when a Raider cruiser appeared. 
 
    "Two incoming." Kraig's fingers danced over the ECM panel, dispensing chaff. I headed back into the asteroid field. My weaving to avoid asteroids lost one and the chaff diverted the other.  A minute later I saw the Easy Trader trailing debris and headed toward it. 
 
    "Kraig, get ready," I said and several seconds later, "now!" I felt the shudder as two missiles left the Tykhe. 
 
    “Two hits…the East Trader exploded,” Kraig whooped, jumping up with fists over his head. 
 
    I immediately began to increase speed as I worked to find a path out of the field but toward the Motif. I hoped the cruisers would be looking for me to exit toward Dacca or to exit the system. Fifteen minutes later I located a moon and headed for it. An hour later we were in a stable orbit at minimum power. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Kraig and I performed a complete inspection of the inside and outside of the ship and found damage to twenty-five places from small asteroid strikes. Fortunately none of the damage was critical, but since we decided it best to stay hidden we spent the time doing repairs. 
 
    "That was a ride I’d rather not repeat," Kraig said as we sat in the galley eating late the second night. "I wonder if either of those cruisers incurred any damage looking for us?" 
 
    "My father had me spend many hours on a simulation he had made and many more hours over the years practicing in various asteroid fields. The trick is ignoring what will happen if you are too slow in responding and concentrating on what is happening. You need one hundred percent of your attention on what you are doing and some luck." I laughed. "Actually, at the speeds we were going, you need a lot of luck." 
 
    * * * 
 
    On the fourth day we decided to see if we could leave without being detected. I headed directly for the asteroid field, thinking once there we would be harder to detect. I was wrong. The Raiders hadn't given up. 
 
    "Raider cruiser," I said. "Coming from behind moon M217. One hundred thousand klicks." 
 
    "Four incoming," Kraig shouted. I wasn't going to make the asteroid field before the missiles caught up with us, so I turned back to the moon we had used, hoping the missiles would lose track since we would be behind the moon at least ten seconds before the missiles caught up. It worked as nothing followed us. I continued circumnavigating the moon—mistake. The Raider cruiser must have boosted several seconds because it was coming directly at us as we rounded the moon. 
 
    "Four incoming," Kraig screamed. I hit the booster control lever and crossed my fingers that Orville’s enhanced boosters were as good as he’d claimed. The control room, Kraig, and Shadi seemed to disappear for several seconds and I had the eerie feeling of standing suspended in space, before everything returned to normal. When I looked the Tykhe was only seconds from entering the asteroid field and our speed close to max. Time stood still as I worked to slow the ship, dodge asteroids, and find clear paths to navigate. I know from the grating sound and jolts that the Tykhe grazed or hit several rocks. Then before my heart cracked a rib or two we broke free of the asteroids. I did a quick navigational check and set us on a course for Dacca while watching for any ships following us. 
 
    "That was exciting, Zen. I doubt an experienced ACS captain could have pulled off that maneuver." 
 
    "I'm not just a pretty face," I quipped, hugging Shadi in an attempt to calm myself. Now that it was all over I was shaking uncontrollably. A few minutes later Kraig appeared and handed me a beer.  
 
    "I think we both earned one," he said, still looking pale.  I nodded and took several large swallows then laughed. 
 
    "We owe Orville, Nicole, and Clyde big time. I wonder if I can send Christmas presents to the asteroid-with-no-name." 
 
    "And Colonel Sherman for authorizing it." 
 
    I began laughing as I reached over to the weapons panel, loaded two missiles, and pressed the Fire button. 
 
    "Who are you firing at?" Kraig asked staring at the control panel. I continued laughing and hugged Shadi, who licked my face in response. 
 
    "The Black Hand," I said, continuing to laugh with genuine glee. "Partial Retribution." 
 
    "Partial… Oh, you just sent the two missiles with their contraband into space. But they are going to—" 
 
    "Do nothing. We were attacked by pirates and forced to defend ourselves. And two of the goddamn missiles were defective. I'm considering filing a lawsuit against the manufacturer." 
 
    "Kraig laughed." Clever. There must have been close to a million credits worth of contraband in those two missiles—" 
 
    "And the package for the Captain," I said and laughed again. "And you have enough to give Sherman a location for the Raiders." 
 
    "You going to retire now?" he asked, his face serious. 
 
    "No, I think retribution is still required." 
 
    "You're not serious?" Kraig said, frowning with a look of concern. 
 
    "Of course. I'm a child of the Rim. We may not have the mountain of rules the ACS has and we may break most of them in the name of living free…but we have some rules written in the same battle metal the ACS writes theirs. You don't let people piss on you without consequences—retribution is required." 
 
    "Sounds like the old Hatfields’ and the McCoys’ feud. Seems senseless." 
 
    "You settle pissing contests with lawyers. You want money compensation. We settle them more directly. We want an eye for an eye. Much more satisfying." 
 
    "All right. I'll stay around to watch and help if I can. The Raider mission isn't over until they are destroyed." He laughed. "An eye for an eye—no lawyers." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We received a lot of attention when I reported that we had been attacked by pirates. Customs was skeptical when we had no cargo. The police were interested in the details but not the incident since they didn't have jurisdiction. Planet security wasn't interested until I told them I thought I had destroyed the ship. Then the Tykhe's weapons became of interest and me as a potential smuggler until an inspection of my missiles revealed them to be standard looking merchant equipment. After two days of questions I arranged for repairs to the ship, which were estimated at seventy to one hundred thousand credits. Fortunately, the repairs were all external so no one would be examining the internal systems. I chose not to replace the used missiles for now. 
 
    "The Black Hand must be dying to get on the Tykhe. Since we haven't left the ship because of inspections and questions, they must feel like addicts in withdrawal, having to wait to examine the missile compartment," he said and grinned. "I’d love to be here when they find their missiles and its contents gone." 
 
    "What do you think they will do when they find their special missiles missing?" I asked. I had my own ideas but wanted a second opinion. 
 
    "Get mad…then get clever and replace two of the existing missile with two… Oh, that wouldn't be a good idea. I don't know what Nicole did to the existing ones but I doubt the ACS would like to share it with the Black Hand." Kraig was frowning with concern that was slowly turning to fear. 
 
    "Then you'll help." I smiled. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day Kraig went off to update Sherman through his connections and I decided to stop in at the merchant's guild. There I contracted to take a few shipments for Divona. Afterward I headed for the Drum Club on the off chance of finding some more lucrative business and to maintain the illusion I was still smuggling… although I wasn't sure what I was doing anymore. Was smuggling a cover for my work with the AIA? Did I intend to continue smuggling in the RIM when this mission was over? Did I intend to become a legitimate merchant? Of course, the answer depended on whether I lived to complete the mission and the ACS allowed me to go my way.  
 
    "The Drum Club, Spacer," the taxi driver shouted, jerking me out of my musing. From the look on his face he must have been trying to get my attention for some time. I paid him and exited. 
 
    The building had no visible windows and looked like a typical warehouse. There was no signage but the two glass doors had a video of various drummers performing. It was a bit spooky since there was no sound on the street. Inside, however, the sound filled the lobby. Monitors showed clips of the various performances, along with the time and day they would be live. Instead of going to the ticket booth I went to the information booth where a young dark-skinned woman sat. 
 
    "Can I help you, Spacer?" she asked as I approached. 
 
    "Where can I find Miss Sasaki?" 
 
    "She has a private box in the Circle but the upper level has restricted access. You'll need a ticket or pass," she said, looking apologetic. 
 
    "Can you send her a message?" I asked. When she nodded, I continued. "Tell her Zenaida would like to speak to her if she isn't busy." 
 
    The girl called someone who relayed my message. After a several-minute delay, the girl smiled and looked up at me. "The guard at the stairway will admit you. Miss Sasaki is in Box one." 
 
    "I think you will have to leave the pet with someone," the guard said, looking at Shadi, who sat looking up at him. 
 
    "Miss Sasaki has authorized me access and she knows Shadi," I nodded to her, "is my constant companion." 
 
    The guards talked to someone and after another several minutes he removed the chain that blocked the entrance and let Shadi and me pass. I found Box one easily and knocked. A muscular man with two swords in his belt answered. He looked me and Shadi over before letting us enter. When I entered Miss Sasaki waved me over to an empty seat next to her. The chairs had high backs, padding, and were covered with a plush velvet material. 
 
    "It's been a long time, Zen. You are much talked about since your father died," she said, appraising me as I sat. "Something to eat or drink?" 
 
    "No, thank you, Miss Sasaki. I didn't mean to disrupt you. I was just wondering if you had anything needing a carrier," I asked, just as the Japanese drummers began the introduction to the next act. 
 
    "Maybe. Can you transport twelve entertainers for me?" she asked and smiled. 
 
    "And?" I asked. She knew I smuggled for a living so the request probably had an ulterior motive. 
 
    "The Morra Tribal Dance group uses a drug which isn't illegal where they live on Saket or here on Dacca, but customs confiscate the drug and demand an exorbitant fee to bring it on planet. I would be willing to give you twenty-five percent of the fee if…" 
 
    "Penalty if caught?" I asked, merely to ascertain the risk and therefore if twenty-five percent was reasonable. 
 
    "Confiscation of the drug, triple the fee as a fine, and six months in jail. More a large inconvenience." 
 
    "The drug smells…" 
 
    "Stinks." She laughed. 
 
    "Do you use the group often?" 
 
    "Yes, they are very popular. They burn the drug during their act, which has a euphoric effect on them…and the audience." 
 
    "What is the weight and volume of the drug?" 
 
    "Powder which weighs around a kilo." 
 
    "My twenty-five percent?" I asked, not liking the idea of transporting that many people but if the profit was enough I might be willing. For the next part of my plan for the Black Hand, my next stop didn't matter. 
 
    "Thirty," she said, and a slight smile touched her black painted lips, which contrasted with her white-painted face. 
 
    "One hundred," I said watching her face turn to a frown, but I spoke before she could. "And I'll bring you three kilos." 
 
    She laughed. "Your father and you are never a disappointment. Deal." 
 
    "I would suggest the group bring a small token amount with them so customs will have something to confiscate. Makes it look normal and wouldn't cost you much to redeem. Might even give you leverage to negotiate a lower price if you threaten to stop using the drug." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Don't you ever stop looking for…extra money?' Kraig asked when I explained where I had been. "You already have enough to retire comfortably. 
 
    "A girl can never have too much comfort," I said in my best sweet-little-girl voice. "Besides, if anyone is watching it would seem strange if I didn't look." 
 
    Kraig nodded understanding. I grabbed two beers, set one in front of Kraig, opened my tablet, and hit the foot print icon. Immediately I saw what I had expected—two persons had entered the Tykhe while we were gone. They had entered the control room and the missile compartment. 
 
    "Surprise," Kraig said with a large grin. "That was a stroke of genius, dumping those two missiles. Not only is it a significant financial loss but it's the perfect way to get rid of the Black Hand." 
 
    "I doubt it." Actually I hoped not. 
 
    "They still have access but—" He frowned. "You expect them to replace the missiles." 
 
    "Yes. They have to assume I shot them off in the engagement with the pirates. Since they know the secret of how they work. So it should be easy to have two new ones made, sneak in, and replace them for two of the existing ones." 
 
    "And you intend to?" 
 
    "Have an excuse to eliminate their access. 
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 Star System: Saket 
 
    We arrived on Saket ten days later. I wasn't in a rush as it would take time for the Black Hand to construct two new missiles. I thought twenty days more than enough time, even if they had them built in another system and shipped to Dacca—where they knew we would have to return. 
 
    The customs inspection was routine since the purpose of my trip was to pick up the dance troupe. When they had signed off I left for the Island Club to meet the troupe's agent and made arrangements. 
 
    The Island Club was more like a series of large huts where a variety of nightly acts took place and others where one could dine or visit the spa facilities. The performances attracted tourists as well as merchants and business people stopping at Saket. At the entrance gate I was directed to a two-story building which were residences and offices. 
 
    "Pilot Zenaida, welcome. I'm Ndidi, the troupe's spokesman. I understand that you are going to carry our Yuzzo powder for us. Very expensive to bring to Dacca," a very tall, brown skinned man said as I entered the main office. He was dressed in an assortment of mismatched clothing: sandals, knee length pants, tie dye T-shirt, and a suede vest. His black shoulder-length hair looked unkempt and scraggly. When he saw me evaluating his clothing, he smiled. "Have to look the part for the tourist. Makes them think they can outsmart the ignorant savage." He surprised me when he squatted to look at Shadi face to face. "Like that docile-looking cat sitting obediently by your side. Looks like a pretty kitty unless you see the leopard eyes tracking your every movement." 
 
    I had to laugh. My father would have loved the man. He had a keen intellect and a good sense of humor. "Yes, the art of the con. I will carry three kilo of Yuzzo but I'll want you to carry a couple of ounces for customs to find and confiscate," I said, not sure what he had been told. He roared with laughter. 
 
    "I'm looking forward to our trip aboard the Tykhe." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The troupe came aboard five days later. Ndidi took one cabin, four women took two, and the men decided they preferred temporary accommodations in the cargo hold, along with their equipment. It worked out well as the cargo hold was a wide-open space for them to practice and relax. We arrived back to Dacca ten days later—a twenty-six-day round trip. 
 
    "What do you have to declare?" the older of the two inspectors asked as he entered. Seeing the Morra, he smiled. 
 
    "Twelve passengers, the Morra Dance Troupe on their way to entertain at the Drum Club," I said. 
 
    "Drugs?" 
 
    "No, just passengers," I said, as amused as the inspector, although for different reasons: he knew the troupe used drugs, while I knew he was going to be disappointed. Sure enough, an hour later he returned to me, looking grumpy. 
 
    "We found three ounces of Yuzzo. Where is the rest?" 
 
    "Rest?' 
 
    "They usually carry a kilo." 
 
    "Beats me. This is the first time I've carried the troupe. If you confiscate the drug every time they come here maybe they decided to bring less," I said, trying not to show my amusement. Of course, they didn't believe me and spent an hour going over every inch of the ship. 
 
    Kraig had rented a tour van to carry the troupe and their equipment to the Drum Club. And I had arranged with Ndidi to have one of the women dress in my clothes. It was night when they eventually left. I hoped whoever was watching thought the ship empty. 
 
    Sure enough, a half hour later a van pulled up with signage reading, Leget Missile & Laser Defense Systems. Four men dressed in HAZMAT clothing entered the Tykhe. Each pair carried a missile and all four men were wearing night vision goggles. When they were in the hallway to the missile compartment I tapped on my tablet and then the light icon, as I closed my eyes and put my head into the crook of my arm. Even then I could see a gray light flash. I could imagine men wearing night vision goggles would be permanently blinded from the combined effect of the explosive flash of light and the goggles. I stepped into the hallway and shot the four men in their heads—like shooting paper targets at the firing range. They never even reached for their weapons. 
 
    My tablet showed another two men entering the ship with Mfws in hand and no HAZMAT suits or night vision goggles. One stayed behind the cover of the intersecting hallway and entrance to the ship, firing each time I attempted to peek out. The other briefly examined the four dead men. He was quick and the two disappeared. A minute later I heard the truck drive away. I verified the four were dead on my way to the control center where I notified port security. They arrived en mass, eight strong, about ten minutes later. 
 
    "You claim men entered your ship without permission?" a lieutenant asked when he saw me waiting at the entrance. He didn't sound friendly. The other seven were milling around their vehicles or walking around the Tykhe. 
 
    "Yes, they came in a truck marked Leget Missile & Laser Defense Systems, which I didn't authorize access or contract with." I said, knowing they already knew that but I had to play the game as did they. 
 
    "Well, how did they get in?" He growled. His square face frowned in disbelief. 
 
    "At one of my stops they must have paid a contractor working on my ship to setup an alternate access code." Turning, I led him and two of his men to the control center where I showed him the entry, which was obviously not an authorized entry. 
 
    "She's right, Lieutenant," a young blond-haired man said after examining several logs. "It was done several years ago." 
 
    Then I walked them back to the hallway where the other officers were examining the bodies and the missiles. 
 
    "Are those missiles dangerous?" the lieutenant asked as he stepped back from the bodies. 
 
    "No. They look like standard Rogue-6a Air to Air missiles. And they don't show any sign of radiation or other contaminants. We checked when we saw the suits." 
 
    "Then why are they wearing HAZMAT suits?" he shouted at me, his face red in frustration or maybe at the potential loss of paying customers. 
 
    "I can only guess, but probably so they didn't leave a trace. Shadi would have detected a stranger's scent and alerted me to the fact someone had entered the ship," I said. Shadi sat by my leg looking up at the lieutenant as if waiting acknowledgement. None came. 
 
    "What were they doing with your missiles?" Another growl. I wondered if it wasn't a growl but rather his natural way of speaking—like sports coaches are always screaming. Or maybe anger at losing a steady source of income. In the Rim it was an acknowledged, if not legal, way of doing business. I had a decision to make—whether to claim they are mine and risk the discovery that they have a secret compartment that could be—was—used for smuggling, or let them have the missiles and alert customs—on every system—to a secret compartment that was virtually leak proof. Either was potential damming. I chose to eliminate a potentially secure way for the Black Hand to smuggle. 
 
    "Although they are Rouge 6a missiles, they aren't mine. When pirates attacked me I used eight of my twenty. Before you came I counted my remaining missiles and I have twelve." 
 
    "You sure you didn't order replacements?" the lieutenant growled. 
 
    "I ordered two to replace the eight I lost, then shot the men who brought the two because they were wearing Hazmat suits… I pursed my lips and put my hands on my hips. "Yes, I'm sure I didn't order replacements. I have to assume they intended to replace two of mine with those two.” 
 
    "Why? Doesn’t make sense," one of the officers said to the man standing next to him. 
 
    "Don't know. Maybe if you take these two apart it will be obvious. Or you could question the two men in the Leget truck who drove off after I shot their accomplices." I left off saying, you obviously know them, but didn’t as it wasn't in the game's rulebook. 
 
    Kraig entered just as the security men were leaving. They had removed the bodies and the two missiles. 
 
    "Looks like you were right." 
 
    "Yes, they were reluctant to give up their free fuck-on-demand bimbo. It cost them four thugs and two expensive missiles." I produced an award-winning smile. "And the ability to use that method of smuggling. Every customs agent in the Rim will soon be looking for similar missiles." 
 
    "What about you? Won't they also be looking for similar mechanisms?" Kraig asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    "Are you accusing me of using such devices?" I attempted to look hurt and indignant at the same time. Kraig just laughed.  
 
    "It's a good thing you’re rich and don't need to…trade anymore." 
 
    "But I like this life. It's the only one I've ever known. Besides it's a family legacy—like moonshiners." 
 
    "They don't treat women well in prison," Kraig said, and his concerned look turned to a frown. "What do you think the Black Hand will do now?"  
 
    "Follow up on their offer for me to join them." 
 
    "And when you don't" 
 
    "Who said I won't?" I said frowning. 
 
    "You wouldn't? Would you?"  
 
    "Pays good and the ACS isn't interested in the Black Hand." 
 
    "What about Retribution Required?" 
 
    "I can't kill them all and I have cost them a tidy amount and killed six to date." I gave him a small grin. "Didn't some famous person say to keep your friends close and your enemies closer?" 
 
    After a long silence Kraig spoke, "Sherman wants to send a squadron of ACS cruisers to Motif…and have us act as bait to draw them out—" 
 
    "You're fucking insane if you think I'm going to play target practice for two Raider cruisers. Safer to play footsie with the Black Hand." 
 
    "How much? That's seems to be your sole motivator." Kraig’s words dripped with contempt. 
 
    "My sole motivator is survival. My father's death left me alone in a man's world, where the strong take what they want. I would have been stripped of everything if I hadn't been willing to die rather than submit. You live in this nice comfortable world with rules and structure. Without money I'd lose the Tykhe, I couldn't afford a Mfw and ammo to practice, and I'd be at the mercy of every man. When you've survived a year in the Rim without the ACS's support, then you can lecture me. Without me you would have been killed by now," I said just above a whisper and my urge so strong to lash out that a low growl was coming from Shadi. I pulled my one true friend and island of safety to me. I don't know how long I sat holding her. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Zen. You're absolutely right. I don't understand the Rim, couldn't survive here with all my military training, and have no right to judge you. The problem is I see smuggling as illegal and therefore practiced by criminals with no morals. But I don't see you as…evil or immoral." He sat back and said no more. Eventually, he rose and retired for the night. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I'll help under two conditions. Maybe three." I smiled. "First, the ACS pays to restore the Tykhe in the event it's damaged. Second, I get to be part of the planning with veto rights." I said when Kraig entered the galley the next morning. "I'm not into judging people, but the Raiders are evil." 
 
    "What about the third condition?" He smiled, clearly amused. 
 
    "The no-name asteroid group restores my missiles and maybe Clyde could add a little something for me." I smiled back. 
 
    "I'll check with Colonel Sherman but I'm sure conditions one and two are a done deal and three if we destroy the Raiders." 
 
    And they don't destroy us, I mused. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I spent the day on the Flight Deck with Kraig, removing the Black Hands software to ensure they couldn't enter the Tykhe again without a destroying the locks on the entrance. 
 
    "That is not going to make the Black Hand happy," Kraig said as we finished. 
 
    "True, and the reason I needed to catch them in the ship. That justifies me searching the software to figure out how they managed to enter without setting off alarms. I'd rather they didn't conclude I knew all along but rather that I discovered it by accident." 
 
    "You’re hoping they are going to approach you with an offer," he said more as a statement than question. "But what then?" 
 
    "That's a great question. But better they are trying to recruit me than they think I knew all along they had been playing me." 
 
    "I gather then that you don't have a clue." He snorted. 
 
    "Correct. For you, life in the Central Systems is straightforward—black and white. For me, life is a bit more complicated. My choices are not so much about good and evil but about life and death. I'm a woman alone in a male-dominated system. If I appear weak I'll be prey and will eventually be a victim. As long as I appear ruthless and they know I'll seek retribution, my chances are good my encounters will mostly be idiots and wannabes I can handle. More so now with Clyde's modifications." Proving myself the first year had been the most daunting challenge.  
 
    "There may be options for you in the Central Systems if you want," Kraig said, and I could feel his empathy. 
 
    I laughed. "That maybe more of a challenge than the Rim." While we awaited Colonel Sherman's decision I needed to act like a smuggler or raise all sorts of dangerous speculation. "I'm going to go look for some lucrative business, otherwise it's going to look suspicious. And I think I'll take a few days off and visit Tiri. I could use some time to think about what you said…and didn't say." 
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 Star System: Dacca 
 
    Play Time was a high-end nightclub for people of influence and money who liked play acting. You name your fantasy, dream-come-true, or nightmare, and the club would provide it in a safe and secure environment. The club guaranteed what happened at Play Time stayed at Play Time—and it did. The few times over the years it didn't, the responsible parties paid dearly—most died in unpleasant ways after their family and friends. The last incident had been over twenty years ago. 
 
    The building looked like someone's private residence. Actually it was. It belonged to Grandmother Adoette, more commonly known as the Fairy Godmother Adoette—grantor of wishes. I rang the bell and waited. A minute later a man dressed as I would imagine a witch doctor would opened the door. "How may I help you, Spacer? A dream perhaps?" 
 
    "I'd like to talk to Grandma Adoette, if she isn't too busy," I said. "Tell her it's Zenaida." 
 
    "Come in, Pilot Zenaida. The Godmother will see you shortly," he said, leading me to a private room with two couches facing each other and a bar along the wall with a variety of beverages. I sat, deciding I wasn't thirsty. Five minutes later the door opened and a brown-skinned woman entered, wearing a calf length robe. The top half had a score of ivory and black symbols repeating across the material and the bottom had lotus flowers with orchids and saffron. Around her neck, wrists, and ankles were beads, feathers, and carved bones. The only sound as she entered and sat came from the assortment of ornaments she wore. She smiled as she went to the refreshment counter and poured two drinks. 
 
    "The spirits sent you to grant my wish. A perfect choice," she said as she sat and put a Blue Ice down on the table between the two couches. "The Black Hand has always been expensive but now they are unreliable. I need someone to fetch some supplies from Divona. Three kilos that need to be delivered within two weeks. Seventy-five…in advance and an addition twenty-five if delivered on time." 
 
    "Supplies?" I asked wanting to understand the risk. 
 
    "Brown sugar and Mandrax," she said as she sipped her drink from a small cup. That was a good price as those drugs posed only a moderate risk, which meant she was running low. 
 
    "Deal." We spent the next hour discussing the details of the supplier on Divona, during which she had a variety of Indian snacks served. 
 
    I should have returned to the Tykhe but had a strong urge to see Tiri. So I hired a skimmer to take me to Snow Ridge where Stanfield lived. 
 
    Richard met me as I exited the skimmer. We had agreed he would see to my return transportation. "Welcome, Zen. You’re in luck. Tiri is home." He laughed as Tiri came racing around the building and jumped on me, knocking me down before leaping on Shadi and then back to me. That simple greeting dissolved my worries about the future and I relaxed. 
 
    Late that night after a steak dinner and a dessert I would expect in a five-star restaurant, he took me into a private room loaded with books and several comfortable leather chairs. 
 
    "I will share a relatively well-kept secret with you, Zen, because I like you and we share the love of these precious snow leopards," he said, pausing to get my full attention. "I'm much like your Kraig, your AIA friend." He smiled at my involuntary wide-eyed shocked expression. You could say I run an equivalent organization, the RIS, RIM Intelligence Service. But where he works for the Central Government I'm a private entrepreneur." 
 
    "How did you know? Who—" I hated to even ask who he had told or maybe he was getting ready to blackmail me… But that didn't fit with the man I knew. Thankfully he interrupted my speculation. 
 
    "It's what I do. I collect and sell information. But I pride myself on being ethical. I had several queries on Kraig. I've reported all the known facts: he's from the Central Systems, you hired him as part time crew but chose to keep him as a junior partner. I haven't reported he's with the AIA because he isn't here to spy on the Rim but to find the Raiders, who I believe are evil and do not represent the Rim systems or interest. Likewise I have not shared my conjecture that you have known the Black Hand has been using you and the Tykhe for some time and that your recent actions are retribution. Why? Because although you’re a smuggler, I believe you too are ethical and I admire that." 
 
    "Thank you, Richard. That information—" a wave of relief washed over me. 
 
    "You're at a crossroad. The Black Hand by now knows you are on to them, even if they don't know for how long. They must either recruit you or kill you. They would forgive you because money is more important to them than revenge and you destroyed a very lucrative smuggling connection that you can provide if you join them. If not you are competition and revenge would be satisfying—steal the Tykhe and sell you…" 
 
    I laughed, to Richard's surprise. "I wanted to come here to be with Tiri and you, to relax and consider my future, which has gotten very complicated. And I was right about you. Someone I can trust and talk with. I envy you. I wish I could buy some remote land and raise snow leopards somewhere they could be free." 
 
    "I hope you find what you are looking for, Zen. You will always be welcome here." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Why did you take a job to go to Divona?" Kraig asked when I returned three days later. 
 
    "To delay the Black Hand from killing us before your Colonel Sherman decides on a plan to find and destroy the Raiders." 
 
    "Killing us?" 
 
    "I have it on good authority that the Black Hand wants me to join them but if I won't they will kill me. I assume that will include you," I said as I sat with my berry pie and juice. "I've destroyed an easy, profitable, and reliable method of moving things. If I join them, the problem is fixed. If not, killing me eliminates the competition, gets revenge, and probably scores points with the Raiders." 
 
    "So Divona is buying us time." 
 
    "And contributing to my old age pension." I grinned before delivering a bite of pie to my mouth. Kraig just shook his head. "We’re leaving as soon as I finish my pie. We have a deadline to earn a bonus." 
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 Star System: Divona  
 
    The flight to Divona took close to five days. The man I was told to contact was a lawyer who had an office in the heart of New Gangi. They had offices on the twelfth floor. The man at the front smiled as I entered. 
 
    "How may I help you, Spacer?" he asked, looking enthusiastic and eager. Behind him was a large open area surrounded by large monitors and cubicles containing computers and more monitors. 
 
    "I'm Pilot Zenaida. I was told to see a Mr. Hammar," I said, unclear how much to say since I had never dealt with Hammar or this firm, the Rim Commodity Traders.  
 
    "Yes. Mr. Hammar is at station five." He turned and pointed to an area to the far right and a booth with the number five on one side." 
 
    The floor contained maybe thirty men and women who were either talking in groups or working at one of the ten stations. When I reached station five an overweight middle-aged man waved me to an empty chair. 
 
    "Welcome, Zenaida. I'm surprised you have never done business with us before. I purchase and sell the kind of commodities you tend to transport," he said it with such assurance I wasn't tempted to argue. "The three kilos our client purchased can be picked up at this address." He handed me a small plastic card. "That card and the pick-up address are only good for four hours. At that time the card will go blank and the transaction will be considered void if not retrieved." 
 
    "You buy and sell these items?" I asked, clearly confused. I knew stocks, produce, and futures were bought and sold at certain markets but not illegal drugs and what else? Maybe this was like the dark web, albeit a dark market. 
 
    "We locate sellers and usually arrange to have them delivered. It's rare to see a client arrange his or her own transportation. Not that I blame her. Our service has been less than reliable this past year. Besides, we only insure thirty-three percent of the cost and never ship quantities this large. You must be very trustworthy as the client has accepted full responsibility for its delivery." He smiled knowingly. After getting directions I left, caught a taxi, and was at the indicated apartment building ten minutes early. I found room number 312 and knocked. An elderly woman answered, checked the number on the card I was given, and then fetched a knapsack she handed to me. She shut the door before I could say anything. I was still standing there when the door opened and the woman and a younger man armed with a Mfw exited the apartment, hustled down the hallway to the exit stairs, and disappeared. I assumed this was the company's method of staying at arms-length from the transaction while providing a safe handoff—I didn't like it. 
 
    On a whim, I tried the door, found it unlocked, and entered. There I removed the one-kilo bags and emptied them into my safe containers and then filled the original containers with flour, sugar, and water I found in the kitchen. I secured my containers on me and replaced the original three back into the knapsack. I didn't think it would fool anyone but it might give me a few seconds advantage. When I exited my taxi was still there so apparently my precautions were unnecessary. The taxi dropped me at the gate to the customs parking area. Halfway to the Tykhe I saw three men standing directly in my path, and through my connection with Shadi knew three more were behind me. 
 
    "Pilot Zen, you are trading on our turf. Poaching, one could say," said the tall man in the middle of the three facing me, his voice full of amusement. So much for security, I mused. "Poaching can get you killed." 
 
    "You planning on killing me for this knapsack?" I asked, tired of the Black Hand. "There is nothing in this knapsack worth dying over." 
 
    "Might kill you just for something to do," the same man said as his hand rested on his Mfw. 
 
    "You're not going to kill me. You’re an errand boy sent to teach me a lesson. They sent six to make sure I didn't kill you and get away with the knapsack." 
 
    "You little bitch—" 
 
    "Jackop, this isn't the time or the place," someone from behind me said, confirming my thoughts. Jackop had his Mfw drawn and pointing at me. His face registered his frustration. He wanted to shoot but knew the consequences wouldn't be worth it. 
 
    "Throw that knapsack over here or I'll kill that cat," he snarled. 
 
    "Harm that cat, and I'll personally see the Black Hand dies of a thousand cuts," I whispered, ready to kill him and vowing if I survived to contact my assassin friend and pay him all the money I had to kill Black Hands until the money ran out. 
 
    "Jackop!" the man behind me shouted, and by the look on Jackop's face he was facing drawn weapons. I removed the bag and threw it at Jackop's feet. He sneered, picked up the bag, and looked inside. 
 
    "Three bags, like we were told." He pulled one out and held it over his head and laughed." Feels like a kilo." 
 
    "Jackop, put it back and let’s go. Zen, this time it's a friendly lesson." The man's voice was calm and confident. The man in charge of sending the message and enforcing it if necessary. They turned and left and I forced myself to walk slowly like someone dejected. When I entered the ship I locked everything down, ran into the control center, and fired up the engines. Kraig came running on to the Flight Deck as I sat laughing hysterically. 
 
    "What's wrong, Zen?" he asked, his face a picture of concern. I laughed some more, tears running down my face as the Tykhe lifted off the pad and on course to Dacca. By the time I reached the galley and grabbed two beers I had pains in my sides from laughing. It took almost two beers for me to stop. Kraig sat looking worried and not sure what to do. 
 
    "Six Black Hands stopped me just short of the Tykhe and demanded I give them what I was carrying. They said I was poaching on their territory. Someone told the Black Hand I had a contract to deliver drugs from Divona to Dacca. The bastards knew the details, down to who would provide them, the quantity, the drugs, and the client." My face had turned hard, thinking about what they had planned and how they had used me over the years. 
 
    "Will the client hold you responsible?" 
 
    "The jackasses were so busy posturing and laughing over what it would cost me they didn't bother to check what I had in the original knapsack: flour, salt, and water. The lesson is not to forget why you are in the swamp. They were so busy amusing themselves they forgot the object was to relieve me of the client's drugs." I went on to explain exactly what happened in all its gory details. 
 
    It was his turn to laugh. "The Black Hand has probably contracted to have dart boards made with your face as the bulls-eye." He shook his head like a wet dog. "Fortunately, Colonel Sherman has a fleet assembled and she is due in Dacca about the time we arrive to finalize the strategy. 
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 Star System: Dacca 
 
    Customs was aboard the Tykhe almost before the engines had stopped, which didn't surprise me. I had become a nasty boil on the Black Hand's back they wanted lanced, preferably with a hatchet. 
 
    "You have nothing on your manifest yet you delivered nothing to Divona and returned with nothing," the senior inspector said unable to contain a grin. "That is very suspicious." 
 
    "If you will check with security at Divona you will find I reported being robbed in the customs secure parking area. The thieves stole the assignment I was supposed to take back to Dacca." 
 
    "What was the assignment?" He had stopped grinning. "Customs only found a knapsack with cooking supplies." 
 
    "I have to eat. There were legal papers in the knapsack," I said, enjoying the game and making the boil on the Black Hand's back fester. 
 
    "Who were the legal papers for?" 
 
    "I think that is privileged information. If you need to know I guess you could contact the customs office on Divona. Besides, what difference does it make? The client has been notified of the theft." 
 
    "We will need to conduct a routine inspection of the Tykhe," he said and waved to the team he had with him who took out their Sniffers and began their search. The routine search included every room and compartment and, ironically, a half hour in the missile room. 
 
    "I don't know about you guys but I’m exhausted. Would you like a beer?" I waved toward the galley. 
 
    "No. We have other ships to inspect and we've wasted a lot of time here," he snarled, as if I had caused the problem, and stormed out of the cargo area with his team following. I sealed the ship, returned to the galley, and rolled on the floor with Shadi, laughing. 
 
    Kraig returned later that afternoon. "You look in a good mood," he said as he sat.  
 
    "A team of customs inspectors entertained me for two hours. I wonder if they got paid for the effort or pay was contingent on finding something," I said as an afterthought. 
 
    "What do you think they will do next?" Kraig asked, obviously referring to the Black Hand. 
 
    They are probably having WANTED DEAD OR ALIVE posters printed for every system in the RIM, so I think Sherman had better hurry with whatever she's planning." 
 
    "Then you're in luck. An ACS taskforce of seven cruisers is moving in position within the asteroid belt, one for each of Motif's seven moons. She is expecting the Tykhe on the third day to begin exploring the moons. If you can find their base, the seven will converge on the base or cruisers as appropriate." Kraig sounded eager and ready to start. I wasn't. 
 
    "In reality, when the Raiders detect the Tykhe their two cruisers will rush to destroy us, and we will have only one cruiser to defend us…because most of the moons are separated by over twenty million kilometers," I said, wondering if I should be more concerned by the Black Hand or the Raiders killing me. 
 
    "Colonel Sherman is hoping the closest cruiser will provide enough of a distraction for us to escape," Kraig said and had the nerve to smile. 
 
    "Why don't you invite her to join us on the Tykhe? That way she will have front row seats and can better direct the taskforce," I said. Kraig choked on his coffee. I threw up my hands. 
 
    "I’m surrounded by people who have sledge hammers, so the solution is always smash the problem with the hammer. It doesn't matter if it's a fly on a priceless antique or a landmine!" I said while shutting my eyes and shaking my head in frustration. "If we manage to avoid the sledgehammers killing us, I’ve decided what I'm going to do afterward." 
 
    "What?" Kraig leaned forward in anticipation. 
 
    "Create a smuggling organization to replace the old arthritic Black Hand. They are using old-fashioned methods which make them expensive and untrustworthy. The White Hand will be cheaper and more reliable—everyone will win." I produced my best angelical smile. Kraig’s jaw hung open, moved, but made no sound one could interpret as words. Finally he managed to speak. 
 
    "You're kidding." 
 
    "No. They are using old-Earth tactics. They bribe government officials, security, and customs inspectors, and hire irresponsible thugs to kill and intimidate those they can't bribe or scare off. That makes the operation extremely expensive, unreliable, and dangerous because of all the unnecessary mayhem they cause. I would bring smuggling into the current century. Of course, a lot of folks are going to have to live on less." I forced myself to look serious. "If I were a smuggler, that is what I'd do. Obviously, I don't have the necessary skills." 
 
    "The good news is that the ACS doesn't care about crime in the Rim so long as it doesn't spill over into the Central Systems." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day I visited two dealers that provided starship armament and weapons on the pretext of checking prices to replace my missing missiles and to upgrade my ECM suite after the encounter with pirates. Late in the day I stopped in Madam Josephine's SPA and Salon. 
 
    "Good day, Spacer. How can I help you?" asked a young girl sitting behind a counter containing an assortment of cosmetics and beauty equipment. 
 
    "My name is Zenaida and I have an appointment to discuss your services," I said, per Kraig's instructions. 
 
    "If you would follow me, ma'am. Miss Josephine is expecting you." She led me past two rows of women in chairs having various part of themselves worked on: hair, face, hands, or feet. Personally, I’d prefer a hot bath, relaxing music, and quiet time with Shadi. The young girl entered a door marked PRIVATE and proceeded down a hallway to the last door. She knocked and hearing, Come, entered. Inside, Colonel Sherman stood in dark brown slacks and a dark green silk blouse—dressed like a customer. Next to her a woman several inches taller stood wearing a light beige pantsuit and a white blouse. While Sherman's hair was just over her ears and curly, the other woman's auburn hair cascaded in ringlets almost to her waist. 
 
    "Good day, Zenaida," Sherman said, smiling. "I agree you have lived up to our original agreement and thank you for volunteering to help us eliminate the Raiders. I have agreed to all your conditions." Sherman waved me to an empty chair. "Josephine is an AIA agent, in case you ever need help. We aren't trying to catch criminals like the Black Hand only to ensure their activities remain in the Rim." 
 
    "What if they aided the Raiders?" I asked, knowing the Black Hand and I could not coexist in the same space. 
 
    "Are you planning on replacing them?" Sherman gave me a knowing look. 
 
    "Won't it be better to have a smuggler who knows the rules and doesn’t take contracts to kill people or transport weapons for killers?" I asked, trying to gage ACS interest in the Rim. Sherman gave a snort. 
 
    "Rules?" 
 
    "Rim drugs and corruption stay in the Rim." 
 
    This time Sherman laughed. "Yes, it would be helpful if the Rim's drugs weren't available in the Central Systems. We have enough of our own crime." She paused and gave me a hard look. "Doesn't it bother you helping supply dealers with drugs that addict people?" 
 
    "It's not a supply issue. It's a demand issue. So long as millions of people crave the drugs there is no way to stop the supply. However if you stopped the users, the supply would dry up. Smugglers are only providing a commodity people want." 
 
    "But those drugs ruin lives," Josephine interjected. 
 
    "There is no cure for stupidity and you can't legislate common sense." 
 
    "You're suggesting a compromise—a White Hand instead of a Black Hand?" Sherman grinned. "That could benefit the ACS but first we need to eliminate the Raiders. I'm told the cruisers will be in place by midnight." 
 
    "The Tykhe will be entering Motif's asteroid field around noon. I'm not sure which moon I’ll inspect first but I'd like the cruiser guarding that moon to move to the next closest one. That way, except for the first moon, there will be more than one cruiser in the area when we flush the Raiders," I said, hoping to have several ACS cruisers available. 
 
    "I'll send orders to that effect," Sherman said, jotting something on her tablet. I left knowing the end was in play, there could be no ties, and there could be only one winner in both contests. 
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 Star System: Dacca - Moons of Motif 
 
    Would you like to take a guess which moon is the least likely to be a base for the Raiders?" I asked as we approached the asteroid field. If we were lucky and it was the last one we investigated, we would have seven ACS cruisers at our backs…of course the space gods would never permit such a boring event. They liked to challenge the pesky humans to see what they were made of. 
 
    "Well, looking at the moons, they form a ring around Motif and were numbered sequentially, M0 through M6, and then a number to indicate their relative size 20 through 80," Kraig said, staring at one of the monitors. 
 
    "That sidestepped the question nicely," I quipped. "I asked whether it's a boy or a girl and you tell me children come in both sexes." 
 
    "I just thought we could start at one end of the string and work our way from one end to the other." 
 
    "That's sounds logical for several reasons. Less chance of confusing the ACS captains." I grinned. "All right, which end, M0 or M6?" 
 
    "It turns out M082 is the largest and M612 is the smallest," Kraig said, trying to look serious. 
 
    "I already know children come in both sexes," I said, although I didn't blame him for not wanting to pick, as the wrong choice could end in a disaster. "All right, we will let Shadi choose." I went to a container and selected two treats which looked close to identical in size, carved a six in one with my fingernail and a zero in the other. Then held out both hands with the treats enclosed in my fists. Shadi approached slowly, stretching several times on the way over, which I thought intentional. "Clown," I said as she sniffed each hand and then a paw touched the right hand. "She selected M6,” I said. 
 
    "Did she select the one to start with or the one to avoid?" Kraig asked, looking serious. I threw the second treat at him, which Shadi snagged out of the air before it reached him. 
 
    We were in the asteroid field now and I was working my way out. "I shouldn't do it but I'll let fate decide. We'll wait and select the first one that appears." 
 
    The first one turned out to be M4, then M3 came into view. 
 
    "M0 it is then," I said, hoping we had made a lucky draw. It took several hours before M0 came into view. "Ready or not, here we go," I said, easing the Tykhe out of the asteroid field and setting a vector for M082. I slowed to fifty gravities as we circled the moon with active sensors. I made three passes, trying to ensure we had either photographed everything or would have forced the Raiders to swat the annoying bug buzzing around them before we found their base. It was almost certain we wouldn't find their ships as they would be powered down and as insignificant as a grain of sand on a beach. I felt a sense of relief when nothing happened and set a vector for M146, maintaining a slow two hundred gravities just in case we were wrong about the moons. We were after all bait—chum for the sharks. 
 
    We reached M146 within two hours and began our predetermined three-pass investigation. Again nothing, which was both good and frustrating at the same time. Good because that would mean we would have three ACS cruisers at the next moon to save us, but frustrating because I wanted to get the waiting over with and it could mean we guessed wrong, or missed them, or they chose not to take the bait and nothing would be resolved. 
 
    "Raiders!" Kraig shouted, jerking me out of my distracted musing. We were halfway through our third pass, suggesting we missed their base but were close enough for them to note our presence. They probably shuttled crew to their idle cruiser, prepared the ships during our second pass, and caught us napping on our third. They were heading straight for us at max speed—over five hundred gravities. "Eight missiles incoming. Impact ten seconds," Kraig said in the resigned voice of a man facing a firing squad and hearing the commander shout "Fire." 
 
    I panicked and hit the booster engage switch, so rather than try to take evasive action, I had just jumped into the enemy. Even with the compensators the new boosters pushed me into my seat and my chest felt like an elephant had fallen on me. Shadi slid back into the far wall. Then suddenly the pressure eased and the screen showed us shooting off into space and toward Motif. Kraig gave a strangled laugh, his face ashen.  
 
    "I'd bet no one ever thought of jumping into oncoming missiles." This time his laugh was stronger. "Apparently we went past the incoming missiles so fast they didn't have time to adjust. And we passed the Raider ship so fast the automatic lasers didn't have time to target us. That's the good news. The bad news is the Raiders haven't given up. They are in the process of turning in our direction." 
 
    "Where are your damn ACS cruisers that are supposed to destroy the Raiders after we find them? News flash. We found them!" I shouted. 
 
    "I think the Raiders hit us where we might have been out of view of the asteroid where our cruisers are waiting. Your booster would certainly have gotten their attention except we are moving away from the asteroid field toward Motif and therefore our cruisers." 
 
    I made a fifteen-degree course correction, hit the booster engage switch for two seconds, and immediately cut all power except for life support. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Kraig asked as the equipment began shutting down and emergency lighting replaced the normal cabin lights. 
 
    "We can't outrun their cruisers or their missiles. However, their missiles require line of sight or a heat signature. To get line of sight they have to find us and to find us they have to stay active. I’m hoping the ACS cruisers can find them before they stumble on us." 
 
    "All right, I'll concede sending the Tykhe as bait wasn't a good idea—" We both started laughing. "I'll go get us a couple of beers." 
 
    We watched as the two Raider cruisers crept closer, which was to say they were on the right beach but we were just a grain of sand on that beach. Following our original vector they might have stumbled across us, but my course change and boost had increased the size of the beach by a hundred. On passive sensors I could track the Raiders but had no idea if the ACS was in pursuit or still back in the asteroid field waiting for us to shoot off flares. 
 
    "What do you think, Kraig?" I said, opening my third beer. The two Raider ships had split up and were engaged in some search pattern. 
 
    "The good news is we were still moving so the potential search area is growing exponentially. I think we're safe." Kraig grinned. Seconds later the two Raider ships disappeared and several minutes later ACS cruisers began appearing. I turned the power back on and went active as I didn't want to be mistaken for the Raiders. Since I had been tracking the Raiders as they searched for the Tykhe, I knew the vector they were each on and could estimate where each would be. I engaged the engines and set them for max acceleration, aiming for the area the computer had computed an intercept vector. Ten minutes later the sensor suite detected an object moving at roughly the speed of the Raider’s ship. 
 
    "Kraig, fire a couple of missiles at that object," I said. He shrugged and a few seconds later two missiles streaked toward the object. They both hit and seconds later power came on, revealing a Raider cruiser. The modified Rouge 6 missiles had done more than a little damage, which prompted the captain to fight. Shortly afterward the second cruiser also went active. Probably thinking if we found one we could find the other and three against two wasn't impossible odds. Within minutes the area resembled a New Year celebration as salvo after salvo of missiles were released. I chose to return to M239. 
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    "I thought we would see if we can find their base while the big boys slug it out. On the way, I saw three more ACS cruisers headed toward the battle. 
 
    On our fourth pass I saw the camouflaged buildings…well not the building but a heat signature where none should be. I put the Tykhe in a concentric orbit over the base and waited. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "That wasn't very subtle," I said as Sherman, Kraig, and I sat in the galley two days later, drinking beers after a steak dinner. "I thought they would send Marines down to the base to…investigate, not nuke the place." 
 
    Colonel Sherman snorted, "They were Raiders. These saved Marines dying to capture the handful that survived, courts, imprisonment awaiting execution, and stupid appeals. Besides, the ACS would rather not be officially involved in strikes in the Rim. We've killed the people who made the gas and destroyed their place of business and you destroyed the Easy Trader. We sent the message: stay out of the Central Systems. That's enough." 
 
    "What about the Black Hand?" I asked. 
 
    "I'm grateful to you for your help. Without you, I don't know how many years it may have taken to find the Raiders and destroy them. Like the people who supplied the Raiders with the gas, the Black Hand materially helped the Raiders. I would be willing to help you in your quest since you would be the lesser of two evils, but they are a widespread organization and not easily eradicated. And the help couldn't be seen as the ACS meddling in Rim business." 
 
    I nodded, conceding both her issues. "I understand." 
 
    "I'll live up to our agreement. You can have a week at our no-name base to get your missiles restocked, repair any damage you incurred, and add a few security features to the Tykhe. I suspect you are going to need them if you continue operating in the Rim." 
 
    "Thank you, Colonel Sherman. Yes, I plan to continue operating in the Rim. Retribution is still required for my father's murder and for using me." 
 
    "Kraig and I thought so and we wish you luck. He and I would like to see you win as we feel the Black Hand is as evil as the Raiders. Consequently, Kraig has agreed to stay with you for a while as my representative to see if we can help without it looking like the ACS was involved." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "You’re rich and you still want to continue your business in the Rim. That seems suicidal," Kraig said several days into our return to the Rim. We had spent six days at the base with no name and they had replaced my expended missiles with modified Rouge 6As, gone over my ship with a fine-tooth comb to make sure everything was operating like new, and added several automated lasers in the hallways and control room that could be activated through my tablet. The Tykhe was a fortress and probably the most expensive merchant ship in space. And Clyde gave me a going away present of six flash plates that could be clamped on to my holster which, if switched on, gave off a blinding light that would give me the edge in a shootout. 
 
    "It's the only life I know—" 
 
    "And retribution is required," Kraig finished. "The ACS would give you a merchant's license to trade anywhere in the Central Systems." 
 
    "I'd be lost in the Central Systems and would probably resort to what I know." 
 
    "That wouldn't be good. So what now?" 
 
    "I'd like to stop at Tanzan," I said on a whim. But it felt right. I hadn't been home for years. 
 
    "Fine with me. I'm along for the ride in case we can help." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Star System: Tanzan  
 
    It's damn cold," Kraig said for the twentieth time, as we hiked further into the foothills. I had outfitted us with everything we would need to spend a week or more in the mountains, giving Shadi time to run free. 
 
    It's summer time," I repeated for the twentieth time. “Although it will get a bit chilly at night as we climb higher into the foothills.” 
 
    “Why are we doing this?” he asked, panting slightly from the exertion. I pointed to Shadi, who was excited, running ahead, rolling in the pockets of snow she found, and leaping at imaginary prey. 
 
    “The Tykhe is a cage, stuffy, cramped, and smelly. This is a vacation in paradise.” 
 
    “Why not release her then?” 
 
    “Someday. Stanfield gave me the idea. He has a house in the middle of nowhere, close to the mountains where Tiri can come and go at will. We’re going to the land I purchased a couple of months ago. I want to see where to put the house I’m having built.” 
 
    “You’re retiring?” Kraig’s face brightened with approval. 
 
    "Someday. For now it's a dream." 
 
    "We could have rented a skimmer." 
 
    "What fun would that have been? The weather is warm, the scenery beautiful, and Shadi can be a kitten for a few days." 
 
    * * * 
 
    For the next three days, using my GPS, I explored the plot of five hundred acres I had purchased. 
 
    "Here I think," I said standing on a small rise that gave me a good view of the valley and the mountains rising behind me. I knew from Shadi that snow leopards inhabited these foothills and the nearby mountains. After raising our tent and starting a fire I sat and removed the plans for my house from a canister in my knapsack. "Next year this house will stand where we're sitting." I handed Kraig the blueprints. He sat studying them for a long time." 
 
    "Did you design this?" 
 
    "No. It's a smaller version of Stanfield's home on Dacca. I like that the rooms flowed into each other without doors separating them. Like bringing the outdoors inside." 
 
    "Why so big?" 
 
    "I thought I'd provide a nurse, couple of guards, and help, and let my mother live here. Thanks to the ACS and my business, I have enough credits." 
 
    "Thanks for sharing your dream, Zen," Kraig said. It's beautiful here, especially if I were inside your house next to a fire." He laughed. "Since I doubt the Black Hand has anyone in this system, where are we going next?" 
 
    "Since most of their activity occurs in the Far Rim, let's start there. Bijapur, after a stop in Poona. 
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 Star System: Poona 
 
    The merchant's guild gave me Jere's contact address and two hours later I sat in a luxury house some twenty-five kilometers out of Karson City. The house was separated from the closest neighbor by at least ten acres and perched on a rise overlooking a lake that looked to have been carved out of mountainous terrain. The area was serene and the view beautiful and relaxing.  
 
    "What brings you to Poona, Zen?" Jere asked after having retrieved two beers.  
 
    "I'm planning on driving the Black Hand out of the smuggling business," I said, deciding Jere wouldn't appreciate me being vague. “I will need advice and help in acquiring reliable security since the Black Hand isn't going to be happy. Actually, they probably already have reason enough to want me dead…” I went on to outline how they had killed my father and had been using me for the past couple years. He laughed. 
 
    "So in retribution, you plan to drive them out of business. Gutsy move." He sat back in his chair, closed his eyes, and was silent for a long time—time enough for me to finish my beer. "You plan to eventually cut them out of the smuggling business, which is not only a major revenue stream, but helps pays for the bribes that keep them protected from being more aggressively pursued by the law. Interesting, a White Hand versus a Black Hand," he finally said and took several sips of his beer. I nodded. “That could over time cause the organization to splinter and end their power. And you anticipate you aren't going to be popular." He grinned. 
 
    "They don’t like sharing." I went on to recount my most recent incident with the six who stole my knapsack with the salt, flour, and water. 
 
    Jere laughed all the way into his kitchen and back with two fresh beers. 
 
    I have a proposal for you," Jere said, his face and tone serious. "Take me on as your junior partner and I'll handle security. That will leave you free to handle business." 
 
    "Why?" I asked. I had hoped Jere would provide me with good advice and maybe a couple of recommendations. I hadn't expected him to join me. 
 
    "It sounds interesting, it's potentially very lucrative, I like the idea of doing something worthwhile and destroying the Black Hand qualifies, and I admire you. But if I didn't think you had a chance of succeeding I wouldn't be interested." 
 
    "No contract killing, no sex trafficking, no kidnapping, no weapon smuggling, and no activity in the Central Systems," I said and he laughed. 
 
    "I'm going to love working with you. I'll wager you already have a tentative agreement with the ACS." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Black Hand?" Kraig asked looking at my tablet which showed three men standing at the Tykhe's entrance. 
 
    "No, my security team." I smiled at Kraig's wide-eyed expression. 
 
    "I know you're serious about challenging the Black Hand but… You would need an army. They are a multi-system organization with hundreds of members." 
 
    "That requires a constant revenue stream to survive. And no matter the size of the serpent, it has only one head." I unlocked the hatch and Jere and two rather small men followed him in. They were obviously my security as they were armed with Mfws, older projectile weapons, and knives in their boots and belts. 
 
    "Kraig, this is Jere, my partner and head of my security. Jere, this is Kraig, a trusted friend, even though he works for the ACS." I grinned, watching the two men appraise each other as if they were getting ready to duel. Kraig had a frown whereas Jere's face was neutral with a slight hint of amusement. 
 
    "You're the person Zen set up an account in case Uzomo cheated," Kraig said, still frowning. "She trusted you with the money." 
 
    "She and I are professionals with a code of ethics. That's why we trust each other." He turned to face me and the two men who’d accompanied him into the ship. "Ghale, Thapa, this is Miss Zenaida. She's the boss lady." He smiled at me. "Miss Zenaida this is Ghale and Thapa," he said, nodding toward each as he said their name. "They are descended from a long line of Nepalese Gurkha who have proven themselves tough, brave, and loyal." 
 
    "Welcome to the White Hand, Ghale, Thapa," I said, a little surprised. I had been expecting tall gun-fighter-looking men, not two short men who looked almost boyish. 
 
    "This is ridiculous," Kraig said in exasperation. 
 
    "That’s what the Black Hand will think and that's our advantage," Jere said. "Where do we start, Zen?" 
 
    "Bijapur." 
 
    * * * 
 
    During the seven-day trip Jere, the two Gurkhas, and I got to know each other and our strengths. Jere was a deadly shot with every weapon and, while a bit slow to shoot, he never missed at any distance. The Gurkha were also excellent marksmen and deadly with their assortment of knives. We spent several hours each day talking about who would accompany me when I went out and how we would divide up opponents from one to groups of ten. The tricky part was the fact that Shadi would be actively involved, whom I could direct mentally, which I couldn't do with the Gurkha. And we discussed the use of the explosive flash gadgets Clyde had given me for emergencies. I gave them a demonstration using the hallway flash feature. That proved amusing for me, because the three were staggering around like drunks for close to an hour. By the time we reached Bijapur I thought we were prepared for most scenarios. 
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 Star System: Visits to Bijapur, Toodyay, Tashir, and Sidon 
 
    "Well, Trader Zenaida, what can I do for you?" said a silver haired man sitting behind a large steel desk with a beautiful natural-looking wood surface. The glass plate in the front of the desk had Edward Williamson, Bijapur Customs Chief in gold lettering. 
 
    "I'd like to give you a…donation—" 
 
    "Bribe." His face was neutral but his tone was threatening as he leaned forward. 
 
    "To eliminate bribes—" 
 
    "Bribes are illegal," he interrupted. "Are you seeking special attention, Trader Zenaida?" his voice lowered an octave. 
 
    "I don't want to interfere with normal Rim business but I’d like to help rid the Rim of the Black Hand," I said, going directly to the real issue. His frown relaxed a bit and he sat back in his chair, evaluating me. 
 
    "You're serious?" he asked, disbelief creeping into his tone. 
 
    "I'm a child of the Rim and understand our wild-west live-free-or-die culture. I don't want to change that. But the Black Hand smuggling fuels sex trafficking, kidnapping, forced drug additions, and child pornography." 
 
    "You will never stop that." His tone was now normal. "There will always be evil men." 
 
    "I would be satisfied if we could reduce it." 
 
    "So you don't want special treatment." He said more as a question than a statement of fact. 
 
    "No. None." 
 
    He laughed. "I think you're crazy and it won't work but I'm willing to give it a try. Come, I'll treat you to lunch and we can discuss what such an arrangement would look like and how it would work." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "One down and nine to go," I said when I returned to the Tykhe, with Jere and Thapa following. 
 
    "He actually went for the deal?" Kraig asked, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    "He doesn't think it will work but he likes the idea of shutting down the Black Hand. The Black Hand abducted one of his sister's three girls years ago. "I think it's going to be harder to bribe his people and those they can will be very expensive." 
 
    "Where to next?" Kraig asked. 
 
    "Toodyay and Tashir. I have several shipments to each. My clients are warming to the idea of dealing with the White Hand. To my surprise, everything went well on Toodyay and Tashir. The customs chiefs were of mixed emotions. No one really liked the Black Hand but most were afraid of the repercussions. Each man agreed to my proposal but I think most thought I’d be killed within a few months. I managed to get the word out that the White Hand would be cheaper and more reliable than the Black Hand. 
 
    "Want to join the White Hand, Kraig?" I asked as he, Jere, and I sat discussing various aspects of the new organization. "I can see the organization is going to be much larger than I had imagined, and I'm going to need people I can trust. The pay is way better than the AIA." 
 
    "You're joking… No you're not," he said after looking at Jere and back to me. You want me to be a smuggler?" 
 
    "No, an honest merchant carrying much need supplies to the citizens of the Rim," I said with my best I-wouldn't-lie expression." 
 
    "A merchant?" 
 
    "Yes, with your own starship to run around in." I smiled at Kraig's dropped-jaw expression. 
 
    "You're going to buy me a starship?" 
 
    "Of course. Colonel Sherman did say the ACS would help if they could…"  
 
    "I doubt she meant by helping you smuggle drugs." 
 
    "There you go again, confusing the Central Systems with the Rim. Here smuggling is a major business enterprise." 
 
    "It's illegal." 
 
    "Sort of. If they didn't pretend it was illegal, bribes wouldn't be necessary and half the population would be unable to buy food for their families," I said with a pouty face. Even Jere choked on his coffee. 
 
    "The lives you will be impacting…" Kraig said in an emotional plea. 
 
    "The real question, Kraig, is whether the White Hand is a kinder and better system than the Black Hand, because you are never going to stop the use of recreational drugs." 
 
    "I guess you agree with Zen?" Kraig asked, looking at Jere. When he nodded, Kraig continued. "I'm off to bed to get drunk. Maybe then this will all make sense." He walked off carrying several bottles of beer and shaking his head. 
 
    "What do you think?" Jere asked as Kraig disappeared through the door. 
 
    "Don't know. He’s a black and white man—something is either good or evil. I'm more a hundred shades of gray type person." 
 
    * * * 
 
     The Customs Chief at Sidon insisted neither he nor his people took bribes—which meant he did and didn't plan on stopping. I thanked him for his time and left. Over the next two days I made stops at several places I knew dealt in drugs of one kind or another and put out the word. And while at the Big Top I negotiated delivering several poisons to Mrs. Wu. I left by the side entrance, a bit nervous, remembering the last time when two Black Hands had been waiting. I swore as three gun fighters stood some twenty paces ahead, and I knew two more were behind me, thanks to Shadi's alert. 
 
    "You've been a bad girl, Zen. You embarrassed some of our members," he was grinning, "and avoided your punishment. Very naughty." 
 
    "I think we should let her taste what's in those containers she's carrying to make sure she didn't pull the same stunt on us," said an excited male voice from behind me. 
 
    "Zen, those young boys with you can't be guards. Send them home, otherwise they are going to get hurt because you are coming with us, minus them." He gave a laugh. "Think you can survive five Black Hands in a gun fight?" 
 
    I sent Shadi an image of danger behind us and the one on the opposite side as her responsibility—thinking the one behind Shadi would be planning on killing her. 
 
    "All right, NOW!" I shouted and began drawing my Bahr as I spun around to the rear. As I turned I glimpsed a knife flash out of Ghale's hand and heard shots that meant the Black Hand had been ready and faster than I had anticipated. I stopped in shock. Shadi sat halfway to two men who were lying dead several paces in front of Jere. And when I looked over my shoulder, two of the Black Hands had knives protruding from their necks and the third looked have been hit twice from a Mfw. I felt stupid standing there, Mfw in hand, and the fight over. Even Shadi looked bored. 
 
    "I thought you were at the Tykhe?" I said feeling totally confused. 
 
    "And leave my Wanted Dead or Alive partner to wander the streets without me?" He smiled. “Thapa and Ghale are good. I was along only if your attacker planned a surprise attack." 
 
    "It wasn't a surprise and it was a scenario we had planned for—three in front and two or three in the rear." 
 
    "True, but I need the practice. Besides, that scenario is dangerous and could have resulted in Shadi or you being shot, and without you the White Hand won't exist." He shrugged. I had to concede his point. I was upset only because I was used to defending myself and the thought I couldn't or having to relinquish control was hard to accept. 
 
    "You're right. It's no longer a one-person operation." I nodded then turned to look at Ghale and Thapa, who were scanning the area. It was true, they did look like very young men and not seasoned fighters in their assortment of Jungle-Jim clothing. 
 
    "They come from hundreds of generations of soldiers. I think their mothers begin their training while they are nursing," Jere said, following my gaze. "They are dedicated and loyal and when you are ready they have a tribe of relatives who will join them." 
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 Star System: Dacca 
 
    "Why are we skipping Hohhot?" Kraig asked when he realized we were going directly to Dacca. 
 
    "Shadi and I want to visit friends," I said, grinning to myself. I needed information and Stanfield was the man who would have it. 
 
    "Knowing you there is more to it than that," Kraig said, giving me a stare. 
 
    "Zen is not the type to do anything without a reason and why she is still alive and independent,” Jere said. 
 
    "I would imagine you and she are a lot alike," Kraig said, frowning. 
 
    "Trustworthy, reliable, and ethical… Not the Central Systems ethics…but good ethics to live by," Jere said and bowed in my direction, "although I'll admit my ethics haven't been as good as hers." 
 
    "You two insist on thinking smuggling is ethical." Kraig shook his head as if to clear it. 
 
    "As ethical as using what is being smuggled," Jere replied with a grin. "Drugs are considered illegal on an arbitrary basis, otherwise alcohol would be on the list—it's addictive, mind and mood altering and, in addition, it's bad for your health. Using drugs is a victimless crime, just like drinking alcohol." 
 
    "I feel like I'm in an alternate universe," Kraig mumbled. "In the Central Systems it's against the law, you go to jail, and everyone considers it wrong. In the Rim it's against the law, you can go to jail if caught, and everyone considers it acceptable." 
 
    "You finally understand it, Kraig," I quipped. "Mostly you get fined and maybe a short jail sentence which you can buy your way out." I laughed and was joined by Jere, the Gurkhas, and eventually Kraig. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The customs inspection at Dacca was routine as I had some legal deliveries. The Chief was taking a wait-and-see approach since I'd wager he and his agents derived a substantial income from bribes, which they wouldn't like to lose, even though I doubted they liked the Black Hand. Rumor had it that agents had been killed or otherwise coerced for refusing to be bribed. I left the Gurkhas on the Tykhe and rented a skimmer for Kraig, Jere, and me after getting Stanfield's agreement to see me. 
 
    "He has a lot of security for a man living so far from civilization," Kraig said when we exited the skimmer. Two guards met and escorted us to the main house, a couple guards could be seen walking around the grounds, and two more were in the house when we entered, who led us to Stanfield. 
 
    "Good day, Zen. It's a pleasure to see you and Shadi. I'm afraid Tiri is still roaming the mountains," he said, appraising Jere and Kraig. "I see you brought the notorious Hunter and your AIA friend." 
 
    "Did you tell him—" Kraig began but I interrupted. Jere stood evaluating Stanfield. 
 
    "No, I didn't tell him anything about you or Jere. I've found that Mr. Stanfield is a very well-informed man. 
 
    "No, Zen would not share anyone's secrets without their permission, which is the reason she is respected by all that know her." He nodded toward me. "What can I do for you, Zen?" 
 
    "We could go someplace private…" 
 
    "It's not necessary. Kraig and I are in the same business and Jere already knows what I do. So what can I do for you?" 
 
    "I’d like to know how the Black Hand is organized. I'll pay what you want for the information," I said, thinking he would know names, for which I was willing to pay. 
 
    He laughed. "The rumors are already circulating that you’re going against the Black Hand. Most think you are crazy and won't live to see your next birthday. Since you are too ethical to join them you have no choice if you intend to stay in the Rim. They must kill or kidnap and punish you, or lose credibility as well as revenue." He paused when an unarmed man entered the room. "Alonso, would you bring an assortment of snacks for my guests and get them whatever they would like to drink."  
 
    Alonso nodded and looked to me. 
 
    "Coffee," I said, followed by Coffee by Jere and Kraig. 
 
    "Zen, for anyone else the information would be worth several hundred thousand credits or more, depending upon who and why. Although, if this information helps you destroy the Black Hand, it's going to cost me a significant piece of my income, for you it's free. Why?" He paused to take a sip of the drink he had in front of him. "I pride myself on being ethical in the information I provide—" 
 
    "You provide information to killers like the Black Hand and other criminals. How can that be ethical?" Kraig interrupted, still trying to understand the Rim. 
 
    "Major Douglass Bratcher, Alexander Intelligence Service agent, that high horse you are attempting to mount is a Shetland pony. The ACS tortures people to obtain information. I pay for my information. The ACS feels free to kill people that they feel threaten the government. I don't hire or employ contract killers. The ACS would have imprisoned Zen if she hadn't cooperated, although she had committed no crime against the ACS. I don't make up false information.  And I exercise some discretion in what information I share and who I share it with. For example, I did not share the information that Zen had an AIA agent aboard to the Tykhe. My ethics, like the Hunter’s and Zen's, may not coincide with the ACS, but I believe they are at least as honorable." 
 
    "I apologize, Mr. Stanfield. I’m afraid I'm guilty of judging everything and everyone by the ACS laws and standards, and I'm beginning to see that isn't possible. Zen is a good example. She's a smuggler and, by ACS standards, she's a criminal and maybe even an evil person, but she isn't and doesn't support evil." 
 
    "We aren't perfect, Kraig, but we aren't evil." Stanfield stopped as Alonso entered the room with a cart that had our coffee and an assortment of appetizers. 
 
    "There are three men who rule the Black Hand with an iron fist. In a sense they have the Rim divided among them. They each have their own lieutenants but they each fanatically guard their contacts and resources so that no one can take over their operation by killing them. Their successor has to be appointed by the three, or two if the third is dead. On Dacca it's Carlo de Chelli who owns the Painted Horse. On Samxor it's Hadar Bishan who owns the Haven Club, and on Plata it's Marco Hoch who owns the Valhalla Club. If you can take out those three, I believe the organization will eventually collapse." 
 
    "Why?" Kraig asked the same question I had. 
 
    "The lieutenants would fight for control but without the leader they could at best hope to control but a small part of the original. They would lose most of the smuggling business and have insufficient revenue to support a large organization. They would be left with small groups of criminals the authorities would target because of the nature of their crimes: kidnapping, sex trafficking, murder for hire, etc. You won't eliminate violent crime but I believe you will significantly reduce it and is the reason I'm willing to support you." 
 
    "Thank you, Richard. I too will settle for that," I said, believing I not only had a chance of defeating the Black Hand but of delivering the required retribution. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "What now, Zen?” Jere asked. 
 
    "I thought I'd like to visit the Painted Horse," I said. Jere and Kraig frowned. 
 
    "I could visit Carlo…" Jere suggested, confirming he was on occasion an assassin. 
 
    "No. I don't want any of you hurt but I also don't want to resort to Black Hand tactics. Let's try surprise. He won't expect a visit so hopefully he won't be prepared." 
 
    Jere departed an hour before Ghale, Thapa, and I left, stating surprise was a good idea. I insisted Kraig stay on the Tykhe to ensure no one tried to sabotage it. I felt he would be more capable there than in a shootout—he knew how to shoot but wasn't a trained gunfighter. I rented a van to take the three of us and Shadi to the club. The building was located between the city center and the poorer side of the town. The Painted Horse Club stood alone on a four or five acre lot and was surrounded by small businesses. The building looked to be cement and the front had a mural of twenty or so life-size horses of various breeds—painted, Appaloosa, Pintabian, and others—running across the building’s entire length. There were no guards at the entrance, but inside one man sat watching the door and an arched entrance into the main room. He said nothing to us but spoke into a mic to someone as we passed him. Inside was a semicircle bar with comfortable leather stools with back rests. The bar faced into an area where at present a semi-naked woman was riding a black and white Falabella. Overhead monitors had close-ups of the woman and the horse and in the bottom was a box with numbers… I suddenly realized they weren't interested in the horse—they were bidding on the woman. Two more men with sheriff’s badges were stationed at the entrance to a hallway, and two at the stairs to a balcony where there were a few tables and booths. I walked over to the stairs. As I approached, the men's hands rested on the butts of their Mfws, their stances shifted slightly, and they looked more alert. 
 
    "Tell Mr. de Chelli, Zenaida's here to talk with him," I said when I was within three steps of him. The young man spoke into his head mic, then nodded. 
 
    "Mr. de Chelli said you can go up but the cat and the kids stay down here." He gave me an amused smile. 
 
    "Tell Mr. de Chelli, I'll leave my security downstairs if that will make him less nervous, but my companion comes with me. She's non-allergenic and house-trained." 
 
    The young man hesitated, not sure whether he was supposed to defend his boss’s honor or be the messenger of a message he wasn't going to like. 
 
    "Tell him," the older guard sneered, but he looked amused. The younger man relayed the message and grimaced at the response. 
 
    "Mr. de Chelli said to let her and the cat come up." That was probably a very abbreviated version of what de Chelli had said. Ghale and Thapa wandered off to the side of the stairs while surveying the room and, I’d wager, while identifying each potential threat. At the top of the stairs I identified de Chelli from Richard's description: a wiry bald man with a head and face full of tattoos. A deadly fighter with a Mfw or knife and a psychopath who loved toying with his victims. He was sitting in a semicircular booth with another older man and four naked women who were smiling sweetly but looked nervous. I passed a table with four men, obviously personal security. As I did the room became quiet. 
 
    "Well, Zenaida, have you decided to join us or are you here to sell the Tykhe to us and spend your life fucking for your daily drugs?" Carlo said loudly, his voice dripping with scorn. 
 
    "I'd love to join the Black Hand if we can agree on my position in the organization." 
 
    "Your position is to do what you are told, bitch. Beginning right now," He snarled, pushing the two women on the end out of the booth as he slid to stand. I had one of Clyde's flash gadgets in my hand and, using my thumb and forefinger, had depressed the two plates in preparation. Releasing the pressure would activate the ball within two seconds. I heard chairs moving and assumed the four guards behind me were rising to stand. The other man sitting in the booth didn't move but had an amused expression on his face. 
 
    "I guess that means we go to plan B," I said, released the depressed levers, and threw it up and to my right while covering my eyes with my arm and diving to my left, where Shadi lay curled with her paws over her eyes. I’d hoped throwing the ball right would be a momentary distraction while I went left. Even with my arm covering my eyes I knew the room had exploded in a sunburst of light before I hit the floor. A second later the room erupted in automatic fire from multiple Mfws. I forced myself to keep my eyes covered as I counted to six. The seconds seems like minutes as the firing slowed to a few sporadic shots. When I rolled over and opened my eyes only two men of the four at the table were standing, Carlo lay sprawled on the booth's table, and his friend on the seat, along with two women. The two men standing were swiveling their Mfw toward any sound and shooting. I shot them both in the head and rose to survey the carnage. Since I had been in between Carlo and the table with the four guards, it looked as if Carlo had begun spraying the area where I had been standing as soon as the flash blinded him. When the four came under fire they returned fire and shot Carlo, his friend, and the remaining women in the booth. Looking down over the railing, I saw Ghale, Thapa, and Jere standing and surveying the room. Everyone else was either lying on the floor dead, or with hands covering their heads, curled in a fetal position.  
 
    "I guess that means Carlo wasn't amenable to you being in charge," Jere said loud enough to be heard. Judging by Jere's current attire, he had been one of the men at the bar bidding on the woman on the horse. I could see why Jere was named the Hunter. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Where to now, Samxor or Plata?" Jere asked, but Kraig interrupted before I could answer. 
 
    "I'm uncomfortable going to kill these men, even though I know they are evil.  How does it make us any different from them?" 
 
    "Good point, Kraig. If I were in charge of a government agency, I would say it was for national security or a preemptive strike to avoid them attacking us at home. And although they are hunting me to kill me, it's not my intention to kill them. It's to face them directly and preclude them killing me in a surprise attack. In fact, I'm proposing they join me as partners," I said, which caused Kraig to jump up, spilling his beer over him, the chair, and the floor. "You can't! They are evil." 
 
    I'm willing to let them join the White Hand as partners if they understand I'm the boss and make the rules. I had planned to make Carlo that exact offer but he declined my offer and was preparing to kill me. I had no choice but to defend myself and Shadi." I smiled, remembering Shadi lying curled up on the floor, covering her eyes. 
 
    Kraig nodded. "So you aren't going there to kill them but you are prepared to do just that," he said, frowning.  
 
    "It's Rim Basic Survival 101. Let me ask you, Kraig. What would you, a Central Systems citizen, do under similar circumstances?" 
 
    Kraig sat silently for a long time. I was content to wait as I was curious. Eventually he laughed. “The police could do nothing without proof. If I had proof I could go to court to get a restraining order against him. In other words, nothing." 
 
    "Plata," I said. "Bishan will be expecting me, whereas Hoch may not. If he doesn't want to kill me, maybe we can resolve the issue peacefully. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Star System: Plata 
 
    Again I left Kraig with the Tykhe, as one person could currently defend the ship against most assaults that breached the ship. Jere disappeared, as he had before. An hour later I stood in front of a giant wooden structure with a sod roof, supposedly representative of a Viking Longhouse. Inside the walls were wood with exposed beams and hundreds of shields with different designs and symbols covering the walls.  The tables were positioned along the perimeter, leaving the center open. Currently two men were fighting with shields and battleaxes in the open area in the middle. The fight looked real except for the presence of a referee. 
 
    "Mr. Hoch wishes you welcome, Miss Zenaida?" a broad-shouldered man dressed as a Viking warrior asked. "His booth is in the center of the longhouse on the right if you care to join him." 
 
    The only thing that spoiled the Viking image was the Mfw partially hidden by the sheepskin vest. Obviously my visit wasn't a surprise. On my way to his booth I noticed at least twelve armed men and women. I took Thapa with me but told Ghale to stay at the front entrance. I wasn't sure what to expect as the club appeared full and must have had a hundred customers, including those sitting at the bar. 
 
    Hoch was smiling as I approached. He was dressed all in black. His long black hair, tied in a rope, hung past his shoulders. A long-sleeve silk shirt covered his arms but the unbuttoned shirt revealed he was heavily tattooed to his neck. 
 
    "Welcome, Zenaida. I have to admit I thought you would visit Bishan before me. Are you here to kill me?" 
 
    "Although I believe I have justification, I'm here to negotiate." 
 
    "I understand the negotiations didn't go well with Carlo," he said while appraising me. 
 
    "He had a sledge hammer and thought it the solution to everything." 
 
    "That is the problem with sledge hammers. If you have one you feel like you must use it." He grinned. "Sit unless you're in a hurry." 
 
    "I'll have a Blue Ice," I said as I sat after he waved away the woman who had been sitting with him. "I've been told the Black Hand has decided I must join them now that I know their little secret, or kill me… well Carlo did suggest selling me into slavery as an alternative." 
 
    Hoch laughed. "That sounds like Carlo. So, what do you want to negotiate?" 
 
    "I'm starting an organization of my own. I'm calling it the White Hand so as not to confuse it with the Black Hand. I would settle for you not pissing on me and me not pissing on you." 
 
    "Of course, that won't work. So?" Hoch said, his face expressing amusement but his slight leaning in my direction indicating interest. 
 
    "I'd be willing to offer you and Bishan a partnership in the White Hand—equal partners in the profits." 
 
    "But not in policy," he said, almost to himself. 
 
    "The White Hand would look to control the smuggling operations in the Lower and Far Rim systems." 
 
    "And if that isn't acceptable?" 
 
    "I'm not a killer but I'm not prey. Carlo will attest to the fact that having a large organization doesn't make you invincible." 
 
    "What if I have you killed right now?" Hoch grinned. 
 
    "That's an alternative option. The Hunter would be paid to balance the scales." I grinned back. 
 
    "No, Zenaida, you aren't prey. Why offer me a partnership?" 
 
    "You have all sorts of contracts which will expedite dominating the smuggling trade. I believe we can own the entire business without needing a hammer. We'll be cheaper and more reliable, which will please the dealers." 
 
    "I don't know about Bishan, but I'd like to hear the details." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "How did it go?" Kraig asked when we returned several hours later. 
 
    "He agreed to join the White Hand." 
 
    "What! You’re letting a member of the Black Hand join?" Kraig rose from the table, his face twisted in anger. “They are evil. I thought—" 
 
    I raised a hand to stop him continuing. "Kraig, by Central Systems standards I'm a criminal and evil because I smuggle drugs. Hoch pretty much controls the Lower Rim systems so he can give the White Hand control of those systems. But the main point is that he agrees I'm in command and that the White Hand limits its activities to smuggling drugs. Besides benefiting the new White Hand organization, it's good for the ACS." I paused and waved Kraig to sit. "First, I will stop most of the illegal drug traffic into the ACS, and Hock joining will stop most of the contract murders, sex trafficking, and kidnapping for ransom activity. Obviously those kind of things will continue to happen but it should be significantly reduced. It's the reason Colonel Sherman was willing to help me if she could." 
 
    Kraig’s frown slowly softened and he nodded then gave a snort. "I guess she's more open minded than me." 
 
    "No, just more pragmatic. Her concern is the Central Systems. So anything that makes the ACS a safer place she will endorse. And it's not like she is being derelict in her duty since she has no authority in the Rim. Consequently, if she can impact the Rim in a positive way, it's a bonus." 
 
    "I can't get over wrong is wrong no matter where it takes place or who does it." He shook his head like a dog out of water. "But as you have frequently pointed out, right and wrong tend to vary by who is in charge and who does it. I think those of us with a military background tend to think in terms of black and white—something is right or it's wrong." 
 
    "I doubt Bishan will be as amenable as Hoch. Hoch is a strategic thinker and came to the conclusion if you beat Bishan you will destroy the Black Hand in the long term. So rather than fight the inevitable, he would just change sides," Jere said. I agreed. "Of course, you have to win over Bishan." 
 
    "Yes. The confrontation with Bishan will decide the fate of the White and the Black Hands." 
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 Star System: Samxor 
 
    "The seven-day trip to Samxor was sober—the final move was Bishan's and it would determine who won and who lost. Logically, he had the advantage since he had a large organization, knew we were coming, and had time to plan his response. In fact, my involvement gave him the chance to be the sole leader of the Black Hand—an irresistible thought for Bishan, whom Richard had described as a combination egomaniac and psychopath. 
 
     We arrived at Samxor without any problems and were directed to our assigned area. I was a little surprised to see two customs inspectors there waiting. Normally they gave one time to turn off the engines, close down the ship's functions, and prepare for the inspection. I shrugged. No doubt Bishan wanted information about the Tykhe, its crew, and me, and had paid the officials well to get it. I made my way to the cargo area and lowered the loading platform. When it was completely lowered, I smiled and waved the inspectors forward. Instead, they drew lasers. 
 
    "Freeze, Zenaida," the younger of the two said. He and his partner looked nervous. Their heads and eyes scanning the area rather than focusing on me. I stood confused and unable to come to terms with what was happening. I recognized both the inspectors, so they were real, but they didn't normally carry guns and didn't arrest people. That was Port security's function. I didn't like the idea of killing customs agents without more justification than I had at the moment. Then I noticed men running toward the Tykhe from behind two starships parked nearby. I waved Shadi back into the ship before several of the men in the lead began firing blasts from their Mfws. Pellets hit one of the customs men as he stood in a direct line between the running men and me. He sprawled forward. The other dove to the side with arms covering his head. I threw myself through the doorway while spraying in the direction of the leading group. Two fell, causing several behind them to get tangled in the falling bodies. Hands grabbed my arms and pulled me to one side. Looking up I saw Thapa returning fire with his Mfw. Ghale let go of me and slammed the door shut and locked it. Just then Jere and Kraig came running down the hallway. 
 
    "What happened?" Kraig asked.  
 
    "Bishan has about twenty of his thugs attacking the ship," I said. "A well-planned surprise using customs." 
 
    "You’re bleeding," Kraig said while lifting my arm for inspection. "Left side." 
 
    "Leave it. Retreat to the intersection of the main entrance," I said. "The hallway is too narrow for them to rush us more than two at a time." We had just reached the intersection when the door to the cargo area flew open, the lock shattered. 
 
    The first two in died instantly. Two of the next four managed to find cover to support his friends. Slowly eleven of the group managed to gain entrance inside the ship, firing as they leapfrogged their way up the hallway. 
 
    I tapped three times on my tablet then put my hand over my mouth and nose while looking at each of my team. I felt a stab of pain as I realized everyone looked to have at least one area soaked with blood. I tapped the gas icon and began to count, thinking it would take thirty seconds to take effect but wondering how effective it would be with the door to the cargo area open and the cargo area open to the outside. The effect was better the farther the individual was from the cargo area. Four of the closest to us fell into the hallway and were immediately shot. A couple further away staggered into the closest room and, I assume, passed out, as the shooting slowly decreased to random shots. 
 
    Then I heard noise at the main entrance and signaled everyone to retreat to the Flight Deck. I shut the door and switched on the ship’s monitors just as the entrance was breached. I activated the hallway lasers and several of the initial attackers died before the ones behind them could locate and disable them. I waited as the group of about ten gathered in the hallway, discussing their next move, and touched the firecracker icon. The Tykhe shook as the hallway ceilings exploded downward. I opened the door and stepped into the hallway. The scene made me throw up. Bodies lay torn and mangled together like they had been inside a giant blender. The walls had blood and flesh splattered on them. It was a scene I doubted I'd ever get out of my head. Still gagging I stepped over bodies, trying not to slip on the gore that lay everywhere. I carefully inspected every room to ensure no one remained alive. I found three who had apparently passed out from the gas and had taken refuge in a room or the galley. Thankfully the Gurkhas shot them. I doubt I could have to save my life. Kraig had the sense to herd us into the ship’s medical station. Everyone had two or more wounds. Several hours later, when everyone had been treated, I called security. 
 
    "What happened," a silver haired man with colonel rank asked, as he stood in the entrance with the entrance hatch door hanging half off its hinges. 
 
    "You didn't hear twenty men attacking one of the ships in your secure area?" I asked, knowing they did but chose to ignore it for one reason or another. 
 
    "We don't like to interfere in gang wars." The colonel had the nerve to smile. 
 
    "This wasn't a gang war. The Black Hand chose to attack an honest merchant." I tried to shout but I was exhausted and my voice more a squeak than a shout.  
 
    "Why would the Black Hand attack an honest merchant?" 
 
    "Why does the Black Hand kidnap innocent people and hold them for ransom, or kidnap young women for sex trafficking, or conduct contract killings?  Or don't you like to get involved in those either?" I knew my rant was pointless. They had taken the same attitude when my father was killed. Rim logic—good riddance to bad rubbish. 
 
    "You wish to make a complaint?" he asked, trying to look serious. 
 
    "Judging by your lightening response to an invasion in your secure area, I would imagine I'd be an old lady by the time I got a response," I said, resigned to the Rim response. 
 
    "Probably dead of old age," he said and waved his men to leave. "Good job, Zen."  
 
    Watching him and his men striding away, I had to laugh. As I had told Kraig, Rim logic is different than Central Systems logic. 
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 Star System: Samxor – The Hunter 
 
     Jere left the medical unit while Kraig was attending to Zen. Bishan’s strategy had been a good one, Jere mused as he stopped to grab a change of clothes in his room, which was only slightly damaged, mostly from shrapnel that had entered the room through the blown door. He then proceeded down the hallway and through the Thkhe's mangled entrance. He thought Bishan might have won if he had known about the antipersonnel gadgets the ACS had added to the Tykhe. He hadn't and had chosen to throw everyone available on Samxor into the attack, and correctly surmised security wouldn't interfere until after it was over. In fact, they still hadn't appeared. Rim logic: why interfere if criminals want to kill each other. It didn't make sense to put your men's lives in harm's way to save their lives—that was ridiculous Central Systems logic. 
 
    Jere opened the door to the first taxi in the queue and stepped in. He felt weak. Wounds to his shoulder, side, and leg were throbbing with pain but he felt on an adrenaline high. Tonight would be a turning point in his life. Tonight the infamous Hunter—the ghost assassin—would disappear forever, to be replaced by… He wasn't sure but he knew he would be following someone with ethics. Someone he could admire. Zen was a criminal by society's standards but the kind of person who would never intentionally harm anyone and could be trusted. And the White Hand would do much to reduce violent crime in the Rim, and the reason she had the unofficial support of the ACS. He laughed. Her life and well-being were important and he would do his best to see her safe. By the time the taxi reached the Haven Club, he had changed clothes and given the cabbie an extra ten credits to get rid of the bloody and torn clothing. 
 
    The outside of the Haven looked much like the entrance to a small church, with its baroque façade and twin bell towers. And that impression didn't change when you entered. The place was as quiet as a church. Tables were arranged in alcoves that ensured maximum privacy both from view by a privacy screen, and from listening devices by a white noise that interfered with bugs and other such devices. 
 
    To enter, everyone had to pass through a scanning device to ensure no weapons were inside the main room. The Haven was a sanctuary where enemies could meet with safety. Violence was not only forbidden but violators punished by contract if necessary. Jere, the Hunter, had carried out two such contracts over the years. 
 
    "How may I help you, sir?" asked the older of the two women, a tall shapely brunette,  as he approached the counter. She looked a bit apprehensive and rightly so, as she didn't have the normal two-man security team present.  
 
    He surrendered his Mfw at the desk, noting that there were only two women at the desk and no security backup. Bishan had been taking no chances and had sent every available thug to the Tykhe. Probably deciding he could handle any trouble that might arise at the club. Bishan stood just over one hundred ninety centimeters tall and had in his youth been a cage fighter and gun for hire before joining the Black Hand. His no-nonsense approach and psychopathic nature resulted in his eventual rise to the leadership ranks. 
 
    "I'd like a two-person booth," Jere said, acting like any prospective customer wanting a secure place to conduct business in guarantied privacy. 
 
    "Five hundred credits," she said. He gave her a prepaid card from which she deducted the fee. "Identification?" 
 
    "Peters," he said. She didn't want his real name, just something to enter into her register, and the name he was using if someone wanted to find him. 
 
    "Thank you, Mr. Peters. Please surrender any weapons you have before entering the scanner. Since he hadn't brought any other weapons, at least ones the scanner would consider a weapon, he walked into the scanner and stood. After a few seconds she spoke. "Thank you, Mr. Peters. Your booth is number 171. Lillian will show you to your booth and answer any questions you have." The other woman, a younger blonde, smiled and waved for him to follow her. Jere knew Bishan's had a large booth approximately in the middle of the room and that room 171 was toward the end, near to the bar and food preparation area. He waved for her to precede him. She nodded and began walking with him following. As they approached Bishan's booth, Jere noticed his privacy screen was open. And as they neared the opening Bishan sat alone, a Mfw on the table near his right hand and a tablet in the center. He appeared relaxed but he was intently scanning the room and watching the tablet, probably for status from his lieutenants. His eyes flashed to Lillian and his right hand tensed as she came into view, but he quickly relaxed. 
 
    Jere's hand reached into his shirt pocket for what looked like a pen, removed it with his thumb and forefinger, and folded it into his palm. Bishan appraised Jere as he came into view but dismissed him as quickly—obviously a customer who had been scanned, as he was with Lillian. As his gaze returned to the room, Jere's arm swung across his body in a one hundred eighty-degree arc, his hand released the steel pen-like object, and then opened it in what would be seen as a friendly wave. The pen struck Bishan's left eye and penetrated well into his brain. He slumped backward as Lillian and Jere continued walking past the booth. When they reached the booth designated 171, Lillian spent five minutes explaining the privacy features and how to order drinks and food. 
 
    "And although it is very unlikely Haven's security will be breached, an emergency protocol will be initiated. In that case the lights will blink on and off and all the emergency doors will be unlocked for you to exit relatively unseen. The emergency exits are located in the hallway behind these booths."  She pointed to a door behind the booth just as the lights began blinking on and off. Jere rose and left the booth through the back, walked down the hallway to an open door, and exited the club. He assumed someone had found Mr. Bishan. 
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 Star System: Samxor 
 
    "I owe Clyde and the team at the no-name asteroid big time. Without their gadgets we'd all be dead," I said the next morning as we gathered in the galley. "I know I should visit Bishan, but quite frankly I don't think we’re in any shape for a confrontation with him…and I'm tired of killing. I had hoped that Bishan's body would have been one of the attackers we killed. Since he wasn't it means more fighting, more killing, more casualties," I said, not wanting to admit some of my team could die. I was beginning to think I should have taken Kraig's advice and either retired with Shadi or became a merchant in the Central Systems. But retribution had driven me even more after I learned how the Black Hand had not only killed my father but had used me to support them. And the idea of making the Rim a less violent place had a storybook appeal. I was a child of the Rim and wouldn't be happy any place else. Too late for second thoughts, I mused. I had to finish what I started or die trying. 
 
    "Kraig, what have you decided?" I asked and crossed my fingers. I not only liked Kraig but trusted him and would miss him if he left. 
 
    "I’ve decided to stay. I've talked with Colonel Sherman and she has encouraged me to stay. She considers you the lesser of two evils, good for the ACS, and likes the idea of having an agent in the Rim who would be able to alert her of potential trouble," he said and gave a shy grin.  
 
    "Only if your first loyalty is to the White Hand," I said, wanting it clear he worked for me, not Sherman. I didn't mind him staying in touch with her as she could be a good ally. But his loyalty must be to the White Hand first, the ACS second. 
 
    "I would never betray you, Zen. Although your logic confuses me at times, you've done far more good than bad since I've known you, and I think that will always be the case. Colonel Sherman understands my loyalty has to be to you first and she is comfortable with that. Like me, she considers you a good person and a benefit to the ACS." 
 
    Good. Now how do you suggest we proceed against Bishan?" I asked since everyone was currently sitting in the galley. 
 
    "You could take flowers to his grave and wish him farewell," Jere said and took a sip of his coffee. "Or you could visit your father's grave and let him know retribution was achieved." 
 
      
 
    The End 
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