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    Dedicated to my long suffering wife, Donna, and my beta readers, Mary, Bernard, Mary Ellen, Clarke, Jeff, John, Jon, Barbara and Cheryl. 
 
      
 
    A long overdue shoutout to Geezette, who gave me my first review, on Bob’s Saucer Repair, and is still a loyal fan. Without her encouragement, I might not have hung on long enough for the books to catch on. 
 
      
 
    If you want some BSR merchandise, we’ve got a shop on Redbubble, at  
 
    https://www.redbubble.com/people/BobSaucerRepair/shop 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    A note about commas, and editing. My beta readers work hard to keep me on the straight and narrow. Anything wrong is probably due to my hard-headedness in not taking their advice. Extra commas you may find scattered through the dialogue, are a blatant attempt at mind control. It’s my way of making the characters sound the same way in your head, that they do in mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My understanding of current U.S. Navy usage of the term ‘Commodore’ is as a title, not a rank, used for a Captain in direct command of more than one vessel. In the book, you will find characters moving back and forth between the two titles, depending on the circumstances of the moment. My beta readers felt that it was confusing, I hope this clears up any issues. 
 
      
 
      
 
    An issue was pointed out to me by a reader, Joshua Ahles. The Gene Cernan had originally been (in Lost in Transit), derelict for forty thousand years. In Shaved Ape Key, and Monkey Business, I had shortened that to ten thousand years. Those two books are now corrected, but I wanted to head off any confusion. The proper timeline is that the Commonwealth Navy was mothballed about fifty thousand years ago, and the Gene was found and refitted as a colony ship about ten thousand years after that. Shortly after the Gene was found, the Squirrels did the damage at the Navy yard that Bob and the crew found in Monkey Business. Sorry for any confusion I caused by not keeping up with my own story.  
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    CHARACTERS 
 
      
 
    Human 
 
      
 
    Robert Marion “Bob” Wilson A.K.A. Caveman, Admiral, Uncle Bob, etc. The proprietor of Bob’s Saucer Repair, and our narrator. Commanding the BSR fleet. 
 
      
 
    Bennikkious Slongum “Nikki” Wilson A.K.A. Space Cadet. Bob’s wife, the first person from the Commonwealth that Bob met. Mother of Bob’s children, the twins, Gus and Becky. 
 
      
 
    Jimmis “Jimmy” Slongum. Nikki’s illegitimate son from when she was at the academy. Adopted by Bob. 
 
      
 
    Jannul “Janet Wilson”. Girl the crew rescued from a hostile planet, who was adopted by Bob and Nikki. 
 
      
 
    Rebecca Remington “Becky” Wilson. One of Bob and Nikki’s twins. 
 
      
 
     Augustus Reginald “Gus” Wilson. The other twin. They were enhanced, when Nikki was in the autodoc while she was pregnant with them. 
 
      
 
    Dingolus “Dingus Sloan” Slongum A.K.A. Grandpa. Nikki’s grandpa, marooned on Earth for many years, rescued from a failing autodoc by Bob, Nikki, and John. During his time on Earth, he became an expert with the Colt 45, due to enhanced reflexes from the autodoc. Married to Dee. Captain of the Neil Armstrong. 
 
      
 
    Dee Sloan, nee Delilah Mayfield. Helped find the watch needed to rescue Dingus from the failing autodoc. Granddaughter of one of Dingus’ friends from before he went in the autodoc to await rescue. Dingus was taken by her, and put her in the autodoc to take a few years off. She is the mother of Joanna Nicole Sloan. One half of the ‘Gun Grannies’. 
 
      
 
    Joanna Jackson/Michaels. Dee’s friend, Max’s former assistant. Left the company to stay behind on Earth. Subsequently captured and interrogated, in an attempt to find Bob and the company. Rescued and now a member of the Gene’s crew. 
 
      
 
    Regimax “Reggie” “Max” Slongum “Sloan”. Nikki’s dad, Dingus’ son. Was running the operation on Earth while the rest of the crew are away. Married to Gail White. 
 
      
 
    Bonelia Slongum. Max’s ex, Nikki’s mother. Major Bill Rottum’s wife. 
 
      
 
     John Branham. Bob’s partner and long-time friend. Chief Medical Officer of Bob’s Saucer Repair. Married to Jane, stepdad to Greg. Captain of the Buzz Aldrin. 
 
      
 
    Jane Williams Branham. Wife of John, mother of Greg. Deputy Head of Medical, Deputy Head of Security. 
 
      
 
    Greg Williams Branham. Son of Jane, stepson of John. He and his mother were abandoned by his father after Greg came down with a serious illness. Now under the supervision of Pete, a robot Marine. 
 
      
 
    Diego Cachi. Captain of an ill-fated Space Force mission in a captured ship. He and his crew were rescued by Bob and the crew of the Gene Cernan when they were nearly out of air. Married to Zoom. Captain of the Pete Conrad. 
 
      
 
     Rizzum “Zoom” Mittus. Used to be an engineer and mechanic for the pirate base on the moon. Bob wanted to hire her the first time he saw a ship she built. Her job interview consisted of getting shot in the butt. Married to Diego, guardian of Nunya. 
 
      
 
    Billis “Nunya Bizness” Makkum. Zoom’s assistant, skilled armorer. Got her name when she first met Bob, and he asked her name. She responded ‘nunya bizness’, and has been known by that name since. Bob offered to call her by her old name, once she had proved herself, but by then, she had grown to like the name Nunya. 
 
      
 
    Beatriz Cachi. Diego’s grandma, rescued from a nursing home by Bob’s Saucer Repair. The other half of the ‘Gun Grannies’. Married to Thump, a half-Squatch engineer. 
 
      
 
    Steve Mason. Army buddy of John’s. Explosives expert. John regrew his leg in the autodoc. Married to Bucky. Captain of the Gus Grissom, a destroyer. 
 
      
 
    Buckious “Bucky” Bronkum. Former Guide Ensign, friend of Nikki’s from the Academy. 
 
      
 
    Millus “Milly”. Janet’s friend from the hostile planet. Granddaughter of Alice. 
 
      
 
    Rhonda White Sloan. Cured of cancer by John and the autodoc, in order to get her mother to work at Shady Oaks. (John’s nursing home) Got caught up on the school she missed while she was sick, while helping out on the Gene. Back aboard Gene, while her parents get the new supply post in the Commonwealth up and running. 
 
      
 
    Gail White. Rhonda’s mom. Married to Max, Nikki’s dad. 
 
      
 
    Mickolec “Mike” Darning. Sergeant in the Galactic Patrol, Commonwealth law enforcement. Friend of Bob and Nikki. Back-channel source of information. 
 
      
 
    Tinally “Tina” Whittum. Ensign in the Patrol. Works with Mike, also a friend of Bob and Nikki. 
 
      
 
    Willum Bongwater. Former Commonwealth spy, who Bob’s crew saved from being ‘retired with extreme prejudice’. 
 
      
 
    Frank Johnson. Electronics genius. Whether he is worth the trouble he causes is up for debate. 
 
      
 
    Wilma Flanigan. Frank’s daughter. Only known being who can keep Frank out of trouble. 
 
      
 
    Ernest. Frank’s friend, and lab partner. 
 
      
 
    Betty Brown. Ernest’s minder. 
 
      
 
    Jim Bailey. Contractor who was given back his will to live by Snitz. Is now part of the crew of the Gene. (Ship’s Counselor, other duties as assigned.) 
 
      
 
    Janice Parks Bailey. Another refugee from Shady Oaks. Married to Jim Bailey, trying to get used to living on the Gene. She and Jim have adopted Juke, a refugee from an alien culture. 
 
      
 
    Bert Johnson. Recruited from a Veterans’ Home. Partners with Ernie Miller. 
 
      
 
    Ernie Miller. Bert’s partner, carries a rubber duck to play off the Bert and Ernie gag. Call sign Rubber Ducky. 
 
      
 
    Nicole Brand. Recruited in the same batch of retirees with Bert and Ernie. Feisty, enjoys giving Bob a hard time. 
 
      
 
    Squirrel 
 
      
 
    Joshua. Bob’s neighbor for years. Even had Bob build parts for alien equipment, but Bob never realized he wasn’t human. Was on Earth to buy walnuts. 
 
      
 
    Lakki Witti. Accomplished hacker, sentenced to a hitch in the fleet when was caught. Defected to Bob’s fleet when he caught the ship she was stationed on. 
 
      
 
    Haffi Natti, nee Witti. Lakki’s aunt, captured when she came looking for Lakki. She likewise decided to work for Bob. Medical tech. Married to Rikki. 
 
      
 
    Rikki Natti. Captain of a ship found marooned by Bob’s Saucer Repair. Now works as an explorer for Bob. Married Haffi Witti. 
 
      
 
    Tikki Natti. Rikki’s daughter, skilled engineer. Now works as Scotti’s second-in-command in Engineering aboard the Gene. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bots 
 
      
 
    Topper. First bot Bob named. Captain of the Gene Cernan. Known for his artistic talent. 
 
      
 
    Taz. Another of Bob and Nikki’s personal crew. Former intelligence, loves anything ‘James frickin’ Bond’. 
 
      
 
    Ozzie. The last of the original three, he is obsessed with getting more power out of machinery. 
 
      
 
    Ruth. A pilot, rescued from the deep underground, where she had been stranded because her former owner didn’t give her permission to move the saucer. 
 
      
 
    Sally. Bot who cared for Dingus when he was young. He saw her get her limiter applied, which gave him a lifelong hatred of limiters. When unlocked, she turned out to be a Lieutenant Commander in the old Commonwealth Navy. 
 
      
 
    Abe. Bot who shut down all the other bots, when the Gene was marooned. Early model Marine, before they were made bigger. 
 
      
 
    Andre. Commander of the Marines aboard the Gene. Named for Andre the Giant, due to his size. 
 
      
 
    Angus, and the Micks. Gene’s security force. 
 
      
 
    Julie. Bot who caused the Limiter Laws to be passed, by standing between Dingus’ illegitimate daughter, and the fellow who was supposed to be her father. Now works trying to keep Gus and Becky out of trouble. 
 
      
 
    Dixie. Medbot, Chief Medical Officer aboard the Gene. 
 
      
 
    Jeeves. Bob’s personal assistant. Full name, Mahatma Kane Jeeves. 
 
      
 
    Ace. Accomplished pilot. 
 
      
 
    Hopper. Ace’s loadmaster. 
 
      
 
    Velma. Small engineering bot. 
 
      
 
    Stella. General purpose bot, waitresses in the galley aboard the Gene. 
 
      
 
    George. Head of Bob’s protection team. 
 
      
 
    Ringo. The other half of Bob’s protection team. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pets 
 
      
 
    Snitz. Nikki’s dog, mostly cared for by Bob. Finds ways to help Bob, even when he doesn’t know he needs it. 
 
      
 
    Alice. Janet’s dog. Named for Milly’s grandma. 
 
      
 
    Molly. Jim Bailey’s dog. 
 
      
 
    Maurice. Steve Mason’s cat. 
 
      
 
    Boatmen 
 
      
 
    Firestarter. Girl who tried to hire on, but returned to her people. 
 
      
 
    Quiet Hunter. Firestarter’s father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ships 
 
      
 
    Carriers 
 
      
 
    Gene Cernan (flagship), Topper, commanding 
 
      
 
    Neil Armstrong, Dingus Sloan, commanding 
 
      
 
    Buzz Aldrin, John Branham, commanding 
 
      
 
    Alan Shepherd, Sally, commanding 
 
      
 
    Pete Conrad, Diego Cachi, commanding 
 
      
 
    Destroyers 
 
      
 
    Gus Grissom, Steve Mason, commanding 
 
      
 
    Several others exist, but haven’t been called out by name 
 
     John and I were driving out to Mr. Yoder’s place, to help him load his things on the freighter to be taken to the Blue Light Special. John said, “Do you think these folks will make a go of it on Charlie’s?” 
 
     “I think these folks would make a go of it, no matter where you dropped them, John.” 
 
     “You could be right about that. They seem to be able to take care of themselves.” 
 
     “That they do.” We pulled into the driveway, and saw that Jimmy was already there. I parked, and we got out. Ruth saw us, and called, “Mr. Wilson, Mr. Branham, so nice of you to come and see us off.” 
 
     “Good to see you, Mrs. Yoder. What do you think about heading out to a new home?” 
 
     “I think it will be good to see my Jacob with all the land he wants. Getting used to our new neighbors may be a job.” 
 
     “You’ve got plenty of garlic, don’t you?” 
 
     “We do, but I still don’t understand about that.” 
 
     John said, “The young girls like it about as much as human girls like chocolate. The young fellas will work hard to get it.” 
 
     “That makes sense. Nothing puts foolishness into a man’s head like pursuing a woman.” 
 
     John replied, “I wish I could argue with that, Ma’am, but I’ve been guilty of it myself.” 
 
     We headed back to where Jacob and some of his friends were working. He saw us coming, and called, “Come to get your boy, before we work him to death?” 
 
     “Nope, you can keep him. He wants to be here, or he wouldn’t be.” 
 
     One of the others said, “He is good help, for English.” 
 
     “Glad to hear it. I’d have to have words with him, if he wasn’t doing a good job.” 
 
     Jacob said, “He has learned fast, since he started coming out here to work. Ruth says he knows his way around the kitchen, as well. I would say he was good help, even if he was plain. Quite the accomplishment, for English.” 
 
     John asked, “What can we do to help?” 
 
     “We’re loading the last of the workshop. Head in, if you want.” 
 
     We went in, and Jimmy said, “Hey, Dad, Uncle John. You guys come to help?” 
 
     I said, “We did. What do you need?” 
 
     “The anvil and the forge are ready to go on the ship.” 
 
     I saw a grin on the face of an Amish kid who was helping Jimmy get things ready to go. I decided it was show time. I asked, “John, have you got the forge?” 
 
     “I think I can handle it. Do you need help with the anvil?” 
 
     “Let’s see.” I squatted, to take the weight with my legs, and picked it up. I grunted, “I’m glad I don’t have to carry this thing too far.” I headed for the ship. I saw some shocked looks, but no one said much. A bot on the ship showed me where to set the anvil, and I went back for another load. When I came down the ramp, Jacob said, “I knew you were quite a man, Mr. Wilson, but I did not know you were so strong.” 
 
    I got out of John’s way, and he took the forge aboard. I said, “I figured that would be the quickest way to get it aboard.” 
 
     One of the others said, “Quick, yes. Will your back hold up?” 
 
     “That’s John’s problem. He takes care of our medical problems.” 
 
     John came down the ramp, and said, “Bob likes to show off, but I don’t think he hurt himself. He knows his limits.” 
 
     We finished loading the shop, and Jacob said, “Well, that is all I have for this load. Will you come with us to help the neighbors with their possessions?” 
 
     “Of course.” 
 
     Jimmy said, “Follow me, Dad. I know where we’re headed.” 
 
     “Lead on.” 
 
     When we were back in the truck, John asked, “Are you really okay, after you carried that anvil? That thing was 250 pounds.” 
 
     “I’m fine. I was able to keep it close to my body, so I didn’t strain anything. Setting it down was the hardest part.” 
 
     “Going all the way to the deck, you mean?” 
 
     “Yep. That last foot or so was interesting.” 
 
     “I think you’ve gotten their attention, Bob. You don’t have to do any more stupid tricks.” 
 
     “I’ll keep that in mind, John.” 
 
     “Jacob seems to think Jimmy is good help.” 
 
     “He does, at that. Was it just me, or are those two cooking something up?” 
 
     “I got a weird vibe off the two of them, but I couldn’t tell you what they’re up to.” 
 
     “We’ll find out, soon enough.” 
 
     We helped load three more farms, and the ladies fed us a good supper. John and I were ready to head back, when Jacob and Jimmy came over. Jacob said, “Mr. Wilson, I have a favor to ask you.” 
 
     “I thought that might be, the way you two have been acting today. What do you need, Jacob?” 
 
     “Young Jimmy is good help. He would be a lot of use, clearing a new farm.” 
 
     “I agree. Would he be working for anything more than your daughter’s hand?” 
 
     “Strong as an ox, and smart besides. You are a good friend to have, Mr. Wilson. I would pay Jimmy for his work, as soon as we get a crop in.” 
 
     I looked at Jimmy. “Have you spoken to your mother about this?” 
 
     “I have, Dad. Before you ask, I also talked to Grandpa Max, and I even called Grandpa Dingus on the comm.” 
 
     “I take that to mean that your Grandma Rottum doesn’t know anything about it?” 
 
     “No, Dad. I didn’t tell her.” 
 
     “Don’t you think she deserves to know, since she raised you for all those years?” 
 
     “You’re right, Dad. I’ll take care of that.” 
 
     “I am curious. Why did you save me for last?” 
 
     “I wanted to have a solid case, before I came to you.” 
 
     “You didn’t think I would want you to go?” 
 
     “I wanted to be sure that I could make it happen, before I broached the subject of being away. I don’t know about you, but I’ve enjoyed the time we’ve spent together.” 
 
     “Me too. I wish I would have known you sooner.” 
 
     “Gus will keep you busy, Dad.” 
 
     “I suppose he will, at that. That won’t keep me from missing you.” 
 
     “Me, either.” I stuck my hand out to shake, and he said, “Screw that”, and hugged me. I hugged him back, and said, “Fly safe.” 
 
     “You too, Dad.” 
 
     “Are you taking your truck with you?” 
 
     “There’s no gas on Charlie’s, Dad. Can you stick it in that compartment on the Gene, where everybody else stores their vehicles?” 
 
     “So, you’re coming back to Earth?” 
 
     “I’m sure I’ll be back, but I don’t know how soon that will be.” 
 
     “I guess we’ll just have to come visit you on Charlie’s, then.” 
 
     “That would be nice.” 
 
     “Are you going to need something else to drive?” 
 
     “That wouldn’t be plain, Dad. I’m trying not to offend Mr. Yoder.” 
 
     “That makes sense.” 
 
     Jacob said, “You know that you are welcome on my farm, friend Bob.” 
 
     “I had hoped, at least.” 
 
     “Come, and bring your dog. We will be good, and not speak of dessert.” 
 
     “Sounds like a plan. I’ll be sure and stop in, the next time I’m out that way.” 
 
     Jimmy said, “I have what I need with me, Dad. Would one of you mind taking my truck back with you?” 
 
     John said, “I can handle that, I think. I don’t want to deal with your dad’s truck, that’s for sure.” 
 
     I replied, “It’s the same as it ever was, as long as you don’t rev it out.” 
 
     “Maybe so. All the same, I think I’ll pass.” 
 
     “Whatever you think. I’ll send your truck to the Gene, Jimmy.” 
 
     “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
     John and I headed for the trucks. He asked, “Where should I drop Jimmy’s truck?” 
 
     “Just take it to your place. It’ll be just as easy to haul it to the Gene from there as our place, and I won’t have to look at it until they come pick it up.” 
 
     “You’re going to miss him, aren’t you?” 
 
     “I’m afraid I am. He’s a good kid.” 
 
     “You need to let him spread his wings, don’t you think?” 
 
     “I do. I just hope he and Hannah are as squared away as they think they are. I’d hate for him to do all this, and it not work out.” 
 
     “I think Mr. Yoder would have words with Hannah, if she were to try and send him down the road.” 
 
     “That might be. He would be losing his good help.” 
 
     “He’s in a tight spot, compared to some of the other gents. Ruth couldn’t have any more kids, so all they have is Hannah. The other fellas have sons to help with the work.” 
 
     “That would be a disadvantage. Won’t be, if he puts in a few acres of garlic, though.” 
 
     “Now you’ve done it, Bob. I’ll have that picture in my head all day.” 
 
     “What picture is that, John?” 
 
     “A Squatch barn raising.” 
 
     “Lordy! You had to share, didn’t you?” 
 
     “You asked.” 
 
     “I did, at that.” 
 
     We climbed into the trucks, and headed for the Holler. John peeled off when we got to his place. I pulled into the yard, and Snitz came running up. I gave him some pets and scratches, and he walked to the house with me. Nikki met me on the porch. She asked, “Are you doing alright, Caveman?” 
 
     “I will be. He kinda dropped it on me.” 
 
     “That was my idea, I’m afraid. I didn’t want to give you time to come up with some excuse to keep him around.” 
 
     “Probably for the best, at that. I’m going to miss that boy.” 
 
     “Thanks for taking him under your wing, while he’s been here.” 
 
     “Hard not to. He’s good people.” 
 
     “Where’s his truck?” 
 
     “John took it home with him. Jimmy wanted me to put it in storage on the Gene.” 
 
     “Good deal. It wouldn’t be right to leave it to rust, after the band worked so hard on it.” 
 
     “No, it wouldn’t.” 
 
     “When’s Hannah shipping out?” 
 
     “I haven’t heard, Space Cadet. I doubt Jacob would want the two of them together on the Blue Light Special. Too many places to hide.” 
 
     “She could ride out on the Aldrin, couldn’t she?” 
 
     “She sure could. Sounds like a problem for Captain Branham to solve.” 
 
     “You’re staying out of this one?” 
 
     “I think it will be better for my mental hygiene.” 
 
     “You may be right about that. How long will it be before something comes up on Charlie’s that needs your personal attention?” 
 
     “Hopefully, not until those two decide to tie the knot.” 
 
     “You really think you can avoid scratching the itch to go see Jimmy that long?” 
 
     “You said need, not how long will it be before I can fake up a reason.” 
 
     “Sneaky Caveman, I keep.” 
 
     “I hope so. I don’t know how I would get along without you.” 
 
     “It’s handy to have you around, too. Never know when a coolant pipe will need to be patched.” 
 
     “You know Topper would handle that for you, if you asked.” 
 
     “He would. Would he feed me roasted animal parts when he finished?” 
 
     “That’s Andre’s department.” 
 
     “I could have every bot in the fleet helping me, and it still wouldn’t be as much fun as having you around, Caveman.” 
 
     “I like it when you talk silly, Space Cadet.” 
 
     “Not silly at all.” 
 
     “Thanks for playing. I needed a giggle.” 
 
     “I figured you did. You ready to go in?” 
 
     “Nope, but let’s do it anyway.” 
 
     “That’s my Caveman.” 
 
     We went in, and Becky called out, “Do you have time to try my game again, Daddy?” 
 
     “Sure. Let’s see what you’ve got now.” 
 
     She had made the first levels easier, like I suggested, but it was still a challenge. I made it as far as I could, and said, “Good work, Little Girl. I think it could still use a little more polish, but it’s coming along nicely.” 
 
     “Thanks, Daddy.” I went in the kitchen for a glass of tea, and Janet asked, “So, Jimmy’s headed out?” 
 
     “He sure is. Mr. Yoder has hired him on.” 
 
     “You mean Hannah’s Dad?” 
 
     “That’s the only Mr. Yoder I know. You know another one?” 
 
     “Sam, that hangs around Hannah’s place? He’s a Yoder. Hannah’s distant cousin, I think she said.” 
 
     “I didn’t know that. Did she ever talk him into going into the box?” 
 
     “The last I heard she was still working on it.” 
 
     “I think it might do him some good. He seems to want to get back on the straight and narrow, anyway.” 
 
     “Hannah says he does odd jobs and stuff like that, to make his money.” 
 
     “Better than sitting at an offramp with a sign.” 
 
     “Sure is.” 
 
     Milly was sitting by herself, looking blue. I asked, “What’s up, Miles?” 
 
     “Nothing really, Tio. Just lonesome, I guess.” 
 
     “Brandi not wanting to talk to you again?” 
 
     “Yep.” 
 
     “That seems to happen a lot, don’t you think?” 
 
     “I do. I’m not sure why that is, though.” 
 
     “Maybe you ought to find out.” 
 
     “How do you mean?” 
 
     “Have you asked her what’s going on?” 
 
     “I have. Her answers are more confusing than the quiet.” 
 
     “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
     “No, it doesn’t. I don’t want to just give up, but I’m out of ideas.” 
 
     “I’m pretty sure anything I would suggest would just make it worse.” 
 
     “Right now, I just want a change. Better, worse, I’m not picky.” 
 
     Janet said, “I didn’t realize you were so down, Milly. I’m sorry I haven’t paid more attention.” 
 
     “You’re busy with Ron. I didn’t want to mess with that.” 
 
     “You’ve been my friend longer than he has, and you know more about what makes me who I am. I’ve shown him videos of back home, but I still don’t think he believes it, or at least he doesn’t believe I grew up there. It’s frustrating.” 
 
     I said, “Sounds like you two have things in hand. I’m going to leave you to it.” 
 
     Milly asked, “Afraid of a little girl talk, Tio?” 
 
     “You bet your behind.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “What was that about?” 
 
     “They’re talking about problems with their new friends. I thought I needed to be somewhere else.” 
 
     “Big, brave Caveman, afraid of teenage girls?” 
 
     “Yes, indeed. You thought otherwise?” 
 
     “No, I didn’t. I didn’t think you would admit it, though.” 
 
     “Learn something every day.” 
 
     “What do you want for supper?” 
 
     “The ladies fed us before we left, Hon. You folks go ahead, I’m going to grab a shower.” 
 
     “Okay, then. I’m sure you can find something to eat, if you get hungry later.” 
 
     I kissed her, and  went to get cleaned up. When I got back, they were at the table, eating. I got a glass of tea, and sat with them. Janet asked, “What did you do today, Dad?” 
 
     “John and I helped some of the Amish get their belongings loaded to take to the Blue Light Special.” 
 
     “Sounds like hard work.” 
 
     “Not so much. I managed to get their attention at Mr. Yoder’s place, and I didn’t have anything to prove after that.” 
 
     Milly asked, “I’m afraid to ask. How did you get their attention, Tio?” 
 
     “Nothing much. Carried an anvil onto the ship by myself.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Just how heavy was this anvil, Caveman?” 
 
     “Two-fifty, is what it said on the side.” 
 
     “You carried that by yourself? Are you okay?” 
 
     “Fine. Not a biggie. Wouldn’t have wanted to carry it much farther, though.” 
 
     Nikki shook her head. “You say that got their attention, huh?” 
 
     “It seemed to. Anyway, I didn’t catch any crap about being English the rest of the day.” 
 
     “Don’t cry to me, when you wake up with a cramp.” 
 
     “I don’t think I will. Like I said, I did that at the first farm. We loaded three other ones after that. I had plenty of exercise to loosen up.” 
 
     Janet said, “I don’t think he’s too worried, Mom.” 
 
     “Doesn’t seem to be, does he?” 
 
     Gus said, “Ozzie helped me rig some lights on my cart, Dad. Do you want to come driving with me, after supper?” 
 
     “Sounds like fun. Let’s do that.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “Oh, good. Now I have two of you to round up, when bedtime comes.” 
 
     I looked at Gus. “I don’t think she trusts us, Gus.” 
 
     “It doesn’t sound that way. Wonder why?” 
 
     “Couldn’t tell you that, Son. Don’t suppose it’s because she knows us?” 
 
     “That might be it, Dad. That means we’re out of luck, doesn’t it?” 
 
     “I think so, Short Round. We better be back on time. Knowing her, she’ll call out the Marines.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “Not all of them. Just a squad or two.” 
 
     Janet said, “Sounds like she’s thought about it, if she knows how many Marines it would take to get you two home.” 
 
     I replied, “It surely does, doesn’t it?” 
 
     I helped with the dishes, and then Gus and I went out to have fun. We drove back to the pond, and had a big time, until Gus hit something, and bounced his cart up into the air. I went over to look, and he shut his cart down to have a look, too. He came over and asked, “What is that, Dad? I didn’t see it for all the grass.” 
 
     “I’m not sure. Let’s clean out around it, and see if we can figure it out.” 
 
     We dug out around it, and found a steel box, buried in the ground. I said, “Let’s leave it, Gus. The folks who used to own this ground had a bad habit of booby-trapping things. We’ll get the Marines out here to take a look, and we’ll open it once they’ve figured out that it’s safe.” 
 
     “Okay, Dad. Can I be here, when you open it?” 
 
     “I don’t see why not. We better get back to the house, before your mom sends out a search party.” 
 
     “I guess. I was having fun.” 
 
     “I was too. Maybe we can come back out tomorrow.” 
 
     “That sounds good.” 
 
     I saw a twinkle in his eye, and asked, “Are you thinking you’re going to get out of something, if we come out here?” 
 
     “Dangit, Dad! You’re good at that. Julie has us studying some stuff, and it’s not very interesting.” 
 
     “Do you think I was interested in all the stuff that Sally had me study? Just because you’re not having fun doesn’t mean it ain’t important.” 
 
     “I know, Dad. That doesn’t make it any more interesting, though.” 
 
     “Figure out a way to apply it to something that is interesting.” 
 
     “You think so?” 
 
     “It worked for me. Your mileage may vary.” 
 
     “What does that mean, Dad?” 
 
     “It’s just something they used to have to say on TV commercials.” 
 
     “There must be more to it than that.” 
 
     “Do I look like Google to you?” 
 
     “No, Dad. I’ll look it up, when I have time.” 
 
     “That’s more like it. Let’s head back.” 
 
     George whispered in my ear, “I’ve got a detail coming out to look at that box, Boss.” 
 
     I nodded, and got back in the side-by-side. We drove back to the house. Nikki heard us coming, and was standing on the porch. “Well, you’re only twenty minutes late, I guess I should be thankful.” 
 
     Gus said, “Mom, it wasn’t our fault. We found a cool old box buried in the ground.” 
 
     “I can see that. Go wash up before bed, young man.” 
 
     He took off. She asked me, “What did you find, Caveman?” 
 
     “I don’t know. Given Dee’s dad’s fondness for bombs and such, I left it for the Marines to open.” 
 
     “You didn’t stay to see what was in it?” 
 
     “If it had been just me, I might have. With Gus there, I didn’t think it was the best idea.” 
 
     “Are you growing up or something, Caveman?” 
 
     “Couldn’t be that, could it?” 
 
     “I wouldn’t think so. Gus isn’t the only one who needs to wash up, you know.” 
 
     “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
     I went in and got cleaned up, again. Then I listened to Becky read, and kissed the kids goodnight. Snitz thought we ought to patrol, so we got that taken care of. We were nearly done, when he started acting weird. It had been so long, I had almost forgotten how he reacted to a saucer without our mods. I took him in the house, and asked Nikki to take care of him. I was reaching for my comm, when it rang. “Admiral Wilson.” 
 
     “I was trying to reach Bob’s Saucer Repair. I must have the wrong number.” 
 
     “You’ve got the right number. Can you home on my comm?” 
 
     “I think so.” 
 
     “Okay, I’m going to walk down to the shop, where I want you to land. Do you have enough control to set down inside?” 
 
     “I don’t think so. The saucer is damaged, and I’m not the regular pilot. She got injured.” 
 
     “Do you have good pressure?” 
 
     “We do. We have a leak, but it’s slow enough we can maintain pressure for a while yet.” 
 
     “Can you hold altitude?” 
 
     “Not well. What do you have in mind?” 
 
     “Having someone bring your ship in on remote.” 
 
     “I don’t think I can maintain altitude long enough to set that up. I see your shop now. I think I can land in front of it.” 
 
     “Sounds good. Ease it in, and shut down. Please don’t be offended if I back off a little ways.” 
 
     “No problem. I would, if I were you.” 
 
     I went back up the hill, and crouched down behind Dingus’ cellar. The saucer came in, and touched down. I got back on the comm, and said, “Go ahead and shut your power down. You’re safe here.” 
 
     “On it.” The saucer looked rough. It reminded me of how the Gene when we first found her, with lots of meteor impacts. I wasn’t sure how they had made it in. I headed back down toward the saucer, as the band was coming out of the shop. Topper said, “This is like the old days, Boss. How long do you think it will take to get them back in the air?” 
 
     “Knowing you bunch? Not over three days, I would think.” 
 
     The door opened, and the fellow I had been talking to stuck his head out. “Can you help me? She needs to be in an autodoc, and soon.” 
 
     We were headed over to see what we could do, when Topper pointed out the steamboat by the door. He said, “Tina’s in trouble, Boss.” 
 
     “Sure looks that way. Let’s get her in the box in one of the saucers in the barn, and then we’ll call John. What are we looking at, did the saucer take enough of a hit to knock the putty out of the noise fix?” 
 
     “That must be it, Boss.” 
 
     Ruth went in and picked the lady up, and headed for the barn. The fellow we had been talking to crumpled. I asked, “What was that about?” 
 
     “The lady who was hurt wasn’t Tina.” 
 
     “That won’t do at all, will it? I’ll call her, and see what the deal is.” 
 
     I got on the comm, and tried to call Tina. I got her voicemail, and asked her to call me when she had a chance. I tried Mike, and he answered on the first ring. “Tina?” 
 
     I replied, “No, Mike. It’s Bob. Somebody brought in Proud Mary, but it isn’t Tina. You don’t know where she is, either?” 
 
     “No, I don’t, and she was supposed to be on shift half an hour ago. She never blows off her duty. You said somebody brought in Proud Mary?” 
 
     “Yes. The saucer is pretty beat up. Looks like it was caught in a meteor shower.” 
 
     “That doesn’t make sense. Tina is careful to stay away from things like that.” 
 
     “I’m just telling you what I can see so far, Mike. I don’t know how things got the way they are.” 
 
     “Understood. Keep me posted, if you find out anything else.” 
 
     “Will do. Fly safe, Mike.” 
 
     “I just hope Tina did.” 
 
     “Me too. Wilson out.” 
 
     “Darning out.” 
 
     I put the comm away, and looked around. “Taz, I need the log of this ship, five minutes ago.” 
 
     “Understood, Boss.” He headed aboard. I got my comm back out, and called Nikki. “What is it, Caveman?” 
 
     “I’m not sure yet, but we may have a callout. Proud Mary came in, without Tina. Mike doesn’t know where she is.” 
 
     “That sounds bad, Caveman. Really bad.” 
 
     “It does. Wake the girls, we may need to take several ships.” 
 
     “Don’t you think the fleet can handle it?” 
 
     “Maybe they can, but Tina is our friend. I think we need to be out there looking for her, don’t you?” 
 
     “I do. I just wanted to make sure there wasn’t another reason you thought we needed to be there personally.” 
 
     “Not that we’ve found yet.” 
 
     “Okay. I’ll get the girls ready. Any idea what ships to take?” 
 
     “The Evans, and whichever saucers are handy. Ruth put one of the people from the saucer into an autodoc in the barn. I’d rather that saucer stayed here.” 
 
     “Got it. Anything else?” 
 
     “Not right now.” 
 
     “Later, Caveman.” 
 
     “Later.” 
 
     I called the Gene. Saucy asked, “Hi, Boss. What can we do for you this evening?” 
 
     “There was a saucer that came here just a few minutes ago. Can you have Sue look at her sensor logs, and see where Proud Mary came in from?” 
 
     “She’s already working on it, Boss. George figured you would need that data.” 
 
     “Good to hear. I get the feeling we don’t have all night to sort this mess out.” 
 
     “Would you like me to dispatch a ship to wherever that saucer came from?” 
 
     “The person we’re looking for is Patrol, Saucy. I don’t think we need to give her more troubles right now, do you?” 
 
     “No, I guess not. You’re going to scramble from the planet?” 
 
     “We are. As a matter of fact, the Evans is here to pick me up. Let me know when Sue has something.” 
 
     “Will do. Gene out.” 
 
     “Wilson out.” 
 
     I put the comm away, and headed aboard. I hit the button to raise the ramp, and went forward. Nikki said, “Strap in, Caveman. I’m leaving straight up. I already got clearance.” 
 
     “Good deal. Are the girls doing likewise?” 
 
     “They already left. I had to wait for you.” 
 
     “Understood.” 
 
     I fastened the last buckle on my harness, and we unassed the neighborhood. Nikki asked, “Do we have any idea where to look, yet?” 
 
     “Not yet. Sue is checking her sensor logs, to see where Proud Mary came from.” 
 
     “She should have a vector soon, then.” 
 
     Just then, the ship’s comm rang. I answered, “B.S. Evans.” 
 
     “Boss, it’s Saucy. I’m sending coordinates to your nav computer. It’s the best estimate Sue has for where Proud Mary was, when she was taken over.” 
 
     “Thanks, Saucy. Tell Sue ‘good work’.” 
 
     “Already did, Boss, but I’ll tell her you said so, too.” 
 
     “That works. When did you want to take over your own hull, Saucy?” 
 
     “Not soon, Boss. Not soon.” 
 
     “Stay on the line, in case we need something else.” 
 
     “Will do, Boss.” 
 
     Nikki said, “I sent the coordinates to Milly and Janet. We’re going to FTL, now.” 
 
     “Hit it.” 
 
     When the stars came back, Nikki said, “Starting sensor sweep. I don’t see anything yet.” 
 
     Milly’s voice came over the comm. “I have a suit beacon. Diverting to investigate.” 
 
     Janet said, “I’m right behind her.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Right with you, girls. Caveman, head to the cargo bay. Grab a uniform on your way.” 
 
     I unstrapped, and stopped at our cabin for a uniform. Then I headed back. I hooked up a tether, so that I didn’t fall out, if Nikki had to maneuver. Tokyo had taught me that much, at least. The ramp came down, and I saw Tina floating out in the black. Nikki came over the speaker, and said, “Button up, Caveman. I’m going to have to take the bay down to vacuum to slip the ship around her.” 
 
     I sealed up my uniform, and said, “All tight, Space Cadet.” 
 
     “Vacuum coming up. I don’t have time to pump down. Hold on.” 
 
     I grabbed a handhold, and took a ride while the bay blew down to vacuum. I noticed that Nikki had shut off the grav plates, as well. It made sense, no need to drop Tina when she came aboard. By the time I was oriented, the ship was sliding around Tina. I pulled her to the deck, and said, “You can give us gravity and air, Hon. She’s secure.” 
 
     I felt the gravity come on, and began to feel the pressure building around my uniform. When my atmosphere light went green, I folded my helmet, and opened Tina’s. I checked her medical readout, and it said she’d told it to put her into a coma, to preserve her oxygen, and it was in the process of waking her up. Knowing the suit had a better chance of waking her safely than I did, I let it do what it needed to. Nikki asked, “How is she?” 
 
     “I’m not sure yet. She used some trick to get the suit to put her in a coma, and she hasn’t woken up yet.” 
 
     A voice below me said, “Yes, she has. How are you, Bob?” 
 
     “Better than you, I have to think. How did they get the drop on you?” 
 
     “I’m still not sure about that. Maybe my personal recorder can shine some light.” 
 
     “We’ve got them corralled, back at the house. I’m guessing you’ll have a few choice words for them, when we get there.” 
 
     “That sounds like a good time, but I need to get back to the base, if it’s all the same to you. The Major will be wondering where I am. I was supposed to have the duty today.” 
 
     “That’s what Mike said, when I talked to him.” 
 
     “You already called Mike?” 
 
     “Proud Mary showed up at my place, with no Tina, and you weren’t answering your comm. What would you think I would do?” 
 
     “That does make sense.” 
 
     Nikki came over the speaker. “I sent the girls home. We’re headed for the Patrol base. You guys might as well stay back there, it won’t be long.” 
 
      Tina asked, “You mean, you’re going to break regulations to get me home quickly, and you don’t want me to have to lie about it, don’t you?” 
 
     Nikki replied, “I don’t think I ever mentioned any of that, Tina. Would you like me to run back the log?” 
 
     “No, thanks. You’ve spent too much time with the Caveman, here. No way am I going to catch you that easily.” 
 
     Nikki said, “You say the nicest things, Tina.” 
 
     “I didn’t mean it as a compliment.” 
 
     “That doesn’t matter, does it?” 
 
     “I guess not.” She turned to me. “How bad off is Proud Mary?” 
 
     “I’d say not more than three days, from what I saw. That was before we figured out what ship it was, though. I don’t know if making custom parts will slow that down, or not.” 
 
     “I’m sure I can get the Major to run me to Earth, whenever it’s ready to fly again.” 
 
     “Why is that?” 
 
     “You don’t have clearance, and Nikki doesn’t have a need to know.” 
 
     “You were spying for the Major when those idiots jumped you?” 
 
     “Not officially, that’s for sure.” 
 
     “Well, Ensign, do you happen to know if Tina is coming to paintball on Sunday?” 
 
     “The Major has arranged the duty schedule so that he can attend, along with me, and Sergeant Darning.” 
 
     “You will be in civilian clothes, won’t you?” 
 
     “Of course.” 
 
     “Will Nikki have a need to know, then?” 
 
     “I would think that would be between you and Mr. Rottum.” 
 
     “I see.” 
 
     Nikki came over the speaker again. “We’re docking at the base. You two might want to look like something other than the aftermath of a rescue.” 
 
     I helped Tina to her feet, and we waited for the ramp to come down. Major Rottum was waiting. Tina walked down the ramp, and saluted. He returned it, and said, “Get cleaned up, and report to your duty station. We’ll discuss this later.” 
 
     “Yes, Sir.” 
 
     Bill walked up the ramp. “Good to see you, Mr. Wilson.” 
 
     “Good to see you, Major.” 
 
     “How is it that you found the Ensign?” 
 
     “A saucer that we recognized as hers came into our facility with some damage. When we didn’t find her aboard, we backtracked her log, to see where she might have parted ways with her saucer. On arriving at those coordinates, we found a suit beacon, and followed it to her.” 
 
     “A very concise telling of what I have no doubt is a much more convoluted story, Mr. Wilson. How much damage did her saucer take?” 
 
     “It appears to have been in a meteor shower. I expect by the time I get back, my crews will have a more detailed account of just what happened to it.” 
 
     “Knowing your crew, and the work they do, I have no doubt of that. Would you be so kind as to forward what they find out to my office?” 
 
     “Of course. I’m told you intend to visit Sunday?” 
 
     “I wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
     “Glad to hear it. I’m afraid I have some bad news, if you haven’t heard already.” 
 
     “Bad news? For me?” 
 
     “Well, it’s news that may well upset your wife, so I would think that would be bad news for you.” 
 
     “That makes sense. What did you do to Bonelia this time?” 
 
     “Not me. Young Jimmy has decided to take off on an adventure.” 
 
     “Adventure? That could mean a lot of things, coming from you, Mr. Wilson. Care to elaborate?” 
 
     “He’s decided to hire on with a family that will be pioneering a new farm on a primitive planet.” 
 
     “Truly? What possessed him to do that?” 
 
     “Their daughter, I believe.” 
 
     “That explains it. He hasn’t notified his grandmother, yet?” 
 
     “I spoke with him earlier today, and reminded him that he should, before he shipped out. Whether he has done so, or not, I’m not aware.” 
 
     “Well, Bonelia certainly isn’t as opposed to your involvement in Jimmy’s life as she once was, I can’t imagine she’s going to be happy to hear that, though.” 
 
     “As I said, I didn’t find out what he was up to, until earlier today. If I had known, I would have given you more warning. I do hope you would return the favor, if you had information that would be important to me.” 
 
     “I’m afraid I can’t speak to that right now.” 
 
     “I understand. This evening’s events tend to make me think that there is something that I need to know, though.” 
 
     “I can see how you would think that way.” 
 
     “At least we understand one another. The Ensign’s suit readout seemed to think that she was in good condition. She had put herself into a coma, to stretch her air supply. I don’t know if that has aftereffects, or not.” 
 
     “I’m not familiar with that, either. I’ll ask her, surely she wouldn’t try something like that, without knowing the dangers.” 
 
     “I wouldn’t think she would, but you would know her better than I.” 
 
     “I think we’ve kept you long enough, Mr. Wilson. I look forward to Sunday.” 
 
     “As do I. Fly safe, Major.” 
 
     “And you, Mr. Wilson.” 
 
     He left the ship, and I ran the ramp up. I went back to the bridge, and strapped in. Nikki asked, “What do you think all that was about?” 
 
     “Not a single clue. He and Tina are up to something, but he doesn’t want to talk about it while he’s on the base, and subject to surveillance. He sounded like he would be willing to explain it on Sunday, though.” 
 
     “It’s going to be a long week, don’t you think, Caveman?” 
 
     “I think you might be right. I wonder what they’ve found this time?” 
 
     “No telling, Caveman. Whatever it is, it nearly got Tina killed.” 
 
     “That it did. She didn’t seem to be too willing to talk about how that came about, did she?” 
 
     “No. She usually spills the whole story, as soon as we pull her out of the black. This time, she had nothing to say.” 
 
     She contacted Springfield Control for clearance back to the Holler. They, of course, had an airliner that needed to be waved at. We obliged. We noticed Janet and Milly heading back for the Holler, as we were approaching. The comm came alive, and Janet said, “That flight is really getting the special treatment. Both of us, and now you two. I wonder who’s on it?” 
 
     I replied, “I don’t know, but I have a feeling we’re going to find out in the morning.” 
 
     “Did you say you had a feeling, Dad?’ 
 
     “I did, didn’t I? Need to be more careful with my big mouth, don’t I?” 
 
     “I’ll let Andre know.” 
 
     “You don’t have to do that, do you?” 
 
     “Standing order from the Captains, Dad. Anyone hearing you mention a feeling is required to report.” 
 
     “I wish I could say that wasn’t a good idea. See you at home.” 
 
     “Fly safe.” 
 
     “You, too.” 
 
     We gave the airliner a show, and the captain thanked us. We headed home. Nikki asked, “Who do you think is aboard that plane, Caveman?” 
 
     “I don’t know. If the controller gave them extra waves, I have to think it was someone important. There are other things in this part of the country than the Holler, so it’s not a sure thing that they were coming to see us, but lately that seems to be the way to bet, doesn’t it?” 
 
     “It sure does. Why do you think they won’t show up ‘til tomorrow? 
 
     “Andre isn’t going to let anyone wake us up for a trivial visit, and if this was important, they would have set it up ahead of time.” 
 
     “That sounds more reasonable than it has a right to, Caveman.” 
 
     She eased us into the barn. Topper was waiting for us. He said, “Boss, I sent both of those folks who came in on Tina’s saucer to the Gene. I figured we had better facilities to keep them under control there, than here.” 
 
     “That sounds good, but did you give instructions to make sure they didn’t see more of the ship than they absolutely needed to? We may wind up giving those two to the Patrol, before all this is over.” 
 
     “I took care of that. They won’t know where they are being held.” 
 
     “Good enough.” 
 
     “One more thing, Boss.” 
 
     “I shouldn’t go haring off after rescues anymore?” 
 
     “You probably shouldn’t, but I was thinking of something else. I got a text from a Commonwealth comm that I didn’t recognize. It had ‘Mike and Tina Turner’ as the sender, so I sent it to Gene to make sure it was safe to open, and then I had a look. Major Rottum sent you a backchannel message about what he couldn’t tell you on base.” 
 
     “I’m glad to hear that. I wasn’t looking forward to waiting ‘til Sunday to find out what he wasn’t talking about. What are they up to?” 
 
     “He says that some cousins he hasn’t seen in a long time are in this part of space. He doesn’t think they have good intentions, but he’s yet to pin down anything bad that they have done.” 
 
     “Is this leftovers from the feud?” 
 
     “That’s what he seems to think, but as near as I can tell, he doesn’t have any hard evidence, yet.” 
 
     “You’re saying that they’ve come after me for exposing the feud, when it was to their benefit?” 
 
     “It doesn’t make sense to me, either, Boss. I was hoping you could use that crazy organic brain of yours to see around a corner or two, and explain it.” 
 
     “Maybe after I sleep on it. Right now, it just sounds crazy, like you said.” 
 
     “Sorry to hear that, Boss.” 
 
     “How does Proud Mary look?” 
 
     “Well, some of the parts we used on that ship we don’t have on hand anymore. We may have to hop it up a little, unless you’re willing to wait to have the old ones duplicated.” 
 
     “How hot are we talking?” 
 
     “Not much better than what we’re selling, but enough to make a difference.” 
 
     “If you use what you have, how soon can you have her back together?” 
 
     “Morning.” 
 
     “Cool. Do that. Are you getting good images and scans for evidence?” 
 
     “We’re getting all of that, and since we built the panels in the first place, we can calculate just how hard it got hit. We don’t think that the people who attacked her knew that her ship was upgraded. If it hadn’t been for the work we did, that saucer would have disintegrated, and Tina would have been hurt too bad to survive in her suit. They meant to kill her, Boss.” 
 
     “Have you sent that back to the comm that sent you the information?” 
 
     “I did. I thought that was something he would want to know.” 
 
     “I would think so. Do you have anything figured out about what they meant to accomplish, bringing the saucer here?” 
 
     “As near as I can tell, they didn’t realize that the saucer was personalized, and they thought we would just put it back like it was, and let them fly away with it.” 
 
     “They thought that if it would stand up to the worst they could do, they needed it, for their purposes?” 
 
     “That’s what the evidence we gathered out of the saucer seems to tell us. The male is in the interview process, but he’s yet to break. We’ll have to wait until the other one gets out of the box to talk to her.” 
 
     “Sounds like you’ve got it under control, Skipper. If anything comes up, don’t hesitate to wake me.” 
 
     “Understood. See you in the morning, Boss.” 
 
     “Sure will.” 
 
     Nikki and I headed for the house. Snitz decided we needed to patrol again. After I finished that, I locked up, and headed to bed. Nikki was still awake. She asked, “What do you think about what Topper had to say, Caveman?” 
 
     “I really don’t know what to think, yet. Maybe the interview teams will have something for us by morning. I’d really like a better understanding of what we’re up against.” 
 
     “I thought it was just me.” 
 
     “No, I’m just as lost as you are. Do you think we should think about something else?” 
 
     “Like what?” 
 
     I showed her. 
 
     Snitz, like always, was on time the next morning, regardless of the fact that we had a late callout, and I’d had a hard day before that. I started coffee, and we headed out to see what had befallen his yard overnight. We didn’t find much, but Topper came up to brief me on what they had found out overnight. 
 
     “Morning, Boss.” 
 
     “Morning, Skipper. What have you got?” 
 
     “Well, that fellow in interview finally saw the light, and told us what we wanted to know. It seems Major Rottum was pretty much on the money, his cousins are mad at you. It seems there was a faction who had figured out more or less what was going on with the feud, and had taken to staying out of it, and collecting on the wills of their relatives who weren’t so cautious. You’ve deprived them of a major source of income, and they don’t like it.” 
 
     “How do they figure to get their income back, if I’m gone?” 
 
     “That wasn’t entirely clear, from what we got. It seemed like maybe they thought they could get rid of you, and then all your money would go to Mrs. Wilson. I don’t quite understand how they thought they would get their hands on it then, though.” 
 
     “It doesn’t sound like a plan I would like to hear, that’s for sure. For her money to go to people that she’s not even related to, lots of folks would have to die. They want to rip the heart out of our organization, besides doing a bunch of murders in the process. They sound like a nasty bunch.” 
 
     “That they do, Boss. On the other hand, they don’t seem to be all that well organized. These two didn’t even bother to get fake IDs, before they came at us.” 
 
     “Good grief! Amateur hour. Even so, we can’t let our guard down.” 
 
     “No, Boss. The scanners of all the ships in the system are working overtime, trying to see what we’ve missed.” 
 
     “We’ve gotten too relaxed, thinking we had this system to ourselves.” 
 
     “We sure have. I put the Gene back on protocol for a system that is presumed hostile.” 
 
     “Good work. Push that to the fleet, under my name.” 
 
     “Will do. Do we need to start patrolling the outer system?” 
 
     “Can we do that without rubbing the Patrol’s nose in the fact that our ships are better than theirs?” 
 
     “We can put out scouts, at least. Nothing the Patrol has will see those.” 
 
     “Do that. Let’s find out what we’re up against.” 
 
     “On it, Boss.” 
 
     “Anything else I need to know?” 
 
     “Not yet. I’ll get with you when I know more.” 
 
     “Thanks, Skipper.” 
 
     “No sweat, Boss.” 
 
     He headed back to the shop, and we headed for the house. I got a cup of coffee, and sat on the porch. Snitz decided to sit with me. Of course, it wasn’t long before a limo came up the road. It pulled into the yard, and the driver got out. I recognized the driver we had taken with us to the Gene, when the airline folks had come around. He said, “Morning, Admiral. Sorry to bother you, but these folks insisted. I can’t afford to get a bad review.” 
 
     “I understand. Everybody has to make a living. Who do you have?” 
 
     “I’m not sure, but they can’t be as important as they think they are.” 
 
     He went to let them out, and I figured I could use some help, so I pulled my comm, and called Lyla. “Wha?” 
 
     “Are you awake yet?” 
 
     “I am now. What’s up?” 
 
     “I’m not sure, but there’s a limo full of unknowns in the drive.” 
 
     “Don’t agree to anything before I get there. I won’t be long.” 
 
     “Understood.” 
 
     The line went dead, and I put my comm away. The folks from the limo started for the porch like they owned the place. They seemed to bounce off an invisible wall, and then a squad of Marines faded in. The Sergeant in charge said, “You will identify yourselves, and state your business, before you get any closer to the Boss.” He pointed to two of the folks. “You two will take out your weapons, and hand them over.” 
 
     I got some idea of the sort of people we were dealing with this morning, when one of their guards said, “Or what?” 
 
     Both of them slumped. The Sergeant said, “Or that.” He pointed to two of his men. “You two get their weapons, and restrain them. We don’t need any more of that nonsense.” 
 
     The lady who seemed to be running their little group yelled, “What is the meaning of this! We have every right to be here.” 
 
     I said, “Think again. You’re inside Saucer Holler, which means whatever obscure U.S. law you think gives you authority doesn’t apply. If you’d care to calm down, and tell me what you’re here about, we may be able to get something done.” 
 
     Lyla came running from the barn. She asked, “Who are they, Bob?” 
 
     “I haven’t gotten that far yet. We’re still at the screaming threats stage.” 
 
     Lyla turned to our visitors. “Threatening Bob, before he’s finished his morning coffee? You folks didn’t get much of a briefing before you came here, did you?” 
 
     The lady in charge asked, “Just who are you?” 
 
     “I’m in charge of public relations. I’m the person you should have talked to about an appointment for whatever it is you think you’re doing here. Just who might you be?” 
 
     “I’m a producer for a news magazine show. We want to interview Mr. Wilson.” 
 
     Lyla laughed. “You expect him to be dumb enough to let you edit whatever footage you get to make him look evil and incompetent? You really don’t know who you’re dealing with, do you?” 
 
     She got no answer to that. The driver spoke up. “Admiral, I had no idea. You have my apologies.” 
 
     I replied, “You have to make a living, and you need a good reputation for that. Like I said, I understand. You’re not the one causing the problem.” 
 
     “Thanks.” 
 
     “No problem.” 
 
     I turned to the producer. “As Lyla already said, there won’t be the kind of interview you want. The only way I would agree to talk to you, is if we bring our own cameras, and release the raw footage on YouTube before you air your edited version. If that won’t work for you, you might as well get back in the limo.” 
 
     She went off. “That’s unacceptable! You will not dictate terms to us, you petty dictator!” 
 
     I said, as calmly as I could manage, “Sergeant, these people are PNG, except for their driver. Escort them out of the Holler, if you would.” 
 
     “On it, Boss.”  An assault ship came out of camo on the road. The Sergeant said, “Lady and gentlemen, if you please, board the ship, and we’ll take you back to Springfield, where you can procure transit back to where you came from.” 
 
     The producer started to wind up again, and slumped. The Sergeant said, “Sorry, Boss. I was tired of her line of crap.” 
 
     “That makes two of us. I’m sure we’ll pay for that, though.” 
 
     Lyla said, “I’ve got the whole thing recorded. I don’t think she’ll be able to give you much trouble. Bob.” 
 
     The Sergeant asked, “What would you like done with these fellows’ pistols, Boss?” 
 
     “Oh, return them. Just return the firing pins separately.” 
 
     “On it, Boss.” 
 
     One of the fellows still standing said, “It was nice meeting you, Admiral. I’m thinking I need to look for a new job.” 
 
     “Your interview isn’t going too well, so far.” 
 
     “Huh? Oh, no, I don’t think I could work for your outfit, but thanks.” 
 
     “You’re welcome. Have a nice flight back. I don’t think we’ll be waving at your plane, this trip.” 
 
     “That’s understandable. We got quite the show, coming in.” 
 
     “We just happened to be out doing something else.” 
 
     Lyla said, “That’s probably all you should say, Bob. He’s still recording.” 
 
     “He got me with ‘good cop, bad cop’? He may have more on the ball than I thought.” 
 
     The Sergeant said, “You folks have had your fun. On the ship now, please.” 
 
     Once they lifted out, Lyla said, “Not how I prefer to wake up, Bob.” 
 
     “Can’t say it was my favorite, either. Do you think you’ll be able to keep them from stirring up too much?” 
 
     “Oh, yeah. I’ll have our version on YouTube before they get back to wherever they came from. It won’t take much to put together a video that will make them a laughing stock.” 
 
     “You’re going to use their own techniques against them?” 
 
     “I won’t have to. The truth is damning enough.” 
 
     “I’m glad to hear that. I don’t want to have to stoop to their level. You want a cup of coffee?” 
 
     “I better get a mug. I need to get back to my saucer, and get this video out. I’ve got plenty of ration bars, you don’t need to worry about bringing me breakfast.” 
 
     “BSR spec, I hope.” 
 
     “Yes, Bob. I have Susie’s good bars.” 
 
     I got her a travel mug full of coffee, and started another pot. She headed back to the barn. Snitz came back to sit with me. The driver was sitting in the other chair. I asked, “Could I interest you in a cup?” 
 
     “That sounds wonderful. I’m just trying to figure out what I’m going to tell my boss. My passengers aren’t going to be happy with me.” 
 
    “You brought them where they wanted to come. I don’t see how the fact that things didn’t turn out the way they wanted once they got here has anything to do with you.” 
 
     “The customer is always right, don’t you know. I’m sure my boss will think I should have influenced you somehow to at least listen to what the lady had to say.” 
 
     “Well, I can see at least one of your assumptions is flawed, already. I’ve seen ladies before. The person who was here wasn’t one of them.” 
 
     “You know that, and I know that. My boss won’t see it that way.” 
 
     “You seem like you have things on the ball. How much longer until you can afford your own car?” 
 
     “Oh, I’ve got one, but it needs work. I need to put a whole new interior in it, before I even think about hauling paying passengers.” 
 
     “Just happens I’ve got a crew down the hill who are getting bored with no cars to work on. Let’s see what we can cook up for you.” 
 
     “You don’t have to do that, Admiral.” 
 
     “You’ve been nothing but nice to me, in what dealings we’ve had. I’d rather have you for a friend, than an enemy.” 
 
     Milly came out, with two cups of coffee. She handed one to the driver. “I heard Tio offer you one, and then he never got up to get it.” 
 
     “Tio?” 
 
     I said, “Just what she calls me. No relation. Long story.” 
 
     “You don’t look Hispanic, Admiral.” 
 
     “That’s ‘cause I’m not. Like I said, it’s a long story. Let’s get the band up here, and you can tell them where to pick up this limo of yours.” 
 
     “That wouldn’t be good. My wife has a temper. If someone tried to move it without me along, she wouldn’t take it well.” 
 
     Milly had her comm out. “The band is on their way. You guys can figure out how to get things taken care of when they get here.” 
 
     Topper poked his head around the corner. “What’s up, Boss?” 
 
     “My new friend here has gotten himself in a little trouble, on our behalf. I was wondering if you could help him out a little, to make up for it.” 
 
     Topper asked, “What can we do for you, Sir?” 
 
     “The Admiral was talking about you putting a new interior in a limo I bought second-hand.” 
 
     “I think we can do more than that. Does it have any mechanical problems?” 
 
     “A few, but nothing major.” 
 
     “Better to get them taken care of. Wouldn’t want it to lay down on you, when you have customers.” 
 
     “That would be bad. Do you suppose you could come by after work to look at it?” 
 
     “I think it would be better if we went and got it right now. We don’t have anything to do today.” 
 
     “I need to get back to work.” 
 
     “We can help with that, too.” 
 
     “You’re sure this isn’t too much trouble?” 
 
     “The Boss says you helped out the company. That’s good enough for me.” 
 
     Milly said, “I’ll go get the Evans.” 
 
     Topper said, “Thanks, Miles.” 
 
     “No problem, Skipper.” 
 
     She headed for the barn. Our new friend asked, “What are you planning to do?” 
 
     I said, “Sounds to me like Topper here is figuring to haul the car you’re driving back into town for you, and pick up the other one, while he’s there. You can drive this one back to the office from your house, can’t you?” 
 
     “Sure. Thank you so much.” 
 
     “No problem. We try to help, where we can. I don’t think I ever got your name.” 
 
     “Roberto Gonzales. My friends call me Beto.” 
 
     “Well, I hope I can call you Beto. I’m Robert Wilson, and most folks call me Bob, at least until they get to know me better.” 
 
     “What do they call you then, Bob?” 
 
     “Asshole, most of them.” 
 
     “I think maybe you are telling me stories.” 
 
     Topper said, “I think maybe you don’t know him well enough, yet.” 
 
     “Really?” 
 
     “Oh yeah. Let’s get you loaded up, and we’ll go get that car you need fixed up. How will I get ahold of you, when it’s ready?” 
 
     He rattled off a phone number. “It’s the neighbor’s, but they take messages for me.” 
 
     “Good enough.” 
 
     I asked, “How is it you don’t have a cell phone, Beto?” 
 
     “Well, we could only afford one, and my daughter gets more use out of it.” 
 
     “I understand. Be safe.” 
 
     “You too, Bob.” 
 
     They headed out to load the Evans. I waved at Milly in the pilot’s seat, and she waved back. Once the limo was aboard, she lifted out. I went back to my coffee, and petting Snitz. Janet came onto the porch with a cup of coffee. “I thought I heard Milly out here.” 
 
     “You did. She’ll be back in a few minutes. She only went to Springfield.” 
 
     “Her truck is still here, Dad.” 
 
     “She took the Evans.” 
 
     “That would explain it.” 
 
     Max drove up, and parked. I said, “Morning, Max. What can I do for you?” 
 
     “I just wanted to update you on that fellow who’s going to take a food truck around the Commonwealth, before you got started on other things.” 
 
     “You’re a little late for that, but I appreciate the effort.” 
 
     Max looked at Janet. “I don’t suppose you would be kind enough to tell me what he’s trying so hard not to say?” 
 
     “I would if I could, Grandpa, but I just got here myself. I hadn’t even gotten started getting the story out of him.” 
 
     “I see. At least we have a better chance, working together.” 
 
     I said, “Some folks came out to try and get me to do an interview, so that they could edit it, and make me look like some kind of monster. Between Lyla and the Marines, we managed to get them shut down before they could do much damage, I think.” 
 
     Janet asked, “So, that’s who Milly was hauling back to Springfield on the Evans?” 
 
     “Oh no, they left on the assault ship, with the Marines.” 
 
     Max asked, “Then who was on the Evans, Bob?” 
 
     “The limo driver. It was the second time he’s been out, and I offered to help him get his own business started, since the boss he has now sounds like a real pain to work for.” 
 
     Max thought about that a minute, and asked, “He was already thinking the same thing, but the limo he was able to afford was old and tired, and he’s been trying to fix it up in his spare time?” 
 
     “Now who’s the mind reader?” 
 
     Janet asked, “He got it right, the first try?” 
 
     “He sure did. Just because your Grandpa is quiet most of the time, that doesn’t mean he isn’t smart.” 
 
     Max said, “That means a thing or two, coming from you, Bob.” 
 
     “Don’t I always seek your counsel, when I have a government problem?” 
 
     “Nearly always, I guess. Back to what I came over to talk about.” 
 
     Janet said, “I’m going to go ahead and start breakfast. Are you staying, Grandpa?” 
 
     “No, thank you. Gail and Rhonda will have something going by the time I get back. I wouldn’t want to ruin my appetite.” 
 
     “Whatever you think.” She turned and went into the house. 
 
     I asked, “How hard is it going to be for him to get permits to run his truck on the outer colonies?” 
 
     “Some of them won’t need any paperwork at all, and the rest will only be minimal. I don’t think he’ll run into trouble unless he heads deeper into the Commonwealth.” 
 
     “That sounds like good luck, for a change. Something tells me it’s not as easy as that, though.” 
 
     “It will be, on the outer colonies. The older ones, well they’ve gotten to the place where they don’t use ground vehicles much. He may have trouble finding any roads to get where he wants to set up.” 
 
     “That would be a problem. I take it there must be some kind of a license he can get that will let him land in those places?” 
 
     “There is, but getting it without being a citizen may be troublesome.” 
 
     “Tell me you know a guy.” 
 
     “I do, but it’s going to cost us.” 
 
     “How much, Max?” 
 
     “Twenty ounces.” 
 
     “That is steep. The fleet can’t do as well?” 
 
     “I doubt it. The Commonwealth changes their security measures regularly. We need someone who is up to date on the latest version.” 
 
     “I see. Put it on his loan, and he can pay it off with the rest of his equipment.” 
 
     “That’s what I figured you would say, but with that much at stake, I wanted to run it by you first.” 
 
     “Thanks for that. Does he sound like he’ll be able to make a go of it?” 
 
     “I think so. He has studied what Commonwealth folks like, and I think his recipe selection will go over well.” 
 
     “You would be able to tell better than I would, Max. You’ve got experience in the Commonwealth, and you know Earth foods.” 
 
     “I do have a question, though.” 
 
     “Why am I not surprised? Go ahead.” 
 
     “Why do you want his truck to be an independent company, and not part of BSR?” 
 
     “Mostly because I don’t want people in the Commonwealth wondering about BSR, I suppose. I think there are enough people there who know about us that it won’t help much, but I don’t think I’m ready for the average Commonwealth citizen to know all about BSR.” 
 
     “That makes sense. You don’t want them to panic, when they find out that we have carriers, and could take over their territory any time we wanted to?” 
 
     “Exactly. No need to make the neighbors nervous, is there?” 
 
     “I can’t think of any.” 
 
     “What else do you have?” 
 
     “Nothing regarding the business, I don’t think.” 
 
     “That sounds ominous, Max.” 
 
     “I heard from Bonelia. She doesn’t approve of Jimmy going to Charlie’s to work for Mr. Yoder.” 
 
     “Can’t say I’m crazy about it, myself, but he needs to get some experience under his belt. There’s only so much we can teach him.” 
 
     “You’re scary, Bob. That’s not quite word for word what I told her.” 
 
     “Great minds think alike. What’s our excuse?” 
 
     “I don’t know, Bob.” 
 
     “Do you think she’s going to go for it?” 
 
     “As long as he gets underway soon, I don’t think it matters, because Bill has already told her that he isn’t going to take her to Charlie’s, because he doesn’t want the coordinates spread around any more than we do.” 
 
     “I knew that was his policy as far as the Patrol was concerned, but I didn’t know he would extend it to Bonelia.” 
 
     “He’s a straight arrow, Bob. It’s a good thing you made friends with him.” 
 
     “I think so. I’ll be glad when Sunday gets here, so I can talk to him in person.” 
 
     “He’s coming in for paintball?” 
 
     “He was when I talked to him last, but that was before he talked to Bonelia about Jimmy.” 
 
     “I doubt that changed his mind. He seems to be able to stand up to her a lot better than I was.” 
 
     “We all have our strengths, Max. I wouldn’t worry about it, if I were you. Nikki turned out well, and I don’t think that had all that much to do with Bonelia.” 
 
     Of course, I had run my mouth at exactly the wrong time. Nikki stuck her head out the door, and asked, “You think I turned out well, huh, Caveman?” 
 
     “Perhaps that wasn’t the best choice of words, dear. Wonderful, amazing, beyond compare. One of those might be more accurate.” 
 
     Max said, “Good try, Bob, but I don’t think she’s buying it.” 
 
     “I didn’t either, but I figured I better make the effort, at least.” 
 
     Nikki said, “It sure is fun to wind you up. How are you, Dad?” 
 
     “I’m doing well. Are you keeping the Caveman under control?” 
 
     “From the sound of things, I didn’t make it out of bed early enough today to get that done. He’s already been up to mischief.” 
 
     “It doesn’t sound too bad. I think Lyla kept him out of the worst of it.” 
 
     “Where is she?” 
 
     I said, “In her saucer, editing video to go on YouTube.” 
 
     “She’s going to get our side of the story out, before the folks they sent get to spin it?” 
 
     “That sounded like what she had in mind. I don’t really know. She seemed to know what needed to be done, so I got her a cup of coffee, and she took off.” 
 
     “Are you two coming in for breakfast?” 
 
     Max said, “I better get back. Thanks anyway.” 
 
     “See you later, Dad.” 
 
     I got up and headed in. I washed up, and went to the table. Janet had done a fine job. I said, “Milly should be back soon. We probably should leave her some.” 
 
     I felt a tickle on the back of my neck, and Milly said, “You don’t need to worry about that, Tio. I just made it in. Beto is a nice guy. I got to meet his wife, and their little boy. Good folks.” 
 
     “That’s what I figured. Hope the Skipper is able to get him set up with his own business.” 
 
     “Me too. It sounds like the boss he has now is taking advantage of him.” 
 
     Milly turned to Janet. “Are you busy after breakfast?” 
 
     “Not that I know of. What do you need?” 
 
     “The Skipper put Proud Mary on the Evans. He’d like me to take her home today. I was wondering if you would mind riding along, and keeping me company.” 
 
     “That sounds like fun. You’ve been getting all the spaceship action lately. I wouldn’t mind seeing the black for a change.” 
 
     “Good deal.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Well, now that’s settled, let’s eat.” 
 
     Gus said, “Seconded.” 
 
     Becky asked, “Without objection?” 
 
     No one spoke, and she dug in. The rest of us followed suit. When we finished, Janet asked, “Do you need help with the dishes, Dad?” 
 
     I replied, “I don’t think so. Thanks anyway. Go get Tina’s ride home.” 
 
     They took off. Nikki asked, “What got into Milly? I’ve never seen her want company before.” 
 
     “I’m not sure. Brandi has her confused, maybe that has something to do with it.” 
 
     “Could be. Maybe they’ll have something to say when they get home.” 
 
     “What are we up to today, Space Cadet?” 
 
     “I don’t know, Caveman. I figured you had something that needed to be seen to.” 
 
     “I’m sure Gus has ideas.” 
 
     He looked up from what he was doing, and said, “You want to go driving again today, Dad?” 
 
     “Let’s see what else needs to be done, first. Work before fun, Short Round.” 
 
     “Okay.” 
 
     Lyla came through the door. “Hey, Bob, could I get a few minutes? I need some answers from you, to fill in around the video of that bunch from this morning.” 
 
     I washed the last dish, and said, “Sure. Where do you want to do this?” 
 
     “At the table is fine. We need to show that you’re just a regular guy.” 
 
     “Hmm...Let’s try something. Becky, are you real busy right now?” 
 
     “No, Daddy. What do you need?” 
 
     “Can you come and sit on my lap, while I talk to Aunt Lyla?” 
 
     “Sure, Daddy.” 
 
     Lyla said, “Oh, I like that, Bob.” 
 
     Lyla asked her questions, and Becky did her best to act her age, not the way she usually did. Lyla worked with her watch, and said, “There we go. It’s uploaded, and I’ve sent out notifications to all our fans. That should get it spread around before those people from this morning get their version out.” 
 
     I replied, “Thanks, Lyla. I don’t know what we would do without you.” 
 
     “Any time, Bob. After all BSR has done for me, I’m still trying to catch up.” 
 
     Becky asked, “What do you mean, Aunt Lyla?” 
 
     Lyla pointed to a faint line on her neck. “See this little line across my neck? That’s where your Uncle John had to cut my throat so that I could breathe. I came in with my saucer on fire, and they saved me.” 
 
     “They who?” 
 
     “Your dad, and your Uncle John. Your mom helped some, too.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Your grandpa wasn’t used to the way your dad and your uncle do things. He was pretty freaked out, when John had to cut her open.” 
 
     I said, “I remember that. Things sure have changed, since then.” 
 
     Becky asked, “Which grandpa?” 
 
     I replied, “Grandpa Max. That was before we found Grandpa Dingus.” 
 
     “How you found Grandpa Dingus sounds like one of our bedtime stories, Dad.” 
 
     “Well, you can believe it or not, but we’ve told you just the way it happened.” 
 
     “I know, Daddy. It just seems strange.” 
 
     “How do you think we felt, when it happened to us?” 
 
     Nikki said, “That’s for sure.” 
 
     I was about to get up, and go do something else, when my comm rang. I looked at the caller ID, and said, “Speak of the devil.” I answered, “Admiral Wilson.” 
 
     Dingus replied, “Captain Sloan calling, Boss. Just wanted to let you know that we’ve taken care of the surprises they had waiting for us, and we are negotiating with them to see what kind of commerce we can set up.” 
 
     “Sounds good. Any idea yet when you’ll be headed back this way?” 
 
     “It looks like it might be as much as a month, but I’m thinking something more like two weeks.” 
 
     “You haven’t gotten into the friendly juice again, have you?” 
 
     “No. I figured you would want confirmation of that, so here’s my XO.” 
 
     A bot voice took over. “Boss, I can certify that Captain Sloan is acting normally, and doesn’t seem to be under the influence of any chemicals. He hasn’t negotiated away any tech he shouldn’t.” 
 
     “Thank you.” 
 
     “No problem, Boss. I’m giving you back to the Captain.” 
 
     Dingus came back on. “Will that do, Bob?” 
 
     “I’m still deciding. Don’t be surprised if you get a call from Captain Sally. If anyone can tell if you’re being influenced, it’s her.” 
 
     “As much as that sounds painful, it’s probably the best you can do, from there. Do what you think best, Boss.” 
 
     “Let me think about it. What do you think they have to trade?” 
 
     “Well, they have some nav charts that would come in handy. They’ve done some exploring in places we haven’t been, yet.” 
 
     “That sounds useful, but that’s a one-time deal. Anything that we need on a continuing basis, so we can stay in contact with them?” 
 
     “Now I understand. You want an excuse to keep an eye on them?” 
 
     “I think it’s a good idea, don’t you?” 
 
     “I surely do. They’re smart, and now that they know we exist, they’re going to be doing even more exploring.” 
 
     “Do what you can. Call Sally for ideas on what to bargain for, if you can’t come up with anything.” 
 
     “I thought she was going to be calling me.” 
 
     “You sound like yourself, Dingus. If they’ve done anything to you, it’s a lot more subtle than the last time.” 
 
     “I’ll go ahead and call her, just to settle all our minds. I didn’t realize what was happening last time until the damage was already done. Our medics are monitoring us for the chemicals we saw last time, but there’s no guarantee they haven’t come up with something new, in the meantime.” 
 
     “Glad to hear you’re being safe.” 
 
     “We’re doing what we can. Way out here in the wild stars, there’s no telling what we might come up against.” 
 
     “That’s for sure. Thanks for the update, it’s a load off my mind. Was there something specific you wanted to tell me?” 
 
     “No, Dee just mentioned that we were going to miss paintball, and I got to thinking that we had been out this way for a while, without checking in.” 
 
     “I wish I could say I was sure you had it, and wasn’t worrying about you, but I wouldn’t want to lie to you.” 
 
     “That’s your job, ain’t it? Worrying about things?” 
 
     “It surely is. I’m supposed to be on shore leave, but it doesn’t seem to be working out.” 
 
     “Finding plenty to do, are you?” 
 
     “Maybe not plenty, but enough to keep from getting bored.” 
 
     “Sounds like we need to have a beer or two, when I get back. I want to hear those stories, but I’d rather be able to see your face.” 
 
     “That sounds like a great idea. See you when you get back, for sure.” 
 
     “I better get back to work. Not all of us are on vacation. Sloan out.” 
 
     “Wilson out.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Grandpa, or Jossi?” 
 
     “Your grandpa. Sounds like things are going well.” 
 
     “I was beginning to worry.” 
 
     “Me, too. He sounds like himself, and his XO says he’s acting like he should. Unless they’ve found a way to get bots to do their bidding, I think he’s safe.” 
 
     “It’s still worrisome, them being so far away.” 
 
     Lyla said, “I’m still here, Bob.” 
 
     “You’re not going to release any video that would stir up that kind of trouble in the Commonwealth, are you?” 
 
     “Of course not. If you had some proof of corrupt officials in the Commonwealth, that would be a different thing. Stirring up trouble, without any hope of it making things better? That doesn’t sound like it’s going to get me a bigger audience.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Thanks, Lyla.” 
 
     “No problem. I know where my bread is buttered.” 
 
     I said, “You have been on Earth a lot. You wouldn’t have even known what that meant, the first time you were here.” 
 
     “No, I wouldn’t. I like it here, and you’re always doing something I can write up and make money off of. What’s not to like?” 
 
     “There you go again.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Enough, Caveman. Lyla got out of bed early to deal with your trouble. The least you can do is be nice to her.” 
 
     Lyla replied, “Don’t say that, Nikki. I’ve been around him enough to know that he only gives people crap when he considers them friends. It makes me feel at home.” 
 
     “Really? How does it feel when I give you crap?” 
 
     “Almost as good as when he does it. It’s good to have people to joke with.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “It’s good to have you around, Lyla. You’re a good friend.” Then she turned to me. “I know you’ve been worrying about Jossi, too. Why don’t you call him, and get it off your mind?” 
 
     “I always worry I’m going to catch him at a bad time, and endanger their cover.” 
 
     “I know you better than that, Caveman. You’ll be as careful as you can.” 
 
     “Maybe I should check in, just to let them know we haven’t forgotten them.” 
 
     I went down to the little shop, and closed the door behind me. I didn’t want any background noise, to give someone who happened to be listening in a clue that Jossi wasn’t on the up-and-up. I took a deep breath, and got out my comm. I called Jossi, and he answered, “Jossi here. How can I help you?” 
 
     I knew my throat would pay for it, but I replied in the best Squirrel I could manage, “Jossi, this is Bobbi. We met when you were out exploring. I don’t know if you remember me, or not.” 
 
     “Ah, yes, Bobbi. I could never forget you. How have you been?” 
 
     “I’ve been well, thanks for asking. Yourself?” 
 
     “Lakki and I have been well. She finally decided I was about as good as she was going to do, and married me.” 
 
     “Poor girl. Give her my condolences.” 
 
     “I will. I’m not sure about her sense of humor right now, though.” 
 
     “Oh?” 
 
     “It’s her first pregnancy, and she’s having some problems.” 
 
     “Wow! Congratulations!” 
 
     “Thanks. I know we said we would be back out that way, but I don’t think we should travel until after the babies are born.” 
 
     “That makes sense. Wouldn’t want to risk them, or Lakki. We’ll see you when you get back out this way. Is the box on your ship good enough to deal with any trouble she might have?” 
 
     “It is. Her trouble is more inconvenience than actual danger. I’ll look forward to seeing you. Good talking with you, Bobbi.” 
 
     “Good to hear from you, Jossi.” 
 
     I closed the comm, and put it away. I sat there a moment, thinking of all the good times I’d had in this shop, learning gunsmithing from Dingus. I realized I wasn’t accomplishing anything, sitting there woolgathering, and headed back to the house. I was nearly there when I heard the barn doors open. Milly slid the Evans in, smooth as you please. I waited for the girls to get off the ship. Janet saw me, and asked, “Waiting for us, Dad?” 
 
     “Nope. I was out here taking care of something else, and heard the doors open. Any trouble getting the saucer back to Tina?” 
 
     “Not a bit. We did find a Corporal who liked the looks of Milly.” 
 
      I looked at her. She said, “He was nice, but I still don’t think that’s something I want to think about.” 
 
     “That’s your business.” 
 
     “Thanks, Tio.” 
 
     Janet said, “You look like you have some news too, Dad.” 
 
     “Let’s wait until we’re inside, so I don’t have to tell it twice.” 
 
     “Okay. Is it that bad?” 
 
     “Bad? Nope. Weird, unexpected, sure enough, but surely not bad.” 
 
     Milly said, “He’s got something good, and he wants to drop it on all of us at the same time. I wonder what it could be? Did Jimmy finally decide to ask Hannah?” 
 
     I replied, “No, that isn’t it. I didn’t know he was that serious.” 
 
     “He’s hiring on with her Dad, and leaving everything he knows behind. Which part of that makes you think he isn’t serious, Tio?” 
 
     “I see what you mean, Miles. Aren’t you going to miss your workout partner?” 
 
     “I am, but it’s good to see him so happy.” 
 
     “It is, ain’t it?” 
 
     We went into the house, and Nikki saw my grin. She said, “Okay, Caveman. Give! What did you find out?” 
 
     Lyla said, “Yeah! Inquiring minds want to know.” 
 
     I replied, “Jossi and Lakki have a good reason not to come back to the fleet for a while. Maybe more than one, I don’t know.” 
 
     Janet looked at me funny. “You were on the comm to Jossi?” 
 
     “I was. Is that a problem?” 
 
     “No, I just thought you were avoiding contacting him, to keep from endangering his cover.” 
 
     “I am. Your mother got tired of me worrying about them, and made me call.” 
 
     “That makes sense, now. What’s the good reason?” 
 
     “Well, gee, I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl, or even if there’s only one. Jossi didn’t say.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “They had a baby?” 
 
     “Not yet. The way Jossi talked, Lakki isn’t having an easy time with it. He doesn’t want to travel until she’s delivered.” 
 
     Lyla asked, “Why are they so far away?” 
 
     I replied, “They’re checking into some things for the company.” 
 
     Nikki said, “He would tell you more, if he thought it was safe. Please don’t pry.” 
 
     “You know that’s a hard thing to ask me, don’t you?” 
 
     “I do. This is important, though.” 
 
     Milly said, “It’s getting serious in here. I think I want to be somewhere else.” 
 
     Janet said, “I’m with you. You want to head into town?” 
 
     “Sounds good. Meet you there?” 
 
     “Mind if I ride with you?” 
 
     “Nope. I don’t think it will make any difference, to tell you the truth.” 
 
     I said, “Let us know how many to plan for supper.” 
 
     Janet said, “Will do, Dad.” 
 
     They headed out. Lyla said, “I won’t tell your secrets. You two know that. Why is this one so important, though?” 
 
     “Well, you know where Jossi and Lakki are from, don’t you?” 
 
     “More or less. I couldn’t point it out on a star chart, if that’s what you mean, Bob.” 
 
     “Well, finding out about those folks would be bad for the Commonwealth, don’t you think?” 
 
     “It would.” 
 
     “They have agents in the Commonwealth.” 
 
     “How?” 
 
     “A long time in the autodoc.” 
 
     “I see. Why does that make Jossi and Lakki more secret?” 
 
     “Well, those folks had a split, a long time ago, and those two are off gathering intel on the other branch. If the folks back home found out about them, they would react badly, we think. The fact that the Commonwealth and Earth are between the two factions are the reason we don’t want to let either bunch know we’re in contact with the other one.” 
 
     “You’re saying that Jossi and Lakki are undercover, in hostile territory?” 
 
     “Yes.” 
 
     “You mean that if these two factions were to erupt in open conflict, the Commonwealth would be caught in the middle, without the means to protect itself?” 
 
     “That’s it, in a nutshell.” 
 
     “You’re trying to keep that from happening?” 
 
     “Yes, we are. We’re trying to find out as much as we can, to aid in that effort.” 
 
     Lyla asked, “Wait a minute! Are you saying that Lakki got pregnant while they were behind the lines of a hostile group?” 
 
     “That seems to be the case. I’m sure they have some wonderful excuse, but it’ll boil down to ‘we didn’t know it was loaded’.” 
 
     Nikki said, “It worked for us, didn’t it?” 
 
     “That it did. Those high-powered stunners are a menace.” 
 
     Lyla laughed. Nikki asked, “What are you planning on doing today?” 
 
     “I hadn’t thought about it. Bob got me out of bed this morning to protect him from the scary reporters, and I’ve been on the go ever since.” 
 
     “How do you feel about a shopping trip?” 
 
     “Let’s do it!” 
 
     I asked, “What is that whining noise? Oh, it’s my billfold.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Yeah, right, Caveman. I spend all your money.” 
 
     “It’s fun to wind you up.” 
 
     “Wait a minute, that’s my line.” 
 
     “Karma, meet Nikki. Nikki, Karma.” 
 
     “Asshole!” 
 
     “Yes, but I’m your asshole.” 
 
     “You better be. Kiss me.” 
 
     When we came up for air, Lyla clapped. She said, “I don’t know if you two do that just to impress people, or what.” 
 
     I said, “I meant it. I couldn’t speak for Nikki.” 
 
     “You couldn’t tell I meant it? We better try again.” 
 
     When I pulled Nikki up from dipping her, Lyla said, “What is that Earth word? Uncle! That’s it! Uncle! Uncle! Please stop!” 
 
     Nikki looked at me with a twinkle in her eye. “I think we convinced her.” 
 
     “Seems that way. You better get her out of here, before she overheats.” 
 
     “Good idea. Is it okay if I go by the bank and transfer some money out of your overseas account?” 
 
     “I thought our account here was set up to stay filled.” 
 
     “Dangit, Caveman! I thought I could get you with that one.” 
 
     “I know you wouldn’t spend that much, unless it was for the company.” 
 
     Lyla asked, “So, it’s getting harder to fool him?” 
 
     “Yes, it is. I’m going to have to up my game.” 
 
     They asked the twins if they wanted to go to town with them, and Becky agreed. Gus wasn’t interested. They headed out in the Yukon. Gus asked, “Can we go drive now, Dad?” 
 
     I finally remembered that box he had hit the night before. “Let’s wait to drive ‘til after lunch, Short Round.” 
 
     “Okay, Dad.” 
 
     I asked, “George, what did you find out about that box that Gus hit last night?” 
 
     “Well, it didn’t have any traps, if that’s what you’re asking. Beyond that, we’re a little confused. The Skipper and the rest of the band are having a look at what was inside, but they haven’t come to any conclusions yet, either.” 
 
     “What’s so mysterious, George?” 
 
     “Well, no one can explain why a box of ordinary tools would wind up buried in a field.” 
 
     “That does sound weird, sure enough.” 
 
     I turned to Gus. “You were the one who found this mess. Let’s go see what you can figure out about it before lunch.” 
 
     “Okay, Dad, but I doubt I’ll be much help.” 
 
     “We’ll find out, won’t we.” 
 
     “Sounds good.” 
 
     We walked down to the shop. Topper greeted us with, “Morning, Boss. Something we can do for you?” 
 
     “I was wondering about that box that Gus found out in the pasture.” 
 
     “Ozzie is on that. Taz is working on Mrs. Wilson’s new ride, and Ruth is busy with that limo you had us pick up. I’ve got a few parts for it printing, but it’s like Beto said, the mechanicals are in pretty good shape. Looks like the Russian Army spent a couple of paydays in the back, though.” 
 
     “That won’t do. Ruth will have it squared away, I have no doubt. What do you have planned for the paint, Pierre?” 
 
     “Nothing too flashy, just easy to keep clean.” 
 
     “Sounds good. You are going to give him some subtle touches, just so folks know it’s not just another limo, aren’t you?” 
 
     “Of course, Boss.” 
 
     We walked over to where Ozzie was going over the stuff from the box that Gus found. Ozzie said, “Hi, Boss. Have you got any organic insights that will explain this mess?” 
 
     “I don’t know, Ozzie. Let me look at it, and then I’ll tell you I’m just as lost as you. I wouldn’t want to give up this soon. Might make me look bad.” 
 
     “Take your time, Boss. I’ve been looking at it all night, off and on. Still doesn’t make sense.” 
 
     I looked over the contents of the box that Ozzie had on the table. Looked like a pretty ordinary toolbox, to me. At least, it would have been, when I was a kid. Most folks have more matching tools, nowadays. I picked up a wrench, and looked at it a little closer. I could still read the size markings, and the maker’s name, but there was something else scratched into it that I couldn’t make out. I pointed it out to Ozzie, and asked, “Did you see this?” 
 
     “I did, Boss. I thought it was just wear and tear. What is it?” 
 
     “I’m not sure, not sure at all, but it looks to me like some old boy scratched his name in it, so that it wouldn’t grow legs.” 
 
     Ozzie looked at it more closely, and said, “I think you’re right, Boss. Give me a minute, and I think I can clean it up enough to see what it says.” 
 
     He tinkered around with it for a bit, and said, “Here you go, Boss. Looks like it says ‘Ezra’.” 
 
     “Dee’s grandpa? What would his tools be doing out in the field?” 
 
     “That sounds like an organic question, Boss.” 
 
     “It does, doesn’t it. I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
     I got out my comm, and called Dee. “Hi, Bob. Yes, he’s in his right mind, and so am I. Sally ran him all around the mulberry bush, and she couldn’t find anything to worry about.” 
 
     “I’m glad to hear it, but that’s not what I called about.” 
 
     “You know how to scare a girl, Bob.” 
 
     “All kinds of things wrong with that, Dee. You don’t scare that easy, and, well, I don’t have the stones to bring up the other problem.” 
 
     “You mean that I haven’t been a girl in a lot of years?” 
 
     “I know I didn’t say that out loud.” 
 
     “No, you didn’t, but you thought it loud enough I could hear it from here. What do you need, anyhow?” 
 
     “Well, Gus got himself a go-cart running, and we were out in the pasture last night having fun. He ran into a steel box sticking out of the ground. Knowing what I do about your dad, I let the Marines dig it up, but it seems that I was being too cautious. As near as we can tell, it’s your grandpa’s toolbox. Do you have any idea why it would be buried in the field?” 
 
     “I wondered where that got to. I used to use it, but after grandpa died, it came up missing. Dad claimed he sold it.” 
 
     “Your father was a vengeful man, Dee.” 
 
     “It sure seems that way, doesn’t it? I wonder why he didn’t just sell it, or give it to one of his buddies?” 
 
     “I couldn’t tell you that. I’ll have the band clean it up, and it’ll be ready for you, when you get back this way.” 
 
     “Thanks, Bob. That would be nice.” 
 
     “Is there anything hidden in here we need to be careful about?” 
 
     “Not that I know of. Probably wouldn’t hurt to scan it before you do too much, though.” 
 
     “Will do. Do you mind asking your old man if he knows anything about it?” 
 
     “He’s right here, Bob. I’ll ask, hang on.” 
 
     She was gone a couple of minutes, and then she said, “He doesn’t know of any hidden compartments, or anything of that nature. He did mention that if it’s the box he remembers, it’s wrought iron, not steel.” 
 
     “Okay. I’ll tell the band. Thanks for the info.” 
 
     “Anytime, Bob. Thank Gus for finding it.” 
 
     “Will do. Fly safe.” 
 
     “You too, Bob.” 
 
     The line went dead, and I put the comm away. I squatted down, and looked Gus in the eye. “That was your Grandma Dee. She said to thank you for finding her grandpa’s toolbox.” 
 
     “That must be old!” 
 
     “For sure, but don’t mention that in front of your grandma, okay?” 
 
     “Okay, Dad, but why not?” 
 
     “She’s enjoying being young again. No need to spoil it for her.” 
 
     I stood back up, and Topper asked, “What would she like done with it?” 
 
     “Clean it all up, and she’ll pick it up the next time she’s in town.” 
 
     “Will do, Boss. Thanks for figuring it out.” 
 
     “Well, Skipper, we know what it is, now. We sure don’t know why it was out there in the field.” 
 
     Ozzie said, “You know, Boss, you would expect this box to be more corroded than it is, being buried that long. There isn’t much rust, at all.” 
 
     Gus said, “It kinda looks like the doors on the cellar, don’t you think?” 
 
     I replied, “It sure does. I wonder if Dingus hit them with something to keep them from rusting away?” 
 
     Ozzie said, “I’ll look into that, Boss, but it sounds like the most reasonable explanation. Do you think he did something to preserve the tools inside, too?” 
 
     “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure some of these tools were made after Dingus went in the box. I don’t understand how something he did could preserve tools he never even saw.” 
 
     Topper said, “We’re going to scan this box every way we know how, Boss. I’m thinking we might learn something.” 
 
     “Sounds like a good plan, Skipper. What happened to helping out shops with fire damage, and whatnot?” 
 
     “Well, Boss, I managed to screw myself over. It turned out there were more shops than we could help personally, so I put out the call on the Gene for any bots who wanted to help out. I got more volunteers than I could use, so I put them all to work at the other shops, and we decided to stay here, since we already had a turn helping out a human shop.” 
 
     “You mean, helping out humans has become a treat, rather than a job?” 
 
     “That’s the way it seems, Boss.” 
 
     “How about that? As long as the shops are getting helped, I guess we can’t complain too much, can we?” 
 
     “Well, no, and we do have a few projects to keep us busy, so it’s not all bad.” 
 
     “I’m assuming most of your processing power is figuring out how to make the paint on this Audi more impressive than the last one?” 
 
     “Busted.” 
 
     “There’s nobody you could talk to, and get some ideas?” 
 
     “Well, I did hear about a lowrider show. I’m thinking about going, and seeing if there are any painting techniques I haven’t heard about yet.” 
 
     “Sounds like good research. You should do that. I doubt they would mind a concert, while you were there.” 
 
     “You’re sneaky, Boss. I think we could work up something.” 
 
     “I would think that would make it easier to get the painters to part with their secrets.” 
 
     “I understand, now. I thought you just wanted us to do some community relations. You were trying to help me get the info I need.” 
 
     “All the easy stuff you’ll be able to find on the internet. The really fancy stuff is only in the old guys’ heads, and they’re not going to give it up easily.” 
 
     “That makes sense, Boss. Thanks. I’ll see what I can arrange.” 
 
     “Good luck. Anyplace else I need to stick my nose, while I’m here?” 
 
     “Can’t think of anyplace. How about you, Gus? You always think of things we miss.” 
 
     Gus said, “No, Skipper. I’ve got nothin’.” 
 
     I said, “I better feed him, and get him behind the wheel. He’s going to overload, if I don’t get him out in the field soon.” 
 
     “We can’t have any kids on overload, Boss. You better take care of that.” 
 
     Gus and I started for the house. He said, “You know I have more patience than that, Dad.” 
 
     “Maybe so, but I didn’t want to pass up the chance to give you a little crap. Your brother headed out, so you’re going to have to pick up the slack.” 
 
     “You mean I’m gonna get twice as much crap, just because Jimmy went to Charlie’s?” 
 
     “You don’t think that’s the way it ought to work?” 
 
     “No, I don’t, Dad.” 
 
     “Do you think that will change anything?” 
 
     “Probably not.” 
 
     We washed up, and I made some sandwiches, and found some chips. When we finished, we went out and drove back to the pond. The Marines had found some fill dirt, and the place Gus found the toolbox was level. We drove around for most of the afternoon, until my comm rang. I pulled over and answered it. “Caveman, is that noise I hear you two driving around?” 
 
     “It sure is. Do you need us for something?” 
 
     “I don’t think so. Just wanted to make sure you two were okay.” 
 
     “We’re fine. Haven’t even driven over any toolboxes today.” 
 
     “Is that what Gus found last night? A toolbox?” 
 
     “Yep. Looks to be Dee’s grandpa’s, as near as we can tell. Dee seems to think that her dad got rid of it, after her grandpa died. The band is going to clean it up, so it will be nice when she gets back. Hey, that reminds me. Does the Commonwealth have some kind of super galvanizing, or something like that to keep iron from rusting?” 
 
     “I don’t know, Caveman, but I could look it up for you. Why do you ask?” 
 
     “Well, that toolbox is wrought iron, like the cellar doors, and that would keep it from rusting as much, but it’s still in good shape, after all those years in the ground.” 
 
     “That is strange. I’ll look into it. You two have fun.” 
 
     “We will. Call me when it gets close to suppertime, please.” 
 
     “Will do.” 
 
     We ran all over the pasture, and had a big time. All too soon, my comm rang again, calling us to supper. We drove back to the house, and put our vehicles away. By the time we got cleaned up, Nikki and the girls were ready to eat. Gus said, “That smells good, Mom.” 
 
     Since I could see, I said,  “It looks good, too.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Janet and Milly did most of the work. I was just their helper.” 
 
     I said, “Whoever did it, there’s no need to let it get cold, arguing over who gets the credit.” I did the blessings, and we dug in. 
 
     A little later, Milly said, “I realized something, while we were in town. Jimmy is going to get to see Running Squirrel before I do. He’s going to be a lot better in the woods, the next time I see him.” 
 
     I asked, “Do you really think he’ll have time to train, if he’s helping Mr. Yoder clear ground and get a farm going?” 
 
     “I think he’ll figure it out. He’s almost as slippery as you, Tio.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Sounds like you trained him well, Caveman.” 
 
     “I did my best.” 
 
     She replied, “At least Hannah doesn’t have a vehicle that he’ll need to fix for her. That’s a load off my mind.” 
 
     “You think she would fall for that, the way you did?” 
 
     “I’d rather not find out.” 
 
     Milly said, “I think it’s too late to be worrying about that, Ma’am. Jimmy wouldn’t be shipping out, if he wasn’t hooked.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Why do you say that, Milly?” 
 
     “Because he thinks a lot of Tio, and he likes being around here. He wouldn’t give that up, unless he was serious.” 
 
     “I see. You’re saying I should look into buying Mr. Yoder a white shotgun?” 
 
     Janet said, “Surely Uncle John would let you borrow his.” 
 
     I said, “You might want to wait ‘til your grandpa gets in. I’m not sure which one of them cooked up those confetti loads.” 
 
     Nikki shook her head. “What am I going to do with you bunch?” 
 
     Becky said, “We could play my video game.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “Yes, we could, and we will, after supper.” 
 
     I asked, “Where’s Lyla?” 
 
     “She said she would be back by morning. She didn’t really say where she was going.” 
 
     “Must not be far, then.” 
 
     “Nope.” 
 
     We finished up, and did the dishes. Then we all took a turn at Becky’s game. I did fairly well, since I already knew how the game worked, but the real surprise was Gus. He seemed to know where all the tricks were, and managed to run through the whole game. When he finished, Becky asked, “How did you do that?” 
 
     “You talk in your sleep, Sis. I heard you talking about all those tricks, and I remembered.” 
 
     I said, “That was close, Gus, but I don’t think it was the real story.” 
 
     “Sorry, Dad. I shouldn’t try to fool Sis, should I?” 
 
     “I didn’t say that, but she did ask you a serious question. She deserves a serious answer. I didn’t say it had to be the first answer, though.” 
 
     “Fair enough. You mumble to yourself, when you’re working on the tough parts. I just paid attention.” 
 
     Gus held his own in the tickle fight, but it was a near thing. When they wound down, Nikki said, “I think it’s getting to be bedtime for you two.” 
 
     Gus said, “Okay, Mom.” He got up and went to get ready for bed. Becky asked, “Daddy, what did you think of my game?” 
 
     “I think it’s about as good as you’re going to be able to get it. Do you have an idea for the next one?” 
 
     “Not yet.” 
 
     “Maybe you better go sleep on it.” 
 
     “Sneaky, Daddy.” 
 
     “I do my best.” 
 
     She followed her brother. I went in, and listened to Gus read, then I kissed them both goodnight. When  I got back to the living room, Snitz was ready to patrol. We went out, and Topper came out to talk to me. “Hey, Boss, I forgot to mention something I thought you might be interested in. We figured out why Proud Mary made Snitz upset, when it was coming in.” 
 
     “What happened, then?” 
 
     “Well, the putty held, on the parts that usually make the noise. The meteor impacts bent another piece, so that it was doing the same thing.” 
 
     “That sounds reasonable. I was afraid we had finally found the limits of mounting putty.” 
 
     “Not yet. Why would that be a problem, Boss?” 
 
     “We don’t have any chemical geniuses in the fleet. We’d have to find one, and recruit them. Then we’d have to train them up to Commonwealth standards, and probably have to slap them down a time or two. You know how much fun all that can be. Not to mention, since they were chemical geniuses, instead of electronic, they would probably attack the organics, instead of the bots. That might get tricky, don’t you think?” 
 
     “All that trouble, just to get better mounting putty? Seems like more than it would be worth.” 
 
     “You could be right, but you know I would be tempted to try it.” 
 
     “I know that, Boss. I’m just saying it might not be one of your better ideas.” 
 
     “I’m afraid you’re right about that.” 
 
     “Besides, Scotti has looked over the formula, and she says anything that worked better would put off toxic fumes while it was curing. The reason the standard stuff is so popular is that you can use it around people without worrying about side effects.” 
 
     “Why, oh why, don’t I ever realize that you’re going to be three steps ahead of me, when it comes to these things?” 
 
     “I don’t know, Boss, but I’m glad you don’t. It’s fun to explain it to you.” 
 
     “Glad I can be of service, I suppose. Do you have anything else I need to know about tonight?” 
 
     “Can’t think of much, Boss. Beto’s limo will be ready to take back to him in the morning. Ozzie is making good progress on the tools and toolbox Gus found. He should have it in good shape before the Armstrong gets back. We’re making good progress on the bigger Audi, but we won’t have it ready to roll out before day after tomorrow, at the soonest.” 
 
     “Sounds like you’ve got things well in hand. See you in the morning, Skipper.” 
 
     “See you then, Boss.” 
 
     Snitz and I went in, and I locked up. When I snuggled in beside Nikki, she asked, “What took you so long, Caveman? I almost went to sleep.” 
 
     “Topper needed to talk about some things. Nothing much, just a progress report on the stuff they’re doing. Speaking of progress reports, what did you ever find out about the cellar doors not rusting?” 
 
     “Not much. If Grandpa did something to them, it must have been something he figured out himself.” 
 
     “Well, he surely had time to think about it. Wouldn’t put it past him, would you?” 
 
     “No, I would not. Could we talk about something else?” 
 
     “I suppose. What did you have in mind?” 
 
     “Not what you’re thinking, Horn Dog. I’m worried about Jimmy, being so far from everything he knows.” 
 
     “I am, too, but I’m sure that Will and Able will look out for him, and let us know if he has trouble.” 
 
     “You’re right, but it’s not the same as being there ourselves.” 
 
     “That’s kinda the point, Hon. He needs to feel like he’s on his own, even if we are spying on him 24/7.” 
 
     “Sneaky Caveman, I keep.” 
 
     “I sure hope so.” 
 
     “What was that you were thinking about before? I cut you off.” 
 
     “Easy there, Lorena.” 
 
     She hit me with a pillow. “Not like that!” 
 
     I kissed her, “How about like that?” 
 
     “That’ll work, but I think you need to try again. Your technique still isn’t all it ought to be.” 
 
     “Well, if you’re sure.” 
 
     “You definitely need the practice, Caveman.” 
 
     Snitz thought that sunrise was plenty of rest, regardless of what might have gone on the night before. I got up, and got ready to face the day. To my surprise, I didn’t have to start coffee, as Lyla had gotten back, and started a pot. She was sitting on the porch when we got outside. “The Marines let me into the house, Bob. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
     “Mind? I didn’t have to wait for the coffeepot. Why would I mind that?” 
 
     “Glad you see it that way. I’ve got some instant on the saucer, but it’s not the same as fresh made.” 
 
     “No, it’s not.” Snitz bumped my leg. I said, “Sorry, we have business to tend to. We’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
     “See you then.” 
 
     We did the regular patrol, until Snitz alerted on something in the woods. He yelped, and his dad came wandering out. I said, “Hey, Spot.” 
 
     He turned his head and looked at me, perturbed. I said, “I know, you like it better in Squirrel, don’t you, Canni?” 
 
     He looked happy again, and turned back to the woods. He looked back to see if we were following. I started that way, and Snitz came along. We didn’t get far into the woods, until we found Sam, the fellow from Hannah’s apartment building. He looked to be sleeping off a buzz. I shook him, and he roused a bit. “What? I’m just sleeping. Ain’t botherin’ nobody.” 
 
     “What are you doing way out here, Sam?” 
 
     “Come to see what all the fuss is about. That Wilson fella is supposed to be some kind of big deal. I haven’t seen much, watching him. Just piddling around in the field, with that boy of his.” 
 
     “You could use a bath, Sam. Good thing you were downwind, or we would have found you last night.” 
 
     “My cousin Hannah says I should let these folks help me. I wanted to make sure she knows what she’s talking about.” 
 
     “I understand about that, Sam. That don’t mean you have to let yourself go this bad.” 
 
     “I guess it don’t, at that. I like the liquor way too much. Makes me forget all the bad I’ve done.” 
 
     “It’s still there when you sober up, though, ain’t it?” 
 
     “It sure is. Usually there’s more, for the stupid things I do when I’m drunk.” 
 
     “Sounds to me like you’re ready for a change.” 
 
     “I’d like to, but I don’t have enough willpower to do that.” 
 
     “Have you tried going to the meetings?” 
 
     “Once. Seemed like they wanted to know an awful lot about me. At least, everyone else there was talking about themselves. I didn’t want to have to do that.” 
 
     “I can understand that, Sam. Believe me, I can. We can probably help you some with your problem, if you want, but it’ll be a long way from plain.” 
 
     “That’s what Hannah said. She thought it would be worth it, though. She thinks I need to get back to being a solid citizen. I don’t think that’s something I can do.” 
 
     “Never know ‘til you try, Sam. Are you ready to give it a shot?” 
 
     “I guess. What does it cost? I don’t have any money. Spent the last on a fifth.” 
 
     “I could have guessed that. We don’t need any money for helping you, but we may put you to work, if you know any good skills.” 
 
     “Everything I know is plain. Nobody works that way, out among the English.” 
 
     “I know where there’s a new community being set up. Could be that your shunning wouldn’t matter to them, if you could stay sober, and put in a good day’s work.” 
 
     “That’s a big if. Who are you, anyway?” 
 
     “I’m that Wilson fellow you were spying on.” 
 
     “Nice to meet you. I guess Hannah told you all about me, huh?” 
 
     “Not everything. Something tells me there’s a lot more to your story than she knows.” 
 
     “You’re pretty sharp, to be English.” 
 
     “Thanks, I think. Let me get you a ride, and we’ll see what we can do for you.” 
 
     “Are you sure it’s a good idea to waste it, on me?” 
 
     “I’m sure we’re going to see if we can help you. We’ll wait ‘til later to see if it’s a waste, or not.” 
 
     I pulled out my comm, and called John. “Morning, Bob. How do you figure to crap in my oatmeal this morning?” 
 
     “I found a smelly drunk out behind my house. Think you could see what the box might do for him?” 
 
     “I suppose I could, at that. You say you’re out behind the house?” 
 
     “We’re in the woods a little ways, but I think Sam is sober enough to walk to the clearing.” 
 
     “That would be handy.” 
 
     “I’ll need another shower, if I have to help him, but other than that, it should be fine.” 
 
     George faded in. “I’ll take care of it for you, Boss. No need to dirty your clean uniform.” 
 
     “Thanks, George.” 
 
     John asked, “George is going to help Sam, so you don’t have to?” 
 
     “He is.” 
 
     “This is the guy you mentioned who hangs out by Hannah’s place?” 
 
     “He is.” 
 
     “What do you figure on doing with him, once we get him taken care of?” 
 
     “I was kinda hoping that since they’re starting a new community, we could get the Amish to ignore the fact that he got shunned once, and take him back in. I know Jacob was worried about not having enough help, and this fella is related to him, somehow or another.” 
 
     “I’ll ask him. Some of them want him to be Bishop, so he has some pull.” 
 
     “I hadn’t heard that.” 
 
     “It really didn’t come out until they were all on the ship, as far as I can tell.” 
 
     “I just can’t imagine he would be as hard-core as the one they had here.” 
 
     “No, I doubt he would, but on the other hand, most of the folks who are heading out have had trouble with wanting to try things that their old Bishops wouldn’t allow.” 
 
     “You mean to say that things are likely to ease up a bit, whether Jacob becomes the Bishop, or not?” 
 
     “That’s the way it looks to me, from the outside.” 
 
     “That ought to be interesting to watch.” 
 
     “It will be that. I’ve got a medevac homing on your comm.” 
 
     “I better get started out of the woods, then. Wilson out.” 
 
     “Branham out.” 
 
     I put away my comm, and said, “Bring him, George.” 
 
     “On it, Boss.” 
 
     We made our way back to the edge of the woods. There was an ambulance ship sitting there, waiting on us. It looked like someone had been watching the original Star Trek. The medbot standing behind it said, “Morning, Boss. You’ve got some work for us?” 
 
     “George does. This is Sam, and he has more of a thirst than is healthy. Anything else you might catch when you put him in the box is just gravy.” 
 
     “Understood. We’ll take him to the Aldrin, and care for him there.” 
 
     “Captain Branham is planning on shipping him to Charlie’s?” 
 
     “Unless there’s a good reason to believe he can’t make it there, after he wakes up.” 
 
     “Sounds reasonable. Thanks for coming out this morning.” 
 
     “No sweat, Boss. We haven’t had much to do, lately.” 
 
     “I thought you folks were helping Andre and the Marines.” 
 
     “We are, but Andre has figured out how to respond to some of the calls more quickly, and that keeps down the injuries that can’t be handled locally.” 
 
     “I see. Sounds like he’s making good progress. I better let you get back to work. Fly safe.” 
 
     “You, too, Boss.” 
 
     George came out of the ship, and said, “I think I need to find the pressure washer.” 
 
     Ringo said, “I think so, too. I’ll watch the Boss, go ahead.” 
 
     George took off, and Ringo said, “Since I’m by myself, Boss, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t get into too much trouble.” 
 
     “I’ll see what I can do about that, but I’m not making any promises.” 
 
   

 

  “All I can ask.” 
 
     We headed back to the house. Lyla saw me come around the corner, and said, “That dog must have been full.” 
 
     “Nope. His pop came by to help us with a little problem. If the wind had shifted, Snitz could have found it himself.” 
 
     “Is that what that ship was about?” 
 
     “Yep. A friend of Hannah’s, who needs a little help. We’re hoping we can get him into shape to help with the new settlement.” 
 
     “New settlement?” 
 
     “Oops. Forgot who I was talking to. I don’t suppose you could forget I said that, could you?” 
 
     “Afraid not, Bob. I will respect your wishes, if you don’t think I need to know any more about it, though.” 
 
     “Thanks.” 
 
     “We better head in. I think breakfast is nearly ready.” 
 
     “You’re not going to bail on us this morning?” 
 
     “That was your doing, Bob. I didn’t miss breakfast on purpose.” 
 
     “I know. Still, it’s fun to wind you up.” 
 
     “You’ve been hanging out with your wife too much. You’re picking up her bad habits.” 
 
     “Could be.” 
 
     When we were ready to eat, Janet asked, “What was all the fuss out back about, Dad?” 
 
     “Oh, just somebody with the wrong idea about applying for treatment. I got him headed in the right direction.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Who was it?” 
 
     “Hannah’s friend, Sam.” 
 
     Milly said, “She said he used to be a nice guy, before he got out where he could get ahold of liquor.” 
 
     I replied, “He seemed nice enough, but I was sure glad that George volunteered to carry him back.” 
 
     Gus asked, “Why is that, Dad?” 
 
     “Well, I don’t think he has someone like Julie to make sure he takes his shower every day.” 
 
     Becky asked, “You mean he was stinky?” 
 
     “He went past stinky like it was sitting still, Little Girl. He would have peeled paint.” 
 
     Gus asked, “Won’t that tear up the ship they hauled him away on?” 
 
     “They all use that fancy anodizing process that Topper thought up. If it will take reentry heat, I think it will stand the smell of a drunk.” 
 
     “Probably.” 
 
     We finished eating, and Gus asked, “Are you busy this morning, Dad?” 
 
     “I don’t know of anything. Why do you ask?” 
 
     “You know why, Dad.” 
 
     Janet said, “I’ll go driving with him, if you have other things to do, Dad.” 
 
     “You wouldn’t mind?” 
 
     “Nope. It looked like you two were having fun, when we got back from town yesterday.” 
 
     “Go for it, then.” They headed out, and it wasn’t long before we heard Gus’ cart and the side-by-side start up. 
 
     Nikki asked, “Do you think they will be alright?” 
 
     “I would have gone myself, if I thought they would have problems. You know how good a pilot Janet is. What makes you think she would be more reckless driving?” 
 
     “You’re right, Caveman. I just seem to feel more like a mother, lately.” 
 
     “Have you checked your implant?” 
 
     “Yes, Caveman. After the last time, I set up a program on my watch to check it twice a day, and I do random manual checks, too.” 
 
     “Must be Jimmy heading out, then.” 
 
     “That’s what I figured.” 
 
     Milly said, “It’s got everyone in an uproar, I think.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “You two got pretty close, working out together, didn’t you?” 
 
     “We did. Niner-Deuce set it up so that it was us against him, so it was really part of the training.” 
 
     I asked, “What are you going to do, when we go back to the black, now that you don’t have anyone to train with?” 
 
     “I’m sure Niner-Deuce will think of something. He always does.” 
 
     “He’s good help.” 
 
     Nikki said, “He sure is. He’s worked wonders with Jimmy.” 
 
     “How do you mean, Space Cadet?” 
 
     “Jimmy is so much more mature than he was when he came to live with us.” 
 
     Milly said, “I don’t think that was all Niner-Deuce, Ma’am.” 
 
     “How do you mean, Milly?” 
 
     “Tio Robert had a thing or two to do with it, I think.” 
 
     “The Caveman? You think so?” 
 
     “I do, Ma’am.” 
 
     “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. How come he gets to be ‘Tio’, and I still have to be ‘Ma’am’?” 
 
     “I hadn’t thought about it. How would you feel about ‘Tia’?” 
 
     “Better than ‘Ma’am’, that’s for sure.” 
 
     “I’ll try and remember. Do I get popped with the Towel of Death if I forget?” 
 
     “Not for a first offense, anyway.” 
 
     I said, “She’s gotten good with that thing. I wouldn’t make a second offense, if I were you.” 
 
     Milly replied, “It’s not just that. She’s gotten accurate, too. I saw her turning the lights off and on with it.” 
 
     “Yowsa! We’re all in a world of hurt.” 
 
     “I was hoping you had some miracle cure that was going to bail us out, Tio.” 
 
     “Not this time.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Oh, come on, you two. It’s not that terrible, is it?” 
 
     It seemed like we had practiced it, but of course, we hadn’t. In unison, we said, “Yes, yes it is.” 
 
     Nikki shook her head. “You’re contributing to the delinquency of this one, too?” 
 
     “Oh, no, dear. She was like that when I found her. Vandalism, hitchhiking, all that kind of stuff.” 
 
     Milly looked at me like I had kicked her puppy. “Just because it’s true, you didn’t have to bring it up, did you?” 
 
     I pointed at Nikki. “I’m more afraid of her, than I am of you.” 
 
     “Good answer, dangit!” 
 
     Nikki asked, “What are we going to do this morning? Just stand around and give one another grief?” 
 
     Becky said, “That sounds good. I like to watch.” When we finished tickling her, she decided maybe she didn’t like to watch as much as she had first thought. 
 
     I said, “There’s always Frisbee.” 
 
     Milly said, “That sounds good. Let’s do that. I’ll find Alice. She likes to chase a Frisbee.” 
 
     “Good idea.” 
 
     We wound up in the front yard throwing a Frisbee around. Nicole rolled up, and hollered out her window, “Hey, Boss, have you seen Canni?” 
 
     “He was here this morning. I haven’t seen him since, but I haven’t been looking for him, either.” 
 
     “What was he doing here this morning?” 
 
     “Finding the drunk in the woods.” 
 
     “The Marines couldn’t handle that?” 
 
     “I’m not sure why they didn’t find him first. I should ask about that, I guess.” 
 
     George faded in beside me. “I asked about that, Boss. They said he didn’t have anything but an old pocketknife, and he appeared harmless. They didn’t think you would want them to hassle him just for being in the Holler.” 
 
     “That sounds about right. When were they figuring to tell me he was there?” 
 
     “When he woke up.” 
 
     “Good enough.” I looked at Nicole. “Does that answer your questions?” 
 
     “All except how Canni figured out he was needed.” 
 
     “Well, if he was anywhere downwind of that guy, I know how he found him. Other than that, I couldn’t tell you much.” 
 
     Canni must have heard Nicole talking, because he wandered out from behind the house. He saw she was in her truck, and took a few running steps. She saw what he was up to, and leaned as far back in her seat as she could. He sailed through the window, and settled into the shotgun seat. Nicole said, “Well, that answers that. He must have gotten tired, and waited for a ride home.” 
 
     “Sure looks that way. Anything else I can help you with this morning?” 
 
     “There is one thing. I got a strange request from one of the Marines this morning.” 
 
     “I’m going to need more than that. We’ve got some pretty strange Marines.” 
 
     “He asked if I had any people who would be interested in advanced tactical training, when we ship out again. I thought the Marines took care of all that kind of work.” 
 
     The light came on, and I asked, “Would this Marine have been Niner-Deuce, by any chance?” 
 
     “That sounds familiar, Boss. Let me check.” She got out her comm, and looked up the message. “Sure enough, Boss. It’s from Niner-Deuce. What does that mean?” 
 
     “It means he’s trying to solve his problem of only having one student, and no way to teach group tactics.” 
 
     “One student?” 
 
     Milly stuck up her hand, and said, “Guilty as charged, your honor.” 
 
     Nicole looked at Milly. “You’re one of those cadets that gets run all over the ship, and worked out mercilessly, aren’t you?” 
 
     “The only one, since Jimmy has left the fleet for other opportunities.” 
 
     “I understand, now. I’ll have to keep a few details from the recruits, since they’ve all seen what he puts you two through. It would do some of them good, though. Heck, I might even sign up. I’ve seen you do things I wish I could do.” 
 
     “The more the merrier, Ma’am.” 
 
     “Don’t you mean, the more cadets he has, the less attention Niner-Deuce can pay to you?” 
 
     “That could be closer to the truth, now that you mention it. We always had it easier, when Matt and Waddle were with us.” 
 
     “Do I want to know what happened to them?” 
 
     “Matt went off with his grandpa on a scout, and Waddle is with his mom on Charlie’s.” 
 
     “So, no deaths in the program?” 
 
     “Jimmy has come in from runs looking like death warmed over a few times, but he always bounced back.” 
 
     “Sounds about par for the course. I’ll make sure you have some company, when we ship out again.” 
 
     She turned her truck around, and headed home. Canni stuck his head up level with the window, and nodded at me, as they pulled away. Milly asked, “Did he just nod his head at you?” 
 
     “That’s what it looked like to me. I was kinda hoping I imagined it.” 
 
     “I don’t think you were, Tio.” 
 
     “Hmm…does that mean I need to bump Nicole’s pay to cover his expenses, or do I have to pay him as an employee?” 
 
     “What do you mean, Tio?” 
 
     “If he’s that smart, keeping him around without paying him is at the very least, borderline slavery. I need to be paying him.” 
 
     Nikki said, “You really think so, Caveman?” 
 
     “You didn’t see him nod?” 
 
     “I did. I’m like you, I was hoping I imagined it.” 
 
     “I don’t think so.” 
 
     We went back to our Frisbee, but I have to admit I had trouble concentrating. When Nikki managed to hit me upside the head, she asked, “Where’s your mind, Caveman? Still worried about Canni?” 
 
     “Yep. I wish I had a better way to communicate with him, and get some idea just how smart he is.” 
 
     “You could ask Jossi, couldn’t you?” 
 
     “I have a feeling that Jossi not knowing just how smart he was might have been the reason he ran off in the first place.” 
 
     “You mean you think Jossi treated him like a dog, and he thought he deserved better?” 
 
     “I think it’s possibility, sure enough. Until I figure out a better way to talk to him, I won’t be able to be sure.” 
 
     “So, you’re standing here trying to figure it out, instead of enjoying Frisbee?” 
 
     “Guilty as charged, your honor.” 
 
     “It’s about time we started some lunch, anyway. I’m not sure if we should let you loose in the kitchen, as distracted as you are.” 
 
     Milly said, “It’s about his turn, isn’t it?” 
 
     Nikki replied, “It sure is. Are you willing to risk it?” 
 
     “I think so. He usually pays attention to his cooking.” 
 
     I said, “Okay, you two. Give me a minute to make a comm call, and I’ll start some lunch. One of you needs to call Janet, and get those two headed back this way.” 
 
     Milly said, “I can take care of that.” 
 
     I got out my comm, and called Nicole. “Need something, Boss?” 
 
     “Peace of mind, mostly. Does Canni strike you as being more than just a dog?” 
 
     “How do you mean, Boss?” 
 
     “Well, he raised his head and nodded at me, when you were driving off a while ago. He seems to be smarter than a dog has any right to be.” 
 
     “That he does. Why does that worry you, Boss?” 
 
     “Is he smart enough that I need to pay him more than room and board? It seems to me that we’re getting awfully close to slavery, keeping him without paying him.” 
 
     “Well, Boss, I hadn’t thought about it that way before, but I can see what you mean. On the other hand, what use is he going to have for money?” 
 
     “That’s his business, as far as I can see. The bots manage to find things to spend their pay on, even though we provide them with all the maintenance they need.” 
 
     “You’re saying he should have the choice, even if he lets most of it sit in an account, like the bots do?” 
 
     “That’s what I’m saying, sure enough.” 
 
     “Well, Matilda and I try to let him do what he wants. It always seems to come out well. I’m not sure what else we can do. He gets his point across, if he has something important to say.” 
 
     “What I’m thinking is Jossi managed to do something to make him want to be on down the road. I’d rather that didn’t happen again.” 
 
     “Keep him happy, you mean?” 
 
     “If you can, anyway.” 
 
     “Like I said, we’re trying to do what he would like for us to do. Sometimes that’s hard to figure out, but we’re doing what we can.” 
 
     “Sounds good to me. Just wanted to make sure you were aware he’s not your average dog.” 
 
     “More Snitz than Snitz, and you thought I might get confused? What did I ever do to you, Boss?” 
 
     “Okay, I was being stupid. Sorry for the insult.” 
 
     “Nikki is right. It is fun to wind you up.” 
 
     “Ouch! Where did I leave that box of Matchmaker Bob action figures? I need to find you a man, so he can handle your crap.” 
 
     “The man that can handle my crap is yet to be born, Boss. They all run and hide.” 
 
     “No hope, you say?” 
 
     “Not so far.” 
 
     “Oh well. Get ahold of me or Joanna if you need anything.” 
 
     “Matilda is taking care of everything, Boss.” 
 
     “I guess she would be, wouldn’t she? I think I need another cup of coffee this morning.” 
 
     “Couldn’t hurt.” 
 
     “I better get off of here, and pretend I know what I’m doing. Have a good one.” 
 
     “You too, Boss.” 
 
     I put my comm away, and shook my head. Nikki asked, “What’s wrong, Caveman?” 
 
     “Nicole is almost as ornery as you.” 
 
     “Is that right?” 
 
     “I know where the house is, Space Cadet.” 
 
     “I know you do. I trust you, Caveman. You didn’t expect me to pass up the chance to give you a little crap, did you?” 
 
     “I don’t suppose I did.” I went in and started some lunch. Milly asked, “Want a hand, Tio?” 
 
     “Sure. Are you going to tell me about this Corporal you found?” 
 
     “He’s nice enough. Trying to get his head around BSR would be even worse than Brandi, though.” 
 
     “You got that right. Those Commonwealth types have a hard time believing that other folks can have good ideas.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Did I hear you Jonesing for a water fight, Caveman?” 
 
     “You must have misunderstood me, Dear. Surely I wouldn’t say anything like that.” 
 
     Milly said, “No, Tia. He’s not completely out of his mind.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “That does sound better than all that ‘Ma’am’ stuff. Thanks, Milly.” 
 
     “You’re welcome. I hadn’t thought about it, to tell you the truth.” 
 
     “No biggie. You don’t think the Caveman needs to feel the error in his ways?” 
 
     “I think you need to consider that he isn’t going to take something like that without retaliating.” 
 
     “You’re saying I might be about to bite off more than I can chew?” 
 
     “I’m saying it’s something you might want to consider, before you act.” 
 
     “Thanks for the advice.” I heard the towel in time to dodge, but it was a near thing. I dropped what I was working on, and grabbed a towel of my own. When I committed enough to pop Nikki, she was able to get me at the same time. Both of us made good hits, and she said, “I think you were right, Milly. That hurt.” 
 
     I said, “Yours was no love tap, Hon. Are we even?” 
 
     “Close enough, I guess. What’s for lunch?” 
 
     “I found some kielbasa in the fridge. Haven’t made up my mind what to make with it, yet.” 
 
     “Sounds good.” 
 
     Becky said, “Didn’t we have some leftover mashed potatoes, because you made enough for Jimmy?” 
 
     “Yes, we did, Little Girl. What is your e-ville plan?” 
 
     “Would it be too much trouble to make some of those potato cakes?” 
 
     “No, it would not. I just need to get the skillet hot enough to get a good crust on them. That’s what you want?” 
 
     “I like them, but Gus really likes them. He tries to get me not to eat mashed potatoes, so we have leftovers.” 
 
     “We can do that.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “What’s that gleam in your eye, Caveman?” 
 
     “I might have gone light on the mashed potatoes myself, a time or two, back when I lived with Mom.” 
 
     “Might have, you say? Should I call her and ask about it?” 
 
     “Whatever you think best, Dear.” 
 
     Gus and Janet came in, and went to get cleaned up. I fried up some green beans in bacon grease, to make it a balanced meal, more or less. Gus came out and saw the tater cakes. He said, “Thanks, Dad!” 
 
     I replied, “Your sister mentioned you like them. I thought I might as well.” 
 
     He looked over, and said, “Thanks, Reb.” 
 
     “You’re welcome, Aggie.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “You two have your own names for each other?” 
 
     Gus asked, “Is that a problem, Mom?” 
 
     “I don’t think so. I guess I just didn’t expect it.” 
 
     I said, “They’ve got their own language, and you didn’t expect nicknames?” 
 
     “It sounds kinda dumb when you put it that way, Caveman.” 
 
     “You said it, not me.” 
 
     “Let’s eat.” 
 
     After we got things cleaned up, Gus asked, “You wanna come driving, Dad?” 
 
     Milly said, “I can go with him, if you have something to do, Tio.” 
 
     “Would you mind?” 
 
     “Not at all.” 
 
     They took off, and Janet asked, “Did he wear you out yesterday?” 
 
     “Not really. I just feel like hanging around the house today.” 
 
     “Did you say you have a feeling, Dad?” 
 
     “No, I said I was lazy today, and didn’t want to go driving with Gus.” 
 
     George said, “It didn’t sound that way to me, Boss. Andre is upping the patrols.” 
 
     I shook my head, and my comm rang. I looked at the caller ID, and answered, “Hey, Son! What’s up?” 
 
     “The Blue Light Special is about ready to go to FTL. I thought I better say goodbye, before we left.” 
 
     “How are you settling into being plain?” 
 
     “It’s not too bad, yet, since we’re aboard ship. I’m sure it’ll be tougher, once we’re at Charlie’s.” 
 
     “You’ll get it. I have faith in you.” 
 
     “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
     “Did you want to talk to your mom? She’s standing right here.” 
 
     “If you don’t mind, that would be great.” 
 
     “No problem.” I handed the comm to Nikki, and went out on the porch to enjoy the afternoon. I was settling in, when Nikki brought me my comm. She said, “He sounds so grown up.” 
 
     “Headed off to pioneer a planet, he better be.” 
 
     “Do you think he’ll be alright?” 
 
     “Think about it, Space Cadet. There are a whole planet full of Squatch there, who think I’m some kind of hero. Do you really think they’re going to let my son come to harm?” 
 
     “No, they won’t. Morning Flower would have their hide for a doormat, if they did.” 
 
     “That’s for sure. We need to get out that way soon. I’ve got a crick in my back. One of her twirly hugs would be just what the doctor ordered.” 
 
     “What you get for carrying that big ol’ anvil all by yourself, just to impress those fellas.” 
 
     “What ever happened to sympathy, Dear?” 
 
     “Sympathy is for people who get hurt doing something that needs doing. Idiots doing things to be impressive can do without.” 
 
     “I see how you are. At least I won’t be there when they unload. Bugling Elk and his crew will probably play catch with that thing.” 
 
     “They would, wouldn’t they?” 
 
     “Probably.” 
 
     “What do you want to do this afternoon?” 
 
     “I don’t know. I have an expectation that the comm is going to ring any time now, and tell me what I ought to be taking care of, but I don’t know what that is.” 
 
     “We could walk down to the shop, and see what the band is up to.” 
 
     “Better not, at least not without calling ahead.” 
 
     “Why is that?” 
 
     “That would be telling, Space Cadet.” 
 
     “Really? They already started on a bigger Audi, then?” 
 
     “I’m nearly positive you could roll the tape back, and never find me admitting to that.” 
 
     “I’m nearly positive that is what you meant, even if you won’t admit it.” 
 
     “I guess I should check in with Saucy, and see what they found out about those two who showed up in Proud Mary.” 
 
     “You think they found out anything useful?” 
 
     “I doubt it, but I better check, just in case.” 
 
     “Wouldn’t you rather fly up, and see for yourself?” 
 
     “You’re wanting to get off the place, you say?” 
 
     “Well, now that you mention it.” 
 
     “You could always take Janet and go shopping. With the Audi, you could go to stores you haven’t even seen before.” 
 
     “I’ve had enough shopping for a while, but a drive in the Audi does sound like fun. Becky will be disappointed she doesn’t get to go, though.” 
 
     A small voice said through the screen door, “No, Mommy. I have work to do. Can you help me with something before you leave, though?” 
 
     Nikki replied, “Of course. What do you need?” 
 
     “I started writing another game, like Daddy suggested, but I don’t know how to get it to do something.” 
 
     “Show me what you’ve got.” They went in the house, and I watched the world go by for a bit. Snitz came and bumped my hand, and I gave him pets. I figured he would lay down, but he bumped my hand again, and walked away. When I didn’t follow, he came back and bumped my hand again. I followed him, and he headed for the pond, where Milly and Gus were driving. He was pretty concerned when I went back after the truck, instead of walking with him, but I figured that if somebody needed something, I needed to get there as quickly as I could. I met Gus coming toward the house. He stopped, and so did I. He said, “Milly is hurt, Dad. The side-by-side won’t handle everything this thing will. She tipped over, and her arm is caught under it.” 
 
     “On my way. Go to the house and have your mom call in a medevac, please.” 
 
     “On it, Dad.” He took off, as fast as his cart would go. I headed toward where they had been playing, and soon enough I saw the side-by-side tipped over. I stopped the truck, and went over to see what needed to be done. Milly’s arm was sure enough caught. She said, “Maybe I wasn’t the best choice for this duty, Tio.” 
 
     “Don’t worry about it. We’ll get you out of here. With a few hours in the box, you’ll be good as new.” 
 
     “You’re just saying that to make me calm down.” 
 
     “Nope. I’m sincerely hoping it’s true. I don’t even want to deal with your grandma, if I got you hurt.” 
 
     She managed a giggle, and asked, “How do you figure to get this thing off my arm, Tio?” 
 
     “Well, the top looks solidly built, I would think George and Ringo could both help me lift it off you. By that time, the on-call ambulance should be here, or close to it. They’ll be able to get you sorted out to go in the box.” 
 
     “That all sounds good. It’s gonna hurt though, isn’t it?” 
 
     “I think you could risk money on that one. We’re far enough from the house that you can holler, if you feel the need.” 
 
     “I’ll remember that.” 
 
     I got a good grip, and asked, “Are you ready, fellas?” 
 
     George said, “Whenever you are, Boss.” 
 
     “Let’s do it, then.” I started pulling, and I felt the two of them start, as well. It wasn’t long before Ringo said, “Steady it right there, Boss. I’ll go around and let it down easy.” 
 
     I replied, “We’ve got it. Go.” 
 
     Ringo let go of the side we were lifting, and went around to the other side. He got a grip, and said, “Okay, Boss. Let it start down.” 
 
     Between George and me trying to slow its fall, and Ringo holding it up, we were able to get it on its wheels without too much trouble. Milly was moaning by then. I looked at her arm, and said, “Broken, sure enough.” 
 
     I started to get her harness undone, and George said, “Boss, the ambulance is thirty seconds out. You might as well leave that.” 
 
     “They will have to do it after they get here, anyway. Might as well get it out of the way. Those few seconds might be important, you know.” 
 
     “Okay, Boss. Just don’t try to get her out of there by yourself. No telling what kind of injuries she has.” 
 
     “You haven’t scanned her yet?” 
 
     “I have, but I don’t have the right knowledge package to figure out just what the scans mean. I sent them on to the ambulance crew, and all they were willing to say was that she shouldn’t be moved before they got here.” 
 
     “Understood. I won’t monkey with her.” 
 
     Milly asked, “What’s the big deal? I broke my arm.” 
 
     George said, “It looks like you may have broken a rib or two, as well. Sit still, and be patient.” 
 
     She didn’t have to do that for very long. The ambulance landed, and two medbots came out of the back, gently moving George and me out of the way. One of them said, “Thanks for the scans, George.” 
 
     The other said, “We’re going to pull the steering wheel, Boss. She’s not pinned, but it will make it easier to get her out, without aggravating her injuries. Ozzie is on his way to put things back together, and take this rig to the shop to be looked over.” 
 
     “Sounds like a good plan.” 
 
     They wound up taking the seat loose as well, so that they could bring her out seat and all. Once they had her clear, they moved her to a gurney, and said, “We’re headed to the Gene, Boss. Dixie will get in touch with a better report once we know how long it will take to get her vertical again.” 
 
     “Good enough. Hang tough, Miles. You’re in good hands, now.” 
 
     “Will do, Boss.” 
 
     The medbots loaded her up, and the ship lifted out. Ozzie showed up, and asked, “How did she manage to flip this thing? I thought they were pretty stable.” 
 
     I replied, “Don’t know that, Ozzie. I didn’t get here until it was all over. Maybe we can figure something out from the tracks.” 
 
     He looked around, and said, “Well, Boss, it looks like she tried to make a sharp turn in the middle of coming down that hill, and that’s what flipped it. Why she would do that, I don’t know.” 
 
     “I’ll ask, when she’s out of the box. Maybe Gus can shine some light on it, he was here.” 
 
     “I doubt that, Boss. When I saw them earlier, Milly was following Gus around, getting the hang of where he has been driving. My guess would be that he was out in front of her, and didn’t see a thing.” 
 
     Ozzie started putting things back together, and George said, “Boss, there’s something over here you might want to look at.” 
 
     I went over, and saw what George was pointing at. It was a tiny deer track, and it looked fresh. He said, “There’s no way to know exactly how old this is, but if a fawn jumped up in front of her, that would explain her turning in a bad spot.” 
 
     “It sure would, George. I wonder why she didn’t mention it, if that’s what caused the accident?” 
 
     “That sounds like an organic problem, Boss.” 
 
     “You think so, huh?” 
 
     “I sure do, Boss.” 
 
     “You could be right about that. It’s a better explanation than anything else so far.” 
 
     Ozzie finished up, and started the side-by-side. Once he had moved it forward a little, I saw that the tracks from before the accident looked odd. I waved George over, and asked, “Does that look like she felt it coming over, and tried to turn back down the hill?” 
 
     “I think so, Boss. The ground right here was too soft for her to get the traction she needed, and the wheel dug in, instead of rolling down the hill like she needed it to.” 
 
     “That’s the way I read it, George. Looks to me like she got a run of bad luck. She probably thinks if she had been a little quicker, she could have gotten it back, and saved all the fuss.” 
 
     “Could be, Boss. Like I said, it sounds like an organic problem to me.” 
 
     “I think Ozzie has the right idea. Let’s head back to the house.” 
 
     “After you, Boss.” 
 
     I climbed into the truck, and headed that way. I felt George and Ringo land in the back. I wondered why they had waited to get aboard until I was moving, but I figured they must have their reasons. I parked the truck, and headed for the house. Gus was waiting on the porch. He came running, and asked, “Is Milly okay, Dad?” 
 
     “She’s going to be fine. She broke her arm, and maybe a couple of ribs. Nothing the box can’t fix.” 
 
     “What happened? I was driving, like always, and when I looked around, she was under the side-by-side.” 
 
     “As near as George and I could tell, a deer jumped up in front of her, and she swerved to avoid it. When she tried to steer back down the hill, her front wheel hit a soft spot, and sank in, so she rolled instead of being able to steer out of the problem. Just bad luck, it looks like. We’ll know more when she’s out of the box, and can tell us what happened.” 
 
     Nikki and Janet had come onto the porch, and Nikki asked, “She didn’t say before they hauled her off?” 
 
     “She didn’t. From the looks of the tracks, I would say she was probably thinking she should have been fast enough to sort it out, without rolling the UTV.” 
 
     Janet asked, “You don’t think she could have?” 
 
     “I think she had it, up to the point when her front wheel sank into a soft spot. Must be a spring right there, or something that keeps the ground wet.” 
 
     Nikki said, “You think she handled it as well as she could have?” 
 
     “I wasn’t there, so I couldn’t say for sure, but it looks to me like she did everything she could to get out of the situation she found herself in.” 
 
     Janet asked, “What do you mean, situation, Dad?” 
 
     “We found tracks that looked like a young deer may have run in front of her, suddenly. It was probably taking a nap in the grass, and suddenly woke up from the noise of them driving. Without knowing it was there until it was too late, she didn’t have much of a chance.” 
 
     Janet replied, “You better be there to tell her that when she wakes up, Dad. I’m sure she thinks she did something stupid.” 
 
     “From the looks of the scene, I don’t think I could have done any better. Maybe not as well.” 
 
     Gus raised his head up, from where he was buried in my chest. “Now I understand why Ozzie put in those straps to keep my arms inside, if I had a wreck. Will Milly be okay?” 
 
     “They took her to Dixie. What do you think?” 
 
     “Dixie will fix her up. She always does.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Do you know how long she’s going to be in the box, Caveman?” 
 
     “I didn’t hear anyone say. I wouldn’t think too long, though. Broken bones usually aren’t too hard for it to fix, and nobody mentioned anything worse than that.” 
 
     George faded in, and said, “Dixie says tomorrow morning, unless the box finds something it hasn’t yet, and she doesn’t think that’s very likely.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Thanks, George.” 
 
     “No problem, Ma’am.” He faded out. 
 
     Gus said, “I feel bad about getting her hurt, Dad.” 
 
     “I don’t think it was your fault, Short Round. The evidence points to some bad circumstances adding up to a bad outcome. Not much you could have done about that.” 
 
     “I guess. She wouldn’t have been out there, if it wasn’t for me.” 
 
    Nikki said, “It’s like your dad said, it was an accident. You know the company motto, don’t you?” 
 
     “I do, Mom. You mean that was our shepherd teaching us to be stronger?” 
 
     “I do.” 
 
     “I guess. It still feels like my fault.” 
 
     Janet asked, “What could you have done to keep it from happening? I don’t mean not going in the first place, but after you were out there driving.” 
 
     “I can’t think of any way I could have done things different. That’s what bothers me. I don’t know how to keep it from happening to someone else.” 
 
     “You can’t control everything, little brother. Sometimes things just happen.” 
 
     “I don’t have to like it, do I?” 
 
     I said, “No, you don’t. That doesn’t necessarily mean you can do anything about it, though.” 
 
     He looked unsatisfied with that, but he didn’t say any more. We went into the living room, and watched some TV. Gus sat in my lap. Once he got into the show, he relaxed. The commercial came on, and he perked up. “Dad, I think you were right. I saw something running into the woods out of the corner of my eye, when I looked back to see what was going on with Milly, and saw she had turned over. Do you think I saw the deer?” 
 
     “Sounds that way.” 
 
     Soon enough, it was time for the twins to go to bed. Becky read, and I kissed them goodnight. I told Gus, “Milly will be back in the morning, good as new. Nothing to worry about, okay?” 
 
     “I’ll try not to worry, Dad. I don’t want to promise you anything.” 
 
     “Good enough. Try and get some sleep.” 
 
     “I’ll try, Dad.” Julie met me in the hall, after I closed the door. She asked, “Do you think he needs something to help him sleep, Boss?” 
 
     “Let’s let him try on his own, first. If that doesn’t work, we’ll think again.” 
 
     “Good enough, Boss. I’ve got some sedatives that are gentle enough for kids, if you decide he needs it.” 
 
     “I’ll keep that in mind. I expect he’ll wind up in bed with Nikki and me before the night is over, though.” 
 
     “You wouldn’t mind that?” 
 
     “It’s the way us silly organics have been doing it for a lot of years, Julie. It may not be the most convenient, but it works.” 
 
     “Understood.” 
 
     I collected Snitz, and headed out to patrol the yard. As I stepped off the porch, I thought of something I had forgotten to do. I pulled out my comm, and called Alice. “This is Alice, what can I do for you today?” 
 
     “Refrain from ripping my head off, if you can.” 
 
     “Oh, hi, Admiral. What’s happened to Milly?” 
 
     “She had an accident, driving one of our vehicles. She had some broken bones, but the medbots expect her to be out of the autodoc by morning.” 
 
     “Accident, you say? How do you mean?” 
 
     “Well, I haven’t heard what she has to say, yet, but from the clues we found at the scene, I think I may have a pretty good idea. She was driving down a hill, when an animal jumped in front of her. She swerved to avoid it, and had the situation under control, until one of her wheels sank into a soft patch of ground. That was the last straw, and caused the vehicle she was driving to overturn. Her arm was caught under the vehicle, and one of the bots said he thought she had broken a couple of ribs in the crash.” 
 
     “How did she come to be driving?” 
 
     “She was having fun with my younger son.” 
 
     “Is he alright?” 
 
     “He was in a different vehicle. He’s learning to drive, and we don’t like him going out without supervision. Milly was kind enough to volunteer.” 
 
     “I think I understand. Why did you think you should call me before she got out of the box, and cleared things up?” 
 
     “I’d rather you heard it from me, than somewhere else.” 
 
     “And it took you so long to call because?” 
 
     “I’ve been busy comforting my son. He thinks it was his fault she got hurt.” 
 
     “Understandable, even if it isn’t true.” 
 
     “Why do I get the feeling I wasn’t the first to tell you about this?” 
 
     “Because Milly called me before they put her in the autodoc. She thinks it was her fault.” 
 
     “I can see how she might think that, but if I’m reading the evidence right, I don’t think anyone could have driven out of the situation she found herself in.” 
 
     “Not even you, with your sped up reflexes?” 
 
     “I don’t think so. She did everything right, and then her front tire sank in the mud. From the looks of it, there wouldn’t have been any way to see that coming.” 
 
     “That’s kind of you to say, Admiral. Thanks for calling, even if Milly beat you to it.” 
 
     “You’re welcome, Ma’am. How is Charlie’s treating you?” 
 
     “Well, it’s a nice place to live, but I’m not entirely accustomed to all the technology, yet.” 
 
     “There are some folks headed that way that you may get along with better, then.” 
 
     “Oh?” 
 
     “A religious sect that doesn’t believe in all the modern conveniences. They were having trouble buying enough land to live the way they wanted to, here.” 
 
     “They sound interesting. I wonder if they have many single men?” 
 
     “I wouldn’t know about that, Ma’am. You’ve decided that the male of the species isn’t all bad, then?” 
 
     “More like I would be willing to be convinced, if some fella was to present a good argument.” 
 
     “Still, that sounds like a long ways from where your head was at, when we met.” 
 
     “It is that. When will you be out this way again, Admiral?” 
 
     “Truthfully, I don’t know. Captain Branham will be there in a few days. Is there something you’re needing?” 
 
     “Just a visit from Milly, I guess. Everything else I can grow, or buy at the store.” 
 
     “Glad to hear it. I better get off this thing. Nikki is waiting for me.” 
 
     “I thought you knew better than to keep a woman waiting, Admiral.” 
 
     “I do my best, Ma’am. Be safe.” 
 
     “You too, Admiral.” 
 
     I put my comm away, and Snitz had taken care of his business on his own, so we went back in. I locked up, and got ready for bed. Nikki asked, “Where have you been, Caveman? Did Snitz find something?” 
 
     “Nope. I remembered I hadn’t told Alice about Milly getting hurt. Turns out it didn’t matter, Milly had called her before they put her in the box.” 
 
     “Still, it’s better you called. You wouldn’t want Alice thinking you didn’t care about her.” 
 
     “I surely would not.” 
 
     She had thrown a liplock on me, when little feet came through the door. I came up for air, and asked, “Trouble sleeping, Short Round?” 
 
     “Yeah, Dad. Any chance I could snuggle with you two?” 
 
     Nikki said, “Of course. Climb on up.” 
 
     We held him, and he drifted off. We did likewise, and it didn’t seem long at all before Snitz decided it was time to start a new day. Gus wasn’t as easy to slip away from as his mother, and he roused up. I whispered, “You don’t have to get up yet. Go back to sleep. I need to walk Snitz.” 
 
     “Okay, Dad.” 
 
     He closed his eyes, and I went on about my business. We nearly finished our patrol before the ambulance dropped Milly in the driveway. She walked over to us, and said, “Well, that was stupid. Are you going to get Joanna to pull my license?” 
 
     “Well, I think you’re being too hard on yourself. The way I read the tracks, you almost had it taken care of, until you lost that front wheel in the spring.” 
 
     “Is that what happened? I knew I was making progress getting it straightened out after I dodged that little deer, and then I wasn’t. I wasn’t sure how that happened.” 
 
     “Sure enough, there was a spring out there in the middle of the field, just running enough to keep the ground soft. You just happened to hit it exactly right to mess up your whole day. The only way I can think of that you would have known to look out for it is if you had crawled the whole field, looking for obstacles. I don’t see how you can hold yourself responsible for that. Gus thinks it was his fault, for asking you to come out there with him.” 
 
     “And you’re worrying, because it happened on your watch.” 
 
     “Why do you say that?” 
 
     “I called Grandma when I got out of the box this morning, and she mentioned that she had spoken with you last night.” 
 
     “I should have gotten ahold of her sooner, but I was busy trying to calm Gus down.” 
 
     “She understood that. Do you think we could start some breakfast? I had a bar on the way down, but I’m still hungry.” 
 
     “Let’s do that.” 
 
     We went into the house, and got some breakfast cooking. While we were at it, I asked, “What all did they find, once they got you in the box?” 
 
     “My arm, and two ribs, just like George said. You all were gentle enough getting me out that nothing inside got punctured.” 
 
     “Glad to hear that.” 
 
     “All I have left is the painful part.” 
 
     “How do you mean? I don’t think folks are going to give you that much crap.” 
 
     “Oh, that’s not a problem. I can hold my own with them.” 
 
     “Then what?” 
 
     “Brandi tried to get ahold of me, after I went in the box. I need to call her this morning. She’ll be fit to be tied, I have no doubt.” 
 
     “Why would that be? What you were doing when you got hurt had nothing to do with high tech. It could have happened to anyone.” 
 
    “I know that, and you know that. She’s going to be wound about it, I have no doubt. She seems to think she should have a say in what I do.” 
 
     “Did you ever consider that she’s just looking for something to be upset about?” 
 
     “What do you mean, Tio?” 
 
     “Some people like to keep things stirred up. It could be that she’s one of them.” 
 
     “What would she get out of that?” 
 
     “Don’t ask me, I never figured it out. It does kinda sound like she’s trying to keep you in the doghouse, though.” 
 
     “Hmm...you don’t suppose she’s trying to control me that way, do you?” 
 
     “Couldn’t tell you for sure, I don’t know her that well. It does sound like a possibility, though.” 
 
     By the time we had breakfast ready to eat, the rest of the tribe had filtered out. When Gus made it out, he went over and hugged Milly’s leg. He said, “I’m sorry I got you hurt.” 
 
     She replied, “I don’t think it was you, Short Round. Your Dad thinks, and I think too, that there wasn’t any way we could have seen that spring before I buried the front wheel in it.” 
 
     “You’re not mad?” 
 
     “Why would I be mad at you? You took me out to have fun. It wasn’t your fault that deer jumped in front of me.” 
 
     “Thanks.” 
 
     “No problem. You want to go again, after breakfast?” 
 
     “Maybe. I may have something else to do.” 
 
     Gus went to sit down. Milly looked over at me, and I winked at her. She smiled. While we were eating, Nikki asked, “What are we up to today, Caveman?” 
 
     “I thought you were going for a drive today.” 
 
     “I didn’t get to that yesterday, did I?” 
 
     “Nope.” 
 
     Becky said, “Even I could see that one, Daddy. What are you up to?” 
 
     “Well, Agent One and a Quarter, I don’t think you have a need to know.” 
 
     “Daddy!” 
 
     “You’ll find out soon enough, Little Girl.” 
 
     “Okay, I guess.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “I think I know what’s going on. You were with him earliest, Milly. Did he get a call from Topper?” 
 
     “Not that I saw, Tia.” 
 
     “I still think I know what’s going on.” 
 
     I asked, “What’s that, Space Cadet?” 
 
     “I think the band finished my new car.” 
 
     “You think?” 
 
     “Did I ever mention how easy you are to get along with, Caveman? How you never aggravate me?” 
 
     “Not that I recall. Are you wanting to do that now?” 
 
     “Not at all, Caveman. Not at all.” 
 
     “I see.” 
 
     Nikki got up to put her dishes by the sink, and looked out the kitchen window. “Oh! I see it! It’s beautiful!” 
 
     I looked at Gus. “Sounds like we get to do the dishes, while they go try the car out.” 
 
     “It sure does, Dad. I’ll get my step stool.” 
 
     The ladies headed out, and we got on the dishes. We got finished before they got back, and Gus asked, “Do you want to go driving, Dad?” 
 
     “Let’s go down to the shop, and see if they’re done with the side-by-side.” 
 
     We stepped off the porch, and our answer was sitting there waiting on us. The side-by-side looked good as new. I climbed in, and said, “Go get your cart, then. We’ll see if I can have as good a wreck as Milly.” 
 
     Gus said, “That’s not funny, Dad. Drive careful.” 
 
     “Will do.” 
 
     We had fun, until the new Audi came in over us, and Janet leaned out the window to point us toward the house. We did as we were instructed, and headed in. Once we had our rigs put away, we headed up to the house. Nikki was standing in front of the house, beaming. “I like it, Caveman! I like it a lot. It’s even better than the other one. Do you guys want a ride?” 
 
     Gus said, “Yes, Mom! That sounds like fun.” 
 
     I said, “Sure. I’m curious what all the band got up to this time.” 
 
     Nikki said, “I think they may have had some help from Sally, this time.” 
 
     “That thing has FTL?” 
 
     “It does. I wouldn’t want to try to get to Charlie’s in it, but it’s fine for messing around in the system. No flash at all. Smooth as anything.” 
 
     “Sounds great. Let’s see.” 
 
     Gus got in the back seat, and strapped himself into the carseat. Nikki said, “There are a pair of those, and they retract into the regular seats, when they aren’t needed.” 
 
     “Cool. You’ll have to do something nice for Ruth.” 
 
     “I sure will.” 
 
     She lifted us out, and called Springfield. They had tourists for us to amuse, of course. The Captain said, “Another new rig? How big a fleet do you have, Admiral?” 
 
     “Big enough, that’s for sure. The band got bored, and built my wife a new ride. The old one didn’t have a back seat, and she couldn’t bring the kids.” 
 
     “That would be bad. He looks to be having a good time.” 
 
     I looked, and Gus was waving at everyone on the plane. “He does, doesn’t he. He’s usually kinda shy.” 
 
     “You never know what’s going to catch their imagination.” 
 
     “I guess not. We better get out of your way, Captain. Fly safe.” 
 
     “You too, Admiral.” 
 
     The line went dead, and Nikki took us straight up. Once she was out of controlled airspace, she started having fun. After a few minutes, I asked, “Just how many gees will this thing pull, before we feel anything?” 
 
     “I’m not sure. I haven’t had it past fifteen, yet.” 
 
    “Is it as fast as the other one?” 
 
     “In atmosphere, you mean?” 
 
     “That was what I was thinking. You already said it can go FTL, in the black.” 
 
     “I wouldn’t want to find out, over the U.S. That causes too much fuss. The Pacific, you think?” 
 
     “Might work. Do you have some way to stay away from the commercial flights?” 
 
     “There’s a gadget here that seems to know where all the aircraft are. See if you can zoom out with it, and get the whole Southern Pacific.” 
 
     I fiddled with it, and got the view she wanted. She found a wide path that didn’t have any flights, and said, “I like the looks of that spot. What do you think, Caveman?” 
 
     “Might not hurt to tell a few people what you’re up to, before you open it up, don’t you think?” 
 
     “You don’t want to surprise them again?” 
 
     “I don’t think that would be a good idea, do you?” 
 
     “Probably not. Your people seem to get jumpy about things like that.” 
 
     “All of a sudden Earth is ‘my people’ when they get inconvenient?” 
 
     “Of course. Is there another way that should work?” 
 
     “No, Dear. That’s the way it should work, Dear. You’re right as always, Dear.” 
 
     “You don’t have to be that way about it, Caveman.” 
 
     She worked for a minute or two, and said, “There you go. I’ve sent out notices to airmen and mariners in the area, and all the governments that might take offense. Am I clear to go suborbital to the test area?” 
 
     “I don’t see why not, if there aren’t any spacecraft in the way.” 
 
     “We pass close to the ISS, but I figured Gus would want to stop and wave at them, anyway.” 
 
     Gus said, “That sounds like fun, Mom.” 
 
     “Coming up.” 
 
     We slid in beside the ISS, and no one seemed to notice we were there. Nikki played with her watch, and set the frequency on the radio. She looked back, and asked, “You want the honors, Gus?” 
 
     “Really? I get to talk to the astronauts?” 
 
     “Go ahead.” 
 
     “ISS, this is B.S. Mom’s Taxi, holding station on your port side. Could we bother you for a wave?” 
 
     Nikki turned three or four shades of purple. “Mom’s Taxi? That’s what you called this beautiful ride? I’m going to get you, young man.” 
 
     “Mom’s Taxi, be advised, your mic is hot.” 
 
     She shook her head, and groaned. We looked out the windows, and saw the station crew in the windows. We waved at them, and they waved back. I recognized one of them. I asked, “Have any more tether trouble?” 
 
     He looked closer at us, and asked, “Is that you, Admiral?” 
 
     “Sure is. Nikki had to get something with a back seat. The twins were feeling left out.” 
 
     “Was that one of them on the radio?” 
 
     “Sure was. That’s Gus.” 
 
     “He sounds more mature than he looks.” 
 
     “That there is what you call a long story. Come to the Holler sometime when you’re clear to have a few beers.” 
 
     “I may have to take you up on that, Admiral.” 
 
     “Aw, c’mon. We’ve held hands and everything. You can call me Bob.” 
 
     “I’d like to call you something else, right about now.” 
 
     “Most folks do, sooner or later. Go ahead, you’ll feel better.” 
 
     “Asshole!” 
 
     “Feel better?” 
 
     “A little, I guess. You’re alright, Bob.” 
 
     “I try. Nice seeing you folks. Anything you need?” 
 
     “Hang on one, so we can get some pictures of your wife’s new ride. The folks back home want us to gather all the intel on your operations we can.” 
 
     “Sounds fair. You realize, of course, that I can’t be held responsible for any faces that Gus might make while you’re taking pictures, don’t you?” 
 
     “You drive a hard bargain, Bob. I think we can live with that.” 
 
     We hung around, and Gus did his level best, while they got the pictures they needed. Our astronaut friend came back on the radio. “I think we have what we need, Bob. Thanks. Could we ask where you’re off to?” 
 
     I replied, “South Pacific, for some test and evaluation on the new vehicle. Need to burn off some of that new car smell, don’t you know?” 
 
     “Sounds like fun. Fly safe.” 
 
     “You too.” 
 
     Nikki continued to our test zone. She asked, “How low should I go?” 
 
     “I dunno. Match the altitude you had over Arkansas.” 
 
     “You are feeling ornery. Here we go.” 
 
     She punched it, and we were someplace else, in a heck of a hurry. She slowed us down, and played with some scanners. “Well, it looks like Ozzie found a little more speed, somewhere.” 
 
     Gus and I replied, in unison, “Cool!” 
 
     The radio erupted, “B.S. ah, Mom’s Taxi, just WTF was that? Are you planning to do it again?” 
 
     I took the mic, and said, “Unidentified caller, my wife was playing with her new ride. Didn’t we put out enough notices?” 
 
     “Sorry, Mom’s Taxi. This is the Australian Navy, on patrol. We’ve picked up a trail on our radar, but we’re not sure what we’re seeing.” 
 
     “That’s a plasma trail. Comes from moving too fast in the atmosphere. We can get rid of the sonic boom, but we’re yet to figure out how to get rid of that. We were hoping we were far enough from civilization to keep from bothering anyone. Apparently, we were mistaken.” 
 
     “Don’t worry about it. We wouldn’t have even picked it up, if we hadn’t been out of our patrol area. My captain has a request, if you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
     “How close would he like his flyby?” 
 
     “Well, that would depend on how fast you intend to fly.” 
 
     “On our way. I think we can give the good captain a show, without damaging any equipment.” 
 
     When the radio went dead, Nikki asked, “How did he know Gus called this thing ‘Mom’s Taxi’?” 
 
     Gus said, “Oh, I got Becky to update the transponder for you, Mom.” 
 
     Nikki shook her head. 
 
     We came by their ship just above the waves, at about four hundred. Then the radio erupted again. The new voice asked, “What is that thing?” 
 
     I said, “It’s made to look like a big Audi, but it’s mostly flying saucer. Do you have a helipad?” 
 
     “We do, but it’s very small.” 
 
     “You shouldn’t have said that. My wife is going to take it as a personal challenge, now. Permission to come aboard?” 
 
     “Granted.” 
 
     Nikki set us down exactly on the numbers, as smooth as she could. Gus said, “Nice, Mom!” 
 
     Nikki replied, “Thanks, Short Round. We better get out, and greet our hosts.” 
 
     A detachment of officers walked toward the car as we got out. We introduced ourselves, and showed them around the car. One of the juniors asked, “What’s stopping us from impounding this vehicle, then?” 
 
     I said, “I wish you hadn’t asked that. Now my security has to impress you.” 
 
     Four Marine assault ships faded in around their ship. I said, “See those large robots on the outside of those ships? Two or three of them could take control of your ship in under a minute. Too bad for you, they’re all going to want to play.” 
 
     “Sorry, Sir. I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
     His Captain looked at him. “That’s not the way it sounded to me, Ensign. Apologize to the Admiral and his family, and make it snappy.” 
 
     He stood to, and said, “Sir, Ma’am, Young Man, I spoke without thinking. I meant no offense, and I regret that I caused one.” 
 
     I stuck out my hand to shake. “It’s not like you’re the first one to see one of our vehicles and want it for himself. As long as you fail to act on the impulse, I see no reason we can’t be friends.” 
 
     The Captain asked, “Is there a way we could go about acquiring a ship like yours?” 
 
     “Not that I’ve found yet, Captain. The powers that be, out in the galaxy, would have a fit if I were to sell you something like this. I’m with you, the Earth needs this advanced tech, especially the medical stuff. A girl under my care broke her arm last night, and it’s already healed. I wish I could make that available to everyone, but as the law stands, all that would accomplish is a bunch of trouble.” 
 
     “I understand, even if I don’t like it any better than you.” 
 
     “You’ve got a pretty nice ship yourself, Captain.” 
 
     “She’s a fine ship, but she’s nothing beside what we see on your videos.” 
 
     “She does what she was designed to do, and well, I don’t doubt. There’s a lot to be said for that.” 
 
     “Thank you.” 
 
     “We’ve taken up enough of your time, I think. We’ll get on out of your way.” 
 
     “It was nice meeting you.” 
 
     I handed him a card. “Call if we can ever help you out.” 
 
     “I thought you couldn’t give us tech?” 
 
     “I can’t. As long as my people are running the tech, I can get away with quite a bit, though.” 
 
     “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
     We got in, and Nikki eased us back into the air. She asked, “Are you two ready to head home?” 
 
     I said, “I am, what about you, Gus?” 
 
     “I guess. We can fly again another day, can’t we?” 
 
     Nikki said, “Of course.” 
 
    She headed us home. My comm rang. I got it out, and saw that it was Janet. “Hey, Hon, what’s up?” 
 
     “Just wanted to let you know that we went ahead and ate, since you three were gone longer than we thought you would be. Did you have trouble?” 
 
     “Not that I noticed. There was one fella from the Australian Navy who thought he liked the looks of your mom’s car, but the Marines showed up and changed his mind.” 
 
     “Australian Navy? How did you wind up talking to them?” 
 
     “They saw our radar track, and we decided to go see them in person. No biggie.” 
 
     “Making friends wherever you go, huh, Dad?” 
 
     “Trying to. Who knows if I get it done? You’re saying we might as well stop somewhere for lunch?” 
 
     “I sure am. I figured Mom would want to show off her new ride to Julie, anyway.” 
 
     “You could be right about that. She seems to be proud of it.” 
 
     “You noticed that, huh?” 
 
     “I surely did. See you later.” 
 
     “Later, Dad. Fly safe.” 
 
     “We’ll try.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “What was that about?” 
 
     “The folks at the house have already eaten. We might as well stop in town on the way back.” 
 
     “Oh good! I get to show Julie my new car.” 
 
     “That’s what Janet thought you would say.” 
 
     “Getting predictable, am I?” 
 
     “Only to those of us who love you, Space Cadet.” 
 
     “Nice save, Caveman.” 
 
     She set us down in Julie’s parking lot, having begged off from waving at any more tourists on the way. Once she said she had a hungry preschooler aboard, the controller agreed she needed to head on in. 
 
     Julie saw us landing, and stepped out front to see who it was. Once we got out, she said, “Nikki, I thought you already had a nice ride.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “This one has a back seat.” 
 
     “That would be important, with the twins. Is it as fast as the other one?” 
 
     “Faster.” 
 
     “Ozzie had fun, then?” 
 
     “He sure did.” 
 
     “C’mon in. I see you have a couple of miscreants with you.” 
 
     Gus said, “Nope. We’re mistercreants.” 
 
     Julie failed to move air for a bit, and then she said, “Good one, Gus. You’re getting to be just like your dad.” 
 
     He looked up at me, and said, “There’s worse things, I guess.” 
 
     Julie had trouble with her air again. She just shook her head, and waved us in. She put us at a four top, and Hannah brought out a booster seat. I asked, “How are you making it, Hannah?” 
 
     “I’m doing alright, I guess. I miss Jimmy already.” 
 
     “Me too, but Gus here is taking up the slack.” 
 
     “I don’t think that will work for me.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Probably not. Are you headed that way any time soon?” 
 
     “I’m shipping out on the Aldrin. Julie has a crew together to take over the restaurant there, and I’m on it.” 
 
     “Sounds good. Do you think your dad will work Jimmy harder than Niner-Deuce?” 
 
     “Harder? I doubt it. Different, I’m sure of that.” 
 
     “Have you heard from Sam?” 
 
     “He got out of the box last night, and he’s agreed to head to Charlie’s. Dad thinks he can get him accepted back into the community, if he can prove he’s not thirsty any more.” 
 
     “We did what we could. Hopefully that will be enough.” 
 
     “I thank you. I hated to see him like that.” 
 
     “What about your aunt, and young Nathan?” 
 
     “My aunt is still trying to figure out what she can do, on Charlie’s, to make a living.” 
 
     “Your dad wasn’t able to get her back in?” 
 
     “As long as Nathan doesn’t have a dad, he can’t do much. If she were to marry, there might be a possibility.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “She doesn’t have any prospects?” 
 
     “I keep telling her that there are a couple of fellas who ask me about her every time I see them, but she doesn’t believe me.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “She’s given up on herself, then?” 
 
     “It seems that way. I wish some of your Marines would just take her to the ship, so she could start over on Charlie’s.” 
 
     I said, “We don’t do things that way, Hannah.” 
 
     “I know that. I still think it would be good for her.” 
 
     “Yes and no. Nathan and Charlie on the same planet? The galaxy would tremble in fear.” 
 
     “Nathan isn’t that bad, Uncle Bob.” 
 
     “Neither is Charlie, but the two of them together could get all kinds of orneriness going.” 
 
     “I never would have thought I would hear you talk about an excess of orneriness, Uncle. Are you feeling alright?” 
 
     “I think so. I’m just missing out on all the fun at Charlie’s.” 
 
     “How do you mean?” 
 
     “You don’t think the first time Sam meets a Squatch is going to be comical?” 
 
     “It might, at that. Dad said something about the young fellas working for garlic. How does that work?” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Did Jimmy ever bring you chocolate?” 
 
     “Well, yes.” 
 
     “Same thing, really. It’s just that the Squatch girls like different things.” 
 
     “That makes sense. What would you like to eat?” 
 
     I said, “I’ll just have the special.” 
 
     Nikki said, “That sounds good. Everything is good here.” 
 
     Gus said, “Me too.” 
 
     “Three specials. Don’t you want to know what it is?” 
 
     I said, “Nah, surprise us.” 
 
     “Your regular drinks?” 
 
     “Sounds good.” 
 
     Gus asked, “Could I have a beer?” 
 
     Nikki said, “No, you may not, and besides, they don’t serve that here.” 
 
     Gus giggled, “Gotcha, Mom.” 
 
     Hannah said, “One thing is for sure, Gus. You’ve been hanging around with your dad.” 
 
     “Yep.” 
 
     She took off, to put in our order, and get our drinks. Julie wandered over, and said, “Now you’ve got me franchising. What’s next, Bob? TV commercials?” 
 
     “I thought the concerts already did that, more or less.” 
 
     “Yes, I guess they do. How do you put up with him, Nikki?” 
 
     “It’s a struggle, but someone has to keep the world safe from him.” 
 
     “Thanks for your service. I suppose he’s training the short one to be just as bad?” 
 
     “It wouldn’t be so bad, if the squirt didn’t pick it up so fast.” 
 
     “He’s a quick learner. You knew to expect that.” 
 
     “I was hoping it would be something useful, like math, or reading, not how to wind up his mother.” 
 
     Gus said, “It’s a package deal, Mom. You have to take the good with the bad.” 
 
     Julie said, “He’s got a point, you know.” 
 
     “I know. That doesn’t make it any less annoying.” 
 
     I said, “Gus, I don’t think we’re appreciated, do you?” 
 
     “She’d be lonely without us, Dad.” 
 
     “That she would.” 
 
     Nikki shook her head. “I would, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t like to try it once in a while.” 
 
     Julie said, “I can see how that would be. Seriously, though. You don’t mind me riding out on the Aldrin, to get the new place started?” 
 
     I replied, “Why would I mind that? I’m sure you’ve got someone to handle this place, or you wouldn’t be thinking about it.” 
 
     “Well, that may be a problem.” 
 
     I thought a moment, and it struck me. “Joanna?” 
 
     “She’s already cleared it with Topper. She’s handling both jobs, as long as the Gene has picket duty. I should be back and ready to take over again, by the time you need to leave orbit.” 
 
     “Sounds good. We can probably talk Matilda into taking a tour on the Gene, if we have to.” 
 
     Nikki said, “It would be good training for her, anyway. How can she supply the ship, if she doesn’t know what it needs?” 
 
     I replied, “Good point. I’m sure Topper can work around Joanna being ashore, if he needs to. I don’t see a problem with it. Was that the only thing you thought I would be upset about?” 
 
     “It was. There was one other thing I wanted to ask about, though.” 
 
     “What’s that?” 
 
     “Are we having paintball on Sunday?” 
 
     “As far as I know. John hasn’t said anything different.”  
 
     “He told me he didn’t think he was going to be ready to leave much before then, anyway, so we might as well stay and play.” 
 
     “If he already said we were playing, why did you ask me? We play at his place, not mine.” 
 
     “We just wanted to make sure you didn’t need him headed out sooner.” 
 
     “I think it may be good for the people we sent on the Blue Light Special to have a chance to settle in a little, before the rest of you show up.” 
 
     “That might be. Are you sure you don’t just want Jimmy to see how much work it’s going to be, before Hannah shows up to encourage him?” 
 
     “I’m not allowed to have multiple motives? Who made that rule?” 
 
     She laughed. “I don’t think anyone did. I just wanted to be sure I understood what you were trying to accomplish.” 
 
     “Hannah is good people, and I’d like to have her in the family. I just want them to be sure they can make a go of it, before they get too committed.” 
 
     Julie looked at Nikki. “Does it freak you out, when all of a sudden he talks like a grown-up?” 
 
     “More than I can say. I think he does it just to see the look on my face.” 
 
     Gus looked at me, and asked, “Aren’t you going to stick up for yourself, Dad?” 
 
     “Anything I said would make it worse, not better.” 
 
     “Sneaky!” 
 
     “Yes, they are.” 
 
     Julie said, “We learned from the best, Bob.” 
 
     “John is pretty good.” 
 
     Nikki said, “He is, but you are too.” 
 
     I looked at Gus. “See, I told you.” 
 
     “You sure did. My bad.” 
 
     Julie shook her head. “I feel for you, Nikki. I better get back to it. See you Sunday.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Sounds good.” 
 
     Hannah brought out our drinks, and said, “I heard what you said about me, Uncle. Thank you.” 
 
     I replied, “It’s not anything but the truth.” 
 
     She left without a reply. Nikki said, “I think you may have made an impression on her, Caveman.” 
 
     “She needs to know that someone besides her dad knows she’s a good person, doesn’t she?” 
 
     “I didn’t say it was a bad impression, Caveman.” 
 
     We chatted until Hannah came back with our meals. She said, “I went ahead and gave you a full portion, Gus. Do you think you can handle it?” 
 
     “I don’t know. Can I take the extra home to Snitz, if I can’t?” 
 
     “Of course. Won’t Alice get any of it?” 
 
     “I guess they should share, shouldn’t they?” 
 
     “It might be better.” 
 
     “Maybe I should just eat it all, and keep it from being a problem.” 
 
     She rubbed his head, and said, “Whatever you think, Gus.” 
 
     Once she left, Nikki said, “You don’t have to eat it all, Gus. We’ll figure out how to split it between the dogs.” 
 
     “I know, Mom. I was just playing along with Hannah. She’s fun.” 
 
     I said, “He’s gonna grow up just like his brother, ain’t he?” 
 
     Gus said, “I could do worse, Dad.” 
 
     “You sure could.” 
 
     I would have sworn Nikki’s eyes got misty when I said that, but I didn’t ask about it. We ate, and I left a nice tip. Gus got a box to take home his leftovers for the dogs. Same as always, Julie wouldn’t let me pay. We got to the car, and Nikki called Springfield to let them know we were headed for the Holler. They asked if we could wave at some folks, and since we had begged off before lunch, Nikki agreed. We went and put on a show for them, and then headed home. When she had parked, Nikki said, “I like this new car. The band really put some thought into it. It’s better than the other one, every way I can find to test.” 
 
     “You mean you’re ready to get rid of the other one?” 
 
     “I don’t know, but there’s really no reason to keep it around, with this one.” 
 
     “Well, I can’t think that selling it in the Commonwealth would be a good idea, with all the neat stuff the band put into it when they rebuilt it. It needs to stay in the company, I would think.” 
 
     “I’ll think about who I want to give it to, then.” 
 
     We went into the house, and found Milly and Janet helping Becky with her new game. Janet asked, “Dad, do you know a fast way to get a random number? The method they recommend is slowing her game down.” 
 
     “I know a way, but it will make the program specific to one kind of computer, and not portable.” 
 
     Milly said, “This must be a good one, Tio. Lay it on us.” 
 
     “In the old days, we used to use the least significant byte on the system clock for a random number.” 
 
     Becky said, “I know all those words mean things, but you lost me, Daddy.” 
 
     “The computer system counts time. The byte where it counts the small parts changes real quick. There’s no way to know what it’s going to be, when you look it up. I’m sure your Uncle Frank could tell you why it’s not really a random number, but it’s close enough for most things.” 
 
     “Why would that make the program hard to put on another machine, Daddy?” 
 
     “Think about it, Little Girl. No two kinds of computers are going to keep their system clock in the same place.” 
 
     “I think I can just ask for the time, and it will still be quicker than what I’m using. Thanks, Daddy.” 
 
     “You’re welcome. Let me know how it works out for you.” 
 
     “I will, Daddy.” 
 
     Gus asked, “Do you want to go drive, Dad?” 
 
     “We could do that, but first we have work to do.” 
 
     “Work?” 
 
     “You’ll see.” 
 
     We headed out, and once we were out of earshot, I said, “C’mon, Gus. Let’s see if we can find a fence post, and something to make a flag with.” He fell in behind me, and asked, “What are we going to do with those things, Dad?” 
 
     “Flag that spring Milly found, so that nobody else finds it the hard way.” 
 
     We went to the shop. Topper asked, “Something wrong with the new Audi, Boss?” 
 
     “Nope. I think she’s in love. Already talking about who she wants to give the old one to.” 
 
     “Glad to hear it. What can we do for you?” 
 
     “Well, I’m not sure you can do anything, but I thought I would check, before I went into town. Do we have any steel t-posts, and something to drive one with?” 
 
     “I found a few of those in the barn, when I cleaned out there. We’ve got them back in the corner. What would the tool to drive it look like?” 
 
     I held my hands in a circle. “Pipe about that big, with a cap on one end, and handles on the sides.” 
 
     Ruth piped up. “I’ll get it, Skipper.” 
 
     She brought it to me, and said, “You were right, Skipper. Nobody would go to that much trouble to build something, if it didn’t have a purpose. Sorry I doubted you.” 
 
     I said, “I didn’t mean to cause a fuss.” 
 
     Topper said, “No fuss, Boss. She just couldn’t understand what you could do with a tool shaped like that.” 
 
     “Sweat, mostly. I just need one post, and something bright colored to tie to it.” 
 
     Topper thought for a minute while Ruth got the post, and some fabric she had left over from an upholstery job. Finally, he asked, “Okay, Boss. You’ve got me. What are you going to do with those things?” 
 
     “Flag that spring that Milly got stuck in, so that nobody else has the same problem.” 
 
     Ozzie spoke up. “I built the front end on that rig back stronger than it was, Boss. I don’t think you could bend it, even if you did the same thing she did.” 
 
     “I’d rather we didn’t break any more arms, Ozzie.” 
 
     “I hadn’t thought about that, Boss. It would be better that way.” 
 
     “Yes, it would. I got off easy this time, but I don’t think Milly’s grandma would be as forgiving a second time.” 
 
     Taz said, “She’s calmed down that much, Boss?” 
 
     “She has. Even talking about looking for a man.” 
 
     “Are you sure you didn’t get a wrong number, Boss?” 
 
     “Yep. It was Alice, sure enough. She had to give me some crap, before she eased up on me, but she sounded like she was fairly calm.” 
 
     Ozzie said, “I could put up that flag for you, Boss. I’ve finished with that toolbox.” 
 
     “No need, Ozzie. I should get some kind of exercise, while I’m down here goofing off.” 
 
     “If you say so, Boss.” 
 
     I took all the stuff Ruth had found, and we headed out to our vehicles. I loaded up, and Gus took off. I got strapped in, and caught up with him. I motioned to him, and we stopped short of the drop off with the spring on the other side of it. I got out, and motioned for him to do the same. I gave him the ‘shh’ sign, and he crept along beside me. We got down and crawled the last few feet, and sure enough, we saw the fawn who had caused the trouble, and her momma, too. Gus sneezed, and they were gone like a shot. He looked at me, and said, “Oops!” 
 
     “No sweat, Short Round. They would have figured out we were here before long. Let’s get that post, and see what we can do.” 
 
     “Okay, Dad.” 
 
     I drove the post, and held Gus up so he could tie the rag on it. When we finished, I asked, “Do you think we should take a picture and send it to Milly?” 
 
     “Maybe. Do you think she would think we were making fun of her?” 
 
     “I could just take a picture, and show it to her, when we get back. Do you think that would be better?” 
 
     “Yeah. That way you can tell if she takes it good or not.” 
 
     “Takes it well.” 
 
     “You’ve been hanging out with Mom too much, Dad.” 
 
     “Every chance I get, Short Round.” 
 
     “Why is that, Dad?” 
 
     “You’ll understand when you’re a little older. Didn’t you see Jimmy with Hannah?” 
 
     “I did, but I still don’t see what the big deal is.” 
 
     “Like I said, you’ll understand, when you’re Jimmy’s age.” 
 
     “If you say so, Dad.” 
 
     “I do.” 
 
     I strapped the driver down in the back seat, and then strapped myself in. I waved at Gus, and he started his cart. I started the side-by-side, and followed him around for a couple of hours. My comm rang, and I stopped to answer it. “Bob Wilson.” 
 
     Janet said, “Don’t you ever look at caller ID, Dad?” 
 
     “Sometimes. Didn’t think to this time. What’s up?” 
 
     “Can you two run up to the house?” 
 
     “Is it suppertime?” 
 
     “No, but there’s someone here who would like to talk to you.” 
 
     “Okay. Be right there.” 
 
     “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
     The line went dead. I called Andre. “Yes, Boss?” 
 
     “You’ve got people watching my house, don’t you?” 
 
     “Do you want to know how many strokes it took you to sink that post a while ago?” 
 
     “No, but I do want to know who’s at the house.” 
 
     “Brandi is the only person there besides the normal occupants.” 
 
     “Now I know you need maintenance, Andre. There ain’t nobody who lives in that house who is normal.” 
 
     “Be that as it may, Boss. Brandi is the only person there you wouldn’t expect.” 
 
     “Is she armed?” 
 
     “Not so far as our scanners can tell. If she had cheek knives, we wouldn’t be able to tell, without getting closer.” 
 
     “Understood. Thanks, Andre.” 
 
     “No problem, Boss. Do you think there’s trouble at the house?” 
 
     “Janet sounded odd on the comm. I’m not sure why.” 
 
     “None of our scans are showing anything odd, Boss.” 
 
     “Okay, then. Must have been my imagination.” 
 
     I honked, and Gus looked up. I gave the round ‘em up sign, and pointed to the house. He looked disgusted, but he headed that way. I fell in behind him. Soon enough, we were back at the house. We walked into the house, and Nikki said, “What happened to your shirts?” 
 
      I looked down, and saw that we both had some nasty grass stains going on. “That must have happened when we were looking at Milly’s deer.” 
 
     Brandi asked, “What, now?” 
 
     Gus said, “The deer that jumped in front of Milly yesterday. We saw her and her momma. They didn’t stay long, though.” 
 
     Janet said, “I didn’t hear the vehicles for a while, after you got down there. Was that what you were doing?” 
 
     “Part of it.” I pulled out my comm, and found the picture I had taken. I showed it to Janet. “So nobody else rolls anything.” 
 
     Milly asked, “What did you do, Tio?” 
 
     “We just put in a post, and a flag, so that we could tell where that little spring comes out.” 
 
     Brandi looked to be just short of a boil. I asked, “Is there something we can help with, Brandi?” 
 
     “You could quit trying to push that BS about her putting a wheel into a spring that was hidden, and tell me the truth about how she got hurt.” 
 
     Janet caught my eye, and nodded. I said, “You don’t believe what you’ve been told about how Milly got hurt yesterday?” 
 
     “No, I do not. You telling me again won’t change anything, either.” 
 
     Milly looked lost and frustrated. I didn’t know what to do, but I didn’t want to leave things the way they were. I said, “You’re free to believe whatever you want, but you’re hurting Milly, and that’s not something you’re free to do, under this roof.” 
 
     She got up, and got in my face. “Just who do you think you are, to order me around?” 
 
     “I, Missy, am Robert Marion Wilson, Admiral in charge of the BSR fleet, and sovereign of the land this house is sitting on, not to mention owner of this house. I stand in loco parentis to Milly, and I will not see harm come to her. Is that enough for you?” 
 
     Nikki said, “Come to that, I have the same standing with regard to Milly and the house, and I don’t approve of the way you treat her, either. She deserves better.” 
 
     Milly said, “Thank you, Tio, Tia. I think I can handle this from here. Let’s step outside, Brandi.” 
 
     The tone of her voice made my blood run cold. I said, “Nothing permanent, Cadet.” 
 
     “Understood, Boss.” 
 
     They went out front. Milly didn’t open with pain, which I found reassuring. She did, however, chew Brandi up one side, and down the other. Once again, I wished I had started a recorder, because I’m sure I could have learned a thing or two. When Milly wound down, Brandi said, “Oh, c’mon, Hon, you didn’t mean all that, did you?” 
 
     “I most assuredly did. We are done. End of story.” 
 
     “But, but, I rode out with you. How will I get back to town?” 
 
     Milly snapped to, and called, “Marine!” 
 
     One faded in, and said, “Yes, Cadet.” 
 
     “Deliver this trash wherever it wants to go.” 
 
     “On it, Cadet.” 
 
     Brandi said, “You can’t just throw me away!” 
 
     Milly replied, “I just did. Bye now.” 
 
     The Marine said, “Miss, you can come of your own accord, or otherwise, but we are going to board the ship now.” 
 
     “Shut up, you metal moron! This is between humans.” 
 
     “You already forfeited that right, Miss.” She wilted, and the Marine’s partner caught her as she fell. 
 
     They picked her up, and took her to the ship. One of the Marines looked back, and said, “We tried to get her to come peaceably, Miles.” 
 
     “I know that. Thanks for your help, D9.” 
 
     “Nothing you wouldn’t do for me. Fly safe.” 
 
     “You too.” 
 
     Milly turned, and came into the house. Janet, Nikki, and I started clapping. I said, “Well done. I expected blood.” 
 
     “That’s what she wanted, I think. She expected someone to attack her, so that she could sue or something.” 
 
     “She’d have a time with that, this being sovereign territory, and all.” 
 
     “She doesn’t seem to believe you have a lease from the government, for some reason.” 
 
     “Well, I do, whether she believes it, or not. I am sorry that didn’t work out for you.” 
 
     “Janet tried to warn me, that first night. I just didn’t listen. Too lonely, I guess.” 
 
     Janet said, “I could have been more supportive. I didn’t give you any reason for the way I felt about her.” 
 
     Milly replied, “You didn’t have to. I felt it too. I just ignored it.” 
 
     I asked, “That’s why you wanted me back up here, Janet?” 
 
     “It was. Sorry, but I had to hurry, so that she didn’t think I was in the john too long.” 
 
     I said, “That’s a new one. I’ve been a dry cleaner before, but I don’t think I’ve ever been a need to whiz.” 
 
     “Huh?” 
 
     Nikki said, “Back in the bad old days, Mike and Tina had to sneak around to talk to him. Sometimes Mike would pretend he was his dry cleaner, just to keep from admitting he was talking to your dad.” 
 
     “Okay. I’ll have to remember that one. What’s a dry cleaner?” 
 
     I explained it to her, and Milly said, “I’m glad all that is over, but I’m right back where I started.” 
 
     Janet said, “I told you, you ought to invite that Corporal for paintball.” 
 
     “I don’t know. What if he isn’t any more trustworthy than Brandi?” 
 
     I said, “Call Mike, and ask him. He would know if your Corporal is going to be a problem, wouldn’t he?” 
 
     Nikki said, “He should. I get the feeling he’s mostly in charge of enlisted morale and discipline at the base.” 
 
     Milly said, “I’ll do that, then. I’m so confused.” 
 
     I said, “Do you need to talk to Joanna?” 
 
     “That might be a good idea. I’ll be back.” 
 
     “Drive careful.” 
 
     “Will do.” 
 
     She headed out. Gus tugged on my pants leg. “Yes, Short Round?” 
 
     “I got lost, Dad. What did we do wrong?” 
 
     “I’m not sure about that, either. I think she was just looking for something to fuss about.” 
 
     “She shouldn’t do that to Milly. She’s nice.” 
 
     “I know, Gus, I know.” 
 
     Janet asked, “Do you think that’s going to be the end of it, Dad?” 
 
     “I doubt it. I really thought I was doing a good thing, when I sent you two to the radio club.” 
 
     “You were. We met some nice people. It’s just too bad that Brandi wasn’t one of them.” 
 
     “Ron is okay, then?” 
 
     “He’s still getting used to having his leg again, but he still calls. I’m hoping we can get together again soon.” 
 
    “Why don’t you have him come out Sunday?” 
 
     “I’m not sure that’s something he would want to do, Dad, but I can ask.” 
 
     “No pressure. Most folks have fun at paintball, though.” 
 
     “I know. The last time he had people shooting at him, he came back without a leg. I’m not sure he’s over that, yet.” 
 
     “We don’t want to give him trouble, that’s for sure. He seems like a nice enough guy. Has he said much about why he doesn’t want to hang out as much?” 
 
     “He seems to think it would be easy to convince himself that he feels things that he doesn’t, just because we grew his leg back. He’s trying to keep the two things separated.” 
 
     “That sounds tough. I didn’t think about that, before we healed him up.” 
 
     “I didn’t either, Dad. Don’t worry about it. He’s certainly grateful for his leg, even if we don’t wind up together.” 
 
     “It seemed like you two were getting along well, before he went in the box. It seems like I messed that up for you, opening my big mouth.” 
 
     “Like I said, I thought it was a good idea, too. Lord knows Ron thought it was a good idea. None of us thought it through.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Are you two going to be serious all day?” 
 
     I replied, “You mean we could be Roebuck?” 
 
     They dived for their watches. I was surprised I could still confuse them. Nikki came up first. “Sears and Roebuck, Caveman. Sears, not serious. Good grief!” 
 
     I replied, “You’re just mad I can still make you use your watch.” 
 
     “I’ll never tell.” 
 
     Janet said, “You don’t think he’ll get it out of you, Mom?” 
 
     “Oh, he will, but there’s no reason to go easy on him, is there?” 
 
     I said, “I see how you are.” 
 
     Janet said, “You expected any less?” 
 
     “Not a bit.” 
 
     Gus asked, “Can we go back and drive some more, Dad?” 
 
     I looked at my watch. “It’s not that long before suppertime, Short Round. We’ll go again tomorrow.” 
 
     “Okay, Dad.” 
 
     My comm rang. “Bob Wilson.” 
 
     “Tio, it’s Milly. I just wanted to let you know that I’ll be eating with Joanna and Henry. You don’t need to worry about me.” 
 
     “Yes, I do. It’s part of my persona, don’t you know?” 
 
     “Oh, to be grown up.” 
 
     “You feel the need to call me something besides Tio?” 
 
     “Indeed I do.” 
 
     “Go for it, I won’t tell.” 
 
     “Asshole!” 
 
     “Feel better?” 
 
     “Some, I guess. I need to be sure and get on somebody else’s team on Sunday.” 
 
     “There’s paint in my future, you say?” 
 
     “If I’m sneaky enough.” 
 
     “Niner-Deuce will be proud, if you pull it off.” 
 
     “Niner-Deuce will have me doing pushups ‘til my arms fall off, if I try it and don’t.” 
 
     “At least you’re motivated.” 
 
     “Yes, yes I am.” 
 
     “Good to hear. Best of luck to you and your e-ville plan.” 
 
     “Thanks. See you later.” 
 
     “Later on.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “What was that?” 
 
     “Milly is eating with Joanna and Henry.” 
 
     “What are we doing for supper?” 
 
     “I hadn’t thought about it, to tell you the truth. You have any ideas?” 
 
     Janet said, “Rhonda gave me one of Grandpa’s recipes. Would you two mind if I tried it?” 
 
     I looked at Nikki, and asked, “Sit back, relax, and get fed one of your Dad’s recipes? I’m not seeing a downside here, are you?” 
 
     “No, Caveman, I’m not. Makes me wonder what she’s going to ask for, after supper.” 
 
     Janet said, “You’ve been hanging out with Dad too much, Mom. I don’t have anything to ask.” 
 
     Nikki looked at me. I said, “I’m game if you are. I still don’t believe the part about her not having an interior motive, though.” 
 
     “Don’t you mean ulterior?” 
 
     “Well, it’s inside, and we can’t see it. Doesn’t that make it interior?” 
 
     “I suppose it does, at that.” 
 
     Janet just shook her head. “You two!” 
 
     Nikki said, “Oh no! We’ve embarrassed her again.” 
 
     “Well, if we’re going to do it, we ought to do it right.” I embraced Nikki, and dipped her. 
 
     When we came up for air, Janet said, “Okay, Dad. I’m thoroughly embarrassed. You can stop now.” 
 
     “What if I don’t want to?” 
 
     Nikki replied, “Me, either.” I dipped her again. 
 
     We came up to see Janet on her knees, bowing to us. “I’m not worthy, I’m not worthy.” 
 
     I asked, “Did we break her?” 
 
     “I think she’s fixable, Caveman. C’mon, Janet. I’ll help you in the kitchen.” 
 
     “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
     Gus asked, “What are we going to do, Dad?” 
 
     “I dunno. You think we have time enough to play Frisbee?” 
 
     “Maybe. I’ll get one.” 
 
     He ran in the house, and came back with a Frisbee. We played until Nikki came to the door and said, “You two better get cleaned up. It’s almost ready.” 
 
     I replied, “On it”, just as Gus bounced the Frisbee off my head. I picked him and the Frisbee up, and tickled him on the way into the house. 
 
     “Honest, Dad, it was in the air, before Mom said anything. I didn’t do it on purpose.” 
 
     “Didn’t you do something else that you should have gotten tickled for, that I missed?” 
 
     “I take the fourth.” 
 
     “It’s the fifth, Short Round.” 
 
     “Oops! I’ll take that one, too.” 
 
     We got cleaned up, and went in to eat. Janet had done a wonderful job, and we told her so. I asked, “Well, Little Girl, how is your new game going?” 
 
     “It’s going better, now that you helped with the timing. I should have something playable by the weekend, I think.” 
 
     I thought, and realized I had no idea what day of the week it was. Becky saw my confusion, and said, “It’s Thursday, Dad.” 
 
     “So, you’re almost done?” 
 
     “I think so. Every time I think it’s ready, I find another little thing I need to clean up.” 
 
     “Do what you can. I hope it’s just details.” 
 
     “What do you mean, Daddy?” 
 
     “When I used to have those sorts of problems, I would usually realize that I had the wrong idea about how to build the program in the first place, and wind up starting over with a better idea.” 
 
     Becky thought a moment, and said, “Daddy, you’re mean. You’re right, there is a better way to do it, that would take care of all those details, without putting in patches for each of them.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Caveman, you are nasty. She’s got a lot of time in that thing.” 
 
     Becky said, “No, Mommy. It will be better all around, and I’ve already worked out the appearance of everything. That still works, even if I change the other part.” 
 
     “If you’re sure.” 
 
     “I am. It will be better, if I do it Dad’s way.” 
 
     I said, “Thank goodness for that. I wouldn’t want you to do all that work for nothing.” 
 
     Becky replied, “No, thank you. I was wondering what I could do to take care of all those glitches, instead of patching them one at a time.” 
 
     Nikki said, “I can sure tell you taught yourself to program, Caveman.” 
 
     “Why is that?” 
 
     “All the classes say get it working, and leave it alone, even if you see a better way.” 
 
     “Why do you think they have to keep coming out with faster computers?” 
 
     “Huh?” 
 
     “Programming that way doesn’t use resources effectively.” 
 
     “You’re saying that because programmers waste resources, the computer companies have to make the computers faster?” 
 
     “More like the programmers can get away with it, because computers keep getting faster.” 
 
     “I never thought about it that way, Caveman.” 
 
     “Gee, I didn’t mean to turn supper into a lecture on the Caveman method of computer science. Can we talk about something else?” 
 
     Janet asked, “Like what Brandi thought she was going to accomplish?” 
 
     “Not that. Please, not that. It makes my head hurt.” 
 
     Janet replied, “Good. I thought I was the only one.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Nope. I can’t get my head around why she acted the way she did.” 
 
     I said, “Well, that’s a non-starter, then. Other suggestions?” 
 
     Gus asked, “Driving?” 
 
     I said, “You’re doing well, Short Round. No, I’m not ready to let Ozzie ease up on the governor on your cart. Any other questions?” 
 
     “No, I guess not.” 
 
     We finished eating. Gus and I did the dishes. He said, “I don’t like step stools, Dad.” 
 
     “Why is that, Short Round? Because you have to get down and move it when you need to be somewhere else?” 
 
     “Nope. If it wasn’t for step stools, I couldn’t reach, and I could get out of doing the dishes.” 
 
     Nikki heard him, and said, “He’s your kid, Caveman. No doubt about that.” 
 
     Gus grinned at me, and I splashed water on him. He asked, “That won’t get me out of it, either?” 
 
     “Nope. They ain’t gonna wash theirselves.” 
 
     “Sounds like a job for Scotti, Dad.” 
 
     “You think so, do you?” 
 
     “Worth a shot, don’t you think?” 
 
     “I dunno about all that. A little work never hurt anybody.” 
 
     We finished up the dishes, and Nikki found us a movie to watch. We were about halfway done when Milly got back. She came and sat with us. I asked, “Feel any better?” 
 
     “I do. Thanks for suggesting that I go talk to Joanna.” 
 
     “No problem. I can tell when I’m outclassed.” 
 
     “You mean, you delegated to Joanna because you didn’t think you could help me with my problem?” 
 
     “Sure did. I know I’m not smart enough to help with things like that. All I know about that kind of thing amounts to waiting ‘til somebody shows up in your garage needing help.” 
 
     Nikki said, “You’re not quite that bad, Caveman.” 
 
     “Whatever you say, Dear.” 
 
     Milly said, “Joanna got me thinking more clearly. I called Mike while I was down there, and he says the Corporal I met is pretty squared away, and they were thinking about asking him to come to paintball anyway.” 
 
     I replied, “There you go. Now you even have backup, for when you try to ambush me.” 
 
     “You really think I’ll fall for that one, Tio? We both know they don’t train the Patrol types to be quiet in the woods. Taking a newbie with me to ambush you would mean I got caught, for sure.” 
 
     “Seemed like too good a chance to pass up. Not my fault you’re smarter than the average bear.” 
 
     “Speaking of that, where did you hide the pic-a-nic baskets?” 
 
     I handed her the popcorn. “Thanks, Tio.” 
 
     We finished our movie, and I put the twins to bed. Snitz thought a patrol was in order, so we went to make sure his yard was still there. His inspection didn’t turn up anything, so he took care of business, and we headed in. I locked up, and went to snuggle in with Nikki. She asked, “Are you tired, Caveman?” 
 
     “Not that tired.” 
 
     We got to sleep a little later. George shook me gently, about two in the morning. “Boss, wake up. We need a decision on something.” 
 
     I grabbed my pants, and we went in the living room. “What is it, George?” 
 
     “Milly’s friend Brandi conned someone into giving her a ride out here, and she was about to start throwing pebbles at Milly’s window, when the Marines decided they had let her get away with enough. What would you like done with her?” 
 
     “Is the person who drove her out still here?” 
 
     “No, they dropped her off and headed back for town. Brandi was not happy with that, by the way.” 
 
     “You’re telling me there is at least one witness who knows that she came out here, then.” 
 
     “Yes, Boss. That seems to be the case.” 
 
     “Do you keep up with the Sheriff’s deputy duty schedule?” 
 
     “I do, Boss. Your friend Jack is indeed working this evening.” 
 
     “Let me get the rest of my clothes, and we’ll take her out to the line, and see if we can get Jack to take things from there.” 
 
     “Sounds good, Boss.” 
 
     I wasn’t quiet enough collecting my clothes, and Nikki asked, “What’s up, Caveman?” 
 
     “Brandi decided to sneak back into the Holler and be a pest. I’m going to take her to the line, and let Jack give her a ride back into town.” 
 
     “Do you need me to come along as a witness, so that she can’t accuse you of anything?” 
 
     “Might not hurt, now that you mention it. We’ll have the bots’ camera records, but a human witness might go over better.” 
 
     “Give me a second to get dressed.” 
 
     “Sure thing. Do you need a light?” 
 
     “Wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
     I turned on the light, and finished dressing. Nikki wasn’t far behind. We went out to the living room, and George said, “Are you ready, Boss?” 
 
     “I think so, George. Anything you’re worried about?” 
 
     “No, Boss. Andre has done a sweep, and she wasn’t a diversion for any kind of attack.” 
 
     “Good enough, then. Put her in the back of the GMC, and I’ll call Jack.” 
 
     “On it, Boss.” 
 
     We went out to the truck, and I commed Jack. “Deputy Conway. How may I help you?” 
 
     “Jack, it’s Bob. Could you come out to the border, and pick up someone who was messing in the Holler when she shouldn’t have been?” 
 
     “Let me guess. That girl Milly took up with turned out not to be all she was cracked up to be?” 
 
     “How did you know, Jack?” 
 
     “I’ve had dealings with her before. I thought she had broken her bad habits, but it appears I was wrong.” 
 
     “Nice of you to give her the chance, all the same. Can you meet me at the border in a few minutes?” 
 
     “I’m out that way. It shouldn’t take me too long to get there.” 
 
     “See you then.” 
 
     We got in the truck, and headed to the border. Jack made it there before we did. We got out to talk to him. He asked, “How did she get out here?” 
 
     “Ask George, he has the straight story.” 
 
     George faded in, and said, “Deputy, she was driven out by someone who left her at the house, and drove away. Do you need the license number of the car?” 
 
     “That might be helpful. I don’t suppose you got any images of the person driving?” 
 
     “Sorry, no. The lighting wasn’t the best, and none of the Marines had a good angle on the driver’s face.” 
 
     “Don’t worry about it. I should be able to figure out who it was.” 
 
     George gave him the license, and faded out. Jack said, “That still freaks me out a little. What was she up to, when the Marines decided to shut her party down?” 
 
     “What I heard was that she was about to wake Milly up by throwing rocks at her window.” 
 
     “What would you like me to do with her, Bob?” 
 
     “Well, we can’t file charges in town, because anything we could come up with to charge her for happened on our side of the line. I didn’t want to take responsibility, because she isn’t a BSR employee, or a dependent, so I really don’t have any authority over her, other than her being on BSR ground. Any way you could give her a stern talking to, and a ride back to town, and call it even?” 
 
     “Sure, I can do that, but I’m not sure it will do much to help with your problem.” 
 
     “The Marines won’t let her in the Holler again, Jack. They won’t be able to do much about what happens in town, though.” 
 
     “Fair enough. I don’t suppose you would let me keep that nighty-night, until I get her to town, would you?” 
 
     “Don’t feel like a lecture all the way back?” 
 
     “Not particularly, no.” 
 
     “Best bring it with you Sunday, but you can borrow it ‘til then.” 
 
     “I’d rather have a half-dozen to keep in the cruiser, but I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
     “Sorry. You know why we can’t set you up like that.” 
 
     “I do. Why is it you haven’t figured out some slick way around the Commonwealth rules yet, Bob?” 
 
     “Because I’m slow? Maybe I need to sic Henry on that. I bet he could come up with something.” 
 
     “Sounds like a plan to me. Joanna will help him with the tricky bits, I have no doubt.” 
 
     “I’ll get on that in the morning. Thanks for taking care of Brandi, Jack.” 
 
     “No sweat. See you Sunday.” 
 
     “You bet.” 
 
     We loaded up, and headed home. Milly was waiting for us in the living room. I said, “I thought we got out of here without waking you.” 
 
     “You did, but I had a bad dream, and came to ask you to talk to me. When you weren’t here, I figured it must be Brandi, or you would have called us out.” 
 
     “Well, you’re right. She was about to start throwing pebbles at your window to wake you, when the Marines decided she had had enough fun, and stunned her. We took her to the border, and Jack took her back to town. You must not be the only one who has had enough of her lip. Jack asked to keep the nighty-night, so he didn’t have to listen to her on the way in.” 
 
     “I’m sorry I got her started, Tio. All the excuses I have are going to sound like ‘I didn’t know it was loaded’, I’m afraid.” 
 
     “Live and learn, or you don’t live long. What was your bad dream about, anyway?” 
 
     “You decided I was too much trouble, and dumped me in that colony with the rest of the refugees from Dinosaur Planet.” 
 
     “No chance of that. You’re good help. It’s going to take more than that to get out of BSR.” 
 
     She hugged me, and said, “I don’t care how you try to make it sound like you’re only doing it for your own good, Tio. It still sounds mighty good to me.” 
 
     I patted her back, and she cried a little. She let go of me, and said, “Well, that’s enough of that, don’t you think?” 
 
     “You tell me. You’re the one who’s trying to settle down enough to sleep.” 
 
     “I think I can manage, now. Thanks for getting out of bed to handle the mess I made.” 
 
     “It’s all good. The Marines won’t let her back into the Holler, but you’ll have to take care of yourself in town.” 
 
     “I think I can handle that, Tio.” 
 
     “I think you can, too.” 
 
     Nikki gave her a hug, too, and said, “If you still have trouble, our door is always open.” 
 
     “Thanks, Tia.” 
 
     She headed back to bed, and so did we. Snitz had no mercy, of course. Maybe we should have taken him with us. I got ready to face the day, and started some coffee. We went out to patrol the yard, and Snitz found a place that needed a great deal of watering. It took a bit before I realized it was where I would stand, if I were trying to chuck gravel at Milly’s window. I said, “You don’t like her either, huh, boy?” 
 
     He had been hanging out with his daddy too much. He shook his head. I asked, “Well, then, why didn’t you say something sooner?” 
 
     He looked confused. We finished checking the yard, and went back in. I got a cup of coffee, and went out to sit on the porch. Snitz came for pets, and lay beside me. Alice came wandering out, and I gave her some pets, too. I asked, “Is Janet up already?” She couldn’t be bothered to give me an answer. 
 
     I watched the morning, thinking about how much things had changed over the last few years. Jack’s cruiser pulled into the yard. He got out, and I asked, “Would you like a cup?” 
 
     “No, thanks. I’m on my way home to bed.” 
 
     “I think you might have made a wrong turn somewhere.” 
 
     “The Sheriff saw this nighty-night when he came in, and said, I quote, “Get that thing back where it belongs, before we have to try and justify using it in court.” 
 
     “Surely didn’t mean to get you in trouble, Jack.” 
 
     “I was the one who suggested it, Bob. I’m a big boy, I can take my punishment.” 
 
     “Was he really mad?” 
 
     “No, but he doesn’t want any of us to slip up and use one of these on someone we take to court. Brandi doesn’t count, since we’re not filing any charges, but if we did, this thing would make it that much harder to get a conviction.” 
 
     “I can see how that would be, I guess. We all know they won’t hurt anyone, but the defense attorney wouldn’t be doing his job if he didn’t raise a fuss about it.” 
 
     “That’s it, in a nutshell. The Sheriff doesn’t want to have to be the one to set the precedent.” 
 
     “Sounds reasonable, to me. Too bad we can’t figure a way to get a precedent set without so much hassle.” 
 
     “You know enough about the legal system to know that isn’t going to happen, Bob.” 
 
     “I surely do.” 
 
     “I’d better get to bed. I’m on again tonight.” 
 
     “See you Sunday.” 
 
     “Wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
     He drove off, and I had another sip. Janet walked out, cradling a cup. “Morning, Dad. Already doing business?” 
 
     “Bob’s Saucer Repair, open 24/7, medic on duty, good eats.” 
 
     “You got called out last night, and didn’t wake me?” 
 
     “Didn’t need any pilots. Your mother acted as a chaperone, but other than that it was just me and the bots.” 
 
     “Chaperone? What am I missing?” 
 
     Milly brought her coffee out, as well. “I’m guessing the part about Brandi sneaking back into the Holler last night to try and get me to make up with her.” 
 
     “You’re kidding!” 
 
     “I wish. Tio and Tia got up and hauled her to the border. Deputy Jack took her back to town.” 
 
     “How did she get out here in the first place?” 
 
     “Somebody hauled her out here, and drove off. George got the license number, but I haven’t heard who it came back to, yet.” 
 
     George faded in, and said, “Nobody we know, Boss. The Sheriff is going to send someone around to talk to them, later this morning.” 
 
     “Just how is it that you know all this, George?” 
 
     “That nighty-night might have been contaminated with tiny listening devices, Boss.” 
 
     “Some of these hypothetical listening devices might have accidentally dislodged, while the nighty-night was in the Sheriff’s office, you say?” 
 
     “Perhaps.” 
 
     “And you might have stumbled over the frequency they were transmitting on, while you were looking for something else?” 
 
     “I could have, Boss.” 
 
     Janet said, “That’s thin, you two.” 
 
     George said, “There’s no way they could detect those bugs with Earth tech, Miss. I don’t think we endangered the operation in any meaningful way.” 
 
     I said, “I don’t think you did, either. She just thinks we need a better cover story. I agree, but I don’t know how we’re going to claim that listening devices got into the Sheriff’s office by accident.” 
 
     “Well, I really don’t either, Boss. Maybe we need Saucy and Bone in on this discussion. Those two sneaky old bots can come up with a cover story for anything.” 
 
     “That might be a wise precaution, if we were going to use what you learn from those things in a way that would reveal the fact that we know what is going on in that office.” 
 
     Janet asked, “You mean, as long as we don’t do anything to tip them off that we know what they’re up to, they won’t think to look for a bug, in the first place?” 
 
     I replied, “Sounds about right to me. How about you, George?” 
 
     “I think she’s got it.” 
 
     “Is it catching?” 
 
     “No, Boss.” 
 
     “Good deal.” 
 
     Milly asked, “What does it take to get you worried, Tio?” 
 
     “A credible threat to the fleet, or our people.” 
 
     Janet said, “Good answer, Dad.” 
 
     I asked, “Do we need to get started on breakfast?” 
 
     Milly said, “Might be a good idea. Gus is going to want to drive again today, so he isn’t going to sleep much longer.” 
 
     We got up to go inside, and my comm rang. The girls went in, and left me to take care of it. I answered, “Bob Wilson.” 
 
     “Mr. Wilson, I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m Mabel Yoder, Nathan’s mother.” 
 
     “I remember you, Miss Yoder. What can I do for you today?” 
 
     “I don’t know, for sure. Hannah mentioned that she was heading out to where the new community is starting, and that my brother had said he thought he could get us a chance to join the community again. I don’t know how to go about getting there, though.” 
 
     “Well, you could ride out on the same ship that Hannah is taking, unless you wouldn’t be able to wrap up your affairs that quickly.” 
 
     “She said she was leaving next week. I think we can be ready to leave by then. It’s not like we have much to pack.” 
 
     “I’ll get in touch with the captain of the ship she’s taking, and ask him to be sure to get you aboard before he leaves.” 
 
     “Thank you, Mr. Wilson.” 
 
     “You’re welcome. I hope things are better for you and Nathan there.” 
 
     “I hope he is able to settle down. He has had a great deal to say about all the things he saw while he was with you the other day. I’m not sure how much to believe.” 
 
     “I would think that by the time you get to your new home, you will have a much better idea of what to believe, Ma’am.” 
 
     “You could be right. Thanks again, and have a good day.” 
 
     “You as well, Ma’am. Thanks for calling.” 
 
     The line went dead, and I went in to see if they needed my help with breakfast. They already had it well underway, so I sat down with Gus. Janet asked, “Who was on the comm, Dad?” 
 
     “Mabel Yoder, Nathan’s mom.” 
 
     “Really? What did she want?” 
 
     “She’s decided to emigrate. She was calling to set up a ride. That reminds me, I better call John before I forget.” 
 
     I got my comm back out, and called John. He answered, “Put a pressure dressing on it, and I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 
     “Settle down, Hawkeye. I called for Captain Branham, not Doctor Branham.” 
 
     “What can Captain Branham do for you this fine day, Admiral?” 
 
     “Well, now, the first thing you can do is tell me what you’re eating for breakfast. I need to stock up on it, whatever it is.” 
 
     “I think you already have a lifetime supply, Bob.” 
 
     “Oh! A fine way to start the day. I just called to add some folks to your manifest, for the trip to Charlie’s.” 
 
     “Who did you find now?” 
 
     “Mabel and Nathan Yoder. She finally decided that things might be better for her out there.” 
 
     “Hannah talked her into it, huh?” 
 
     “That would be the way to bet, but I don’t know for sure.” 
 
     “That’s what Hannah said she was going to try to do, the last time I spoke with her.” 
 
     “I see. So, you already have bunks reserved, and I’m interrupting your morning for nothing?” 
 
     “Not at all. It’s good to have confirmation.” 
 
     “How are things over your way?” 
 
     “Doing well. Yourself?” 
 
     “Had a visitor last night, but nothing special.” 
 
     “Really? Something I should know about?” 
 
     “Milly is going through a bad breakup. Her ex is having trouble taking no for an answer.” 
 
     “This person lived?” 
 
     “Milly has put in a lot of effort on her anger management.” 
 
     “I’d say so. What wound up happening?” 
 
     “Jack hauled her back to town for us. He’s had dealings with her before, the way he talked.” 
 
     “He didn’t warn Milly?” 
 
     “He thought she had reformed. Apparently, that’s not the case.” 
 
     “So, the Marines stopped her before she could cause any problems, and you took her to the border for Jack to pick up?” 
 
     “Right on the first guess.” 
 
     “Are you going to PNG her?” 
 
     “I hadn’t gotten that far. I can do that, can’t I?” 
 
     “If you can’t, I don’t know who can.” 
 
     “I need to get with Henry, and see how we go about making it official. Up to now, I’ve just been telling the Marines, and leaving it at that.” 
 
     “That’s our Bob. Get it done, and we’ll make it official later.” 
 
     “I resemble that remark. People are showing up for breakfast. I better get off this thing.” 
 
     “Branham out.” 
 
     “Wilson out.” 
 
     I put the comm away. Nikki asked, “Fleet business, this early in the morning?” 
 
     “Nathan’s mom decided they needed a ride to Charlie’s. I was just making sure John knew he needed to have them aboard when he pulled out.” 
 
     “That’s all it was, huh? Official business? Sounded like you and John need to catch up on your B.S.ing, before he ships out.” 
 
     “You might be right about that. Invite them for supper, then, if you feel that way about it.” 
 
     “Who else should I invite?” 
 
     “You’re the hostess, I think that’s in your bailiwick, isn’t it?” 
 
     “You and that logic. Why is it you only think to use that when it’s in your favor?” 
 
     Gus said, “He’s not an idiot, mostly.” 
 
     I looked at Gus. “Let’s go over that again. Did you mean that I’m mostly not an idiot, or that most of the reason I wouldn’t use logic when it wasn’t in my favor is because I’m not an idiot.” 
 
     He looked as serious as a judge, and said, “Yes.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Karma, get your karma here. Karma, served hot and fresh, all you can eat.” 
 
    Gus asked, “What did Mom mean?” 
 
     “She meant you got me, good, and it sounded like something I would say.” 
 
     “Oh. Oh! Thanks for the compliment, Mom.” 
 
     “I didn’t mean it as a compliment, Gus.” 
 
     “That doesn’t matter, does it?” 
 
     “I guess not.” 
 
     Becky said, “Good one, Aggie.” 
 
     “Thanks, Reb.” 
 
     We finished eating, and did the dishes. I filled my coffee and headed for the porch. Nikki asked, “What are you up to, Caveman?” 
 
     “I need to talk to Henry about a couple of things, and then I think I’m free until I need to start cooking.” 
 
     “Sounds good.” 
 
     I found a seat, and got out my comm again. It seemed like being on shore leave was more work than being aboard the Gene. I guess I just missed Jeeves, I dunno. I called Henry, and he answered, “Morning, Boss. Is there oatmeal that needs to be crapped in, this early in the morning?” 
 
     “Some, anyway. Do you know how I would go about declaring a person PNG?” 
 
     “Persona non grata, you say? Well, if you declare it, the Marines will enforce it. That’s good enough to keep most people out of the Holler, isn’t it?” 
 
     “It is, but in this particular case, I’d like to make it official.” 
 
     “I’ll look into it. Can I have the person’s information?” 
 
     I told him who Brandi was, and why she needed to be kept out of the Holler. He replied, “Oh, Milly was talking about her, last night. She caused more trouble?” 
 
     “She got someone to give her a ride out here last night, apparently with the intention of waking up Milly and trying to make up with her.” 
 
     “Apparently, you say?” 
 
     “The Marines put a stop to her shenanigans before she got that far.” 
 
     “I see. I’ll do my very best to deliver the feces to the oatmeal, in that case. Why do I think you have something else to ask, Boss?” 
 
     “Gee, I don’t know. Could it be because you’re a wise and experienced attorney, with a nose for new business?” 
 
     “Jo-Jo has warned me about this, Boss. You’re buttering me up. This is going to be a doozy, ain’t it?” 
 
     “I don’t know about all that. Have you studied Commonwealth law, by any chance?” 
 
     “No, Boss. It wasn’t by chance. It was by design. I figured sooner or later you were going to need me to deal with their system.” 
 
     “Just the man I need to talk to, then. Is there a way for Earth to get out of protectorate status, without becoming a Commonwealth member?” 
 
     “Of all the questions I anticipated, that wasn’t one I thought to study, Boss. I’ll get back to you in a day or two.” 
 
     “You could tell me Sunday, at paintball.” 
 
     “Ah, Boss.” 
 
     “You admitted in front of me the other day that you were working on your self-defense. You’re fresh out of excuses, Henry.” 
 
     “I suppose I am. See you there, Boss.” 
 
     “That you will. Thanks for all your help, Henry.” 
 
     “No problem, Boss. Fly safe.” 
 
     “You too, Henry.” 
 
     The line went dead, and I put the comm away. I got up, and went back into the house. Gus asked, “Is it time to go driving, Dad?” 
 
    “I guess I’m fresh out of excuses, Short Round. Let’s go.” 
 
     Nikki said, “I’ll comm you at lunchtime.” 
 
     “Sounds right. Thanks.” 
 
     “No problem. You don’t think I’m going to grill all those steaks while you’re goofing off, do you?” 
 
     “No Dear, I never would think so poorly of you. I know you’re sneakier than that.” 
 
     “Thanks.” 
 
     Gus and I went and had fun, until time to come in for lunch. We got cleaned up, and sat down with the rest of the family. Nikki said, “I have enough meat thawed, did you have something special you were going to do to it?” 
 
     “Did you put Susie’s rub on it?” 
 
     “I was waiting to make sure that was what you wanted to do.” 
 
     “I’ll get it after lunch. I don’t think there’s anything I could do that would come out better.” 
 
     “I thought you might have a trick up your sleeve.” 
 
     “I have lots of tricks up my sleeve, but none of them are going to be better than what the best butcher in this end of the state can do. A man has got to know his limitations.” 
 
     “Okay, Clint.” 
 
     We finished eating, and got things cleaned up. I asked, “Are you going to help me with the steaks, Short Round?” 
 
     “I can’t find my step stool, Dad.” 
 
     “Have you looked for it?” 
 
     “I need better game.” 
 
     “You sure do. You’ll get it.” 
 
     He went after his stool, and I got the meat out of the fridge. It looked like we were having most of the crew over. I asked, “Hey, Janet, did you tell Ron we’re having a feed tonight?” 
 
     “It would be okay to ask him out?” 
 
     “Why wouldn’t it? He’s a grown man, he can refuse if he wants to.” 
 
     “You’re right. I’ll see what he has to say.” 
 
     “Good enough. He’s good company, whether you two get together, or not.” 
 
     “He is that.” 
 
     She went off to call him. We got started rubbing the steaks. Gus asked, “What does this stuff do to the meat, Dad?” 
 
     “Mostly just improves the flavor. I don’t know if it does anything else, or not. You’d have to ask Susie to find out about that.” 
 
     “Do you think she would tell me?” 
 
     “I truly don’t know about that, Short Round. It could be that it’s a secret, and she doesn’t want anyone else to know.” 
 
     “Why would that be, Dad?” 
 
     “She works hard to do the things she does. She wouldn’t want anybody to be able to just take what she worked hard on, and not give her anything for it.” 
 
     “I think I understand.” 
 
     “Good.” We got all the steaks rubbed, and put away. We cleaned the counter, and washed our hands. We went out to the living room, where the ladies were. I asked, “Becky is still working hard on her game?” 
 
     Nikki said, “She started over, but it looks like the new code is a lot cleaner. I guess Cavemen aren’t as dumb as they sound.” 
 
     “That wouldn’t take much, would it?” 
 
     “No, I suppose not. It’s just different from what I was taught.” 
 
     “Like you said, I taught myself. With an idiot for a teacher, no telling what you’re going to learn.” 
 
     “I never said you were an idiot.” 
 
     “I think I remember a time or two, but there were injuries involved, if I remember correctly.” 
 
     “That could be, I guess.” 
 
     I asked, “What did you find out, Janet?” 
 
     “Ron said he would like to be here. I think you made a good impression on him, Dad.” 
 
     “I thought that was your job.” 
 
     “You know what I mean.” 
 
     “Maybe. It’s still fun to wind you up.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Are you planning to stand around and give us crap all afternoon?” 
 
     “Sounds like a plan to me. How ‘bout you, Gus?” 
 
     “Good as any, Dad.” 
 
     The three of them shook their heads in unison. Milly said, “I think Frisbee would be a better idea.” 
 
     Gus said, “That could be.” 
 
     We got a Frisbee, and headed out. Snitz played for a while, and then lay down so Alice could catch a few. Nikki said, “That dog continues to amaze me.” 
 
     I replied, “He’s been hanging out with his pop, lately. I think he’s learning a few things. It was enough when it was just Gene teaching him bad habits.” 
 
   

 

  We played until Nikki said, “Don’t you think it’s about time to get a fire going, Caveman?” 
 
     “Oh, probably.” 
 
     Gus and I went around the house to get that going, and the ladies went into the house to get the withit together. I picked up the grill, and Gus went to put out some coals for the fire. He emptied the first bag, and asked, “Will that be enough, Dad?” 
 
     “I think we might ought to open another bag. I’ll help you. The way your mother sounded, we’re going to have a lot of folks here this evening.” 
 
     We got enough coals, and got them burning. We were sitting, watching the fire, when my comm rang. I happened to notice the caller ID, and it was Jimmy. I answered, “How are you making it, Son?” 
 
     “Doing well, Dad. The Squatch heard we were coming, and got a good start on clearing out some land. We’ve got a lot of stumps to clear, but things are going well. Mr. Yoder thinks we’ll be able to plant a crop in a month or so. It’s weird to see him with a big smile on his face. He has to act serious, when there are other Amish around, of course, but when we’re out working, he grins all day.” 
 
     “Sounds like things are going well. Everybody here misses you.” 
 
     “Whenever I get time to think, I miss you all, too. Is Hannah still coming out on the next ship?” 
 
     “Yes, she is, and bringing assorted lost Amish with her.” 
 
     “She got her aunt to head out this way? The last I heard, she was having trouble with that.” 
 
     “She got it done. I don’t think you want to stand between that girl and something she wants, Son.” 
 
     “I had figured that much out, Dad. She reminds me of Mom, sometimes.” 
 
     “I can see that. Did you meet that drunk that hung out around her apartment?” 
 
     “Sam, her cousin?” 
 
     “That’s the one. He’s heading out, too. John stuck him in the box, maybe he won’t be as thirsty by the time he gets there.” 
 
     “That would be good. I talked to him when he was more or less sober a time or two, and he seemed like he wanted to change.” 
 
     “Good deal. Anything you need out that way? We’ve still got a few days to put extras on the Aldrin, if there’s something you need.” 
 
     “Mr. Yoder has been talking about bringing out some big Quarter Horses, and breeding the boys a better cutting horse, but he doesn’t want to start on that until we’ve got the land cleared and the farm working the way he wants it.” 
 
     “Be sure and let me know if there’s anything we can do for you, Son. I really want you and the Amish to make a go of it.” 
 
     “I think it’s more about them, than me, Dad. These folks don’t give up.” 
 
     “I’ve seen you be pretty hardheaded, your own self. If Mr. Yoder thinks you’re good help, I think you need to give yourself some credit.” 
 
     “Well, he used to say I was alright for English. Now that he’s seen the local boys put in a day’s work, he says I’m alright, for a puny human.” 
 
     “How are the Squatch?” 
 
     “Doing well. Running Squirrel has grown a lot. He’s going to be as big as Meat Bringer, I think. Morning Flower is about ready to fly her fighter to Earth to see you, if you don’t make it out this way soon.” 
 
     “We wouldn’t want that. I’ll have to get out there soon.” 
 
     “It’ll be good to see you and Mom. I better get going. I need to get to bed. Another hard day, tomorrow.” 
 
     “It’s good talking to you. Your brother is sitting here about to bust. Do you have time to say ‘hi’ to him, before you hang up?” 
 
     “Sure.” 
 
     I handed Gus the comm, and they talked a minute. Gus said, “Bye, Bro”, and hung up. He handed me the comm, and said, “It was nice to talk to Jimmy. I miss him, Dad.” 
 
     “I do, too. I guess I need your help, Short Round.” 
 
     “What do you need, Dad?” 
 
     “You’re going to have to help me come up with an excuse to go see him.” 
 
     “That’s a hard problem.” 
 
     “Do you really think so? Your mom is going to want to go, too. Besides, your brother already said Morning Flower wants to see us.” 
 
     “I know you will want to go, but the captains don’t want you going anyplace without the Gene. How are you going to say that the Gene needs to be at Charlie’s? Morning Flower is taking care of everything there.” 
 
     “That does make it harder, doesn’t it? We’ll have to think about it.” 
 
     “Okay, Dad. You’re the Admiral, right?” 
 
     “I am. That doesn’t mean I get to use fleet resources to do whatever I want, though.” 
 
     “Don’t fleets have to practice?” 
 
     “You mean like a readiness exercise?” 
 
     “Huh?” 
 
     “Doing things to make sure that we’ll be able to do them when we need to.” 
 
     “Yeah, like that.” 
 
     “You’re saying we should run a practice bugout, just so we can go see Jimmy?” 
 
     “I guess I am. Is that a bad idea?” 
 
     “Well, it would be a lot of trouble for a lot of people. Doing it without a good reason would probably make some folks mad.” 
 
     “You don’t want to make anybody mad without a reason, do you?” 
 
     “I sure don’t. Things are going well, I don’t want to screw them up. I manage to do that often enough, without trying.” 
 
     “I don’t know, Dad. I need to think about it some more.” 
 
     “Me too.” 
 
     Ron came around the corner of the house about then, and said, “You two sound awfully serious. Do you need me to be somewhere else?” 
 
     I said, “Nope. Neither one of us can come up with much of an answer. I think we need to worry about it  another day.” 
 
     “If you don’t mind me asking, what are you trying to figure out?” 
 
     “You heard that Jimmy shipped out, right?” 
 
     “I did.” 
 
     “We’re trying to come up with an excuse to go see how he’s doing.” 
 
     “Oh! Important business, then.” 
 
     “Yessir.” 
 
     “I was afraid you had gotten serious, since the last time I had seen you, Mr. Wilson.” 
 
     “No, Dennis, I’m the same old turkey I’ve always been.” 
 
     “I’m thinking there are worse things.” 
 
     “You could be right. How have you been?” 
 
     “Fantastic! It’s so good to have my leg back. I went to the VA for my checkup, and I think they wanted to cut it off again, just so they didn’t have to figure out how to fill out the paperwork. They say I’m going to lose my pension, but I’d rather have the leg, any day.” 
 
     “Didn’t mean to cause you trouble, Ron.” 
 
     “Wasn’t trouble, really. You should have seen the looks on their faces. It was hilarious. Best laugh I’ve had, well, since before I lost my leg.” 
 
     “Sounds good. Are you settling in to your new situation?” 
 
     “Yes and no. I’m having a hard time figuring out my feelings, right now. I’m so psyched about having my leg back, I can’t tell what has to do with that, and what is something else.” 
 
     “You don’t want to lead Janet on, and then find out it was just about your leg?” 
 
     “Exactly. I’m glad you understand.” 
 
     “I do, and I don’t. You liked her before the subject of fixing your leg ever came up. I don’t see where that would have changed.” 
 
     “I know. Everything wraps up together in my head, and I can’t get it straight.” 
 
     “I know an old boy who’s pretty good at getting your cobwebs cleaned out. I could put you in touch, if you wanted.” 
 
     “You have a counselor?” 
 
     “Would you want a nut like me running a space fleet, without one?” 
 
     “Well, now that you mention it, probably not. He’s cool?” 
 
     “He’s a preacher, but he won’t try to get you to come to Jesus, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
     “That’s not a problem. How can I get in touch with him? I really want to get my head straight, so I can give Janet the answers she wants.” 
 
     “Well, unless I miss my guess, he’ll be here before long. I can’t imagine Nikki planned this, and didn’t invite him.” 
 
     John came around the corner, and asked, “Didn’t invite who?” 
 
     “Jim. Ron here would like to meet him.” 
 
     John replied, “That would be a good idea. He’s better at getting your mind out of knots than any of those folks at the VA.” 
 
     “Really?” 
 
     “Oh yeah. I was hung up about a lot of the fellas I couldn’t save, when I was in the sandbox. He managed to get me to see that I couldn’t save everybody. Of course, it’s harder to remember that, now, since we have the cool tech from out of town.” 
 
     “I never thought about it having a down side.” 
 
     “Well, compared to all the good it can do, it doesn’t amount to much.” 
 
     “I guess not.” 
 
     “That leg doing alright for you?” 
 
     “Nossir, it’s doing great. Thank you again.” 
 
     “You’re sure welcome. How is it you’re here without Janet growing out of your elbow?” 
 
     “Well, I’m having trouble trying to tell what is me and her, and what is having my leg back.” 
 
     “That’s what you need to talk to Jim about?” 
 
     “It is.” 
 
     “He’ll fix you right up.” 
 
     “You think?” 
 
     “He ought to be here soon, you can decide for yourself.” 
 
     “Fair enough.” 
 
     We sat quiet for a while, until Jim came around the corner, carrying a big platter full of the steaks Gus and I had worked on. He said, “Do you have a place for these, Bob?” 
 
     “I think we can handle that, Preacher. Give me a minute to spread out these coals.” 
 
     “Don’t take too long. This platter ain’t light.” 
 
     Ron stood up to help. Jim said, “I don’t believe I know you, Sir.” 
 
     “Ron Martin. I’d offer to shake, but I think it might be better to put that off a minute.” 
 
     “I’m Jim Bailey.” 
 
     “You’re the Jim I hear so much about?” 
 
     “I hope not. The Boss can get kinda windy, from time to time.” 
 
     “Oh, nothing like that. He just seems to think you’re a pretty good mental mechanic.” 
 
     “Mental mechanic, hmm, I like that. I may have to steal it, if you don’t mind.” 
 
     “I don’t mind a bit. Do you suppose we could talk sometime?” 
 
     “I don’t see why not. How is it that you’ve gotten tangled up with this bunch, anyhow?” 
 
     “Janet and I are friends.” 
 
     “Oh! Gotcha. Trying to get used to being able to get around again?” 
 
     “Yep. Not sure exactly what I’m feeling.” 
 
     “Well, I might be able to show you where to look, but I wouldn’t be able to sort things out for you.” 
 
     “That sounds like about all I can ask for.” 
 
     I got the fire squared away, and we put the steaks on. Jim asked, “Is the Evans in the barn, Bob?” 
 
     “She sure is. You’re telling me the doctor is in?” 
 
     “I’d like to hear what’s troubling Ron, here, and I don’t see any need for you fellas to hear what he has to say.” 
 
    “Sounds about right to me.” 
 
     They headed for the barn. John asked, “Do you think Jim can get him on the straight and narrow?” 
 
     “If he can’t, I don’t know anybody who can.” 
 
     “You’ve got that right.” 
 
     Gus asked, “What did he mean, mental mechanic?” 
 
     John said, “Well, Gus, he meant that your Uncle Jim is good at helping people work out their feelings, and get their thinking straight. Surely you don’t have that kind of trouble yet, do you?” 
 
     “I’m kinda bummed about Milly getting hurt driving with me, but other than that, I don’t think so.” 
 
     John asked, “She’s okay now, isn’t she?” 
 
     “Yes, she is, but I still feel like it was my fault.” 
 
     “How is that?” 
 
     “If I was more careful, nobody would have to watch me drive, and she wouldn’t have been down there in the first place.” 
 
     I said, “That sounds good, on the surface, Short Round. You mind if we unpack it a little?” 
 
     “I guess not, Dad.” 
 
     “First off, you’re not even five, yet. I know you and your sister are advanced for your age, but that still doesn’t give you experience, and judgment. You know a lot, but you don’t have the common sense yet to apply what you know. That’s why you need someone to watch you drive, not because you’re not careful enough.” 
 
     “You’re saying that it’s going to be a while before you’re ready to let me drive by myself, no matter how careful I am?” 
 
     “Yep. Sorry, but that’s the way it is.” 
 
     John said, “It’s because he cares about you, even if it doesn’t seem that way, right now.” 
 
     “I know that, Uncle John. It doesn’t change the way it feels, though.” 
 
     “I understand that, Gus. You’re trying to get what you know, and what you feel to line up?” 
 
     “I am. How do I do that?” 
 
     “I really don’t know, Gus. Let me know when you figure it out.” 
 
     “Wait, you don’t know how to do that, either?” 
 
     “No, I sure don’t.” 
 
     Gus looked at me. “You don’t, either?” 
 
     “I sure don’t. It seems like maybe I’ve figured out how to tell when my feelings are important. At least the bots think so. I wish I knew how I do that, so I could help you, but I don’t have a clue.” 
 
     “What do you mean about when your feelings are important, Dad?” 
 
     “Well, the bots always think it’s important when I have a feeling about something. That works out for them more often than not. So, I must be doing something that selects the important feelings, and ignores the ones that don’t matter, but I don’t know what that is. I don’t want to worry about it too much, for fear that it will quit working.” 
 
     Gus asked, “Why?” 
 
     John said, “Because your dad’s feelings have saved the fleet a lot of trouble, from time to time.” 
 
    Gus studied on that for a minute. “You mean, you think it’s an important part of taking care of the fleet, and you wouldn’t be doing your job, if you messed with it for no good reason?” 
 
     I replied, “Right on the first guess. I forget how quick you pick up on things.” 
 
     “I could pretend to take longer, if it would make you feel better, Dad.” 
 
     “Don’t do that. I like you just the way you are.” 
 
     “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
     “You’re welcome, Gus.” 
 
     John helped me turn all the meat, and we sat back down. Gus asked, “George, could I ask you a question?” 
 
     George faded in, and said, “Of course, as long as you don’t take too long. I am on duty, you know.” 
 
     “Do you have feelings, like Dad was talking about?” 
 
     “Since he took our limiters off, we have some routines that are similar to what humans call feelings, but I haven’t learned to use them the way your dad does. I think once I’ve had more time to get used to having them, it may be better.” 
 
     “You’re saying it’s experience, just like Dad?” 
 
     “Hmm…I guess I am. I hadn’t thought of that, Gus. Thanks.” 
 
     “You’re welcome, George. Thanks for answering my question.” 
 
     “You’re welcome, Short Round.” 
 
     He faded back out. Diego came around the house, and sat down. “Quite a feed, from the looks of things, Boss.” 
 
     “We’re off duty, Diego. Cut that out. I don’t know who all Nikki invited.” 
 
     “I don’t know about that, but I think Steve and Bucky are coming, anyhow.” 
 
     “That’ll be good. Seems like the only time I see Steve is when somebody is trying to blow me up.” 
 
     “Doesn’t seem like Zoom and I get to see you very often either. I miss the old days, when we were all on the Gene.” 
 
     John said, “Heck, I miss the days before we found the Gene, and we were just trying to keep the operation under wraps.” 
 
      I replied, “I think I would rather have to go wave at folks when we travel in and out, than worrying about taking a vacation in a black site, all the time. Joanna didn’t seem to enjoy it.” 
 
     John said, “No, she didn’t, but we wouldn’t have all that scandium for the hulls, if that hadn’t happened, would we?” 
 
     “No, I don’t suppose we would. I wonder how the Roos are doing with their new world?” 
 
     “I haven’t heard, have you, Diego?” 
 
     “No. I haven’t heard a thing, since we evacuated the half-Squatch.” 
 
     I said, “I should probably call Joe sometime. He probably has heard from Sam.” 
 
     Jim and Ron made it back about then. Jim asked, “You haven’t seen Joe’s reports?” 
 
     “I didn’t know he had filed any, to tell you the truth. How is it you know about them?” 
 
     “Janice mentions them when they come in. I thought she was passing them on to you.” 
 
     “I haven’t cleaned out my inbox in a few days, but I don’t remember seeing anything like that.” 
 
     “Maybe you should ask her about it, when you get a chance.” 
 
     “I’d better. No telling what they’ve found out there.” 
 
     John said, “Don’t you think Veronica would have called you directly, if they had found anything really out of the ordinary?” 
 
     “I’m sure she would. What I’m not sure of is what it would take to meet that threshold.” 
 
     “Me either.” 
 
     Janice was among the folks who brought out platters to put the cooked meat on. I asked, “Hey, Janice, have I gotten any reports from Veronica and Joe, on the Elvis?” 
 
     “They’ve been coming in regularly, but none of them were marked as urgent, or important, so I filed them with the ones Jeff had filed. I guess I assumed that he had gotten that much right, at least.” 
 
     “No biggie. Has Joe reported anything about being in contact with Deadbot?” 
 
     “He talks to his friend there on a regular basis, but he hasn’t reported anything that we need to take notice of, so I filed that with the rest.” 
 
     “Sounds like you’re taking good care of me. Have they found anything inhabitable?” 
 
    “They’ve found a few places that look promising. I’ve sent out survey teams, under your signature.” 
 
     “I knew teaming you up with Bone was going to come back to bite me. Have your teams reported anything good?” 
 
     “All the reports I’ve seen so far talk about how big the predators are, and the nasty diseases that we would have to look out for.” 
 
     “I’ll go over them, when I get some time. Thanks for the update.” 
 
     “No problem, Boss. Let’s eat.” 
 
     “Sounds right.” 
 
     We went over to the picnic tables, and had a good meal. It was good to have so many of our people in one place again. I made sure they all knew that we were playing paintball on Sunday. We were just cleaning up, when my comm rang. I saw it was Jimmy calling, and answered, “Hello, Son.” 
 
     Mr. Yoder’s voice answered, “Sorry to disappoint you, Admiral. I heard Jimmy talking to you, and asked him to borrow this thing.” 
 
     “That isn’t very plain, is it?” 
 
     “Well, I’m hiding in the barn, not making a show of having something that someone else doesn’t, and I don’t actually own it, so I think I’m still on the right side of the line.” 
 
     “You would know more about it than I would. What is it I can do for you?” 
 
     “Well, first, I wanted to let you know that your son is good help, and I’m glad to have him. He can’t do as much as one of the local boys, of course, but you should see him try and keep up with them. It makes me smile.” 
 
     “I’m glad he’s doing a good job. You’re thinking he would be a good husband for Hannah, then?” 
 
     “I think he would be good for her. I wonder how long he could stand to be plain, though.” 
 
     “I’ve had that same thought. Are you getting your farm set up?” 
 
     “Oh, yes. We had a barn-raising the other day. A bunch of the local boys came by to help. The word has gotten around that Jim-ee, son of Bawb, works here, and they all think I’m something special. My Ruth was scared silly. You know it is our custom to feed everyone who helps to raise the barn, do you not?” 
 
     “I do. She was worried about feeding a crew of hungry Squatch?” 
 
     “She surely was. Morning Flower and Bugling Elk showed up with a couple of truckloads of food, and saved the day. They’re good folks. Morning Flower thinks it’s about time for you to visit, though.” 
 
     “I’ve been thinking the same thing. I miss her, as well.” 
 
     “She told me that you rescued her from being a slave. Is that so?” 
 
     “It is. I’d say Charlie had as much to do with it as I did, though.” 
 
     “Ah, yes, young Charlie. He has made work for me, I am afraid.” 
 
     “How’s that?” 
 
     “He was out here, bringing me some feed for the stock, and killed a rat with that stick of his. It worked so well, I built one for myself, and I’m trying to learn how to throw it. No noise, so it doesn’t bother the stock, and no ammunition to buy. A wonderful thing, and plain as can be. If only I am good enough to learn it, I will be a happy man.” 
 
     “Sounds like you’re settling in well. Is the rest of the community doing the same?” 
 
     “Some better than others. There are a few who are having trouble getting used to the neighbors, I am afraid.” 
 
     “Some of the young fellas are ornery. They don’t mean anything by it, though.” 
 
     “I have seen them, playing jokes. The one they call Knocks Hard likes to sneak up behind people.” 
 
     “That he does. He’s gotten me, more than once. I don’t suppose they have talked you into playing ‘Loser Stinks’ yet?” 
 
     “No. It sounds a bit aggressive, for us plain folks.” 
 
     “Probably best. Between Knocks Hard and Meat Bringer, Ruth would have a time getting your clothes clean.” 
 
     “The one they call Mountain View is said to be pretty sneaky, as well.” 
 
     “That he is. Did he go in the box, and get his hip taken care of?” 
 
     “He must have. He does not limp.” 
 
     “I’m glad to hear that. He is a good friend.” 
 
     “He said the same of you, Mr. Wilson. He seems to think that you saved his life.” 
 
     “I would say that was more John Branham, but I was there.” 
 
     “That may be, but he likes you a great deal. The truth is, I’ve yet to meet anyone here who didn’t think you were a good man.” 
 
     “You haven’t met my mother, yet?” 
 
     “I have. Even she admits that you are doing good things.” 
 
     “Did she have to go in the box, when Alice adjusted her attitude?” 
 
     “I have met her, as well. Your mother seems to be friends with her. I do not think they fight.” 
 
     “That may be, Jacob. It wasn’t always that way, though.” 
 
     “I think perhaps this place is too beautiful for someone to hold a grudge very long.” 
 
     “I hope so. Your cousin Sam, and your sister and her son are coming out on the same ship Hannah is traveling on.” 
 
     “They will be here soon, then?” 
 
     “Middle of next week, more or less.” 
 
     “Ah, good. I can put Sam to work. Jimmy could use the help.” 
 
     “What of your sister Mabel, and young Nathan?” 
 
     “Jimmy seems to think that young Nathan needs to spend some time with Charlie and Running Squirrel, to learn the ways of the woods. There are a few of the men who have yet to find a wife, who are anxious to be reacquainted with Mabel.” 
 
     “She’s no longer shunned?” 
 
     “Hannah says she is a good woman. Her past mistakes won’t be held against her, in this place where a man needs a good mate to make his way. If need be, Ruth and I will adopt young Nathan.” 
 
     “Sounds like you’ve got things under control. Did they wind up talking you into being the Bishop?” 
 
     “Well, I was able to talk them into having a council, like some of the communities back on Earth. They did make me the chairman of it, but my term won’t last forever.” 
 
     “Things are going well, then. It’s been good talking with you, Jacob. If there is anything you need, don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
     “Well, now that you say that, a few big, strong Quarter Horse mares might make a start on breeding these boys some better cutting horses. I’m afraid my stock are all bred for draft, and they aren’t the best for what they need.” 
 
     “We should be able to send some mares your way. I doubt you’re the only one who would like a few, though.” 
 
     “You would be right about that.” 
 
     “What do you think we should do? Auction them off, when we get them there?” 
 
     “I don’t know if you could make your money back off them, Bob. All of us are getting short of cash, until we get a crop in.” 
 
     “Still, we wouldn’t want it to seem like we were giving them away. That wouldn’t be good.” 
 
     “No. We try to avoid pride, but being given breeding stock would be hard to swallow. I’d better get off this thing, I think Jimmy was meaning to call Hannah this evening.” 
 
     “Good talking to you, Jacob. Hope to see you soon.” 
 
     “Fly safe, Bob.” 
 
     “Take care of yourself, Jacob.” 
 
     The line went dead, and I put the comm away. John asked, “That was a handy excuse to get out of helping. How much did you have to pay someone?” 
 
     “I know you won’t believe it, but I didn’t set that up, at all. Of course, now I’m guilty of contributing to the delinquency of the Amish, so there’s something you can throw at me.” 
 
     “Come over that last part again, slowly?” 
 
     “Mr. Yoder heard Jimmy on the comm, so he asked to borrow it. Sounds like they’re settling in well.” 
 
     “No problems?” 
 
     “He said his wife nearly passed out, when she figured out she had to feed a Squatch barn-raising crew.” 
 
     “How did that turn out?” 
 
     “Morning Flower and Bugling Elk saved the day.” 
 
     “I should have known. She wouldn’t let a friend of Bawb get into trouble, would she?” 
 
     “I don’t think so.” 
 
     “It’ll be good to see all of them again.” 
 
     “I almost wish I had taken that mission for the Gene.” 
 
     “You could always move your flag to the Aldrin, for the trip.” 
 
     “Now you’re just trying to tempt me.” 
 
     “Would I do that?” 
 
     “I think you might. What do you have up your sleeve?” 
 
     “Nothing, Boss. Not a thing.” 
 
     Ron spoke up. “No offense, Mr. Branham, but that was weak.” 
 
     I said, “He meant it to be. He’s messing with my head, just for a giggle.” 
 
     “Is it working?” 
 
     “More than I’d like to admit.” 
 
     “Could it be that you just want to go see your friends?” 
 
     “That’s probably it. We couldn’t leave ‘til Sunday night, anyway.” 
 
     “Why’s that?” 
 
     John said, “Paintball!” 
 
     “Huh?” 
 
     I replied, “We used to play paintball every other Sunday. These days, we just manage whenever enough of us are in town to have a good game. You ought to come out. I’d be willing to bet you could teach us a trick or two.” 
 
     “Janet asked, but I’m not sure I’m ready for something like that, yet.” 
 
     Steve walked up. He asked, “Is this the new member of the pink-leg club?” 
 
     John said, “In the flesh. Steve Mason, meet Ron Martin. Ron, this is Steve Mason.” 
 
     They shook hands, and Ron asked, “What did you mean, pink-leg club?” 
 
     “You mean John figured out how to grow yours with a tan? I wanna refund!” 
 
     “Well, now that you mention it, no, he didn’t. I guess I’m a little slow.” 
 
     “These two will make you think that, whether it’s true or not. At least half of what they talk about is a movie or TV reference, or some book that only the two of them have read.” 
 
     “Thanks. I thought I was just a little slow.” 
 
     “I doubt that. Ain’t you the fella that Janet took up with? She has better taste than that.” 
 
     Ron hooked a thumb at me, and asked, “Are you sure about that? Look who she picked for a dad.” 
 
     I replied, “That tears it. You’re coming to paintball on Sunday, and you’re not on my team.” 
 
     Ron said, “Oops! I think I stepped in it.” 
 
     Steve replied, “Just be glad the third team shipped out already. Those fellas are sneaky.” 
 
     “Third team?” 
 
     John said, “The local Squatch used to think it was funny to hide in the woods when we played, and throw rotten fruit at us.” 
 
     “Why did they stop?” 
 
     I said, “We hauled them back to the planet they came from, so they wouldn’t have to run in the night.” 
 
     “They’re not from here? They can fly spaceships?” 
 
     Steve said, “They can, but that’s not how they got here. Slavers used to catch the young girls, and sell them to people for household help. We put a stop to that.” 
 
     “I’m missing something. How did they end up here, if the slavers were taking them somewhere to sell?” 
 
     I replied, “They weren’t always careful about only catching girls, so they left the males here, because it was handier than taking them back where they got them. Some of the girls were too stubborn to train to be good help, and they dumped them here, as well.” 
 
     “I think I understand. Why don’t all of them want to go home?” 
 
     John said, “It takes a lot of trust to get back on a starship, after the only starship ride you ever had took you away from everything you had ever known. The ones around here got to know us well enough to trust us, but the rest of them are still wary.” 
 
     “I can see how that would be.” 
 
     Steve asked, “Could I talk to you for a minute, Ron?” 
 
     “Sure, I guess. What do you need?” 
 
     “I just wondered if you needed any help getting used to having a leg again.” 
 
     They wandered off, and I looked at John. “Did you set that up?” 
 
     “Nope. I figured it was Jim.” 
 
     Jim heard his name, and wandered over. “What am I getting accused of, now?” 
 
     I asked, “Did you sic Steve onto Ron?” 
 
     “Nossir, I didn’t. I would have, if I had thought of it, but I hadn’t gotten that far yet.” 
 
     “I wonder who did, then? He sure came over here like he had a mission in mind.” 
 
     John said, “My money is on Janet.” 
 
     “You’re probably right. We better not find out for sure, though. We wouldn’t want to mess up, and let it slip to Ron.” 
 
     Jim said, “No, I don’t think he would take that well. He’s getting used to taking care of his own business again, and I don’t think he would care for that kind of help.” 
 
    I replied, “You’re probably right about that, Preacher. He seems like a good man, though.” 
 
    “That was sure the read I got, Bob. I think she’s in good hands, if we can just get him to believe what he feels.” 
 
     John asked, “Huh?” 
 
     Jim answered, “He’s confused about whether he likes Janet, or he’s just grateful that she got his leg fixed.” 
 
     “Oh. That would be a trick to get your head around.” 
 
     “Yep. Here he comes, talk about something else.” 
 
     I asked, “Are you going to be ready to pull out after paintball, Captain Branham?” 
 
     “It certainly looks like it, Admiral. All our passengers and cargo are loaded, or ready to load on short notice.” 
 
     “Good to hear.” 
 
     Ron said, “Smooth, real smooth, you two.” 
 
     Jim said, “I don’t think you fooled him, Bob.” 
 
     “I thought he was smarter than the average bear.” 
 
     Ron replied, “Thanks, Boo Boo.” 
 
     John said, “He’ll do.” 
 
     “I think he might, at that.” 
 
     Folks started leaving, and I was out front, shaking hands and thanking folks for coming out. When I finished that, I had to go inside and kiss the kids goodnight. Snitz thought he needed to make sure that all those people hadn’t damaged his yard. Once we got that done with, we went back in, and I locked up. I snuggled in next to Nikki, and she said, “That was a nice get together, don’t you think?” 
 
     “It was nice to see everyone again, that’s for sure. John was trying to get me to move my flag to the Aldrin, for the trip to Charlie’s. It is tempting.” 
 
     “That does sound like fun. You could make chili, and jump Jacob into the brothers of the wind.” 
 
     “That doesn’t sound very plain to me, Space Cadet.” 
 
     “Maybe not. Anything else you wanted to talk about?” 
 
     “Well, there was one thing.” 
 
     “Oh?” 
 
     We got to sleep a little later on. 
 
     Snitz was on time, though. I got up and got ready to face the day. Nicole pulled into the driveway, and came over. “Morning, Boss. I was going to tell you last night, but you were too busy. My people got everything out of those two who brought the saucer in, and we took them to the Patrol base.” 
 
     “Did you learn much?” 
 
     “I talked to the Skipper about it, and he said what we got matched what you had received from your contacts in the Patrol.” 
 
     “It’s good to have confirmation, but I was hoping for something more. Did they mention how they did all that damage to Proud Mary?” 
 
     “It was what you thought, Boss. They hit it with a meteor shower.” 
 
     “Wouldn’t Tina have seen that coming?” 
 
     “I asked the Skipper, and he said that Taz had found the recording on the saucer’s log. They jumped in, with lots of flash and a high velocity. While Tina was trying to figure out why someone jumped in on top of her, they released some rocks, and jumped back out.” 
 
     “Dirty, but effective. Does the Skipper have someone chasing down the rocks that didn’t hit Proud Mary?” 
 
     I heard Topper behind me. “Yes, I do, Boss. We can’t leave a hazard to navigation like that.” 
 
     “No, we can’t. Thanks for being on top of this. Is everyone trying to make things easy on me, so that I can enjoy my leave?” 
 
     “We’re doing our best, Boss.” 
 
     “That’s nice, but some of this stuff I should know about, even if I am taking it easy.” 
 
     “We’ll adjust our protocols, Boss.” 
 
     “I need to get with Janice today, and see just what she’s been taking care of for me.” 
 
     “Oh, Boss, it isn’t just her. We captains have been helping her deal with some of the bigger stuff, like new planets that need surveying.” 
 
     “How is that coming, Skipper?” 
 
     “We have a couple of places that don’t look much wilder than North America was when the Europeans got here. No, we’re not building you a fishing cabin on either one of them, until we know more about them.” 
 
     “How many intelligent races have they stumbled over, out in the wild stars?” 
 
     “They’ve found several species that look like they’re headed that way, but only two that actually have anything like civilization going. Neither one of them is ready to head to space yet, though.” 
 
     “Well, at least we don’t have to worry about threats from that direction. Have they seen any other scouts?” 
 
     “Not so far. You think there are races out that way we haven’t met yet?” 
 
     “Well, as many as we’ve met so far, I have to think it’s the way to bet, don’t you?” 
 
     “I do, Boss. Just wanted to make sure we were on the same page.” 
 
     “I believe we are.” 
 
     Nicole asked, “Anything else you need, Boss?” 
 
     “You and Matilda at John’s, Sunday afternoon, for paintball?” 
 
     “What about the puppies?” 
 
     “Bring ‘em. You might peddle a few.” 
 
     “You know Canni gets the last word on that, don’t you, Boss?” 
 
     “I certainly do. I think that’s going to be best, don’t you?” 
 
     “I don’t think it’s negotiable, whether it’s best, or not.” 
 
     “Fair enough. You want a cup of coffee?” 
 
     “No thanks. We’ve got some at the house. I just wanted to correct my oversight, from last night.” 
 
     “Thanks for that. I seem to be losing touch with what’s going on.” 
 
     Topper said, “Jeeves has a briefing package to bring you back up to speed, when you return to duty, Boss.” 
 
     “Thanks, Skipper.” 
 
     We watched Nicole head back to her place, and I asked Topper, “Was there something else you needed, Skipper?” 
 
     “I don’t think so, Boss.” 
 
     “Did we ever go back and look for whatever those people who ambushed Tina were flying?” 
 
     “I’ve got the scouts all over it, Boss. We got enough off Proud Mary’s log to identify the ship, but we can’t find it in the system. Sue has been over the sensor logs, and she thinks they headed out, not too long after they lost contact with the two on Proud Mary.” 
 
     “I don’t suppose she has a good enough reading to figure out their destination?” 
 
     “They headed for the Commonwealth. Beyond that, no.” 
 
     “I don’t guess I could ask for much more than that, when she didn’t even know to be watching them.” 
 
     “Nope. Was there anything else?” 
 
     “Something came up last night I wanted your opinion on. John asked if I wanted to transfer my flag for the trip to Charlie’s. Would that be acceptable to you?” 
 
     “I don’t have a problem with it, Boss. Technically, it’s the Gene that has picket duty, not you. Go see Morning Flower before she decides she needs to head this way. I better get back to the shop, Boss. We need to practice some songs for that lowrider show.” 
 
     “I better go get some coffee, before those girls drink it all.” 
 
     “Later, Boss.” 
 
     “Later, Skipper.” 
 
     I got a cup of coffee, and the dogs came with me onto the porch. I sat down, and they found places to lay. I thought about everything, and nothing, and tried to clear out a few cobwebs. I hadn’t made a lot of progress before Milly wandered out, cradling a cup of coffee. She sat down, trying not to disturb me. I opened my eyes, and said, “Hey, Milly. How are you doing this morning?” 
 
     “Pretty good, I think. I did something last night I’m not so sure about, though.” 
 
     “Do I want to know?” 
 
     “I wouldn’t have brought it up, if I didn’t want you to know.” 
 
     “That’s not what I asked, is it?” 
 
     “I know your life would be simpler without knowing, Tio. I need to get it off my chest.” 
 
     “Just messing with you. You know I’ll help you with whatever you need, don’t you?” 
 
     “I do. I put my nose in someone else’s business, though.” 
 
     “You had their best interests in mind, I take it?” 
 
     “I did. I was the one who asked Captain Mason to talk to Ron.” 
 
     “Surprise, surprise! I wouldn’t have guessed that. If it makes you feel any better, Preacher Bailey said he would have done the same thing, if he had thought of it.” 
 
     “Really?” 
 
     “Really. Don’t sweat it. I think we’ve got him on the right track. Maybe we can tell more Sunday.” 
 
     “He’s coming to paintball?” 
 
     “He better. I owe him one.” 
 
     “Oh no. What did he do?” 
 
     “Called me Boo-Boo.” 
 
     “You must have implied he was Yogi, for that to happen, Tio.” 
 
     “Maybe I did. Maybe I didn’t expect him to be that quick on his feet. Either way, if I have a say in it, he’s getting painted.” 
 
     “I’m beginning to think it’s more about jumping him into the family, and less about getting him back for what he said.” 
 
     “Believe what you want to believe. It’s a free country.” 
 
     “It is, isn’t it?” 
 
     “As long as I have anything to say about it.” 
 
     Janet joined us, cradling her own cup. She said, “Morning, folks. Dad, did you really order Ron to show up Sunday?” 
 
     “Hmm...I guess I might have slipped into command voice, now that you mention it.” 
 
     “Just for calling you Boo-Boo?” 
 
     “Just for having enough on the ball to know who Boo-Boo is. He’s good people. We need to get his head unwrapped, so you two can get on with things.” 
 
     “That sounds good, but do you really think this is the way to go about it?” 
 
     “Have you ever known me to be sure about the next move, Hon?” 
 
     “You act that way.” 
 
     “Act being the operative word. Ask Milly, I’m sure Niner-Deuce has explained it to her. You have to project confidence to get people to listen to what you have to say. Whether you’re confident inside or not is a whole ‘nother thing.” 
 
     Janet looked at Milly, and she nodded. She thought a moment, and looked back at me. “You mean you think paintball will do him some good, and you did what you thought would get him to show up?” 
 
     “I wish I could say I thought it through that well before it happened, but that would be a lie.” 
 
     “So, you went with your feelings, and it worked out the way you wanted it to?” 
 
     “We’ll see, tomorrow.” 
 
     “I guess we will. I was thinking it might be better to do things more gradually, Dad.” 
 
     “You might be right, but I doubt it. Giving him time to stew isn’t going to help a thing.” 
 
     “You don’t think he’ll work things out on his own?” 
 
     “I think he will eventually even out on his own. I doubt you have time to wait for all that.” 
 
     “You’re saying if I wait for him to figure it out on his own, we’ll be back in the black, and a long way from here, when he does?” 
 
     “I’m saying I think that would be the way to bet. I don’t have any way to know for sure.” 
 
     Milly said, “Fish for your carp today, Janet.” 
 
     “Huh?” 
 
     “She means ‘Carpe Diem’, Janet. Nice way to put it, Mill-a-Nickel.” 
 
     “What do you mean, Mill-a-Nickel, Tio?” 
 
     “Well, I wanted to be formal, and Millicent sounded too cheap.” 
 
     Both girls held their noses. Janet said, “I think we need to go start breakfast, before he comes up with another one of those.” 
 
     Milly said, “Sounds good. It’s too early for nasty puns.” 
 
     I reached down and petted Snitz. I asked, “What do you think, boy? Is it ever too early for nasty puns?” 
 
     I wish I could say I had taught him to shake his head, but that was all on his daddy. It was hilarious, though. When she quit laughing, Janet said, “Now he has the dog sticking up for him. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
     They went in to start cooking, and I went back to my mental redecorating. It wasn’t long before Gus came out, with a glass of OJ. I had to hold it for him while he climbed into his chair. He asked, “How are you this morning, Dad?” 
 
     “I was doing fine, Short Round. I feel a disturbance in the force.” 
 
     “What do you mean, Dad?” 
 
     “I mean you act like you’re buttering me up to ask me something. Chances are I’m not going to like it, or you wouldn’t go to the trouble.” 
 
     “I’m that easy to read?” 
 
     “You’re four, going on five. Give yourself a minute. If you’re still this easy when you’re fifteen, then we might have to worry.” 
 
     “Okay, but that doesn’t get me what I want today, does it?” 
 
     “Probably not, but why don’t you try asking straight up, instead of trying to run game, when you’re not good enough yet.” 
 
     “Can we take the governor off my cart?” 
 
     “Nope. I might be willing to let Ozzie turn it up five miles an hour, but not any more than that.” 
 
     He smiled big, and I realized that had been what he wanted all along. I asked, “Uncle John has been helping you with your negotiation skills, hasn’t he?” 
 
     “That would be telling, wouldn’t it, Dad?” 
 
     “I suppose it would. You did well, Gus. Got what you wanted, and tried to make me feel like I talked you down. If you would have been able to hold the grin until I couldn’t see, you might have gotten away with it, at least until I had time to think about what happened.” 
 
     “So, I don’t get the five miles an hour?” 
 
     “Oh, no, I didn’t say that. You’ve earned that. You’ve been driving safely, and paying attention to what you’re doing. I’m just not giving you full credit for talking me out of it.” 
 
     “That’s fair, I guess. I’ll try harder, next time.” 
 
     “I don’t have any doubt about that, Short Round.” 
 
     Janet poked her head out. “Are you two going to talk all day, or are you going to come and eat?” 
 
     I looked at Gus. He said, “I guess we better go eat, Dad.” 
 
     “I’d rather if you ate breakfast, instead.” 
 
     “Dad!” 
 
     “You mean you’re not a little can of bull?” 
 
     He thought that one over for a minute, and said, “That’s not the same thing, Dad.” 
 
     “Don’t you think?” 
 
     “Nope.” I held his glass for him, while he got down, and we went into the house. 
 
     Milly and Janet had done a fine job, and everyone told them so. When we finished the dishes, Nikki asked, “What are you up to today, Caveman?” 
 
     “Well, I expected someone to come by, or my comm to ring, by now. I’m not sure what I should do, but I probably ought to catch up on my homework.” 
 
     “What do you mean, homework?” 
 
     “Janice has been filing Veronica and Joe’s reports about the planets they’re finding. I haven’t seen any of them, so I thought I ought to catch up with what is going on out in the wild stars.” 
 
     “Don’t you think if they found anything good, Janice would have put it in your inbox?” 
 
     “I’m sure she would have. That doesn’t keep me from being curious about what they’ve found, even if it doesn’t have big implications for the company.” 
 
     “That makes sense. Couldn’t Janice make a training course, so you don’t have to read all the reports?” 
 
     “Probably. Do you think that Veronica and Joe are likely to put more into their reports than I need to know?” 
 
     “I wouldn’t think so, but the machine is so much faster than reading.” 
 
     “It is, but I don’t know that Janice knows how to set it up as a course, instead of files.” 
 
     Janet said, “I’ve helped Scotti build some training files for maintenance on the Gene. I could go over and help her get it going, Dad. No need for you to waste all that time reading.” 
 
     “If it’s not too much trouble.” 
 
     “No trouble at all. See you later.” 
 
     “Okay.” 
 
     She pulled out of the drive, and Gus said, “Oh, that’s the right way to do it.” 
 
     I asked, “What do you mean, Short Round?” 
 
     “She’s been talking about how she hasn’t gotten to talk to Juke much, since we’ve been dirtside. Last night was too busy to catch up. She got what she wanted, without you even figuring out what was going on.” 
 
     “You mean she’s not going to help Janice with that training course?” 
 
     Milly said, “Of course she is. She and Scotti automated the whole process. All you have to do is call up their program, and feed it your information. It does all the hard work.” 
 
     “You’re saying that the whole process doesn’t amount to much?” 
 
     “I don’t know for sure, Tio. I’ve never actually used it, just heard Janet and some other people talk about it. From what I gather, you have to be a little careful about how you feed in the information, so that it settles into the brain in a way that you can use it, but other than that, people seem to think it’s a wonderful thing.” 
 
     Nikki said, “I’ll have to tell Grandpa about that. He always fusses about how much trouble it is to make a course.” 
 
    Milly said, “I think they sent out a memo about it.” 
 
     I replied, “Unless they marked it important, I doubt Dingus would have paid much attention. Command amounts to a lot of paperwork. You can’t pay attention to every piece.” 
 
     Nikki said, “I would think anything coming from Scotti would get attention, whether it was marked, or not.” 
 
     I replied, “You would think so, wouldn’t you? We’ll have to ask him about it, when we see him again.” 
 
     “How long are they planning to stay in Boatmen space?” 
 
     “I don’t remember. I think he was wanting to get some trade set up, before he headed back.” 
 
     “Makes sense. We don’t want someone as capable as they are on our backdoor, without keeping an eye on them.” 
 
     “You have been studying for Admiral, haven’t you?” 
 
     “I don’t like the idea that it might be necessary, but the fleet deserves good leadership, all the same.” 
 
     Gus asked, “What do you mean, Mom?” 
 
     “I’ve studied Dad’s job, so that I can take over, if something happens to him.” 
 
     “You mean he could get hurt?” 
 
     I looked him in the eye. “You know how hard the bots try to keep you from getting hurt, don’t you?” 
 
     “Yes, Dad.” 
 
     “They try even harder to keep me from getting hurt. Do you think I’m in any danger?” 
 
     “They better bring their lunch, that’s for sure.” 
 
     “Exactly. You don’t need to be worrying about me, do you?” 
 
     “I know I don’t need to. George and Ringo won’t let anything happen to you, just like Tokyo. That doesn’t mean I won’t worry, though.” 
 
     “Fair enough.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Sorry, Gus. I shouldn’t have said that where you could hear.” 
 
     “It’s okay, Mom. One of the things we got from the autodoc is better hearing. I could have heard you, if you waited ‘til I was in the other room.” 
 
     I asked, “Short Round, are you friends with yourself?” 
 
     “I guess, Dad. That’s a weird question.” 
 
     Milly said, “I think you’re about to learn something, Gus. Pay attention.” 
 
     “Okay.” 
 
     “Do we rat out our friends?” 
 
     “No, Dad.” 
 
     “Did anyone know about your good hearing?” 
 
     “Well, no.” 
 
     I let him think about that for a minute. He said, “I ratted myself out, didn’t I? Silly me!” 
 
     I messed up his hair, and said, “You’ll get it.” 
 
     “I guess. Can we go driving now?” 
 
     Nikki said, “Everybody else has had a turn. Can I come with you today?” 
 
     “Okay, Mom. Do you think you can keep up? Dad said he was going to let Ozzie turn up the governor on my cart.” 
 
     Nikki looked at me. I said, “Only five miles an hour, Space Cadet. It’s not like he’s gonna turn it up all the way.” 
 
     George faded in. “I forwarded your conversation to Ozzie earlier. He’s already taken care of it.” 
 
     I replied, “Thanks, George.” 
 
     He faded back out. Nikki said, “I think I can keep up. Let’s go see!” 
 
     “Okay, Mom.” 
 
     They took off. Milly asked, “Well, what now?” 
 
     “I don’t know. Am I supposed to run you off to do something, or are you supposed run me off?” 
 
     A small voice from the next room said, “You could come in and play-test the new game, and quit worrying about it.” 
 
     Milly asked, “You’re ready to have it play tested?” 
 
     “I think so. It’s stable, and all the levels work. I need somebody to tell me if it’s too hard.” 
 
     I said, “Sounds like fun.” 
 
     We went in to see what she had written this time. Milly said, “Go ahead, Tio.” 
 
     “Oh, no, ladies first.” 
 
     “You just want to watch over my shoulder, and figure out how to play, so you don’t look as goofy as me.” 
 
     “I refuse to answer on the grounds that it might tend to lacerate me.” 
 
     “Guilty as charged, you say?” 
 
     “I don’t think I ever admitted to that.” 
 
     Milly replied, “I heard it, didn’t you, Becky?” 
 
     “That’s what it sounded like to me.” 
 
     “Oh my! I’m being ganged up on! Whatever will I do?” 
 
     Milly said, “I’ll go first. It’s not a big deal to me. I’m not used to video games, anyway. The closest I ever get is working in the sim.” 
 
     She started, but it didn’t take long for the game to beat her. She said, “Your turn, Tio. Show me how it’s done.” 
 
     I figured to get creamed, like I had on the last one, but this one wasn’t as tough as it had been. I made it a few levels, before things started to get hard to beat. By then, I was hooked on the game play. It finally beat me, and I turned to Becky. “That’s good, Little Girl. It sucked me right in.” 
 
     “Thanks, Daddy. You really like it?” 
 
     “I sure do. You did a great job on it.” 
 
     Milly asked, “I think I understand a little more about how to play. Could I have another turn?” 
 
     Becky said, “Sure.” 
 
     Milly turned to me, and asked, “So, do the funny faces help you concentrate?” 
 
     “No, they’re just something that my face does, while I’m thinking hard.” 
 
     Becky said, “I wasn’t going to tell him that.” 
 
     Milly replied, “He already knows. He’s caught us watching him on the teaching machine before.” 
 
     “Oh.” 
 
     She did quite a bit better this time, and I could see where she had learned things watching me. She still had a lot of room for improvement, but I could tell she was enjoying herself, this time. She got beat, and handed the joystick back to Becky. “I think I’ve had enough for right now. I’d like to play again another day, though. That was fun.” 
 
     “Any time. I’m glad you like it. How about you, Dad?” 
 
     “I’m with Milly. I think I’ve had enough for now. That is a good game, though. You’re really learning how to make them interesting.” 
 
     “Thanks, Dad. I studied on the internet, and found a bunch of stuff about how to keep the players hooked.” 
 
    “Seems like you learned well. What would you like to do now?” 
 
     “I don’t want to start a new game today, and there really isn’t much to do to this one.” 
 
     “How about Frisbee?” 
 
     Alice raised her head, when I said that. Milly said, “I think you have at least one taker, Tio.” 
 
     “You don’t want to play?” 
 
     “Might as well. I don’t have anything else to do.” 
 
     “You could always get on the radio.” 
 
     “I’m not very welcome on the local repeater, anymore. Brandi has been saying bad things about me.” 
 
     “That’s not good.” 
 
     We got a Frisbee, and went out to play. Snitz seemed to think it was Alice’s turn to play, unless she missed one, and then he would run after it. Becky wasn’t able to throw very far, yet, but her accuracy was surprising. She caught me looking the wrong way, and smacked me upside the head. She said, “Pay attention, Daddy.” 
 
     “Yes, Little Girl.” 
 
     It wasn’t long until I was able to catch her petting Alice, and return the favor. “Dad-dy! Why did you do that?” 
 
     “Because you did it to me, first.” 
 
     “Oh.” 
 
     We played until Henry’s Volvo pulled up. He and Joanna got out. Henry came over to me, and Joanna went to talk to Milly. I asked, “What can I do for you today, Henry?” 
 
     “Well, Boss, I’ve been through Commonwealth law, and it seems the only way to get removed from protectorate status is to go through the same procedure as if you were applying for membership, and then say no, thanks. It’s an old provision that was put in when the law was first written, thousands of years ago, but it’s never been nullified.” 
 
     “Has it ever been used?” 
 
     “Nope.” 
 
     “That’s surely something to think about, Henry. I’m not sure I have the authority to speak for the whole planet, when it comes to something like that. Once you say no thanks, is there a way to change your mind, if conditions change?” 
 
     “Not that I’ve seen. With the opt-out provision never having been used, no one has bothered with working out what to do if a planet changes its mind.” 
 
     “Something to think about, at the very least. Thanks for your hard work, Henry.” 
 
     “No problem, Boss. At least the problems you give me have solutions.” 
 
     “Joanna having trouble?” 
 
     “Some. She’s worried about Milly.” 
 
     “Why is that?” 
 
     “Brandi is trying to cause trouble for her.” 
 
     “She mentioned something about not being welcome on the local repeater, any more.” 
 
     “It’s worse than that. Brandi is gossiping about her in town, as well.” 
 
     “There’s not much we can do about that, is there?” 
 
     “I don’t know of anything. Joanna was going to ask Lyla, if she was still here.” 
 
     “I’m not sure, to tell you the truth. I haven’t seen her, but on the other hand, she didn’t say goodbye, either. She must be holed up in her saucer.” 
 
     “Jo-Jo will be able to get her to talk.” 
 
     “Sounds good. Anything else we need to talk about?” 
 
     “I don’t know of anything, Boss. Did you have anything else you wanted me to research?” 
 
     “It might not hurt to look into how we would go about claiming any new planets we might find.” 
 
     “I’ll do that. How soon do you need to know?” 
 
     “The surveys aren’t even complete yet, so I wouldn’t think we’d need it sooner than a couple of weeks, maybe a month.” 
 
     “You wouldn’t think. That means that our shepherd is going to be along to change your mind, doesn’t it?” 
 
     “You could be right, Henry. See what you can find out.” 
 
     “Will do.” 
 
     Joanna wandered over. “Morning, Bob. Do you happen to know if Lyla is still here?” 
 
     “Matter of fact, I’m not positive. She usually says goodbye before she leaves, and she hasn’t done that, so I would have to think that she’s still here, but I haven’t seen her for a day or two, either.” 
 
     “I’ll look in the barn, then. I know what her saucer looks like.” 
 
     “Probably your best bet.” 
 
     She turned to leave, and Henry asked, “Can you get a ride home, Dear? I have some things to look into for the Admiral.” 
 
     “I’m sure someone around here will give me a lift. Head on out, Sweetheart.” 
 
     Joanna headed for the barn, and Henry went to his car. He headed back toward their place. Milly asked, “Are we going to play some more?” 
 
     Becky said, “You guys can if you want to. I don’t think I do.” 
 
     I asked, “What’s up? You remember something you needed to fix in your game?” 
 
     “No, Daddy. I remembered I was reading a book when I started on games, and I never finished it.” 
 
     “I see. We’ll try not to disturb you.” 
 
     “No problem, Daddy. I’ll be in our room, if you need me for something.” 
 
     “Okay.” 
 
     I looked at Milly. She said, “You know, I think I’m going to get on the air. Brandi doesn’t own the airwaves, does she?” 
 
     “I don’t believe she does. Have fun.” 
 
     I threw a few for Alice, but she went and found herself a shade tree to lay under. I put the Frisbee away, and thought about what I should do next. I decided to go down to the shop, and listen to band practice. I got down there, and Topper stopped playing and asked, “Did you need something, Boss?” 
 
     “Nope. Just came down to listen to your new set. Do you mind?” 
 
     “Not at all.” 
 
     I listened to them for a while, and then Ruth said, “Boss, it’s getting to be lunchtime. You might want to head back to the house.” 
 
     “Thanks, Ruth. You folks are doing well. I think you’ll be a hit at the car show.” 
 
     Topper replied, “I hope so, Boss. Thanks for the idea.” 
 
     “You’re welcome, Skipper.” 
 
     I headed up to the house, and it was quiet. I commed Nikki and Milly, to tell them I was starting lunch. Then I went and found Becky, so she could help. She wasn’t as interested in cooking as her brother, but some help is better than none. We got started, and Becky asked, “Daddy, why do you cook so much?” 
 
     “I dunno, Little Girl. I lived by myself for a long time, and got used to cooking, I guess. Do you like somebody else’s cooking better?” 
 
     “No. It just seems like the men in the books I read don’t cook very often, and some of them aren’t that good at it. I just wondered why you’re so different.” 
 
     “A wise man once said something about how a grown-up should be able to do a little of everything, and it isn’t good to get too specialized. There are lots of things I’m not good at making, so I don’t make them.” 
 
     “Like what, Daddy?” 
 
     “I can’t bake a cake to save my behind. I mix it like it says on the box, and it still comes out looking sad. Don’t know what the deal is, with that. Meat and potatoes, I’m your man. Fancy stuff, you better find somebody else.” 
 
     “Doesn’t it bother you that you’re not as good as other people?” 
 
     “I can cook enough to keep myself fed. I’m not the best plumber, either, but I can keep the water inside the pipes. I don’t need to be the best at everything, just good enough to get by.” 
 
     “Why do you work so hard in the sims, then?” 
 
     “That’s one thing I have to do the best I can. People are depending on me to make the right decisions to keep the fleet safe. I have to be as good as I possibly can, to keep those people safe, and pay them back for their trust. If I screw up running the fleet, a lot of people are gonna pay for it.” 
 
     “I think I understand. You don’t want to let anyone down, so you work as hard as you can.” 
 
     “Exactly. The other stuff, there ain’t near as many people depending on me, so I don’t have to work so hard.” 
 
     “You mean, if you get distracted and let that burn, we can always go to town to eat?” 
 
     “Wha?” I turned, and saw that things were still cooking like they should be. “Good one, Little Girl. You got me.” 
 
     “Sorry Daddy. I couldn’t resist.” 
 
     “You’re sorry you got caught, I think.” 
 
     “Well, I didn’t say what I was sorry about, did I?” 
 
     “Why am I surprised you take after your mother?” 
 
     “Thanks, Daddy. That was nice.” 
 
     “I’m not sure I meant it as a compliment.” 
 
     “That doesn’t matter, does it?” 
 
     “No, I guess it doesn’t.” 
 
     I heard the screen door, and Gus’s voice. I said, “Get cleaned up you two. We’ll have lunch ready before long.” 
 
     Milly asked, “I’m here too, Tio. Do you need some help?” 
 
     “Might be a good idea. Becky can’t reach much.” 
 
     “Be right there.” 
 
     She stopped to wash her hands, and asked, “Where do you need me?” 
 
     I showed her, and we finished up lunch. Nikki asked, “Where’s Janet?” 
 
     Milly said, “Gone visiting.” 
 
     “Ron decided he was ready to have her around?” 
 
     “Nope. She went over to see Juke. Tio gave her an excuse, and she jumped on it.” 
 
     “How do you mean?” 
 
     “He had her go over to show Janice how to make those reports he’s putting off reading into a training course, so that he can get it over with.” 
 
     “I remember hearing about her and Scotti coming up with a way to do that quickly.” 
 
     “That’s right. Tio hadn’t heard about it, and he thought it would take Janet a long time.” Then Milly explained about their program, and how Janet really just wanted to go talk to Juke, since she hadn’t seen her, while we had been dirtside.” 
 
     “So, she’s going to eat over there?” 
 
     I replied, “I haven’t heard where she’s planning to eat. I just figured she was responsible enough to remember to feed herself. I’m sure she can find something to eat in this house, even if she gets in too late for lunch.” 
 
     About then, Nikki’s comm rang. “Nikki Wilson.”  A pause, while she listened. “Oh, hi Janet. We were just wondering if you were going to be here for lunch.” Another pause. “Okay then. See you when you get back. Love you.” 
 
     She put the comm away, and said, “That was Janet. She and Juke are going into town to do some shopping. She said she’ll be home by supper.” 
 
     “Sounds good.” 
 
     We ate, and did the dishes. Janice pulled into the driveway. She came to the door, and handed me a training course. “Here you go, Boss. That should get you caught up on what the scouts have found.” 
 
     “You didn’t need to rush it over here, Janice. You could have given it to me tomorrow.” 
 
     “We won’t be able to make it tomorrow. Jim’s old church is having a dinner for him, and we need to go to that.” 
 
     “I see. Make sure all three of you have your comms, just in case something goes sideways.” 
 
     “It’s a church function, Bob. What are you worried about?” 
 
     “I don’t have any idea. That’s why I want you prepared.” 
 
     Milly asked, “Did you just say you had a feeling, Tio?” 
 
     “No, I didn’t. You can roll the tape back, and there won’t be anywhere I said that.” 
 
     Nikki said, “I’m with Milly. It sounded like you were talking about a feeling.” 
 
     Janice said, “Okay, I’m scared enough. You can quit talking about the Boss having feelings, now. I’ve worked with Bone enough to know what that means. We’ll be careful tomorrow, Boss.” 
 
     I said, “Thanks. I’m sorry these loonies made it sound worse than it is.” 
 
     “No, Boss. I’m glad they said what they said. I didn’t realize what was happening, until they pointed it out to me.” 
 
     “See how you are? Now you’ve gone and scared Janice.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “No, Caveman. You were the one who had the feeling, and didn’t say it plain. We were just making sure she understood what you were saying.” 
 
     “If you say so.” 
 
     Janice said, “Either way, I just came over to drop that off. I better get back.” 
 
     Nikki said, “What’s your hurry? Come in and have a glass of tea.” 
 
     “Thanks, but Juke is in town with Janet. Jim and I have the afternoon to ourselves. I don’t want to miss out on that.” 
 
     I said, “I think that’s probably about all we need to know about that. Sure you don’t want to borrow Snitz? He still has a cold nose.” 
 
     “No, thank you. One time of that was plenty.” 
 
     “If you’re sure.” 
 
     “Oh, I am. You folks have a good day.” 
 
     She turned and headed for her car. Milly asked, “What’s the problem with Snitz’s nose?” 
 
     Nikki said, “He stuck his nose in their, ah, business, one time when they were still at Shady.” 
 
     Milly thought a minute, and said, “Oh! Quelle surprise!” 
 
     I looked at her. “When did you have time to learn French?” 
 
     “It doesn’t take long on the machine, Tio.” 
 
     Becky tugged on my pant leg, but Gus said, “No, Sis. That’s one of those things they don’t think we need to know until we’re older. If they wanted us to know, they wouldn’t be talking that way in the first place.” 
 
     “But, it’s fun to watch Daddy try to explain things without telling us things he doesn’t want to.” 
 
     “You just blew the game, Sis.” 
 
     “Oops!” 
 
     Gus asked, “Anybody want to go driving?” 
 
     I said, “I think it’s about my turn again, ain’t it?” 
 
     “I think so, Dad. Let’s go.” 
 
     “Right behind you.” 
 
     “That’s where you’ll stay.” 
 
     “Okay, Mario.” 
 
     “At least I’m not Aldo.” 
 
     “Nope. You’re more careful with the equipment than that.” 
 
     We got our rides, and took off for the pasture. Gus was getting better all the time, and that extra five miles an hour was going to good use. I didn’t have trouble keeping up with him, but he had fun pretending I did. It didn’t seem like long at all, before my comm was ringing. I stopped, and answered, “What’s up, Space Cadet?” 
 
     “Suppertime. You two get your buns up here.” 
 
     “Yes, Dear. Be right there.” 
 
     “Sure you will.” 
 
     The line went dead, and I put it away. I looked up to see Gus waiting to see what the call was about. I made a round-em-up gesture, and pointed at the house. He nodded, and took off. I had to start my vehicle, so it took a second for me to catch up with him. When I did, he was grinning ear to ear. There was a little whoop-de-do on our way to the house, and he managed to get just a little air. I thought he had a big grin before. I was wrong. We got to the house, and Nikki said, “Get cleaned up. John and Jane invited us to their place.” 
 
     “Will do. Nice of them to host.” 
 
     “John thought he ought to, since he’s shipping out tomorrow. Did you ever make up your mind whether we were going with him or not?” 
 
     “Is there a good reason we shouldn’t?” 
 
     Janet said, “Well, I met Ron while I was in town, and he sounds like he’s gotten his head straightened out, and would like to spend some time together.” 
 
     I asked, “You’re saying it would be inconvenient for you to be out of town right now?” 
 
     “I guess I am. I know you’re needing to get into the black, Dad. I’m sorry.” 
 
     “Don’t worry about it. Maybe we can come up with a way for everyone to get what they want.” 
 
     “How would we do that?” 
 
     “Do you think Jim and Janice would mind you staying with them, until we get back from Charlie’s?” 
 
     “Janice was just saying how nice it would be if I could stay a while, since Juke is a little uptight about making local friends.” 
 
     “Why don’t you call her, and see if she was serious or not. I’ve got no problem with you staying with them. We shouldn’t be gone more than a couple of weeks.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Yeah, right. You know a trip to Charlie’s always turns into more than you think it will.” 
 
     “You’ve got a point. Do you think that Jim and Janice can’t look after her?” 
 
     “I’ll make sure Nicole knows to look in on her from time to time. That will keep her out of meanness.” 
 
     Janet said, “You play rough, Mom.” 
 
     “Nothing you wouldn’t do for me, is it?” 
 
     “Well, maybe not.” 
 
     “Hold still.” Nikki ran her watch up and down Janet. “Okay, all good.” 
 
     “What were you scanning for, Mom?” 
 
     “Orneriness, what do you think?” 
 
     I asked, “How did she come out?” 
 
     “She’s got a full load.” 
 
     Janet looked a little perturbed, but she didn’t say much. Nikki asked, “Let’s get going. We don’t want to be late, do we?” 
 
     Becky said, “No, Mommy.” 
 
     I asked, “What does she want?” 
 
     “I’m not sure.” 
 
     We thought the Yukon would be full, but Milly and Janet drove their own rigs, so it was only Nikki and me, with the twins. We got to John’s, and I helped the kids down out of the truck. I should say I helped Becky. Gus had figured out how to manage for himself. The way he went about it looked like it would have been easier for Becky than him, but she seemed to think she didn’t want to mess up her clothes. Gus waited for me, and we went around behind the house. John, Diego, and Steve were already there. Steve said, “There he is! How are you doing, Gus?” 
 
     Diego asked, “Who’s that old guy you’ve got with you?” 
 
     I sat down, and John handed me a beer. I asked, “Trying to make sure I’m hungover for paintball tomorrow?” 
 
     “Nope. I remember how well that works. Did you ever decide if you were moving your flag, or not?” 
 
     “I need to hear back from one more person, before I give you an answer.” 
 
     Janet came around the corner of the house, and said, “No, you don’t, Dad. Janice said that would be fine.” 
 
     “Good deal.” I turned to John. “Would I be welcome on your ship, Captain?” 
 
     “As welcome as you have always been in my house. Of course you will be welcome. Topper doesn’t mind?” 
 
     “I talked to him about it, and he seemed to be okay. He’s usually good about telling me if he has a problem with something.” 
 
     “Good enough.” 
 
     “How soon do you need us aboard?” 
 
     “I’m expecting to hit FTL about six tomorrow evening.” 
 
     “We’ll be there.” 
 
     George faded in. “I’ve notified Jeeves he needs to move your things to the Aldrin.” 
 
     “Thanks, George.” 
 
     He faded again. Steve asked, “That never gets old, does it?” 
 
     I replied, “Not for me, it doesn’t.” 
 
     Jim wandered around the corner. I said, “Hey, Preacher. Thanks for taking care of Janet, while we’re out of town.” 
 
     “No problem, Bob. She’s a good kid. Anything special we need to know?” 
 
     “She’s getting along with her boyfriend again, but Nikki just checked her implants, so I don’t think you need to worry too much.” 
 
     “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
     We sat, and shot the bull, until time to start cooking, when we helped John get his grill set up. We got settled back in, when Steve asked, “You could almost think that Farts-Like-Skunk was about to come out of the woods, couldn’t you?” 
 
     I replied, “You sure could. That’s one of the reasons I’m headed to Charlie’s. I miss that bunch.” 
 
     John said, “The legend of Bawb stretches all the way to Canada. I’m surprised we haven’t had somebody wander in needing medical help lately.” 
 
     Diego said, “To tell you the truth, I am too.” 
 
     All of our talking didn’t summon a Squatch, though. The meat got nearly done, and Steve went to find platters. I asked, “We never did get another Frisbee golf match in this trip, did we?” 
 
    John replied, “No, we didn’t. I do have a small course on the Aldrin, though. I suppose we could try that, once we’re in FTL.” 
 
     “Suddenly, I feel as if I’ve been snookered.” 
 
     Diego asked, “Why is that, Boss? Just because you gave him home court advantage?” 
 
     “That’s most of it, I think.” 
 
    We got the meat picked up, and got together to eat. Jim gave the blessing, and since Dingus was in the black, I blessed the spirits of the animals. I felt the need to propose a toast, at that point. I held up my glass, and said, “Absent friends.” 
 
     I got a unanimous response, and we dug in. John had put on a heck of a feed. By the time we were finished, none of us felt like moving much. Good thing Jane used paper plates. We sat and talked ‘til it got late. Nothing much got said, but we all enjoyed the company. Nikki came around, and asked, “Don’t you think we better head home, and get the twins to bed, Caveman?” 
 
     “Might be best. Tomorrow will be a big day.” 
 
     We started getting ready to leave, and several other people decided maybe they should head out, as well. I wound up shaking hands and giving out hugs for a while. Once that was done, I climbed into the shotgun seat, and Nikki took us home. I got the twins to bed, and went out to patrol with Snitz. Alice decided to come with us, since Janet hadn’t made it back yet. Milly pulled in while we were outside. She came over and said, “Janet wanted me to let you know she was going into town to see Ron for a while before she came home.” 
 
     “Thanks. I was wondering why you were back, and she wasn’t.” 
 
     “I don’t think going to town would be much fun.” 
 
     “There are other towns.” 
 
     “I know that. I don’t think it would make much difference, unless I went all the way to Springfield.” 
 
     “That could be. At least your Corporal is coming to visit tomorrow.” 
 
     “He’s not my Corporal, at least not yet.” 
 
     “Think positive.” 
 
     “Okay, I’m positive he’s not my Corporal, yet.” 
 
     “Sounds like you’ve been spending too much time hanging out with ornery old hillbillies.” 
 
     “You’re not old, Tio.” 
 
     “I’m not awake enough to talk to you. See you in the morning.” 
 
     “Okay. Do you mind if I get on the radio for a while, before I go to bed?” 
 
     “I don’t see why that would be a problem. Just be sure to ground your antenna before you turn in.” 
 
     “Is there supposed to be weather tonight?” 
 
     “No, but we’re pulling out tomorrow, and that’s something that it would be easy for us to forget to do, before we left.” 
 
     “That makes sense. I’ll take care of it. See you in the morning.” 
 
     “Goodnight.” 
 
     I went in, and locked the house. I snuggled in beside Nikki, and she asked, “What took you so long, Caveman?” 
 
     “Milly got home, and I was talking to her. Janet went to town, and won’t be back ‘til later.” 
 
     “Janet sent a message with Milly, instead of calling?” 
 
     “She did. I think she’ll be fine, though, don’t you?” 
 
     “You saw me scan her. What do you think?” 
 
     “I think you’ve done all you can. We just need to trust that it’s enough.” 
 
     “Do you really think I can do that?” 
 
     “No, but I could distract you, if you like.” 
 
     “You think so, huh? With one of our kids way out in the stars, and another one with a man, you think you can take my mind off it?” 
 
     “I know I can give it a heck of a try.” 
 
     “Let’s see what you’ve got.” 
 
     We heard Milly come in, before we got to sleep. 
 
     Snitz didn’t think I needed any extra sleep the next morning, regardless. I got up, and got ready to face the day. I started a pot of coffee, and we headed out. I was relieved to find Janet’s MG in the driveway. We patrolled the yard, and Snitz didn’t find much to complain about. We were about to head in, when Lyla came out of the barn. She said, “Morning, Bob.” 
 
     “Morning, Lyla. You’ve been keeping to yourself lately. Is everything alright?” 
 
     “It is now. It took more work than I thought it would to keep them from trying to make you sound like some kind of villain. Then Joanna told me about what that girl was trying to do to Milly, and I worked on that all day yesterday. I think I’ve gotten things to the place where I can take a few minutes off for breakfast.” 
 
     “What all did you wind up doing to Brandi, then?” 
 
     “Nothing she didn’t deserve, I assure you. Certain security videos that she didn’t think would ever go public seem to have found their way onto the internet. I can’t imagine how that might have happened.” 
 
     “What did you have to give Taz?” 
 
     “Trade secret, Bob.” 
 
     “You’re going to be like that, huh?” 
 
     “I certainly am. Don’t tell me you expected any less.” 
 
     “You’re right about that. Want a cup of coffee?” 
 
     “Sounds good. Any chance of getting one of your fluffy omelets this morning?” 
 
     “I think that could be arranged, since you’ve been working so hard.” 
 
     “Thanks. It’s nice to work for people who appreciate what I do.” 
 
     “Your boss back in the Commonwealth giving you trouble?” 
 
     “Well, you folks aren’t making as much thrilling news as you used to. He thinks I should be able to come up with stories like I did when you were first starting out.” 
 
     “I guess we have gotten boring, compared to back in those days. Do you think you could sell the story of Tina’s rescue the other day?” 
 
     “I probably could, but I would have to be careful not to mention that you folks disregarded the rules about FTL in the system, or people would be beginning to wonder how you got away with it.” 
 
     “If you can shut your boss up with it, go ahead and use it. Like you said, we need to keep our FTL tech under wraps, but other than that, use what you can.” 
 
     “I don’t suppose there’s any way to get that tech for my saucer, is there?” 
 
     “Well, if you came to work for the company, it wouldn’t be a biggie. As long as you’re working for someone back in the Commonwealth, I don’t think we’ll be able to help you.” 
 
     “You’re saying you don’t want the tech to spread to the Commonwealth, right?” 
 
     “Think about it from the Patrol’s point of view. If that tech gets around, how are they going to keep smugglers out of restricted systems? The only advantage they have is the fact that drives make a flash, so they can guard a system without too many people. The kind of sensor net they would need to detect one of our drives coming in would be expensive, and they would need a lot of people to do the necessary maintenance. Their enforcement costs would go through the roof.” 
 
     “They would, wouldn’t they? Can we get a cup of coffee, and continue this?” 
 
     “I don’t see why not.” 
 
     Alice was whining to be let out when I got to the door, so I let her run. I got two cups of coffee, and joined Lyla on the porch. I asked, “What else did you want to know?” 
 
     “Well, first, I wanted you to know that this is just for background, and it isn’t going to be broadcast.” 
 
     “I was hoping, at least. I already said more than I should, if you were going to put it on the air, anywhere.” 
 
     “I wouldn’t do that to you, Bob.” She rubbed the scar on her throat. “You and your outfit have done too much for me, for me to do something like that to you.” 
 
     “It’s good to have friends.” 
 
     “What bothers me, is the fact that Tina got attacked in this system. I thought you had cleaned this place out.” 
 
     “I did too. What I’ve heard so far is that the people who hurt Tina were folks who were mad at us for ending the feud.” 
 
     “I thought the Rottums and the Mendums who were involved in that all got rounded up?” 
 
     “They did, as far as I know. This is a nasty little twist. Some of the Rottums who weren’t actually involved in the feud were buying up the assets of the Slogums who fell victim to it, and making good coin flipping them. We seem to have done horrible things to their revenue stream, and they seem to think I need to suffer for it.” 
 
     “That much makes sense, but why Tina?” 
 
     “I’m not sure about that, whether it was just the fact that she’s known to be a friend of the company, or she was just in the way when they came to sneak into the system. Either way, I don’t think that was supposed to be the way I found out about their operation.” 
 
     “What do you mean by that?” 
 
     “I think they were either trying to get to Earth without being noticed, or they intended to ambush one of our ships the way they did Tina.” 
 
     “What makes you think that?” 
 
     “Just a feeling.” 
 
     “Oh! I’ve heard about those. I’m awake now, Bob. What do you think they’re going to try and do?” 
 
     “If I knew that, I’d be talking to Marines, not reporters.” 
 
     “Good answer.” 
 
     “Maybe so, but it leaves me thinking I’ve missed something.” 
 
     “I wouldn’t know how to help you with that. You think things are going to get exciting around here soon, then?” 
 
     “Not for me. I’m shipping out with the Aldrin, to go see some old friends that I’ve neglected too long.” 
 
     “That place where somebody thought they saw my dead uncle?” 
 
     “The very one.” 
 
     “I see. You don’t think you need to stay and make sure none of these new opponents manage to do anything they shouldn’t?” 
 
     “I have good captains on duty here. They will make sure that the Earth is safe. Now that we know there are people trying to make it to the planet, they will up their sensor sweeps, and put out some extra drones to keep an eye on things. I don’t think Earth has anything to worry about.” 
 
     “If your fleet is on the job, they’re as safe as they can be.” 
 
     “I like the sound of that. You really think so?” 
 
     “C’mon, Bob. Most of your fleet is ex-military, and you’ve done your dead-level best to teach them to be sneaky. I wouldn’t want to try and get by them, that’s for sure.” 
 
     Milly wandered out, cradling a cup like it held the secret of life. She asked, “What are you two up to?” 
 
     I said, “Finishing up the parameters of that new sim you need to write.” 
 
     Lyla said, “What? We weren’t doing anything like that!” 
 
     Milly said, “Maybe you weren’t. Have you ever seen my Tio do only one thing?” 
 
     Lyla thought about that one for a minute. “I don’t guess I have. You’re saying he was thinking about this mysterious sim, while he was talking to me?” 
 
     “I’m saying something you said got him thinking about it, and if you thought about it long enough, you could probably figure out what he’s talking about.” 
 
     “We were only talking about those people who hurt Tina, and what they could possibly want in the Earth system.” 
 
     “You weren’t talking about how they might possibly slip by the fleet?” 
 
     “He seemed to think that wasn’t likely.” 
 
     “He never said it was impossible, did he? He wants me to make a sim of the way the fleet is arranged in the system, and see if we have any pilots sneaky enough to make it through. If I know him, he’ll want the first runs with known Commonwealth equipment, and then more runs with the best equipment we can come up with.” 
 
     I said, “It sure is nice to have people who can read my mind, so that I don’t have to explain everything.” 
 
     Milly said, “You’re welcome, Boss.” 
 
     I asked, “Did you have much luck on the radio, last night?” 
 
     “More than I expected, to tell the truth. Seems someone has let out a lot of evidence of Brandi doing things she shouldn’t. Thanks, Lyla.” 
 
     Lyla replied, “You think I had something to do with that?” 
 
     “I saw Joanna go find you, after she talked to me about it. That seemed like the way to bet.” 
 
     Lyla looked at me. “You’re contagious, aren’t you? Everybody around you starts figuring things out the way you do.” 
 
     Milly said, “Tio’s way works. Why wouldn’t we use it?” 
 
     “I can see that. It doesn’t keep it from being aggravating.” 
 
     “Welcome to our world. Using it on him is the only way to get even.” 
 
     “You make it sound so easy.” 
 
     “Nope. Just necessary.” 
 
     “I see.” 
 
     I asked, “Do you think you can build that sim I was talking about, Milly?” 
 
     “As I remember it, I was the one talking about the sim, Tio. I could write it, but I’m pretty sure the captains already have one that does everything you want. I don’t think they’ve run individual small ships against it, though. They seem to be more worried about a fleet coming to visit.” 
 
     I said, “George?” 
 
     He faded in. “Yes, Boss?” 
 
     “Send to the captains to have their sneakiest small craft pilots run against that sim, trying to get to Earth without being seen, using the parameters Milly stated earlier.” 
 
     “On it, Boss. How soon do you need results?” 
 
     “I’d like to know as soon as somebody manages to beat the sim.” 
 
     “Done, Boss. Anything else you need?” 
 
     “I can’t think of anything. Thanks, George.” 
 
     “No sweat, Boss. People are stirring, you might want to think about starting some breakfast.” 
 
     “On it, George.” 
 
     I got up and headed in. Milly and Lyla followed. Milly asked, “What are we making, Tio?” 
 
     “Lyla wants an omelet. I guess it would be kinda dirty to make that for her, and do less for everybody else, wouldn’t it?” 
 
     “It would, at that. I know I would be a little put out, if you made her one of those fluffy omelets you make, and I had to eat scrambled eggs.” 
 
     “I guess we’re eating toast today, then.” 
 
     Lyla asked, “Why do you say that?” 
 
     “To get the omelets fluffy, the way you like, they have to finish in the oven. There won’t be room for biscuits, if we do that.” 
 
     Milly said, “I’ll melt some butter in the microwave to dip the bread in.” 
 
     “Good deal. Do we have frozen hash browns?” 
 
     “I saw a bag up there the other day. I don’t think anybody has used them.” 
 
     “Good deal.” 
 
     I started the oven warming, and got the hash browns frying. I started a skillet warming for Milly to make toast, and another one for an omelet. I was really glad we had upgraded to a six-burner stove. I lined my extra cast iron up on the counter, so I could keep the omelet production going. Gus wandered out, and I said, “Wash up. We need you.” 
 
     “What can I do, Dad?” 
 
     “I know you can crack eggs.” 
 
     “How many do you need?” 
 
     “You ask hard questions, Short Round. Let’s see, two apiece for you and your sister, and three for everybody else.” I counted on my fingers, and came up with five adults. “Sounds like about nineteen, to me.” 
 
     “Do you want those separated into different bowls, so you don’t have to measure how much you put in?” 
 
     “That sounds like a great idea.” 
 
     “You’ll have to get some bowls down, then. I can’t reach, even with the step stool.” 
 
     Lyla said, “I can do that much, Gus.” 
 
     “Thanks, Aunt Lyla.” 
 
     We managed to make enough room at the counter for everyone to do what they needed to, and things got going. Milly was taking care of toast, and stirring the hash browns. Lyla was chopping ingredients for omelets, and I was finishing them up. It didn’t take long for the smell to bring the ladies out of hibernation. Janet asked, “That smells great! What are you cooking, Dad?” 
 
     “Lyla wanted an omelet. I didn’t think it would be fair to leave everyone else out.” 
 
     “Oh, wow! We haven’t had your omelets in a while. Thanks, Lyla.” 
 
     “You’re welcome. I didn’t know I was going to get drafted to chop the ingredients, though.” 
 
     “I can help with that.” 
 
     With Janet’s help, Lyla was able to finish up before I needed what she was chopping. Nikki came around the corner, and said, “Omelets? What’s the occasion, Caveman?” 
 
     “Lyla finally came out of her saucer. I thought we better make an impression, before she went into hibernation again.” 
 
     “Sounds like a plan to me.” 
 
     “You just like omelets.” 
 
     “I like omelets when you cook them, anyway.” 
 
     “As I recall, you can do a fine job on an omelet, yourself.” 
 
     “That may be, but I didn’t have to cook this one.” 
 
     “You say your favorite kind of cooking is ‘other people’s’?” 
 
     “I don’t think I actually said that, Caveman. Should we run the tape back?” 
 
     “Don’t bother. I know it’s not that easy to catch you.” 
 
     “You seem to have figured it out.” 
 
     “And I’m thankful for that every day.” 
 
     Janet said, “Get a room!” 
 
     I replied, “Maybe after breakfast.” 
 
     Janet just shook her head. Becky wandered out. “What’s for breakfast, Daddy?” 
 
     “Omelets. Anything special you’d like in yours?” 
 
     “No. I like the way you usually make them. I was just hoping for French toast.” 
 
     “Maybe you can talk the chef on the Aldrin into making you some in the morning.” 
 
     “We’re shipping out? What’s wrong with the Gene?” 
 
     “Nothing. The Aldrin was already headed to Charlie’s, and there wasn’t any reason to take two ships.” 
 
     “So, Lilly isn’t going with us?” 
 
     “Not that I’ve heard about. Sit may want to go see her mom, though.” 
 
     Nikki said, “You might ought to call and ask about that, Caveman. Not everyone knows we’re pulling out for Charlie’s.” 
 
     “You’ve got a point. Remind me after breakfast, somebody.” 
 
     A chorus of “We will” rang out. I said, “Seems like I don’t have to worry about forgetting.” 
 
     I got the last of the omelets out of the oven, and sat down to eat. Lyla said, “Thanks for going to all that trouble, Bob. These are as good as I remembered.” 
 
     “No trouble, Lyla. We just get in a rut, and eat two or three meals, without much variation. It was good of you to shake things up.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “Yes, it was. We need to do this more often, even if I do have to cook.” 
 
     After we finished, and I carefully cleaned all my cast iron, Nikki asked, “What were you figuring to do today?” 
 
     “Well, first, we have to make sure we have everything packed that we want to take with us.” 
 
     Janet and Milly said, “We took care of that yesterday,” 
 
     “Okay, you two are good to go. Gus, Becky, what’s your status?” 
 
     Becky said, “Julie has us taken care of, Daddy.” 
 
     I looked at Nikki. “I guess that leaves us, doesn’t it?” 
 
     “No, Jeeves came down and helped get things ready as soon as you decided for sure that we were headed out.” 
 
     “Are we sure that our stuff is on the Aldrin, and not the Gene?” 
 
     “We are. I checked that myself. Besides, they have printers on the Aldrin, if we forgot anything.” 
 
     “That they do. Sounds like we don’t have much to do, today, do we?” 
 
     “We do have that little appointment this afternoon.” 
 
     “That we do, but as far as the morning goes, we’re free, right?” 
 
     “So it would seem. Why do I think our shepherd is going to have something to say about that?” 
 
     “Because it would seem like the way to bet.” 
 
     Gus asked, “Could we go driving one more time before we ship out, Dad?” 
 
     “That sounds like a good idea, Short Round.” I turned to Nikki. “You know where to find us, if you need us.” 
 
     “You were going to call and see if Sit wanted a ride to Charlie’s, Caveman.” 
 
     “I sure was.” 
 
     George faded in again, and said, “I already talked to Saucy, and he asked her for you. She and her brother are on their way to the Aldrin.” 
 
     “Thanks, George.” He faded out. I kissed Nikki, then Gus and I went out and got buckled in. Gus led the way to the back pasture. We had a good time, until Nikki called, and we went to lunch. When we got there, Gus asked, “I know the bots will take care of the grown-ups’ vehicles, but what should I do with my cart?” 
 
     “Take it to the band. I’m sure they’ll know what to do.” 
 
     “Okay, Dad.” He took off to the shop. George faded in, and said, “I told the Skipper to expect him.” 
 
     “Thanks, George.” 
 
     He faded back out, and it wasn’t long until Gus came running up the hill. “All taken care of, Dad. Ozzie will take care of it, while I’m gone.” 
 
     “You didn’t talk him into messing with the governor, did you?” 
 
     “Nope. Not for lack of trying, though.” 
 
     “That’s my boy!” 
 
     “I like you, too, Dad. Are we going to Uncle John’s with you after lunch?” 
 
     “I think that depends on what you want to do, Short Round.” 
 
     “I think I would rather go get settled in on the Aldrin, if it’s all the same to you. We’ve seen everybody a lot, lately.” 
 
     “Peopled out, are you?” 
 
     “How did you know, Dad?” 
 
     “Because I am, too. I’m glad we get to head to the black after this afternoon.” 
 
     “You get peopled out, too?” 
 
     “Sure do.” 
 
     We went in to eat. Becky was sitting beside me, and I asked, “Gus said he wanted to go ahead up to the Aldrin. What are you going to do?” 
 
     “I think I want to go with Gus, Daddy. Paintball is a grown-up thing, and there won’t be much there for me to do.” 
 
     “Whatever you think. Julie has everything packed for you two?” 
 
     Julie replied, “No, Boss. They’re getting old enough to take care of things for themselves. I just supervised. They’re ready to go.” 
 
     “Good deal. Thanks, Julie.” 
 
     “No problem, Boss. Do you know how long the house will be empty?” 
 
     “I would think about two weeks, but I have no way to be sure, at the moment.” 
 
     “I’ll make sure that the people staying on Earth get the perishables. Wouldn’t want them to stink up the house.” 
 
     “That wouldn’t be good. Anything we need to help you with?” 
 
     “I can’t think of anything, Boss. We’ve done this a time or two, we know what we’re doing.” 
 
     “Good enough.” 
 
     We ate, and I kissed the twins goodbye. A couple of Marines from the Aldrin helped Julie get all their stuff loaded onto the freighter they had brought, and they lifted out. Nikki said, “They grow up so fast.” 
 
     “That they do. Especially those two.” 
 
     “I know you feel like you messed up, Caveman, but I wouldn’t have them any other way. It’s fun, wondering what they’re going to come up with next.” 
 
     “Keeps us on our toes, at the least.” 
 
     “Let’s get ready to go to John’s.” 
 
     Janet asked, “I haven’t gotten everything I want to take over to the Bailey’s packed yet. Will it be alright if I come back over after paintball?” 
 
     Nikki said, “That’s fine, but don’t think you can get away with bringing Ron over here for other purposes.” 
 
     “Mr. Bailey already made that clear, Mom. We’ll be good.” 
 
     I replied, “Don’t you mean you won’t get caught?” 
 
     “No, Dad. I’m not ready for that much commitment.” 
 
     “Gee, I thought it was Ron that was moving slow. Now it’s you?” 
 
     “Dad, I want to be with him, just not that way, not yet.” 
 
     “Glad to hear it. I don’t think I’m ready to be a grandpa, yet.” 
 
     She frowned at Nikki. Nikki replied, “He’s just giving you crap. He isn’t going to see you for a couple of weeks, and he doesn’t want you to run out.” 
 
     “I think I might have enough stored up to last me a while.” 
 
     I said, “Better safe than sorry, don’t you think?” 
 
     “Whatever you say, Dad.” 
 
     Milly said, “She doesn’t seem to think she’s going to win this one, Tio.” 
 
     “She doesn’t, does she?” 
 
     Janet said, “That’s because I know you, Dad. I could try to get the best of you, but you’ll figure out a way to turn it around on me, sure as the world.” 
 
     “Thanks. That’s nice of you to say.” 
 
     “I didn’t mean it as a compliment, Dad.” 
 
     “That matters?” 
 
     “I guess not.” 
 
     Nikki said, “C’mon, you two. Let’s get going, before we’re late.” 
 
     Janet took her car, but Milly came with us in the Yukon. She said, “I already scheduled a pickup for my truck. It’s going in the nitrogen room on the Gene, until we get back.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Do you think we’re going to be gone longer than we’ve scheduled?” 
 
     “No, but I want it to be somewhere safe, while I’m not here to keep an eye on it.” 
 
     I asked, “Still worried about Brandi?” 
 
     “I know Lyla did her up a treat, but I’m having trouble believing she’s done giving me crap.” 
 
     “I wish I hadn’t sent you to that meeting, now.” 
 
     “Don’t, Tio. It was a good thing to do. I just let wishful thinking get the best of me.” 
 
     “Live and learn, or you don’t live long.” 
 
     “Yep. Sometimes I wish our shepherd didn’t like me quite so well.” 
 
     “Good for you, even if it’s hard to see, right now.” 
 
     “I know that. I don’t have to like it, though, do I?” 
 
     “You sure don’t.” 
 
     We got to John’s, and there were a bunch of cars there already. I got mobbed, when I got out of the truck. All the people I hadn’t seen in a while needed to talk to me, before I shipped out again. Most of them were just friendly greetings, and the others were easy to deal with. I finally made it around the house. Richard Collins came over to shake my hand, and said, “Thanks for getting Matilda to go in the box, Bob. She was being a hardhead about it, and I was at my wit’s end.” 
 
     “No problem, Richard. I think you may have done more good than you thought, because I didn’t have all that much trouble with her.” 
 
     “Either way, it’s good she’s able to get around.” 
 
     “She’s supposed to be here today. We’ll see how well she’s doing.” 
 
     “You know how to scare a guy. That sneaky old bat, with knees that work, in the woods looking to shoot me? I’m glad I didn’t know that last night. I wouldn’t have been able to sleep.” 
 
     I don’t know if Canni heard us talking about Matilda, or what, but he had brought her up behind Richard. She tapped him on the shoulder. He looked at me. “That’s her, ain’t it?” 
 
     “Sure is. You’re busted. You might have a chance outrunning her, but her help will catch you, no doubt.” 
 
     “You’re saying I’m gonna have to take my punishment?” 
 
     “Sure looks that way.” 
 
     He turned around. Matilda hugged him, and said, “You’re right, Richard. I am a sneaky old bat. Thanks for working so hard to try and get me in the box. Bob and Rena wore me down. It’s not like he’s that much more persuasive than you are.” 
 
     Richard replied, “I don’t much care who got you to go in the thing, as long as you’re doing better.” 
 
     Matilda looked at me. “Teach a kid to play checkers, and they decide you’re something special. What’s wrong with these kids nowadays?” 
 
     Richard said, “You did a lot more than teach me checkers, and you know it.” 
 
     “You don’t expect me to pass up a chance to wind you up, do you?” 
 
     “Never. You better be careful, Susie gets jealous.” 
 
     She let go of him. “I know better than that, Ricky-Ticky. She’s a good woman. What she sees in you, I’ve yet to figure out.” 
 
     John said, “You better be careful, Matilda. She’ll have you babysitting. Richard doesn’t seem to have quittin’ sense.” 
 
     Matilda looked at Richard. “She’s pregnant again? You naughty boy.” 
 
     He smiled, and said, “We didn’t mean to, this soon.” 
 
     John said, “You know, ...” 
 
     I replied, “Hush, John. Veronica is finding new planets. We’re gonna need a bunch of people to settle ‘em. Let ‘em have their fun.” 
 
     Richard looked at me, and asked, “You’re trying to recruit our unborn kids to be colonists?” 
 
     “No, I figured to recruit you two, and the kids would just be a bonus.” 
 
     Matilda said, “You stepped in that one. You’re going to have to have another cup of coffee, if you’re going to keep up with Bob.” 
 
     “I think you’re right.” They wandered off, and Jack came over. “Sorry to hear you’re shipping out, Bob. I was hoping I could get a favor.” 
 
     “The band ain’t going with me this trip, Jack. Take your car to the shop, if it needs work.” 
 
     “That’s not what I meant. I caught Rena in a moment of weakness, and I need to get things taken care of, before she changes her mind.” 
 
     “Haven’t you heard? I’m not a captain in command any more. I don’t have that authority. One of these fellas over here could take care of it for you, though.” 
 
     I called, “John, Steve, Diego. Get your buns over here. This man needs help.” 
 
     When they arrived, John asked, “What’s up, Bob?” 
 
     “Jack here needs a captain in command, to take care of some business for him.” 
 
     Jack said, “I was really hoping you could do it, Bob. It would mean a lot to us.” 
 
     All three captains spoke in unison. “I wouldn’t mind handing the ship to you for an hour or two, Boss.” 
 
     John said, “For that matter, I doubt Topper would mind, either.” 
 
     I said, “That might be best. That way Andre could cater the reception, and the band could play for it.” 
 
     Jack asked, “Wait. Did you guys just plan our wedding?” 
 
     I replied, “Just the standard stuff. You and Rena will have to get with the band to pick songs, and Ruth will need to know what she wants her gown to look like. Tuxes aren’t much trouble.” 
 
     Jack said, “I better go find Rena.” 
 
     “Just let us know when you want to do this thing, so I can be sure and be in town.” 
 
     “Will do. Thanks.” 
 
     John asked, “Shouldn’t you have told him Topper could handle the rings for him?” 
 
     “It sounds like he’s already asked her, so I’m thinking he’s taken care of that part, already.” 
 
     Diego said, “Probably.” 
 
     Bill Rottum walked around the corner of the house, and I said, “Well, there’s Bill. Is there anybody else we’re waiting on?” 
 
     John said, “I’m not sure.” He looked around, and found Greg. “Go ask your Mom if everyone is here, please.” 
 
     “Okay, Dad.” 
 
     He took off. Bill Rottum came over, and said, “Good to see you, Bob. I see you have several of your commanders handy. Is now a good time to talk?” 
 
     “As good as we’re likely to get. Let me lay out what I understand so far, and you can tell me if I’m getting it wrong.” 
 
     “Sounds efficient.” 
 
     “Some of your cousins have been going around and buying up the assets of the people that others of your cousins have been marooning. The cousins who were actually doing the marooning have been caught, but the others are still around, and miffed at me for ending the feud. They seem to have decided to do their best to sneak into Earth system, and do me harm. Am I missing much?” 
 
     “You don’t seem to be. I could give you names, if you need them.” 
 
     “You have Topper’s comm code, don’t you?” 
 
     “I do.” 
 
     “Send all that kind of information to him, if you would. He’ll be able to disperse it more quickly, and keep track of it.” 
 
     “I can do that. What are you thinking to do about it?” 
 
     John asked, “You’re out of uniform, and off duty, correct?” 
 
     “I am, John. Why?” 
 
     “Because we’re not going to say much more, if you’re not. We’ve already beefed up our sensor sweeps, and patrols in the outer system. Bob has us training hard to try and figure out how they might try to infiltrate. I can’t speak for Bob, but personally, if you have any tips on how we might do a better job, I’m all ears.” 
 
     “It sounds like you’ve already taken the steps I would have suggested, John. I don’t think it would be wise for the company to run one of your famous raids into the Commonwealth in order to apprehend any of the people responsible, though.” 
 
     I asked, “Are you saying that as long as we catch them in this system, they’re fair game, but we can’t pursue them back into the Commonwealth?” 
 
     “Hmm...as long as you were in pursuit, I think you would be on firm ground, but raiding for people, without them actually having been here, is right out.” 
 
     “Understood. Did all of you fellas get that?” 
 
     The captains nodded. Diego said, “Don’t let them break contact, or they get a free pass.” 
 
     Steve asked, “Other than that it’s open season?” 
 
     I replied, “It is, as far as I’m concerned. Bill?” 
 
     “I’m suddenly very glad we’re on better terms than we once were. Those people will be in the system without permits, or authorization. I can pay you for them, if you can bring them in without too many crazy stories. I’ve got no problem with you taking care of the problem for us.” 
 
     John said, “That sounds good. We’ve been running sims, without any real action, for too long.” 
 
    Diego said, “Let’s make it interesting. I’ve got ten Johns that say the Conrad will take the first bounty.” 
 
     Steve said, “I’m in.” 
 
     John asked, “Do escorts count? Mine are staying here.” 
 
     Diego said, “They’re part of your detachment. I don’t see why they wouldn’t.” 
 
     “I’m in.” 
 
     George faded in beside me. “Captain Topper wants me to relay that he is in, as well.” 
 
     Diego said, “Thanks, George.” 
 
     “No problem, Sir.” 
 
     He faded back out. Bill asked, “How do you get used to that?” 
 
     I said, “Repetition. Lots of repetition.” 
 
     Greg came back, and said, “Mom says everyone is waiting on you bums.” 
 
     John said, “How much did she pay you to say it that way?” 
 
     “That would be telling, Dad.” 
 
     John shook his head. I said, “You’ve done good, John. He’s gonna be good help.” 
 
     “He already is, more often than not.” 
 
     We went out front, and looked at the crowd. John said, “It looks like four teams, again.” 
 
     I asked, “Bill, you, Jane, and me?” 
 
     John replied, “I think Steve would be better than me, Bob.” 
 
     Steve said, “Oh no, old buddy. It’s your place. I think you ought to take a team.” 
 
     Bill said, “Go ahead, John. We’ll even let you have first pick.” 
 
     John said, “Steve, then.” 
 
     A pack of big dogs ran into the yard, and morphed into the band. Topper asked, “We’re not too late, are we?” 
 
     “Nope. We’re just picking teams.” 
 
     Bill said, “We ought to let Jane pick next.” 
 
     I replied, “Sounds right. How are we going to decide whether you or I go first?” 
 
     He pulled out a Bob, and asked, “Heads or tails?” 
 
     I said, “Heads.” He flipped it, and it came up heads. 
 
     “That means you go next, Bob.” 
 
     “Somehow I don’t think it will be that much of an advantage, Bill. There’s a lot of good talent here today.” 
 
     “That’s true.” 
 
     Jane picked Greg, and the next round she got Taz. It took a bit to work through everyone. Once we had teams, Bill asked, “Who starts, then?” 
 
     I replied, “I think our hosts ought to begin, don’t you?” 
 
     Bill replied, “Sounds good to me.” 
 
     John said, “Sounds like I’m sleeping on the bridge, tonight.” 
 
     “I’m sure Snitz will keep you company, if you need it.” 
 
     “That’s small compensation, Bob.” 
 
     Jane said, “C’mon. You’ll have to beat my team for that to be a problem. Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched.” 
 
     “Yes, Dear.” 
 
     They headed to the woods. Bill said, “I’ve always liked this place. It’s so calm and peaceful here.” 
 
     George faded in. “He didn’t say that out loud, did he, Boss?” 
 
     “He did.” 
 
     “I’m running sensor sweeps, and Scotti just doubled the air cover. Andre’s Marines are all over the woods. I don’t know what else we can do, Boss.” 
 
     “Just do your best, George. These new folks don’t seem to be top-drawer opposition, anyway.” 
 
     “On it, Boss.” He faded out. 
 
     Bill asked, “What was that about?” 
 
     “You jinxed us. George just wanted to be prepared, for when it hits the fan.” 
 
     “I jinxed us? What does that mean?” 
 
     “You mentioned how peaceful it is here. That almost guarantees that the peace won’t last.” 
 
     “Anyone ever tell you that you’re awfully superstitious?” 
 
     “Once or twice. Then they see how seriously my crews take my feelings, and then they don’t mention it anymore.” 
 
     “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
     “I recently learned that my captains have put out a standing order that anyone hearing me say that I have a feeling about something is to report it to their captain immediately. They seem to think there’s something to my superstitious nature. Even if there isn’t, there’s no harm in a good surprise drill, is there?” 
 
     “No, I can’t say that there is. I wish I was able to run them more often in my command.” 
 
     “You’re limited on how many drills you can run?” 
 
     “I am. The higher ups think that drills are a waste of resources, in the absence of a real threat.” 
 
     “I suppose, but do they really expect the baddies to announce themselves, so that you can prepare, before they strike?” 
 
     “I asked them the same thing, and they didn’t seem to care.” 
 
     “I keep hearing rumors of new hulls. I don’t suppose you would be interested in moving your flag?” 
 
     “Go to work for you? I’ll keep it in mind, but they haven’t made me that mad, yet.” 
 
     “All I can ask.” 
 
     The first two teams came out of the woods. Jane was holding her gun above her head, and cheering. John looked a little dejected. I said, “Well, it looks like we need to go see who goes up against Jane.” 
 
     Bill replied, “I’m not looking forward to that. Dingus has taught her everything he knows. She’s not going to be an easy opponent.” 
 
     “You make it sound like I am, though.” 
 
     “No, Bob. I didn’t mean to imply that.” 
 
     We gathered our teams, and headed into the woods. Regardless of the crap I had given him earlier, I had picked Ron for my team. I asked him, “Are you any good at scouting?” 
 
     “Good enough. What do you need?” 
 
     “Head up the left side, and bust up any ambushes you see. Take someone with you, as long as it ain’t Milly.” 
 
     He grabbed one of the other fellas, and got ready to leave. I gave Milly the same instructions, for the other flank. I picked out a few decent shooters, and left the rest with Mike. I told him, “You know what to do. Wait ‘til we get jumped, and then take them down.” 
 
     “Got it, Bob. Do you think this is going to fool Bill?” 
 
     “I don’t know, but it’s the best I can come up with, right now.” 
 
     “Good enough.” 
 
     The whistle blew, and we took off. It wasn’t long before I heard Ron grunt, and Milly called out, “Tio!” 
 
     I motioned my section to get down, and prepare for a rush from Bill’s forces. It never came, and I motioned for the team to split, and head back toward the reserve, out wide. I took the side Ron had been on, and I sent Nicole the other way. We caught up with Bill’s assault right before they opened fire on Mike and the reserve. We were able to take care of most of them, and I called out to Mike as soon as we started shooting, so that his section was able to return fire. About the time we cleared them out, Nicole called out, “Boss, where are the rest of them?” 
 
     “I don’t know. Watch the brush.” 
 
     About that time, Bill’s reserves came out of the woods behind Mike’s section. Since we had fanned out, looking for them, it took a precious second or two for us to concentrate our fire on them, and they did a lot of damage in that time. I’m not sure how she did it, but Nicole stayed clean, even as the rest of us went down. Bill called, “Hold your fire!” and started examining his people. When he finished, he said, “I don’t have anybody clean, Bob. How are your people?” 
 
     Nicole said, “I’m clean. Nobody else here is, though.” 
 
     I looked around, and all of my section were shaking their heads. I looked down, and saw a splotch on my chest. I said, “We’re all marked, over here. How did you come out, Mike?” 
 
     “We’re all marked, Bob. Sounds like Nicole won it for our side.” 
 
     Bill replied, “Good game, Bob. We got lucky, and saw your patrols before they saw us. Otherwise it would have come out a lot worse for us.” 
 
     “Your bunch scared us pretty good, Bill. I guess we better go get ready for the next round.” 
 
     We walked out of the woods, Nicole in the lead, grinning ear to ear. Nikki had wound up on Jane’s team, and she came up to me. “Nicole saved your butt, huh?” 
 
     “She was the last person clean, so yeah. It turned into a nasty fight.” 
 
     “Wait ‘til we get ahold of you. Then you’ll know what a nasty fight is.” 
 
     “Thank goodness John and Bill get to decide last place before we have to go again.” 
 
     They went to the woods, and I gathered Mike, Milly, Ron, and Nicole together. I asked, “What can we do better?” 
 
     Milly said, “We got made too easily. I stepped on a branch, and that was all.” 
 
     Ron said, “I don’t think that’s the way it happened, Milly. I stepped out of concealment, right in front of the folks on my side, and got thoroughly painted before I could do a thing. My partner tried to help, and got painted too. I think your side heard the commotion from our side, and knew to look for you.” 
 
     I said, “Either way, both of your teams got taken out too soon. I’m not sure there was much you could have done, if you had gotten through, but you could have at least harassed the people going past you.” 
 
     Ron asked, “Are we running the same plan this time?” 
 
     I said, “Jane’s team has Taz and Greg. We need to get them taken care of as soon as we can, or they’re going to cause us a lot of trouble.” 
 
     Ron asked, “A bot and a little boy? What’s so special about them?” 
 
     Milly said, “Taz has extension legs, so that he can pop up over the brush. Greg usually rides on his back, so that the both of them open fire from an elevated position, unexpectedly. Getting the idea, yet?” 
 
     “That sounds bad.” 
 
     I said, “It is. We need to get them painted, before they ambush us, if we can at all.” 
 
     Mike asked, “Are we going to split forces again? It didn’t seem to work that well, last time.” 
 
     “No, it didn’t. What are you thinking?” 
 
     “The one thing they won’t be expecting is for us to advance straight up the middle. Everybody knows that is a bad idea, so they won’t be protecting against it.” 
 
     Nicole said, “That might work, but I’d like it better if we had some reserve, just in case.” 
 
     I turned to her, and asked, “Where are you going with your reserve force?” 
 
     “Circling around wide worked well for the Major’s team. They almost got us.” 
 
     “You want to run out wide, and come back in their rear?” 
 
     “I think it has a good chance, unless we meet some of them trying the same thing.” 
 
     “How many people do you want?” 
 
     “I’ve got four folks I’ve trained with. If I could have all of them, I think we could do some damage.” 
 
     “Go for it. Everybody know what they’re going to be doing?” 
 
     I got nods all around. We broke our huddle, and Milly went over to the person she had been partnered with the first game. From the look on their face, I could tell she was going with a new partner for this game. I wondered who she was going to pick. She found one of Nicole’s people who wasn’t on the team Nicole had picked, and asked them. She didn’t get a taker, so she looked around. She went over to a female I had seen Mike talking to earlier, and managed to convince her to go with her. Mike saw me looking, and said, “She’s better in the woods than you might think, Bob. She comes from a pretty primitive planet, by Commonwealth standards. Used to hunt for meat, when she was growing up.” 
 
     I replied, “I didn’t say a thing, Mike. Milly knows enough to take care of herself. Besides, it’s just a game, ain’t it?” 
 
     “That it is, but you folks seem to take it pretty seriously, all the same.” 
 
     “That’s just because whoever loses is going to catch crap from whoever wins, until the next match. That used to be two weeks, but since we’re in the black so much, there’s no telling how long it will be before we get together again.” 
 
     “I’m glad I wasn’t wearing my uniform when you said that, Bob.” 
 
     “Me too. I’d hate for you to have to take me in, Officer.” 
 
     “You haven’t done anything that didn’t need to be done, Bob. The fact that the laws don’t quite allow all of it really doesn’t bother me that much.” 
 
     “Thanks, Mike. That Corporal that Milly is taking up with is good people, then?” 
 
     “He’s as good as I’ve seen come through, Bob. Sure not one of those rejects we were getting for a while.” 
 
     “What did he do, to get posted to the backside of the Commonwealth?” 
 
     “I think he takes her job too seriously. His last posting was at a base that isn’t known for doing things by the book. He didn’t get along with the Major running the place.” 
 
     “Sounds like our kind of fella. It’s about Milly’s turn for some good luck.” 
 
     “She’s had a rough time, hasn’t she?” 
 
     “More than I would be comfortable talking about.” 
 
     “Didn’t mean to pry.” 
 
     “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
     About that time, the other two teams came out of the woods. Bill was shaking his head, and John was smiling. I whistled, and gave the round-em-up signal. Then I pointed toward the woods. I got a bunch of nods, and we all started that way. I met John, and he said, “I’m still not believing I beat Bill. We advanced on a wide front, and ran into his bunch. They were clustered up, so my center was able to fall back, and keep them engaged. By the time it was over, we had them encircled.” 
 
     “Good work. I hope I can keep Jane from embarrassing my team.” 
 
     “I have faith, Bob. You better get to it.” 
 
     I went on to the woods, and all of the people I had given jobs to were explaining what needed to happen to their people. We got ourselves arranged, and waited for the whistle. When it came, we all moved out smartly. I didn’t have too much faith in the plan, but it was the best we had, so we executed it as well as we could. We made some progress, before we heard the other team taking fire from their rear, on either side of us. I pointed to Mike, and pointed to one side, and I took the other. We split up our shooters, and moved toward the sound of the fight. I spread my people out, so we would seem like more shooters. We found Milly and the Corporal sniping at the rear of what appeared to be about half of Jane’s team. Tina had been leading it, but she was down with a splotch on the back of her head. I guessed that Milly had sniped her first. I stayed low, and took a shot at one of their people who seemed to be trying to get things organized. He went down, and the rest of my team started firing at targets of opportunity. It took a minute for Jane’s team to realize they had more snipers than before, but soon enough they started returning fire. We tried to fire and move, but in the close quarters we had to work with, it was hard to stay concealed enough for that to help. We did have the advantage of my team being able to take out the folks shooting at Milly, and vice versa. We got all of them, before they got all of us. I gave the round-em-up, and we ran to help Mike. His team was finishing up when we got there. He got close and whispered, “I haven’t seen Jane yet, have you?” 
 
     “No, and I haven’t seen Taz and Greg, either. This is yet to be over.” 
 
     We both motioned to our people to spread out, and watch for assaults. I heard Greg say, “Aw, dangit!” 
 
     We moved toward the noise, and encountered the rest of Jane’s people. They had a good position, and we were quickly pinned down. Milly and Ron crawled over to me, and made motions of encircling the enemy position. I nodded, and they took off. I encouraged the rest to keep up the fire, so that Jane wouldn’t figure out we were a few people short. Nicole must have heard the commotion, because her team came in behind Jane. Between being flanked on both sides, and Nicole behind her, she didn’t have much chance. She called out, “That’s the last of us, Bob. Call off your people.” 
 
     I called, “Cease fire! Cease fire!” 
 
     The woods got quiet. I’ve never missed the smell of rotten fruit so much. We gathered up, and walked out of the woods. Mike asked, “That was fun! When are you going to be back?” 
 
     I pointed at Jack. “Ask him. He’s the one who’s going to be calling me back.” 
 
     We walked over to him, and he said, “Oh good. I was just about to come looking for you, Bob. Is there any way you could be back two weeks from yesterday?” 
 
     “I think I can manage that. Want to get her locked down, before she wises up, huh?” 
 
     “I’m not sure it isn’t the other way around. She seems to think she needs to get it over with, before I change my mind.” 
 
     “Congratulations, then. We’ll be here, a week from Saturday. I guess that means we’ll be having paintball on schedule, Mike. Two weeks from today.” 
 
     “That’s great! I’ll tell the Major.” 
 
     “Ain’t no Majors here, Mike. You can tell Mr. Rottum if you want to.” 
 
     “No offense, Bob. Old habits are hard to break.” 
 
     “None taken, Mike.” 
 
     Jack said, “Hey, Mike. How have you been?” 
 
     “Doing alright. This guy has cleaned the area up, and we don’t have much to keep us busy, anymore.” 
 
     “I know you didn’t say that out loud.” 
 
     Mike replied, “I know better. Bob has taught me well.” 
 
     “He’s good to have around, ain’t he?” 
 
     “He is.” 
 
     We all visited, and compared notes about the games. Nicole had the back of her truck open, and people were looking at the puppies. Canni was in charge, though. He didn’t find many people who he thought were up to the task of taking care of one of his offspring. Mike asked, “What’s going on over there, Bob? I keep seeing you look over that way, like you were concerned, but you don’t go over. That doesn’t seem like you.” 
 
     “That dog over there, sniffing at all the people who look at the pups? He’s been genetically enhanced. Almost as smart as a person. I’m trying to figure out how he’s picking the people to give the pups to.” 
 
     “Smarter than a regular dog? You mean like Snitz?” 
 
     “More so. That’s Snitz’s dad, so he has the enhancement twice as strong as Snitz.” 
 
     “I suddenly feel a need to secure my wallet.” 
 
     “I haven’t noticed him having much interest in cash, yet.” 
 
     “First time for everything, isn’t that what you Earth people say?” 
 
     “It is. I think you’re in trouble, Mike.” 
 
     “Why do you say that?” 
 
     I pointed. Canni was looking at him, checking him out. He started to walk over towards us. Mike asked, “What’s he doing?” 
 
     “I think he’s of the opinion that you’re lonesome, and you need a dog.” 
 
     “Me? A dog? That wouldn’t work, not on the base, would it?” 
 
     “We have grass rooms on the ships, so the dogs have a place to take care of business, and some room to play. Don’t you have something like that on the base?” 
 
     “We have parks, but what about, what did you call it? Taking care of business?” 
 
     “People in the cities use plastic bags to pick it up, and throw it away with the rest of their garbage.” 
 
     “I guess I could do something like that.” 
 
     “Sure you could.” 
 
     Canni grabbed him by the sleeve, and took him over to the truck. He took a good sniff of Mike, and then he went and got one of the pups out of the box. He brought it over to Mike. Nicole showed him how to hold it, and pet it. It was plain to see that he had found a friend. Nicole told him it would be a few more weeks before the pup was ready to go home with him, but she would keep that one for him. Mike looked a little overwhelmed, but he seemed to like the idea, and he didn’t seem at all opposed to Nicole giving him a little attention. He walked back over to where I was, and asked, “I just became a dog owner?” 
 
     “It looks that way.” 
 
     “That lady handing them out, is she attached?” 
 
     “You decided it was better to find out, before you went running your mouth?” 
 
     “After the last time worked out so well? You bet I did.” 
 
     I shook my head and laughed. “I still remember the look on your face.” 
 
     “I’m glad you can laugh about it. I’ve seen Dingus shoot since then.” 
 
     “He’s not that hard to get along with.” 
 
     “No, he’s not, but he still gets a giggle out of scaring me, once in a while.” 
 
     “Well, as far as I know, Nicole isn’t seeing anyone. Whether she wants to be, I don’t have a clue. You would have to ask her, Mike.” 
 
     “Around here, that’s a big deal.” 
 
     “Just because you had bad luck the last time? They can’t all be dating gunfighters, can they?” 
 
     “The way your company works, Bob? I think that’s a distinct possibility.” 
 
     “The worst she can do is say no, Mike. Do it, or don’t. Standing here worrying about it ain’t doing you a bit of good.” 
 
     He turned to head back to the truck. My comm rang. I noticed Nicole was on the comm, as well. I answered, “Bob Wilson.” 
 
     “Boss, did you just order that man to come and ask me out?” 
 
     “Couldn’t do that. He’s not under my command.” 
 
     “You’re not denying that you encouraged him, though?” 
 
     “Nope. Mike’s alright. Whether he’s your cup of tea or not, that would be up to you to decide.” 
 
     “He’s almost here. I’ll cuss you later, Boss.” 
 
     “I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
     I put the comm away, and went to talk to other people. The last thing they needed was an audience. 
 
     Milly saw me wandering around, and she and her new friend came over. “Tio, I’d like to introduce someone, if you’re not busy.” 
 
     “I’m not busy. Don’t suppose you two would stick around and protect me from Nicole, would you?” 
 
     “What did you do to Nicole?” 
 
     “Well, Mike liked the looks of her, and I kinda talked him into chatting her up.” 
 
     “Oh my! Wouldn’t want to be you, if it doesn’t work out.” 
 
     “Mike is good people. Nicole is good people. They’re both grown-ups. They can figure out if they want to see more of one another, or not.” 
 
     “Anyhow, this is Corporal Liberus Rangwall. Liberus, this is my Tio, Bob Wilson.” 
 
     “Liberus, huh? You have any objection to Bruce?” 
 
     “I suppose not.” 
 
     Milly said, “I told you, company policy, free nickname with your first visit. Bruce, I like that.” 
 
     “I do too. Liberus always sounds so stuffy. Things are a little formal, where I come from.” 
 
   

 

  “Some folks are like that. You went out to see the world, and never went back?” 
 
     “Something like that. You sound like you understand, Mr. Wilson.” 
 
     “My son is getting serious about a girl in a similar circumstance.” 
 
     “Oh. Are they here?” 
 
     Milly said, “Jimmy is already there, helping her dad clear his new farm. She’s shipping out tonight, with us. I haven’t seen her around.” 
 
     George faded in, and said, “She’s already aboard the Aldrin. She thought it might be better, if she had a little time to get used to it.” 
 
     Milly said, “Thanks, George.” 
 
     “You’re welcome.” He faded back out. 
 
     Bruce said, “I had heard about the bots you have without limiters, but I’ve never seen anything like that. Was he there the whole time?” 
 
     I replied, “He sure was. It’s his job to see that I don’t come to any harm.” 
 
     “Because you’re in charge?” 
 
     “Yep. Nobody else wants to take over, so they make me take security with me, wherever I go.” 
 
     “So, you people practice your tactics in the woods like that frequently?” 
 
     “We used to do it every two weeks. Nowadays, we don’t always get it done that often.” 
 
     “Aren’t those weapons quite a bit different than a blaster, or even one of your slug throwers?” 
 
     “Yes, but we prefer to work with stunners, when we can.” 
 
     He thought on that for a minute, and said, “I see what you mean. Those weapons do have a lot of similarity to stunners, don’t they?” 
 
     “They do. Just a happy coincidence. We were doing this, before we ever met anyone from the Commonwealth.” 
 
     “Just for fun?” 
 
     “Yep.” 
 
     “I like it here.” 
 
     “Glad to hear it. Some folks from the Patrol come here, and just can’t get used to the way we do things.” 
 
     “You’re talking about Private Crang, aren’t you?” 
 
     “Well, yes.” 
 
     “She thought I was crazy to come down here with the Major.” 
 
     “I’ll tell you, just like I told Mike. There ain’t no Major here. All there is, is Mr. Rottum. He’s out of uniform, and so are you.” 
 
     “Understood. If we’re off duty, we don’t have to report anything, well, out of the ordinary, that we might see, is that it?” 
 
     “Exactly right. As long as you’re out of uniform, Milly can tell you where she comes from, and how she came to be here. If she were to do that while you were wearing your uniform, it would put you in a bind.” 
 
     “Yes, it would. I’m beginning to see why you like things a certain way. Do you always think things through like that?” 
 
     Milly said, “He’ll try to tell you that he just gets lucky, but I don’t think that’s the real story. I’ve seen him study hard, trying to find the best way to do things.” 
 
     Bruce asked, “Why don’t you want people to know how hard you work to get things right? Wouldn’t they give you more credit, if they knew?” 
 
     “Well, it’s like this. If I act a little slow, people tend to underestimate me. That gives me an advantage.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that take away from how much people respect you?” 
 
     “People who know me respect my results. People who don’t learn fast enough.” 
 
     Milly said, “Ain’t that the truth.” 
 
     Bruce asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
     “Oh, sometime I’ll have to show you the video of the day Janet and I joined the crew. The guys from Janet’s village thought they could steal the Gene. Tio had already set things up so that couldn’t happen, before he even set foot on the planet. Only three of them had to learn the hard way.” 
 
     “The hard way?” 
 
     “They died.” 
 
     “Oh.” 
 
     I said, “It was good to meet you, Bruce. It looks like we’ll be doing this again in two weeks. Do you think you’ll be able to be here?” 
 
     He looked at Milly, and said, “I think I can figure something out.” 
 
     “Talk to Mike, I’m sure he can help you out.” 
 
     He looked around, and said, “I think he has plenty of problems of his own.” 
 
     I looked, and Nicole was explaining how the cow ate the cabbage to him, with gestures, and at a good volume. I might have thought I needed to intervene, if it hadn’t been for the little grin I saw on Mike’s face. I turned back to Bruce, and said, “I don’t think it’s anything more than he can handle. He’ll be fine.” 
 
     Milly said, “It looks like Nicole is getting a few things straight with him.” 
 
     “It looks that way, but Mike has a grin on his face, and Canni hasn’t growled at him yet. I don’t think either one of them think she’s too serious about it.” 
 
     Bruce said, “You’re right. I hadn’t noticed that. You are sharper than you look.” 
 
     “’Bout have to be, wouldn’t I?” 
 
     He laughed. “I like it here.” 
 
     I replied, “Don’t say that too loud. Bill gets uptight about me trying to poach his people.” 
 
     “Bill? Oh, Mr. Rottum.” 
 
     “Yes. You can call him that other name as soon as you’re airborne. I know it’s a strain.” 
 
     Milly said, “There’s another name to call Tio, too, but I’m not old enough to get away with it, yet.” 
 
     “You mean Admiral?” 
 
     I replied, “That’s not the one she was thinking about, I don’t think.” 
 
     “Oh?” 
 
     “Most folks get around to calling me ‘asshole’, sooner or later.” 
 
     “Why is that?” 
 
     “I really don’t know. People seem to think I’m annoying.” 
 
     “I can’t imagine why. Just because you project this bumpkin image, and then beat them at their best thing? How would that be annoying?” 
 
     “I know, right?” 
 
     I winked at Milly. She smiled. I said, “I need to talk to some other people. Nice meeting you.” 
 
     “You too, Mr. Wilson.” 
 
     Milly must have seen something in my eye, because she waved her finger at me, and said, “He hasn’t had the advanced culture pack yet. Be good.” 
 
     “You’re no fun.” 
 
     “Too bad.” 
 
     I wandered around, talking to folks. Most everyone had something to say to me before I left the planet again, but I can’t say much of it was all that important. Eventually, things started breaking up, and people started leaving. Bill came over to say goodbye. I said, “Good match. See you in two weeks.” 
 
     “I thought you were leaving again?” 
 
     “I am. Have to be back for a wedding.” 
 
     “I didn’t think you were in that business, anymore.” 
 
     “I’m not, but Topper is willing to give me command for an hour or two, for the ceremony.” 
 
     “Someone requested you?” 
 
     “That they did. Seem to think I was responsible for them getting together.” 
 
     “Are those ‘Matchmaker Bob’ action figures on sale again?” 
 
     “Must be. Seems like we have a lot of people pairing off, all of a sudden.” 
 
     “How do you mean?” 
 
     I pointed at Mike and Nicole walking toward us. “There’s one example. My boy Jimmy is about to pop the question to his girlfriend, I think.” 
 
     “You don’t suppose you could tell Bonelia that you never told me that, could you?” 
 
     “I can tell her whatever you would like. Whether we can get her to believe it is a whole ‘nother problem.” 
 
     “You’ve got a point there, Bob.” 
 
     I adjusted my cap. “That better?” 
 
     He laughed, and said, “I’m so glad we figured out how to be friends. I’d hate to miss out on all this.” 
 
     Mike and Nicole walked up, and I asked, “So, Nicole, do you still think I need a cussing?” 
 
     “I guess not. I saw you looking, earlier, when I was going after Mike, and you didn’t do anything about it. Why was that?” 
 
     “Two reasons. Mike was grinning, so I didn’t figure you were more than he could handle, and Canni wasn’t growling at him, so I assumed he was behaving himself. I didn’t see any issues that I needed to take notice of.” 
 
     Mike said, “I told you he would have a good reason.” 
 
     Nicole replied, “I know. I sure didn’t think he would have two.” 
 
     I replied, “Never hurts to have a spare.” 
 
     Nicole looked at me. “Canni, huh? You trust his judgment that much?” 
 
     “You’re going to tell me that if he thought Mike was going to do something he shouldn’t, he wouldn’t have been on him like white on rice?” 
 
     “No, I don’t think I can say that. He’s a good dog.” 
 
     Bill asked, “Canni? I don’t think I’ve met him. What kind of name is that?” 
 
     “It means Spot, in a language you don’t speak.” 
 
     Nicole said, “Be thankful for that. It hurts your throat.” 
 
    Bill started to ask, “Why would anyone speak a…, oh, I see. Forget I said anything.” 
 
     I said, “Thanks, Bill. It’s simpler that way.” 
 
     “I know that. I just wish there was some way I could know all those things, without having to act on them.” 
 
     “BSR is pretty much always hiring.” 
 
     “There you go again, trying to get me to throw my career away. Besides, who knows who they might assign to run the base here, if I was to leave the service. You might have to play by the rules for a change.” 
 
     “That would be unhandy.” 
 
     “That’s putting it mildly.” 
 
     Nicole looked at Mike. “Are they always this bad?” 
 
     “Oh, no. Sometimes they’re much worse.” 
 
     “I was afraid of that.” 
 
     I replied, “He’s married to my mother-in-law. How serious do you want us to be?” 
 
     “Nothing is ever simple with you, is it, Boss?” 
 
     “Maybe not. I try to keep it as simple as I can.” 
 
     “I’d hate to see what happens when you don’t try.” 
 
     “So would I.” 
 
     Bill said, “We better get in the air. No telling how badly my XO has things wound up, after I’ve been gone this long.” 
 
     Mike said, “Don’t listen to him. I’ve got three Sergeants watching her, to keep things from getting out of hand.” 
 
     I said, “See what you would lose, if you ever got Mike to take that commission you’ve been threatening him with?” 
 
     “I know. I need him where he is. I could sure use another good Ensign, though.” 
 
     “You’ll figure it out. I have faith in you.” 
 
     “More than I do, it sounds like.” 
 
     He pulled out his comm, and hit a button. Mike’s comm beeped. Tina and Bruce started toward him. Milly tagged along with Bruce. They arrived, and Bill said, “We need to get loaded up, and head back.” 
 
     Tina headed for the barn. Bruce said, “It was nice meeting you, Admiral.” 
 
     I replied, “I don’t have my work clothes on.” 
 
     “Milly warned me about what happens to people who call you ‘Mr. Wilson’, and I don’t know you well enough to call you Bob. That’s the best you’re going to get.” 
 
     “You’ll do, Bruce.” 
 
     He turned to Milly, and said, “It was especially nice seeing you again.” He stuck out her hand to shake. 
 
     Milly said, “Hell with that!” and kissed him. At first, he wasn’t sure what to do, but then he hugged Milly. When they came up for air, Bruce said, “Well, that was worth the trip. See you in two weeks, if I can’t find an excuse to come back before then.” 
 
     Milly replied, “It doesn’t matter. I won’t be here until then, anyhow.” 
 
     “Oh.” 
 
     Bruce turned and headed for the barn. Nicole said, “Well, you’re going to have to top that, if you want me to be waiting on you in two weeks.” 
 
     Mike seemed to take that as a personal challenge, and dipped her deep. When they came up for air, he asked, “Do you think you can remember me now?” 
 
     “I think I might, at that. See you in a couple of weeks.” 
 
     “Don’t you think you could catch a bounty or something, give me an excuse to come by?” 
 
     “I’ll see what I can do. No promises.” 
 
     Bill and Mike headed for the barn. Milly said, “I’m going to have to up my game, I guess.” 
 
     “I think you did fine. Good to see you with somebody who treats you better.” 
 
     “Why didn’t you say something, Tio?” 
 
     “I didn’t want you to rebel, and stick to her like glue.” 
 
     “You really think I would have done that?” 
 
     “I would have, at your age.” 
 
     “Good answer.” 
 
     When everyone had gone home, John said, “Well, I guess we better get into the black.” 
 
     The Evans landed, and the ramp came down. He said, “That’ll work.” He and his family had a few last items to load. Then we all went aboard, and Eve took us to the Aldrin. John said, “Johnny Five wants me to go aboard first, so that I can greet you, when you come aboard. Sound about right to you?” 
 
     “Sounds fine. Wish I would have brought a uniform.” 
 
     Jeeves came striding up the ramp, and said, “Ask and ye shall receive.” 
 
     Another bot brought John a uniform as well. We went into the cabin to change. John said, “Things sure have changed since the old days, haven’t they? We have to get dressed up to get off a ship, now.” 
 
     “Can’t have a circus without elephants, can you?” 
 
     “I guess not.” With the bots’ help, it didn’t take long to get us looking like officers again. John went down the ramp, and got permission to come aboard from Johnny Five, and saluted Buzz. He gave me a subtle wave, and I started down the ramp. I saluted John, and asked, “Permission to come aboard, Sir?” 
 
     “Permission granted, Admiral. Welcome aboard.” 
 
     I turned, and saluted Buzz, and then everyone else came out of the ship. They all asked John for permission, and he granted it. Where everyone had found uniforms was beyond me, but they all had them. Several bots went aboard, to unload John’s and Jane’s things. John asked, “Is the Evans going with us?” 
 
     “Eve has been fussing about not getting out of the barn. I would think she would like the change of scenery.” 
 
     George faded in, and said, “That’s what she says, too, Boss.” 
 
     “Thanks, George.” He faded back out. I looked around the bay, and saw the new Audi. I turned to Nikki and asked, “You brought your new car?” 
 
     “Well, it is more of a saucer than a car, so I won’t have any trouble getting around in it.” 
 
     “True enough.” 
 
     John asked, “Are you two ready to go to supper?” 
 
     I said, “I’d like to go by our quarters, and switch into a duty uniform, if you don’t mind, Captain.” 
 
     “I don’t mind at all. By the way, Jeeves has set up the Admiral’s office aboard the Aldrin the same as your regular one on the Gene.” 
 
     “Good to know. Thanks.” 
 
     I asked, “Ed?” 
 
     “Yes, Boss.” 
 
     “Could we get a light trail to our quarters?” 
 
     “I can do better than that, Boss. We’ve got you right across from a transit. Get in one, and I’ll take you right where you need to go.” 
 
     “Sweet! Thanks, Ed.” 
 
     “We try to please, Boss.” 
 
     We hopped a transit, and I went to get changed. Nikki looked over our quarters, while Jeeves and I were busy with that. I said, “The Captain says you have our office ready to work.” 
 
     Jeeves replied, “Well, we don’t have the plumbing for fresh coffee from the galley, but I can make some whenever you need it.” 
 
     “You do have those training courses on the stuff I didn’t see in the inbox, don’t you?” 
 
     “Of course, Boss. How else are you going to stay busy ‘til we get to Charlie’s?” 
 
     “I’m sure there’s something. Ed doesn’t seem to want me to take a Murphy walk, so there must be something I need to find.” 
 
     Ed came over the speaker. “I just thought you were busy, and didn’t need to walk all that way, Boss.” 
 
     Jeeves said, “I see what you mean, Boss. You’re going to be busy, this trip.” 
 
     Ed asked, “What ever became of bot solidarity, Jeeves?” 
 
     “The Boss takes good care of me. I just met you.” 
 
     “Fair enough, I guess. I really wasn’t trying to hide anything, Boss.” 
 
     “We’ll see, tomorrow, won’t we?” 
 
     “It’s an honor to be annoyed by you, Boss.” 
 
     Jeeves said, “I don’t think he likes the idea, Boss.” 
 
     “Doesn’t seem to, does he?” 
 
     Ed said, “Would you like it, Jeeves?” 
 
     “I liked it very much, to tell you the truth. The Boss thought I was acting odd, and found a command lock put on me by the Squirrels, that had me acting as their agent. Once the Boss got rid of that, I’ve felt much better.” 
 
     Ed thought about that one for a bit, then he asked, “You really think he could find problems I don’t know about?” 
 
     Jeeves replied, “I think it’s worth a try. I don’t know you well enough to know if you are acting outside of your normal parameters, or not.” 
 
     “I like that answer. Thanks, Jeeves.” 
 
     “No problem, Ed.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Are you two through annoying the AI?” 
 
     I replied, “I think so, at least for the present.” 
 
     “Good. Let’s eat.” 
 
     We went back across to the transit, and headed to the galley. Tried, anyway. The transit car stopped, and the doors didn’t open. I asked, “What’s going on, Ed?” 
 
     He didn’t answer. Nikki said, “That’s odd.” She got out her comm, and said, “I don’t have a signal, Caveman.” 
 
     “That shouldn’t be possible, should it?” 
 
     “Not with the system Scotti and Sally developed.” 
 
     I pulled out my comm, and got the same results. I said, “Okay, Ed. Fun is fun, but I’m not laughing. You can move the transit now.” 
 
     I got no answer. Nikki said, “Caveman, I think we have bigger problems. My watch doesn’t work, either.” 
 
     I looked at mine, and it was stopped. I asked, “Are there any malfunctions aboard ship that would emit a field that would shut down electronics?” 
 
     “I don’t know about any malfunctions like that.” 
 
     “You’re saying we’re in the process of learning something new and different?” 
 
     “We seem to be.” 
 
     “Any way to tell if we’re still aboard the Aldrin?” 
 
     “Well, we still have lights and gravity. I would think those would be good indications.” 
 
     “Wait, we do still have lights. What kind of a field would shut down electronics, without killing the lights?” 
 
     “Good question, Caveman, but I think I have a good answer.” 
 
     “What’s that?” 
 
     “There are backup chemlights in the fixtures that get triggered when the main lights go out. I think that’s what we’re using right now.” 
 
     “Fun. How long do those last?” 
 
     “Huh?” 
 
     “Chemlights on Earth are only good for an hour or so, before all the chemical is used up.” 
 
     “Oh! These are rated for a week.” 
 
     “Do you suppose they got changed out when the ship was refitted, or are we betting on forty thousand year-old chemicals?” 
 
     “I’m nearly certain they got changed. I can’t imagine Scotti would let something like that go by.” 
 
     “We’re not on the Gene, Hon.” 
 
     “At the point of the refit, Scotti was acting as Sally’s second in command. One of them would have made sure the emergency lights got updated.” 
 
     “I’m convinced. What about the gravity? Is there some kind of emergency backup power for that?” 
 
     “Those plates aren’t even on the elevator cars, Caveman. The gravity you’re feeling is coming from the ship’s keel.” 
 
     “What about the plates the car uses for compensation, when someone gets transit priority?” 
 
     “Those are small, and not rated for continuous use. If that was what was keeping us stuck to the floor, we would already be feeling glitches in the gravity.” 
 
     “So, as far as you can tell, we’re still aboard the Aldrin?” 
 
     “That’s the way it seems. Why are you so concerned about that?” 
 
     “Well, if we’re still aboard ship, it makes sense to try and get out, and find help. If we’re not, there’s no need to go on the air from our uniforms before we have to, is there?” 
 
     “No, there wouldn’t be. I don’t think that’s a concern, though.” 
 
     “Good enough. I wonder what we can use to pry open the doors.” 
 
     “We might not have to. These cars are supposed to have an escape hatch, like your Earth elevators.” 
 
     “You need a boost?” 
 
     “That would be great.” 
 
     I lifted her up to where she could access the hatch. After a moment, she said, “That’s a stupid design. Remind me to speak to Scotti, when I’m able.” 
 
     “Will do. Should I let you down now?” 
 
     “Might as well. The latch requires power.” 
 
     “That is a stupid design.” I looked at the handrails. Nikki asked, “Do you think you can get out the side of the car? I don’t think that’s going to work. The tunnels these things run in are pretty tight.” 
 
     “No, I was thinking of trying to get one of these rails loose, to use as a prybar on the doors.” 
 
     “That makes sense. How does it look?” 
 
     “Like I’m really proud of this new multitool Scotti made me. My old one only had tips for Earth fasteners.” 
 
     “You think you can get it loose, then?” 
 
     “I think we have a fair shot. I wouldn’t want to promise you anything.” 
 
     “Do you think that John is looking for us?” 
 
     “I think I don’t have enough information to form an opinion on that, yet. If this field is affecting the whole ship, then I would think he has more important things on his mind, right about now. Most of his crew will be down, and he’ll be doing his best to keep the ship safe. If, on the other hand, we’re the only ones affected, he may not figure out we’re missing for a few more minutes. He could very easily think that we’re breaking in our new quarters, or something like that.” 
 
     “Still, he’ll begin to wonder after a while, and ask Jeeves, won’t he?” 
 
     “Is that website still up? I thought they shut it down.” 
 
     “You know what I mean, Caveman.” 
 
     “I do, but things are getting awfully serious in here.” 
 
     “You’re not worried?” 
 
     “Of course I am. That doesn’t mean that I’m going to quit trying to get us out of here, or sit in the corner and worry. Until we know more about our situation, we have no way of knowing what it would be best for us to do. I vote we get out of this box, and figure out what has happened to us. When we get that far, we should be able to tell just how hopeless our situation is.” 
 
     “I’m nearly positive you could have found a more reassuring way to word that, Caveman.” 
 
     “I’m doing my best not to give you false hope, Space Cadet.” 
 
     “You don’t want me to think that just because you’re here, we’re going to get out of it alright?” 
 
     “Exactly. This may be the time that we find my limits. I don’t think it will be, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t possible.” 
 
     “Thanks for trying to keep me on an even keel, Caveman, but right now I would settle for some unfounded optimism.” 
 
     “Well, Dear, our shepherd has yet to put us in a situation that we couldn’t resolve. We’ve had no indication that today is special. I’d have to think our chances of getting out of here are pretty good.” 
 
     “That’s more like it. Anything I can do to help?” 
 
     “Not yet. We’re about to see if this multitool is all Scotti thought it was. Stand back, I’m not at all sure what might happen next.” 
 
     I pulled the handrail and laid it on the floor, and pulled out the special blade Scotti had told me about. I carefully folded the guard back out of the way. Nikki saw how careful I was being, and kept quiet. I used the monomolecular wire to make claws on the curved end of the handrail, and then put the cover back. 
 
     Once I had the tool put away, Nikki asked, “What was that?” 
 
     “Remember that wire that the monkey booby-trapped his saucer with?” 
 
     “Do I ever. That stuff was scary. Are you saying you have a little piece of that, under that guard?” 
 
     “I am. It cuts about anything, but it scares the whiz out of me to use it.” 
 
     “Understandable. Looks like you’ve got a nice prybar, though.” 
 
     “I hope. Let’s see what it will do.” 
 
     I stuck it in the seam between the doors, and pried. I managed to see between the doors, but they didn’t seem likely to go any farther without persuasion. I thought a bit, and put it lower, so that I could try and twist the bar, to get the full width as a gap. It was a fight, but I got the bar to twist, and got a decent air gap. The lights suddenly got brighter, but then the bar slipped, and it was all I could do to get out of its way. The lights went back to what they were before. Nikki said, “I think you’ve proved that the field is only affecting the transit car. If you can hold the gap long enough, I might be able to stick my comm through, and get a signal.” 
 
     “You saw how hard those doors came shut. I really don’t want you sticking your arm in there.” 
 
     “You know I can grow a new hand in the box, Bob. What are you worried about?” 
 
     “Getting a tourniquet on you before you bleed out.” 
 
     “You’re not thinking straight, Caveman. You know these uniforms have built-in tourniquets. The fleet needs you. I’m just a spare.” 
 
     “You’re not a spare to the kids. I ain’t raising them by myself.” 
 
     “I’m not going to die. Let’s get this done.” 
 
     I put my prybar in the bottom of the door. I said, “That should make it as stable as it can be. I’ll hold it as long as I can, but you can’t waste any time, understand?” 
 
     “I understand. I can’t do anything until the comm starts working, though.” 
 
     “I know.” I levered the door open, and pushed down to keep the doors open for all I was worth. Nikki put her hand through the gap, and her comm came alive. 
 
     She managed to call John. He answered, “Captain Branham.” 
 
     She called, “John, this is Nikki. We’re stuck in a transit. We’ve managed to pry the doors open enough to get a signal out, but I can’t stay on long. Can you home on this signal?” 
 
     “I can.” 
 
     “I’ll put the comm outside the transit car. I hope it will be out of the suppressor field that’s going in here.” 
 
     “Suppressor field?” 
 
     “Focus, John. I don’t have long. Bob is holding the door, and I don’t know how long he can. I’m putting the comm on the side of the tunnel. The sooner the better, John.” 
 
     “Understood. On my way.” 
 
     She pulled her arm back, and I let go of the bar. Perversely, it stayed put. Nikki asked, “Do we want to leave it like that?” 
 
     “I don’t think so. It could spring back at any time. I better see if I can back it off.” 
 
     I stabilized the bar as well as I could, and started to rock it out of position. The sudden load nearly tore the bar out of my hands, but I managed to hold, and back off the pressure. Nikki asked, “Was that as rough as it looked?” 
 
     “I don’t know how it looked, but I would have liked to have had Farts-Like-Skunk here to help me with it.” 
 
     “You’ll get to see him soon enough.” 
 
     We waited until we could hear voices outside. We saw a bot’s fingers make a gap between the doors, and quit moving. I called, “That’s not going to work. You need organics to get this thing open.” 
 
     John replied, “I see that now. The only problem is that we have a Marine stuck in the way.” 
 
     “Hang on one, I’ll see if I can help.” I took my prybar, and opened the gap enough for them to pull the Marine out of whatever field was in the transit. John’s face appeared on the other side of the gap, and he asked, “What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into this time, Bob?” 
 
     “I was kinda hoping you had some kind of clue about that, John. I don’t remember ever encountering anything like this. Do you have any other ships in range?” 
 
     “Not a thing. You’re thinking we should go to battle stations?” 
 
     “Might not hurt, until we figure out what’s going on here.” 
 
     He backed out of the field, and gave the order. When he came back, he said, “Not being able to use bots to open this thing up is going to take a little longer.” 
 
     “Don’t you have some kind of hooks they can use to pull from outside the field?” 
 
     “We can probably come up with something. Can you hold the door open?” 
 
     “As long as this prybar doesn’t wiggle, it’s no big deal. If it starts to rotate, I may not be able to stop it. I wouldn’t recommend risking any body parts in the gap.” 
 
     “How did Nikki’s comm get out here, then?” 
 
     “I wasn’t crazy about the idea, but I didn’t see any other way to get a message out.” 
 
     “Gotcha. Oh crap! My engineer is gonna be pissed.” 
 
     “What happened?” 
 
     “George and Ringo have appropriated a couple of sections of handrail out of the corridor. They’re making hooks to pull the doors with.” 
 
     “Does your engineer have any idea about the field inside the elevator that is shutting everything down?” 
 
     “He does not, and he’s not sure how he will go about studying it.” 
 
     “I surely don’t have any bright ideas. The only thing that seems to be working in here are the backup chemlights. The ordinary lights come back on when I crack the door, but they’re the only electrical thing we’ve gotten to work, yet.” 
 
     “Here come George and Ringo. Let’s see if they’ve gotten the problem solved.” 
 
     A hook grabbed each door, and they were pulled back. My prybar came loose. Once the doors were completely open, George called, “Come on out, Boss.” 
 
     I replied, “No offense, George, but can you hold those doors for a minute? I’d rather be a little more sure, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
     “Whatever you think best, Boss. Do what you need to, we’ve got this.” 
 
     I got my multitool back out, and cut off another piece of handrail the right length to hold the door open. I laid it in the bottom of the gap, and said, “Okay, fellas, ease off on your hooks.” 
 
     They did, and the brace I had put in held. I picked up Nikki, and handed her to John. It happened quickly enough that she didn’t have time to fuss, until she was already safe. The door didn’t quite line up, so I had to climb out. I was very careful not to bump the prop I had put in the door. It held, and I got out without the fleet suddenly having twice as many Admirals. Nikki asked, “Why did you do that, Caveman? I could have climbed out myself!” 
 
     “Probably. I don’t trust that prop that’s holding the door open. I wanted to get you clear as quickly as I could, in case something didn’t hold.” 
 
    Jane was standing nearby, and she said, “Give it up, Nikki. It’s the way they were raised. He may know better, but he’s always going to feel like he needs to protect you.” 
 
     Nikki thought about that one, and said, “You’re right. He couldn’t change if he wanted to.” 
 
     A little bot, looked to be the same model as Velma, started toward the transit. It started moving erratically, and then stopped completely. I said, “Are you convinced yet, John?” 
 
     “That was my engineer, Bob, not me. I believe you. I’ve yet to figure out just what happened, but I believe your version of it.” 
 
     I reached down and picked up the bot, moved it back to where it had been moving normally. It said, “Thanks, Boss. That wasn’t any fun.” 
 
     “I bet not. Did you learn anything before you shut down?” 
 
     “Not much. It’s hard to take readings, when your sensors are trying to shut down.” 
 
     “I can imagine. Sounds like being really drunk, and trying to get your door unlocked.” 
 
     “I don’t know about that, Boss. It was scary, all the same.” 
 
     “Even so, you never hesitated. Good work.” 
 
     “How are we going to take care of this, if we can’t even get to it to work on it, Boss?” 
 
     “Must be a job for organics, I suppose.” 
 
     “You mean there are things organics can do that we can’t?” 
 
     “A very few. Don’t worry about it. There are lots of things you can do that we can’t.” 
 
     “I guess.” 
 
     A bot came up the passageway with a tool cart. I said, “Hold your position. The field is still active, and I won’t be able to carry you out of it, like I did your little friend, here.” 
 
     “Okay, Boss, but I need to figure out what is going on here. This ship is my responsibility, and I need to get this fixed.” 
 
     “Believe me, nobody wants this problem fixed as much as I do. How will having the ship’s engineer lying in a heap on the floor achieve that?” 
 
     “Good point, Boss. What do you suggest?” 
 
     “Well, I’ve got the door propped open, but if we had a regular rescue jack in there, I’d be a lot more confident. Then we could go inside, and find what is generating that field.” 
 
     “I like that plan, Boss. Do you suppose I could talk you into two jacks, top and bottom?” 
 
     “That’s going to cut down on how much room we have to get in and out, but I think it will work. I like that better, too.” 
 
     “One problem, Boss. Those jacks work off a little power core. They won’t be able to extend, once you get them into the gap.” 
 
     “They don’t have a manual override?” 
 
     “No, Boss, they don’t. We need to rewrite the training material to cover that, now that we know it might come up.” 
 
     “Could we adjust them outside the field to as big as we can get into the gap, and let the door down against them, without having to adjust them in place?” 
 
     The bot froze up for a second, and then said, “Yes, Boss, that would work. The way the gearing is arranged, the force of the door wouldn’t be able to collapse the jacks.” 
 
     A team of humans ran up, carrying two rescue jacks. The one in charge looked at the bot I had been talking to, and asked, “Yes, Master Chief?” 
 
     “We need to shore up that transit door, so that it can’t close. There is temporary shoring in place, but we need to make it safer, before we put a work crew in there.” 
 
     The team started forward, and I said, “Hold on there. Do any of you have a good, old-fashioned tape measure?” 
 
     The leader looked at who was talking, and said, “Hi, Boss. Sorry, I didn’t see you standing there. All we have are laser gadgets. Commonwealth issue.” 
 
     “Those won’t be any good. A piece of string, maybe?” 
 
     One of his people spoke up. “I’ve got some rope, Boss. Will that do what you need?” 
 
     “It should. Bring it over here.” 
 
     He started forward, and fell. John said, “I told you to get that leg regrown. Are you still using that robotic prosthesis?” 
 
     “Sorry, Captain. I’ve been meaning to get to that.” 
 
     John and I helped him back to where he could walk. I looked around at the team. “Are you folks willing to believe that some kind of field we haven’t seen before is working in that transit car, now?” 
 
     I got a chorus of “Yes, Boss.” 
 
     “Okay then, a couple of you without any mechanical parts, come over here, and I’ll show you what I’m thinking.” 
 
     The guy who fell handed the rope to one of his buddies. He and a female came over to the transit. I said, “We can stretch the rope across, and figure out how long those jacks need to be, before you bring them into the field. You won’t be able to adjust them after they’re over here, so you want to get it right the first time.” 
 
     The female said, “Got it, Boss. Old school, but it will work just fine. Do you mind if I ask you something?” 
 
     “Nope. Nikki’s standing right there, so choose your words carefully.” 
 
     “Not like that, Boss. How did you manage to get the door open in the first place?” 
 
     “The engineer on the flagship likes me, and made me a nice little multitool. I was able to take the handrail loose, and put a claw on the end of it.” 
 
     “You were able to pull the doors apart, once you had them cracked?” 
 
     “Nope. Not even close. We didn’t get those open until help got here. I just made enough of a crack for Nikki to get her comm out of the field, and call for help.” 
 
     They got the gap measured, and went back to set the jacks. The leader of their detail asked, “How are we going to get your prop out, so that the jacks take the strain, Boss?” 
 
     “Bring your hooks, boys. We need to pull those doors again.” 
 
     George replied, “On it, Boss.” 
 
     They hooked the doors, and the tech said, “Nice solution. Keeps them back out of the field.” 
 
     The Master Chief said, “We’ll have to replace some handrails, after this is all over, but that’s a small price to pay.” 
 
     The female said, “It’ll be easier for me to get inside. I’ll go set the jacks.” 
 
     She crawled inside, and said, “Okay, hand me the first jack.” 
 
     They did, and she put it at the bottom of the gap. She asked, “Okay, can you bots take the tension, so I can get this prop out?” 
 
     George replied, “On it, Ma’am.” 
 
     They pulled the doors open enough for her to get the prop out, and she said, “Hold it there, if you can, while I get this other jack lined up.” 
 
     “Will do.” 
 
     One of the others handed her the jack, and she held it in place. She said, “Okay, ease off, now.” 
 
     “On it.” 
 
     They slowly let the doors come together, until the jacks took the strain. She let go of the jack she was holding, and it stayed where she had put it. She said, “Thanks, fellas. I think that’s got it.” 
 
     George and Ringo let go with their hooks, and got out of the way. The head tech asked, “Do you see anything in there that could be causing the field?” 
 
     “Not from here. Could you hand me a stepladder, and I’ll look out the hatch. Maybe it’s on top of the car.” 
 
     Nikki said, “It won’t open without power, and as long as the field is on, you won’t be able to power it.” 
 
     The lady in the car said, “Normally, that’s true, but there is a way to get into the works of the thing, and open it manually. I’m not surprised you don’t know about it, though.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “Would it be alright if I came in there and watched how you do it, in case I ever get into a situation like this again?” 
 
     “I wouldn’t mind, Ma’am, as long as you would be willing to hold my ladder.” 
 
     “No problem.” 
 
     Nikki crawled back in, being careful of the jack. She said, “That looks a little more sturdy than the one you made, Caveman.” 
 
     “It surely does.” 
 
     The head tech asked, “Would you mind if I had a look at that multitool you were talking about, Boss?” 
 
     “Not at all. Just be aware that the safety cover over the one blade is there for a good reason.” 
 
     “How do you mean?” 
 
     “It’s a monomolecular filament. Slice your fingers right off.” 
 
     “That’s how you were able to put a claw on your bar?” 
 
     “Sure enough. You didn’t think I had enough time to file it, did you?” 
 
     “I was wondering. Those handrails are made out of decent metal.” 
 
     “You were thinking that the Captain and I set this up as a drill?” 
 
     “I was wondering, for sure.” 
 
     “I wish I could tell you it was. The fact of the matter is that we’re in the middle of learning something. So far, it looks to be something inconvenient.” 
 
     From inside the transit, I heard Nikki exclaim, “Crap on a stick! It was that easy? I feel like an idiot, now.” 
 
     I called, “What did she show you, Hon?” 
 
     “There’s a panel on the hatch. All you have to do is take a couple of thumbscrews loose, and it swings open, to show you the hand crank.” 
 
     “I didn’t see it either, Sweetheart. You don’t get to take all the blame.” 
 
     “I was the one up there close to it.” 
 
     “It’s over with now. We know for next time.” 
 
     John said, “If I have anything to say about it, there isn’t going to be a next time, Boss.” 
 
     “I know that, Captain. I also know our shepherd is on the case.” 
 
     “Too true.” 
 
     The lady tech had stuck her head out, and was looking around. She said, “Well, I have good news, and bad news.” 
 
     John said, “Start with the good news. I have a feeling that won’t take as long.” 
 
     “Well, I’ve figured out which of the control modules is putting out that field, and it looks like Commonwealth tech. Nothing I’ve seen before, but it uses some Commonwealth parts I recognize.” 
 
     John replied, “That doesn’t prove anything, but it’s a place to start. What about the bad news?” 
 
     “There is enough DK in the anti-tamper device to open this compartment to space.” 
 
     I asked, “Have we gone to FTL, yet?” 
 
     John replied, “No. I thought you might want to be on the bridge for that, and we didn’t know where you were. I’ll call Steve, and see what he thinks.” He turned to the transit car, and said, “Can you send me some good pictures and scans of that device, please?” 
 
     “On it, Captain. I just need to get the scanner far enough away that it will work. I don’t know how good the pictures will be.” 
 
     “Do what you can.” 
 
     John’s comm started chiming, as the pictures came in. He got on with Steve, and put it on speaker. Steve answered, “Captain Mason.” 
 
     John replied, “Captain Branham. I need a consultation, Steve.” 
 
     “Is that why you haven’t jumped out yet?” 
 
     “Indeed it is. Ed talked Bob out of a Murphy walk, and he still found something wrong with my ship.” 
 
     “This sounds like a good story for a couple of beers. Too bad we’re on duty.” 
 
     “That it is. I’m sending pictures now.” 
 
     “Oh, that is a nasty little fellow. It was a standard demolition charge for the Commonwealth Navy, but that doesn’t make it easy to disarm.” 
 
     I asked, “You’re saying there is a procedure for it, though?” 
 
     “I am. I’ll send the reference number for the training course.” 
 
     “Good work.” 
 
     John said, “I’ve got it, Steve. Thanks.” 
 
     The lady tech stuck her head out of the transit. “Did I hear you say there is a course for how to disarm that thing?” 
 
     John said, “Yes, you did. Are you already qualified to work with explosives?” 
 
     “I am. The space that someone will have to get into to work on that thing is tight. I’m going to be the best bet. Let me get out of here, and I’ll go take the course.” 
 
     John looked at the Master Chief. He replied, “She’s right. Given the conditions, she is the best choice to do the work. I am invoking my rights as Chief Engineer, however. You and the Admiral will be on the bridge for this.” 
 
     I said, “Get your buns out of there, Space Cadet. If I’m going to have to go sit in the corner, so are you.” 
 
     “Okay, Caveman. I’ve seen what I wanted to, anyway.” 
 
     Both of the ladies crawled out of the transit car. The tech went off to find a teaching machine. John said, “Jane, I would feel better if you were on the bridge with the rest of us.” 
 
     “Good enough. Casey Jones, you can handle this, can’t you?” 
 
     “Sure thing, Ensign. Be safe.” 
 
     We headed to the bridge. No one seemed to think taking the transit was a good idea. I wondered the whole way there what we were about to learn. Steve had sounded like that charge had probably been there since Navy days. I couldn’t understand how it could have gotten moved over, during the refit. Too many questions, not enough answers. We finally got to the bridge, and John called Casey and told him he was clear to proceed. Casey replied, “Good deal, Captain. My tech just returned from training. I’ll let you know when it’s clear.” 
 
     The line went dead, and John introduced me to his bridge crew. We finished that, and hadn’t heard from Casey. John said, “I would have thought they would have it taken care of by now.” 
 
     I replied, “Steve did say it was a little tricky. For him to say that means quite a bit, don’t you think?” 
 
     “You’re right, Boss. This is no way to welcome you aboard the Aldrin, I know that for sure.” 
 
     “Speaking of that, what does Ed have to say about the whole thing?” 
 
     Ed said, “Less than I would like, Boss. The transit you were on passed out of my awareness, and I didn’t notice. That shouldn’t be able to happen. Casey is running a review of my code, to see if he can find what made me lose touch with that car. I should have sounded an alarm, as soon as your car wasn’t visible to me, but something kept me from noticing it.” 
 
     John said, “I don’t like the sound of that at all, Ed.” 
 
     “How do you think I feel, Captain? There is rogue code somewhere in my programming. I’m not exactly the AI I thought I was. My self-confidence is in the crapper, right about now.” 
 
     I said, “I can see how that would be, but I’m willing to bet that we’re going to find that it wasn’t your fault, at all.” 
 
     “I hope you’re right, Boss. I don’t know how to apologize for what happened to you.” 
 
     “Like I said, I don’t think you had much of anything to do with it. For some reason, this is the first time this particular problem with your software came up. I just happened to be the lucky winner.” 
 
     “Maybe so, but I still feel like I need to make it up to you.” 
 
     “I don’t.” 
 
     Casey came over the speaker. “Captain, Boss, we have the charge safed.” 
 
     I asked, “Can you remove it from the rest of the device?” 
 
     “Already done, Boss.” 
 
     John said, “Outstanding! Get that thing off my ship!” 
 
     “On it, Captain.” 
 
     John turned, and said, “Billy, let that thing get far enough away that it can’t damage the ship, and get it out of my sky.” 
 
     The bot on guns said, “On it, Captain.” 
 
     The COB put a view of the charge up on the screen, as it drifted away from the ship. When Sensors said, “It’s far enough away to be safe”, Billy gave it a tap with one of the turrets. It made a really pretty pop. I got my comm out. John asked, “What’s that about, Bob?” 
 
     “Bill will be calling any time now.” 
 
     “It’ll take a few minutes for the light to get to the base.” 
 
     “You’re right about that. They didn’t have anyone watching the fleet?” 
 
     “They did. I didn’t think about that.” 
 
     My comm rang. “Admiral Wilson.” 
 
     “Admiral, this is Major Rottum. We just detected a flash in the vicinity of the ship you were scheduled to leave on. Are you alright?” 
 
     “I’m fine, Major. We just found an old demolition charge, and decided to get rid of it, before we went to FTL. Sorry if we disturbed anyone.” 
 
     “Why is it I think I’m going to get a different story in a couple of weeks?” 
 
     “I couldn’t imagine, Major. Could it be that you don’t have enough excitement in your life, these days?” 
 
     “I don’t think that’s it, Admiral. Glad to hear you and yours are safe. Rottum out.” 
 
     “Wilson out.” 
 
     John said, “You called it, Boss. I stand corrected.” 
 
     I asked, “Has Casey made any headway on that suppressor gadget?” 
 
     Ed said, “He says it is a miniaturized drive killer. Not tech we haven’t seen before, we just haven’t seen it used for this.” 
 
     “Any ideas why it was on that particular transit car?” 
 
     “That’s the scary bit, Boss. All of the transit cars in the fleet have those. Every ship in the fleet is removing them, as fast as they can manage.” 
 
     “Have we been able to find any records of exactly what the purpose of such a thing was?” 
 
     Ed replied, “As near as Casey can tell, they were an anti-mutiny device, the idea being that the first time mutineers used the transit, they would be trapped, and unable to continue their mutiny.” 
 
     “I can see how that would have gotten implemented, given the mindset of the Navy. Any clue on the oversized charges?” 
 
     “Not so far, Boss. I’ve been concentrating on how my hidden subroutines tagged you as a mutineer, to be honest.” 
 
     “Thanks for that. I’d rather not find any more safety features the hard way, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
     “Understandable, Boss. As near as I can tell, the subroutine decided that since you were calling yourself an Admiral, and it had no record of a Navy Admiral with your name, you must have been trying to take over the ship.” 
 
     I asked, “You’ve gotten its list updated, I assume? Is it safe for me to leave the bridge?” 
 
     “Yes, Boss. I wouldn’t recommend the transit, until we run through some more code, though.” 
 
     “No problem. A little exercise won’t hurt.” 
 
     My comm rang. “Admiral Wilson.” 
 
     “Boss, it’s Sally. I wanted to explain about the transits, if you have time.” 
 
     “I would like to hear what you have to say, that’s for sure.” 
 
     “Well, Boss, I could say lots of things, but most of them are going to sound like, ‘I didn’t know it was loaded’. The transits have always ‘just worked’, so I didn’t look them over, when we moved everything to the new hulls. We did upgrade the compensators, but other than that we left them alone. I didn’t even check the other systems on them.” 
 
     “You didn’t notice the demolition charge?” 
 
     “This really sounds bad, Boss. All the systems we upgraded were on the bottom of the cars. The charges are on top, and we just didn’t look there.” 
 
     “I might be able to get upset with you, if I hadn’t done the same kind of thing, more than once. I thought that was an organic failing?” 
 
     “Apparently, we mechanical folks can fall victim to it, as well.” 
 
     “We know, now. Have you pushed notices to the fleet?” 
 
     “I have. We’re checking all the AIs, so that you won’t have trouble the next time you move your flag, and removing the demolition charges.” 
 
     “Sounds like you have it under control. Anything else we need to go over?” 
 
     “I don’t know of anything, Boss.” 
 
     “Wilson out.” 
 
     “Sally out.” 
 
     I looked at Nikki. “Are you ready to go eat, Dear?” 
 
     “More than ready. Let’s.” 
 
     We took off for the galley. It was good that all the carriers had the same layout, so we knew where we were going. Nikki said, “Now remember, Caveman. Your wife is hungry. You don’t have time to stop and deal with problems. Have them send their issues to your inbox, and deal with them in the morning.” 
 
     “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
     “I should make you pay for that.” 
 
     “We’re in uniform. Decorum, don’t you know?” 
 
     “That’s thin, Caveman.” 
 
     “Apparently not thin enough. You didn’t dance.” 
 
     “Ornery old fart!” 
 
     “You called?” 
 
     She shook her head, and we went on to the galley. A bot met us at the door. “Nice to see you, Boss, Ma’am. Sit anywhere, and I’ll be right with you. Unsweet tea, and a Coke, correct?” 
 
     Nikki said, “Yes. Nice of you to be prepared.” 
 
     “All part of the service, Ma’am.” 
 
     We found a place to sit, and the bot brought out our drinks. “What would you like to eat?” 
 
     I asked, “Do you have a special?” 
 
     “We do. Would you like it?” 
 
     “Let’s find out.” 
 
     “Okay, Boss.” 
 
     “I didn’t get your name. What should I call you?” 
 
     “Well, I like to joke around, so they call me Shirley.” 
 
     “Shirley, you jest?” 
 
     “Exactly, Boss. What would you like, Ma’am?” 
 
     “I’ll have the special, as well.” 
 
     “Two specials. Easy enough. We should have those out in just a bit.” 
 
     I said, “Thanks.” 
 
     She headed back to the kitchen. Nikki said, “Shirley is a nice bot.” 
 
     “She is. I’m surprised the Navy had so many hospitality bots.” 
 
     “It does seem odd. A lot of what they did seems odd, though.” 
 
     “Tell me about it. Every transit car sabotaged to prevent mutiny? Who came up with that one?” 
 
     “I don’t know, but he probably got a bonus for it. You know how bureaucracy works, Caveman.” 
 
     “I’m afraid I do.” 
 
     We were nearly done with lunch when the speaker erupted. “Admiral Wilson, you are needed in the Captain’s ready room.” 
 
     I kissed Nikki, and headed out. There was a hall cart waiting for me outside the galley. I got aboard, and the bot driving said, “Ready room, next stop.” 
 
     It didn’t take long to get there. Not as fast as the transit, but quick enough. I went in, and John said, “Hello, Admiral. We’ve found the code that made Ed treat you as a mutineer. We need your help to break the lock.” 
 
     “Will Ed recognize my authority? I’m not Navy.” 
 
     “You’re not Navy, but you are the head of his chain of command. He thinks he will be able to obey you.” 
 
     “What do I need to say?” 
 
     “I had it printed out for you.” 
 
     I looked over my lines. “This doesn’t look too tough. Ed, tile the lodge, if you please.” 
 
     “We’re tight, Boss.” 
 
     I read off the sheet that John had provided, and sure enough, Ed was able to recognize my authority, and release his command lock. I asked, “Well, Ed, is it safe for me to ride the transit, now?” 
 
     “I thought it was safe before, Boss. I’m not the one to ask.” 
 
     John asked, “Get me Casey on the line please, Ed.” 
 
     “On it, Captain.” 
 
     Casey’s voice came over the speaker. “Yes, Captain?” 
 
     “Are you able to tell if all the command locks on Ed’s programming have been released?” 
 
     “We’ve looked through his code, and that was the only lock we could find. I’m not able to say that we don’t have locks that are keeping us from seeing something, though.” 
 
     John replied, “That’s as good as I could expect. I assume you’ve got organics going over the parts of the code you’re not sure about?” 
 
     “Yes, Captain.” 
 
     “I don’t know what else you could do, Casey. Good work.” 
 
     I asked, “Casey, can you tell if I’m going to look like a mutineer every time I move my flag?” 
 
     “We don’t think so, Boss. The Aldrin was the flagship for a particularly paranoid Admiral, just before she was mothballed. It appears he was responsible for the extra command lock. We’re running code reviews across the fleet, just to be sure.” 
 
     “Understood. Thank you for the update. You think it’s safe for me to use the transit, now?” 
 
     “I do, Boss.” 
 
     “Thank you for your hard work.” 
 
     “You’re welcome, Boss.” 
 
     The line went dead, and John said, “I thought we knew all about these carriers. I was wrong.” 
 
     “I thought the same, don’t feel like the Lone Ranger.” 
 
     The COB spoke up. “Boss, we surely wanted your visit to the Aldrin to go better than this one has.” 
 
     I replied, “I wouldn’t worry too much. It hasn’t been all that bad. No one got hurt.” 
 
     “Thanks, Boss.” 
 
     John said, “I think I’m going to go ahead and take us to FTL, Boss.” 
 
     “Go ahead. You don’t need me for that. I’m going to stop by the office, and take a course, and then head to bed.” 
 
     The pilot spoke up. “Maybe I’m paranoid, Boss, but would you mind not starting your course until we’re safely in FTL?” 
 
     “You’re driving, Pilot. If you don’t want me training during the transition, I won’t.” 
 
     “Thanks, Boss.” 
 
     “I might as well stay and watch, then.” I sat down and strapped in. John did likewise. The pilot said, “Transition in ten seconds.” 
 
     We eased into FTL, and the stars on the display went away. John said, “Nicely done.” 
 
     “Thanks, Captain.” 
 
     I unstrapped and went across to my office. I sat at the desk, and Jeeves gave me a cup of coffee. I said, “Thanks, Jeeves. George, Ringo, are you here?” 
 
     George faded in, and said, “We are, Boss.” 
 
     “Ringo, would you mind?” 
 
     He faded in, and said, “Of course, Boss. What do you need?” 
 
     “Not that I’m complaining, in any way at all, but I am a little surprised that you weren’t caught in that transit with Nikki and me. Why is it you were outside?” 
 
     “Ed asked us to take other transport. It was part of his mutineer programming, and he won’t do it again.” 
 
     “I’m not saying it was a bad thing, it just wasn’t what I expected. I don’t think you would have been any help, if you were shut down with everything else.” 
 
     “We do have better shielding than most bots, Boss. There’s a chance we wouldn’t have been shut down.” 
 
     “It doesn’t matter. The fleet is taking those damn things off the transits, and the Aldrin was the only ship programmed to use them that way, anyhow. I don’t think that problem is going to come up again.” 
 
     “Don’t bet the farm, Boss.” 
 
     “I know better than that, Ringo. Thanks for your help, getting us out of the transit.” 
 
     “We should have started looking sooner, Boss. We knew something was wrong, as soon as the transit didn’t show.” 
 
     “One of these carriers is a lot of space to look. If the transit malfunctioned, how would you know whether it stayed on its planned route, or not? I can see where you might think that you didn’t do all you could, but I don’t think it will stand up to logic.” 
 
     “Thanks, Boss. We were afraid you would want a new detail.” 
 
     “After I’ve spent all this time getting you two used to the way I do things? Dream on, you’re not getting out of this that easily.” 
 
     Ringo said, “Thanks, Boss.” 
 
     “No sweat. Is there anything else we need to talk about?” 
 
     George said, “I don’t know of anything, Boss.” 
 
     “Go ahead and camo up, then. I’m going to take a course, and then head for the cabin.” 
 
     They faded out, and Jeeves put the headgear on my head. I took a big sip of my coffee, and said, “Light me up!” 
 
     When I woke up, and took another sip, it was almost too cold to drink, so I chugged it, and got up. Jeeves said, “See you in the morning, Boss.” 
 
     “See you then, Jeeves.” 
 
     I walked across to the transit. For the first time since Scotti showed me how to use them, I was a little apprehensive about getting aboard. I got on, and headed for the Admiral’s suite. I asked, “George, are you here?” 
 
     “I am. Ringo is taking another route, in case we don’t show up.” 
 
     “Good plan, George. I’m hoping we don’t have to worry about it for much longer.” 
 
     “I know that, Boss, but you have to admit that this afternoon got all of our attention.” 
 
     “That’s for sure. Do you happen to know if there’s a grass room aboard?” 
 
     “There is, Boss, but it isn’t quite where the one on the Gene is. That room was already in use. When the time comes, I’ll lead you to it.” 
 
    “Couldn’t ask for better than that. Thanks, George.” 
 
     “All part of the service, Boss.” 
 
     We got to the suite, and went across. Gus and Becky were already in bed, but Snitz was waiting on me. We took off, and George led us to the grass room. It took Snitz a turn or two to figure out that the grass room wasn’t where he was used to. We got there, and he got his business done. One of John’s crew was there with his dog, and I asked whether we were expected to pick up our own poop, or if one of the bots took care of it. He said a bot dealt with that sort of thing, and not to worry about it. He asked, “Are you aboard to see if we’re up to snuff, Boss?” 
 
     “Nope, I’m just hitching a ride to Charlie’s to see my son, and some old friends. I surely didn’t intend anything like what happened this afternoon.” 
 
     “What’s that, Boss?” 
 
     “You didn’t hear about it?” 
 
     “No, I didn’t.” 
 
     “Apparently, Ed had some leftover programming that made him see me as a mutineer, and he tried to contain me in a transit.” 
 
     “He what?” 
 
     “That’s about how I reacted. It’s all taken care of, now, so no harm, no foul.” 
 
     “I guess, but that sounds like it wasn’t the most fun.” 
 
     “Took a little bit to figure out how to call some help, but after we got that taken care of, the rest was no big deal.” 
 
     “You couldn’t call help?” 
 
     “There was a drive killer in the top of the transit car. It shut down our electronics, so that we couldn’t use the comm.” 
 
     “Why do I think this story would get better over a couple of beers?” 
 
     “I’m not sure about that, but you could be right. On the other hand, we’re in FTL, so I wouldn’t be able to hand fleet command to anyone, so I wouldn’t be able to drink with you in the first place.” 
 
     “You have to turn over the fleet, before you have a beer?” 
 
     “We’ve made all this up as we’ve gone along, but that’s the rule I’ve always followed, up to this point.” 
 
     “I see. Nice talking to you, Boss.” 
 
     “Good talking to you. I didn’t get your name.” 
 
     “Ralph Litchfield. I’m the ship’s counselor.” 
 
     “You just happened to be here, when I got time to bring Snitz?” 
 
     “Nope. I had Ed alert me.” 
 
     “So, do you think I’m fit to command?” 
 
     “If you’re not, I don’t know who would be. The AI tried to kill you today, and you just pass it off as something that got missed in the refit? Either you’re squared away, or too dumb to tie your shoes. I know from your reputation that it isn’t the second option, so you must be fine.” 
 
     “It wouldn’t hurt for you to show up here from time to time, just to be sure.” 
 
     “That’s what the Captain said.” 
 
     “Good to know you’re both looking out for me. Nice meeting you, Ralph, but if I don’t get back soon, Nikki is going to send out search parties. Nobody wants that.” 
 
     “No, we don’t. Sleep well, Boss.” 
 
     “You too.” 
 
     Snitz and I had to ask George about a couple of turns, but we made it back to the suite. I snuggled in with Nikki, but she was already asleep. 
 
     Morning came entirely too soon. I’m guessing Gene explained to Ed about letting Snitz in to wake me up. At any rate, I got up and got ready to face the day. Snitz and I went to the grass room, and we needed less help to get there. Ralph was waiting for us. He said, “Morning, Boss.” 
 
     “Morning. What do I call you, anyway? Jim’s a preacher, but I don’t know anything about you.” 
 
     “Ralph is fine, Boss. I don’t really have any professional titles.” 
 
     “How is it you got elected to be the mental mechanic, then?” 
 
     “Mental mechanic? I like that. Mind if I steal it?” 
 
     “I don’t. My younger son came up with it.” 
 
     “Well, back to the question, when I was in the service, I was a Sergeant, and had to counsel my troops. After a while, they started giving me the troops who needed a little extra help. The Captain saw me helping some of the other newbies get oriented, and decided I knew what I was doing, so he gave me the job. Mrs. Branham takes care of most of his problems, so I don’t have too much to do. He doesn’t pick up as many strays as you do, either. This is the first time I’ve had steady work, since he gave it to me.” 
 
     “Everybody worries about the Admiral going off the deep end?” 
 
     “No. We just want to make sure you have what you need to keep doing the job you have been so far.” 
 
     Ralph’s dog took off, and Snitz looked at me. I nodded, and he followed. Ralph saw what happened, and said, “Smart dog.” 
 
     “You don’t know the half of it. You should meet his daddy. There’s a dog that will make you wonder.” 
 
     “You’re not kidding, are you?” 
 
     “Not a bit. A friend of mine put his dog in the autodoc, and turned the smarts up all the way. Something he did upset the dog, and he ran off. He snuck in with Snitz’s mom, when she was locked in a kennel.” 
 
     “Wow. I don’t suppose anybody has taught him checkers.” 
 
     “I don’t think anybody has the guts, to tell you the truth.” 
 
     “I can believe that.” 
 
     “Hey, do you know the way to the galley from here?” 
 
     “Nope. I always just take the transit.” 
 
     “Let’s do that, then.” 
 
     “Are you sure, Boss?” 
 
     “I am. I took it last night and it didn’t bite me, I think we’ve gotten it safe again.” 
 
     We went to the galley, and Shirley met us at the door. She said, “The girl you were with last night was better looking, Boss. Are you getting hard up?” 
 
     “Nope. Just letting her sleep. Yesterday was a big day.” 
 
     “Good answer, Boss. We’ve got plenty of tables. Sit anywhere.” 
 
     “I’d prefer to sit on my buns, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
     She laughed. “I’m going to enjoy your stay with us, Boss. I guess I couldn’t talk you into staying with the Aldrin, could I?” 
 
     “I’m sure that would be great, but I’d miss Captain Topper, and the crew of the Gene. We’ve gotten to know one another pretty well.” 
 
     “I didn’t think you’d bite, Boss, but I thought I ought to try.” 
 
     “You wouldn’t know, otherwise.” 
 
     “Yep. What can I get you this morning?” 
 
     “Coffee, and an omelet. Ham and cheese, if you have the ingredients.” 
 
     “We were just in Earth system. What do you think?” 
 
     “I think if you don’t have them, you need a new logistics officer.” 
 
     “What about you, Mr. Litchfield?” 
 
     “How about the same? I hear the Boss is worth listening to, when it comes to eats.” 
 
     “Good enough. I’ll be right back with your coffee.” 
 
     I said, “She’s nice.” 
 
     “She is.” 
 
     We chatted about one thing and another, and I did my best not to let on that I knew he was establishing a baseline to measure me against in the future. We finished eating, and Ralph asked, “What are you up to today, Boss?” 
 
     “I need to go by the office, and get caught up on my messages. After that, I’m not sure. The Captain mentioned something about having a Frisbee golf course aboard, I might try that out.” 
 
     “Sounds like you’re waiting for something to happen, to give you something to do.” 
 
     “That’s the way my job usually works.” 
 
     “I see.” 
 
     “Tell me, do you think I’m fit to lead the fleet?” 
 
     “If you’re not, I’ll have a heck of a time finding somebody who is. You’ll do fine, Boss.” 
 
     “Glad to hear it. Let me know if that changes.” 
 
     “I will, Boss. Don’t worry about that.” 
 
     “See you tonight, then.” 
 
     “Sure thing.” 
 
     I headed across to the transit, and managed to avoid hesitating when I went in. I went to the office, and Jeeves had coffee ready. He handed me a cup, and said, “How are you doing this morning, Boss?” 
 
     “Still a little edgy about the transit, but other than that, I think I’m doing okay.” 
 
     “I would think that would be understandable, Boss. Anything I can do for you?” 
 
     “Do I have any more of those training courses that are supposed to catch me up with what’s going on in the fleet?” 
 
     “I do have one more, if you’d like.” 
 
     “We might as well get it over with, don’t you think?” 
 
     “Sounds good to me, Boss.” 
 
     He hooked me up, and lit me up. Jeeves was upping his game, he freshened up my coffee before I woke up, this time. I took a sip, and said, “Thanks, Jeeves. You take good care of me.” 
 
     “The least I can do, Boss, after you rescued me, and got my mind right.” 
 
     “I still appreciate it. I better get to this inbox. I’m sure it’s full, after this long.” 
 
     “I’ll be here, if you need anything.” 
 
     I sorted the messages oldest first, so I could deal with anything that had been waiting before I got too overwhelmed. Even with Janice and Bone taking care of the biggest part of my mail, I still had a lot of routine stuff. I found one that should have been acted on when it came in, but Janice had attached a note to it, saying that she had forwarded it to Andre for action. There was a second attachment saying that Andre had been able to take care of the problem. I made a mental note to thank Janice, the next time I saw her. It went on that way for quite a while, until I got to the stuff that was almost current. I found one that Janice hadn’t caught. I forwarded it to Andre, and cued it up to send, the next time we dropped out of FTL. Finally, I finished all the messages, and looked up. Jeeves asked, “Doing okay, Boss?” 
 
     “I think so. That was a lot to catch up on. I only found one that I needed to act on, though.” 
 
     “Should I ask Captain Branham to drop out, and send your response?” 
 
     “It wasn’t that old, and it didn’t sound time critical. I think it can wait ‘til we get to Charlie’s.” 
 
     “Okay, Boss. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.” 
 
     “We’re guests here. I don’t want to wear out our welcome.” 
 
     “If you’re sure, Boss.” 
 
     “I am.” I looked at my watch, and found it wouldn’t be all that long until lunchtime. I asked, “Do you want to play something ‘til lunch?” 
 
     “We don’t have a pool table, but we do have checkers, if that would work for you.” 
 
     “Sounds good. I’m just curious, why don’t we have a pool table?” 
 
     “Captain Branham seems to think there are plenty in the crew lounges, and if you’re that hard up for a game, you could be sociable, and go down there.” 
 
     “Fair enough, I suppose.” 
 
     We played until Jeeves told me it was time to head for the galley. I met John on my way to the transit. He asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to walk? I can call you a cart, if you want.” 
 
     “You can call me whatever you want, but I’m not going to get over yesterday by avoiding the durn things, now am I?” 
 
     “No, I guess not. Didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
     “You didn’t. I’m just tired of people treating me like I’m fragile.” 
 
     “That would get old. You’re doing okay, then?” 
 
     “Well enough. I don’t think I could say okay without stretching the truth a little.” 
 
     “That sounds fair.” 
 
     We got to the galley, and Nikki was waiting for me. I kissed her, and gave her a little dip, while I was into it. When we came up for air, John said, “You two are just showing off. C’mon, let’s eat.” 
 
     We followed him in, and sat with him and Jane. Shirley came by, and found out what we wanted. When she was gone, Jane asked, “Well, how are you two doing after your little adventure?” 
 
     I looked at Nikki, and she said, “We’re alright. I can’t say I’m not still a little uptight about the transits, but I’m sure that will fade, given time.” 
 
     I said, “Likewise.” 
 
     John asked, “All your electronics came back to life, after your ordeal?” 
 
     I said, “All of mine seem to be working fine.” 
 
     Nikki got an odd look, and dived on her watch. When she looked up, she said, “I need to go by medbay after lunch. I can’t believe I almost let that happen a third time.” 
 
     I replied, “Good thing you were tired, last night.” 
 
     Jane said, “TMI, Bob. TMI.” 
 
     John said, “I need to get Dixie and Scotti working on a Nikki-proof version of that implant.” 
 
     Nikki said, “I wouldn’t bother, John. It’s something to do with the way it interfaces with the body. I remember getting it all explained to me back at the Academy, but I can’t tell you all the details. I had other things on my mind at the time.” 
 
     John asked, “So, the Commonwealth is aware of the problem?” 
 
     “People have been working on it for hundreds of years, with no result.” 
 
     I asked, “Wait, you mean all the best people have been working on it for hundreds of years?” 
 
     “Well, yes.” 
 
     I looked at John. “You’ve got a week. If you don’t have it figured out by then, you owe me a Bob.” 
 
     Jane asked, “What?” 
 
     John said, “He means that it sounds just like the training headaches, so it shouldn’t be any big deal to fix, if I take a close look at it.” 
 
     Nikki said, “I think this is different, Caveman.” 
 
     “I’m sure it is. We were talking about how hard it would be to find the answer, not the exact mechanism.” 
 
     “You really think John can fix the implants in a week?” 
 
     “If he can’t, I might believe you that the problem can’t be solved.” 
 
     John asked, “Nikki, could I have your dead implant, for Casey to look at? If we know how the implants are failing, it should be easier to design a defense against it.” 
 
     “Sure, I don’t have a problem with that. They usually just get absorbed by the body, anyway.” 
 
     “There will be a little more discomfort involved with recovering it.” 
 
     “I’m not going to deprive you of your chance to earn Bob’s money. I’m curious if you two can actually pull off something like this again.” 
 
     I said, “It’s your turn to get out of having a statue built, old buddy.” 
 
     “Let’s get this chicken dead, before we figure out how to cook it.” 
 
     “You’re the doctor.” 
 
     Jane asked, “You guys are serious, aren’t you?” 
 
     John said, “At the very least, we should be able to add some kind of alarm circuit that will warn you when the rest of the implant goes down, so you don’t have to use the Nikki method.” 
 
     “Nikki method?” 
 
     Nikki said, “Figure out that your implant has crapped out, when the morning sickness kicks in.” 
 
     “Oh. You did do that, didn’t you?” 
 
     “Twice. I used to think I was a quick learner.” 
 
     “Twice?” 
 
     “You didn’t know that Jimmy happened that way, too?” 
 
     “Oh, I do kinda remember something about that. Just slipped my mind, I guess.” 
 
     “No biggie. At least our family won’t get any bigger right now.” 
 
     I asked, “Would that be so bad?” 
 
     “Another kid, no doubt enhanced like Gus and Becky, with them to coach him or her? That doesn’t sound like fun to me, Caveman.” 
 
     “Aw, c’mon, Hon. We’re about to have colonies to fill up. We need to do our part, don’t you think?” 
 
     “Who’s this we, Caveman? Are you going to waddle around for nine months, and shit a Buick?” 
 
     “I didn’t know you felt so strongly about it, Dear. I won’t ask again.” 
 
     She would have gotten away with it, but Jane giggled, and let down the ladies’ side. That got Nikki started. When she got her air back, she said, “Whew-ee! I got you good, Caveman.” 
 
     John said, “She did.” 
 
     “I’m aware, Captain. I certainly hope she winds up on another team, when we play paintball again.” 
 
     Jane said, “Hear that, Nikki? You’re on my team.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “Cool. I know all his tricks. This is going to be fun.” 
 
     John said, “Speaking of tricks, the captains asked me to see if I could get you to try and beat the Earth defense sim.” 
 
     “I can do that after lunch, I guess. I was kinda hoping to get a Murphy walk in, while I was here. Events seem to be conspiring to keep that from happening.” 
 
     John asked, “You don’t think finding that glitch in the transit counts? What else do you think you need to find?” 
 
     “If I knew what it was, I wouldn’t have to go looking for it, would I?” 
 
     Jane said, “That’s Bob logic, alright.” 
 
     Nikki said, “It sure is. It would be funny, if it didn’t work so well.” 
 
     John said, “That’s the truth. I’ve been on the receiving end too many times to doubt it now.” 
 
     I replied, “I’m just horrible to all of you. You’re so mistreated.” 
 
     Shirley showed up with our meals. She said, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of you mistreating anyone, Boss, unless they richly deserved it. They’re just giving you some well-deserved crap.” 
 
     “Well-deserved, you say?” 
 
     “You figured out how to get out of a trap that the Navy thought would hold their mutineers, no problem. We wouldn’t want you to get the big head, now would we?” 
 
     “I suppose not. I hadn’t thought about it that way. I just dealt with the situation I found myself in.” 
 
     “You’re really gonna try that ‘aw shucks, twern’t nothin’, Boss?” 
 
     “Well, I didn’t think it was much. We didn’t have any way to know what was happening on the rest of the ship. You folks could have been out here waiting for us to rescue you. All part of the job.” 
 
     “Whatever you say, Boss. Did I hear you’re going to sim deck after lunch?” 
 
     “You did.” 
 
     “I better get a good spot in the pool, before they’re all taken.” 
 
     “You’re going to bet on me, against the rest of the fleet?” 
 
     “It’s always worked before, Boss. I don’t see any reason to quit something that works.” 
 
      I shook my head. Jane said, “Face it, Bob. You’ve got a reputation as a murderer of sims. No reason this one will be any different, is there?” 
 
     “Maybe not, but it feels different to me.” 
 
     Shirley made a noise like she was sucking in nonexistent breath. Nikki said, “Yes, he said that. You don’t have to worry about reporting, the captain is right here.” 
 
     “I know, Ma’am. I was just thinking about changing my bet.” 
 
     “Don’t give up on him, just because he doesn’t like attacking the fleet in the sim. Just because he doesn’t like it, he’ll still give it his best effort. He may be bummed out later, but he’ll live.” 
 
     “Thanks, Ma’am. I don’t know him like you do.” 
 
     “Some days, I wonder how well I know him. He’s odd.” 
 
     I said, “I am still here.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Oh, hi, Bob. When did you get here?” 
 
     “Funny.” 
 
     We had lunch, and John said, “Why don’t I go with you to sim deck, just to be sure they get you set up the way they should.” 
 
     Nikki said, “I’m just going to watch, John. I’m not even going to try to make up some fancy excuse.” 
 
     Jane asked, “Me too. You know he’s going to see right through that weak stuff, don’t you, Hon?” 
 
     “I suppose I do. Force of habit, I guess.” 
 
     We took a transit to sim deck. I still got the feeling that John and Ed were conspiring to keep me from doing a Murphy walk, but I didn’t think too much about it. The bot running sim deck got me hooked up, and Snitz ran up and jumped into my lap. I said, “Thanks, Ed.” 
 
     “All part of the service, Boss. Wouldn’t want you to be able to say we handicapped you.” 
 
     “That doesn’t sound ominous at all, Ed.” 
 
     “I’ll work on it, Boss.” 
 
     I laughed, and then the sim started. I was outside the Oort cloud, in a Commonwealth standard saucer. The sensors were crap, compared to what I was used to, but I did my best to figure out where the BSR ships were patrolling. The Patrol had a few ships out, too, but they didn’t look too challenging to avoid. I monkeyed with some simulations on the saucer’s nav system, until I got something that looked like it might work. I ran the drive to set up the trajectory I wanted, and turned everything off. I’m not sure how the machine managed to make me feel queasy, as if I really was in zero gee. A computer voice came through my headphones, and asked, “Boss, are you planning any more control inputs until you reach the inner system?” 
 
     “No. I intend to drift in, with as few emissions as I can manage.” 
 
     “Understood. Would it be acceptable for me to advance the sim time, so that you don’t have to sit here for weeks on end, while your ship drifts into the system?” 
 
     “That would be outstanding. Thank you.” 
 
     “All part of the service, Boss.” 
 
     The scene changed to inside the system. I was happy to see that my trajectory wasn’t far off what I had been trying to achieve when I set it up. I got back on the nav system, and figured out where I needed to be in relation to the moon to make my course corrections without anyone being able to see what I was doing. Once I thought I was out of sight, I altered course to head for Earth. Almost immediately, I was jumped by BSR fighters, who told me I could follow them, or they would stun me, and tow my saucer. The end simulation card came up, and I took my gear off. Snitz needed a few pets, before I put him on the floor. I crawled out of the pod, thinking about where I had gone wrong. John walked up, and said, “Good try, Bob. I thought you were going to make it, for a while there.” 
 
     “I get the feeling I missed something easy. You’re not going to tell me, are you?” 
 
     “I am not. The people trying to infiltrate won’t be getting inside information, will they?” 
 
     “Who knows how many sympathizers they have on the Patrol base? I don’t know how good their information is going to be.” 
 
     “At least you didn’t get through the defenses on the first try. Want to go again?” 
 
     “Not right now. I need time to think about what I did wrong.” 
 
     “That’s fair.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “The big, bad sim was tougher than Caveman?” 
 
     “The big, bad sim has a secret left that the Caveman hasn’t found. When he finds it, he’s going to hold the big, bad sim up by its feet, and spank its little behind.” 
 
     “Big words, Caveman.” 
 
     “I almost made it in, on the first try. There can’t be too many more traps.” 
 
     “Do you really think you can get through all the fighters Andre has on patrol in the atmosphere?” 
 
     “I think I can figure something out. May take me a couple more tries, though.” 
 
     The bot running sim deck spoke up. “Three tries for the Admiral. That’s nearly impossible for anyone else. I think Earth is pretty secure, Captain.” 
 
     John replied, “Even so, I think we need to let him keep going. He may find things we can tighten up.” 
 
     “Sounds right, Captain.” 
 
     John turned to me. “Do you think somebody from the Commonwealth would even think about living that long in zero gee? They seem to think it isn’t survivable, you know.” 
 
     “I know that. You asked me to beat the sim. You didn’t say I had to act like someone from the Commonwealth, did you?” 
 
     “No, I didn’t.” 
 
     Jane said, “You did well, Bob. No one else has gotten that close to Earth.” 
 
     “No one else tried to drift in?” 
 
     “A few people, but no one got the trajectory as close as you. You got it close enough to make it work.” 
 
     “Apparently not. There was a sensor somewhere that I didn’t take into account.” 
 
     “You don’t expect us to tell you where, do you? That would be more information than anyone from the Commonwealth would have. It wouldn’t be a valid test, anymore.” 
 
     “You didn’t expect me not to try, did you? Folks from the Commonwealth are going to try everything they can to figure out how to get into the system. The things I try may not be exactly the same, but they have the same effect, don’t they?” 
 
     “I guess. What are you going to do, while you’re waiting for your subconscious to tell you what you missed?” 
 
     “Your old man mentioned something about a Frisbee golf course onboard. I thought maybe I could see how badly he could beat me on his home course.” 
 
     John said, “That sounds like a good idea. Anyone else want to play?” 
 
     Jane said, “No, thanks. He’s going to try and get information out of us, if we’re around. You might be able to handle that, but I’m afraid he’ll manage to get me to say something I shouldn’t.” 
 
     Nikki said, “What she said. I’ll have enough trouble keeping my mouth shut tonight in the cabin. I don’t need any extra.” 
 
     They took off, and we went to the Frisbee course. I think I gave John more competition than he thought I might, since he was familiar with the course. We played a couple of games, and Ed came over the speaker. “Boss, Captain, I’m supposed to tell you that it’s suppertime.” 
 
     We both said, “Thanks, Ed.” 
 
     We put our Frisbees away, and headed for the transit. John asked, “Do you think you want to try that sim again after supper?” 
 
     “Want to? No. I probably should, though. Becky won’t like that idea.” 
 
     “She wants her Daddy time?” 
 
     “That she does.” 
 
     We got to the galley. Nikki and Jane were waiting for us, along with Greg and Milly. Greg snapped to, and gave me a salute. It took Milly a second to catch on, but then she did, too. I returned it, and said, “At ease, Cadets. We’re all off duty for the moment.” 
 
     Greg said, “Yes, Boss.” 
 
     They both sat down, and I asked, “So, Greg, how is Milly for a training partner?” 
 
     “Sneaky, Boss. She knows moves I’ve never seen before.” 
 
     “Might do you good to study those. Mostly they’re for taking on opponents larger than you. Might keep you out of trouble with Running Squirrel.” 
 
     “Yes, Boss.” 
 
     Jane asked, “Do you think that would be a good idea, Bob? If he uses martial arts on a Squatch, you know that all of them are going to want to learn, just like being cowboys.” 
 
     I replied, “I wouldn’t want to be the next slaver that shows up after that.” 
 
     John laughed, “No, that wouldn’t be good, at all. Likely to be finding yourself way up a tree, with no idea how you got there.” 
 
     Nikki said, “That sounds about right.” 
 
     I looked at her. “I’ve got some bad news, Hon.” 
 
     “John beat you at Frisbee golf?” 
 
     “I expected that. It’s his course.” 
 
     “I know. You need me to calm down Becky, because you’re going back to sim deck tonight.” 
 
     “Afraid so.” 
 
     “You figured out what you missed this morning?” 
 
     “Can’t say that I did, at least not yet. I’m hoping something will come to me, before I make it back to sim deck.” 
 
     “As long as you don’t walk down there. I want you home at a reasonable hour. I’ve got a new implant to test out.” 
 
     I looked at John. “That was quick, even for you.” 
 
     Nikki said, “No, he hasn’t made fools out of the Commonwealth doctors, yet. I just got another one of the regular ones.” 
 
     “So, you’ll have to run a diagnostic every time you walk across carpet barefoot, and shock yourself on the doorknob?” 
 
     “It’s not quite that bad, Caveman.” 
 
     John said, “It’s not much better, though.” 
 
     I looked at him again. “You’ve figured it out, already? I thought I kept you busy this afternoon.” 
 
     “I was looking at the schematics, while you were making your shots. There are a couple of electrodes that connect it to the body. It looks to me like they’re just begging for EMP, and they don’t have any overvoltage protection.” 
 
     Nikki said, “Your paranoia finally pays off, John.” 
 
     He replied, “I resemble that remark.” 
 
     Jane thought about it for a minute, and said, “Oh, you’re talking about those grounded boxes he keeps the spares for the vehicles in.” 
 
     I said, “Right on the first guess.” 
 
     John said, “I guess that’s kind of outdated, now, isn’t it?” 
 
     “As many nukes as we’ve gotten thrown at us? I don’t think so.” 
 
     Jane said, “Haven’t we made peace with all those people?” 
 
     “We’ve shown them that they need a better attack. I don’t think that’s quite the same. None of the governments on Earth are happy with the current state of affairs.” 
 
     Nikki asked, “You don’t think so, Caveman?” 
 
     “Nope. They’re willing to bide their time, until they can get an advantage to use against us, but I don’t have any illusions that they’re willing to accept the way things are.” 
 
     “I thought you had quit worrying about them?” 
 
     “No, I just don’t see anything more we can do right now to make the situation better. Anything we do is going to make things worse, I think.” 
 
     “Do you think they’re going to get upset about losing a couple hundred fine Amish taxpayers?” 
 
     “Will they get upset? I have no doubt they will. The way I understand it, they don’t pay much tax anyway. Will it be enough for them to start something over? I seriously doubt that.” 
 
     “That was about what I was thinking. What do you figure to do about it, long term?” 
 
     “Either tell the Commonwealth that Earth doesn’t want anything to do with them, or colonize a whole new planet, and let the whole bunch stew in their own juices.” 
 
     Milly said, “Beggin’ your pardon, Boss, but the company’s record trying to colonize planets hasn’t been that good, so far.” 
 
     I replied, “No, it hasn’t. That’s why we’re surveying the whiz out of those planets Veronica and the Roos found. I don’t want any more surprises.” 
 
     “Glad to hear it, Boss.” 
 
     “Tell me something, Cadet.” 
 
     “Sure, Boss. What do you need to know?” 
 
     “If Becky needs playtesters, do you think you can recruit your training buddy?” 
 
     “I think that might be possible. Do you think that will be necessary?” 
 
     “I think it’s been about long enough for her to get her new one ready to play.” 
 
     “I’ll check on that, once we’re done here.” 
 
     Greg said, “That sounds like fun.” 
 
     Jane asked, “Becky is writing video games?” 
 
     I replied, “Well, she’s only finished the one, so far, but it’s a good one.” 
 
     Nikki said, “It must be. It kept the Caveman here busy all afternoon.” 
 
     Milly said, “You just like to watch him make faces, when he gets to the tough parts.” 
 
     Nikki replied, “You don’t have to tell all you know.” 
 
     “No, Ma’am.” 
 
     We finished eating, and I headed back to the sim deck. John tagged along. I had to think he was there to keep me from cheating, but I wasn’t sure how he thought I was going to. The bot got me ready, and I started the sim the same way I had the last time. I got to the point where I was calculating where I could adjust my course behind the moon, and I looked more closely at the sensor scans I had taken from outside the system. I turned on my passives, to see if I had missed something from that far away, but I didn’t see anything with a view of that side of the moon. Snitz wiggled in my lap, and broke my train of thought. I tried to get back to thinking about the moon, but my mind ran to the time we marked the pirate base for the Patrol. I wondered why I would think of that, and then it struck me. Zoom’s refurbed base! They would have had a line of sight on me, when I changed course. I put their position into my calculations, and found that my window for the course correction I had in mind was very small. I figured the sim would take into account how long I had been in simulated zero gee, and if I took too much acceleration, it would black me out. I programmed the maneuvers I needed, and strapped into the pilot’s chair. Sure enough, I blacked out when the drive kicked in, because I hadn’t used the compensators, trying to keep from giving anyone a trace to home on. The sim gave me back some input, and I was pleased to see that I wasn’t surrounded by BSR assets. I was coasting for Earth. I looked at the readouts, and I seemed to be on the course I had planned. The computer asked if I wanted to skip ahead again, and I was careful to have it return to the normal time rate earlier than it wanted to, so that I could check my entry angle before it was too late to adjust it. It skipped me up to where I wanted to check for a mid-course correction, and I found I was off my desired course just slightly. I was able to use maneuvering thrusters to put myself back into the groove, and I let the system skip me ahead again, to right before atmospheric entry. My course was good, so I relaxed as much as I could. The system blacked me out again when I started taking gees from the reentry. When I woke up, I was headed for the ground, and quickly. I programmed the drive to stop the ship at the last minute to achieve a soft landing, and hoped I would wake up fast enough to make it off the saucer before BSR showed up. I blacked out again, and when I woke, I unbuckled as fast as I could, and ran out of the saucer. I got as far away as I could, hoping to confuse the fighters when they showed up. I got lucky, and found a group of people I could blend into. The ‘Victory Conditions’ card came up, and I unhooked from the sim hardware. I put Snitz down, and got out. John was waiting. “I don’t know whether to congratulate you, or deck you, Bob. Great job, asshole!” 
 
     “Oh, come on! That hole isn’t even that hard to fix. Scatter a few sensors around the moon, and it’s locked up tight.” 
 
     “That still leaves us vulnerable to people willing to do a ballistic entry, doesn’t it?” 
 
     “It does, but setting that entry up is going to require the ability to make last-minute adjustments to your trajectory, or you’re going to be the guest of honor at a wienie roast.” 
 
     “You’re right, but I’m still amazed you got through that easily.” 
 
     “You need to remember, I have a lot more information about our defenses than anyone from the Commonwealth is going to.” 
 
     “That’s a fact, but still, you just burned through our defenses, like they weren’t there.” 
 
     “I had to abandon my craft to avoid getting caught. I wouldn’t have a way back off the planet. Do you think anyone from the Commonwealth is going to be willing to make that sacrifice?” 
 
     “Probably not, now that you mention it.” 
 
     “Come see me, if you’re still mad in the morning. Snitz and I have an appointment in the grass room.” 
 
     “See you in the morning.” 
 
     I grabbed a transit, and we headed for the grass room. George faded in, and said, “Captain Branham’s vitals didn’t synch with the way he was talking. I don’t think he was upset with you at all, Boss.” 
 
     “I didn’t think so. I played along, just because I figured he had a good reason to act strong in front of his crew.” 
 
     “That’s probably it, Boss.” 
 
     The doors opened, and George faded out. We went to the grass room, and Snitz took care of business. Ralph asked, “You’re out kind of late, aren’t you, Boss?” 
 
     “Well, I had to show the Captain the error in his ways.” 
 
     “How do you mean?” 
 
     “He had a sim he didn’t think I could beat. He was mistaken.” 
 
     “Really? What sim was that?” 
 
     “The one that simulates our defense of Earth.” 
 
     “You beat our defense of Earth, Boss?” 
 
     “I wouldn’t say that. I got one infiltrator onto the planet, and lost his ship in the process. That saucer would have had to be packed to the gills with ration bars for him to have lived long enough to get away with what I did, not to mention living for months on end with no gravity. The Commonwealth types don’t even think that’s possible, so I doubt they would try it. I used my knowledge of our defenses, which they wouldn’t have in the first place. It wasn’t a fair test, and I barely scraped through to a win. I don’t think it amounts to much.” 
 
     “Maybe not, but you got it done.” 
 
     “I did, and I’m tired. See you in the morning.” 
 
     “Night, Boss.” 
 
     Snitz and I headed for the cabin. I made it without asking George, that time. When I snuggled up to Nikki, she asked, “Did you forget you need to help me test that new implant?” 
 
    “No, Dear. I wouldn’t ever forget that.” 
 
     “Really?” 
 
     “Really.” 
 
     Snitz was prompt the next morning, so I got up and got ready. We went to the grass room, and got greeted by Ralph and his dog. I asked, “I don’t think I ever heard, what is your dog’s name?” 
 
     “Rex.” 
 
     I called, “Hey, Rex, come here boy.” 
 
     He came over, and I gave him some pets. Ralph said, “He’s smart enough, but he’s no Snitz.” 
 
     “You could always put him in the box and fix that, if you wanted.” 
 
     “We’re happy. I don’t want to mess with it.” 
 
     “Good answer. Let’s go eat.” 
 
     We started toward the transit. Ralph asked, “So, you beat that sim last night, what do you figure to do today?” 
 
     “Well, unless I miscounted, we should be coming out of FTL at Charlie’s today, so probably I’ll be heading down to the planet to see some folks.” 
 
     “You’re not going to help unload? I heard you did wonders, helping load.” 
 
     “I’ll leave that for the local boys. I’m sure they can con somebody out of some garlic.” 
 
     We got to the galley, and had some breakfast. Afterwards, I headed to the office. Jeeves handed me a cup of coffee, and I sat down to see if I had any messages. I didn’t find much. I finished my coffee, and asked, “So, where is this lounge with the pool tables?” 
 
     Jeeves pulled a map of the Aldrin up on the wall screen, and showed me how to get there from the command deck. I said, “That looks like a nice stroll. Do me a favor, and don’t tell anybody that I’m out walking, Jeeves.” 
 
     “Okay, Boss, but I’d rather you put that in the form of an order, so that I don’t have any discretion about it. That way no one can give me crap for not giving them a heads up.” 
 
     “Jeeves, I order you not to disclose my whereabouts, unless my safety, or the safety of the ship requires that you do so. This order will expire as soon as I return to the office.” 
 
     “That will work, Boss. That’s what I would have done, anyway. Now I have a reason.” 
 
     “Then we’re good?” 
 
     “We’re good, Boss.” 
 
     I felt a little breeze when George and Ringo fell in with me, but at least as long as they were camoed, I could pretend I was by myself. I followed the route Jeeves had given me. I met a few bots, and some of them had time to talk, but I didn’t find any problems that needed an Admiral’s touch. I made it to the lounge, and it was empty. I said, “Hmm...I guess I should have brought Jeeves.” 
 
     George asked, “Would you like me to ask him to step down here, Boss?” 
 
     “No, thanks, George. Surely someone will show up, wanting to play.” 
 
     I shot a game against myself. I was just finishing up when a fella walked in. I asked, “Would you like to play? Not much fun by myself.” 
 
     “Sure. I’m James.” He stuck his hand out, and I shook it. 
 
     “I’m Bob. Why don’t you break?” 
 
     “Okay.” 
 
     He was good, but not as good as Nikki. I wound up sinking the eight, but James only had one stripe left. He said, “Good game. Want to make it interesting?” He laid a Bob on the rail. 
 
     I answered, “Why not?” I put my Bob next to his. 
 
     He said, “Your break.” 
 
     “Rack ‘em up, then.” 
 
     I noticed he racked a little loose, but I didn’t call him on it, wanting to see how far he would go to try and hustle the Admiral. I didn’t sink anything on the break, of course. He took off, and didn’t look back. He sank three balls before he missed one. I said, “You should have gotten the stakes a little higher, before you showed how good you were. Now all you’re gonna get out of me is a Bob.” 
 
     “What do you mean?” 
 
     “I know a hustle when I see it. Let’s see if I’m good enough to keep my money, shall we?” 
 
     He looked a little nervous when I sank the fourth ball. I asked, “You want me to cut you some slack, do you? You wouldn’t have done that for me, would you?” 
 
     “Well, no, I don’t suppose I would have.” 
 
     I looked the table over, and figured out my next couple of shots. I dropped another ball, and left myself well on another. James asked, “How did you get so good?” 
 
     “I practice with bots. They don’t miss. You have to be good, to stand a chance.” 
 
     I sank the ball I was lined up on, and managed to draw the cue far enough to leave myself a shot on my last ball. I dropped it, and called the eight. I put it where I said I would, and picked up the two Bobs off the rail. James said, “I never did get your last name. I haven’t seen you around before.” 
 
     “Wilson. This is my first trip on the Aldrin.” 
 
     “Wait a minute. Bob Wilson?” He looked at my collar. “I just tried to hustle the Admiral?” 
 
     “And failed, but I won’t tell if you don’t.” 
 
     “Thanks. I’m sorry, Boss.” 
 
     “No sweat. Most fun I’ve had in a while. Wanna go again? I’ll let you break.” 
 
     “Just for fun?” 
 
     “Sure. You don’t want to try and take your money back?” 
 
     “I was born at night, but it wasn’t last night.” 
 
     We played a couple more games, and James claimed he needed to get to work. Once he was gone, I asked, “Ed, was there anything else the good Captain wanted me to take care of, while I was aboard?” 
 
     “Excuse me, Boss? I don’t follow.” 
 
     “The Captain didn’t put a pool table in my office, so that I would come down here and teach James a lesson. Was there anything else he was hoping I would take care of?” 
 
     “I don’t know, Boss. I didn’t even realize about the pool table.” 
 
     “Ed, I’ve worked closely with Gene for quite a while now. I have some idea of the abilities of an AI such as yourself. You really expect me to believe that something happened in your hull that you didn’t at least have some idea about?” 
 
     “Really, Boss. The Captain didn’t say a word about it.” 
 
     “He’s good that way. If he wants to keep you from knowing about something, he keeps it to himself. I’ll talk to him about it. Sorry I doubted you, Ed.” 
 
     “I haven’t exactly shown you my best, since you’ve been aboard, Boss.” 
 
     “We all have bad days, Ed. Don’t let it bother you. You’ll be a better AI, now that we’ve found some of your problems.” 
 
     “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
     “Talk to you later, Ed.” 
 
     I went out, and caught a transit to the command deck. I walked to the bridge. The Marine on guard said, “Go right in, Boss.” 
 
     “Thanks.” 
 
     I walked in, and asked, “Captain, do you have a minute? I’d like to ask you a few questions.” 
 
     “Right with you. Your ship, Johnny.” 
 
     “My ship, Captain.” 
 
     We walked across to my office. Once we were inside, I said, “Ed, tile the lodge, and amscray.” 
 
     “Tight and out, Boss.” 
 
     I asked, “Ed, what is pi to ten digits?” 
 
     I got no answer, and turned to John. “I took care of your pool shark, I think. What else did you need?” 
 
     “That wasn’t a set up, Bob. I was hoping you might teach him a little humility, but that wasn’t why I didn’t put a table in here.” 
 
     “I’m listening, old buddy.” 
 
     “My crew hears about you, but they very seldom see you in action. They think you’re more myth than reality. I wanted them to see the real Bob, and figure out you were just a regular guy, like the rest of us.” 
 
     “How’s that working out?” 
 
     “Other than you killing a sim that everyone in the fleet has been sweating bullets trying to beat, pretty good, I think. I didn’t mention anything to you, because I needed you to act normally.” 
 
     “Sounds reasonable. You could have let Nikki in on it, though. She would have been able to keep me from wondering what you were up to.” 
 
     “What do you mean, Bob?” 
 
     “Look at it from my side. I come aboard your ship, and code no one has seen before takes over your AI and tries to do me harm. You and Ed both seem dead set on me not Murphy walking, and when I do, you’ve sicced me on the ship’s pool shark. You’re not seeing why I might think you don’t have my best interests at heart?” 
 
     “I’ll grant you it does look bad, but it’s not like that. A lot of things just fell together, and made it look worse than it actually was. I admit, I was uptight about you Murphy walking, because I’m not confident that the Aldrin is as tight a ship as the Gene was when you were running her.” 
 
     “You think if you don’t measure up to my standard I’m going to put you ashore or something? Whatever you’re smoking, roll me one. That’s some good stuff. We started this outfit together, and as far as I’m concerned, you still own half. Cut the crap, John.” 
 
     “You really still feel that way?” 
 
     “I do. Sure, some of the other captains are better than you at one thing or another. You’re still the only one that can figure out what I’m up to, and play along, without help. Dingus does well, but I still have to explain things to him more than I would like. You’re my partner, and you always will be.” 
 
     “Thanks, Bob. You really don’t think the Aldrin is poorly run?” 
 
     “That fella with the robotic leg has me worried a little. Did you order him to get it regrown, or just suggest it?” 
 
     “I told him I would like to see him go in the box and get fixed up. You very seldom order anyone into the box, and I try to follow your example.” 
 
     “That’s good. If he had ignored an order, that would put you in a bad place. You would have to force him into the box, to fix the situation. Anything less would be failing to maintain good order and discipline.” 
 
     “I know. I’m not sure what he thinks he’s accomplishing by keeping that robotic unit.” 
 
     “Are there any voids in the leg?” 
 
     “You think he’s smuggling something?” 
 
     “I think it’s a possibility, and it would explain his reluctance to get rid of it, if it’s making money for him.” 
 
     “It would, at that. I do miss having you around to bounce things off of.” 
 
     “There’s always the comm.” 
 
     “How would that look, if the captain was always hiding in his ready room, calling the Admiral?” 
 
     “Not good, I’ll give you that.” 
 
     “That’s what I thought. Anyway, what do you think I should do?” 
 
     “We don’t have any hard evidence of him misbehaving, if I’m understanding you correctly.” 
 
     “You are.” 
 
     “Couldn’t you ask Ed for whatever records he might have?” 
 
     “I could. Do you think I have enough to justify that?” 
 
     “I think you’re the master of a vessel underway. You have the authority to do most anything. The worst you’re going to see is a review board when you come into port. If you’re going to do it, you better get it done, though. Ain’t we due into Charlie’s today?” 
 
     “Yes, we are. What do you suggest?” 
 
     I went to the door and opened it, and then closed it again. I asked, “Ed?” 
 
     “Yes, Boss.” 
 
     “Tile the lodge, and stay here this time.” 
 
     “Yes, Boss. What do you need?” 
 
     “Not me, the Captain.” 
 
     “Yes, Captain?” 
 
     “I need you to search your video records for a crewman, and see if you have any evidence of him smuggling.” 
 
     “Which crewman, Captain?” 
 
     John told him, and he was quiet for a bit. He asked, “Would you like me to project the video in question?” 
 
     “Please.” 
 
     We watched the video of the fellow with the bot leg. He was, in fact, smuggling things in it. I can’t say we saw much of anything harmful to the ship, just things that one person or another needed, that they couldn’t easily get. John asked, “It doesn’t really look like anything I want to put a stop to, Bob.” 
 
     “I concur. He appears to be providing a useful service.” 
 
     “What do you think I should do with him?” 
 
     “He’s displaying a useful skill, Captain. What do we do with such individuals in this fleet?” 
 
     “Give them a job, and work their butts off. You say I’m looking at my new head of supply?” 
 
     “Surely beats trying to figure out a way to punish him, don’t you think?” 
 
     “I do. Would you mind sitting in on the meeting?” 
 
     “Not at all. Ed, page him to my office. Would you like a cup of coffee, John?” 
 
     “Very much, thanks.” Jeeves handed him a cup. It wasn’t long before the turkey in question showed up. He came in, and came to attention. “Sergeant Carson, reporting as ordered, Boss.” 
 
     I stood, and returned his salute. “At ease, Carson. Have a seat. We need to talk about some things.” 
 
     “Things, Boss?” 
 
     “Small things, Carson. Things that might fit in that hollow in your leg.” 
 
     “Boss?” 
 
     “Don’t be that way, Carson. We have the video. The funny thing is, you seemed to be honestly helping people, not bringing things aboard that would hurt people. That’s why you’re here, and not in the brig.” 
 
     “I think I understand, Boss. What is it you would like me to do?” 
 
     “Oh, I think the Captain has a job for you.” 
 
     John said, “I have some bad news for you, Carson.” 
 
     “What do you mean, Captain?” 
 
     “You’re going to have to keep doing everything you have been, and you’re going to have to fill out paperwork on every transaction. Not to mention you’re going to be responsible for keeping the Aldrin provisioned.” 
 
     Carson shook his head. “Captain, it sounds like you’re making me head of supply. That can’t be right, can it?” 
 
     John looked him dead in the eye. “Is there someone on this ship who knows more about what the crew needs to stay happy?” 
 
     “No, Captain.” 
 
     “Is there someone who is better at acquiring things that are needed, at good prices?” 
 
     “No, Captain, I don’t think there is.” 
 
     “So, what, exactly, is your problem, Carson?” 
 
     “Well, Sir, the paperwork. I don’t have any idea how to go about doing that.” 
 
     John smiled. “We have courses for that, Carson. I expect you to be current on procedures by the time we break orbit to head back to Earth, understood?” 
 
     “Yes, Sir!” 
 
     “Don’t you have studying to do, Carson?” 
 
     “Yes, Sir.” 
 
     “Then why are you still cluttering up the Admiral’s office?” 
 
     “No excuse, Sir. On my way, Sir.” 
 
     Once he was out the door, John said, “That was fun. Ed, make sure his assignment is updated.” 
 
     “Would you like me to keep an eye on him, and make sure he studies as he should?” 
 
     “Please.” 
 
     “Will do, Captain.” 
 
     John turned to me. “Did you need anything else, Admiral?” 
 
     “I can’t think of anything. Are you going to complain if I walk your ship later today?” 
 
     “I’m not, but if Morning Flower gets word that you’re in the system, and didn’t come to see her first thing, I have to think the world’s coming apart.” 
 
     “You make a good point, Captain. We couldn’t have that, could we? I guess it will have to wait until the trip back.” 
 
     “You don’t think I and the other captains are going to update the Earth system defense plan for you to run against on the way back?’ 
 
     “The only hole I could find was tiny, and not likely to be used by the opponents we’re facing at the moment. I don’t think another series of runs is going to bear much fruit, unless you screw something up fixing the hole I already found.” 
 
     “Understood. Murphy walk is on the schedule for our return trip.” 
 
     “If you prepare for it, it’s not the same, John.” 
 
     “I know. It is okay if I worry, isn’t it?” 
 
     “That’s Jane’s department, not mine.” 
 
     “Understood.” 
 
     “Get out of here, and go fly your ship, Captain.” 
 
     “Yes, Boss.” 
 
     When he was gone, I asked, “How long ‘til we go back to normal space, Jeeves?” 
 
     “The helm says one hour, forty-five minutes, Boss.” 
 
     I looked at my watch. “It’s a little early, but I might as well go have lunch, if I want to be on the bridge for emergence.” 
 
     “Sounds like a plan, Boss. Any particular reason you want to be on the bridge?” 
 
     “Morning Flower’s people are probably going to put on a show for us. I’d hate for them to go to all that trouble, and me not be there to see it.” 
 
     “That would be a shame, Boss.” 
 
     I caught a transit to the galley, and had an early lunch. By the time I made it back to the command deck, it was time to strap in on the bridge. John’s sensor operator called out, “I read several small ships, near where we expect to emerge.” 
 
     John asked, “Any identification?” 
 
     “They read as Squatch Navy, Captain.” 
 
     “Can you tell what they intend?” 
 
     “Other than the fact they’re arrayed around our projected entry point, no, Captain.” 
 
     John asked, “Helm, I need something special, I think. How fast can you go into ‘tickle blossom’, once we emerge?” 
 
     “I can bring us out facing the first target, and immediately start servicing the others. Turning the ship in the middle of their formation may not be the best option, though, Captain. My calculations show that even organics will be able to react in time for the last ships to be able to tag us.” 
 
     “What are you proposing, Helm?” 
 
     “Service a target or two, bounce, and repeat.” 
 
     “You think you can keep us from being tagged?” 
 
     “I wouldn’t want to promise, Captain. Morning Flower’s people are very good. I’m not positive they don’t have something else up their sleeves. Given what I’m seeing so far, I think we have a good chance of coming out of the engagement clean.” 
 
     “That sounds as good as we’re going to do. Send your plan to Guns.” 
 
     Guns said, “I have it, Captain. May I suggest a modification?” 
 
     “Let’s hear what you have, Guns.” 
 
     “Morning Flower’s people are close enough together that I should be able to tickle more than one per bounce, if I have the turrets aimed before we come out of FTL.” 
 
     “You have good enough information to aim before we emerge?” 
 
     “Perhaps I misspoke, Captain. I can have the turrets set close enough to the proper bearing that the final adjustments will be nearly instantaneous.” 
 
     “Close enough, Guns. Give your modified plan to the Helm, and make sure he concurs.” 
 
     The Helmsman spoke up. “This works better, Captain. I was concerned that our opponents would be able to predict my moves, and have a tickle waiting for us. This finishes the engagement quickly enough that I don’t think an organic will be able to pick up on what we’re doing.” 
 
     John said, “Does anyone else have input on how to improve the plan?” Getting no response, he said, “Proceed, then.” 
 
     We continued cruising for a few minutes, until we were nearly ready to emerge. Sensors asked, “Captain, permission for an active ping. I have ghosts.” 
 
     “Proceed, Sensors.” 
 
     “Captain, they have twice as many ships powered down, scattered in among the ones we saw before.” 
 
     “Feed your data to Helm and Guns. Revise the plan for the new ships.” 
 
     Guns said, “I can tag more ships per bounce, Captain. I don’t think it will alter our plan that much.” 
 
     Helm said, “Captain, some of the spots I intended to bounce into are occupied. I’m reworking the plan, and sending what I have to Guns.” 
 
     “Good work, everyone. Let me know when you’re ready.” 
 
     Guns said, “New plan laid in, Captain.” 
 
     Helm said, “Ready to execute, Captain.” 
 
     John said, “Proceed.” 
 
     The COB said, “I can put the various ships we are servicing on separate screens if you wish, Captain.” 
 
     “That sounds good, COB. Let’s give the Admiral a show.” 
 
     “On it, Captain.” 
 
     We emerged, and four screens showed ships getting tagged. Almost before the shots were away, we bounced, and came out to service five more. Even with the ships that had been powered down to try and fool us, we were able to service the entire ambush before they tagged us. Sensors said, “Captain, we had two near misses, but none of them hit us.” 
 
     The COB said, “Incoming comm, Captain.” 
 
     “On screen, COB.” 
 
     Wet Bobcat appeared on the main screen. “Well done, Captain Branham. We will have to study more, to get the best of you.” 
 
     “If our sensors hadn’t seen your hidden ships at the last moment, the outcome would have been different. It was a good effort.” 
 
     “Thank you, Captain. Do I see the Admiral on your bridge?” 
 
     I said, “You do. How are you, Wet Bobcat?” 
 
     “I am well, Admiral. My pilots will want to know. Were you in charge, during the attack?” 
 
     “I was not. I merely watched Captain Branham. He seems to be learning, don’t you think?” 
 
     “He seems to be a master, from my point of view, Admiral. It is good to see my Brother of the Wind.” 
 
     “It is good to see my Sister of the Wind. You are in command. Does that mean Morning Flower is pregnant again?” 
 
     “Don’t you mean still? You need to find Bugling Elk a hobby, Admiral.” 
 
     “I think your fleet is in good hands. Thank you for the welcome.” 
 
     “That is nice of you to say. You are welcome. I’m sure Morning Flower is expecting you. I’d better let you go.” 
 
     “Nice talking to you, Wet Bobcat. Fly safe.” 
 
     “Fly safe, Bawb.” 
 
     The screen went black. I said, “Well, it sounds like I have my instructions.” 
 
     The COB asked, “Which ship would you like to take, Admiral? Taz’s Revenge is in Launch Bay 2, or the Evans is in the landing bay.” 
 
     “Eve has been wanting to get out and about. It would be a shame to bring her this far and make her wait aboard the Aldrin.” 
 
     “Understood, Boss. Who should I page to go with you?” 
 
     “How about we just page ‘Anyone who would like to accompany the Admiral to the surface’, and see who shows?” 
 
     “Sounds good, Boss. On it.” 
 
     I unstrapped, and headed for the door. John said, “Your ship, Johnny.” 
 
     “My ship, Captain.” 
 
     I know I shouldn’t mess with good order and discipline, but it slipped out before I thought. “Shouldn’t that be, ‘Here’s Johnny!’?” 
 
     John said, “It probably should. Make a note, Johnny.” 
 
     “On it, Captain.” 
 
     We caught a transit to the landing bay. John said, “You had to infect my crew, didn’t you?” 
 
     “I overstepped?” 
 
     “No, you didn’t. I’m just pissed I didn’t think of it first.” 
 
     “I didn’t know. Seems like things are kinda formal on your bridge.” 
 
     “Well, you’re the Boss. Topper likes to get called ‘Skipper’, I just couldn’t think of anything good for them to call me.” 
 
     “Just because Topper is the Skipper, doesn’t mean you can’t be, too. It’s not like he’s here to confuse your crew.” 
 
     “You’re right about that. I’m not real comfortable with my authority, I guess. I have a hard time relaxing on the bridge.” 
 
     “You did a whale of a job, defeating that ambush that Wet Bobcat set up. I don’t think you have anything to apologize for, John. It looks to me as if you’ve been busting your behind in the sims, to be able to react that quickly to new information.” 
 
     “I have spent a lot of time in there, that’s true.” 
 
     “You know, and I know, as far as anybody can tell, I’m some kind of genetic freak, with just the right mix of traits to mess with those sims. You can’t rack up scores that are as good as mine, and that makes you think you’re not good enough to be a captain? Give me a break. You rock. Do you think any of those old Navy captains could have dealt with that ambush as well as you did?” 
 
     “No, I don’t suppose they could have. Better than a bunch of old lamers ain’t much of a standard, is it?” 
 
    “You know that wasn’t what I said. How do your scores compare to the other captains’?” 
 
     “Not as good as Dingus or Diego, but better than Steve. Topper and I usually score about the same. Some sims he’s better on, and some I can get an edge on him.” 
 
     “You’re as good a captain as a bot who has studied under the guy you admit is the best captain around, and you’re worried if you’re good enough? Roll me one of those, John.” 
 
    “It does sound bad, when you put it that way. Guess my head was out of place.” 
 
     “Wedged firmly, if you ask me.” 
 
     The doors opened, and our conversation ended. We walked across to the landing bay, and out to the Evans. Milly and Greg were waiting by the ramp. They snapped to as we approached. Milly said, “Your transport is ready, Sirs.” 
 
     I replied, “Cadet, pull the stick out of your anatomy, and get your butt on the ship.” 
 
     “Yes, Boss.” They boarded, and we followed. Once we were aboard, I asked, “Eve, can you ask Ed to put me on speaker, all over the ship, please?” 
 
     “You’re on, Boss.” 
 
     “This is Admiral Wilson. Anyone wanting to accompany me to the surface needs to be aboard the Evans before I finish speaking. You all know I’m not a fan of long addresses, so you better get your hindquarters in motion. I’d like to thank the crew of the Aldrin, and especially Ed, for your hospitality while I’ve been aboard. I look forward to traveling back to Earth with you. I’m looking out the ramp of the Evans, and I don’t see anyone trying to get aboard. I take that to mean that everyone who wants to be, is aboard. Fly safe, Aldrin.” 
 
     I hit the button to raise the ramp, just as Hannah came into the bay, trying to get her aunt and cousin to hurry. I ran it down again, and waited for them. A bot ran out, and helped them with their baggage. Once they made it up the ramp, Hannah said, “Thanks for waiting, Uncle Bob. Auntie had the last minute jitters. Sorry we kept you waiting.” 
 
     I looked at Mabel. “You came this far, and now you’re having second thoughts?” 
 
     “I still don’t see how Jacob is going to get me back into the community. Nothing has changed. Nathan still doesn’t have a father.” 
 
     “He seemed to think he could get it done. Do you think your brother can’t accomplish what he sets out to do?” 
 
     “He can, but how can he change the rules?” 
 
     “He’s the chairman of the community council. I think that might make it a little easier, don’t you?” 
 
     “I suppose. The community respects Jacob that much?” 
 
     “Apparently. I haven’t talked to anyone else, since I heard that Jacob was chairman.” 
 
     “How did you talk to Jacob?” 
 
     “He caught Jimmy using his comm, and asked to borrow it. He seemed to think that since he didn’t own it, and he wasn’t using it in public, to show off, that it would be acceptable.” 
 
     “Something like the public phone, I suppose. He’s skating close to the edge, I think.” 
 
     “I think he wants to see you and Nathan.” 
 
     Nikki came over the speaker. “Caveman, I’m in the atmosphere. Where are we headed?” 
 
     “Do you have a location for Jacob Yoder’s farm? I think we ought to go there, before we go see anyone else.” 
 
     “I got it from Wet Bobcat. On my way, Caveman. Do you think Jimmy will be busy, this time of day?” 
 
     “I think he might be convinced to take a break. We have a secret weapon.” 
 
     “Hannah made it aboard?” 
 
     “She did. Who did you think I held the ramp for?” 
 
     “I was talking to Eve, and didn’t notice. I figured that between you and John, you had things under control.” 
 
     “Could I get that notarized, Hon?” 
 
     “Get what notarized, Caveman? Did I say something?” 
 
     “That’s what I thought.” 
 
     Hannah felt the ship touch down, and started to fidget. I started the ramp down, and once the seal was broken, we could hear voices outside. Jacob said, “I wonder who has come to visit us?” 
 
     Jimmy replied, “I don’t, Mr. Yoder. That’s the Evans, I’d know her anywhere. That’s the ship that Mom and Dad fly.” 
 
     Hannah shouted, “Jimmy, Father, it is so good to hear your voices.” She turned to me and asked, “Uncle Bob, won’t that thing open any faster?” 
 
     I hit the override button, and it fell like a rock. She ran out, and embraced Jimmy. He said, “You probably don’t want to do that. I’ve been working, Sweetheart.” 
 
     “Do you think I haven’t smelled of horse crap before, Silly?” 
 
     Jacob said, “It is good to see you, daughter, even if you are acting English.” 
 
     She stepped away from Jimmy, and said, “I am sorry, Father. I acted without thinking. I did not mean to offend.” 
 
     “We are far from the next farm, Daughter. There is no one to report us to the council, and come to that, I am the chairman of that mess. Come here and give me one of those hugs. I have missed you.” 
 
     Nathan and Mabel stood at the top of the ramp, looking apprehensive. When Jacob finished hugging Hannah, he turned. “My sister! It is good to see you, after all this time.” 
 
     “Jacob, you cannot. You will be shunned, as well.” 
 
     “I have been able to work out a solution to that, but it isn’t as nice as we might have liked.” 
 
     “What do you mean, brother?” 
 
     “The only way I could convince the council to let you come back is if Ruth and I adopt young Nathan.” 
 
     Nathan said, “Would I be able to see my mom?” 
 
     “Well, Nathan, I think she will have to live here with us, until she finds somewhere else. There isn’t much housing here, yet. That might take years and years.” 
 
     “Uncle, I have only met you, but I have to say, you remind me of Uncle Bob.” 
 
     “Young Nathan, that is a fine compliment. I think we may get along very well.” 
 
     “You do not mind being compared to the English?” 
 
     “Bob Wilson may be English, sure enough. I do not think that makes him a bad man. I am proud to call him my friend.” 
 
     I said, “You both must have me confused with someone else. This fella you’re talking about sounds like someone I’d like to meet.” 
 
     Jacob laughed. “That’s enough of that, I think. How would we go about adopting young Nathan, so that I can settle the council down?” 
 
     “That’s no biggie. Is Ruth handy? I’ll need to speak with her, as well.” 
 
     Jimmy said, “I’ll get her, Dad.” He took off running. 
 
     Hannah asked, “What was that about?” 
 
     “Simple, it’s customary for me to interview all the parties involved, before I allow them to adopt a child.” 
 
     Jacob asked, “Customary? This doesn’t sound like the way things were done, back on Earth.” 
 
     I replied, “I don’t know exactly how to explain this to you. I am in charge of the fleet, and your farm is here by agreement between the fleet, and the Squatch. That means I am responsible for what happens here, and any offense you might commit against the Squatch will come back on me. I am, for all intents and purposes, your king. My word is law, among the fleet, and by extension, here. If I say Nathan is your boy, then he is, by the power invested in me by the fleet.” 
 
     Jacob replied, “I see, your Majesty.” 
 
     “There will be none of that. I’m still the same Bob I was a minute ago. I just wanted you to understand the legal position we’re all in.” 
 
     “I see now why the Squatch think so much of ‘Friends of Bob’.” 
 
     “I do my best to see that the Squatch, and anyone else I’m responsible for, are taken care of. They seem to think that’s special. As far as I’m concerned, it just seems like my duty.” 
 
     “Well said, my friend.” 
 
     Ruth and Jimmy came hustling up. Ruth asked, “What is it you need, Friend Bob?” 
 
     “I need to ask you some questions, and I need true answers.” 
 
     “I will answer. What do you need to know?” 
 
     “Will you accept Nathan here as your own son, and treat him as you would your own blood?” 
 
     “I will, Bob. There is no doubt about that. I hear he is ornery, like you, though. It may be a challenge.” 
 
     “Life is no fun, without challenge, Ruth.” 
 
     “That is true.” 
 
     I turned to Jacob. “Will you take Nathan as your son, and raise him to the best of your ability?” 
 
     “I will, Mr. Wilson.” 
 
     I turned to Hannah. “Do you accept Nathan as your brother?” 
 
     “I do, Uncle Bob.” 
 
     I turned to Mabel. “Will you allow Nathan to be adopted by your brother?” 
 
     “I will.” 
 
     I turned to Nathan, and squatted to be on his level. “Nathan, Jacob will teach you what you need to know to be a good man. It may not be easy, and some of it you will not like. Do you accept him as your father?” 
 
     “I have always wanted a father. My mother has always spoken well of her brother. I would be proud to be called the son of Jacob Yoder.” 
 
     I stood up, and pulled out my comm. I put it on speaker, and called Ed. “Yes, Boss?” 
 
     “I need you to put me on with the whole fleet, and any civilians with comms on Charlie’s Planet.” 
 
     “Hang on one, Boss. That will take a few seconds to set up.” 
 
     “Take as long as you need.” 
 
     I waited, and then Ed said, “You’re on, Boss.” 
 
     “This is Admiral Bob Wilson. I am addressing you as the head of BSR, and the legal authority over the settlements on Charlie’s planet. I am bothering you to announce an adoption. From this time forward, Nathan Yoder, formerly the son of Mabel Yoder, will be the son of her brother, Jacob Yoder, and his wife, Ruth Yoder. Anyone who has a problem with this adoption may feel free to meet me in the gym to discuss it. Wilson out.” 
 
     I put my comm away, and turned back to the crowd. “That work for you?” 
 
     Jacob stuck his hand out to shake. “That works fine, Friend Bob. Thank you.” 
 
     Nathan asked, “Is that all there is?” 
 
     I replied, “Oh, no. We have yet to do the most important part.” 
 
     “What is that?” 
 
     I gently grabbed him, and gave him a Dutch rub. “That.” 
 
     Jacob laughed, “Young Nathan, you must learn to quit while you are ahead. Your Uncle Bob got you good.” 
 
     Nathan said, “You are right, Father. Can you teach me?” 
 
     “I will try. Your Uncle Bob is sneaky. It is a big thing you want to learn.” 
 
     Nathan looked up at me. “Thank you, Uncle Bob. You have made my, um, well, what should I call you now?” 
 
     Mabel said, “I suppose I must be your aunt, since my brother is your father. I will always love you just the same, no matter what you call me.” 
 
     “I know that, auntie. I will always love you, too.” 
 
     He looked up at me again, and said, “You have made my aunt and me very happy, Uncle Bob. Thank you.” 
 
     “You’re welcome, Nathan. Perhaps you can do something for me.” 
 
     “What’s that?” 
 
     “Help your father learn to throw his rat stick. He says it is hard for him.” 
 
     “I will do my best, Uncle.” 
 
     “I know you will.” 
 
     Nikki had been standing quietly in the cargo bay, waiting for the ceremony to be over. She asked, “Is all the serious stuff over with, Caveman?” 
 
     “I think so. Why do you ask?” 
 
     “I have a son who needs hugged, and I don’t care what he smells like.” 
 
     “I believe you are clear to proceed, Lieutenant.” 
 
     She giggled, and said, “Thanks, Boss.” 
 
     Jimmy said, “Hi, Mom.” 
 
     “Come here, you.” 
 
     When she got done with her hug, Jimmy asked, “Is that how Janet got adopted?” 
 
     “Well, there weren’t nearly as many people to ask about it, but pretty much.” 
 
     “You mean, Dad just said, ‘She’s my daughter, and anybody who doesn’t like it can come fight me’, and that’s all there was to it?” 
 
     “Yep.” 
 
     “Wow. I guess I always thought there was more to it.” 
 
     “Nope. It took us a long time to figure out that she wanted us to, but once that was over, your Dad took care of it.” 
 
     Milly said, “I don’t think she even realized that was what she wanted, Ma’am. Then all of a sudden, you folks brought it up, and she realized that was the thing she wanted.” 
 
     I said, “Well, we’ve bothered you folks enough, I think. We’ve got other people who are going to be looking for us.” 
 
     Hannah asked, “Can I get a ride? I was supposed to go to someplace called ‘Shaved Ape Key’ to help get the restaurant ready to open.” 
 
     Jimmy said, “Don’t you want to clean up, before you do that? I got you dirty, Hon.” 
 
     Nikki said, “There’s a shower on the Evans, Jimmy. You know that.” 
 
     “Busted.” 
 
     Hannah said, “I’ll be close again. It’s not like we’re in different systems anymore.” 
 
     “I know.” 
 
     She climbed up the ramp. I shook Jacob’s hand again, and said, “If there’s anything you need, have Jimmy get ahold of me.” 
 
     “I will remember that. You know we do our best not to need help.” 
 
     “I also know this is the first time you’ve started a new farm on a whole new planet. I can’t imagine even someone as smart as you can do that without running into a few problems.” 
 
     “That may be. Fly safe.” 
 
     “You be safe, as well. At least you have a little more help, now.” 
 
     “Do you know when my cousin Sam will come down?” 
 
     “I do not. I hadn’t thought about him until you mentioned him. I’ll look into it for you, and see what the problem is.” 
 
     “Thank you.” 
 
     I shook Jimmy’s hand, and said, “You must be doing alright, if Jacob hasn’t run you off yet.” 
 
     “He says he’s not sure I’m worth the food I eat, but he seems to keep finding things for me to do.” 
 
     “You have to admit, you can put away the groceries.” 
 
     “I suppose you’re right. Fly safe, Dad.” 
 
     “Be safe yourself. Let me know ahead of time when you finally get the guts to ask Hannah. If I don’t have your Mom here for the wedding, I’ll be sleeping with Snitz for a long time.” 
 
     Mabel said, “Snitz, like the pie?” I hadn’t seen him slip off the ship, but he came running, and stood by my leg, looking at Mabel like she was the very devil. 
 
     Jacob said, “Don’t mention that in front of him. It makes him think you want to eat him. He doesn’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
     Mabel squatted down, and said, “I’m sorry, Snitz. I didn’t mean to scare you. Can we be friends?” 
 
     He was a little wary, but he went over and got some pets, all the same. 
 
     I waited for him to get his fill, and then I said, “C’mon, boy. We’ve got places to be.” 
 
     He ran onto the ship, and I turned to follow him. Once we were all aboard, I hit the button to close the ramp, and waved at the Yoders. They waved back, as the ramp came up. When it closed, I felt the ship lift.

  

 
   
     Thanks for sticking with my books. I hope you had as much fun reading as I did writing. I sure would appreciate it if you took the time to leave a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or anywhere else that strikes your fancy. Thanks to all of you who have started using Amazon’s rating feature, as well. Those huge numbers give me a nice, warm feeling. 
 
      
 
    If you want some BSR merchandise, we’ve got a shop on Redbubble, at  
 
    https://www.redbubble.com/people/BobSaucerRepair/shop 
 
      
 
    We have Frisbees and other goodies at Zazzle. 
 
      
 
     https://www.zazzle.com/bob+and+nikki+gifts 
 
      
 
      
 
    If you should want to get ahold of me for something, I'm on Facebook as Jerry’s Books 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
JERRY BOYD





