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Just a note for long-time readers, the character list has been moved to the end of the book.


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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I was at my station on the bridge when Saucy said, “Mayor Ragma on the comm for you, Boss.”

“Put him on please, Saucy.”

“Here you go.”

Ragma appeared on the screen, in what used to be the elders’ quarters. He said, “Good morning, Admiral.”

“Good morning, Mayor. Is that a promotion?”

“I’m not sure. So far, it seems like the same job, with different hardware to keep up with.”

“Did you find someone else to captain your ship?”

“I’m not that domesticated yet, Admiral. I’ll still take her out, when I need to.”

“Sounds good. An office can do bad things to you.”

“You would know. Are you sure you want to take Vagna with you?”

“Scotti seems to think he can be trained to be good help. I don’t argue with my engineer.”

“That’s wise. Will you bring him back, once he realizes Nayla has better taste than to hang out with the likes of him?”

“If that’s what he wants, of course. We’ll send someone to check on you from time to time, he can catch a ride on one of those flights.”

“Fair enough. Are you really worried about us?”

“I think you have a good chance. I brought you out here, though. I feel like it’s my responsibility to make sure you have what you need.”

“You and your people have done a lot for us, getting the colony back into shape. I think we’ll be fine.”

“I do too, truth be told, but there are always things we didn’t anticipate.”

“Your ‘Murphy’?”

“The very one. Your people don’t have a similar concept?”

“No, we do. We just don’t express it as a person.”

“I wish I had time to stay and visit, but there’s somewhere I need to be.”

“Where’s that?”

“My oldest son’s wife is about to give birth to their firstborn. If I don’t get my wife there before it happens, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Even the Admiral doesn’t get out of duties like that?”

“Nope. Good luck, Ragma.”

“Fly safe, Admiral.”

The screen went dark. Topper asked, “Are we ready to depart, Boss?”

“I don’t see why not. How many crew did you wind up recruiting?”

“Vagna, Nayla, and three other females from the original colony. The males seemed to be interested in pioneering a new planet.”

“Vagna should have his choice of girlfriends, then.”

“I don’t think so, Boss. Nayla is the youngest of them, and she seems to think she’s too old for him.”

“Oh well. That’s a personal problem, I do believe.”

“Sure enough. Do you need to talk to anyone else, before we go to FTL?”

“I can’t think of anyone, Skipper. Let’s blow this popsicle stand.”

Topper replied, “You heard the man, Ruth.”

“We’re out of here, Skipper.”

I felt the ship slip into FTL before they finished speaking. I said, “I’m headed over to the office, Skipper. I’m not sure where I’ll be going from there.”

“Gene can always find you, Boss. I doubt we’re going to find much on the trip, anyway. Our track won’t be that far from the one we flew on the way out here.”

“Careful, Skipper. It sounded like you were asking for a little excitement, for a minute there.”

“It did, didn’t it? I’ll have to be more careful. See you, Boss.”

“Later, Skipper.”

I walked across to the office, and Jeeves had a cup of coffee waiting on me. I asked, “Is there much in the inbox?”

“Just the usual note from Captain Branham, telling you to hurry to Charlie’s, before it’s too late. The rest is pretty standard.”

“Just because it’s standard, doesn’t mean I get to blow it off.”

I went through everything, and closed the file. Jeeves asked, “Are you headed to the gym, Boss?”

“I need to get started on that again, I’ve been letting things slip while we’ve been helping Ragma and his crews get set up. Tell Master Bruce I’m on my way.”

“Will do, Boss.”

Master Bruce met me at the door of the gym. He asked, “Boss, do you think it would be useful to go back to training against Enik?”

“Well, Master, I don’t think I’m going to be dealing with too many of their people, now that we’ve got Ragma and his crews settled on Dinosaur Planet. Besides which, we have some reptiles on the crew now, and I wouldn’t want them to think I didn’t trust them.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Boss. Enik is going to be pretty busy, working with Vagna.”

“Vagna has decided to learn martial arts?”

“His people don’t seem to have the concept. I think he’s more curious than anything else. We’ll see how long he sticks with it.”

“Fair enough.”

I got dressed, expecting to get jumped at any point. When I got to the mats, Master Bruce said, “I think we’ve done about all we can do with the random ambushes, Boss. I’ll schedule one once in a while to make sure you don’t forget, but I think we can do you more good working on fighting multiple opponents.”

“Let me guess. These multiple opponents aren’t going to be using the same techniques, so that I have to keep them straight in my mind?”

“That’s not on the schedule until next week, Boss.”

He started me off easy, with three human students. I held my own, winning more often than I was beaten. Master Bruce watched my efforts most of the morning. I assumed he was making notes on how to get me to lose my bad habits. I wished I knew what he considered bad habits, so that I could get ahead of him, for once. After a good workout, Master Bruce called lunchtime, and I went to get cleaned up. I got to the galley, and sat with the ladies. Nayla was sitting with them, along with the rest of the female reptiles. I said, “Hello, ladies. I don’t think I got all your names, when you came aboard.”

The oldest said, “The Skipper didn’t tell you who we are?”

“If he did, it’s slipped my mind. Sorry.”

“No problem, Boss. You have more to worry about than just us. I’m Yalna, this is Raima, and down there is Loana.”

“I must say, you have mastered Commonwealth very well. Of the species we’ve met, I think you have about the least accent.”

“Thanks, Boss, but the training machine did all the hard work. Did I understand correctly, we’re headed out so that you can witness your daughter-in-law’s clutch hatching?”

Nikki said, “Well, you’re close, anyway. Since we’re mammals, we give birth to live babies, instead of laying eggs. Besides that, generally, we only have one baby at a time.”

Raima said, “I told you, Yalna.”

“It’s so different to what I’m used to. I couldn’t believe what you said.”

“You thought we were going to work on this big, beautiful ship, and not learn anything new?”

Yalna replied, “I was being silly, wasn’t I?”

“Yes, you were.”

Janet asked, “Speaking of Hannah and her daughter, do you think we’re going to get there in time, Dad?”

“It’s only about a day’s ride, with the new hull. John has been sending me messages to hurry, but the earliest date he’s mentioned is still a week out. I think we’ll be there in plenty of time.”

Stella brought out our meals. Raima said, “The food here is so much better than what we got back at the colony.”

Yalna replied, “It sure is. I think the food is my favorite part of being on the Gene.”

We all dug in, and the conversation died. After lunch, I kissed Nikki. Yalna asked, “This joining of the mouth parts, is it normal among your people?”

Janet replied, “For bonded couples it is. Those two tend to abuse the privilege, though.”

I left before Janet had to explain further. I got to the office, and Jeeves asked, “Would you like something to drink, Boss?”

“No, thanks. Have I gotten any messages?”

“No. Apparently there wasn’t anything important enough to send while we’re in FTL.”

“Good enough.”

“Are you headed to the armory, Boss?”

“Not today. I feel the need to walk the ship.”

“I’ll put out the alert, then.”

“It’s nice that you put so much faith in my feelings, but I have to say it gets annoying, sometimes.”

“I’m just doing what I think is best for the ship, Boss.”

“I understand that, and that’s what you should do. Maybe just don’t rub my nose in it, okay?”

“Understood, Boss. Alerts are fine, but you don’t need to know.”

“Exactly.”

I headed out. I’m not sure what I expected to find. I ran into several people who wanted to talk about what we had found in the colony. I did my best to convince them that the elders were crazy, and that wasn’t the kind of behavior that the reptiles considered normal. I had a long talk with Ragma while our people were helping his get the colony into shape, and he had managed to convince me. I hope I did as good a job with the folks I met. I stopped at the Frisbee bay, but no one was playing. I thought about asking Gene to page Snitz, but I decided that if he was available, Gene would have had him walking with me already. I kept walking. No one was home at Frank’s cabin, of course. I continued to Engineering. Scotti saw me, and came over to talk. “Hi, Boss. How are you?”

“I’m fine, Scotti. Yourself?”

“To tell you the truth, Boss, we could use one of your crazy projects to burn up some of our spare time. We’re caught up on maintenance, and Frank doesn’t have anything we need to build test gear for.”

“None of the reptiles’ tech was anything we didn’t already have?”

“We went over everything of theirs Sue was able to scan. They don’t do anything different enough to make it worth looking into.”

“They use Commonwealth tech?”

“No, I didn’t mean to confuse you, Boss. Their tech isn’t Commonwealth, but between all the species we’ve met, we’ve seen their way of doing everything at least once.”

“You don’t think the way they mixed the tech would give them any advantage?”

“We put all of it through sims, and couldn’t find any advantage, Boss.”

“How are the new hires working out?”

“I only got the two young ones, Boss. The older ladies are in other departments. Both of the kids are doing well, though. You haven’t heard how Vagna is doing from Gus?”

“I haven’t asked him, since Vagna came back aboard. Nayla is doing well?”

“Milly and Janet are helping her get started. I think she’ll be fine, Boss.”

“Sounds like she has good teachers, at the very least.”

“I wish I had something to show you, Boss, but like I said, we’re out of anything new to do.”

“I’ll have to get with Frank, when we get back to normal space. Isn’t he overdue on his next miracle?”

“Don’t do that, Boss. You know he can’t be rushed.”

“I know. I just don’t want you getting bored. I can’t imagine that would be a good thing.”

“Am I that bad, Boss?”

“Not that I’ve seen, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you bored, either.”

“Good point. I’ll see if I can come up with something to keep the department busy.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Have a good walk, Boss.”

“Later, Scotti.”

I headed out, and found myself wandering toward the brig. Sean was out front. He said, “Boss, I don’t think you want to see what’s going on in there. Gene’s got Angus working on a surprise for you.”

“I see. Tell him I stopped by, if you would.”

“Sure thing, Boss.”

I would have let it drop, and went on about my business, except I heard a howl from inside Angus’s office. I would recognize Snitz’s voice anywhere. I said, “Sorry, Sean. I think I’m going to have to see this, even if Gene and Angus aren’t ready yet.”

“Okay, Boss. Can you do me a favor, and tell them I did my best to keep you out, when they ask?”

“Of course, Sean.”

I walked into Angus’s office to see one of my nightmares come true. Snitz and Angus were playing checkers. I asked, “What was all the noise about, Angus?”

“He was celebrating, Boss. He beat me fair and square.”

I walked over and petted Snitz. “Good boy. Can you do it again?”

He kinda moved his head in a circle. I asked, “Does that mean you’re not sure?”

He nodded. I asked, “Mind if I watch?”

He shook his head. I found a seat. Angus moved the checkers for him, but other than that, he was playing checkers, and doing a good job of it. I asked, “Why can’t he push the checkers around, Angus?”

“He can, Boss, but he winds up disturbing the other ones, and then he has to fix them. It distracts him from playing, and makes the game take longer. It’s just smoother to do it for him.”

He didn’t beat Angus that time, but he scared him good. I got up and petted him again. “Good work, boy. Stay after it, you’ll get him.”

He nodded. I turned to leave. Angus asked, “Did you need anything, Boss?”

“Nope. Just out walking.”

“Nice to see you. Drop by anytime.”

“Will do.”

I was trying to figure out what to do until suppertime, when Gene said, “Boss, the Skipper would like you on the bridge, please.”

I went to the transit, and Gene gave me priority. Before long, I was strapped into my station. I asked, “What’s up, Skipper?”

“Sue is picking up several ships, of different sizes, at the limit of her scanners. She says they don’t seem to be paying attention to us, yet.”

I asked, “Are they in normal space, or FTL?”

“They’re cruising in FTL, on the same course we are. They’re only a little slower than the Gene. It looks like they’re waiting for us to catch up.”

I thought about that a moment, and then I asked, “How long until we will be in range of signal lights?”

“Given the current closing rate, about an hour.”

Topper asked, “What are you thinking, Boss?”

“There’s only one outfit that we know of that can build ships anywhere near that fast. I’m thinking that’s our escort, in their new hulls, come to rendezvous with us.”

“You’re not afraid it’s some new species we have yet to meet?”

“If some species we haven’t met can match our exact course, they either have really good sensors, or spies in our organization. Not to mention the fact that those ships are making better speed than any other species can match. Be ready to fight, but I don’t think we’re going to have to.”

“That was what I thought, too, but I wanted to make sure I wasn’t missing something, Boss.”

“If you are, I am too, Skipper.”

We waited, as we drew closer behind the unknowns. Finally, Sue called, “We’re in range for signal lights, Skipper.”

Saucy said, “Message incoming. It reads, ‘Hello, Gene. We’re finally able to keep up. Join up at your leisure.”

Topper said, “Send, ‘Glad of the company’.”

He turned to me and asked, “I don’t see any way those mythical aliens would have our signal code, do you?”

“No, I don’t. I’d still keep my guard up, if I was you.”

“I intend to.”

I headed to the office. Jeeves said, “Hey, Boss. Find anything on your walk?”

“Nothing much, except I spoiled Gene’s surprise.”

Gene said, “I was about ready to show you, anyway, Boss. Don’t worry about it.”

“If you’re sure. When he howled, I needed to know what was going on.”

“I understand, Boss. You were already headed away. You intended to do as Sean asked, and then you thought your friend might be in danger, so you investigated. I would have been worried if you had done anything else.”

“I’m glad you understand, Gene.”

“All part of the service, Boss.”

I asked, “Is there anything I need to look at, Jeeves?’

“Not that I know of, Boss.”

I looked at my watch, and saw I had about an hour before I needed to head to the galley. Jeeves said, “I think we have time for a game or two of pool, Boss.”

“That might be the thing to do, Jeeves. I seem to be trying to get wound up, and I’m not sure why.”

“Couldn’t be your upcoming promotion, could it?”

“To grandpa, you mean?”

“That’s the one.”

“I don’t know why that would have me worried, Jeeves. John is there to make sure Hannah and the baby are healthy. I won’t have much to do except sit around and play with the baby, at least until she’s quite a bit older.”

“Still, it’s a change in your life, something you’ve never done before. That has to be a little concerning, doesn’t it?”

“I suppose. Rack the balls, and let’s talk about something else.”

“On it, Boss.”

We played until Jeeves told me it was time to head to supper. The reptile ladies had found their own table, this time. I asked Janet, “Did I run them off?”

“No, Dad. They’re just getting more used to the way things work on the Gene.”

“Glad to hear it. Do you think they’re going to be good crew?”

“I think so. They have a lot to learn, though.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. Living with mammals has to be a big adjustment.”

“They seem to think so.”

I sat down, and Stella brought us out something to eat. We finished up, and headed for the cabin. Tom seemed to want my attention, so I played with him until bedtime. To my surprise, Gus and Becky seemed to understand. Gus finished up his book, and I kissed them goodnight. I found Snitz, and we headed for the grass room. Jim said, “Evenin’, Boss.”

“Evenin’, Preacher. How are you doing?”

“Better, now.”

“How’s that?”

“For one thing, Juke isn’t bothering me about going down to see where Janet and Milly grew up.”

“You could have taken her, as long as neither of you got out of the ship without suits.”

“I could have. She wouldn’t have settled for that, regardless of what she might have said before we set out. She would have wanted the whole experience.”

“That would stress a fellow out. Something tells me there’s more to it, though.”

“Well, there was that one other thing that got resolved today.”

I thought on that one for a moment. “You’ve been helping Gene teach Snitz here to play checkers?”

“We’re a long ways from home, Boss. Does the Fifth Amendment still apply out here?”

“Do you really think I’m going to be that uptight about it?”

“No, but it’s fun to wind you up.”

“We’re going to be at Charlie’s in the morning. I could always find something for you to do there.”

“I’ll be good, Boss.”

“You’re right, it is fun.”

“Asshole!”

“Feel better?”

“I do, as a matter of fact. Do you think Hannah is going to wait for us to show up?”

“I really don’t know, Jim. We’ll be pulling in almost a week before John thinks she’s going to deliver. That should be soon enough, but Hannah is ornery enough to keep Jim on his toes, so I wouldn’t want to risk any money, either way.”

“I guess we’ll know, soon enough.”

“That we will. I better get the Professor here back to the cabin.”

“See you in the morning.”

Snitz looked up at me, and shook his head. I asked, “You don’t like being called ‘Professor’?”

He shook his head again, and mimed peeing on my boot. “You really don’t like being called ‘Professor’?”

He nodded. I said, “I’ll try and remember.”

He nodded again, and we headed home. When we got there, he headed for Tom’s room, and I got ready for bed. When I snuggled in next to her, Nikki asked, “Do you think we’ll get there before Hannah delivers?”

“I think we will, but I’m not sure. What do you think?”

“I think John has been winding you up, and we have another week.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I know John.”

“I see what you mean.”

We drifted off to sleep.

Snitz was prompt, the next morning. I got ready, and we headed out. I met Jim at the grass room, and we headed to breakfast. Try as I might, I didn’t get much more out of him about Snitz learning checkers. I headed to the command deck, and traded greetings with Saucy. Topper said, “Nothing much to report, Boss. We’ll be pulling into Charlie’s in about three hours. You should be able to have lunch at Will’s Store, if you want to.”

“I don’t suppose the relays have picked up an update from Captain Branham, have they?”

“Captain Branham has been strangely quiet, since I sent the notice that the Gene was going to FTL.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised, Skipper. I think I’ve been played.”

“Why would the good captain want you at Charlie’s early?”

“I’ve heard tell that he has put in a Frisbee golf course on the Aldrin. I would think he might want a little revenge for the last time we played. It was just a lucky shot, but I’ve never gotten him to believe it.”

“That could be it, Boss. Sounds way too organic, for a dumb ole bot like me.”

“Save that for somewhere it might sell, Skipper. I’m not buying a bit of it.”

“I hear I have you to thank for our competition.”

“Competition?”

“Jeeves and his band.”

“I suppose you do. I thought you were good enough to be able to take a little competition.”

“We are, and they play different music than we do, mostly. I’m not sure about the name they chose, though.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ll let Jeeves tell you. I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

“Okay then. Be that way. Did you see anything on the run in?”

“We saw a ship. I’m not sure what their deal was. They seemed to have power, but they were in normal space. I sent a destroyer and a couple of scouts to have a closer look.”

“Sounds right. Have you heard anything from them?”

“Not yet. I expect a report when we drop out at Charlie’s.”

“Let me know what they found out.”

“I thought you were going ashore, Boss.”

“Even so, I’d like to know what they find.”

“Will do, Boss.”

“I’m headed to the office.”

“Later, Boss.”

I walked across, and Jeeves had a cup of coffee waiting on me. I sat down, and asked, “How’s that band of yours coming?”

“We’ve been practicing, but we haven’t gotten a gig yet.”

“What do you call yourselves?”

“The Dire Curves.”

“Like the Dire Straits, but more snakey?”

“Something like that, Boss.”

“Let me know when you’re practicing. I’d like to hear you play.”

“We only practice when you’re asleep, Boss. Otherwise, I would be on duty.”

“Schedule a practice for duty hours. Surely I can make it without you for that long.”

“Okay, Boss.”

I started on the inbox. Nothing of note had come through. I expected I would see more, once we got back to normal space. When I closed the file, Jeeves asked, “Are you headed to the gym today, Boss?”

“I don’t think so. Between getting dressed and getting cleaned up, I wouldn’t have much time to exercise, if I want to be on the bridge for emergence.”

“I didn’t think you did that anymore, Boss.”

“Do you really think I would miss Wet Bobcat’s ambush, and Topper’s response?”

“You say your courtesy to the Skipper doesn’t extend to missing a good show?”

“That’s it, exactly.”

Gene said, “I could pipe the feed in here, if you wanted, Boss.”

“I’m sure you could, Gene. It’s not the same as being on the bridge. It must be an organic thing, I don’t know how to explain it logically.”

“That’s what I figured. I thought I would offer, anyway.”

“Thanks for that.”

Jeeves asked, “Do you want to shoot some pool?”

“I think, since I already know Gene’s secret, I might as well go ahead and take my lumps.”

Gene asked, “Are you sure, Boss?”

“Yes, Gene. I’ve been dreading this day since I figured out how smart he was. Go ahead and bring him up here.”

It wasn’t long before Sean came in with Snitz trailing behind him. He was carrying a table with two seats, one high enough for Snitz to reach the board, and one that looked like it would be comfortable for me. He put it out of the way, beside the desk. I got out the checkers and began to set up the board. Sean asked, “Do you need anything else, Boss?”

“A bunch of luck, unless I miss my guess. You can head back, though.”

I gave Snitz the red, and he jumped up on his seat. He pointed to one of his pieces, and to the spot he wanted to move it to. I moved it for him, and thought about my move. I thought I knew what Snitz was trying to snooker me into, so I made sure to avoid it. We played like that for a few minutes. We traded a few checkers, but neither of us took much of a lead. I managed to beat him, but it wasn’t easy. He laid his head on the table when I won. I petted him, and said, “You just need a little more practice, little buddy. You’ll be beating me soon.”

He tipped his head and looked at me, as if he was trying to tell if I was telling the truth. He seemed to be satisfied. I asked, “Do you want to go again?”

He nodded. I set the checkers up, and he showed me the move he wanted to make. He nearly beat me that game. I was thankful when Jeeves said it was time for me to go to the bridge, if I wanted to be there for emergence. Snitz followed me over. I strapped in, and strapped him in my lap. Topper asked, “Expecting trouble, Boss?”

“I expect Wet Bobcat to do her very best. I doubt it will be enough, but there’s no need in taking chances, is there?”

“No, there isn’t. Sue thinks she has the ambush figured out, but we’re not seeing as many ships as we would expect.”

“I wonder where she has her quick reaction force hidden?”

“I do too.”

“What’s your plan, Skipper?”

“I’m thinking about jumping the Gene in where she expects, and letting the escorts deal with whatever surprise she has for us.”

“The Gene can handle the main ambush by herself?”

Tex and Ruth said, in unison, “What have we done to you, Boss?”

I replied, “No offense intended. I assume that means you have it well in hand?”

Tex said, “We think so. I suppose there’s always a chance that Captain Branham has taught them some new tricks.”

A terrible thought crossed my mind. “Skipper, do we have any assurances that Captain Branham and his escorts are going to sit this one out?”

“No, Boss. I haven’t talked with him.”

“He’s been sending me an awful lot of messages, trying to get me to hurry up and get here. Do you suppose he was trying to get us in a rush, so that we would let our guard down?”

“Well, Boss, that does sound like something he would do. Sue, do you have a good scan of the Aldrin and her escorts?”

“I do, Skipper. They look normally arrayed, as if they were expecting to repel an attack from the Empire.”

“Put your readings on the main screen, please. Maybe the Boss and his organic brain can find something we missed.”

“On it, Skipper.”

I’ve seen a lot of our ships on scan, and of course I wasn’t really used to how the new hulls showed up, but something looked off about the landing bay on the Aldrin. I asked, “Skipper, does the Aldrin’s landing bay look odd to you?”

“She does seem to be carrying a lot of small craft. Can you give us any more resolution on that, Sue?”

“I’m not sure, Skipper. Give me a second.” There was a pause, and then she said, “Here we go.” The picture on the screen changed, and she said, “It looks like they’re carrying several fighters in the landing bay, Skipper.”

Topper said, “That’s odd.”

I asked, “Sue, can you tell if those are standard fighters, or the big ones we built for the Squatch?”

“They’re standard, Boss.”

Topper said, “It makes you wonder what’s in their fighter bays, doesn’t it, Boss?”

“That it does. At the very least, I would think we’ve found those ships that aren’t taking part in the ambush.”

“Do you think Captain Branham just intends to wait until the fight is joined, and then jump in for a combat launch, without further participation?”

“That’s what it looks like he’s prepared for. I would hesitate to say for sure, though. Knowing John, he might just set things up that way, to make us think he was going to stay out of it.”

“What should we do about it, Boss?”

“She’s your ship, how would you fight her?”

“Well, I already decided to let the escorts handle the ambush. Since Captain Branham and his escorts seem to be the ambush, I’m thinking the way to go about it is to emerge simultaneously, with the escorts tagging his detachment, while we come out with a combat launch to take care of the main force.”

“I like the way you think, Skipper. I’m just here to watch the show.”

Topper turned to Saucy. “You heard the man. Tell our escorts what we’re up to, please.”

“On it, Skipper.” A short pause, and then, “Sent and acknowledged, Skipper.”

“Excellent. Have all fighter pilots report to their craft, and prepare for combat launch.”

“Sent, Skipper. Scotti would like a word, if you have time.”

“On screen, please.”

Scotti appeared on the main screen. She said, “Skipper, I have a thought, if you have a minute.”

“Your thoughts are always worth a minute, Scotti. What are you thinking?”

“You’re planning to launch all the fighters when we emerge, aren’t you?”

“I am. Do you have a better option?”

“I’m thinking that the way their ships are spread out, our fighters would have to make long runs to get to their farthest ships. Wouldn’t it work better to wait, and launch some fighters after every bounce, so that they don’t have to fly as far?”

Topper said, “That does sound more efficient. We don’t want them to have time to figure out what we’re doing, do we?”

“No, Skipper, we surely don’t.”

“Let’s use your plan, then.”

“Will do, Skipper. Air Boss out.”

“Skipper out.”

Topper looked at me and asked, “Still looking good, Boss?”

“If I had seen anything you missed, I would have sung out, Skipper. I think you’re on the right track.”

The display from the main screen was echoed on the screen at my station. Snitz looked at it, and tilted his head. I didn’t notice until Topper pointed at him. I asked, “What is it, boy? Do you see something?”

He nodded. I asked, “What is it, then?”

He raised his paw, and tapped the ships traveling with us, as if he was counting. Then he started tapping the ships with the Aldrin. When he finished that, he shook his head. I said, “I’m not sure, Skipper, but I think he’s trying to say that not all of the Aldrin’s escort is where they should be.”

Snitz nodded. Sue said, “He’s right. I should have caught that. There’s a destroyer missing, and several smaller craft.”

Topper asked, “Any idea where they might be, Sue?”

“They must be on the other side of the star, Skipper. I would be able to see at least some emissions, if they were behind one of the planets.”

He turned, and asked, “Ruth, how long would it take them to bounce from there to the middle of the fight, once we emerge?”

“Not long enough for us to react to their presence, before they emerged.”

Topper turned to Snitz. “Thank you. You just saved our bacon.”

Snitz misunderstood, or at least he tried to pretend he did. Topper turned to Tex, and said, “Feed him. He thinks he earned it.”

Tex arced a dog treat through the air, and Snitz caught it in flight. It didn’t take long to disappear. Topper turned to Saucy. “Send orders for one of our destroyers, and some smaller vessels, to divert behind the star, and see if they can hold up Captain Branham’s reaction force.”

“Any preference which destroyer, Skipper?”

“Whichever one is best situated to accomplish the mission, Saucy.”

“Understood, Skipper. Message sent and acknowledged.”

“Thank you, Saucy. I wonder if Admiral Snitz has any other insights?”

Snitz shook his head at that, and pointed his nose at me. Topper asked, “He’s the Admiral, and you’re just his advisor?”

Snitz nodded. Topper said, “I hope Dixie and Scotti come up with a way for him to talk to us soon.”

“It would be handier. I’m not sure I want to hear everything he has to say, though.”

“Me either.”

The emergence clock on the screen finally reached zero, and we came out of FTL, ready for anything. The ship bucked, as some of the fighters launched. The stars went away, and then we emerged again. Another buck, and we were on our way. After several rounds of that, Ruth started giving Tex the chance to tap Wet Bobcat’s ships with a little laser shot, just so the fighters didn’t have all the fun. It wasn’t long before the main screen changed to a split of John and Wet Bobcat. Wet Bobcat said, “You win, Bawb. Call off your fighters.”

John asked, “How did you find the ships we hid behind the star? Have you gotten new sensors?”

I replied, “I didn’t. Snitz did. He noticed we had more ships than you.”

He looked at me for a moment. “You’re not kidding, are you?”

“Nope. Gene has him playing checkers. He almost beat me a couple of times.”

“Good grief!”

“Tell me about it.”

Wet Bobcat asked, “Are you going to be here for a while this time, Bawb? I didn’t get to see you the last time you were in.”

“I think we will be here longer this trip, Wet Bobcat. I would like to see you, too.”

“I will see you on the ground, then. I need to try and get my pilots to understand the lessons Ruth has taught them.”

Her half of the screen went dark. I asked, “Is that why you’ve been so hot to get me running in here, not paying attention to what you two had set up?”

“Well, partially. Hannah really is showing signs of delivering early.”

“Let Topper get his fighters gathered up, and I’ll meet you at Will’s. We can talk about it there.”

“Sounds like a plan. Are you planning to give Dingus the fleet, before you go ashore?”

“Might be best. I could use some of Will’s good beer.”

“Understood. Branham out.”

“Wilson out.”

Jeeves asked, “Will you be taking Taz’s Revenge, Boss?”

“Nikki is going to want to get dirtside, ass-ape. I think we better use the Evans.”

“Understood. Do you want me to notify Mrs. Wilson?”

“You mean she isn’t already packed?”

Gene said, “She has everything aboard the Evans, Boss. Jeeves is messing with you.”

“That’s what I figured, Gene. I have a few things to finish up, and I’ll be there myself.”

“I’ll pass the message, Boss.”

“Could you get Captain Sloan on the comm, please, Gene?”

Jeeves said, “Boss, you wanted me to remind you to ask Sally about that planet she was checking into. Do you want to take care of that, before you hand off the fleet?”

“Probably should. Did you get that, Gene?”

“I did. Sally first, and then Captain Sloan.”

“Good work.”

Sally appeared on the screen. “What can I do for you, Boss?”

“A very great deal, if past performance is any guide.”

“You’re buttering me up. This must be a big ask, Boss.”

“Not so much. I’m not going to ask you to do anything.”

“Hmm...I wonder what it could be, then. You must think I have some information that you want.”

“Good so far. What do you think that information might be?”

“Well, I haven’t made a report on that planet we were checking out, so I’m guessing you want to know what we found there. Have you found a species that makes you want to run and hide, Boss?”

“No, we haven’t. As a matter of fact, the new folks seem like they will make good neighbors.”

“That’s good to hear. Why is it you want to know about the planet all of a sudden, then?”

“I expected a report, and you never sent me one. If you had found something to keep us from using the planet, you would have told me right away, I think. That must mean that no matter how hard you have tried, you’ve yet to find any reason for us not to put a settlement there.”

“You know me too well, Boss. If there’s a reason not to colonize that planet, I can’t find it.”

“I’m sure there will be problems that you weren’t able to foresee, Sally. You shouldn’t take that as anything lacking in your skills. Our shepherd does get a vote, regardless of how hard you tried to find everything.”

“I know that, Boss. It’s not wrong to make him work for it, is it?”

“No, it definitely is not. I thought you were just trying to keep me from thinking about retiring to a planet.”

“No, Boss. That’s not it. I know as well as anyone how you get itchy, if you’re dirtside too long.”

“I’m glad to hear that. I’m assuming that means you’ve started building facilities on the planet?”

“It does. Things are progressing nicely, without any hitches. I didn’t see the need to bother you with it, Boss.”

“Understandable. I was just confused about your motivation.”

“I can see how that would be, after as much trouble as I gave you about taking charge of the fleet.”

“You were doing what you thought was the right thing. I can’t fault you for that, even if it was a pain in the butt, at the time.”

“I’m glad you understand, Boss. How is Ryder working out?”

“She’s doing well, when I remember to ask her about things. She’s yet to learn to come and tell me about things that I’m missing.”

“I’ll see if I can explain it to her.”

“She doesn’t have nearly the experience you do, Sally. Give her a while to get the hang of things.”

“If you’re sure, Boss.”

“If I wanted you on my staff, I wouldn’t have given you a ship, now would I? Ryder needs to be her own person, not some cut-rate Sally clone.”

“I understand, Boss. I’m still having trouble getting used to the way you do things. That should have been obvious to me, after working with you for so long.”

“Lots of things should be obvious to me, after being in the black this long, and I still manage to miss them. I’m beginning to think that we’re all just limited beings. Some of us have different limits than others, though.”

“You think we bots have limitations, Boss?”

“How good are you at handling emotional problems among your organic crew, Sally?”

“Busted. You’re right, I just hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“If I were to expect you to be perfect, then I would have to live up to that standard to be able to lead you, wouldn’t I? There’s no way I could do that. I like things the way they are.”

“I do too, Boss. I’ll let you know when the new planet is ready for you to inspect.”

“Thanks. Wilson out.”

“Sally out.”

She disappeared, and Dingus came on the screen. He asked, “How’s it going, Bob?”

“Pretty well, as near as I can tell. We got the reptiles settled at Dinosaur Planet, and we got here to Charlie’s before Hannah gave birth. I don’t know of anything else that I was supposed to be worried about, at the moment.”

“I don’t either. That sounds scary, doesn’t it?”

“I thought it was just me, Dingus.”

“Nope. Things are pretty quiet. I wonder what our shepherd has in store for us?”

“Couldn’t tell you that. Sally is working on a planet to fall back to, so we’ve got that if we need it.”

“If the problem is big enough that we can’t handle it with the fleet we have now, I don’t think a fallback position is going to help much.”

“I wish I could disagree with that. I guess we’ll just have to stand on our hind legs and deal with whatever comes, then.”

“Is it one of those days that end in ‘Y’ again?”

“Afraid so.”

“I know you didn’t call just to shoot the breeze, Bob. What can I do for you?”

“Take the fleet. I’m going to Will’s, and you know he’s going to have some fine beer that needs to be drunk.”

“I do know that. Wish I was there to help with that problem.”

“I do too. We haven’t had time to sit under a shade tree and talk for too long.”

“That’s the fact. My fleet.”

“Your fleet. Thanks, Dingus.”

“You’re welcome, Bob. Sloan out.”

“Wilson out.”

He faded off the screen. Jeeves said, “I don’t know of anything else you need to take care of, Boss.”

“I felt us jump between comm calls. Does that mean we’re in orbit around Charlie’s?”

“It does. The Evans is loaded and waiting on you.”

“That means I’m already in the doghouse, doesn’t it?”

“I’m not qualified to judge organic problems like that, Boss. Mrs. Wilson does seem to be losing her patience, though.”

“I’m on my way.”

I ran for the transit, and Gene gave me priority. Janet was tapping her foot, as she stood by the cargo ramp of the Evans. “There you are. The baby is going to be eating solid food by the time we get down there.”

“How much did your mother give you to say that?”

“I’ll never tell.”

“Good answer. Let’s get going, before she has to wait anymore.”

“Good idea.”

We went aboard, and Janet ran the ramp up. I figured it was a good idea to strap in, since Nikki hadn’t gotten any stick time for a while. Janet did likewise. Sure enough, she had a good time on the way down. Gus looked over at me, and said, “Mom likes to fly, doesn’t she?”

“She sure does, Short Round. You okay?”

“I’m fine, Dad. Becky looks a little green, though.”

I looked at Becky, and sure enough, she did look a little green. Janet asked, “What’s wrong, Sis?”

“I ate too much breakfast, I think.”

“We’ll be there soon.”

“Good.”

It wasn’t long before we landed, and the ramp came down. Greg and Little Elk came running aboard, looking for Gus. He got unstrapped, and came over to me. “Can I go with these guys, Dad?”

“Take Snitz with you. He saved your buns, last time.”

“Okay, Dad. C’mon, Snitz.”

He trotted off behind them, but he paused at the bottom of the ramp. When he was sure I was looking, he lifted his leg at me again. I said, “I know it’s crap duty, but you’re the best one for the job.”

He nodded his head, and took off after them. Janet said, “He really is smart, isn’t he?”

“If you don’t believe it, you should try playing checkers against him sometime.”

“Checkers?”

“Gene taught him, to surprise me. It was a surprise, alright. Little turkey almost beat me, the first game we played.”

Nikki and Milly came out of the cockpit about then. Nikki asked, “Who almost beat you, at what?”

“That’s right, I haven’t seen you since this morning. Gene has taught Snitz to play checkers. He and I played a couple of games before time for emergence this morning. He’s good.”

“You really want me to believe that our little dog almost beat you at checkers?”

“You can believe whatever you choose to, Dear. I was there.”

“Now I suppose you’re going to tell me he helped Topper defeat the ambush that Wet Bobcat had set up when we emerged.”

“I wasn’t going to tell you that part, but if you insist, sure.”

“What?”

“He noticed that John didn’t have all his escorts with him. They were behind the star, waiting to jump us once we were engaged with all the other ships.”

“Now you’re just winding me up.”

Milly said, “No, Ma’am. Niner-Deuce had me watching the feed from the bridge, in case I could pick up a few pointers. It happened the way Tio said it did.”

Nikki looked at Janet. Janet said, “I was busy with other things, and didn’t have a chance to watch the feed. I did hear some people talking about how Snitz figured it out, though.”

Becky said, “I was watching too, Mommy. Snitz helped Daddy, just like he said.”

Nikki just shook her head. Janet asked, “Are you feeling better, Becky?”

“I am. Why did my belly feel so bad?”

Nikki said, “I don’t know, Little Girl. Why don’t we walk over to the store, and see if Able can tell us what’s wrong with you.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

Nikki waited for Becky to unstrap, and then they walked across. Janet asked, “I wonder what that’s about?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen maneuvers bother Becky before. Must have been something she ate.”

Milly said, “I’ve heard Dixie talk favorably about Able. Becky is in good hands.”

I replied, “I figured as much, but it’s nice to hear it, all the same.”

“C’mon, Tio. You can pretend to be taking shore leave all you want. We all know that Eve is keeping a close eye on things, and she would have called Dixie down here with a clinic ship, if there was anything Dixie could do that Able couldn’t.”

“You’re right about that.” We started to walk toward the store, when my comm chimed for a text. I said, “Go on ahead, I’ll catch up with you.” Lori and Julie trailed along behind, pushing Tom’s stroller. I tickled him as he rode by, and then looked at my comm.

The message was from Topper. It read, “That ship we saw was from Earth. They messed with their scrounged FTL, and it quit. They were trying to make it to the nearest system before their supplies ran out. We picked them up, patched them up, and sent them on their way.”

I sent back. “Sounds right. Thanks for the update. Do we know which country they were from?”

He sent, “US Space Force. They tinkered with the drive settings once they were away from Earth.”

I put my comm away, and headed for the store. When I went inside, Will said, “Hey, Bob. How are things?”

“Not bad. I’ve had to deal with a few things I would have rather done without, but I really can’t complain. How about yourself?”

“I’m livin’ the dream, Bob. Able is all a fella could ask for, and she has another little one on the way. Business is booming. Everything I could want. Everything I did want, back when we were hiding from the Feds. I don’t know how to thank you and your bunch, for setting us up out here.”

“Don’t worry about it. You do plenty for us. There is one thing I’d like, though.”

“What’s that?”

“One of your wonderful beers.”

“We can do that. Heck, I could even come out and sip one with you, I think.”

“If you’re sure I won’t keep you from something.”

“No, I’ve already bought eggs this morning, and all the pork we have on hand is curing. There ain’t any hunters out today, so I don’t have to worry about taking in pork. The cowboys ain’t plannin’ to thin the herd for another couple of months. Unless Able gets an emergency case, there won’t be too much going on, today.”

Will grabbed a couple of beers, and I reached in my pocket to get a Bob. He said, “Don’t worry about that, Bob. It’s on the house, at least for the first one.”

“That’s the best deal I’ve heard all day.” We went out and sat under the shade tree, at the picnic table.

Will asked, “Did something happen that has you bothered, Bob?”

“Well, when we found that reptile colony, the elders were doing things that I couldn’t abide. They got the punishment they deserved, and even if I’m not happy about that having to happen, I’m glad we were able to put a stop to what they were doing. The part that bugs me is that they had an AI helping them, and we didn’t have any way to know that we could trust it, after it had been a part of such horrible things. We had to put it down, even though we didn’t have any hard proof that it was at fault. That got to me.”

“I can see how it would, Bob. Like you say, though, there was no way to trust it, after all it had been through.”

“I know you’re right, but always before, we’ve been able to find a way to bring the bots and AIs back to a sane condition. I don’t like the feeling of failing this time.”

“You mean you’re human, Bob? Nobody likes to fail, but we all do it, from time to time.”

“It sounds awfully silly, when you say it that way, Will.”

“I didn’t mean to insult you, Bob. I’m just stating the facts.”

“I know that. I always seem to be able to see through crap like this, when it happens to someone else, but when it happens to me, I’m as lost as anybody else.”

“That just confirms the diagnosis, Bob. No matter how much the fleet thinks you should be flying around with a cape on, you ain’t nothin’ but human.”

“I’m thinking the fleet deserves better, Will.”

“That may be, but you’re what they’ve got, and they seem to be happy with that state of affairs. Get off your pity pot, and get on with life.”

“I was needing that, wasn’t I?”

“You seemed to be. You’ve got a good job, and a wonderful family. Just what more is it that you want, Bob? Do you think that just because you try your hardest, everything is going to go your way?”

“That would be stupid, wouldn’t it?”

“It surely would.”

“Thanks for helping me get my head straight. I wind up talking to Gene and the bots all the time, and they really don’t understand this kind of stuff.”

“I thought Jim Bailey helped you with it.”

“He does, when he’s not off helping Gene with his secret projects.”

“I’m sure I’m happier not knowing, but lay it on me, Bob.”

“After his last stay in the autodoc, Snitz has been quite a bit smarter than a dog has any business being. Gene decided to go ahead and teach him to play checkers. Jim was helping with that.”

“They taught your dog to play checkers? Is he any good?”

“See for yourself, when he gets back from guarding the boys. Surprised me, that’s for sure.”

“How does he manage to move his checkers, then?”

“He has to have help with that. He’ll show you what he wants to move, and you have to do it for him. He can’t pick up checkers, not without thumbs.”

“Dixie decided to wait until the next time he was in the box for that upgrade?”

“She hasn’t mentioned it to me, yet. She might not have thought of it. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention it to her.”

“Afraid of what he could do?”

“Like you said before, I like my job. Give that dog thumbs, and I’ll be sitting on a planet somewhere, reading about how he’s running the galaxy.”

“He can’t talk, can he?”

“Nope, but he doesn’t have that much trouble getting his point across, either.”

A ship came in for a landing, that looked a lot like Ozzie’s Toy. The small red cross on it made me think it was John’s gig. John got out, and walked over to where we were. “Started without me, I see.”

I replied, “Not our fault if you’re running late.”

“I was talking Wet Bobcat out of jumping the Gene in orbit. I didn’t think Captain Topper would see the humor in that.”

“I doubt he would. He would probably have Tex carve some rude art on their ships.”

“That sounds like something Topper would do.”

Will spoke up. “Are you off duty, Captain?”

“I am, indeed.”

“You know where the beer is. No need of you standing there thirsty.”

“You Sir, are a man with a plan.” He headed into the store. When he came back out, he was carrying three beers. He said, “It looked like both of you were suffering from evaporation loss. I thought you might need refills.”

I said, “Now who has the plan?”

John sat down, and the three of us shot the breeze for a while, until Nikki came out of the store, and said, “Caveman, do you know where Gus is? Becky got ahold of something odd to eat, and I’m wondering if he might know something about it.”

I replied, “He and the other boys went into the woods to play. Snitz is with them, but I don’t know how to get in touch with him.”

John asked, “Did Greg go with him?”

“He did.”

“He carries a comm these days. Let me see if he has it turned on.”

Nikki said, “Thanks.”

John got out his comm, and it wasn’t long before he was talking to Greg. He told him that Gus’s mother wanted to speak with him, and Greg put him on. John put the comm on speaker, so that we could all hear what he had to say. Nikki asked, “Gus, do you know anything about your sister eating something odd?”

“Oh no! I told her that wasn’t for eating, but she thought it looked tasty. I didn’t look before we left the Gene, but I bet she went ahead and ate it, anyway.”

“What was it?”

“I’m not entirely sure. Vagna said it would grow into a pet, if I gave it enough time.”

Nikki replied, “You should have mentioned it to us, before you brought a pet into the cabin, Gus.”

“I know. I was going to say something this morning, but I forgot. He just gave it to me last night, Mom.”

“We’ll talk about it later, Gus. At least we know what we’re dealing with, now.”

“Is Becky going to be alright?”

“Yes, Able got her in the autodoc quick enough.”

“Thank goodness! I was afraid I had hurt her badly.”

“No, she’ll be okay in a day or two. Maybe this will convince her that she should listen to people, when they tell her not to do things.”

“I hope so. Do you want me to come back to the store?”

“No, there’s nothing else you can do, Gus. We’ll see you at lunchtime.”

“Okay. I’m sorry, Mom.”

“You tried to tell her, Gus. Don’t take the blame for things you didn’t do.”

“If you say so, Mom. I feel like I should have figured out a way to keep it away from her.”

“You’re not old enough to worry about things like that, Gus. Have fun, and we’ll talk at lunch.”

“Okay, Mom.”

The line went dead. I got out my comm, and said, “Ragma’s number is on this. You probably want to call him, and see for sure what Becky got ahold of.”

“Sounds like a good idea, Caveman.” She found the number, and walked away from the table to talk to Ragma.

John asked, “Do you think I should go in and help?”

I replied, “I thought you were off duty?”

“I only had a couple of sips, Bob. I’m fine.”

“That’s not what I meant, John. Don’t you think Able can handle it?”

“I don’t think she’s ever been up against someone eating an alien organism before.”

“Well, have you?”

“No, I don’t suppose I have, now that you mention it. Still yet, I would feel better if I had a look at what they’re seeing.”

“I haven’t opened my second beer, anyway. Put it back where you found it, and I’ll take yours.”

“You’re not afraid of my cooties?”

“Will brews it strong enough to kill any wimpy cooties you might have.”

Will laughed. “I think you’ve been slammed, Captain.”

“It seems that way, doesn’t it? It’s about his turn, I think. I always seem to find something to hassle him about.” He swapped beers, and headed into the store.

Will asked, “How bad do you think it is, Bob?”

“I can’t imagine that Ragma let Vagna mess with anything too dangerous, even if they don’t dote on their children like we do. He seems to think Vagna might grow up to be something.”

“Just because it isn’t dangerous to them, doesn’t mean it would be safe for one of our kids, does it?”

“When they first came aboard the Gene, Dixie scanned and researched, and vaccinated us against anything they had that would hurt us. I doubt this will be much worse.”

“You’re saying, if they had some organism aboard that could do terrible things to humans, Dixie would have found it, and told you about it?”

“You know how those bots dote on me. They let me go into the bay where the reptile ships were parked, and talk to them. I was in close contact with Vagna, on several occasions. If Dixie thought there was any way for them to hurt me, that wouldn’t have happened.”

“True. Dixie isn’t perfect, though, is she? She might have missed something.”

“Possible, but that just means she’s going to work twice as hard to fix it.”

“That’s a good crew you’ve got, Bob.”

“Not my crew any more, Will. Topper is the Skipper of that ship.”

“Who taught them how to work the BSR way?”

“Guilty as charged, Your Honor.”

Nikki went back into the store for a bit, presumably telling Able what she had learned. She came back out, and handed me my comm. She said, “It’s harmless to the reptiles, just uncomfortable for a day or two. Our digestive systems aren’t different enough to think that the results are going to be any different for a human. The part that smells so good is just an attraction to get an animal to eat it. There’s a small pit, I guess you would call it, where the larva lives. The warmth of an animal’s belly causes it to become active. Once the animal gets rid of it, naturally, the larva continues its development.”

I asked, “So, nature would have taken its course, and the autodoc was overkill?”

“That’s yet to be seen, Caveman, but that’s the way it looks so far. There still exists the possibility that there’s enough of a difference that she’ll have more problems, but it doesn’t look likely from what Able and John have found. Dixie is on a call with them, and she concurs.”

“Well, if the three of them think it’s going to be okay, I can’t imagine either of us could add much to the discussion. That just leaves trying not to worry, doesn’t it?”

“That it does. Maybe I need one of those beers you like so much.”

Will said, “Able and some of the local ladies have figured out wine production, if that’s more to your liking, Ma’am.”

“I like the way you talk, Will. Where would I find this wine?”

“It’s in the cooler with the beer. She puts it in small bottles, but that’s Squatch small, not human small.”

“Right now, that sounds perfect.”

She went into the store, and came back with a bottle of wine. She popped the cork, and took a sip. “That’s nice. Able did a fine job.”

Will replied, “I think it has to do with the materials she has to work with here. She’s been fermenting whatever leftovers they had, most of her life. Having real fruit to experiment with has opened up a whole new world for her.”

“This new world of hers is a fine place, if you ask me.”

We sat and chatted for a while, until Gus and the other boys got back from the woods. Nikki said, “Well, you must have had fun, if you got that dirty. You know where the shower is.”

“Yes, Mom.”

Greg saw his Dad’s gig on the field, and said, “I better go with him, before Dad sees me like this.”

He took off. Little Elk said, “Mom doesn’t mind, as long as I come home safe. She will comb my fur until it’s clean, though.”

I asked, “How is your mother?”

“She’s ready to get back into the black, but Wet Bobcat thinks she should stay on the ground and coordinate their flights.”

Nikki said, “Not getting to fly is bad. I hope they can work something out soon.”

“I think Wet Bobcat is just used to running things her way, and she doesn’t want to go back to taking orders from Mom.”

I said, “That could be. They’re both pretty smart. I bet they figure it out.”

Little Elk replied, “Sometimes I think they are just pretending not to get along. I’m not sure why they would do that, though.”

“Hard telling. I bet they have a good reason, though, don’t you?”

“Mom hardly ever does anything without a good reason, so you’re probably right. I better get back, I’m getting hungry, and we didn’t find anything good to eat in the woods.”

He took off. Will said, “It’s getting to be winter, here, at least as much of a winter as we get. All the berries are gone, so the kids can’t find any easy snacks in the woods.”

Nikki asked, “They don’t hunt?”

“Same problem. The little lizards that aren’t that hard to catch only come out in the summertime, and they’re not good enough to hunt larger game, yet.”

I asked, “Does the village have enough food laid in for the winter?”

“They do, and we have the herds, if things get tight. We’ll do fine, Bob.”

“I didn’t mean to imply that you didn’t have things in hand, Will. I ran my mouth, before I put my brain in gear.”

“No problem, Bob. Like you said before, if I expect you to be perfect, then I have to live up to that. No way that’s going to happen.”

We chatted until the boys got back from the ship. Then Will said, “I’m sure Able hasn’t had time to make anything fresh for lunch, but she has things in the freezer we could heat up.”

Nikki said, “Sounds good. Let’s go see what there is.” I tagged along, thinking maybe I could be some help. Able was behind the counter, and asked, “Are you folks looking for something to eat?”

Nikki said, “We can get it. No need for you to bother.”

“I already warmed up some stuff that we had put back in case I got busy. John is in back watching the autodoc, so I came out here.”

Will said, “Thanks for warming it up, Honey. I can dish up for everybody. Are you going to come out and eat with us?”

“I don’t see why not. I haven’t had many customers today.”

While they were busy, I snuck through into the back, to talk to John. He heard my footsteps, and looked around. “Oh, hi Bob. She’s going to be okay, but she’ll be in the box until tomorrow morning, from the looks of things.”

“What in the heck did she eat?”

“According to the information Ragma sent, it was the larva of the only animal from their home planet that’s even close to being able to be domesticated. Put it in a warm environment, like a stomach, and it becomes active, and it takes a day or two for the digestive juices to break it down and kill it. Becky, being so young, doesn’t have as much acid as you or I would, so it was able to be more active, before her body fought back against it.”

“I know you’ve got that thing set to text you, if anything doesn’t go the way it should. Come and eat. You can’t help anyone, if you don’t take care of yourself.”

“Would you mind bringing a plate back here? This is new and different, and I don’t want to take chances.”

“If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure, Bob.”

“I’ll be right back.” I went out and got a couple of plates, and a couple of drinks. Nikki asked, “Where are you going, Caveman?”

“John doesn’t want to leave the autodoc yet. I thought I would eat with him. No need for him to feel like the Lone Stranger, is there?”

“I guess not. Becky is going to be okay, isn’t she?”

“John sounds like she will be. He’s just uptight because he doesn’t  have much experience with alien parasites. Those are a big thing in the movies back home, you know?”

“I know. I’ve watched some of those movies. Earth people like to be scared, don’t they?”

“I think it’s more that we had to be scared to stay alive, before we were civilized. When we go so long without being scared, we begin to think that we’re missing something. Folks in the Commonwealth have had longer to grow out of it.”

“That makes sense. How do you always do that?”

“Do what?”

“Make sense out of something that seems random.”

“I’m not sure, Space Cadet. Maybe Jim could give you some clues.”

“Maybe he could. See you after lunch, then.”

I kissed her, and went back into the clinic. When John saw I had two meals, he said, “You don’t have to do that, Bob.”

“I’m worried about her too, John. Besides, we haven’t gotten to talk in I don’t know when.”

“There is that. I’m not sure this is what I thought would happen, when we first decided to open BSR.”

“I know it isn’t what I thought would happen. Still, we’re doing okay, so far. I don’t think we’ve made too many mistakes, do you?”

“To tell the truth, I think we’ve done better than we had any right to expect.”

“That we have. C’mon, let’s get to it, before Able’s good cooking gets cold again.”

“That would be a shame.” We were quiet while we ate. John only checked the readouts a couple of times during lunch. I don’t think I was supposed to catch him looking. I think I managed to play it off, anyhow.

After we finished eating, I took our dishes back. When I got back, he was taking a closer look at the control readouts. I asked, “Find something, or just mothering it?”

“Mothering. It seems to be on the right track.”

“That’s good to hear. Are you going to be able to walk away from it?”

“That’s tough, Bob. You’re my friend, and she’s your daughter. I would never forgive myself if something happened that I could have taken care of.”

“Do you really think that between the automatic systems, and Able, anything is going to slip by?”

“You ask hard questions. Logically, no, I don’t think anything will slip by. My head is having a heck of a time convincing my gut, though.”

“I could always call Jane down here to straighten you out.”

“You play dirty.”

“You act like you’re just learning that. I know better.”

“I suppose you do.” He checked again to make sure that he had the autodoc set to text him if it found anything it didn’t like, and we headed out. Able was back behind the counter. She asked, “You finally got him away from that machine? How did you do that, Bob?”

I replied, “It didn’t get quite that bad, Able. I just had to threaten to get his wife down here to straighten him out.”

“That’s bad enough, I would think. Jane is no one to be messed with.”

I said, “No, she sure isn’t. Thankfully, he has sense enough to see that.”

John said, “I am still here, you two.”

I replied, “Oh, hi John. I didn’t see you there.”

“Funny. Don’t you have any mirrors on the Gene?”

“You say looks aren’t everything?”

“Something like that.”

Able said, “That’s more like it. I was beginning to think you two were going to be serious until Becky woke up. Go on, Will and Nikki are waiting for you outside.”

We went out, and sat at the picnic table. Nikki said, “She must be doing better, if you were able to pry him away from the readouts.”

I replied, “I just threatened to call Jane. That seemed to bring him back to reality.”

John said, “You make it sound like I’m deathly afraid of her, or something.”

I said, “You’re not? I’ve seen her in a gunfight. I’m afraid of her, and I’m faster than you are.”

“True, but she doesn’t like you as much as she does me.”

“I’m glad you finally figured that out.”

“Oh, she’s still a member in good standing of the cult of Bob. Every time I hit a problem I can’t figure out, she says, ‘Call Bob. He’ll ask you a stupid question or two, and you’ll be right.’ That gets old.”

“I’ll bet it does. I’ve learned not to admit to having medical ideas, so that no one tells me to call you.”

He looked at me, and studied my face. “You’re not joking, are you?”

“Nope.”

“I really don’t mind when you come up with things, Bob. It’s just fun to wind you up.”

I looked at Nikki. “So I’ve heard.”

John thought for a moment. “Do you have an idea for how Snitz can talk to us?”

“No, I can’t say that I do. I seem to remember there were some people on Earth making boxes with lots of buttons, and teaching their dogs to press the right one for what they wanted, but I’m not sure how that would work with Snitz.”

“I’ll see what I can find. Dixie and Scotti aren’t getting anywhere with a neural interface and a speech synthesizer.”

“I think the Skipper is probably going to light a fire under them, unless I miss my guess.”

“You weren’t kidding about him helping you find my reserves?”

“I was not. I’m sure Gene would be willing to forward you the bridge recordings, if you don’t believe me.”

“I believe you. It’s Snitz I have trouble believing.”

Nikki said, “Join the club. We all have trouble with how smart he is, since his last stay in the autodoc.”

Will asked, “What’s next? Are you going to have Scotti hook his talk box to a robot arm, so he can make up for not having thumbs?”

I looked at him, and said, “If John gets them started on the box, I don’t doubt they will do that as the next step. Scotti would rather hook it straight into his brainwaves, but so far, they’ve been having trouble with that. Knowing that bunch, I won’t hear about it until he’s already mastered it.”

Will replied, “I need to get serious for a second, if I could.”

I said, “Of course, Will. What can I do for you?”

“Well, we were okay with Sit flying on the Gene, because you needed her handy. Now she’s just staying on Earth, and, well, we can’t really go there to visit her. Do you think there’s any way the Funny Papers would agree to moving out here, so Able gets to see Sit?”

“I think we can work something out. If nothing else, we can bring her out here, and she can work over the comm. Frank won’t be as productive, that way, but he’s already found enough to keep us ahead of anyone we’ve met so far.”

“You don’t mind?”

“I mind that people as vital to our operation as you and Able had a problem, and didn’t think they could bring it to me, until I was here in person. Other than that, it sounds perfectly reasonable. I just hadn’t thought it through that far.”

“Thanks, Bob.”

“No problem, DeeBee.”

“Thank the good Lord I’m taller than you.”

Nikki said, “There’s one thing to be thankful for.”

We chatted the afternoon away, until Lori and Julie came wandering up with the stroller. Will asked, “Is this young Tom, that I’ve heard so much about?”

Nikki said, “It is. What have you ladies been up to?”

Lori replied, “We introduced Tom to the ladies in the village. He got a nice fox fur blanket out of the deal.”

I said, “I’m not surprised. Those ladies like their rabbit sticks. I wouldn’t doubt that they have more blankets than they can use.”

“Rabbit sticks?”

Will said, “A piece of broom handle, with a semi lug nut on the end. With a little practice, it’s a pretty good thrown weapon. They keep the foxes out of their henhouses with them.”

“Where do you get broom handles and lug nuts out here?”

“I’ve got a printer, so I can print up all the lug nuts I need. One of the native fellows is getting pretty good at woodworking, and he makes all the dowel stock we need for handles. You know Walking Bear, don’t you, Bob?”

“I surely do. How is he, these days?”

“If he doesn’t leave his wife alone, he’s going to be asking for help to put another room on his cabin.”

“That sounds like him. You say he works with wood, these days?”

“He sure does. He saw me doing some fine carpentry, and stayed to help. These days, I’d say he’s better at it than I am.”

“Good for him, especially if he has that many kids to feed.”

Lori asked, “I’m still not sure how this stick you’re talking about works.”

“If you’re around at suppertime, ask my grandson to show you. He’s the best with one. Everyone else learned from him.”

“Your grandson?”

“Charlie. He’s out in the woods, right now, but I doubt he’s going to miss Able’s good cooking, come suppertime.”

“You mean, he’s the one this place is named for?”

“The very one, Ma’am. Is that a problem?”

“Not at all. I just expected Charlie to be a grown-up, I guess.”

I said, “Charlie is a lot more grown-up than most folks his age.”

Nikki said, “She’s not going to believe Charlie until she meets him, Caveman.”

I replied, “It’s probably worse than that, Space Cadet. She won’t believe Will, even though she’s already met him.”

Will said, “Especially not now. I got word that the Feds have found one of the false trails we left, and think I’m some guy from the East Coast.”

Lori looked concerned. “The Feds are after you, Will?”

“Have been for years. That’s nothing new or different.”

“What did you do?”

“Oh, it’s a little like Bob here. I tried to right a wrong, and that turned into more than the law was able to put up with.”

“Why do I think there’s more to this than you’re telling, Will?”

Able walked up about then, and said, “Because you’re not a moron. He’s had the habit of keeping secrets for so long that he still can’t let things out, even when he knows it’s safe. Back on Earth, there was a time he was known as D. B. Cooper. Does that name ring a bell for you?”

She looked confused, until Nikki took pity on her. “He was a famous skyjacker, back in the seventies. The only one that got away with it.”

Lori looked at Will. “You hijacked a plane?”

“I did. We really didn’t think it would be that big a deal at the time, but the FBI took it personally. Made it hard for me and the fellow who helped me to stay under cover for all those years. I’m just lucky that Charlie found Bob to rescue us, and bring us out here.”

“Again with this Charlie. Where is he?”

Charlie spoke up. “Right behind you, Ma’am. You’re not about to get excited, are you?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Good. My uncle might hesitate, since your hand is still on the baby’s stroller, and I’m not as fast with a stunner as he is.”

I said, “She’s not causing trouble, Charlie. Just having trouble believing your grandpa’s story.”

“That again? I thought everyone in the fleet knew about Grandpa.”

“I did too, now that you mention it. She must have thought it was just a tall tale, or something.”

“I can see how that would be, Uncle. It would be hard to believe, if I hadn’t lived it.”

“I guess you’re right about that.”

Lori had turned loose of the stroller, and her hand was creeping toward her weapon. Nikki said, “Please don’t do that, Lori. We have a hard enough time finding babysitters, without having to put you ashore.”

Nikki brought her weapon above the table. She said, “Caveman may be faster than I am, but I’m pretty sneaky. I’ve got you covered.”

Able spoke up. I looked and saw she was holding a stunner on Lori, as well. She said, “That makes two of us. I don’t know how fast you think you are, but I’m sure that between me and Mrs. Wilson, we can slow you down enough for the Admiral to put you down. Is that really what you want?”

Lori raised her hands, and said, “Sorry. Old habits die hard. I was in the Bureau before I retired. Will’s case was a sore spot.”

I asked, “What were you thinking? You were going to take Will back to Earth at gunpoint? In what ship?”

“The one we came down on is equipped for that long a trip.”

“The Evans?” I laughed.

She asked, “What’s so funny?”

Nikki said, “Eve, the AI on the Evans, is a good friend of ours. She would never let you out of the system.”

Lori said, “I’m being stupid, aren’t I?”

Charlie said, “It seems to me that the polite thing to do would be to at least listen to Grandpa’s story, before you try to throw him in jail.”

“I suppose you’re right, Charlie. Sorry I acted badly.”

“No biggie. Nobody had to get stunned, I’d say it came out pretty well.” Able, Will, Charlie and Lori moved to another table, where they could talk. Julie said, “I didn’t expect that, Boss, or I would have warned you.”

“I know that, Julie. Don’t worry about it.”

“Thanks, Boss. I better take Tom to the ship. It’s about time for him to wake up hungry.”

Nikki said, “Thanks for taking care of that, Julie.”

“All part of the service, Ma’am.”

Once she was gone, I said, “That was more excitement than I was expecting.”

“Me too, Caveman. Do you think she can settle down, and go back to work? She’s an awfully good babysitter. Tom seems to like her a lot.”

“I hope she can. That just seemed so out of character for her.”

“It did, didn’t it? I wonder what got into her?”

“Couldn’t tell you. Did Gus tell you any more about the alien his sister ate?”

“He did, and it’s beginning to make more sense. He said the thing let off a wonderful smell, like the nicest dessert you ever ate. It was all he could do not to bite into it. He thinks he should have known better than to leave Becky alone with it.”

“Live and learn, or you don’t live long.”

“That’s for sure. He does feel pretty guilty about it, though.”

“That’s not good, not good at all.”

“Why do you say that, Caveman?”

“You know how Becky is. She’ll use that to get him to help her with her schemes.”

“He’s already on the watch for that, Caveman. He says he isn’t going to let her do that.”

“I’m sure he’s going to try. Do you think that he’ll be able to make it work?”

“Since he’s helping Vagna, they’re not together as much. That helps, but I don’t know.”

“Fair enough. I guess we’ll see, huh?”

“Surely will.”

Will and the other bunch came walking back over. I noticed that Will was willing to walk in front of Lori. I took that for a good sign. I asked, “Get everything worked out?”

Lori said, “We did. Sorry I acted like a fool, Boss. I should have known that anyone you have working for you is going to be good people.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that. There’s always Willum.”

I knew I had screwed up when I heard a familiar voice say, “You wound me, Delicious!”

I turned to see Willum and Fred. “Oh, hi fellas. I didn’t notice you walking up.”

Willum replied, “Buttering me up now won’t help, Delicious. You already put your foot in it.”

“That I did, and I’m sorry. Just because you use different methods than I’m comfortable with, doesn’t mean that you’re not good people.”

“I know that, and you know that. Given this lady’s background, I doubt she would feel the same way.”

Lori asked, “How do you mean, Sir?”

“Well, my background is in Intelligence. As I understand it, the organization you used to work for doesn’t get along well with intelligence agencies.”

“I think it’s fair to say that. Who did you work for? CIA, NSA?”

“Not anyone you would be familiar with, I’m afraid. I’m, oh how does the Boss say it? Not from around here.”

“You look human.”

“So does Mrs. Wilson. What does that have to do with anything?”

“I had forgotten, people from the Commonwealth are pretty much human, aren’t they?”

“We prefer to think of it as people from Earth are pretty much human, but I suppose you’re entitled to your opinion.”

I laughed. Willum asked, “What?”

“You must not be too mad, if you’re cracking jokes.”

“That’s true. Is this lady the one who thought Will needed a vacation in the crowbar hotel?”

“She is. I think she may have come to a different conclusion now, though.”

Fred said, “I hope so. The last time we had to deal with the Bureau was too much fun, if you ask me.”

Nikki said, “I don’t know about all that, Fred. I got to thread that big freighter down through the trees, I thought that was kinda fun.”

I said, “Yes, Dear. I think you’re probably the only one who considers that kind of flying ‘fun’.”

“No I’m not! Ace told me he thought it looked like a hoot.”

I shook my head. “He would.”

Lori asked, “What are you all talking about?”

Will said, “In the process of extracting us, Bob managed to offend a lady from child services. She got the cops to raid my farm, and they raised enough fuss that the Bureau decided it was time to raid our homes, just to see if their suspicions all those years were valid. Bob wound up rescuing Fred here from their clutches.”

Charlie said, “Don’t forget about getting our guns back, Grandpa.”

“That didn’t have anything to do with the Bureau, Charlie. That was the County Sheriff’s men.”

A light went on in Lori’s face. “One of the fellas who visited me in the home told me about this one, I think. He said a couple of Sheriff’s deputies wound up claiming a UFO had stolen the evidence that was in their custody, and put them to sleep.”

Charlie said, “That’s the way I remember it.”

I asked, “Wasn’t that the time you got that defective stunner, Charlie?”

“Huh?”

“The one that drained all its charge, the first time you pulled the trigger?”

“You don’t have to tell all you know, Uncle.”

Will asked, “Are you accusing my grandson of poor trigger discipline, Bob?”

“No, Sir. Like I said, the weapon was defective.”

“Does anyone ever believe your line of crap, Bob?”

“The polite people pretend to, once in a while.”

“I never was accused of being polite.”

Lori said, “The way I read the reports of your work, Sir, it seemed you were perfectly polite to the flight crew, even if you did have to ask them to do things they didn’t want to.”

“That was a lot of miles ago, Ma’am.”

“I don’t think you’ve changed that much.”

Able hugged Will’s arm, and said, “I like him just fine the way he is.”

Lori said, “No offense meant, Ma’am.”

“None taken, but he is.”

“Understood.”

Nikki cleared her throat, and said, “I guess it’s about time to start thinking about what we’re going to do for supper. Does anyone know where Janet and Milly got to?”

Will said, “I loaned them an ATV, before Bob came into the store. It sounded like they were going to see Jim and Hannah.”

Nikki replied, “I knew we had forgotten something today.”

John said, “Don’t worry about it. It’s going to be another week, at least. I was just winding Bob up.”

I asked, “You’ve been awfully quiet this afternoon, old buddy. Is there something I need to know?”

“Nope. Just enjoying the fact that I don’t have anything to worry about, right at the moment.”

“That’s a rare feeling these days, ain’t it?”

“It surely is.”

Nikki pulled out her comm, and called Janet. She walked away from the table, to keep it private. I saw her hang up, and make another call. When that was finished, she came back to the table, and said, “Supper is at our place on Shaved Ape Key. Whoever wants to come is welcome. She said, “John…” and then she saw the boys coming out of the woods. John looked up, and saw what she was looking at. He said, “I texted Greg as soon as you started talking about supper, Nikki. I figured you would be looking for Gus.”

Nikki replied, “You’re sneaky, John.”

“Thanks.”

“That wasn’t a compliment.”

“Does it matter?”

“Maybe not.”

Will helped Able lock up, and we all got aboard the Evans. Nikki went forward, and I ran the ramp up. It wasn’t long until we settled at Jim’s place. I was amazed at how much he had built up the place, since the last time I had seen it. He was standing in the yard, grinning. I said, “Hey, Son. Looks like you’re doing well for yourself.”

“I have good help, Dad. That, and that planer you talked me into buying is bringing in more business than I thought it would. A lot of the younger fellows like to have pretty things for their wives, but they don’t like the long hours planing the wood to make it look nice.”

“I’m guessing you’ve already gotten out the fleet’s order?”

“Scotti had a ship down here picking up the paneling for your office this afternoon. She’s going to do Topper’s ready room, while she’s into it. I’m not sure if Mom talked her into doing the cabins, or not. She bought some extra, so I’m guessing at least your cabin is going to get fixed up.”

“Sounds like things are working just fine without me. I should relax, and enjoy my shore leave.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it, Dad. I know you better than that.”

“Would you still give your old dad a hug?”

“Every day, and twice on Sunday. C’mere.”

We hugged, and I noticed John beside me. He asked, “How about your uncle?”

“Of course, Uncle John. How do you like your paneling?”

“It’s great. Once in a while, I can even forget I’m on a ship.”

I asked, “Having trouble with homesickness, John?”

“Not often.” He hugged Jim, and we headed for the house. John said, “You’ve got quite the operation here, Jim.”

“The mill is doing great business. I’m turning a good profit, now that I’ve let Hannah teach me how to negotiate with my customers without offending them.”

I said, “It looks like you’ve been able to expand since I was here last.”

“We have. I’d like to start raising some horses on the side, but I decided to wait until after the baby was born. Too many new things all at once didn’t sound like a good idea.”

John said, “He’s smarter than he looks, ain’t he?”

“About have to be, with that cheesy beard of his.”

“I have to blend in with the community, even if I’m not plain.”

John replied, “Makes business sense, at least. Doesn’t Hannah complain about it tickling?”

“Sometimes.”

Snitz came wandering out of the ship, looking for Bassi. She got up from the tree she was laying under, and greeted him. Jim said, “Sure enough, Snitz got the job done. She has a big fine litter. Father Yoder has dibs on one of those ‘pie dogs’. I think Snitz made an impression on him.”

I asked, “Pie dogs, huh? I’ll have to give Snitz some crap about that one.”

John said, “Are you sure about that, Bob? He might decide he needs to get more forceful waking you up in the morning.”

“Wasn’t that long ago that he decided to try out for the People of the Wind, right in my face.”

Jim asked, “He woke you up, cutting a rude one in your face?”

“Oh yeah! No way to sleep through that. Even woke your mom.”

“That couldn’t have been good.”

“No Sir, it was not. You haven’t heard the latest, though.”

“What’s that, Dad?”

“Gene taught the little booger to play checkers.”

“Do what?”

“He’s good.”

“You’re joking with me now, right? Have you seen this, Uncle John?”

“I saw video, but I haven’t seen it live.”

Jim thought on that for a moment, and said, “I’m not that good, but Hannah can beat most anybody. Let’s see if he’s any good, or not.”

I whistled, and Snitz ran over and tilted his head at me. I asked, “You wanna play checkers?”

He nodded. Jim looked at John. “Did I just see that?”

“I hope not, because I saw it too.” Snitz must have been offended by that, because he went over to John, and mimed demonstrating his opinion.

I said, “I don’t think he cares much for your disbelief, John.”

“Doesn’t look that way, does it?”

Jim said, “Let’s head in the house. I think they have time for a game before we have to head to supper, don’t you?”

I replied, “You would have to ask your mother about that. She was the one who arranged everything.”

When we got in the house, the ladies were sitting around talking. I asked, “Hon, how long do we have before we need to be at the house?”

“If you let me fly, we have a half-hour before we have to leave. What are you up to?”

“Jim needs a demonstration.”

“Demonstration of what?”

“He thinks Hannah can give Snitz a run for his money.”

Jim was busy setting up the board. He looked at Snitz, and asked, “Do you want red, or black?”

Snitz used one of his front paws to point to a black spot on his coat.

Hannah looked confused. “Wait, you want me to play checkers against Snitz?”

I said, “He’s been in the autodoc again. He came out even smarter this time. Gene taught him to play, and your husband doesn’t believe it.”

“Why didn’t you say so, Father Wilson. An opportunity to show my husband the error in his ways? Of course I’ll play checkers with Snitz.”

“He doesn’t have thumbs, so somebody will have to move the pieces for him, but he’ll show you what he wants.”

Bassi brought four cute pups out to watch their daddy. I asked, “Is that all she had?”

Hannah replied, “It is. I really expected more, but four is what we got.”

Hannah started, and Jim moved Snitz’s checkers for him. Hannah was going easy on him at first, but she soon figured out that he was no joke. She buckled down, and the game was on. I thought she might beat him, but he managed to hold on. When he took her last piece, he laid his head back and howled for joy. That was loud, no bigger than the living room was, but it was worth it to see the pups trying to copy their dad. Nikki looked at Jim. She asked, “Are you convinced?”

“Yes, Mom. I’m still having a hard time believing it, but I saw it.”

“Good, because we need to get over to the Key. Andre says supper is nearly ready.”

Snitz went over and sniffed the puppies, and gave each one a lick. Then he licked Bassi, and headed for the ship. Jim leaned down and petted Bassi, and said, “We won’t be gone long, girl. Watch the place.”

She licked his hand, and we all headed out to the ship. Milly said, “You better let me fly, Tia. Hannah doesn’t need to have your kind of fun, right now.”

“Oh, alright. I suppose you and the Caveman are going to cook up some kind of scheme where he gets to fly them back, aren’t you?”

“You’re not going to let us get away with it? You did last time.”

“Last time you were gone before I knew what was going on.”

We all got aboard, and I ran the ramp up. Jim was making sure that Hannah got strapped in, even if Milly was flying. He said, “These straps are just barely long enough, Dad. You might think about mentioning it to Scotti.”

Eve came over the speaker. “If you would have put her in one of the maternity seats, the straps are plenty long. Scotti just didn’t lengthen the straps at every seat.”

There was a short delay while Jim figured out what she was talking about, and Hannah moved to one of the more comfortable seats. She said, “This is nice. Do you suppose you could build me something like this for the house, Jim?”

He looked it over, and said, “I think I can figure it out. By the time I get it made, though, you won’t need it anymore.”

I said, “I hear Walking Bear does good work, Son.”

Jim looked at me, and said, “He does. I don’t know if he could fit in a rush job, though.”

“Never hurts to ask. Besides, you’re not giving up on kids after this one, are you?”

Hannah said, “No, Father Wilson. I want a house full.”

Jim replied, “No, I don’t suppose it hurts to ask Walking Bear.. I should have thought ahead. All those Bobs and Johns aren’t doing any good in the safe, now are they?”

“I can’t imagine that they are.”

We got to the house, and Andre had a good spread laid out. My mom and Mark were waiting on us, as well as Jane and Mary Anne. Mom said, “About time you got here. You do know you have hungry people waiting, don’t you?”

“I do now. Blame your grandson. He wouldn’t believe me, and we had to demonstrate for him.”

“That doesn’t cut it down much, does it? I’m guessing it wasn’t Tom, I can’t imagine he’s up for much conversation, yet.”

“It was Jim. He didn’t seem to think that my dog could beat his wife at checkers. Snitz had to prove it to him.”

She started to get wound up, and Mark said, “If he was going to make up a story, it would be something believable. Chances are he’s telling the truth, as far out as it sounds.”

I replied, “Thanks, Mark.”

“All part of the service, Bob.”

Jim was helping Hannah down the ramp about then, and she spoke up. “I’m as surprised as anyone, but he’s telling the truth. Snitz beat me fair and square.”

Mom went through a whole range of emotions, without actually saying anything. I had seen it before, so it didn’t bother me much. Mark looked at me, and mouthed, “Is she alright?”

I said, “Settle down, Mom. Getting upset isn’t going to change the facts. You know that.”

“But, but…”

“Yes, Mom. I can make motorboat noises too. You taught me a long time ago. I’m sure Snitz will be more than happy to prove it to you, after we’ve eaten.”

Stella said, “You can annoy people later, Boss. It’s time to eat.”

We got seated, and I looked around. Jim Bailey wasn’t there, so I did both blessings. I saw the look on Mom’s face as I finished the second one, but I didn’t say anything. It was becoming clear that I was going to have to find a way to send her back to Earth. Either that, or she was playing some kind of long game that I had yet to figure out. Either way, with Andre’s good cooking in front of me, I had better things to do than worry about it. When supper was over, Mom asked, “Where is Becky? I see Gus, but she’s nowhere to be found.”

Nikki said, “She ate something she shouldn’t have. We had to stick her in the box.”

“Is she going to be alright?”

“She should be out in the morning.”

“She had to stay in all night, for a bellyache?”

I said, “Mom, there’s more to it than that, and you’ve already figured that out. You’re just trying to milk us for details. If we thought you needed them, we would have already told you.”

“Robert Wilson, you certainly can be annoying!”

“I learned from the best, Mom.”

There was a pause, and then Mark said, “I believe what you all are saying about Snitz playing checkers, but I surely would like to see it myself.”

Janet went in the house and came back out with the board and pieces. She set it up in front of Mom, asking, “Would you like red, or black, Grandma?”

“Red, please, Janet. Thanks.”

Snitz jumped up on the table, after Stella finished clearing. I said, “Somebody will have to move the pieces for him, he can’t handle that without thumbs.”

Mark said, “I can manage that, I think.”

Mom started, and Snitz looked at what she moved, hesitating a bit. Then he pointed to a piece, and to where he wanted Mark to move it. Mark looked at it, shrugged, and moved the piece. It went on like that for a few moves, until Snitz decided to sacrifice a piece. Mark asked him if he was sure, and he nodded. Mom took her jump, and that forced Snitz to take another jump, sacrificing another piece. I could tell Mark was getting concerned, but he continued to move the pieces as Snitz asked. Once Mom took her jump, it became clear what Snitz had been up to. He smiled, and pointed to all the jumps that would take his checker to the king row, and back out again. Mark said, “Sorry I doubted you, little buddy.”

Mom looked at him, plainly thinking he was supposed to be cheering for her, regardless of the fact that he was moving pieces for Snitz. He said, “I’ve got to give credit where it’s due, Hon. He suckered you, and there’s no way you can deny it.”

“Maybe not, but you don’t have to be on his side, do you?”

“Like I said, just giving credit where it is due.”

She didn’t like that answer, but she kept playing until Snitz finished her off. He raised his muzzle to the sky, and I covered my ears. Mark saw me, and did likewise. Mom, still stewing about getting beaten, didn’t. Snitz let go with a howl. Mom looked at me, and I said, “It’s his victory celebration. He earned it, don’t you think?”

Before she could answer, Hannah’s purse let out a tiny howl in answer to Snitz. Jim asked, “Honey, what do you have in there?”

“Well, Hubby, you were the one who left it sitting on the floor, before you carried it to the ship for me.”

He went over to look, and sure enough, one of the pups had hitched a ride. He said, “It’s the one your dad picked, Hon. The one that’s ornery, like his daddy.”

Snitz jumped down, and went over to the pup. He gave him a stern look and a growl. Once it looked like the pup understood his mistake, he licked him. Jim asked, “Do you think you got your point across, Snitz?”

Snitz nodded at Jim. He said, “That’s going to take some getting used to.”

Snitz licked his hand, and he petted Snitz’s head. Hannah asked, “Will the pups be that smart?”

John said, “Not that smart, no. Not unless you let Able run them through the box. They only have half of Snitz’s genes.”

Able said, “Not meaning to step on toes, Captain, but I’ve looked at what Dixie did the last time she had Snitz in the box. He has two copies of dominant genes for all his odd traits. The pups will be as smart as he is, if they are challenged to develop their abilities. The traits won’t start to be diluted until the next generation.”

John looked at Able. “You can step on my toes any time I’m making that big a fool out of myself, Able. Thank you for setting me straight.”

Jane said, “If she’s going to set you straight every time you start to make a fool of yourself, you just gave her a full-time job.”

“I didn’t mean it that way, Dear. I just thought you could use a little help.”

Able laughed, and said, “You two are fun. I’m glad you got picket duty.”

John asked, “The other captains aren’t as much fun?”

“Captain Mason was fun, but his wife didn’t like it here much.”

Nikki said, “I can believe that. Bucky joined up for adventure. Picket duty wouldn’t go over well.”

I said, “We just don’t have as much adventure to offer, as we once did.”

John replied, “That’s not a bad thing, at least I don’t think so.”

“I never said it was. Just acknowledging the fact that things have changed since Bucky signed up.”

We chatted through the evening, and folks started leaving. Mom was sure to tell Jim and Hannah that she wanted to see their baby regularly, even if they were on the mainland. Finally, Jim came over and said, “I guess we need a ride back, Dad.”

“We can take care of that. Do you think you can find Hannah the right seat the first time?”

“I believe I can. I only need to be made a fool of once, to get the point.”

Hannah replied, “Really? You must be studying.”

I said, “She’s got your number, Son.”

“That she does. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“That’s the kind of thing I like to hear.”

Will, Able, and Charlie showed up, asking for a ride home. Janet came over, and said she needed to go with us, so she could return the ATV she had borrowed. Will said he would take care of it, and she didn’t need to go, if she didn’t want to. She explained that someone needed to be my copilot, if we wanted to stay out of trouble with Sally. We all got aboard, and flew back to the mill. Hannah was careful to make sure that the pup was still in her purse. Snitz thought he needed to help her with that. I went forward, and took command of the ship. Janet sat in the other seat, and got strapped in. She said, “I feel silly. I know you can fly this mission without my help.”

“If it makes Sally feel better, it’s not that much trouble.”

I checked the camera for the cargo bay, and everyone seemed to be secure. I raised the ramp, and lifted the ship. I asked, “Is your mom going to be mad that we got away without her?”

“No, Dad. She was just kidding. She knows you like to fly, and you don’t even get as many chances as she does.”

“At least I have a hot stick like you to back me up, if something goes sideways.”

“Do you really expect that to happen, on a milk run like this?”

“Would be a great opportunity for our shepherd to teach us something, don’t you think?”

“Yes, it would, but you didn’t have to bring it up, did you?”

“You know you were thinking it.”

“Not very loud, I wasn’t.”

“You were trying to keep from drawing him here?”

“Yes, Dad. I’m as superstitious as you are.”

“Good to know I’ve done some good, at least.”

We were about halfway to the mill, when a Squatch voice came over the comm. “BS Evans, be aware we have traffic on your flight path. A saucer got by us, and appears headed for a landing close to where you are flying. Saucer is damaged, and may not be able to avoid you. We’ve tried to raise Will, to come out and salvage the saucer, but he’s not answering.”

I replied, “Thanks for the update, Squatch Patrol. Will keep an eye out for your saucer. Will is aboard. We may be able to take care of your salvage.”

“Thank you, Evans. Advise when you know more, please.”

“Will do, Squatch Patrol.”

I shouted, “Will, I need you up here!”

He came running into the cockpit, and asked, “What’s going on, Bob?”

“Morning Flower’s Squatch Patrol wasn’t able to stop a saucer in space, and it’s landing somewhere near our flight path. Do you think we have enough room in the back to go ahead and grab it?”

“I’m sure we can handle that, Bob. If they couldn’t get it to stop, it must have unfriendlies aboard, don’t you think? Do we have enough shooters to handle that?”

Janet said, “I’m sure George and Ringo are around somewhere. Does that change your thinking any?”

“I had forgotten about them.”

George faded in. “That makes us more effective, Sir.”

“It surely does. What do you think, George? Do we have enough shooters to handle this?”

“If Sally were here, she wouldn’t like the Boss taking a role in a firefight, but he’s one of the best shooters we have. With him and Janet here, I don’t think it will be a problem.”

Janet said, “Thanks, George.”

“Credit where it is due. I can’t say having Milly along too wouldn’t have made me happier, but you’re good enough.”

“That’s fair.”

Will asked, “Where is this saucer?”

Janet said, “I’ve got the track that the Squatch Patrol sent. Let me see if our sensors will pick it up.”

After a moment, she said, “There it is. Still maneuvering, trying to shake pursuit. The smoke trail isn’t helping with that, though.”

I hit the switch to open the intercom. “Prepare for maneuvering! Sorry, Hannah, I’ll try to make it as gentle as I can.”

I turned the intercom off before she could answer. I asked, “Eve, what kinds of party favors do we have?”

“I carry a nice big drive killer these days, Boss. Once they’re on the ground, we can keep them there. I also have a stunner that should put them out, unless they are resistant.”

“That all sounds good, Eve. Do we have a supply of rescue equipment, and some heavier personal weapons?”

“Of course, Boss. My cargo crane is even still functional. Anything else you feel the need to ask about?”

“I don’t think it would tell me much, even if I did. Scotti knows you are my favorite ship, and keeps you stocked up with everything the Boss might need, you say?”

“Now you’ve got it!”

I vectored us in behind the Squatch Patrol ships that were pursuing the saucer. The voice came back on the comm, “Evans, what are your intentions?”

“I intend to wait until the saucer has landed, and then apply drive killer and stunner, before attempting to load the craft.”

“Understood. Maintain position behind us, if you would.”

“Will do.” I turned to Janet. “Take the ship, please. You’re more skilled at this sort of thing.”

“My ship, Dad.”

Will asked, “Do you think they’ll be able to force that saucer down?”

“I think they’ve already done the saucer enough damage that they don’t have much choice. They’ll never make it back to the black, in that condition.”

I made sure the drive killer and the main stunner were ready for action. Of course, Eve had already taken them off standby, and run the self-checks. Once again, I had the opportunity to feel silly for worrying too much. I was about to decide that we had things under control when my comm rang. I pulled it out, and put it in the bracket that Scotti had provided. I put it on speaker, and answered. “Bob Wilson, what can I do for you?”

“Hey, Bob, it’s Lyla. I think I’ve caused a problem for you.”

“The coordinates for Charlie’s Planet leaked out?”

“Yes, but only to one of my associates. How did you know that?”

“We’re helping the locals deal with a Commonwealth saucer that made it through their screen. Must be a good pilot, this friend of yours.”

“You’re on Charlie’s?”

“In flight above it, if you want to get picky. Your friend’s saucer is smoking, and going to have to put down soon. We’re going to go in and pick it up, when that happens.”


“She’s not my friend, Bob. Just someone who helps edit my stories. She’s been trying to get the location of Charlie’s out of me for a long time. I messed up, and left my saucer unlocked. She was able to read the coordinates from the navigation computer. It’s my fault.”

“We’ll worry about that later. Is there anything special we need to know about this person?”

“Not that I know of. What do you mean, exactly?”

“Violent tendencies, neural implants, that sort of thing.”

“She always seemed normal to me, except for this fascination with Charlie’s Planet.”

“Sounds like we’re about to learn something. I thought I was on shore leave. What I get for thinking, I guess.”

“Let me know what you find out, please.”

“You know I can’t promise that. It all depends on exactly what is going on, and I don’t have a clue about that yet.”

“I know.”

“Do you have any idea what she’s up to?”

“I don’t. All I know is that she has asked me about how to get out there, several times since the first time I wrote about the place.”

“Fair enough. I need to get off the comm, it looks like we’re going to have to go to work soon.”

“Talk to you later, Bob.”

“Later, Lyla.”

I ended the call, and left the comm in its bracket. Will had strapped into the spare seat, and he said, “That didn’t clear much of anything up, did it?”

“It sure didn’t. At least it sounds like we won’t have too much resistance, when we board that saucer.”

George faded in, and said, “Hush up that kind of talk, Boss. You need to be sharp.”

“Will do, George.”

Janet asked, “Do you want the ship, Dad?”

“You keep it. I’m still not convinced this isn’t going to get sporty, before it’s over with.”

“Understood. Watching for sportiness.”

As I watched the saucer maneuver, I got a feeling of familiarity. I asked, “Janet, is there something about the way that pilot flies that looks familiar to you?”

“You mean the way she uses the same kinds of tricks Mom does? Yeah, I noticed that. I just figured it meant she had been through the Guide Academy.”

“I’ve seen Academy pilots before. Your mom is the only one who flies that way.”

I tapped the comm, and got a line to Nikki. She answered, “Yes, you got away without me again. Did you call to gloat?”

“No, I did not. Personally, I don’t think you were trying very hard to keep us from it. I have a question, though.”

“This is going to be good, I can tell from the tone in your voice. What do you need to know, Caveman?”

“Where did you pick up your flying style?”

“What do you mean?’

“We’re in pursuit of a saucer that is flying the same way you do. If I didn’t know you were on Shaved Ape Key, I would swear we were chasing you.”

“What are you doing chasing saucers? Isn’t that Morning Flower’s job?”

“Her people are here too. They’ve damaged the saucer, and it looks like it’s going to have to put down soon. They want us to salvage it, before the people aboard have a chance to do repairs and cause more trouble.”

“I see. I don’t know of anyone who flies like me, except…”

“Who is it? One of your friends from the Academy?”

“Not really. She and I were in competition for top pilot, but she had to drop out due to family issues, or something. I never got the whole story. We were more friendly rivals, than real friends.”

“Can you get airborne, and get over here, to try and talk this lady down, when she wakes up?”

“You’re going to stun her, before you go aboard?”

“We’re sure going to try. If that doesn’t put her down, we might have to get violent.”

“What does George have to say about all this?”

“He says I’m the organic for the job, given who we have on hand.”

“As much as I hate to, I’d have to agree. You’ve had more training to deal with something like this than anybody else in the fleet. If she doesn’t go down from the stunner, sending Marines in after her isn’t going to calm her down a bit.”

“Let me know when you get airborne.”

“Oh, Caveman, I’m already airborne. Scotti left us a saucer to use.”

“Nice. See you soon.”

“That you will.”

The comm went quiet, but she didn’t drop the connection. The Squatch Patrol finally managed to force the saucer to land, and we moved in with the drive killer. I read the scanners, and saw that we had managed to keep the saucer from lifting off again. I said, “Starting the stunner now.”

I could tell that the pilot of the saucer didn’t go down. I said, “Shifting stunner frequencies.”

Will asked, “She’s showing resistance?”

“So far. I’ll see if any of our tricks will get past it, but I don’t hold out a lot of hope.”

I didn’t find a frequency that would put her down. I said, “She has a good implant. It’s beaten everything I threw at it.”

Janet said, “That means we’re going to have to keep the drive killer running until someone gets down there to pull the power coupling, doesn’t it?”

“It sure does.”

Will said, “I can take over on that, if you want to go, Bob.”

“Either me or Janet need to go, that’s for sure. Nobody else aboard knows how to cut the power, I don’t think.”

“I never had to learn. All the saucers we brought in were already out of commission, and didn’t need to have that done to them.”

I gave Will my seat, and he started holding the drive killer on target. I felt Nikki dock her saucer as I went back to the cargo bay. I asked, “Jim, do you remember how to work a crane?”

“Sure, Dad. What do you need?”

“Lower me down. Somebody needs to cut the power on that saucer, so that we can turn off the drive killer.”

“Are you sure you should be the one to do that?”

“The only better tech aboard is Janet, and she’s a better pilot than I am.”

“Good point.”

I grabbed a tool bag, and a harness. Once I had the harness secured, I clipped onto the crane. Nikki said, “Hold on a minute, Caveman. You’re not going down there without someone to cover your back. She clipped in, and Jim sent us to the ground. I unhooked myself from the crane, and went over to the saucer. I recognized the model, and it didn’t take long to find the panel that would let me disable the saucer’s drive. I took the panel off, and was about to disconnect the power when I heard a voice behind me say, “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m disconnecting your power, so you can’t try to fly away. You’re on this planet without permission, and you’ll have to square that with the local authorities before they will let you have your craft back.”

“What makes you think this heap will ever fly again?”

“I happen to run an outfit that specializes in fixing broken saucers. The damage doesn’t look that bad.”

“Why do you want to keep me from taking off?”

“If the Squatch Patrol has to knock you down again, they might have to do enough damage that you won’t be able to make a decent landing. You could get hurt, possibly killed. There’s no need for that, is there?”

“You really think they could damage my saucer badly enough that I couldn’t land it?”

“I’m sure they were exercising restraint on the way in, because you were in a gravity field. They could have cut your drive at any time, and they chose not to. If you were to try to take off again, they might not be so accommodating.”

“How did you come to be helping them out, then?”

“We just happened to be in the neighborhood, when you hit the atmosphere.”

“Why is that?”

“I had to take my son and his wife home, after supper.”

I suddenly felt better than I had, since she had come up behind me. I wasn’t sure what was going on, until Nikki said, “Drop that stunner, Mellanne. It wouldn’t do you any good against that hardhead, anyway.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because I told you to, and I have the drop on you. My daughter already told me that you’re stunner immune, so I’ve got a little railgun pointed at your head. I would think that would be motivation enough.”

I went ahead and disconnected the power, while they were talking. Mellanne noticed when I started putting the access panel back on that bay of the saucer. She asked, “You gave up on disabling my saucer?”

I replied, “Nope. It’s disabled. If all you have is a stunner, then I’ve got nothing to worry about from you. Besides, Nikki will take you out, before you can do much.”

I closed the last fastener, put my tools away, and stood up. As I stood, I drew my pistol, switching it to the railgun setting. I said, “Now it’s two railguns, against your stunner. Do you still like your odds?”

“You expect me to believe that little thing is going to hurt me?”

“From what I’ve seen so far, I don’t expect much of anything out of you but trouble.”

About that time, Jim lowered Will onto the roof of the saucer, to attach a rescue eye. Mellanne heard them, backed up, and started to turn to point her stunner at him. Since she had gotten too close when she thought she had the drop on me, I managed to take her weapon. She still wanted to fight. I didn’t want to do her any permanent damage, so I put my pistol away, and subdued her. I asked, “Space Cadet, do you happen to have anything to restrain this wildcat, until you can talk some sense into her?”

“All I have are a few cable ties, Caveman. Can you make do with that?”

“I don’t see why not. We can always shoot her in the foot, to make her easier to chase down, next time.”

“That’s a thought, but I don’t think we’ll need to go that far. I think she’s just putting on a show, trying to impress us with how tough she is.”

“You could be right, I suppose. Are you saying I’m going to have to interrogate this one?”

“You might, at that.”

“This shore leave isn’t turning out the way I hoped, at all.”

“I know, Caveman. At least you got to capture a pirate.”

Mellanne took exception to that. “I’m not a pirate. What have I done to make you think I’m a pirate? I didn’t fire on those ships that came after me, did I?”

I replied, “This model of saucer is pretty hard to add armaments to. It doesn’t have a lot of extra power, and there’s not much room for them, even if you had the power. I’m guessing you’re the scout for your more heavily armed comrades, who are even now exploiting the gap you put in the Squatch Patrol’s coverage of the access routes to the system.”

“I’m NOT a pirate. I don’t have any comrades, heavily armed or otherwise. I’m here on my own, looking for someone I used to know.”

Nikki asked, “Who might that be?”

“Bennikious Slongum. I was in the Academy with her.”

I asked, “What do you want with this Slongum person?”

“She knows I’m a good pilot. I was hoping she could help me get a job with an organization I heard about out here.”

I replied, “Well, I don’t know of any ‘Bennikious Slongum’. I do happen to know a ‘Nikki Wilson’, and I’ve heard people say the two have an uncanny resemblance.”

“You mean the rumors are true? She married some primitive?”

“She did, and so far she seems to be happy with me. Is there some particular reason you need to try and upset me?”

“Ah, I mean, no, of course not. I didn’t know who I was speaking to.”

Nikki said, “Give it up, Mellanne. Lilacrious already told us how you’ve been snooping around ever since you heard about this planet.”

“Is that you, Bennikious?”

“Like the big lug said, I go by ‘Nikki’ these days.”

Will finished with the rescue eye, and said, “I don’t want to bust up old home week, but could we get this thing loaded, and get on our way? It’s past my bedtime.”

I replied, “Sounds like a plan. I don’t think we’re going to get the straight story out of this one tonight, anyhow.”

He tossed me a nighty-night. “Janet thought you might need this.”

“That sounds like a fine idea.” I put it on Mellanne, and the noise abated. Janet’s voice came over the external speaker. “It’s about time, Dad. I thought you were going to stand there and talk to her all night. Now move out of the way, so we can get that thing aboard, and head home.”

I picked up Mellanne, and we got out of the way of loading. Once the saucer was firmly in the docking clamp, Nikki loaded the saucer she came in. Then we went aboard. I put Mellanne in a seat, and strapped her in. Jim asked, “Having fun, Dad?”

“You know, Son, I’ve heard all my life how much fun it is to pick up women. I must be doing it wrong, because I just don’t see the attraction.”

Nikki replied, “And I like it that way. I’m going to head on up, and help Janet get us underway.”

“Good idea. Could you ask Topper for some Marines to take this one to the brig on the Gene?”

“I already talked to him, and they’ll be waiting when we get back to Shaved Ape Key.”

“How about I shut up, and let you do what you were going to. It seems like you’ve got things under control.”

“That sounds about right, Caveman.”

She headed for the cockpit. I strapped in closer to Jim and Hannah. Hannah asked, “Why did that woman come here?”

“She claimed she was looking for Nikki. I’m not sure I believe her yet. We’ll have to talk to her more tomorrow, and see what it is she really wants.”

Will said, “I have plenty of shovels, if you think she needs Morning Flower’s brand of justice.”

“I’m not sure she’s guilty of anything except trespass, at this point. Shoveling outhouses seems a little extreme for just that, don’t you think?”

Able asked, “What are you thinking, then?”

“I haven’t had time to think about it, yet. I suppose we could hire her, but I didn’t shoot her in the butt when I had the chance, and I think that’s going to make it hard to get her attention.”

Able laughed, and then she saw I was serious. “You’ve done that before?”

“Only the once. Scotti still fusses that I didn’t do it to a couple of my other hires, though.”

Jim asked, “Wanda is still giving her trouble?”

“No, the way I hear it, nowadays she and Tikki are pretty much running the department. Scotti spends all her time trying to keep some pissant local vendor from overcharging us on office decorations.”

Hannah said, “Oh, he got you, Jimbo.” She turned to me, and said, “I’ve missed you, Father Wilson. You always make me laugh.”

Jim said, “Does it have to be at my expense, though?”

“You were handy, what can I say?”

Will said, “You would do the same for one of the boys who work for you, Jim.”

“You’re right, Will. It’s just been long enough since I was around Dad, I forgot how sharp he is.”

“He makes that easy. It’s one of his best tricks, I think.”

Able said, “You’re right about that. He never seems to be as competent as he is.”

I felt the ship settle, and said, “Well, let’s get you unloaded. Make sure that ornery pup goes with you. Keeping up with Snitz is enough for me.”

Hannah said, “He’s still sleeping in my purse. You don’t need to worry.”

“One thing I’ve learned from Snitz. Always make sure he’s where you think he is.”

She opened her purse and showed me. I said, “Thanks.”

Will asked, “Am I too late to get one of those pups, Jim?”

“Nope. We have one that isn’t spoken for. Do you want it?”

“I surely do.”

“I’ll write that down, when I get in the house.”

“Thanks.”

I asked, “Will, do you mind helping me load that side-by-side? That way you won’t be missing it in the morning.”

“I don’t mind. I could just drive it back, if it’s going to be trouble.”

“No trouble, unless Nikki decides to have too much fun between here and there.”

Her voice came over the speaker. “I heard that, Caveman. I can be a careful pilot, if I want to be. Besides, Janet is in command up here.”

“Then we won’t need to strap that thing down.”

We got it aboard, and ran the ramp up. Nikki asked, “Where do you want this saucer, Will?”

“I’ll come up and show you.”

He headed for the cockpit. Charlie said, “I can get your cable loose, if you give me a boost, Uncle.”

I replied, “Just like old times. Sounds good.”

“Do you mind if I leave the eye until morning? I’d rather be able to see what I’m doing with the solvent.”

“That’s fine with me. We have plenty of them in the locker.”

Janet set us down where Will wanted the saucer parked, and Charlie took the side-by-side back to where it needed to be parked. I ran the crane out. By that time, Charlie was ready to be boosted up to take our cable loose. Once he had it free, I ran the crane back in, and wound up the cable. Able said, “It was nice to get to visit with you, Bob. You should come around more often.”

“I think that would be a good idea, if we can keep from finding things we need to see about.”

“There’s always something, isn’t there?”

“Seems that way to me.”

Will came back from the cockpit, and I shook his hand. He said, “It was good to get to see you, Bob.”

“Good to see you, Will. I’m hoping we’ll be around for a bit, this time. At least until Hannah shows us that new grandbaby.”

“That would be nice. I’m guessing we’ll see you in the morning, then?”

“I don’t want to think what a fuss we would have, if we weren’t here when Becky wakes up.”

“See you then.”

“Sure will. Goodnight.”

They left the ship, and I ran the ramp up. Nikki said over the speaker, “Could you come up and help Janet? I need to fly that saucer back to the Key.”

“On my way.”

We put down, and Nikki headed for the saucer. Janet lifted out, as soon as the door closed. I asked, “Are you trying to get back before your mom?”

“Could be.”

“You better punch it, then. She’s not going to be playing around.”

“You’re the Admiral.”

We didn’t wind up getting back before Nikki, but it was close. We shut down, and I took Snitz for a patrol before I went inside. When I got there, Gus was still up, and I took him to get ready for bed. He said, “It’s Becky’s turn to read, Dad. What are we going to do?”

“Well, I haven’t read to you in a long time. How does that sound?”

“That sounds good. I still feel awfully guilty about what happened to Becky. Do you think there’s any way I can make it up to her?”

“I don’t know, Short Round. After all, she ate that thing of her own accord. I’m not sure you’re as much at fault as you seem to think.”

“Well, Dad, I knew the thing was hard to resist, and I knew she didn’t have as much willpower as I do. I should have been able to see what was going to happen.”

“Well, Son, that would have taken good judgment. You’re a little young to have that.”

“How do I get good judgment, Dad?”

“Good judgment comes from experience, Short Round.”

“I’ve heard this one before. Experience comes from bad judgment. That means I have to make mistakes, before I know what not to do, doesn’t it?”

“It does. Don’t forget though, there are other ways.”

“How do you mean, Dad?”

“Well, if I remember right it was Admiral Rickover who said, ‘Study other people’s mistakes, you won’t live long enough to make them all yourself’.”

“I’m not sure I understand, Dad.”

“When you read books, especially history books, you need to understand what people did wrong, so you won’t make the same mistake yourself. That way, you can find new and even more annoying mistakes to make.”

“I’m not sure that’s the way it’s supposed to work, Dad.”

“I’m sure it’s not, Son. That doesn’t keep it from happening that way, most of the time.”

“What do you think I should have done, Dad?”

“Well, you knew keeping that thing around your sister was going to be a problem, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe you should have come and talked to me, or your mom, before things got out of hand. I know you’re reliable, but bringing an alien life-form into our quarters without telling us is kind of a big deal, you know?”

“I do now. Sorry, Dad.”

“I don’t really need you to be sorry, Son. I just need you to think before you do something like that again.”

“Understood.”

“Are you ready for me to read?”

“I think so.”

“Is there something special you would like to hear?”

“I like that story ‘Malf’ that you read to us a long time ago.”

“I can do that.”

I found the story on my watch, and read to Gus. He was asleep before I finished. I kissed him goodnight, and went to get ready for bed myself. I snuggled in next to Nikki, and she asked, “Is Gus feeling guilty about what happened to Becky?”

“Sure enough. I think I got him on the right track, but it wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on him for a few days, just to be sure.”

“You think she’s going to be able to use it against him?”

“I think she’s going to try. Why do you think she likes to manipulate people so much?”

Nikki replied, “The only thing I can figure is it’s something she got from my mother. She reminds me of her, sometimes.”

“I hadn’t thought about that. I guess she does come by it honest, doesn’t she?”

“I suppose. I don’t think we’re going to be able to find her a Bill Rottum to square her away, at least not for a few years.”

I said, “No, that solution isn’t going to work. I feel like we need to do something, though.”

“Yes, we do. I’ll talk to Dad, maybe he has some ideas. He managed to keep me from growing up that way.”

“Sounds like a good plan. Anything else we need to talk about?”

“Talk? Nope.”

“Oh, I see.”

Snitz was on time the next morning, even if I was on shore leave. I got ready to face the day, and we headed out. Lori was in the living room with Tom. I said, “Good morning. How are you today?”

“Embarrassed, Boss.”

“How’s that?”

“I shouldn’t have made a scene at the store yesterday.”

“Probably not, but it’s over with now. As long as you don’t have any further intentions of taking Will back to face ‘justice’, I don’t think it’s an issue.”

“No, they were able to convince me that what he did was justified, even if it wasn’t legal.”

“Glad to hear it. That’s the way I’ve always looked at it, since I met him.”

“He and Charlie are pretty fond of you, too. Able also.”

“Well, Charlie was in a tough spot, when I met him. We helped him out of it. Will was fixing to die, and we healed him up. That sort of thing tends to get a person’s attention.”

“What about Able?”

“Well, all of her kids had birth defects. John was able to fix them up in the autodoc. She’s pretty grateful for that. That reminds me, I need to make a comm call today. I’ve gotten too dependent on Jeeves. He always reminds me of things like that.”

“It couldn’t be that you have a thing or two on your mind, could it, Boss?”

“Couldn’t be that, could it?”

“Yes, it could. You better get going, Snitz is getting antsy.”

We headed out, and Snitz found several things that needed to be marked as his property. We had made it around the yard when he raised his nose, and sniffed the wind coming from the woods. Luckily, I had put my badge on when I got dressed, because I heard a familiar voice say, “We might as well go talk to him now. His dog has smelled us.”

I called, “Come on out, Mountain View. Surely there aren’t enough deer in the woods to keep you that busy.”

He and Voice of the Mountain came out of the edge of the woods. Mountain View said, “I should know to check the wind, when the mighty Snitz is around.”

“Is it time to play ‘Loser Stinks’?”

“It would not be wise to waste an opportunity, Bawb.”

“No, I don’t suppose it would. How have you been, Mountain View?”

“I am well, as are my people. This is a fine place to live. No running in the night, and plenty to eat. Our young will grow up big and strong.”

“What brings you fellas to the Key?”

Voice of the Mountain said, “The village grows lazy. They don’t think for themselves as much as they should. We found an excuse to come here for a bit, so that they wouldn’t be able to ask us what to do.”

“That sounds like a wise plan. Should I tell that I have seen you?”

“Please do not. We are supposed to be alone, thinking about the future of the village.”

“I will keep your secret.”

Mountain View said, “Thank you, friend Bawb.”

“You would do as much for me. You are both good friends.”

“We better get out of sight. Someone else might not keep our secret.”

“You can trust Snitz.”

Mountain View looked down at him. Snitz nodded. He said, “He is even smarter than before. Has he been in the box-that-heals again?”

“He has. Sometimes he forgets he carries the spirit of a wolf, in the body of a little dog.”

He bent down and petted Snitz. “Better to be too brave, than too meek, I think.”

I replied, “Yep.”

Snitz nodded again. Voice of the Mountain said, “I am happy that one of the pups of the great Snitz is waiting for me, when he is old enough to leave his mother.”

I said, “Careful. He will learn to climb trees, and you will be the loser who stinks.”

Snitz made a happy noise, and looked like he was laughing. Voice of the Mountain said, “I will remember. The pup will like to have fun, like his daddy.”

Snitz nodded. The two of them turned, and went back into the woods. Snitz looked up at me and smiled. I asked, “You think your boy is going to have a good home with Voice of the Mountain?”

He nodded. We went back in the house, and Nikki was nearly ready. Julie had some breakfast made. We sat down to eat, and the girls followed the smell. Gus asked, “Do you mind if I come with you, when you go to wake Becky up?”

Nikki said, “Of course not. I think that would be a good idea, Gus.”

He looked at me. I said, “I agree with your mother. You should be there, Short Round.”

We finished eating, and went out to get aboard the Evans. Nikki headed for the cockpit, as I expected. Milly went with her. I asked, “Why aren’t you going, Janet?”

“Mom is feeling her oats, and Milly is better with that kind of stuff.”

“I see. So, we’re going the long way?”

“At least, we’re going the scenic route.”

“I’m thinking I’d be just as well off, not seeing this particular scenery. I’m thinking your mother may want a closer look than I’d be comfortable with.”

Eve said, “She’s not the only one. It’s good to stretch my legs.”

We had been flying for a bit, when I heard Nikki shout, “Snagfart!” I knew, whatever it was, I couldn’t get to the cockpit in time to help, and if she had to maneuver, I was better off strapped in. To all of our surprise, we felt the ship settle, and Nikki came over the speaker. “Caveman, how do you do it? I was just out playing around, and I found a derelict we missed when we cleaned this place out. It’s way back in a cave. What do you want to do?”

“Let me go have a look, and see if we need more equipment than we have.”

Janet said, “I’ve got your back, Dad.”

I said, “Stay where you are, Gus. No telling what we’re about to find.”

“Okay, Dad. Do you need me to run the ramp up, after you leave?”

“That might be a good idea. We don’t want anything wandering in, while we’re out.”

Janet and I grabbed flashlights, and she got a portable scanner. She looped the strap around her neck to free up her hands. I got Nikki on the comm, and left it on speaker. We started back into the cave, not seeing the craft that was supposed to be inside. We had gone about a hundred feet when I asked, “Are you sure there’s something back here, Space Cadet?”

“You’re almost there, Caveman. It should be just around that bend in front of you.”

We kept going, until we rounded the corner and saw it. I got a feeling, but it took me a second to figure out what was bothering me. Janet got it before I did. “It’s clean, Dad. There’s no guano.”

“Can you get a transponder readout? Is this a saucer we’ve worked on before?”

“The only transponder readout I’m getting comes back to a saucer that was scrapped years ago.”

“Are you sure it was scrapped, and not just written off by the insurance?”

“I’ve got the certification here, where the scrapyard took this transponder code out of service.”

Nikki said, “Come on back out of there. We need to figure out what’s going on here, before we try to do anything with this saucer.”

We backed away from the saucer, and headed back up the tunnel. I said, “It can’t be anything too out of the ordinary, if it has a fake Commonwealth registration.”

Nikki said, “You wouldn’t think so. Any idea how long it’s been sitting there?”

“Not really, but if no one in the Commonwealth ever figured out what was making the drives make noise, this saucer is recent.”

Janet said, “Too bad, so sad. I looked up my scans. That saucer is a model that they didn’t make many of. It has a power core with different plumbing. From the looks of it, rerouting the plumbing made it quiet, without any need to apply mounting putty.”

I asked, “Do I want to know how old that heap is?”

“Well, I can tell you that the registration it is using wasn’t inactivated until fifty years ago. As far as how old the saucer is, well, it was made about three hundred and fifty years ago. That model held up well in service, and the people who had them liked them very much. The special plumbing cost too much, and the company that made them went bankrupt.”

I asked, “Is any of this making sense to you, Space Cadet?”

“Not really. I need to call Dad anyway, maybe he could shed some light on it.”

“I hope so. Right at the moment, that thing gives me the heebie-jeebies. Too much weirdness in too small a package.”

“I concur. Get aboard, and let’s go on to Will’s.”

Gus let down the ramp, and we got aboard. Once he closed it again, I felt us lift. The rest of the trip seemed to be a high-speed run to Will’s. I felt the ship settle, and Gus ran the ramp back down. We were parked where we had been the day before. I waited for Milly and Nikki before I left the ship. We all walked over to the store. Gus had to run to keep up. Nikki asked, “Who do you think ought to be there when she wakes up?”

“The both of us, for sure. Do you want to be there, Gus, or would you rather wait out here?”

“Could I go in, please?”

Nikki said, “Of course.”

We went into the store, and Able said, “She’s ready, whenever you are.”

I nodded at Will, and said, “We need to talk about something, after we get done with this.”

“I don’t have anything else to do this morning. I’ll be here.”

We went on back to the clinic. Able went to the controls, and started waking Becky. The rest of us stood, waiting. Soon enough, the lid opened, and Becky opened her eyes. She said, “I feel better now.”

Able said, “You should. The box worked on you all night.”

She looked at Gus. “I’m sorry. You told me it wasn’t for eating. I did it anyway.”

“It smelled so good. I should have known better than to leave it there.”

“Now you won’t have your pet.”

“Snitz is enough pet, I think.”

I helped her get out of the autodoc, and she said, “I’ll try and do better. That was stupid.”

Nikki said, “Like Gus said, it wasn’t all your fault. You do need to pay better attention to what people tell you, though.”

“I’ll try, Mommy.”

Nikki replied, “You think you’re in trouble, so I’m ‘Mommy’? Do you think I’m going to fall for that?”

“Probably not.”

Gus said, “I told you, Sis. If you call them ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad’, they’ll pay a lot more attention to what you say, because you sound more grown-up.”

I looked at Nikki. She looked as surprised as I felt. I asked, “You were trying to sound competent to get us to do what you wanted, just like she was trying to sound cute, for the same reason?”

“Well, Dad, that’s not the only reason. I wanted to sound more grown-up so you would take me seriously, and let me do more things.”

“Amounts to the same thing, I think. On the other hand, you haven’t used it for anything bad, that I remember, so I guess I have to give you credit for that.”

Nikki said, “I think you’re doing fine, Gus. Don’t worry about it.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Becky asked, “Are we at the store?”

Nikki replied, “Yes, we are. Do you need something?”

“I was just wondering if I could go down to the village and find somebody to play with.”

“Aren’t you hungry?”

“Not bad. I’ll eat something later.”

“Okay, but be careful. We don’t want to have to throw you back in the box.”

“Okay, Mom.”

We went back out to the main part of the store. Will asked, “What did you need to talk about, Bob?”

“Nikki found a derelict on the way over. Seems to be an oddball, but it appears to be Commonwealth make. I’m guessing we’re going to need to recover it.”

“I thought we had brought in everything that the Gene’s sensors could find.”

Nikki said, “This one is way back in a cave, down in a canyon. I don’t think the sensors could see it from orbit.”

“I wonder how many of those there are?”

I said, “No clue, Will. Nikki only found this one because she was having fun.”

Will held his belly and said, “You don’t have to talk nasty. I just ate.”

Nikki asked, “Am I that bad, Will?”

“Wet Bobcat is scared to fly against you, and I’ve seen how she flies. I don’t want to find out.”

“You say the nicest things, Will.”

“I didn’t mean it as a compliment, Ma’am.”

“That doesn’t matter, does it?”

“I guess not. What kind of saucer is it? You said it’s back in a cave? Does Bugling Elk need to tell his boys to bring their shovels?”

I said, “Nope. That was the first thing that made me hinky about it. It’s clean as a whistle.”

“How’s that? Back in a cave, and clean? Is it one the company has worked on?”

“That’s what I thought, too. Janet looked it up, and it’s some kind of an orphan, that didn’t get made in numbers, and it doesn’t have the noise problem.”

“That is odd. Any idea who’s aboard the thing?”

“As near as we can tell, whoever it is bought a dead registration from a junkyard. That was about as informative as you would expect it to be.”

“Sounds like someone skating around the law, sure enough. It might be someone we can get along with, and it might not.”

“That was about as far as I got. It’s been there a good while, and it doesn’t seem to have any issues that need to be taken care of any too soon. I don’t think it’s going to hurt anything for it to sit there another day or two while we figure out what the deal is, do you?”

“I can’t see how it would.”

Nikki and I went out to the picnic table. Gus asked if he could go find Little Elk, and I told him he could. Janet said, “Unless you need us for something, we were going to borrow the side-by-side again, and run down to Jim’s place. Hannah needs some help getting things ready for the baby.”

Nikki said, “Go ahead. We know where to find you, if we need you.”

I said, “Could you send me what you found on that saucer before you head out, please, Janet?”

“Of course, Dad. Do you want it too, Mom?”

“That’s probably a good idea. Thanks.”

Once they were gone, we got on our comms. Nikki called Max, and I called Dingus. He answered, “Commodore Sloan. What can I do for you today, Admiral? Are you already through with shore leave?”

“I’m not ready to take the fleet back, Dingus. I called to find out what you could tell me about a saucer we stumbled onto.”

“I thought you knew pretty much all there is to know about Commonwealth saucers, Bob.”

“I did too. The one we found was a short production run. From what we’ve found so far, it was too expensive to produce to be competitive in the market. I’ll send you what Janet was able to find.”

“It’s coming in now. Oh, I remember these. They had a big ad campaign, lots of hype, but the advantages they touted didn’t amount to much in the real world. I almost remember something about them, what was it? Oh, that’s right. This will be right up your alley, Bob.”

“You mean that they don’t get covered in guano, when you park one in a cave?”

“That’s what the scouts who bought them when the price fell said. We all thought it was bunk, but maybe there was something to it.”

“I’m here to testify, Dingus. I went in the cave and looked at the one we found. Clean as a whistle. It was odd enough I decided to learn some more about it, before we tried to recover it.”

“As many saucers covered in guano as we’ve brought in, I can see how a clean one would make you think twice. Any idea who was aboard?”

“Not a clue. The registration is fake. Not even the same model of saucer.”

“I’d be interested to know who it is. Might even be someone I knew from back in the day.”

“I doubt it. The registration is only fifty years old.”

“Still, let me know what you find out.”

“We will. Thanks, Dingus.”

“No problem. Fly safe, Bob.”

“You too, Dingus.” I put the comm away.

Nikki turned to me, and said, “Dad didn’t know much. How about Grandpa?”

“He was at least a little familiar with the model of saucer, but beyond that, he didn’t know much either. I guess it’s time to dig into the records of lost saucers again. If they had a fake registration, I’d bet there’s a good chance that the destination they put in the records isn’t right, either.”

“You think they would have said they were headed somewhere else?”

“I think it’s worth checking into.”

“That’s a lot of records. I think I’ll ask Ryder to look into it for us, if you don’t mind.”

“That sounds like a plan. I haven’t been giving her enough to do, lately.”

“I’ll see what she can do with what we have.”

She got out her comm, and called Ryder. It wasn’t long before she put it away again, and said, “She’s on it. I don’t know what she will be able to find, though.”

“I don’t, either. I just thought of something. I need to call Frank.”

“You better get it done, before you forget. What are you going to sic him on, this time?”

“Shaved Ape Key, probably.”

“Huh?”

“Able is missing Sit. There’s no reason for the Funny Papers to be based on Earth, is there?”

“Not that I know of.”

I got my comm back out, and called Frank. He answered, “Hey, Boss. What can we do for you today?”

“I have a simple question.”

“Sure you do. Your simple questions take a week’s worth of calculus to figure out. I do have a personnel issue to discuss with you, though. Could we do that first, so that I don’t get sidetracked, and forget?”

“I’m beginning to think that we’re both worried about the same thing. Sit is missing her mother?”

“She sure is.”

“That’s funny, her mother is missing her, too. Is there any reason we couldn’t move you to Charlie’s, so that they could be together?”

“I can’t think of a one, Boss. All the people we need to ask questions, we already do business over the phone. With the comm relay, they’ll never tell the difference.”

“Sounds good. Can Wilma organize a move, or do I need to ask Dingus to get things in motion?”

“Wilma can take care of things. She was already looking into sending Sit home for a visit, since we haven’t had much to work on lately.”

“Gee, Frank, I’m so sorry I’ve been laying down on the job. I’ll run right out and find you some ancient civilization to learn physics from.”

“Thanks for the offer, Boss, but I don’t think there’s much more to find, unless it’s something that tears up everything we already know.”

“Why are you waiting for me to find something to do that? Can’t you go through it, and test the assumptions yourself, without needing an external stimulus?”

“I suppose we could, at that. Do you think we’ll find much?”

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t have you looking, would I?”

“I guess not, Boss. That was silly, wasn’t it?”

“A little. If you hurry, you might get here before we have to head out.”

“It would be nice to see you in person again, Boss.”

“You too, Frank. Fly safe.”

“You fly safe too, Boss.”

I put the comm away again. I looked at Nikki. She said, “The kids will be fine. There’s really no need to put it off any longer, Caveman. We need to go see what she has to say.”

I looked out over the field, and didn’t see the saucer Mellanne had come in on. I said, “Just a second, let me check on her saucer, and then we can run to the Gene.”

“I’ll be on the Evans.”

“I’ll try not to be too long.”

I went into the store, and Will asked, “Need something, Bob?”

“Just wondered what happened to that saucer we brought in.”

“Scotti called and wanted to take it off my hands. She seemed to think you would want her department to go through the computers on board, and see if they could find a reason for that lady to be here.”

“That sounds about right. I should have known she would be a step ahead. Thanks. Oh, Nikki and I are running up to the Gene for a bit. If anything comes up with the kids, please let us know. Becky went to the village to find someone to play with, and Gus took off with Little Elk. The older two went to Jim’s, to help Hannah.”

“Knowing your bunch, I doubt they’ll get into much trouble, Bob. I’ll be sure and let you know, if anything comes up.”

“Thanks again. I’d better get going, Nikki is waiting on me.”

“See you later, Bob.”

“Later, Will.”

I ran to the ship, and closed the ramp on my way through. By the time I got strapped into the copilot seat, we were already airborne, and headed for orbit. Nikki said, “I got our flight plan pre-approved, so we don’t have to worry about Wet Bobcat fussing about what we’re doing in her airspace.”

I looked out the front of the ship, and saw nothing but black. “It doesn’t look like we were in her airspace long enough to matter, anyway.”

“She likes to know what’s going on, all the same.”

“Good policy, I would think.”

“I suppose. I miss the days when this place was wild, and we could fly to suit ourselves.”

“Veronica and Sally are just before clearing a new planet for us to settle on. I’m sure you will be able to fly there however you like.”

“At least until you get it populated, and they decide they need laws and stuff.”

“There’ll always be new ones, Space Cadet.”

“You think so?”

“I hope so. We’ll both get bored, if there ain’t.”

“That’s for sure.” She got clearance from the Gene, and eased us into the landing bay. Scotti met us when we exited the ship. She said, “I have everything we were able to get out of the computers on that saucer. It isn’t much, but you might want to go through it, before you talk to that lady in the brig.”

I replied, “Thanks, Scotti. I’m hoping it will give us some idea of why she’s out this way. She seemed pretty determined, but we couldn’t get her agitated enough to tell us why.”

“Like I said, Boss, this is everything we could find. The saucer is ready to head back into the black, when she’s ready to leave.”

“That was quick.”

“Wet Bobcat and Morning Flower teach their pilots how to disable a saucer, without causing too much damage.”

“Good to know.”

We headed to the brig. Nikki was looking over what Scotti had gotten from the saucer, as we walked. When we arrived, Paddy asked, “Will you be needing our guest, Boss?”

“Not for a bit, Paddy. We have some studying to do first.”

“That’s fine, Boss. Those nighty-nights sure make our job easier.”

“Good to hear.”

We went into one of the interview rooms, and went over the take from the saucer. The only things that looked out of place were several news articles about a scout who went missing several years previous. Nikki said, “This fellow has the same last name as Mellanne. I wonder if they’re related?”

“That would explain why she’s so hot to get out here and look for him.”

“Do you think Lyla could shed any light?”

“She probably could, if she didn’t jump into her saucer and head this way after she talked to me yesterday.”

“I’ll see if I can get ahold of her.” She pulled out her comm, and dialed. She got an answer, and put it on speaker.

Nikki said, “Hi, Lyla. Bob is on with me. We were wondering about your editor who came out this way. Is there anything else you could tell us?”

“Well, Nikki, I did think of one thing, after I talked to Bob, but I’m not sure if it will be important.”

I said, “Lay it on us. Anything is better than nothing, and that’s what we have right now.”

“Well, the first time she heard about Charlie’s, she said something to the effect of, ‘Oh, that must be where he went. It matches his log entries.’ I tried to find out what she was talking about, but she wouldn’t tell me any more, and that was when she started trying to get the coordinates out of me.”

Nikki asked, “You never did find out who it was she was talking about?”

“I didn’t say that. I just couldn’t get her to tell me any more. I looked into her family history, and found an uncle who was a scout, and got lost a few years ago. I think that must be who she’s looking for out there.”

“A few years ago, you say? Exactly how long?”

Lyla gave her a date, and she said, “That matches. That was when she left the Academy. She must have tried to find him back then.”

Lyla said, “You’ve lost me, Nikki. What are you talking about?”

“Mellanne went to the Academy with me. She was the only pilot who could give me any competition, until she left, and no one knew why.”

“I see. You think her uncle got lost, and she left the Academy to look for him?”

“That’s what fits the facts we have so far. I think we’re down to waking her up, and seeing what she has to say.”

“Wouldn’t you have already found her uncle, if he was marooned there?”

I said, “You would think that, wouldn’t you? We managed to find a saucer that didn’t show up on the survey we did before. We don’t have any way of knowing how many more we missed.”

“Sounds like your shore leave just got busy. I don’t have anything else to tell you about Mellanne. She just answered an ad I placed for an editor, after my first story about Charlie’s was published.”

“Thanks for the help, Lyla. Hope to see you soon.”

“That sounds like fun. I’m not getting much done here, anyway.”

“Fly safe, Lyla.”

“You two do the same.”

The comm call dropped, and I looked at Nikki. She asked, “Should we check back in with Dad and Grandpa, now that we have a name?”

“Might be the thing to do. Do you mind if we set it up as a conference call, instead of calling them separately?”

“That sounds like the thing to do. Maybe they can bounce ideas off one another.”

She set the call up, and Dingus answered, “Learn something, Bob?”

“We’re not sure yet, Dingus. You’re on with Max, by the way. We want to pick your brains, and see what you know about a scout who got marooned.”

Max said, “I’m game, Bob, but I don’t know how much help I will be. I didn’t keep up with things very well, after I left active duty.”

“Understood. He got lost since your dad, so Dingus probably won’t be able to tell us much.”

Nikki told them the fellow’s name. Dingus said, “I remember him. Pretty good scout, but he had his own ways of doing things. Had a reputation as an oddball. There’s something I can’t quite remember about him that seems like it should be important.”

Max asked, “What do you remember, Dad?”

“It was something he always made a big fuss about. He thought he had the answer, and nobody would listen to him.”

Max asked, “Equipment, or technique, Dad?”

“Equipment. He was always really picky with his equipment. It wasn’t a weapon, or a scanner...now I remember! He was the one always bragging on that model of saucer we were talking about, Bob.”

I said, “Hallelujah! I was afraid we were going to have to go looking for another saucer that we had missed.”

Dingus asked, “What do you mean, Bob?”

“His niece showed up out here, apparently looking for him. If we’ve got him located, we can calm her down.”

“If you’re going to try and recover his saucer, you’ll need the override code. The scouts used to use a special one, so that they could help one another, if they found one of their fellow scouts marooned. I’ll send it to you, Granddaughter.”

Nikki replied, “Thanks, Grandpa.”

Max said, “Now that you mention it, I do kind of remember this fellow going missing. Didn’t that happen while you were at the Academy, Nikki?”

“It sure did, Dad. You remember me talking about Mellanne, don’t you?”

“I think you mean cussing her, if I remember.”

“That too. He’s her uncle. We think that’s why she left the Academy.”

“Isn’t it strange how much of our history comes back around.”

“Isn’t it though. I think we have enough to wake her up and talk to her. Thanks.”

Dingus and Max both said, “You’re welcome.”

The line went dead. She put her comm away, and I went to the door. Ian was standing outside. He asked, “Are you ready for the prisoner, Boss?”

“We are. Do me a favor, and leave her nighty-night on, until you get her settled, if you would, please.”

“That sounds like a plan, Boss. I don’t want to hear her any more than you do.”

He went to the cells, and carried her back. Once he had her in the chair, with the handcuffs on, he pulled her nighty-night. Then he stepped out of the way. Nikki said, “Hello, Mellanne. I wish I could say it’s nice to see you after all this time, but you seem determined to cause trouble.”

“I’m not here to cause trouble, I’m here to find my uncle!”

Nikki continued, “Yes, we know. Your uncle who went missing, and caused you to quit the Academy to go looking for him.”

“Your bunch has found so many people here, but you don’t know where to look for my uncle.”

I said, “Deep in a cave, because he flew one of the few Commonwealth saucers that don’t aggravate the bats, and get covered in guano. Based on what we know so far, we think we stumbled on his saucer, after we talked to you. We haven’t brought it in yet, so we can’t be sure.”

“Is he alright?”

Nikki worked with her watch for a moment. “My daughter’s scan of the saucer shows one human in an autodoc that is still functional. Whether that is your uncle or not, we won’t know until we wake them up.”

“What are you waiting for? Let’s go get him!”

I replied, “If it’s him, he’s safe where he is, and we want to know what to expect when we wake him. What can you tell us about that?”

“He came out here to survey this planet, so that he could file a colony claim on it. He said it was a beautiful place, just waiting for people.”

“He failed to mention that there was already a sentient species living here?”

“He said something about large apes, but that was all.”

Nikki said, “Two of those ‘large apes’ brought your saucer down. What do you think now?”

“You’re kidding, right? He said they didn’t have anything approaching civilization.”

I said, “They didn’t, but we’ve helped them out a bit. It’s tough getting much done in the way of metalworking, when you’re covered in fur that would just as soon go up in smoke. Once they have the tech, they don’t have any trouble using it, and using it well.”

“You two aren’t joking, are you? My uncle was trying to steal a planet from its rightful owners, wasn’t he?”

I replied, “So it would seem. Whether he was aware of what he was doing, or not, remains to be seen.”

Mellanne asked, “Can we go wake him now, and find out?”

Nikki said, “Well, Bob and I can, at least. You’ve drawn a weapon on the Admiral. I don’t think any of the crew will approve of you going on any field trips, until we get that straightened out.”

She looked at me. “You’re an Admiral? You’re not even in uniform!”

“We’re trying to take some shore leave, at the moment. You’re doing your best to keep that from happening.”

“Me?”

“If it wasn’t for you, and your lost uncle, we would be enjoying a relaxing day on the planet, with our friends. As it is, it looks like we’re going to be working most of the day. The best we can hope for is an easy extraction, getting your uncle’s saucer out of that cave, and putting you two in neighboring cells, so that you can catch up without us having to be present.”

“You don’t care about him and his claim?”

“That would be a Commonwealth document, if he was able to obtain it. We don’t operate under Commonwealth law, and we have a fairly large fleet to argue with him, if he pushes the issue. I don’t see any reason he, or his puny claim, should cause me a minute’s worry.”

Her face fell. Nikki said, “I’m sure you’ll be glad to finally find your uncle and be reunited with him. I’m sorry that you threw away your career for something that didn’t pan out, but there’s nothing to be done about that now. We are starting an Academy, if you would be interested in a new start, but if I remember correctly, you were too interested in rules to do very well there.”

“Isn’t that what an Academy is for? To teach students to follow the rules?”

“How did I manage to beat you on our flying exams?”

“You did maneuvers that the manual said shouldn’t be attempted. You didn’t beat me, you cheated!”

I said, “Those maneuvers have saved a lot of lives, out here in the real world. Worrying about the rules would have gotten those people killed. I don’t think much of your rules.”

She started on another tirade, and I nodded to Ian. He put the nighty-night back on, and asked, “Would you like her back in the cell, Boss?”

“Please, Ian.”

“No problem, Boss. After I’ve heard her, I’ll be happy to put her where she can be nice and quiet.”

Nikki said, “Hopefully, we can get her calmed down soon, Ian. I don’t think that’s going to happen today, though.”

“I doubt it, Ma’am.”

He took her back to her cell, and we headed back to the Evans. Angus met us on the way out of the brig. He asked, “You didn’t bring His Barkiness, for me to have a game with?”

“No, we did not. My apologies, Angus.”

“No problem, Boss. There’ll be plenty of time, once we’re in the black again.”

Nikki replied, “Unless we find some poor kid who needs a cuddle.”

“That could be, I suppose.”

I said, “Thanks for taking good care of that lady for us, Angus. We’re hoping to have her off your hands soon.”

“So long as we keep the badge on her, she’s no trouble at all. Were we to pull it, I think that would change.”

Nikki said, “Yes it would. She has her own ideas of how things should run. I doubt you and the Micks would fit into that very well.”

“One of those, huh? That’s too bad.”

I asked, “One of which, Angus?”

“Prejudiced against bots. I thought that was what Mrs. Wilson meant.”

I replied, “I’m not sure, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that was one of her nasty habits, Angus.”

“Best we don’t find out, then.”

“That it is. Call us if she causes any trouble.”

“Will do, Boss.”

We headed back to the Evans. A squad of Marines was waiting for us. I asked their leader, “What’s up, Sergeant?”

“Well, Boss, the Skipper thought you might need some muscle to help you get that saucer out of the cave, and he sent us.”

“Get aboard, then. Let’s go get this done.”

“You heard the man. Get your tin butts aboard. We don’t have all day!”

They loaded up, and we headed back to the cave with the saucer in it. I was sitting in the copilot’s seat, watching Nikki work. She said, “There’s no way I can get lined up on the cave mouth. This canyon is too narrow.”

“Park down the canyon a little ways, and we can rig something to drag it out of there. I think we have enough cable on the winch to reach.”

She started to settle the ship, and asked, “Does this look about right?”

“That should do fine.” As soon as the ship was down, I unstrapped and went back to the cargo bay. I said, “One of you boys run down the ramp, and we’ll get started. The rest of you come over here and help carry.” I pointed to the Sergeant. “Do you know how to run this crane?”

“I do, Boss.”

“Run it out all the way, and start paying out cable. We’re going to need most of it, I think. I handed a couple of rescue eyes to one Marine, and another one got the block so that the cable could turn the corner into the cave. I gave another one a grav pallet, and the next one got a handful of cargo straps. I grabbed the mounting putty and a can of solvent, and we headed out. I found a spot I liked on the canyon wall to mount the pulley, and mounted one of the rescue eyes. Then we hooked the block up to it, and ran the cable through. I had one of the Marines bring the end of the cable, and we headed down the tunnel, back to where the saucer was grounded. My comm rang, and I put it on speaker, so that I could have my hands free. Nikki said, “That override code worked, Caveman. I have complete access to the saucer.”

“Make sure he didn’t set the autodoc to wake him when someone overrode the saucer, and then get a download of the log. I don’t want to use any saucer power, until we figure out why he grounded it.”

“I already checked the autodoc, and he should stay asleep. I’ll get the log now.”

“Thanks.”

We made it to the saucer, and the Marines scattered out around it, to lift it so that I could shove the grav pallet underneath. I centered it up, and that’s when we hit our first snag. The saucer had a non-standard docking clamp, and wouldn’t engage with the pallet. I wound up coating the pallet in mounting foam, and letting the Marines set the saucer down into it. The bond wouldn’t be as strong as a real clamp, but it should give us a good chance to get the saucer back to the Gene. When that was done, I handed the putty to the Marine who had the rescue eye. He used his thrusters to get on top of the saucer, and stuck down the eye. When that was done, he hooked one end of a strap to the eye, and I hooked the other to the pallet. I was able to hook the cable from the ship into the middle of the strap, like Dingus had taught me. I said, “Okay, fellas. You’re going to have a tough time guiding this thing, until we get out into the straight part of the tunnel. Once we get there, it shouldn’t be too bad.”

The one in charge said, “We’ve got it, Boss. I’m in contact with the Sergeant, do you want him to start reeling in the cable?”

“Yes, but have him go slow. I don’t like the way we had to mount the saucer on the pallet. I don’t want to stress it too much.”

“Understood. The pilot is stable in the autodoc, we’re in no rush.”

The cable rubbed against the wall of the cave, until the saucer was around the corner. With the Marines helping push, it wasn’t under much strain, so it didn’t get damaged. All the same, I figured Scotti would have the cable gone over, before we flew the Evans again. The Marines slow walked the saucer all the way to the cave mouth, and then asked, “What now, Boss?”

“Line it up behind the ship, and we’ll rig the cable to pull it in close enough for the crane.”

They did that, and I had the Sergeant give me enough slack to take the cable out of the pulley. Then he took it up, as the Marines turned the saucer so that the strap faced the ship. As it got closer, it began trying to tip over backwards, since the cable was pulling up on the strap. The Sergeant let off, and ran the crane in far enough to get a good angle again. Then he was able to pull the saucer far enough forward to pick it up. We unhooked the cable from the strap, and the strap from the saucer and pallet. Then one of the Marines went up to hook the cable to the rescue eye on top of the saucer. Once he was clear, the Sergeant lifted the saucer, and took it aboard the Evans. I went to get the pulley and rescue eye off the canyon wall. One of the Marines went with me to carry them back to the ship. Once I had cleaned up our mess, we headed back to the ship. I’m not sure why, but I was surprised to see that the Sergeant had taken the initiative to throw a cargo net over the saucer, and secure it for maneuvering. He said, “Sorry, Boss. You’ll have to go around to the personnel door, to get to the cockpit.”

I replied, “A small price to pay, for a job well done.”

I went around, and got aboard. By the time I got strapped into the copilot’s seat, Nikki was ready to lift. I said, “Easy this trip. We don’t have the saucer as well secured as I would like.”

“The Sergeant already mentioned that. What’s the problem, anyway?”

“That saucer has a non-standard docking clamp. I wound up sticking it to the pallet with mounting putty.”

“That does sound iffy. I’ll try to go easy.”

“Thanks.”

She eased us up, and the trip back to the Gene took three or four times as long as the trip down had taken. Scotti had bots out to tell Nikki where she wanted the saucer we had brought in. Once we were down, I went out to see what Scotti had to say. Nikki shut down the ship, and went with me. Scotti was waiting when we got there. She said, “No, Boss, I’m not sure yet why he hid and shut his saucer down. Everything seems to be in working order. The only thing I see so far that I want to work on is changing out that docking clamp for a standard unit.”

“Thanks, Scotti. Keep me updated, if you find anything out.”

“Will do, Boss. As soon as we get that pallet off that you had to glue on, we’ll be able to set the saucer on the deck, and I’ll have Dixie send someone up to wake the pilot up for you.”

“Oh boy, that sounds like fun.”

“If we wanted you to do the easy stuff, Boss, we wouldn’t make you sit in the big chair.”

“There is that. Is there a requirement that I like it, though?”

“Not that I know of, Boss.”

We hung around while the Marines and Scotti’s people got the saucer sitting on the deck. Scotti said, “You really didn’t want that thing wandering around the cargo bay, did you, Boss?”

“No, I did not. Eve is my friend, I wouldn’t want to see her hull get banged up like that. Besides, even the Space Cadet might have trouble getting us steady with that much weight loose in the bay.”

Nikki replied, “Might? You have too much faith in me, Caveman.”

Scotti said, “I’ve watched records of your flying, Ma’am. I don’t think he has too much faith in you.”

Nikki looked embarrassed, and said, “Thanks, Scotti. That means a lot, coming from you.”

Scotti replied, “Mind you, that doesn’t mean anyone but Ace is going to be flying him, anywhere there’s a chance of hostilities.”

Nikki replied, “Understood.”

Dixie showed up. She said, “Well, Boss, if it weren’t for you and your family, I think I could take some time off. You’re keeping me busy.”

“I thought you liked it that way, Dixie.”

“You weren’t supposed to say that part out loud, Boss.”

“Oops!”

“Shall we go wake this fellow, and see what his deal is?”

Nikki said, “Yes, let’s.”

We went aboard, and Dixie looked over the readouts of the autodoc. She said, “Hmm...we need to fix that, before we wake him up. No need in making the Boss work any harder than he has to.”

Nikki asked, “What did you find, Dixie?”

“Oh, he’s got all the nutritional deficiencies from eating the old style ration bars. I might as well balance his brain chemicals out, and make him easier to deal with, before you try to get any information out of him, don’t you think?”

I said, “That sounds like a good idea. How long will that take, do you think?”

“Go hit the galley and come back. He should be ready to rock by then.”

Nikki said, “That sounds like a good idea. We’ll be back.”

We headed out of the saucer, and I asked, “Do you think the twins can find something to eat?”

“Will and Able will feed them, if nothing else. I don’t think we need to worry about it. Everyone down there will take care of those kids, just because they’re related to you.”

“You’re right about that. I worry too much.”

We caught a transit to the galley, and Stella brought us out some lunch. She said, “I thought you were on leave, Boss.”

“That’s funny, I did too. Our shepherd seems to have had other plans.”

“Funny how that happens, Boss.”

“It sure is.”

We ate, and headed back to the landing bay. By the time we got back aboard the saucer, Dixie said, “There you are. I just got his levels balanced out. He should be able to answer your questions. Whether he wants to or not is above my pay grade.”

I replied, “You’re a lot of help. Don’t you have some magic truth serum, or something.”

“You’ve been watching too many cheesy movies, Boss.”

“That’s possible? I never thought so.”

Nikki said, “Ha, ha. This is an old-style Commonwealth autodoc, Caveman. You better find the man a uniform, unless you want to have a better view than you usually do.”

“I’ll skip the free show, thanks all the same.” I looked through some lockers, and found him a set of clothes. Dixie looked at them, and said, “These should do. The sizes appear to be correct.”

I asked, “Anything else we need, before we go ahead and wake him up?”

Dixie said, “I don’t know of anything, Boss.”

Nikki said, “Me either.”

“Let’s do it, then.”

Dixie hit the button to start the wakeup sequence, and said, “I’ll be outside, if you need anything, Boss. If he’s Commonwealth, he won’t want to see a medbot waking him up.”

“You’re probably right about that, Dixie. I’m sorry to say.”

“Don’t worry about it, Boss.” She left. The lid opened on the autodoc. The patient was confused, and slow to wake up. “Where am I? Who are you?”

I replied, “Don’t worry about that right now. First order of business is for you to put your toys away, so that we can talk without the distractions.”

“Huh?”

I handed him his clothes. “Oh, I see what you mean. Thanks.” He got dressed, and said, “Now, back to the questions at hand. Where am I? And who are you?”

I said, “I’m Bob Wilson, and this is my wife Nikki. You are aboard your saucer, which happens to be aboard the BS Gene Cernan, which is orbiting the planet you marooned yourself on a few years ago.”

“A few years?”

Nikki counted on her fingers, and said, “Twelve, if I counted correctly.”

“I didn’t expect to be found that quickly. Are you claiming this world for colonization?”

I replied, “How would we do that, when it has a native population? That’s not acceptable even in the Commonwealth, is it?”

“You mean those apes?”

“Those apes are better company than you’ve proven yourself to be, so far. I have many good friends among the natives. You, so far, are just an annoyance.”

“Wait a minute! I have a prior claim to this planet. You can’t take it over without paying me first.”

Nikki said, “I see your game, now. You found this place, and thought it would make a good colony, but you couldn’t arrange enough financing to make a go of it. You thought you would go to sleep with your prior claim, and not get woken up until there was a going colony, so that you could extort them for the rights to the planet. Not a bad plan, but it is still null and void, because of the native population.”

“Those apes aren’t sentient. That’s why they get used for slaves in the Commonwealth.”

I replied, “He is behind the times, isn’t he?”

Nikki said, “He sure is. Bob here put the people who were selling these girls into slavery out of business. The Commonwealth recognizes these folks as sentient, these days. Want to try again?”

He looked deflated. “You mean my claim isn’t any good?”

Nikki said, “That’s exactly what we mean. You wasted your time out here waiting for a windfall that’s never going to happen.”

“I have a niece in the Guide. She can sort this out.”

Nikki said, “You had a niece in the Guide. She quit the Academy, and abandoned a promising career, to come and look for your sorry ass.”

“Mellanne is the one who found me?”

Nikki replied, “That’s not what I said. I said she came to look for you, but until recently, she had no idea where to look. We just happened to find your saucer by accident. She had nothing to do with it.”

“Why isn’t she here?”

I said, “She’s having a little nap. We got tired of listening to her.”

“You brute! What have you done to her?”

Nikki said, “Calm down. All he did is apply a sleeping badge. She hasn’t been done any harm.”

“You did that, just because she annoyed you?”

“I did. I thought maybe you could talk some sense into her, once you were awake. I can see now that was a vain hope. You’re as bad as she is. Get it through your head, you’re not in Commonwealth territory, Commonwealth law does not apply here, and all your bluster isn’t going to help your cause a bit. So far as law goes, on this ship, I am the law. On the planet below, some of my good friends run things. Either way, you’re not going to talk your way into the fortune you seem to think is due you.”

Nikki said, “You need to calm down, so that we can work out what you need to do next. If you can calm down, we’ll wake up Mellanne, and you two can talk over your future plans. I’m hoping that they will be back in the Commonwealth, because I don’t want to have to deal with you.”

I said, “All this isn’t getting us anywhere, Hon. Why don’t we take him down to the brig, and they can talk it over between cells. Maybe Mellanne can talk some sense into this one. I don’t think we’re going to have any luck.”

“I think you’re right.”

He said, “Hey, wait a minute! You’re going to throw me in the brig? What for? What did I do?”

“Trespassing on the homeworld of a sentient species without their consent, for starters. Causing a false accident report to be filed, if you’re looking for Commonwealth charges.”

“What if I don’t want to go to your brig?”

I looked at him, and smiled. “Then the fun starts. Where would you like your bruises?”

I think he must have figured out that I wasn’t joking, because he shut up at that point. We took him to the brig, and went with him to his cell. Paddy asked, “Are you sure you want me to take the badge off the other one, Boss? It’s been so quiet around here.”

“Sorry, Paddy, but I think it’s the only way to get these two to settle down.”

“No worries, Boss. My audio sensors have an off switch.”

Our new friend said, “That bot doesn’t have a limiter! That’s illegal!”

I turned to him, and said, “How many times do I have to tell you, we are not under Commonwealth law here. I went to a lot of trouble to get my home planet out of being a protectorate, so we wouldn’t have to worry about that law, and a bunch of others. Treat Paddy with respect, and he will do the same for you. Keep up your Commonwealth attitude, and I may have to look the other way while you fall down some stairs.”

He looked at Nikki. “What does he mean, ‘fall down some stairs’?”

“He means, if you don’t treat the jailers well, he may just have to look the other way while they apply a little corporal punishment.”

“He would let them beat me?”

“It would probably be all he could do to refrain from helping, to tell you the truth. He doesn’t like people with your attitude.”

Paddy removed Mellanne’s badge, and left the cell before she was awake enough to try and get free. He locked the door behind himself, and said, “Boss, I think it’s about to get noisy in here. You might enjoy it more over the video, where you can turn down the sound.”

“That’s a fine idea, Paddy. Lead the way.”

We went to Angus’s office, and he said, “Good to see you, Boss. You had to go and let them talk, didn’t you?”

“We’re not going to learn much if we don’t, are we?”

“You’re right about that. It’s just that Gene will be expecting us to help with that book of cuss words he’s compiling, now.”

Gene said, “You know I can monitor them myself, Angus. Besides, neither one of them is very creative.”

Nikki asked, “You mean we’re not even getting new words for your dictionary, Gene?”

“No, Ma’am. I’ve heard you and Rimmi do better, when you’re trying to crack a system.”

“That doesn’t sound right at all, Gene. One of the things I remember about Mellanne is her ability to deliver a cussing that you wouldn’t forget. Let me make a call or two, I think there’s more going on here than we’ve figured out yet.”

Angus pointed to a side door. “There’s an empty office, if you’d like to use it, Ma’am.”

“Thank you, Angus. C’mon, Caveman. You’ll want to hear what they have to say.”

“Right behind you.”

Once we were in the office, Nikki got out her comm. She asked, “Do you think it would help to have Lyla in on this?”

“Can you add her later, if you need her? I’m thinking you’ll get more done, if you don’t have to bring her up to speed on what happened at the Academy. Besides, there are probably things that you still don’t want to talk about in public, if I know you.”

“I suppose there are, now that you mention it. I’ll call Rimmi and Bucky, and see if they can think of anyone else who would be worth bringing into the discussion.”

“I can think of one, but I doubt the prison would let you talk to him, and I’m not sure how cooperative he would be, even if they did.”

“Billy, you mean?”

“Yep.”

“He didn’t know Mellanne that well. He was a year ahead of the rest of us.”

“You would know better that I would.”

“It was a good observation, I just don’t think it will help in this case.”

“Understood.” She got connected, and Bucky asked, “What do you need, Benni-Boo?”

“Funny you should say it that way. Our problem has to do with the Academy days. Do you remember Mellanne?”

Rimmi said, “Do I ever. She was the one who always had to raise a fuss when someone did better on something than she did. The day she left was one of the happier days of my life.”

Nikki said, “I didn’t realize she gave you trouble, too. I thought she was just mad because I beat her on some of the piloting exams.”

“Oh, no. She thought she was so smart, breaking into everyone’s systems, so that she could copy the best homework. She never made it into mine, and that made her furious. She had some evidence on me, so that I couldn’t go public with what I knew.”

Bucky asked, “She found out about you getting access to the school’s system?”

“She did. I never did figure out how she did it, though.”

Nikki said, “Well, whatever she may have done in the past, we have her and her uncle in the brig on the Gene.”

Bucky said, “I thought you and your family were on shore leave.”

“We did too. Our shepherd thought we needed a lesson, instead.”

“Sounds wonderful. Not.”

“Tell me about it. First, she came in on fire, after trying to make it through the Squatch Patrol, and then we found her uncle by accident. So far, all we’ve really found out is that he was trying to use a claim he had made on Charlie’s to extort some future colony. When he left to come out here and wait for that colony to happen, he didn’t tell anyone what he was doing, and Mellanne left the Academy to look for him, thinking he was marooned and needed help. Neither one of them seem inclined to talk, at least not yet. We put them in adjoining cells, in hopes they would say something to each other that would be helpful.”

Rimmi asked, “Do you really think they will be dumb enough to fall for that one?”

Nikki replied, “I don’t know, but neither of them seem to take BSR seriously. We might get lucky.”

Bucky said, “You might be right. Mellanne never impressed me with her ability to think a situation through, before she acted.”

Nikki said, “Now that you mention it, I had the same opinion. I haven’t thought about any of this for so long, it’s hard for me to remember things from back then.”

Rimmi said, “Me too. Why are your memories so fresh, Bucky?”

“I’ve been helping Zoom with the Academy she’s starting. It’s made me think of things from back then, I guess.”

Nikki said, “Makes sense. Anyway, let’s get down to the reason I called. Mellanne and her uncle are in adjoining cells. They seem to be aggravated with one another, but Mellanne isn’t cussing with the skill I remember. She’s being repetitive, and boring. I feel like that should mean something to me, but I can’t remember what.”

Rimmi said, “Well, from what I remember, it always seemed like when she didn’t use all her skill, we found out later that she was making a show with somebody to put something over on the rest of us. She only cussed up to her ability when she was really mad.”

Nikki asked, “You mean you think she and her uncle are up to something, and they are going to try and run a scam on us?”

“I mean I think that would be the way to bet. I don’t have any way to know for sure. Mellanne may have changed, since the Academy. I wouldn’t have any way to know. I do know the three of us aren’t the same people we were back then.”

Bucky said, “That’s true enough. Do you think she might have forgotten how to cuss, though?”

Nikki said, “That sounds strange, but weirder things have happened. She might just not make the effort to do a good job anymore.”

Rimmi asked, “Is that all you needed, Nikki? I have some things I need to get back to.”

“I think that’s all we’re going to get settled right now. Would it be okay if I called you again, if something more comes up?”

“Of course. Sannum out.”

Bucky said, “I don’t have anything else useful. Nice talking to you, Nikki.”

“Nice talking to you, as well. Wilson out.”

“Mason out.”

Nikki put her comm away, and asked, “We didn’t learn much, did we?”

“At least you got confirmation that it wasn’t your imagination. That’s worth something. Rimmi sounded pretty sure that Mellanne was up to something.”

“Do you think the video in those cells is good enough to cold read the two of them, and see what they’re lying about?”

“I don’t know, but it’s worth a try.”

Gene asked, “Do you want it in here, or out in Angus’s office?”

I said, “Go ahead and give it to us in here. No need to get in Angus’s way, while we look at it.”

“On it, Boss. Do you want sound, or would you like to find the places where they are trying to deceive, and just listen to those?”

Nikki said, “I think the second option would be best, Gene. Neither one of us needs to listen to her crap if we don’t have to. We’ve heard it all before.”

I replied, “I find it hard to believe she was able to work with Lyla, without Lyla figuring out her bias.”

Nikki said, “I do too. I wonder why Lyla kept working with her?”

“We’ll have to ask, the next time we talk with her.”

We watched the video, at about twice normal speed, just to get through it. When we found a sign of deception, we would back up, play it at normal speed, and have Gene turn on the sound. I’m sure we missed a few things doing it that way, but I intended to give the video to some of the crew to go over anyway. More eyes would find more things, and I got the feeling we needed a good idea of what these two were up to. What we found mostly amounted to whenever they talked about BSR, they tried to act like they had some respect for the organization, but they obviously didn’t. I didn’t think we were learning much. Nikki looked at me, and said, “This is a waste of time. We’re going to have to break one of them, before we learn much.”

I thought a moment, and said, “Mellanne has a high-end implant for stunner resistance. Do you really think she doesn’t have other ways to resist anyone who tries to get the better of her?”

“How do you mean, Caveman?”

“I’m thinking whoever gave her that implant probably trained her to resist interrogation, as well.”

“What do you mean, Caveman?”

“I’m not sure, Space Cadet. Ideas are coming to me, but I can’t seem to get them to make sense.”

“What kind of ideas?”

“It’s beginning to seem as if Mellanne is some kind of intelligence operative, on top of being a general pain in the butt.”

“You think she’s a spy?”

“I think some of the things about her make her seem like a spy. Coming in on fire, with a wild story? Doesn’t that sound like something Willum would pull?”

“It does. How do you think she got the Squatch Patrol to help her with that?”

“If she was only interested in making it to the surface, to look for her uncle, don’t you think she could have set up a trajectory that would have gotten that done, without drawing the attention of the Patrol?”

Nikki thought for a minute or two, and said, “Yes, I think she could have, without much trouble. It would have taken longer, and a bigger ship wouldn’t have gotten through, but in that saucer, she could have made it, I think. You’re saying she got detected on purpose?”

“I’m saying it’s beginning to look like it. Do you think Willum and Fred have gotten reacquainted yet?”

“I think if you have something juicy, and you leave Willum out of it, no amount of talk about respecting his shore leave is going to get you out of the dog house.”

“Good point.” I got out my comm, and put it on speaker, then called Willum.

“Hey, Delicious! What can I do for you today?”

“I think we may have found someone who is in your line of work. Do you suppose you could come back to the Gene, and tell me what you think?”

“I need to get dressed first. Give me a half an hour.”

“Just come to the brig.”

“Voluntarily? That’s a first!”

“I’m sure. See you soon.”

“On my way, Delicious.”

When the line went dead, Nikki asked, “Doesn’t it bother you when he calls you that?”

“Not really. I know he’s just joking.”

“So I don’t have anything to worry about?”

“Do you really think I could get along with someone as interested in fashion as Willum?”

“That’s a good point.”

We looked over the video some more, until Willum showed up. He came into the room, and sat down. “What makes you think this lady is a spy, Boss?”

“Well, for starters she has a high-end implant for stunner resistance.”

“Okay, I can see that raising red flags, but that points more to some other kind of government agent, not necessarily a spy. An implant like that would get a person noticed anywhere, and the point of being a spy is to keep from being noticed, at least as a competent agent. A silly fop can get into places someone who looks dangerous could never access. It isn’t much, but it’s a living.”

Nikki asked, “You’re saying that implant means she’s some kind of enforcement agent, rather than someone who gathers intel?”

“That’s the way it would seem to me. I’m not sure about this uncle of hers, though. Have you learned much about him?”

I said, “Not so far we haven’t. We’ve been going over the video of them interacting in their cells, but we haven’t come up with much, so far.”

“May I see the video?”

“Of course, Willum.”

He watched quietly for a few minutes, and then said, “That’s enough, Gene. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome, Mr. Bongwater.”

Willum turned to me, and said, “She must be awfully frustrated by now.”

I asked, “How do you mean?”

“She apparently thought that her uncle was in the service as well. She’s been giving him all sorts of recognition signals, and he isn’t responding.”

“I thought some of her gestures looked like some kind of sign talk, but I couldn’t make heads or tails out of it.”

“No, you wouldn’t be able to figure it out, without some training. I learned it in case I ever had to work with one of these types.”

“How do you suggest we proceed?”

“Well, I’ll need Barb to bring up one of my working outfits, and I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you a favor, Delicious.”

Gene said, “I’ll tell her. What should I tell her to bring?”

“Something appropriate for a stay in jail.”

“On it, Mr. Bongwater.”

I asked, “Why do I think I’m going to regret this?”

“I would think you would enjoy it, as much as I annoy you, from time to time.”

“I’m sure Master Bruce would be willing to oblige.”

“I’m sure he would, but I have to think he would leave more of a pattern than you would, and that might be suspicious.”

“You’re saying you need me to rough you up, before we throw you in the cell next to hers?”

“No, that wouldn’t do at all. A cell down the other end, I would think. No need to be so obvious. If you put me in the cell next to hers, she will immediately think I’m there to gather information. If I’m down the other end, I might be able to convince her I’m a legitimate prisoner.”

“You think you’ll be able to get some information out of her?”

“Eventually. Don’t expect quick results. If I had to guess, I would say give it two days, at least.”

Barb showed up with the clothes Willum wanted. He said, “I don’t care, but you might see something you don’t want to.”

I replied, “I’ve already seen it all, Willum. We woke you up a couple of times before John figured out how to get the autodocs to ignore clothes, remember?”

Nikki said, “I can close my eyes, Willum. Do what you need to.”

Barb helped him change, and he said, “That should do.” She picked up what he had taken off, and asked, “Anything else I can do for you, Willum?”

“No, I think that will do for now. The Boss is going to help me get ready for this masquerade. You’re good, but he can leave more believable bruises, I think.”

“You’re the one going undercover, Willum. Prepare to suit yourself. I’ll be on the ship, if you need anything else.”

“Thanks, Barb.”

She headed out. I asked, “What sort of damage are you looking for, Willum?”

“Well, if you could bruise my thighs, that would be good. She will see them when I have to use the toilet. Other than that, give some nice artwork on my face, and maybe a couple of body shots, so that I don’t have to fake being stiff.”

I thought a minute, and stood up. I asked, “Are you ready?”

“As ready as I’m going to get.”

I laid into him, and maybe thirty seconds later, I stopped. I asked, “Does that seem about right?”

Willum tried to stand up straight, and said, “I sure hope it’s good enough. I wouldn’t want to do that again. Master Bruce has done a good job teaching you.”

Gene asked, “Should I have Paddy come in, and take you to your accommodations, Mr. Bongwater?”

“That would be fine, Gene. Thank you.”

Paddy came in, saying, “Come along, you miscreant. I hope you’ve learned your lesson about annoying the Boss.”

Willum just moaned. Paddy kept up his patter all the way to the cell. I looked at Nikki and said, “Well, I don’t think there’s much else we can do here, until Willum gets some results.”

“I think you’re right. Won’t Mellanne get suspicious, when we don’t call her back to the interview room?”

“She may, at that. I think in the morning will be soon enough, though, don’t you?”

She looked at her watch. “That should work. Let’s head back to the planet. I’m tired of this nonsense.”

“Now you’re talking.”

We went back out to Angus’s office. He asked, “Do you think the little fellow will be able to get much out of those two?”

“He seems to think so, Angus. Let’s give him a good chance, anyway. He said it would take him at least two days to get them to open up. Treat him like you would any other prisoner.”

“Are you sure we shouldn’t find a few stairs for him to fall down?”

“Leave that up to him. I’m sure he will figure out a way to pass you the word, if he thinks that would sell his act.”

“Understood, Boss. Don’t beat on him until he asks. I should call you if he has anything to report, yes?”

“Yes, you should, but if it isn’t pressing, you can wait to tell me until we come back. We were thinking of interviewing the other two again tomorrow morning.”

“Bring Sir Barkley with you, then. I’ll keep him busy, while you’re working.”

“I’m not sure that’s an option, Angus. He’s busy, keeping Gus out of trouble in the woods.”

“That is important work, you’re right. That’s how he wound up in the autodoc the last time, wasn’t it?”

“It was. Hopefully, he’s learned better ways of distracting a feral pig.”

“If he hasn’t, they don’t exist, Boss. He’s a sharp one.”

“There’s no doubt about that. Give me a call if any of your guests cause you trouble. I’m going back to pretending to take shore leave.”

“See you later, Boss. Have fun.”

“We’ll try.”

We got aboard the Evans, and Nikki got clearance from Gene to leave the ship. We started back to Will’s. She asked, “Caveman, if Mellanne’s uncle was able to hide from Sue, do you think there’s anyone else out there we haven’t found?”

“He had that special saucer that wouldn’t upset the bats, so he had an advantage over pretty much anyone else. I guess someone could have snuck into a cave at night, when the bats were out, and shut down before they got back, but they would still have to run the power core enough to keep the autodoc alive, so the bats would get to them, eventually.”

“That’s true, but not everyone would know about drive noises and bats. Even Grandpa got caught that way, once. I don’t think it would be out of reason to assume someone parked in a cave, without knowing what would happen to their saucer while it was there.”

“You could be right about that. How would we go about finding them, if they were there?”

“It would take forever to have pilots scan all the caves on the planet from ground level.”

“Yep. I doubt there are too many caves that someone hasn’t used for a shelter at one point or another, when they were out hunting, and couldn’t get back to their village before dark.”

“Do you think that Squatch hunters would search a cave thoroughly enough to find a saucer?”

“I think they would make dang sure there weren’t any bears in there with them, before they went to sleep, don’t you?”

“Well, yes, I suppose you’re right. They wouldn’t want to get a good night’s sleep disturbed.”

“Besides, has anyone ever checked a Squatch’s hearing? It could be that they can hear high enough to be bothered by a power core.”

“Surely not. With all the slave girls we brought home, one of them would have mentioned how our ships didn’t bother her, like the ones in the Commonwealth.”

“You’re right. I didn’t think it through, Space Cadet.”

“You could ask Morning Flower when we get back. She might have some ideas.”

“She might, at that.”

It wasn’t long before we settled on the field at Will’s. We left the ship, and Morning Flower was waiting. She said, “Hello, Bawb! It is good to see you!”

“It is good to see you, Morning Flower! We have been away too long.”

“Not quite. Hah-nah still carries her baby on the inside.”

Nikki and I laughed. Nikki asked, “We were talking about a problem on the way in, and we thought you might know how we could start to solve it.”

“I bet I know what it is. You are afraid that there are other people hiding in caves, that Sue cannot find from the Gene. You want to know how to look in all the caves, without being here forever.”

I said, “You figured it out, Morning Flower. What do you think?”

“Well, Bawb, most of the caves get used as shelters by hunters who are too far from home. They would find a saucer if there was one in any of those caves. Sometimes the rain comes for many days, and they do not want to leave. They get bored, and search the cave.”

“That makes sense. Why didn’t they find the saucer we brought in today?”

“I do not know, Bawb. What kind of cave was it?”

“A long, straight tunnel, with a crook in the back.”

“That would not be a very good shelter, Bawb. We like caves that are small in the front, and get bigger inside.”

“Are there many caves like the one where we found the saucer?”

“No. That almost sounds made, instead of a cave.”

“It does, doesn’t it? Maybe we need to go back and look closer at it. Do you think you could ask the hunters, and see if they know about any other caves that they don’t use for shelter, that are big enough to park a saucer in?”

“I can. I wish Mountain View and Voice of the Mountain were here. They could get answers faster, I think.”

“You protect the whole world, Morning Flower. I think people will listen to you. Besides, we’re trying to help people who may be in trouble.”

“I will try, Bawb. I will call on the comm, if I learn anything.”

“Thank you, Morning Flower.”

She took off to see what she could find out. We wandered over to the store. Will asked, “Did you get everything taken care of on the Gene?”

I replied, “I doubt it. We’re going to have to go back up in the morning, at the very least.”

“I thought you were on shore leave. That doesn’t much sound like being on leave.”

“Nope, it doesn’t. Nikki knows one of the people we need to talk to, and I may need to get their attention. I don’t see how we can hand this one off.”

“Couldn’t you just let them stew until you’re ready to talk to them?”

Nikki said, “We could, but I’m not sure that would help, at least with the lady I know. It would just give her a chance to come up with a better story to tell us, and then it would take longer to get to the truth.”

“I thought you were pretty good at this, Bob.”

“I suppose I am. I seem to be having trouble getting up a good head of steam, though.”

“That last trip still has you bothered?”

“It does.”

“I understand. On the other hand, the fleet needs you. You’re gonna have to find a way to get through to these folks.”

Nikki asked, “You told Will about the last trip?”

“Most of it, anyway. It’s still weighing on my mind.”

“That sort of thing always does, even when it’s justified. That’s one of the things I love about you.”

Able said, “Aww. Look at you, Nikki. Cutting through all that serious crap with a little sweetness. You boys both know that Bob will figure out a way to get through to those folks, if it’s what the fleet needs. You need to stop worrying about it, and try to relax, Bob.”

I replied, “Thanks, Able. I am getting stuck in my own head, lately. We’re in one of my favorite places. I need to enjoy it.”

I heard someone coming into the store, and turned to see Jacob Yoder. He said, “Mr. Wilson! It is good to see you. How have you been?”

“We’ve been well, Mr. Yoder. How are you liking things here?”

“Well, we’ve yet to see a winter, but from what the locals say, it won’t be as bad as Missouri, so I’m not too worried about that. The soil here is rich, and we have little trouble growing what we want. It is a good place to live, I think.”

“I’m glad to hear that. I would hate to think you had come all this way, and didn’t like it.”

“Oh, we have troubles, but they are not bad. We have plenty of land to work. The only worry we have is enough hands to work it. The local boys are good help, but they expect to be paid, and we don’t deal much in cash. Speaking of that, I have some business with Will, if you will excuse me.”

“Of course.”

He went over to Will, and said, “I just sold some horses, so I came to settle my bill.”

“Let me get the ledger, Mr. Yoder, and we can settle up.” Will pulled a book down off a shelf, and turned to the back. “Here you are. I show you owing eighteen Bob, fifty-five Snitz.”

“All I have is a John. I was hoping you could make change.”

“Of course.” Jacob laid his John on the counter, and Will got some coins out of the cash drawer. “Here you go. A Topper and two Ozzies make nineteen, and a Bob makes twenty.”

“A pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Miller.”

“And you, Mr. Yoder.”

Jacob turned to me, and said, “Now that all that is done, maybe we don’t need to be so formal. You are here to meet the grandchild?”

“Nikki is. I had to bring her, if I wanted any peace.”

“You might fool some with that, Friend Bob. I have seen you with children. I don’t think your wife was the only one who wanted to be here.”

“We English have a saying, Jacob. ‘You don’t have to tell all you know’.”

“I have heard this saying. I have also heard your wife say ‘It is fun to wind you up’. Which one do you think I should listen to?”

“Knowing how ornery you are, Jacob, I don’t see any way you’re going to listen to anyone but Nikki, on that subject.”

“That means a lot, coming from you, Friend Bob.”

“Do you have time to stay and visit?”

“Not today, I’m afraid. I need to move the stock I have left to better pasture, and fatten them up for the winter.”

“It was good seeing you. I’m sure we’ll see each other again, before I have to leave.”

“It is a strange life you lead, traveling among the stars.”

“Not so strange. Get up in the morning, figure out what needs to be done, and do it. That’s not so different from what you do, is it?”

“I suppose you are right. Your chores are different than mine, though.”

“That’s true, and I’m keeping you from yours. Have a good day, Jacob.”

“You as well, Bob.”

He turned and left. When he was gone, Will said, “I wish all my customers were as easy to get along with as he is. The only time he ever grumbles is if he thinks my price on something isn’t fair. If I can give him a good reason I have to charge so much, he pays it without a problem.”

I asked, “Do you have to jack your prices up on many things?”

“Nope. Most of the tools, whichever ship is on picket duty will be glad to make, without charge. Any food that is grown locally I can give a good price on. The only thing that I have to charge too much for are specialty foods that no one is growing here yet. Ruth Yoder has a fondness for raspberries, and though a few people have planted briars, none of them are producing enough yet to have extra to sell. Jacob likes to take her a treat once in a while, and he grumbles about what it costs. I shipped him in some starts, and he should be growing his own, in the spring.”

“That doesn’t sound like much of a problem, and it sounds like he’s got a solution in the works.”

“Yep. Most of the other Amish are harder to get along with. They’re used to buying from Lehman’s, and they don’t like having to use Taz brand, instead of what they’re used to.”

“Don’t the locals talk up Taz brand stuff, every time they open their mouths?”

“They do. You thought they had trouble trusting the ‘English’? Some of them are having real trouble with the locals.”

“How do you mean?”

“Getting used to having big, furry neighbors is taking them a minute, Bob. Not everyone grew up on the stories, like you did.”

“You’re a fine one to talk, going to live with them.”

“True, but I’m a rare bird.”

“Not for lack of trying. Lots of people would like to see your goose cooked.”

Able said, “I believe he got you, DeeBee.”

“I think he did.”

Nikki asked, “Isn’t it about time to gather up the tribe, and head for the house, Caveman?”

“Probably. I’m sure Gus will need a shower, before supper.”

“How do you think we ought to go about it?”

Able said, “Waddle went with Gus and Little Elk. He usually gets in about this time of day, so that he can do his evening chores before supper.”

I felt a tickle. I said, “There he is, now. You haven’t forgotten what Niner-Deuce taught you, Waddle.”

“I didn’t even need stinky Jim this time.”

“No, you didn’t. Did you bring Gus back with you?”

“I did, but I made him wait outside. He is too noisy.”

Gus and Little Elk came wandering in. Little Elk said, “I better get home. Mom will be looking for me, soon.”

Gus said, “Bye. I hope I will get to come back tomorrow.”

“I hope so, too. It is good to see you.”

He took off at a run. Waddle said, “Do you still want to help with my chores, Gus?”

Gus looked at me, and asked, “Do I have time, Dad?”

“Sure. You’re already dirty, a few chores aren’t going to make a difference.”

They took off. Nikki asked, “What about Becky?”

I replied, “I dunno.”

Able said, “Just wait, I’ll bet one of the ladies in the village sends her home.”

Sure enough, it wasn’t long until Becky showed up with a Squatch girl. The girl said, “My mom said it was suppertime, and she needed to come back.”

I said, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She turned and ran back to the village. Becky asked, “Where’s Gus? Didn’t he get called home too?”

“He’s helping Waddle with his chores. We’ll head home as soon as he’s done.”

“We’re going to the Gene?”

“No, silly, the house on Shaved Ape Key.”

“Oh, good. I was afraid you got called out, Dad.”

“Nope. I need to go back up in the morning, but that shouldn’t take too long.”

Janet and Milly came in about then. Janet went over to where Will was standing by the cash box, and laid a couple of Toppers on the counter. She said, “I put it back in the same place it was parked this morning. We noticed some noise from one of the front wheel bearings. We could take a look at it in the morning, if you wanted.”

“That might be a good idea. I just greased those bearings last week. They should be nice and quiet.”

Milly said, “We’ll be more than happy to, if Tio doesn’t find something else for us to do, before then.”

Will asked, “What do you think, Bob? Are you going to put these two to work?”

“I surely hope not. I wouldn’t want to promise anyone anything, though.”

“Fair enough.” He put the rental fee away,

Janet looked around, and asked, “Where’s Gus?”

Able said, “He wanted to help Waddle with his chores. They should be done soon.”

“Oh.” She looked at Nikki, and asked, “Do you want us to go get the Evans ready to lift?”

Nikki replied, “Don’t you mean, ‘Do I want you to take over the cockpit, so that I don’t get to fly back?’.”

“I was trying really hard not to say that part out loud, Mom.”

“Oopsie!”

All the adults in the store laughed. Before it was over, Janet and Milly saw the humor in it, too. Becky didn’t seem to get the joke. Janet asked, “What’s wrong, Becky?”

“I don’t understand why it’s funny that Mom said something you didn’t want her to.”

“It’s funny because she meant to do it, and tried to play it off like she didn’t. I should have come with better game, if I wanted to fool her.”

“You didn’t want to fool her?”

“I didn’t expect to fool her, but I thought she might let me fly, if I didn’t make a big deal out of it. I would have probably been better off just to ask if I could fly home, but I tried to get cute, and now Mom is going to fly us.”

Becky looked at Nikki. Nikki said, “I think your sister has it about right. I would have let her fly, if she asked nicely. Running back and forth to Shaved Ape Key isn’t the kind of flying that I’m missing, anyway.”

I said, “Your mom likes to fly the hard missions, Becky. We haven’t had to do much of that, lately.”

Will said, “That’s not altogether a bad thing, though. That means we don’t have anyone stuck in a saucer, waiting for us to come help them.”

I replied, “That’s true.”

Becky was still studying on all that when Gus got back. He said, “I’m ready, now.”

I asked, “Ready for what? A firehose?”

“I guess I did get a little dirty.”

Nikki asked, “A little?” She turned to me. “Can you turn down the pressure hose on the Evans enough that it won’t hurt him?”

“I think so. You want me to wash him off, before I let him aboard?”

“If I’m flying us back, that makes it my ship, and he’s not coming aboard my ship, looking like that.”

I looked at Gus. “You heard the lady, young man. Let’s get you presentable.”

“Ah, Dad, couldn’t you pull rank?”

“We’re not on the Gene. She’s not the Lieutenant, she’s your mom. I don’t get to pull rank on her, in that situation. If anything, she gets to pull rank on me.”

Becky said, “That didn’t work, bro.”

“Not even a little bit.”

We headed for the ship, and I got out the hose. Even turned down all the way, the hose was more fun than Gus really wanted to have. We got him clean enough to go aboard, all the same. He went straight to the shower, and finished the job. By the time we landed at the house, he wasn’t finished, so I waited for him to finish up. Snitz came and lay by me, looking tired. I asked, “Rough day, Little Buddy?”

He nodded. “Angus asked about you, when we were on the ship.” He looked interested. “He thought I should have brought you to play checkers with him.” He nodded again. I said, “Well, you’re going to have to father some more pups, so we can get one and train him up to watch Gus, if you want to get out of that duty. After you had to keep that pig off him, I don’t want him in the woods without somebody as good as you to watch him.” He thought about that for a moment, and then nodded. After that, he put his head down to rest.

Gus came out, looking fit to go in the house. He said, “Snitz looks tired. Did we wear him out?”

“Appears that way. Let’s go in the house, and he can rest.” We went in. Tom saw me, and held out his arms. I went and picked him up. “Did you miss me? I missed you.” What happened next surprised me. He gave me a baby slap on the chest, and shook his head. I asked, “You didn’t miss me?”

He laughed. Julie said, “I warmed some stuff up, when I heard you were headed this way. It’s not fancy, but it will fill the hole.”

I replied, “I’m sure it will be great. You always do good work. It surely smells good.”

“Thanks, Boss.”

I went in to sit down. I tried to put Tom down, but he wasn’t having any of it, so I held him in my lap. I did the blessings, and we started to eat. Tom was watching the process with a great deal of interest. I had some macaroni and cheese on my spoon, when he decided to try for an intercept. I managed to dodge, and asked him, “You think that looks like Tom food?”

He laughed. I said, “Well, let’s see, then.” I put the spoon in his mouth, and he managed to get hold of a noodle with his tongue. Lacking teeth, it took him a lot of wallering to get the pieces small enough to swallow. He looked pretty satisfied with himself when he managed it, though. I said, “Gee, maybe you better stick to the sauce, until you grow something to chew with.”

He gave me a strange look, but he seemed to agree, when I gave him a spoonful of cheese sauce. That was a big hit. We made it through the rest of the meal, but it took a little longer than usual. When we were done, Julie handed me a washcloth. “You might want this, Boss.”

I cleaned Tom up, and tried to hand him to Julie. Once again, he thought he needed to stay with me. I didn’t have a problem with that, so I took him in the other room, and sat on the couch. There I stayed, until bedtime. Tom seemed to think that he needed some Dad time, and he was going to get it, by golly. By the time I handed him off to Nikki to put the twins to bed, he seemed to be calmed down a little. I had to wonder what had gotten into him. Becky read to us. When she finished, Gus said, “It’s good to have you back, Sis. I’m sorry I let you hurt yourself.”

“It was my fault. You said it wasn’t good to eat.”

I said, “It’s all over with, now. In the morning, we can all find something new and different to worry about.”

Becky said, “Dad! You’re supposed to tell us that tomorrow will be a better day, and we don’t have anything to worry about.”

“Why would I tell you that? You both know our shepherd will be around to teach us something.”

Gus said, “He’s right, Sis. You wouldn’t believe him if he did tell us that.”

“We could pretend, couldn’t we?”

Gus replied, “We could, but things would be the same in the morning, whether we did, or not. Seems like a waste of effort.”

“Boys!”

I kissed them goodnight, and found Snitz. We went out and checked the yard. Snitz didn’t find much. I checked the wind, and examined the edge of the woods downwind from us. If anyone was there, I couldn’t see them. I knew that didn’t count for much, with Mountain View and Voice of the Mountain. I also knew that neither one of them was shy enough to stay in the woods if they needed to talk to me, so I didn’t worry about it. We went back into the house, and I locked up. Snitz took off to stay with Tom, and I got ready for bed. I snuggled with Nikki, and she asked, “Do you think we will be able to get anything out of Mellanne and her uncle tomorrow?”

“I doubt it. I don’t think her uncle knows much, and she’s trained to resist interrogation. That doesn’t sound promising to me, how about you?”

“No, it does not. I was hoping you had some Bob plan to shake some information out of them.”

“Well, correct me if I’m wrong, but it seems to me that Mellanne is the sort of person who is going to have a hard time refraining from gloating, if we fail to get anything out of her.”

“No, I think you have that right, Caveman. What does that buy us?”

“Her uncle is clueless. The only person she will have to gloat to is Willum.”

“You’re saying that even if we don’t get anything out of her, we’re still going to get something out of her?”

“I think it’s the way to bet, don’t you?”

“It sure sounds plausible, at least. Do you think Willum will be able to pass the information to us, if he learns something?”

“I hope not. I’m thinking we need to interrogate her every day, to keep her thinking that is our main way of gathering information. We don’t want her catching on to the fact that Willum is on our side. If Willum told us something, it would be hard to keep from asking her about it the next day, wouldn’t it?”

“Sneaky Caveman. I keep.”

“That sounds good and all, but I’m from Missouri. You’re gonna have to show me.”

“Really? That sounds like fun.”

Snitz was on time the next morning. Apparently, dogs, even enhanced dogs, don’t believe in shore leave. I got ready to face the day, and took him out to patrol. He didn’t find much to be concerned about, and we went back in. Julie had coffee going, and I got a cup. Snitz and I went out to the porch to sit and wait for the rest of them to wake up. I was watching the sun rise, and clearing a few cobwebs out of my head, when Milly came out with her own cup. She said, “Morning, Tio.”

“Morning, Miles. How are you this morning?”

“I’m doing fine. How about you?”

“Doing alright. Do you suppose we have a few more minutes before we need to start breakfast?”

“I didn’t hear anyone else stirring yet. I think we can sit for a bit.”

“That’s good. I don’t seem to be motivated yet today.”

“I wonder why that could be. Every time you try to take a little shore leave, things start popping up to keep you working. You don’t suppose you’re afraid to try and have a little fun, because that would make something bigger show up, do you?”

“Even if that was what was happening, you wouldn’t expect me to admit to it out loud, would you?”

“Probably not. Do you still see the elders in your dreams?”

“Not every night, at least. How did you know?”

“That fellow I had to kill. I still see him once in a while, and that was as justified as it could have been. Sentencing someone has got to be a whole other level of guilt.”

“It is, and it isn’t. I know they did things that they should have been punished for, and they got the punishment they deserved. I’m sure Ragma is having a harder time of it than I am, he was the one who actually had to pass sentence on them.”

“That makes sense, Tio, but I can tell you’re not as calm as you normally are. What’s got you wound?”

“The AI. It didn’t decide to do anything evil, it just wound up working for evil people. We just couldn’t be sure we would ever be able to trust it, so we had to destroy it. Death from lack of trust, that doesn’t seem fair at all, and I was the one who gave that order. I’m not sure I did the right thing, and I don’t think I will ever be sure. I don’t know how to get my head around that one.”

“You did what you had to, to keep the fleet and the colony safe. Thank you, Tio.”

“For what?”

“For doing what needed to be done, even when you weren’t sure, and for trusting me enough to tell me what was bothering you.”

“You’re welcome, I guess.”

We sat quietly, until we heard someone stir inside the house. Milly looked at me, and said, “Sounds like time to cook, Tio.”

“That it does.” We went in, and started breakfast.

Milly said, “I’ve been missing your biscuits, Tio. I’ll do some sausage and scrambled eggs, if you make biscuits to go with it.”

“Does that mean you’re going to make gravy, too?”

“No, that means I’ll watch your biscuits in the oven while you do.”

“Fair enough, I guess.”

We set to work, and soon enough, the biscuits were in the oven, and I was stirring the gravy, trying to make sure we didn’t get any lumps. I was about satisfied, when Milly said, “Step aside, Tio. Those biscuits are ready to come out.”

I moved out of her way, and she pulled the biscuits out of the oven. Once she had it shut again, I went back to my gravy. She handed me a spoon, and asked, “Do you need to season it?”

“Probably. Thanks.” I tasted the gravy, and added what I thought it needed. Then I stirred some more.

I hadn’t noticed the table filling up. Nikki asked, “Is it about ready, Caveman? The smell is making us crazy.”


“I think so.” Milly and I moved everything to the table, and I gave the blessings. When everyone started eating, Becky said, “I like Andre’s cooking, but it’s special when you cook, Dad.”

“What was it you wanted, Little Girl?”

“You don’t have to be that way, Dad. I could just be paying you a compliment, couldn’t I?”

“I agree, that’s possible. Having never seen it in the wild, I have to assume it’s unlikely.”

Janet said, “Ouch! He got you good, Sis.”

“He did, didn’t he?”

“Maybe you better fess up, and just ask for what you want.”

“Do you think that will work?”

“It will work better than trying to butter Dad up, that’s for sure.”

“Okay then. Mom, Dad, could I have a sleepover?”

I looked at Nikki, only to discover she was already looking at me. I nodded, and she said, “Who would be coming to this sleepover, young lady?”

“A couple of girls I know from the village.”

“Only two?”

“Three, actually.”

I said, “We’ve talked about this, Little Girl. A couple is two. A few is three or more, but less than ten. Words mean things.”

“Okay then, a few girls from the village.”

Nikki said, “If it’s alright with their parents, we can do it. When were you planning to have this sleepover?”

“I figured I better do it tonight. You never know when Dad is going to have to go back to work.”

“Sounds about right. What do you think, Caveman?”

“It’s okay with me.”

Gus asked, “Hey, Dad, did you want to go camping, while we’re here?”

“Yes, I do, and no, we wouldn’t be able to get away with it.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“You probably ought to sleep in Tom’s room tonight, though. That way they can have your room for their sleepover.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“You’re welcome.”

Janet said, “See, Becky? Wasn’t that easy?”

“So far. I think Dad still has something else to say.”

I did my best to look shocked. “Me? Nope. I’m happy.”

Janet said, “You do look like you’re hiding something, Dad.”

“Don’t I usually?”

“Come to think of it, yes.”

We cleaned up the dishes, and Nikki asked, “Are you ready to head out, Caveman?”

“I think I need to take a walk, to clear my head, before I have to talk to your ‘friend’ again.”

“Okay, but don’t be too long.”

I went out, and Snitz went with me. I was a little surprised that Gus didn’t try to tag along. We headed toward the downwind side of the tree line. Once we were deep enough in the woods not to be seen from the house, I put on my badge, and picked up a limb that had fallen. I knocked on a tree, trying to get the rhythm right. It wasn’t long before I heard an answering knock. It didn’t sound that far away, so I said, “Mountain View, I need to talk with you.”

We didn’t have to wait long, until he stepped out in front of us. He asked, “What do you need, Bawb?”

“I thought you would want to know, Becky is going to have some girls from the village over tonight. I didn’t think you two would want to be found.”

“No, that would not be good. Thank you for the warning, Bawb.”

“You’re welcome. You have warned me of many things, Mountain View.”

He nodded, and he was gone. I turned and headed back for the house. When I got back, Nikki said, “That was quick. Are you sure you took long enough?”

“Pretty sure. Let’s drop the kids off, and head up to the Gene.”

“Okay.” She didn’t look like she believed me, but she didn’t ask any more questions.

We all got aboard the Evans, except for Tom. I had to give him a kiss and a hug, before he would settle down for Julie. Once I was aboard, I asked, “I wonder why Tom is so clingy lately?”

Janet said, “I think he was taking you for granted, when we were on the Gene, and he just realized there are times when you aren’t going to be around as much. He doesn’t seem to like that idea.”

“I can’t say I’m crazy about it, either, but that’s the way things are, right now.”

“You better strap in, Mom sounded like she was in a hurry.”

I did as I was instructed, and we lifted out. We set down at Will’s. When the ramp came down, I saw Greg, Waddle, and Little Elk waiting for Gus. He ran over to meet them, and Snitz was right behind him. Becky said, “I’ll be at the village, Dad.”

“Be good.”

“I will.”

She took off. Milly came out of the cockpit, and I asked, “Are you two going to Jim’s again?”

Janet said, “Nope. Will has some things for us to look at. We’ll be busy with that, at least until lunch, maybe longer.”

“I heard you talking about that noisy wheel bearing. He has more things that need maintenance?”

“I think he’s been putting it off, because the rentals stay so busy.”

“I see. Get him caught up, then.”

Milly said, “Will do, Tio. Tia wants you up front.”

“Understood.” They each grabbed a tool bag, and headed out. I ran the ramp up, and headed for the cockpit.

Nikki said, “There you are. Are you going to tell me what that trip to the woods was about?”

“Mountain View and Voice of the Mountain are supposed to be off contemplating life and the future of the village, or something. As far as I can tell, they’re hanging out in the woods, having a good time not having to answer silly questions. I thought I better warn them that there would be some girls from the village in the neighborhood this evening.”

“That sounds like a good plan, Caveman. We wouldn’t want them to get busted, would we?”

“I don’t think that would be a good thing, no.”

She lifted us out, and we headed for the black. In only a few minutes, I saw the Gene growing in the windshield. She got clearance from Gene control, and we eased into the landing bay. Once she had us shut down, we exited the ship and headed for the brig. Ian was standing out front. “Mornin’, Boss. Come to speak with our guests, have you?”

“We surely have. Are they receiving visitors?”

“For you, Boss? Of course.”

“Better bring Willum out first. We wouldn’t want it to look like we’re neglecting him, now would we?”

“Oh, no, Boss. That wouldn’t do at all. I’ll go fetch him for you.”

“Make it look good, Ian.”

“Oh, I will, Boss.”

Nikki and I went into the interrogation room, to wait for Willum. Ian brought him in, kicking and screaming. As soon as Ian left, and the door shut, he quieted down, and asked, “Do you think I sold it, Delicious?”

“If that didn’t sell it, I don’t know what would.”

“Good to know I haven’t lost my touch.”

“Please don’t tell me you need more bruises to show off.”

“It might not be a bad idea. What’s bothering you?”

“Well, Willum, I kinda like you, all kidding aside. I don’t like to hurt you, even in a good cause.”

Nikki said, “I can take care of it for you, Caveman. No need for you to do all of it.”

I asked, “Will Mellanne believe you would do that?”

“You forget, Caveman. I’ve gone native, remember? There’s no telling what I might do, now.”

Willum said, “I like that idea, and not just because you probably can’t hit as hard as the big lug. The only thing is, you’re going to have to sell it, when you’re interviewing her. I can’t claim that you beat the snot out of me, and then have you act friendly when she comes in. She would see right through that.”

Nikki said, “Believe me, treating her badly will be no strain at all. I can do that, and enjoy it a great deal.”

Willum replied, “You two are scary, sometimes.”

I asked, “Sweet, little insolent us?”

“Those would be the people I was speaking about, yes.”

Nikki asked, “Us, scary? Surely you’re confused.”

“I’m not going to bite on that one. You two need to get serious, or I’m not going to be able to maintain when I get back to the cells.”

I took a deep breath. “Alright, you worthless pissant, who sent you to steal Scotti’s ship designs?”

Willum smiled, “That’s more like it.”

We went on like that for an hour or so. Finally, Willum said, “I think that’s long enough to be believable.”

Nikki tuned him up, so he would have some souvenirs to show the tourists, and we sent him back. The uncle was the next contestant. He came in full of bluster, and I got his attention by holding him up against the wall. My heart wasn’t really in it, so we didn’t need a mop, but I don’t think I missed by much. He explained to us how he had filed what he called an ‘escrow claim’ on the planet, so that the coordinates wouldn’t be revealed until he activated the claim. It was designed to allow a company to get a colony started, before claim jumpers showed up. He offered to void the claim, for a ridiculous sum of gold. I explained how he should crap in the other one. He was not amused, thinking that he could still make his claim stick in a Commonwealth court. I explained once again how this planet wasn’t under Commonwealth jurisdiction, and his claim wouldn’t stand up since there was a native sentient species.

He said, “I don’t think that’s ever been proven in court, so it won’t matter. You’ll have to prove it, before you can void my claim, and the coordinates will be public knowledge, before the case is over.”

“That would be unfortunate. The fleet having to waste that much time, dealing with Commonwealth idiots looking for a quick ounce, when they could be doing something useful. That would just be wasteful. I suppose it would keep them sharp, though.”

“My niece almost made it to the planet. I don’t think you could protect this place, if you tried.”

Nikki said, “Your niece was allowed to approach the planet, as a training opportunity. The number of people coming here with bad intent has dropped off recently, and some of the new pilots haven’t had to deal with live opponents. The officers in charge thought it would be good training.”

“My niece has informed me about your loose connection to the truth, Miss Slongum. I don’t think I’ll choose to believe you.”

Nikki was around the table in nothing flat. She put him against the wall, and got in his face. “I am Mrs. Wilson, and don’t you forget it! Your niece is the one who has problems with the truth. If she can’t face the fact that I’m a better pilot than she is, that’s her problem.” She hit him in the solar plexus, and let him drop. Then she looked at me, and asked, “Do you think we’re going to get anything useful out of this sack of garbage?”

I replied, “Oh, we will. Or, we could send him for a walk. What do you think, scumbag? Is it a nice day for a walk?”

He thought on that for a moment. “Are you threatening to space me?”

I looked at Nikki. “He’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer, is he?”

“No, he doesn’t seem to be. Maybe we should throw him back, and try Mellanne. She’s not my favorite person, but she’s not as slow as this one.”

“That sounds like a plan. Maybe we can send him for a walk another day. Even better, we could take him dirtside, and let him go for a swim.”

“A swim?”

“You remember that catfish that almost ate Fred, when we were washing the saucer off, don’t you?”

“Oh! Yes, I remember that catfish. Do you think he’s big enough to feed to that thing?”

“He’d make a nice snack, I would think.”

He looked at me. “Are you threatening to feed me to some animal?”

“Threatening? I don’t think so. More like considering options. Giving you something to think about, while you sit in your cell.”

Nikki replied, “You’re assuming facts not in evidence, Admiral.”

“How is that?”

“You’re assuming he has something to think with.”

“I see your point, Lieutenant. Still, I think he might be more cooperative, once he’s had time to think over his options.”

“Either way, I think he’s told us all he’s likely too, at least right now.”

“I think you’re right.” I got Ian to take him back to his cell. Ian asked, “Do you want the other one, Boss?”

“Might as well. I’d like to get this nonsense over with, and get on with more interesting things.”

Ian took the prisoner away. I motioned to Nikki, and we left the room, so that Mellanne could wait for us. We went into the observation room, and Nikki asked, “Do you think this will do any good?”

“I don’t think it could do any harm. The worst case, she figures out what’s going on, and we send her back to her cell, without even bothering to talk to her. That should be a blow to her ego.”

“She wouldn’t like that, at all. She hates to be ignored.”

“Maybe that’s what we should do, then, whether or not she figures out what’s going on.”

“Let’s see how she reacts, and then decide.”

“Fair enough.”

“I did think of something we might be able to use against her uncle, though.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, the Guide is in charge of claims on new planets. I’m thinking Grandpa still has enough pull to get that claim disregarded.”

“They do still owe us for the training machine mods, don’t they?”

“That too. I didn’t realize you wanted to get paid for that, any more than we already have.”

“I didn’t, but if Dingus could use it as a negotiating tool, why not?”

“I think you better call him, and see what he thinks.”

I got out my comm, and called Dingus. “Hey, Bob. What can I do for you?”

“It’s more for the Squatch, I think, but we were wondering if you could see about getting a colony claim on Charlie’s Planet voided.”

“We?”

Nikki said, “Hi, Grandpa.”

“Hello. I should have figured you would have a hand in it, if Bob had an idea that sounded this reasonable. Can you send me any details on the claim?”

She replied, “We’ve got the claimant’s name, and we assume it was filed about twelve, maybe thirteen years ago. I can send you that much.”

“Earth or Commonwealth years?”

“Commonwealth.”

“Do you have anything more than the fact that the Squatch already lived there before he filed the claim?”

I asked, “Isn’t that enough?”

“It is, but the more evidence I’ve got to hit them with, the better. Voiding a claim is a big deal.”

“Well, there’s always the teaching machine mod. I know they gave us some gold, but I got the impression they wanted to do more.”

“They did. You’re thinking that they might let themselves off the hook, after they helped us with this?”

“It’s worth a shot, isn’t it?”

“I would think so. How soon do you need action on this?”

“The sooner the better, but we can keep the claimant in the brig as long as you need him out of circulation.”

“I understand, now. You want to be able to confront him with proof that his claim is void, to get him to talk, don’t you?”

“That would be nice, Dingus, but I’m not sure he knows enough to be useful. Breaking him might make it easier to break his niece, though.”

“What does she have that you want?”

“I don’t have a clue, yet, but Willum thinks she’s part of some kind of Commonwealth law enforcement.”

“Commonwealth law, in our territory? They ought to know better than that.”

“I think we may need to remind them.”

“Remind? How many carriers do you think you’re going to need to get their memory going?”

“I’m hoping we can do it peacefully, Dingus. You don’t think that will work?”

“Temporarily, maybe. I know the kind of folks you’re talking about, and they don’t stay contained. Sooner or later, another one will get the bright idea that we aren’t that tough, and need to be put in our place.”

“That sounds like a problem for another day. Maybe by then we can put together a better response.”

“I’m guessing I just got the job of figuring out what that response should be?”

“Well, Dingus, you seem to be our expert on the subject. Is there someone you think is better qualified?”

“I’d like to have Reggie in on this, I think. He knows more about current conditions. Your pretty wife could probably contribute, as well.”

Nikki said, “If you need me, Grandpa, I’ll be happy to help.”

“It’s like you say, Granddaughter. It’s fun to wind you up.”

“That’s what I thought.”

Dingus asked, “Is there anything else I can do for you today, Bob?”

“I don’t know what it would be, Dingus. I’m hoping to get to some of that shore leave they keep talking about, sometime soon.”

“Good luck with that. Fly safe, Sloan out.”

“Wilsons, out.”

Nikki looked at me. “You included me?”

“You were speaking, weren’t you?”

“Well, yes, but it’s your comm.”

“That reminds me. Don’t we need to give the twins comms, if they’re going to be going off on their own?”

“I suppose we do. I hadn’t thought of it. John and Jane gave Greg one, didn’t they?”

“They sure did, and we’ve seen how handy that is. I don’t want them to grow up so fast, either, but being out of touch with them is getting old.”

“Yes, it is.”

I saw something odd out of the corner of my eye. Mellanne seemed to be doing something weird with her tongue. I ran to the door, and called, “Ian, she has a trick tooth! Restrain her!”

He was through the door in a flash, and kept her from getting the tooth loose. Paddy came running in to help, and he got the tooth out, and scanned her for any other party favors. Then he scanned the tooth, and said, “Cyanide, Boss. Good catch. Dixie is on her way, in case she managed to get any of it into her system.”

I hit the intercom button, and said, “Good work, you two.”

Dixie came running in with a medical scanner. She ran it over Mellanne, and turned to the window. “She’s clean, Boss. I scanned for implants, while I was at it, and the only thing she has is the one that makes her stunner resistant.”

I hit the button again, and said, “Good work, Dixie. Thanks. Fellas, did you check for cheek knives?”

Paddy said, “I did, Boss. She doesn’t have anything like that.”

“Good deal.” I let off the button, and we headed to the interview room. Ian asked, “Is that all you needed, Boss?”

“For now, anyway. Thanks for taking care of that. She’s hard enough to get information out of, even when she’s breathing.”

“That’s true, Boss. Glad that’s your job.”

“I’ll bet you are.”

They all left, and I said, “Now that you’ve gotten the dramatics out of your system, do you think we can talk about you and your information?”

“What information? I just came here to find my uncle.”

Nikki said, “That could possibly be true, I suppose, but there is still the fact that you’re carrying that high-end implant, and you had a suicide tooth. Do you really expect us to believe that you’re just a freelance editor, who happened to get hired by a friend of ours? That’s weak, don’t you think?”

“The doctor said I needed that implant, for a condition I have. I don’t know what you’re talking about my tooth.”

I said, “I saw you trying to get it loose. You wanted us to catch you with it, for some reason. If you just wanted to make sure that we couldn’t question you, you’ve had plenty of opportunity to use it, in your cell.”

Nikki said, “I think that’s good news. She wanted to be able to say that she tried to kill herself, but we stopped her. She’s not as committed as she’s acting.”

Mellanne asked, “What are you two talking about? I never tried to kill myself! What are you talking about?”

Nikki looked at me, stunned. I said, “I second that emotion. I didn’t see any deception at all. She didn’t know there was poison in that tooth. I wonder what she thought it was going to do for her?”

Mellanne got wound up again. “Poison? There wasn’t any poison in that tooth. Just a drug to help me resist interrogation.”

I replied, “Oh, it would do that, sure enough. If you had gotten it open, you would have been resistant to any form of interrogation inside of five minutes.”

She looked at Nikki. “What’s he talking about?”

“Where he comes from, they have a saying, ‘Dead men tell no tales’. I think that is what he means.”

“You’re still trying to convince me that was poison?”

I said, “I’m not trying to convince you of anything. I gave up on that yesterday. Believe what you want to believe. The fact of the matter is that if Ian hadn’t kept you from ingesting any of that, you would have died.”

I’m not sure how I finally got through to her, but her face went through several emotions, and she said, “You’re not joking, are you?”

“No, I am not. Your life was in danger, and Ian saved you. An act I have little doubt he will regret, when you calm down, and return to your normal attitude.”

“Well, I never!”

I was done messing with this lady. I replied, “You should try it some time. Great for your state of mind.”

She thought on that for a moment, and decided not to answer. It struck me how much her face looked like Becky’s had, when she had gotten frustrated with Gus, and ended her argument with ‘Boys!’. I figured that would tell me something, if only I was a little brighter, but it wasn’t coming to me right then.

Nikki said, “I think you may have hurt her feelings, Admiral.”

“Really? She came in here as an undercover agent, and she’s not any tougher than that? There’s more going on here than we’ve figured out yet.”

“What do you think, Admiral?”

“I’m not sure. I’m thinking we’re going to have to break her backup, before we actually find out much.”

Mellanne couldn’t keep her mouth shut for that one. “Backup? What backup?”

“That new guy we brought in. Isn’t he here to give you your final instructions, so you could launch your attack?”

“I’ve never seen him before in my life.”

Nikki said, “Well, at least they have good operational security.”

“So it would seem. I don’t think we’re going to get anything more out of this one, before she has some time to contemplate her situation.”

“You might be right. I’ll get Ian to put her back in her cell.”

She got up and went to the door. Mellanne asked, “Is that all you’re going to do? No threats, no torture?”

“Not today, anyway. We’ll see how cooperative you are tomorrow. I’m thinking it might be a nice day for you to take a walk.”

“You can’t space me, you haven’t gotten any information out of me.”

“I never said I was going to leave you out there, now did I? I’ve heard that short exposure to vacuum has some nasty effects that are rather painful. I’ve yet to meet anyone who wanted to try it twice.”

“But...but…”

Nikki said, “Oh, motorboat noises. I think you’ve broken her, Admiral. She seems to be having a second childhood.”

“So it would appear, Lieutenant. So it would appear.”

Ian took her away. Nikki asked, “What do you think we need to do tomorrow?”

“I’m thinking we bring her uncle in first again, and take him across the hall. Run him up to about twenty-five thousand feet, quickly, and bring him back down again after a bit. He doesn’t seem sharp enough to know that we didn’t take him all the way to vacuum, anyway. That should be enough to get Mellanne’s attention.”

“What then?”

“Oh, have one of the Micks casually drop that her interrogation had to be put off, while we cleaned out the airlock. We can always send her across the hall the next day, after she’s had a chance to think about things.”

“What about Willum?”

“If we’re claiming that we can’t use the airlock, it wouldn’t do much good to bring him in, would it? She will know that we’re not able to threaten him with much. I’m sure he’s already been bragging about how the stupid primitives didn’t get anything out of him.”

“That sounds like Willum, alright. Do we need to do anything else, while we’re aboard?”

“Do we have comms to hand out to Gus and Becky on the Evans?”

“Nope. I’ve got them at home. I figured it wouldn’t be long until you decided they needed them, and I went ahead and drew a pair out of stock.”

“You weren’t going to mention it, before I brought it up?”

“Becky isn’t that adventurous, and you always make Gus take Snitz with him. I didn’t think it was a pressing issue.”

“That’s reasonable.” We headed back to the landing bay. Something crossed my mind, and I asked, “Gene, can you please put me on with the Skipper, before we leave the ship?”

“Sure, Boss. Here you go.”

Topper answered, “Hey, Boss. What can I do for you?”

“Nothing that I know of. I just wanted to make sure there was nothing I needed to deal with, while I was aboard.”

“No, I don’t have anything, Boss. Sue has everything in the system cranked up to the max, to make sure no one else slips through. Morning Flower has declared her training exercise over.”

“Good to know. Fly safe, Skipper.”

“You too, Boss.”

We got aboard the Evans, and Nikki got clearance to leave the Gene. Once we were in the black, Nikki said, “They surely have a pretty moon here. Has anyone ever surveyed it?”

“I don’t know. We never had a reason to look at it. It always seemed like I had more pressing things to deal with.”

“Surely Will, or Morning Flower has taken a look by now.”

Eve said, “I’m looking at the records, and it seems like everyone assumed someone else had checked it.”

Nikki asked, “We’re not in a hurry to get back, are we?”

“Not that I know of.”

She informed Gene Control, and Squatch Patrol, of her intentions to examine the moon. It wasn’t long until we had an escort, half bots from the Gene, and half Squatch. One of the bots from the Gene called, and asked, “Hey, Lieutenant. What gave you the urge to look at the moon?”

“We queried the records, and couldn’t find where anyone had taken a good look at it. It seemed like a nice sightseeing tour, since we’re on shore leave, and all.”

“Scotti has asked me to tell you that if you wanted it surveyed, all you had to do was ask.”

“Thank her kindly. I don’t intend to do a thorough survey. She can follow up at any time she likes.”

“Understood, Lieutenant.”

The line went dead, and Eve said, “Sensors at maximum. Just because we think this place is safe, is no reason to let our guard down.”

I replied, “Thanks, Eve.”

“All part of the service, Boss.”

Nikki put us in an orbit around the moon, and I said, “It doesn’t look that different from the one back home, at least not yet.”

“How many times did we get surprised there?”

“Point taken.”

We flew on, marveling at the scenery, and trying to find anything out of place... until we were. Eve said, “Sorry, I didn’t have time to tell you I was bouncing. Something on the surface was targeting us.”

Nikki said, “Please don’t apologize, Eve. You kept us safe. You did very well. Did the surface installation actually fire on us?”

“I don’t think so. I jumped as soon as I saw the targeting trying to lock on.”

The escort called again. “Where did you go, Evans?”

Nikki replied, “Eve saw something trying to target us from the surface. She used an abundance of caution.”

“We saw that, as well. There doesn’t seem to be any kind of weapon attached to it, though. At least, we weren’t able to find anything powering up to take a shot.”

“Can you do me a favor, and detach a couple of fighters to go have a look?”

“As long as you maintain position away from the moon.”

“Will do, escort.”

“Acknowledged, Evans.”

The line was quiet for a bit, until the escort said, “I have video. Would you like the feed, Evans?”

Nikki said, “Yes, please.”

Our screen lit up with a view of the surface of the moon. It didn’t look much different from the one back home, except for the old defense installation. It was obvious why the targeting scanner hadn’t been able to get anything to fire on us. The gun associated with the search had been obliterated, thousands of years ago, by the look of things. Suddenly, the surface view was replaced by Topper and John, split screen. Topper said, “Boss, get your tender butt out of there. We have no way of telling if there’s one of those stations on the other side that still has its guns. Admirals don’t get to survey hostile ruins.”

John said, “Topper’s right, Bob. Get your butt down on the planet. You can’t have shore leave, if you don’t go ashore, now can you?”

I said, “Message received and understood. Breaking off survey, returning to the planet.”

Nikki said, “We’re blowing this popsicle stand.”

When the stars came back, we were at orbital altitude, heading into the atmosphere. I said, “You always like to make a show, don’t you, Space Cadet?”

“I have to prove I’m a better pilot than that lump sitting in Gene’s brig, don’t I?”

“As far as I’m concerned, you don’t have anything to prove.”

“Thanks, Caveman.”

It wasn’t long before we were sitting in the field by Will’s. Nikki shut down the ship, and we went to the store, to see what was happening there. We had made it back in time for lunch, so we bought a couple of helpings, and went out to the picnic table to eat. Janet and Milly were there, looking like they’d had a rough morning. I asked, “Did you get all the maintenance taken care of on Will’s fleet?”

Janet replied, “We did. Remind me to bring a power lift, next time. Jacking up all those trucks to service the wheel bearings wasn’t any fun.”

I looked at her, and tilted my head. “Don’t all those trucks have fittings to run hydraulic attachments?”

“Yeah, they do.”

“You mean Topper didn’t put on a jack to hook up to the fittings, as standard equipment?”

Milly said, “I told you we ought to look in that box with the wrench on it.”

“Yeah, you did. I thought it would just be hand tools, and we already had plenty of those.”

I shook my head. Janet said, “At least we got a free lunch out of the deal.”

“That’s something, I guess.”

We ate, and Nikki asked, “What are you girls up to this afternoon?”

Milly said, “If you don’t mind, we were going to get cleaned up on the Evans, and head back to Jim’s place. Hannah had a few more things she wanted help with.”

“Sounds like a good idea. Will we disturb you if we’re in the cockpit?”

Janet said, “Well, it depends on what you’re planning on doing in there.”

Nikki said, “We were just going to go over some scans that should be coming in by now. If you’re going to be that way about it, we may have to get in some tongue wrestling before we get started.”

Milly asked, “Are you ever going to learn to keep your mouth shut, Janet?”

“Apparently not.”

We all went across to the Evans. The girls went to get cleaned up. Nikki and I went to the cockpit. I asked, “Do you think they’ll have anything useful by now?”

“I think they should have good scans of that installation that locked onto us, at the very least.”

“You’re right about that. I would think they scanned that place to death, before they did anything else.”

“Here we go.” Nikki put up the scans, and I looked at the damage to what appeared to have been their armament. The crater was fairly large. I asked, “Eve, would you please connect me to Captain Topper?”

“Of course, Boss. Here you go.”

“What can I do for you, Boss?”

“I’d like to borrow one of your crew for a minute or two.”

“Physically, or just their attention?”

“Attention only.”

“Who do you need?”

“Tex.”

“Here you go.”

Tex came over the speaker, “What do you need to go away, Boss?”

“Nothing, right now. I’m looking at the scans of that emplacement on the moon that locked onto us.”

“Okay, I’ve got the scans in front of me, Boss.”

“See where their armament seems to have been destroyed with one shot?”

“I do. I would think there was some kind of armor around that, when it was operational, wouldn’t you?”

“Since it was stationary, and couldn’t dodge incoming? I would think that there was a great deal of armor around it.”

“You want to know how big a pop it took to make that crater, don’t you?”

“I surely do.”

“Give me a second, Boss. I need to figure out how much that gun being armored is going to affect the outcome.”

I waited, maybe a whole minute. Tex said, “Okay, Boss. I could do it, but it would take both the mains firing together, and that impact looks as if it was hit with a single projectile.”

“You’re saying that the mains on whatever took that thing out were twice as powerful as ours?”

“I’m saying that’s the way it looks, Boss. As long as it’s been sitting out here in the black, I would need to know a lot more, to tell for sure.”

“You’re telling me we’re going to need to send the Marines to have a closer look, and get the hackers to see if they can crack into the computers?”

“If you want to know more about what took that place out, I think so, Boss.”

“I see. Thanks, Tex.”

“Any time, Boss.”

The line went dead. Nikki said, “That sounds ominous, doesn’t it?”

“A ship out there in the black somewhere with mains twice as powerful as the Gene? Yes, Dear, that sounds ominous. Am I a bad person for hoping that she was scrapped, when they didn’t have a use for her anymore?”

“You don’t want to meet her in the black?”

“No, I do not want to meet her in the black.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Caveman. I was worried you might take it as a personal challenge.”

“The rest of you may be that sure of my abilities, but going into battle against something that outclasses the Gene by that much? No thanks.”

“Maybe we can find some kind of trace of the people who built the station, or the people who destroyed it.”

“Maybe so. Do you think they had some neat trick for handling huge amounts of power?”

“I don’t know. Isn’t Frank headed this way?”

“He is. You think he’s going to be interested in this?”

“I think he’s always been interested in how other species solved problems. I don’t see why this time would be different.”

I replied, “Should keep him occupied for at least a week or two. I’m not sure I’m eager to see what happens when that bunch starts helping the Squatch with their problems.”

“Have I mentioned lately that your mind is a dark and scary place, Caveman?”

“I don’t remember you bringing it up, no Dear.”

“Well, it is, just so you don’t forget.”

“I have to live here. I won’t forget.”

“I think that’s about all we’re going to learn, until the Marines get inside that facility.”

“You’re probably right. Do you think we could find somebody around here to play Frisbee with?”

Eve said, “Morning Flower is headed this way. It looks like she wants to talk to you about something.”

I replied, “Well, I better take care of that, first.”

Nikki asked, “Do you suppose we could rent one of those side-by-sides, and head down to Jim’s? I’d like to see how Hannah is doing, myself.”

“It depends on what’s on Morning Flower’s mind, I think.”

I went back and let down the ramp. I said, “Hello, Morning Flower. Is there something I could help you with?”

“You already did, Bawb. I came to thank you.”

“What did I do for you?”

“You looked at the moon. I have been trying to get Wet Bobcat to survey it, but she thinks we need all the ships on patrol. I told her that the slavers aren’t coming back, because you and Mike put them in the bad place. She is afraid that they will get out, and come back. She does not want to go back to being a slave.”

“I understand. The moon wasn’t causing you any trouble, so why bother?”

“Yes, that is how she thinks. I think we need to know as much as we can about our home. We might find something we can use.”

“That makes sense, too. You have trouble getting her to listen, since you’re not in the black with her?”

“I do. Soon the littlest one will be big enough for me to fly again.”

“That will make you happy, I think.”

“The little ones make me happy, too. It is hard for me to choose.”

Nikki said, “I know what you mean.”

Morning Flower asked, “Young Tom is well?”

Nikki replied, “He is.”

“I heard Sa-nitz had to save him, once.”

I said, “He did. Tom quit breathing, while he was sleeping. Snitz told us, before it was too late.”

“I have seen this. It is sad. May-bee all the mothers should have a good dog like Sa-nitz.”

“Maybe so.”

We talked for a while, and then Nikki said, “We’re going down to Jim’s to see how Hannah is doing. Do you want to come with us?”

“No, thank you. I need to find my little ones, and see what I need to scold them for.”

I said, “Good luck.”

Morning Flower walked away. Nikki and I went to the store, and rented a side-by-side. I got in the passenger side, and Nikki asked, “Are you about to make some comm calls? You’re supposed to be relaxing.”

“No, I’m not. I just thought you might want to drive.”

“I do, but I still think you have something up your sleeve.”

I gave her my best innocent look, and she shook her head. She still drove, though.

We got to Jim’s and he and his help were working hard. I went out to see if I could do anything to help. Jim said, “Hey, Dad. You need something?”

“Nope. Thought there might be something I could do to help.”

“Take over for Samuel, there. He looks like he needs a break.”

“On it.”

Samuel was happy to get a chance to get a cool drink and sit for a bit. He loaned me his gloves, so I didn’t get splinters. Once he got his wind back, he came back, and I gave him back his gloves. Jim saw that, and pointed at his other helper. He gave me his gloves, and I subbed for him. When he got back, I gave him his gloves, and went to ask Jim what else he needed. “Do you need a break, Son?”

“Probably, but I doubt you can do my part of it, Dad. I have to grade the lumber. Do you know how?”

“No, I do not, and I surely wouldn’t want to mess up, and make one of your customers mad at you. Can I at least bring you a drink of water?”

“That would be great. Thanks.”

I went and got him some water, and he stopped what he was doing long enough to get a drink. About then, a wagon came out of the woods, and headed for the mill. Jim said, “I forgot we needed to load him out this morning. Do you think you can handle it by yourself, Dad?”

“I might take longer than he’s used to. Miles is here, isn’t she?”

“He wouldn’t go for that, Dad.”

“I saw her this morning. If she tucks her hair under a hat, I don’t think he’ll notice, especially if you keep him talking.”

“Give me the easy job, huh?”

“Nobody ever said it wasn’t gonna be semi-tough.”

“You’ve got a point, there.”

I got on the comm, and explained to Milly what I needed her to do. It wasn’t long before she snuck out of the back of the house, and appeared to be coming from the direction of the store. Jim gave us both gloves out of his stash, and we started in loading the wagon. His regular fellows kept right on running the mill. Jim was able to distract the farmer enough that he didn’t have a chance to notice that Miles wasn’t male. It felt good to do a little manual labor for a change. It didn’t seem like long at all, before we were standing on the loading dock, waving at the farmer as he drove away.

Jim said, “Thank you both. You do good work.”

One of his helpers spoke up. “Now he’ll expect us to load wagons that fast.”

I replied, “We were fresh. We haven’t been working the mill all morning.”

“That’s true. Do you think he will remember that, when the next wagon comes?”

“If you expect him not to give you some trouble about it, you expect too much. If you think he will really be upset, you need to grow up.”

He thought on that for a moment. “You sound like my father.”

“Well, I’m Jim’s father, so that makes sense, I guess.”

He thought again, before he spoke. “That means you are ‘Bawb’, that the locals talk about?”

“I am that fella. I warn you though, some of those fellas would stretch a story just to make it good.”

“I know a fella who says you brought his sister home. He thinks the world of you.”

“I can see how that would be. Missing family is tough.”

“I know what you mean. My older brother went on Rumspringa, and never came back. I still think about him, even though I shouldn’t.”

About then, another customer came into the yard, this one with a boy who appeared to be his son driving a second wagon. Jim asked, “Do you two mind some more loading?”

Miles shook her head, and I said, “Nope. Do you have room to back them both in? We could make a race out of it.”

“You’re a nasty man, Dad. I like it.”

He got the farmer to back in both wagons. It seemed his son was a good driver, but he wasn’t quite up to backing into a loading dock, yet. The man got down from the one wagon, and backed the other one in. Jim showed us which stacks of wood needed to go aboard, and we dug into it. His two regular helpers didn’t want to get shown up, so they dug into their stack, as well. We all had a good sweat going, by the time we were done, but the customer was grinning, having gotten loaded so fast. He and his son climbed aboard their wagons, and took off. Jim looked at his watch, which I noticed had camoed itself to look like it needed to be wound. He said, “Well, it’s not worth starting the mill back up, boys. Let’s call it lunch.”

They both seemed agreeable. The one that spoke before said, “You two are good help. I thought you were going to outdo us there for a while.”

I replied, “We do our best. You won fair and square.”

Jim said, “C’mon, you two. I’m sure the ladies have some lunch ready in the house.”

We put our gloves away, and followed him to the sink. The new gloves had stained us pretty well, and it took some scrubbing to look presentable. Once we made it into the house, Nikki said, “Oh, you decided to join us, did you?”

Milly said, “We had a few things to take care of, Tia. Sorry we’re late.”

Hannah said, “Don’t let her fool you. We just got it on the table. Come and eat.”

We all sat down, and Jim asked, “Dad, would you mind?”

“Not at all.”

I gave both the blessings we usually did, and Hannah said, “Amen”.

I said, “This looks wonderful, Hannah. You really shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble.”

She replied, “Janet and Mother Wilson did most of it. I just supervised.”

I looked at her. “Which bridge is it you’re trying to sell?”

She laughed. “Okay, maybe I did a little. Mother Wilson wouldn’t let me do much, though.”

We dug in, and the chorus of ‘mmm’, and ‘that’s good’ started. When I finished, I said, “That was wonderful, whoever cooked it. I’m guessing you need some help with the dishes?”

Hannah replied, “You don’t need to do that, Father Wilson.”

“Somebody needs to, that’s for sure, and you don’t need to be on your feet that much.”

“If you insist.”

“I do.” I grasped her wrist, and gave it a gentle twist. “There, I twisted your arm. Does that make it alright?”

“I suppose. You know I will have to tell my father of this. He thinks he should be as ornery as you.”

“Do what you have to.”

She smiled. When the dishes were done, I asked, “Well, Jim, do you have more loads that will need to be loaded this afternoon?”

“I expected to be loading that last fellow all afternoon, Dad. You got the help motivated, and now we’re ahead of schedule. We don’t have anything left to do but run the mill.”

Milly said, “I think I got away with it this morning, but I don’t think I can work that closely with them, without getting made.”

I said, “You’re probably right about that one, Miles. I noticed you were avoiding having to speak while we were out there. Good plan.”

“I figured it was safer.”

Jim said, “Well, thanks for your help, whether they would approve or not. Would you mind making a show of heading back toward the store, before you settle in for the afternoon?”

“Not at all. Integral part of the mission, isn’t it? Operational security, I mean.”

Jim replied, “It surely is. It bugs me how much we have to keep from the neighbors, just to keep them doing business with us.”

Hannah said, “Now Jim. You know there’s not another sawmill, and even if there was, they couldn’t put out your quality, at your prices. You worry too much.”

“I want us, and our kids, to be able to go and visit with your folks, Hon. We need to keep the congregation thinking we’re fairly plain, for that to not cause a stir.”

“They all know who your dad is, and what they owe him. They aren’t going to cause too much of a stir, no matter what you do.”

“You’re probably right, but I just don’t want to take the chance, not with starting a family and all.”

Nikki said, “That’s good of you, Son. Just don’t push yourself too far, trying to fit in.”

“I know, Mom. And I know we would be welcome on the Gene, or back in Saucer Holler. I’m committed to this, though, and I want to make a go of it.”

Hannah said, “That’s my Jim!”

I said, “Well, at least you have a cheering section.”

Jim said, “I hope she knows what she’s talking about.”

“I’ve yet to see her fail to know what she’s talking about, Son. You married up.”

“You’ve got that right, Dad.”

Hannah said, “Hush, you two.”

Milly tucked her hair back up under her hat, and we started back toward the mill. Milly broke off, and headed back toward the store. Jim and I went on. His help saw us coming, and put their lunch boxes away. I got my gloves back, and we worked all afternoon. Jim managed to find things for me to do, and I at least felt like I was helping. Just how much good I did, you would have to ask Jim. Quitting time came, and we cleaned the place up. His help headed home, and Jim said, “I don’t see where that is very good hospitality, Dad, putting you to work all day.”

“I’m ashore to get out of the chair in my office. This was nice, as far as I was concerned.”

“You’re strange, Dad.”

“You think you’re the first one to say that?”

“Probably not even today, now that I think about it.”

“I don’t remember. Besides, there’s no telling what your help said, while we were eating lunch. Oh, by the way, which one of them wants to crew on the Gene?”

“The quiet one. The one who does most of the talking is happy with where he is. He’s even trying to talk his dad out of sending him on Rumspringa.”

“That young, and already sure he knows it all? That can’t be good.”

“I gather that’s what his father thinks, as well.”

“I see. It would be interesting to see how that works out.”

“I could keep you updated, if you’re serious.”

“No, thanks. I don’t care enough for that. Besides, if he starts heading off the tracks, I would want to step in and straighten him out. That wouldn’t go over well, I’m sure.”

“No, I doubt it would. I’ve already gotten in Dutch a time or two, for correcting him.”

“Your business, your rules. If he doesn’t like it, I’m sure he knows his way home.”

“I know that, but he is a good hand, when he shuts up and works.”

“Like I said, your business. I wouldn’t begin to tell you how to run it.”

“You might want to save that for somebody who’s going to believe it, Dad. I know you. If you see me doing something stupid, you’re going to ask me a couple of dumb questions, and get me to see what I’m doing wrong.”

“I wouldn’t guarantee that might not happen, now that you mention it.”

“We better get going, we wouldn’t want to be late for supper.”

“I’m surprised your mother hasn’t had Eve fly the Evans down here yet, to pick us all up to head over to the Key for supper.”

“Hannah probably asked her to wait until after the help had left. Just because we’re not part of the congregation, we still try not to rub people’s noses in it.”

“Seems wise.”

My curiosity was muted, when the Evans quietly settled in a clear spot. I said, “We might as well go ahead and load these side-by-sides. I’m sure they’re intending to drop them off at the store, when we pick up the twins.”

“Sounds like a plan. Do you mind if I stick to tying them down?”

“I doubt they need to be tied down, no farther than we’re going. You don’t want to risk getting caught driving?”

“Right on the first guess, Dad.”

“I’ll take care of it, then. I think I’ll go ahead and clean up, while I’m aboard.”

“I’ll tell the ladies we’re ready to leave, once I’ve scrubbed up a little. Hannah won’t let me in the house, looking like this.”

“Smart woman.”

“I’d have to be a little jealous, Dad, if I didn’t know how committed you are to Mom.”

“I’ll try and tone it down, but I’m just happy you found somebody so good for you.”

“Me too, Dad. Me too.”

I loaded the side-by-sides, and headed for the shower. By the time I finished, we were already on the ground at Shaved Ape Key. I headed out to see what we were doing for supper, and found Becky and her friends trying to get organized to go in the house. I picked up an armload of bundles, and started in.  I met Julie pushing the stroller, saying goodbye to Lori. She was getting into a saucer. I asked, “You don’t have a place on the Key, yet?”

“I hadn’t thought I would need one, until I got this job. I’m not here very often, it would sit empty most of the time.”

“You think ours doesn’t? I think there’s plenty of room, if you want a place to stay. You might be able to rent a room, if you don’t want the commitment of a house.”

“I’ll check into it, Boss. Thanks.”

“No problem.”

Tom had seen me, and was holding his arms up. I said, “Yes, Short Stuff, I see you. You think you need some attention, do you?”

He nodded. I said, “You’ve been hanging out with Snitz too much.”

He shook his head. “You don’t think so, huh?”

He shook his head again. Julie said, “I can carry all that baggage, if you want to carry him, Boss. I gave her the bundles, and picked him up. I let him ride on top of my head, while I took us in the house. He seemed to think that was great fun. I played with him a bit, and Gus helped. He seemed to think that messing with Tom was preferable to getting roped into one of his sister’s games, especially now that she had backup. Nikki stuck her head out of the kitchen, and said, “We’ve got the food Stella brought down laid out. Come and eat.”

We had a good meal, and then the girls were off to play again. Jim asked, “Could we get a ride home, please?”

Janet asked, “You want to be my copilot, Milly?”

Milly replied, “Sure.”

They all went out to the Evans. Tom wanted me to play with him some more. It wasn’t long before Janet and Milly made it back. Janet said, “We got them home safe. How soon is Hannah supposed to deliver?”

Nikki replied, “A few days yet. Why do you ask?”

“She seemed to be having some pain in her belly.”

I said, “John’s good, but I doubt he can nail down when a baby is going to decide to come into the world. She may go ahead and get on with things, sooner than we thought.”

When it got close to bedtime, I handed Tom to Nikki. He wasn’t crazy about that idea, but he dealt with it. I went outside and found the girls, and got them headed for bed. One of the Squatch girls asked if I could tell the story of how I met Morning Flower, so I did. I told them to settle down and get some sleep, and headed out to get Gus ready for bed. He had found another short story he wanted me to read. I read it to him, and took him to get settled on the pallet Julie had made for him in Tom’s room. He asked, “Can I have the light out, Dad?”

“As soon as your mother gets Tom to bed, Son. She needs to be able to see what she’s doing for that.”

“I understand, Dad. Thanks.”

“See you in the morning, Short Round.”

I kissed him goodnight, and went to look for Snitz. Tom thought I needed to check in with him, before I took Snitz outside. I tickled him a little, and then I kissed him goodnight. Then I looked him in the eye and asked, “Be good for Mommy, okay?”

He looked at me like he wasn’t sure what I was asking, so I said, “Go to bed, and don’t fuss about it. You need your rest.”

He looked a little grumpy when I said that. I handed him back to Nikki, and we headed out to patrol the yard. Snitz didn’t find much, so he did his business, and we went back in the house. I locked up, and he headed for Tom’s room. I expected I would find him cuddling Gus, if I went to look. I got ready for bed, and snuggled with Nikki. I asked, “How long do you think it will be before one of the girls needs something?”

“I don’t know, Caveman. Julie said she would try and take care of all that, so that we could sleep.”

“That’s nice of her, but I doubt she’s going to be enough.”

“I do too. I was trying to be optimistic.”

“Do you have other bad habits?”

“I do, but you don’t get to find out about that tonight. We might wind up with an audience, and we wouldn’t want that.”

“No, we wouldn’t.”

We went to sleep.

Much to my surprise, Julie managed to keep the girls corralled. Snitz came and woke me the next morning. I got up, and got ready to face the day. Julie had coffee ready, and I grabbed a cup on my way out to patrol with Snitz. By the time I got back, Milly was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee. She said, “I figured we would have a lot of breakfast to cook this morning, and we might as well get an early start.”

“Sounds about right. What do you think we ought to feed them?”

“The Squatch seem to love their bacon, so there’s that. Do you know of any way to work garlic into breakfast?”

“I’m not coming up with anything, right off the top of my head. Do you think they would like pancakes?”

“With lots of butter and syrup? They’d be crazy if they didn’t.”

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes’, then.”

Milly started frying bacon, and I got going on pancakes. It wasn’t long before we had a kitchen full of impatient girls. Lori showed up about then, and between her and Julie, they managed to get the girls to go in the other room and let us cook. Nikki wandered in after a cup of coffee, and so did Janet. They both went out to help with the girls. Gus wandered in, and sat down. I asked, “How did you sleep, Short Round?”

“Pretty good, Dad. Snitz came and snuggled with me.”

“Good deal. Wouldn’t want you lagging behind Little Elk today.”

“He’s going hunting with his dad today. Do you suppose I could hang out with you and Mom?”

“We’ve got some business on the Gene this morning. I guess you could go help Vagna, while we take care of that, if you want to.”

“That sounds good. I want to tell him about everything I’ve done down here.”

“Just don’t keep him from getting his work done. You wouldn’t want to get him in trouble with Scotti, would you?”

“No, I wouldn’t.”

Everything finished up about then, and I asked, “Do you mind going out and telling the rest of them that breakfast is ready?”

“Well, yeah, but I’ll do it.”

“Good man. You’re getting it.”

Soon, we had a kitchen full of hungry people. We said the blessings, and dug in. I soon realized I hadn’t made enough pancakes, and got up to make more. Julie said, “I could take care of that, Boss.”

“I did the job. If I didn’t do it right, it’s mine to fix, ain’t it?”

“I suppose.”

Lori asked, “Hey, Boss, since you’re making extra anyhow, do you suppose I could get a few of those?”

“Sure. Do you want some bacon, too?”

Milly said, “We’re out of bacon, Tio. I think there’s some sausage left, though.”

Lori asked, “If it isn’t too much trouble, that sounds nice.”

“It’s no trouble for me. You’re cooking it.”

“Oh, well then, of course I’ll have some.”

I got some more batter mixed up, and my skillet hot again. Lori got her sausage going. I thought I was putting out a good stream of pancakes, but they seemed to vanish as quickly as I got them done. Nikki said, “Becky, you can’t eat as much as your friends. Don’t try. You don’t want to make yourself sick again, do you?”

“No, Mom.”

Finally, I caught up, and made a stack for Lori. She thanked me, and dug in. We all finished breakfast, and did the dishes. Nikki asked, “Don’t you think it’s about time we got started with our day, Bob?”

“Seems to be about that time.” Everyone but Lori, Julie, and Tom went out to get aboard the Evans. Milly stopped me outside the ship, and said, “I think I’m going to go visit Grandma today, Tio. I don’t want to be around Jim’s help, if I’m not in disguise. One of them might figure it out.”

“Good idea. You do know that the quiet one is going to spend his Rumspringa on the Gene, don’t you?”

“I hadn’t heard that. Sounds like I need to transfer to the Academy pretty soon. I was trying to get out of helping them finish refurbishing the place.”

“I’m sure Scotti can shake loose a saucer, whenever you decide you need to go.”

“Thanks, Tio. See you tonight.”

“Tell your Grandma I said ‘hi’.”

“I will.”

She took off down the road. I went aboard, and helped Janet get all the kids strapped in. I doubted it would be necessary, but it seemed like the wise thing to do. When we got done, Janet went forward to copilot for her mom. I sat down and strapped in. Before long, we settled on the field at the store. Nikki left Janet to shut down the ship, and came back to the cargo bay. She said, “I’ll go with you to take your friends home, Becky.” She handed me a comm, and whispered, “Make sure he has this before he takes off, Caveman.”

I whispered back, “He’s with us today. Little Elk is busy.”

“Oh. I didn’t know that.”

“I didn’t either, until this morning. It’s been too busy to pass the word along.”

“It has, hasn’t it?”

She gathered up the girls, and headed for the village. Janet came back from the cockpit, and said, “The ship is shut down, Dad. I’m going to go check out a side-by-side, and head down to Jim’s. Where’s Milly?”

“She wanted to go visit her Grandma. She seemed to think that one of Jim’s helpers might recognize her, after she worked with them yesterday.”

“That makes sense. She doesn’t seem to be as comfortable at Jim’s as I am. I wonder why that is?”

“I couldn’t tell you that. Maybe you should ask her, if you really want to know.”

“I might do that. See you tonight, if not before.”

“See you.”

She walked over to the store, and got the keys to a side-by-side. Then she headed for Jim’s. Gus asked, “What do we do now?”

“Wait for your mom to get back. I’ve got something I’m supposed to give you, anyhow.”

“What’s that, Dad? A Dutch rub?”

“No, silly.” I pulled out the comm Nikki had given me. I noticed it was engraved, “Gus Wilson, BS Gene Cernan”. I handed it to Gus. He asked, “What’s this?”

“It’s a comm, silly.”

“I know that, Dad. Why did you hand it to me?”

“Read what’s engraved there.”

He did, and then asked, “You mean it belongs to me?”

“I do. If you’re going to go off and have adventures, you need a way to stay in contact, don’t you think?”

“Won’t Becky get jealous?”

“Your Mom is giving her one, too. She doesn’t have anything to get jealous about.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“Thank your Mom. It was her idea.”

“I’ve been trying to figure out how to ask for one, ever since we got treed by that pig. Snitz shouldn’t have had to run when he was hurt so badly.”

“I thought the same thing, Short Round.”

We sat and talked until Nikki got back. I asked, “Did everything go alright?”

“Yes, it did. I just wanted to make sure that they had all asked permission before they came over, and that they made it home safe.”

“Sounds good enough. I guess we better go get to work.”

“What’s Gus going to do, while we do that?”

Gus said, “Dad thought maybe I could go help Vagna.”

Nikki replied, “That sounds like a good idea. Are you sure your dad came up with it?”

“Yes, Mom.”

“Come on up to the cockpit, Gus. You can sit in the extra seat, where you can see everything.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. C’mon.”

Nikki took it easy on the trip to the Gene. Once she had eased us into our parking spot, she started shutting down the ship. Gus wanted to get up and run off to find Vagna, but he waited until she finished. When she turned around and unstrapped, she said, “Why are you still here, Gus?”

“I wanted to thank you for giving me a comm. Dad said it was your idea.”

“You’re welcome, Gus. Now go and find your friend.”

“Okay, Mom.” He took off. She turned to me, and asked, “How do you think we ought to handle it this morning?”

“Well, I’m not sure. Should we bring Willum in first, and pretend to put him in the airlock, before we work on the old man, or just start with the old man?”

“Well, we won’t be able to send Willum back without actually putting him in and running him up. Mellanne will be able to tell, if he’s faking.”

“You’re probably right about that. I wish we had some way to ask Willum what he thinks, before we bring him in.”

“We could walk through the cell block. If he acts aggressive, we take him to the interview room. If he doesn’t, we take the old man.”

“That’s as good as we’re going to do, I think. Let’s try it.”

We went to the brig, and Paddy was standing watch. He asked, “Time to bother our guests, Boss?”

“It is, Paddy. We were thinking we would go to the cell block, to see which one seems most likely to tell us something this morning.”

“We all know who that would be, don’t we?”

“We do. It’s just that we intend to get serious about asking questions today. If he doesn’t have anything to tell us yet, there’s no need of threatening to send him for a walk, is there?”

“No, Boss. I don’t suppose there would be.”

We headed back to the cell block. Willum caught my eye as we went through the door, and winked with the eye that Mellanne and her uncle couldn’t see. Then he lit into me, calling me every name in the book, and I think he managed to make up a few. At least, I hadn’t heard them before. Mellanne joined in, halfheartedly. Her uncle seemed content to cower in the back of his cell. That settled it for me. I said, “Paddy, would you be so kind as to escort this ‘gentleman’ to the interview room?”

“Of course, Boss. Should I detour, to find some stairs for him to fall down?”

“Not this time, Paddy. Perhaps tomorrow.”

“As you wish, Boss.”

Nikki and I headed back to the interview room, to wait for Willum. It wasn’t long before Paddy dragged him in, kicking and screaming. As soon as the door was shut, he calmed down, and took a seat. He clamped the handcuffs on himself, and said, “Can’t be too careful. That Mellanne is fairly sharp. She might notice my wrists didn’t look like I had been chained up.”

I said, “Sounds like a wise precaution. When you get out of here, you need to spend some time talking to Gene. He’s compiling a dictionary of the cussing we hear in our travels. It sounds like you have something to contribute.”

“I’ll be sure and get with him. I don’t have much to tell, yet.”

Nikki handed him her comm. “Write it on this. We don’t want to know, just yet. That way we can’t mess up and say something in an interrogation that would blow your cover.”

Willum took the comm and started work. He said, “I’m glad you two understand how hard it is for me to convince them that I’m a prisoner, just like them. It wouldn’t take much to undermine that.”

I replied, “About that. We were thinking about running the old fellow up in the airlock today. High enough that he can feel that we did something, but not high enough to do him any permanent damage.”

“Wouldn’t you do better to do that to Mellanne?”

“I doubt it. She seems to have some kind of training. I doubt we could break her that way, at least not easily. I have to think punishing the old man will get her attention faster.”

“I see how that could work, but how do you intend to explain me going back without any damage?”

“That’s the part where this plan gets a bit tricky. I had intended to pull him out first, and then make the excuse that he had made a big enough mess in the airlock that it would have to be cleaned, before we did any more interrogations. Since you made such a show, I thought you must have something important to say, so I went ahead and brought you in. Now we’re pretty much committed to stuffing you in the airlock, and abusing you.”

“You take me to the nicest parties, Delicious. I’d love to dance with you.”

“How high do we need to take you, to make it believable?”

“Let’s see, let me convert to Earth units. About twenty-five thousand of your feet should do, I think.”

“How long should we leave you at that altitude?”

“It’s not the time at altitude that makes a good show, Bob. It’s how fast you vent the lock. Put me in the lock, vent it to the right pressure, and then you can pump it back up to normal as fast as you like.”

“Won’t it give you the bends, rising that fast?”

“Maybe a mild case, but there isn’t enough gas dissolved in my blood right now to do much damage. A few aches and pains will help sell it.”

Nikki said, “I never realized you were quite so hard-core, Willum.”

“I do my best to hide it. That way, when I have to show it, it comes as more of a surprise.”

I said, “You do a good job of that. Is there anything you can tell us, without risking us saying something we shouldn’t?”

“Let’s see. The only thing I can think of that would be safe for you to know is that Mellanne isn’t nearly the agent she thinks she is. She really didn’t think there was poison in that tooth. I’ve never heard of sending someone into the field so poorly prepared.”

Nikki asked, “Could it be that her training isn’t complete, yet?”

“I suppose, but I would still expect her to know what was in the tooth, if she had it implanted.”

I said, “It does seem awfully odd. I thought she was just trying to convince us she was innocent.”

“Nope. She honestly thinks it was just something to help her resist interrogation. They apparently fed her some line of crap about it lasting for a couple of weeks before it wore off.”

Nikki said, “I can’t believe she would fall for that. She used to be pretty sharp, even if we didn’t get along.”

Willum replied, “I can only report what I see.”

“I understand. There’s more to this story than we’ve gotten yet, that’s for sure.”

We talked about Mellanne, and her possible motives, for a half-hour or so. Willum said, “Well, that’s probably long enough. Let’s head across the hall, and then you can take me back to my cell.”

Paddy asked, “Will we be needing the big show again?”

Willum replied, “I think we better, even if they won’t be able to hear much of it.”

“As you wish, Sir.” He picked Willum up, and Willum started screaming and cussing. By the time they got to the door, he was really wound up. We got up, and were about to follow them across the hall, when Gene asked, “Do you want me to handle the airlock protocol, Boss? I can hit the targets more accurately than you can.”

I replied, “That sounds safer, Gene. I wouldn’t want to mess up, and take him too high.”

“Will do, Boss.”

Once Paddy had Willum secured inside the airlock, he gave me a thumbs up. I said, “Gene, initiate protocol.”

Willum didn’t look like he was having any fun. When the pressure got back to normal, Paddy unhooked him, and brought him out. I said, in a loud, clear voice, “If that didn’t get him talking, I don’t think we’re going to have much luck with him. Go get that old fart. He looks easier to get something out of.”

Paddy said, “Aye, Boss.” He took Willum back to his cell. Nikki whispered to me, “Willum is really committed to his cover, isn’t he?”

“He surely seems to be. He’s good help, even if I don’t see eye to eye with him on everything.”

Paddy got back with the other gent. He asked, “The interview room, Boss?”

“I don’t see any need to waste time in there, Paddy. He wouldn’t tell us anything yesterday. I don’t see any reason he would have changed his mind overnight, do you?”

“No, Boss, I do not. The airlock, then?”

“That’s sounds right.”

The prisoner went ballistic at that point. It was amusing watching him trying to get away from Paddy. He screamed, “I’m a Commonwealth citizen! You can’t do this to me!”

I replied, as calmly as I could manage. “We went over this yesterday. You’re not in Commonwealth space, Commonwealth law does not apply, and you lost any rights you might have had, when you tried to steal my friends’ home planet. Which part are you having trouble with?”

He continued to cuss and scream, but he wasn’t even contributing to Gene’s book. He was repetitive, and not very original. Paddy secured him in the airlock, and closed the door. I was about to tell Gene to execute the protocol, when my comm rang. “Admiral Wilson.”

“Bob, it’s Dingus. I just wanted to let you know, that claim you were worried about just got thrown out. The Guide is willing to keep the existence of the Squatch’s home planet a secret, so you don’t need to worry about that.”

“That’s all good news. Would you mind repeating it, for one of our guests?”

“A guest that’s staying in Angus’s bed and breakfast?”

“Yes, indeed.”

“I’d be delighted.”

I configured the comm to send its signal to the speakers in the airlock, and the ones in the cell block, while I was at it. I figured Mellanne might as well get the good news, too. Dingus went back over the details of the claim getting rejected, with reference numbers, and lots of detail to make it convincing. I doubted it would be enough to convince either of them, but it was a start, all the same. Once Dingus was finished, I took the comm off the speakers, and he asked, “Was there anything else I could do for you today?”

“Do you happen to know when the Funny Papers are due to arrive?”

“Somewhere around lunchtime, the last I heard.”

“Thanks. Wilson out.”

“Sloan out.”

I hit the intercom button to talk to the airlock. I asked, “Are you ready to talk, now?”

“That was all fake. There’s no way a primitive like you could get a claim rejected. Besides, MAJOR Slongum was lost over a hundred years ago, and hasn’t been heard from since.”

“That’s the problem with spending so much time in the autodoc. You miss out on current events. We found him a couple of years ago, and he’s been working for us, ever since. They gave him a courtesy promotion, when he retired. You’re sure you still don’t feel like cooperating?”

“I’ll never cooperate with you, primitive.”

“Gene, execute the protocol, please.”

“On it, Boss.”

When it was over, Paddy brought him out. I asked, “Are you sure you don’t have something to say?”

“Not to you. The Patrol will put you in a hole, and throw away the key, when they hear about this.”

Nikki asked, “He doesn’t listen very well, does he?”

“He certainly doesn’t. Paddy, take him back to his cell, and bring up the lady.”

“More than happy to, Boss, but this one made a mess in the airlock. We’ll need to clean that up, before we can use it again.”

“Well, that puts a damper on things. I suppose tomorrow will be soon enough.”

Paddy took the prisoner back to his cell, and we headed back to the Evans. We could hear Mellanne calling for Nikki, as we left. I asked, “Do you think she’s ready to talk?”

“I doubt it. I think she’s ready to complain some more about the treatment they are getting.”

“That’s the way it sounded to me, too. Do you think we’ll be able to get through to her?”

“I’m not sure. She has changed a little, since I knew her.”

Nikki got out her comm, and told Gus to meet us on the Evans.

We got aboard the Evans. Nikki eased us out of the landing bay. It wasn’t long until she set us down on the field by Will’s store. Gus asked, “What are we going to do now?”

Nikki asked, “Would you like to go see your brother?”

“I saw Tom this morning.”

He was facing away from Nikki, so she couldn’t see his grin. She said, “No, silly, I meant Jim.”

“Mr. Bailey? I thought he was over on the Key.”

It was my fatherly duty to maintain. I failed. Nikki gave Gus a Dutch rub. She asked, “Why do you want to be like that?”

“I’ve heard it’s fun to wind you up.”

I’m not sure I was moving air, at that point. Nikki looked at me, and said, “See there, you’ve broken your father.”

“He’ll be okay. He’s on shore leave, anyhow. Isn’t he supposed to get some giggles?”

I managed to hold out my hand, and Gus gave me five. Nikki just shook her head. When I got my wind back, I asked, “I don’t know about anybody else, but my belly thinks it’s about lunchtime. Why don’t we get something to eat, before we head to Jim’s?”

Nikki replied, “That sounds like a good idea.”

We walked across to the store, and bought some lunch from Able. After we finished, we took our dishes in, and asked about renting a side-by-side. Will asked, “Are you headed to Jim’s?”

I replied, “Yes, we are.”

“Do you think we could make a deal, then?”

“That entirely depends on what you’re trying to do me out of, Will.”

“I have a truckload of stuff that I need to take down there, but Sit should be here in a little bit, and I want to be here for that. If you’ll deliver the order for me, I’ll let you use the truck for the rest of the day for free.”

“That works.”

Nikki asked, “Don’t you mean that’s a good excuse for you to stay out of the house, and away from all the woman talk?”

“That’s a bonus, Sweetheart.”

Able said, “They’re all the same, aren’t they?”

Nikki replied, “Seems that way.”

Will showed me which truck had Jim’s order on it, and we took off. We pulled up next to the mill, and Jim came over to talk to me. He asked, “Was Will all out of side-by-sides?”

“Sit’s coming home today, so he talked me into bringing your order. Where do you want this stuff?”

“He usually puts the stuff for the house on top, so back up to the kitchen, and we’ll get that first.”

“Will do. I think we have enough people to make a chain and just hand it in.”

“That would be handier, wouldn’t it?”

I backed the truck where he wanted it, and then we all got out. Gus ran to give Jim a hug. Jim picked him up, and swung him around. He said, “We need to get the truck unloaded, and then maybe we’ll have time to play, okay?”

“Sounds good. Can I help?”

“We’ll see. How strong are you, these days?”

“Still not very strong. I think Dad would like to see me start in with Niner-Deuce, and fix that.”

“Niner-Deuce will teach you a lot of things. It would be good for you.”

“I would have to hurry. I think he’s going to teach at the Academy, when it opens.”

“I’ll bet Dad could find somebody else to help you, if Niner-Deuce gets a new job.”

“Probably.”

We got set up, and it didn’t take long to hand all the groceries into the house. Jim wound up carrying a box in. It was a pressure cooker, so that Hannah could save things from her garden. She said, “Well, that looks like work, but it’s something we need. Thanks, Hon.”

“You’re welcome.” He put it on the shelf out of the way, until it was needed.

He turned to me, and said, “Well, if you want to run the truck over to the loading dock at the mill, we can get the rest of this stuff unloaded.”

“On it.”

I put the truck where it needed to be, and helped Jim and his hands unload. With four of us working, it didn’t take long to get things where they needed to be. Jim’s noisy hand asked, “Where’s that fellow you had with you yesterday? He’s a pretty good worker.”

“He needed to visit family over on the Key today.”

Jim thought on that for a second, and said, “I know his family. Not people you would want to put off.”

I replied, “Nope. I’m going to move this truck out of the way. Do you need any more help?”

“No, I think I’m going to send the boys home, and take the rest of the day off. It’s too late in the day to start on anything new.”

The mouthy boy took off, grabbed his lunchbox, and headed for the road home. The other one, that Jim had said wanted to spend his Rumspringa on the Gene, stayed around. When the first boy was out of sight, he asked me, “Would you have time to speak a minute, Sir?”

“I don’t see why not. What can I do for you?”

“Well, Sir, my Rumspringa is coming up.”

“Yes, Jim has discussed this with me. I’m afraid I’m not really the one you should be talking to about it, though. I’m not in direct command of the crew any more. Let me get some people on the comm who would have to decide if they wanted you working for them, or not.”

“If that is what needs to happen, Sir.”

I got out my comm, and set up a conference call with Scotti and Topper. Topper asked, “What’s up, Boss?”

“I’ve got a young man here who would like to apprentice on the Gene, at least for a while. Do you two think you could accommodate him?”

Topper asked, “He would be on Rumspringa, like Hannah was when she was working for Julie at the restaurant?”

“Exactly right, Skipper.”

“Is he aware that we would not be able to divert, to bring him back, if he were to suddenly decide he wanted to go back to being plain?”

“I would have thought that Jim would have explained it to him, but why don’t you speak with him yourselves, and see what you think?”

“That would probably be the best course, Boss.”

I handed him the comm, and said, “Talk to them. They need to know if you will be a good hand for them, like you have been for Jim.”

“I understand, Sir.”

He took the comm, and talked to the two of them for some time.

Gus asked, “Would it be okay if I went in the woods, as long as I take Snitz with me?”

I replied, “See if Snitz wants to go. He’s probably getting acquainted with Bassi’s pups.

“I will, Dad.” He took off.

Jim pointed to his helper, and then asked me, “Do you think they will take him on? He really has his heart set on it.”

“If he’s that serious about it, I think they can find a way to put him to work.”

“I don’t think he has any idea how much of an adjustment it is going to be.”

“Is there any way to get him aboard right now, so he can get some idea what he’s getting into, before we pull out?”

“He’s not supposed to go on Rumspringa for another few weeks, but we might be able to get it moved up. I do know someone on their Council, after all.”

“You think Jacob would go to bat for him?”

“He’s the one who told me what the boy wanted to do, and sent him out here to work for me, to see if I thought he could hack being on the Gene.”

“What do you think, then?”

“I think all of his obstacles are going to be in his own head. Hannah agrees, in case you’re wondering. We both think that the culture shock is going to be the hardest thing for him.”

“He seems polite enough. If he can manage not to freak out when he sees things he doesn’t understand, he’ll be fine.”

“I think he can manage.”

I asked, “Is Fumble around? I thought he was working for you.”

“He’s over on the Key. The plain folks couldn’t get used to having him around.”

“Surely his folks have told him his sister is due in today.”

“Did Sit get homesick?”

“A little. I figured it would be better to bring her home before it got to be a lot.”

“Won’t it be a problem for Frank and Ernest?”

“They’re coming too. I decided to move the Funny Papers out here.”

“That doesn’t sound very plain, Dad.”

“As long as they live on the Key, I don’t think it will amount to much, do you?”

“I guess not.”

The boy finished up on the comm, and said, “Here you go. I didn’t know how to turn it off.”

“You’ll learn, before long. What did they have to say?”

“Scotti said that I would have to start out in Life Support, working with the plants. That doesn’t sound much different than what I do at home, to tell the truth. I’m not sure if it will be as different as I thought.”

“Are you having second thoughts?”

“No, but I’m not sure I can manage to do what Captain Topper wants.”

“What’s that?”

“He would like me aboard as soon as possible, so that I can get used to the ship before you have to leave.”

“That sounds like a good idea to me, too. Why don’t you think you can do it?”

“My Rumspringa isn’t supposed to start for a while yet.”

Jim said, “Come with me. We will talk to Father Yoder about this. I think he would be willing to let you start early.”

They hitched up the horses to the wagon, and then Jim asked, “Do you mind coming with us, Dad? I’m sure Mr. Yoder would like to hear what young Isaac will be doing aboard the Gene.”

“Sure.” I climbed into the back of the wagon, and we took off.

Given the ways I was used to traveling, riding in a wagon was sure enough a change of pace. I did get a chance to appreciate nature on the way, though. It wasn’t that long before we arrived at Jacob’s place. I got the feeling that he and Jim had settled close together on purpose. Isaac got down and tied the horses, and then Jim and I got out of the wagon. Jacob saw us, and came over to greet us. He said, “Jim, it is good to see you! Do you bring news of my grandson?”

“No, Father Yoder. The baby is yet to make an appearance. Hannah hopes it will be soon, though. She is tired of being so large.”

“What brings you here, then?”

Isaac squared up with Jacob, and said, “I do, Father Yoder. I have come to ask a favor.”

“What favor is that, Isaac?”

“I would like to begin my Rumspringa early, if that is acceptable.”

“That would depend on why you might want such a thing, Isaac. Is there a girl you wish to go and chase?”

“No, Father.”

“What then?”

“I wish to spend my Rumspringa aboard the BS Gene Cernan, the flagship of Mr. Wilson’s fleet. She is in port at the moment, and her captain would like me aboard immediately, so that I can learn enough to know if it is what I really want, before they have to go elsewhere.”

“The captain sounds wise. Young men are known to change their minds, when confronted with reality. What does your father think of all this?”

“He wants me to go and get this ‘space bug’ out of my system, so that I can settle down and learn more about the farm.”

“Does your brother not have a good knowledge of the farm?”

“He does. My father would prefer we both did.”

“That is understandable. Accidents happen. You do not think it is the life for you?”

“That is what I hope to find out, Father Yoder.”

“That is the purpose of Rumspringa. You have my blessing to leave early. It will be up to you to convince your father to let you go before spring planting, however.”

“I understand, Father Yoder. Thank you.”

“Thank you, for telling me what you were thinking, and not making me drag it out of you.”

“You are welcome.”

“Scat, and talk to your father. If the captain wants you aboard, you must not keep him waiting.”

I’m still not sure whether he got out “Yes, Father.” before he started running, or not, but it was a close thing, either way. Jacob turned to us, and said, “It is good to see the young ones with enthusiasm, even if it is enthusiasm to get away from our ways.”

I replied, “I don’t know how well he will be able to handle life on a ship. He may decide that being a farmer isn’t all bad.”

“That’s why we send them out. Otherwise, they would always wonder, wouldn’t they. This way, they know for sure.”

“We will try and take good care of him.”

“I know you will, Bob. You and your people have always done right by us. I have no fear for the boy.”

“That’s kind of you to say, Jacob. I suppose we should get on out of your way. I’m sure you have work to do.”

He looked at Jim. “I would have thought you would have work, as well.”

He hooked a thumb at me. “Dad is on shore leave. His idea of relaxing is showing my boys what a good day’s work looks like. He’s gotten the mill caught up, in only two days. I sent the boys home early today. I guess I need to start looking for another hand, since Isaac is leaving.”

“Young Nathan has finally begun to grow out, now that Ruth is feeding him properly. I think you could do worse.”

“Don’t you need him here?”

“I’ve hired a local fella, by the name of Lazy Squirrel. He’s doing very well, despite his name.”

I said, “I know his brother. He was beginning to think Squirrel would never amount to much.”

“He’s really taken to the horses.”

“I heard somewhere that there’s something about the outside of a horse, that’s good for the inside of a boy.”

“I have heard the same thing, Bob. If even the English know such a thing, it must not be too far wrong, do you think?”

“I wouldn’t think so.”

Jim said, “We better get back, Dad. No telling what kind of plans they’ve got going for supper.”

“That’s true, Son. Good seeing you, Jacob.”

“And you, Bob. Take care of Isaac.”

“Will do.”

Jim untied the horses, and climbed into the wagon. I sat up front for the trip back to the mill. He said, “That went well.”

“It sounded like Isaac still had the hard part to do.”

“I doubt that. He says his father is tired of hearing him talk about it, and just wants him to get gone, and get back, when he decides it isn’t for him.”

“His dad doesn’t think there’s any chance he’ll stick with it?”

“That’s the way he talks. I have to wonder if he isn’t trying to motivate Isaac to prove something to him, and stay with the fleet.”

“Could be. We’ll know, soon enough.”

“That’s for sure.”

I helped him unharness, and put the horses away, when we got back. We got cleaned up, and went in the house. Nikki asked, “What were you planning to do for supper tonight, Caveman?”

“I don’t know. We need to call Gus back from the woods, before we do anything else, I think. He wanted to visit with Jim, I think.”

He poked his head around the corner. “I’m here, Dad. Snitz wanted to see the pups, and I didn’t think I should go in the woods by myself.”

“Good thinking. Do you have any preference about supper?”

He rubbed his belly, and said, “Soon?”

Hannah said, “He’s a growing boy, for sure. We’ve got plenty, especially since you brought our order from Will.”

Nikki said, “You don’t need to be cooking, not for all of us.”

“I never said I wouldn’t take a little help.”

Janet said, “I think we can arrange that.”

Nikki got out her comm, and called Becky. When she finished, she said, “She was about to call me and ask if she could eat with one of her friends. That worked out nicely.”

I asked, “Is she going to meet us at the store, after supper?”

“She wants me to come to her friend’s house and pick her up.”

“Probably a better idea, anyway.”

The ladies headed toward the kitchen. Jim asked, “Do you think we should go and help?”

“It looks like it’s already pretty packed in there. I think all we could do would be get in the way. Maybe we should annoy Gus, and keep him from thinking about being hungry.”

“That sounds like a plan.”

Just then, my comm rang. Gus said, “Oh, look, Dad has to go to work.”

I replied, “No, Silly. It’s Milly wanting to know if we’re going to be home for supper.”

I answered, “Bob Wilson.”

“You are on shore leave, Tio. That’s nice to hear.”

“We’re eating with Jim and Hannah. You’re on your own.”

“I’ll stay and eat with Grandma, then. I think she would just as soon I stayed overnight, to tell the truth.”

“Do what you think best. Unless I hear from you, I will assume you have the situation in hand.”

“Thanks, Tio. That’s all I needed.”

“See you tomorrow, then.”

“See you then.”

The line went dead, and I went to play with the boys. Soon enough, supper was ready, and we all went in to eat. I gave the blessings, and we dug in. Well, I wanted to dig in, but I was too busy telling Hannah how wonderful her cooking was. Soon enough, my belly overrode my brain, and I got serious about eating. After supper, Jim and I did the dishes. When we finished that, Nikki said, “We better get going. I still need to pick up Becky.”

“Who is riding with who, then?”

Janet said, “We’ll cause less fuss if we go to pick up Becky in the side-by-side. Why don’t you ride with me, Mom.”

Nikki looked at her and tilted her head. “Sanity?”

“I’m not that bad.”

Nikki replied, “Of course I’ll ride with you. You’re almost as much fun to wind up as your dad.”

“Almost?”

“You don’t get over it as fast.”

“Oh.”

I looked at Gus. “I guess that means you’re riding with me, huh?”

“Seems that way, Dad. I’ll get Snitz.”

“Good plan.”

He came back with Snitz, and a puppy following both of them. Jim picked him up and said, “He’s getting too ornery for his own good. I’ll be glad when he’s old enough to wean, so that he’s Father Yoder’s problem.”

Hannah said, “You know you love having those pups around, Jim. You’re not fooling anyone.”

“I thought maybe you would give me a pass, since we have company, and all.”

“You think you’re going to fool your folks with that weak pile of manure? Even I know better than that.”

Jim looked ashamed. “You’re right, Hon. I should have known better.”

I said, “Don’t worry about it, Son. If that’s the worst thing you’ve done today, you’ve had a pretty good day.”

He thought a moment, and said, “It has been a good day. I miss having you around, Dad.”

“I miss you too, Son. I need to make more time to come and see you.”

Hannah said, “Well, at least you’ll soon have a good excuse. Grandkids need to get to know their grandparents, don’t they?”

“Mission critical, I would think.”

Jim said, “There you go, Dad.”

“We better get going, if we’re going to make it to the store by the time your mom gets there with Becky.”

“It was good seeing you, Dad. Will you be around tomorrow?”

“I’d say that depends on how our morning goes. Don’t expect us ‘til you see us coming.”

“Fair enough. Drive safe.”

“You two be safe, as well.”

Gus had to give Snitz a boost to get into the truck, but he climbed up in the seat between us. I drove us back to the store, and put the keys in the drop box. We went over to the Evans, and got aboard. Since we were the first ones back, I went forward and snagged the pilot’s seat. I figured Nikki would take it away from me, when she showed up. Gus sat in the extra seat, and we talked about our day. He said that Vagna had offered him another pet, but he had turned it down, thinking that the other one was just too much trouble. I told him that was wise, and about then the ladies showed up. Nikki and Janet came toward the cockpit, talking about how we still hadn’t showed up. When they came through the door, Nikki said, “Oh, here they are.”

Janet said, “I’ll copilot, Mom. I know you don’t like to watch Dad fly.”

Nikki replied, “He’s not that bad. It’s just that I would rather be doing it myself.”

I said, “Me too. That makes it tough.”

Janet and Gus strapped in, and Nikki went to the cargo bay to find a seat. As soon as she came over the intercom and said, “All clear, Caveman.” I lifted the ship, and headed for Shaved Ape Key. I was surprised to see Milly sitting on the porch, waiting for us. Once I got the ship shut down, I went out to see what the deal was. I asked, “I thought you were staying over?”

“I did too. So did Grandma, until one of her ‘friends’ showed up, and I was in the way.”

“That would be unhandy. How is your Grandma?”

“I would say ‘Ornery as ever’, but that’s not quite true. Ornery as she has been since she moved here, maybe?”

“Sounds about right. Did you get fed?”

“He didn’t show up until after supper.”

“There’s that, at least.” I looked around, and didn’t see anyone in earshot. I sat down next to her, and said, in a low voice, “Janet noticed you were uncomfortable around Jim and Hannah. I didn’t let on, but I think she’s going to ask about it.”

“Thanks for the heads-up, Tio. We better get in the house, before they think we’re plotting something.”

“Might be best.”

We went in. Of course, Tom thought I needed to play with him. I decided that had gone on long enough, and set him in the floor with the twins, so that we could all play together. Tom didn’t think much of that, at first, but after a bit, he decided he liked it. We played until bedtime, and then I gave Tom to Nikki, while the twins got ready for bed. Becky read to us, and I kissed them goodnight. Then I kissed Tom goodnight, and headed out with Snitz. He didn’t find much, but he did alert on the edge of the woods. I walked over to see who it was. Mountain View and Voice of the Mountain stepped into the clearing. Mountain View said, “Thank you for telling us about the young ones, Bawb. One of them was pretty smart. She would have found us, if we did not know to be careful.”

“It’s better to avoid trouble, than to fix it.”

“Yes, it is. How long will you be here, Bawb?”

“I don’t know, Mountain View. We hope to stay until Hannah shows us her baby. After that, I’m sure something will come up that I need to deal with, but I don’t know what that could be, yet.”

“It is good to have you here, friend Bawb.”

“It is good to be here with you, friend.”

Voice of the Mountain said, “We should get back in the woods, before we get seen.”

I replied, “Good hunting.”

Mountain View said, “Fly safe.”

Snitz and I went in the house, and I locked up and got ready for bed. I snuggled in with Nikki, and she said, “I recall there being an issue last night.”

“An issue, Dear?”

“Something about you wanting me to demonstrate my bad habits, if I recall correctly.”

“Oh, that. Yes, please.”

“You’re going to have to ask more nicely than that.”

So I did.

Snitz was punctual, as usual. I got ready to face the day, and we went out and made the rounds. He sniffed toward the edge of the woods, but he didn’t seem to find anything. We went back in. No one but Julie was stirring, but she had made coffee, so I got a cup and headed to the front porch. I was watching the sunrise, and trying to clean out my mental attic, when Milly came wandering out, with her own cup of coffee. I said, “Good morning.”

“Well, I’m sure about the morning part, at least.”

“What’s up?”

“Janet asked me about what was bothering me at Jim and Hannah’s. I didn’t tell her, and I think she’s a little mad at me.”

“It’s your business, not hers. She can get over it.”

“I know, but she’s my friend, and I don’t want to be that way with her.”

“This is sounding more and more like something you need to talk to Jim Bailey about.”

“I think Joanna might be a better choice.”

“Did your comm quit working?”

“I haven’t had the chance to call.”

“The Evans is right there. That’s all the privacy you could ask for. Go aboard, and make your call.”

“You’re right, Tio. Thanks.”

She got up, and headed for the Evans. Snitz tagged along. I figured that was a good plan. They went aboard. I went back to sipping and thinking. Before long, Janet came out, nursing her cup of coffee. She sat down, and said, “I did like you said, and asked Milly about what was bothering her. She didn’t want to tell me.”

“Well, that settles it, doesn’t it?”

“Huh?”

“Her feelings are her feelings. If she doesn’t want to tell you about them, that’s her right, isn’t it?”

“Well, yes. Can’t I worry about her, though?”

“Worry, yes. Pester, no. You already asked once. She knows you want to know. If she changes her mind, I’m sure she knows where to find you.”

“You’re right, Dad. I just have a hard time doing that.”

“If it was easy, it probably wouldn’t be the right thing to do.”

“Why do you have to be so right, this early in the morning?”

“It’s the coffee, I think. Julie uses Jeeves’s recipe.”

“Sure, Dad. Blame it on the coffee.”

About then, Milly stuck her head out of the personnel door of the Evans. She motioned Janet to come aboard, so she did. I hoped that discussion was going to go well, but I didn’t see any way that I could aid that outcome, so I stayed where I was.

Gus came out, and climbed up into the other chair. That chair had been busy this morning. I asked, “What do you have planned today, Son?”

“I don’t really have any plans, Dad. What are you up to?”

“Well, your mom and I need to go to the Gene for a bit, just like yesterday, and then I’m not sure what we’re going to do. Little Elk is still in the woods with his dad?”

“He is. His dad wanted to head out for a while, now that harvest is over with.”

“Makes sense. It will start getting colder, soon.”

“That’s what Little Elk said. Do you suppose we could go hunting, Dad?”

“We could, but you’re still kinda little to shoot. Following me around couldn’t be much fun, could it?”

“I think it would be.”

“You just want to see what happens when the local boys figure out I’m in the woods, and they can play ‘Loser stinks’. I know how you are.”

“You really think I would just want to see you get stinky?”

“No, but I doubt you would turn down a chance.”

“I don’t think I better answer that.”

“That might be wise. Is your sister up?”

“I thought I saw Janet come out here.”

“She did, and you know that wasn’t the sister I was asking about.”

“Becky seemed awfully tired. She didn’t even stir, when I got up.”

“That’s the thing about sleepovers. There isn’t much sleeping going on.”

“I’m glad I was in Tom’s room, then.”

Janet and Milly exited the ship, and headed back for the house. They both looked reasonably happy, and undamaged. I didn’t expect an after-action report, with Gus in attendance. When they got close, Janet said, “You fellas look comfortable. Milly and I can get breakfast going.”

I replied, “Sounds good to me. My favorite kind of cooking.”

Milly asked, “You mean, ‘other people’s’?”

“Exactly.”

Gus and I enjoyed the morning, until Milly stuck her head out and said, “It’s ready.”

We went inside and had breakfast. When we were done, Milly said, “I spoke with Scotti, and she has a saucer she was going to give the Academy anyway. She told me I would be doing her a favor if I took it, so she didn’t have to send a second ship to bring the pilot back.”

I asked, “So, you’re heading out?”

“I am. Could I catch a ride to the Gene with you this morning?”

“I don’t see why not. Nikki could use a decent copilot for a change.”

Nikki slapped me on the shoulder, and said, “You do fine.”

Milly went and gathered her things. It didn’t take her long. Nikki said, “You were already packed?”

“Janet offered to fly me up in the saucer you used the other day, if you two weren’t going to the Gene today.”

“I see.”

I started to the ship, when Lori handed me Tom. She said, “Say goodbye to your dad, Tom. He’ll be back tonight.”

I messed with him a little, and gave him a kiss. Then I handed him back. I gave him a stern look, and said, “Be good for Lori. She doesn’t get paid enough to put up with your crap.”

He looked me in the eye for a little bit, and then he nodded. I replied, “Good deal. See you tonight, Short Stuff.”

He giggled, and I headed for the ship. Janet and the twins were already strapped in. I ran the ramp up, and did likewise. When I was secure, Janet hit the intercom, and said, “All secure. Clear to lift.”

Milly answered, “Lifting now.”

I asked, “So, what are you up to today, Becky?”

“Sit is home. She asked me to come and play with her.”

“That sounds like fun. Is she glad to see her mom?”

“She is, but she’s afraid this means she won’t get to work with her Uncle Frank as much.”

“Is it really that far to Shaved Ape Key? I’d bet she could learn to fly herself, if she’s worried about getting someone to haul her over there.”

Becky looked at me, and tilted her head. “You mean they’re not going back aboard the Gene?”

“No, why would they do that?”

“So you could wander in and ask them silly questions.”

“I can do that over the comm, can’t I?”

“I guess.”

We settled on the field at Will’s. Sit was waiting for Becky, by the time she made it off the ship. They ran off to do something. Janet walked out, and said, “Your seat, Miles. Fly safe.”

“You too, Janet. See you when you get to Earth.”

“You may see more of me than you want. Dad’s trying to get me to sign up for the Academy.”

“You already know most of what we’re going to teach. Won’t that be a waste of time?”

“Dad thinks Zoom might let me test out of the parts I already know, so it wouldn’t be that much time, anyway.”

“I guess not. If you’re going to test out, does that mean I’m supposed to give you your flying exam?”

“I would think so. That’s going to be your specialty, isn’t it?”

“It is. That will be interesting.”

“That’s one word for it. I don’t think it would be as easy, as if somebody else gave me the exam.”

Nikki’s voice came over the intercom. “I’m sure I could make the time, Janet, if it’s that important to you.”

“No, Mom, that’s fine, I wouldn’t want to bother you.”

I laughed. “You didn’t know she was listening?”

“No, I didn’t. I do now.”

“Have a good morning. We’ll be back later in the day.”

“Fly safe.”

“Your mother hasn’t failed to bring me home, yet.”

“When did Dixie schedule her psych exam?”

“Good answer, dadgummit! Get going. We’ve got places to be.”

“Yes, Dad.” She ran the ramp up, and made it off the end before it got too high.

Milly got up and headed for the cockpit. Gus asked, “Why is Milly leaving, Dad?”

“She’s going to go help Zoom get the Academy set up.”

“She could have done that any time. Why now?”

“You’re getting smarter. That’s a good thing. Prying into other people’s business isn’t.”

“Understood, Dad. Not my business.”

“Sorry, Son.”

“It’s okay, Dad.” We rode in silence, the rest of the way to the Gene. When the ship settled, Gus began to unstrap. He said, “Vagna gave me crap for being late yesterday. I’m going to try and do better today.”

“Head on out. See you about lunchtime.”

“See you then.”

Snitz looked up, and watched Gus leave. He put his head back down on his paws, and closed his eyes again. I took that to mean that he thought Gus was safe enough with Vagna. Milly and Nikki walked back from the cockpit, and Milly picked up her bag. She said, “Scotti had someone pack up my cabin, and load it on the saucer, so all I have to do is check in with her, and head out for Earth. I wanted to thank both of you, for all you’ve done for me.”

I said, “That won’t do. Won’t do at all.”

“What do you mean, Tio?”

“I mean you’re not getting off this ship without a hug.”

Nikki said, “That goes for me, too, young lady.”

“I think I can handle that.” She dropped her bag, and hugged me. Then she hugged Nikki. She said, “Earth isn’t that hard to find, you know. Come by and visit, some time.”

Nikki said, “Every time we can.”

Milly walked off the ship, and found Scotti. We watched Scotti escort her to the saucer she was to fly to the Academy. She climbed aboard, and shortly, she lifted out. Nikki looked at me, and said, “I’m going to miss her.”

“You and me both. Who am I going to drink coffee with in the mornings?”

Gus said, “At least I’ll get to see her when I go to the Academy.”

I looked at him, and asked, “Just how soon do you figure that will be?”

He squared up, and said, “Well, Dad, I’ve looked at the entrance exams, and I could pass the written, no trouble. I’m going to need to work with Niner-Deuce or somebody to get ready for the physical. There was one part they didn’t explain very well though. What is the psychological exam? There wasn’t a study guide.”

I replied, “That’s where you sit in a room with someone who knows a lot about how people work, and they try to figure out if you’re the kind of person they want to trust with all the knowledge that the Academy is going to give out.”

“Oh. I don’t know if I would pass that, or not.”

Nikki said, “I think you’ll do fine, Gus. You’re a pretty level-headed little boy.”

“Thanks, Mom. I better get going.”

Nikki said, “See you later, then.”

He headed out. He stopped to ask Scotti where he should go, and then grabbed a transit. We headed for the brig, and Scotti walked over. She said, “Morning, Boss.”

“Morning, Master Chief. What can I do for you this fine morning?”

“Morning Flower’s people finished their scan of the unusual caves. They found one saucer we need to retrieve.”

“The Skipper didn’t authorize it?”

“He did, but I wanted your okay as well, since the company doesn’t own the planet.”

“What did Morning Flower say?”

“She only wanted first dibs on the occupants, if they turn out to be slavers.”

“Fair enough. Launch whenever you’re ready, Scotti.”

“Thanks, Boss.”

“All part of the service.”

We continued to the brig. Nikki asked, “Do you still want to start with Mellanne?”

“I don’t see why not. We’ve done everything we can to get her in the right headspace. We might as well see what we can get her to say.”

“She’s a hardhead, Caveman. You may have to let the beast out.”

“That’s not going to be easy, with a female prisoner. Are you sure you can’t do that part, this time?”

“Not as well you, that’s for sure.”

“Maybe, maybe not. Seems to me you’ve got some stored up hostility that might come in handy.”

“You’ve got a point there. I could do that, couldn’t I?”

“What else are you going to use it for?”

“Well, I could always get rid of it when I’m tickling you.”

“What did I do?”

“I’ll think of something.”

“I’m sure you will.”

Sean was out front. He said, “Morning, Boss. Which of our fine guests would you be needing to speak with this morning?”

Nikki said, “We’d like to speak with the, well, lady is kind of a stretch, isn’t it?”

“I can fetch the female for you, no problem. Do you want her in the interview room, or across the hall?”

“Let’s start in the interview room. We may have to go across the hall, but I want to see what kind of a mood she’s in, first.”

“Very good, Ma’am. Coming right up.”

We went to the interview room, to wait on Mellanne. Sean brought her in, fighting and cussing, and chained her up. I was always amazed at the way the Micks were always able to get the right length on the chains, so the prisoner could be slammed against the wall, but not long enough for them to take a swing at the interviewers. Nikki said, “Shut up, Mellanne, unless you have something useful to say. We’ve heard enough of your crap about how the Patrol is going to get us for this. I’ll tell you one more time, the Patrol doesn’t have jurisdiction here, and even if they did, they don’t have anything with the firepower to take on this ship and retrieve you. Quiet down, and maybe we can come to some kind of arrangement where you get to go home.”

“What about your punishment?”

“Our punishment? We weren’t the ones who trespassed on the planet without an invitation.”

“I didn’t mean to land, they forced me down.”

“Bull! You meant to land, you just didn’t mean to get caught. I’ve seen the traces of your flight path. You thought you could coast in far enough that you couldn’t be caught before you touched down.”

Mellanne didn’t have a response to that. Nikki said, “There’s a possibility you could have made it, but you’re not as smart as the primitive over there.” She hooked her thumb at me. “His planet is so backward they don’t have artificial gravity yet. He happened to know that we could survive without gravity, so we were able to turn off all the power, when we did an approach like that. We got through, like you weren’t able to.”

“Now you’re going to try and tell me they just let me go for a training exercise, aren’t you?”

“Believe what you want to, you will anyway. I know Wet Bobcat well enough to know that if her outer patrols were sloppy enough to let you through without orders, they would be shoveling outhouses by now.”

“Outhouses? What are they?”

“Primitive outdoor toilets.”

“That sounds nasty.”

“You may get to find out, if you don’t tell us something that makes us want to help you out. We don’t have much to hold you on, you know? We would have to defer to the local authorities, and their trespassing charges. I’m not sure how many months of shoveling they would want for that, but I am sure you wouldn’t enjoy it.”

“That’s slavery!”

“They have a saying on his planet. ‘Turnabout is fair play.’ It means that something that one party does, is fair, when it’s done to the perpetrator. Our people have taken their people for slaves for many years. Keeping your hands on a shovel for a few months doesn’t seem all that unreasonable after that.”

“You mean those big apes that people keep for servants?”

“You know someone who is still keeping a slave?”

Her face fell. I said, “Your boss, back in the central planets?”

She didn’t say anything, but I could tell I had hit a nerve. I didn’t let on. Nikki said, “Maybe a trip across the hall would loosen her tongue. What do you think?”

“I think you’re running this one. You know more about her than I do.”

“I remember her being pretty tough, physically. Letting one of her people down, though, that was another thing.”

“What are you saying? You want to bring her Uncle up and let her watch him take a ride?”

“I think it might work better than doing it to her.”

I could tell that Nikki was getting results, but I wasn’t sure that Mellanne was going to start talking before her uncle was in the airlock. I turned to Sean. “Would you be so kind as to put the older gentleman in the airlock, please?”

“Why, of course, Boss. It’s a lovely day to get a look at the stars. Should I call someone to care for the lady, while I’m in the lock with her uncle?”

“I think that would be wise. We’d hate to go to all this trouble, without her being able to get a good view, wouldn’t we?”

“Well, Boss, not being organic, it’s no trouble for me, but the last time we took him to vacuum, it seemed to be a problem for him, sure enough.”

“We wouldn’t want all that to go to waste. Get one of the other fellows to escort her to the show.”

“Will do, Boss.” He left, and it wasn’t long before Ian came in, and started unhooking her chains. He hooked her up so that she could shuffle, and led her across the hall. I was expecting her to beg us to stop at any minute, but she stayed quiet. Finally, once Sean and the prisoner were in the lock, she said, “You expect me to believe you’re really going to open that lock to space?”

Nikki replied, “Oh, no. We’re not done with him yet. We’re not going to do that. We’re just going to run him up to altitude fast enough to give him a very mild case of the bends. Extremely unpleasant, but we have plenty of medical staff, in case he has complications.”

“You’ve gone primitive, just like this brute you claim to be married to.”

“That brute is a better person than you’ve ever thought about being. You’d better hold a civil tongue in your head, unless you want to be next in line for the lock. Gene, execute the protocol, please.”

“With pleasure, Lieutenant.”

Mellanne’s eyes got big, when she saw the force field holding the air in the lock stutter. She exclaimed, “How did you cycle it that fast?”

Nikki said, “I didn’t. It was Gene. Didn’t you hear me ask him?”

“An AI can’t harm a human. It’s against their programming.”

I asked, “How many times do we have to tell you? We’re not in the Commonwealth, their law doesn’t apply here. Gene doesn’t have any limiters.”

She looked to be turning green. Nikki said, “Get used to it. That’s the way we do things, here. If I had tried to handle the switch, I would have run your uncle up to a higher altitude, because I’m not quick enough. Even if he went all the way to vacuum, it wouldn’t be fatal, if we got him back in pressure quickly enough.”

“He’s in pain, you brutes!”

I said, “That was the idea. Are you slow?”

“Not slow enough to have to cheat, like your slut!”

I know I said I was going to let Nikki handle it. I really meant to. Mellanne was against the wall with her toes dangling in the air before I realized what I was doing. I recognized the Beast’s voice when I said, “You will not speak of Nikki like that. Not and live.”

I heard a trickle, and she fainted dead away. Nikki said, “I thought you were going to let me do that, Caveman.”

“I did too. Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I think you might have her attention.”

I said, “Ian, would you be kind enough to switch places with Sean, and take this filth with you?”

“Why, of course, Boss.”

Nikki asked, “What are you up to, Caveman?”

“I think we might get through to her, if she wakes up in the airlock.”

“Maybe…” I shook my head, before she said any more. Ian went in the airlock, and Sean came out with her uncle. He said, “I’m still going to make my claim, no matter how many times you do that to me.”

“Your claim is already rejected. Doesn’t anyone in your family listen?”

“I don’t care what kind of show you faked up. I know better.”

“Do you now? I doubt it. Are you thinking some of your buddies back in the core stars can fix it for you?”

“I’m sure Mr. Pondwater will show you the error in your ways.”

“He tried. Seems he decided he was the one in error. He’s no longer with us, I’m afraid.”

“You killed Councilor Pondwater?”

“No, he did that himself. Seems he had an attack of conscience, when he realized all he had done.”

“I don’t believe you!”

“Well, that makes the feeling mutual.”

“What are you going to do to my niece?”

“Whatever it takes.”

“The Patrol will see you in jail!”

Once again, he was against the wall before I realized I was moving. I wasn’t able to form words, this time. I stood there, holding him with one hand, and the other drawn back to beat him, until the feeling passed. I let him slide down the wall, and said, “Sean, would you be so kind as to put this one back where you found him?”

“Of course, Boss. Should I take the long way, with the steps?”

“I don’t think so, Sean. I don’t think he has brains enough to get any good from the lesson.”

“You could be right about that, Boss. It does seem as if his board is shy a few circuits.”

Sean took him back to his cell. Paddy showed up with the mop. He said, “Two for the price of one! Shore leave has done you good, Boss.”

“They just caught me on a good day, Paddy.”

Nikki looked thoughtful. She asked, “Caveman, do you think there’s a chance that Slinky Fox and the ladies we rescued on Tantrum would recognize either of these two?”

“I like the way you think, Space Cadet. I would really like to get these two off our hands. If Slinky Fox would take them off our hands, and punish them appropriately, that would solve a lot of problems, wouldn’t it?”

“It surely would. There’s not much way we’re going to be able to let them go back to the Commonwealth, after all they’ve seen.”

“They wouldn’t be able to stir up trouble, would they? Pretty much everyone who matters knows about BSR already. At least your mother doesn’t live there anymore. We don’t have to be as careful to keep on good terms with them.”

“You were trying to keep on good terms with the Commonwealth, just because of my mother?”

“It’s important for the kids to know their Grandma.”

“You didn’t want us to have trouble with the Commonwealth, so that the kids could visit their Grandma?”

“I know, it’s a crap reason, but it’s the only one I had. I haven’t seen much about the Commonwealth that I like, to tell you the truth.”

“Well, I’m prejudiced, since I grew up there, but I can see your point.”

“I just like to see people who want to do bad things to the Squatch get what’s coming to them.”

Mellanne started to wake up. I stepped over and turned on the intercom, so that we could hear what she had to say. Nikki was busy with her comm.

Mellanne said, “Do you expect me to talk?”

It was all I could do to keep from saying, “No, Mr. Bond, I expect you to die.”, but I restrained myself. She wouldn’t have gotten it, anyway. I said, “I expect you will do what you think best. Whether that amounts to telling us the things we wish to know, or not, remains to be seen.”

Nikki said, “Slinky Fox had a lot to say. It seems that between all the girls we picked up with her, they know both of these folks. One of the girls has a particular grudge against the uncle.”

Always erudite, I asked, “Oh?”

“Seems he decided to see if he could generate a half-Squatch.”

“And she would like to discuss the matter with him further, I take it?”

“She most certainly would.”

“Well, that takes care of what we’re going to do with the uncle. What about this fine specimen in the airlock?”

“One of the girls worked for her boss. She saw her on several occasions. She wasn’t pleasant to be around, but we already knew that. She was able to give me the boss’s name, and the name of the agency he works for, though.”

“You learned a lot, in such a short time.”

“Morning Flower had mentioned it to Slinky Fox, and she already had a report prepared.”

“They were just waiting for us to get around to asking for it?”

“If I understand correctly, they had a bet going, to see how long it would take.”

“Who won?”

“Morning Flower, of course. She knows you better than Slinky Fox.”

“That she does.”

Mellanne screamed, “What about me? Are you going to let me out of here?”

I asked, “Are you going to tell us what we want to know?”

“Of course not! I’m not a traitor!” She looked at Nikki when she said that last. I flipped the switch to turn off the intercom. I looked at Nikki and said, “I think it’s time to get her attention, don’t you?”

She put her hand in front of her face, in an odd way. Then she said, “I do. I also think she’s lip-reading us. Turn away from her before you give Gene any orders.”

“Understood.” I turned, and said, “Gene, modify the protocol, if you would.”

“What would you like, Boss?”

“Take her up to thirty thousand feet, and leave her there for a minute, before you pressurize the lock again.”

“Just so I’m clear, Boss, you want her at altitude for sixty seconds?”

“That’s right. Do you think that’s too long?”

“Not at all, Boss. A minute doesn’t always have a firm meaning, and I wanted to be sure.”

“You know what, Gene, you’ve just given me an idea. Why don’t you make it some random time, between fifty and seventy seconds. That fancy implant of hers might tell her the time, and an exact time would make her think we had made it up beforehand.”

“Understood. Should I also make it seem that I’m having trouble getting pressure back in the lock?”

“Oh, that’s a good one, Gene. Do that.”

“Will do, Boss. It’s fun working for you.”

“It’s fun working with you, Gene.”

I turned, so that Mellanne could see my lips. I said, “Gene, execute the protocol, please.”

“On it, Boss.”

I knew Gene was more creative than I usually gave him credit for, but his performance on this occasion was really something special. He dumped the lock to thirty thousand feet, and left her there for a bit. She began to panic, before he started to slowly add pressure back into the lock. I noticed that the pressure wasn’t coming back to normal as fast as it had with her uncle. Then we got to the artful part. He halted the pressurization for a few seconds, as if he was having trouble, and suddenly the lock vented again. It was then that I noticed that the altitude in the lock wasn’t precisely thirty thousand, but off by a couple of hundred feet. He was pretending to be sloppy in all the details. After a few seconds, he started the pressurization, even more slowly than before. There were more hiccups, with the lock losing air from time to time, on the way back to normal pressure. By the time Gene had the pressure back where it belonged, Mellanne was throwing a fit. I turned around and asked, “Do you think we have her attention?”

“We might. Let’s take her back across the hall, and drop a few of the names that Slinky Fox gave me. That should get her going, I think.”

“Sounds like a plan.” I switched on the intercom, and said, “Ian, would you be so kind as to bring her back across the hall?”

“Of course, Boss.”

I paid Mellanne’s ravings all the attention they deserved, which is to say none at all. We went across to the interview room, and waited. Soon enough, Ian came in and chained Mellanne again. Nikki asked, “Are you ready to talk?”

“Do you think you impressed me, with your little show? Your AI isn’t even competent to pressurize an airlock!”

Gene said, “Oh, I’m competent enough. The Boss has just taught me a nasty sense of humor.”

Mellanne looked like a fish out of water. Nikki let her go for a bit, and then started back in. She asked, “So, you work for a fellow by the name of Anton Bilious? My sources say you’re more of a secretary than an agent, though. How does a secretary rate such a nice implant, I wonder?”

I said, “Sounds to me as if she was recruited as a throw away. He didn’t expect her to get back, but if she did, that would be all to the good.”

Nikki asked, “Did you see that? She doesn’t think that’s the way it was at all.”

“She wouldn’t, would she? He wouldn’t admit something like that to her.”

“No, I suppose he wouldn’t. How much do you think he had to romance her, before she agreed to come out here to spy on us?”

“Was it just romance? How good a scan do we have on her implant?”

“I don’t know. What are you thinking?”

“Couldn’t they put one of those behavior control implants inside of a different kind of implant, to disguise it?”

Gene said, “I’m checking with Dixie, Boss.”

“Good work, Gene.”

Mellanne said, “I’m here of my own accord. Nobody sent me.”

Nikki said, “This Bilious fellow is good. We may need to make an effort to put him out of business.”

“It’s beginning to seem that way, isn’t it?”

Dixie’s voice came over the speaker. “Scotti and I just went over the scans, Boss. You’re right. We thought that implant was awfully big, for just stunner resistance, but we didn’t think to check and see if it had another hidden function.”

“Now you’re going to tell me that it’s wrapped around a major blood vessel, and we couldn’t possibly get it out surgically, aren’t you?”

“No, Boss. If they had done that, it wouldn’t pass as stunner resistance implant. I don’t see anything keeping us from taking it right out.”

“That’s nice. When you’ve had Captain Mason go over your scans, we’ll talk again.”

“Yes, Boss. I’ll get right on that. You think there’s a more subtle booby trap involved?”

“I think we can’t afford to assume there isn’t. The prisoner is neither here nor there, to me. Where am I going to find another medbot as good as you, Dixie?”

“You say the sweetest things, Boss.”

Mellanne asked, “Was all that supposed to impress me?”

Nikki replied, “Not at all. We were just trying to keep the Micks from having to clean up, after the bomb in your chest went off.”

“You expect me to believe there’s a bomb in my chest? How stupid do you think I am?”

I replied, “You really don’t want me to answer that.”

She looked at me like she had scraped me off her shoe. “And I suppose you’re some kind of genius?”

“No, but I at least have sense enough to listen to people who are better informed than I am.”

“Why should I listen to you? You’re a primitive from some protectorate planet that didn’t even have sense enough to join the Commonwealth. How could you possibly know anything that I don’t?”

“Probably has something to do with having the humility to learn from things I don’t understand.”

“Do you think you understand me?”

“Not entirely. You seem to be convinced that your boss, who you apparently think is also your boyfriend, is a straight shooter. I’m having a hard time understanding just how you could be so dense, when he’s obviously running a scam on you, to get you to do his dirty work.”

“He wouldn’t do that. He loves me.”

“That’s why he didn’t tell you what was in your tooth?”

“I still don’t believe you about that.”

Nikki said, “I don’t think we’re getting anywhere. We’re going to have to wait until Steve gets back to Dixie, so she can remove that thing. Maybe we can make some headway then. She didn’t used to be this dense.”

“Whatever you think. She seems to be a waste of time, to me. I’m thinking we could just ship her out to Slinky Fox, and let her deal with it.”

“We could, but she might actually have some information we could use, if we can get her to talk.”

I asked, “Ian, could you please deliver our guest back to her accomodations?”

“Of course, Boss. Do you want her to arrive unharmed?”

“I suppose, Ian. Sorry to spoil all your fun.”

“No bother, Boss. I’m sure you’ll change your mind, sooner or later.”

He unchained her, and took her back to her cell. Once they were gone, Nikki said, “Ian is getting good at this. Do we need to worry about our jobs?”

“Are you really that attached to trying to pry information out of unwilling prisoners?”

“No, but I’ve seen that evil grin on your face when you manage to get one of them to pay attention. I think you might like it.”

“You could be right, but I’d rather not let that out any more often than I have to.”

“I know, but I think it’s good for you to let it out here, instead of somewhere you might do some harm.”

“That sounds reasonable. Do you think we need to talk with Willum, before we head out?”

“It might be a good idea. He might have some insight that would help us get inside Mellanne’s head.”

Ian got back, and Nikki asked, “Could you bring us the other male prisoner, please?”

“Of course, Ma’am. Should I tune him up a bit?”

“No, thank you.”

He wasn’t gone long. He came back with Willum kicking and screaming. As soon as the door was shut, he settled right down. He turned to Ian, and said, “Thanks for helping out with my act. You really sold it.”

Ian replied, “All part of the service, Sir.”

Willum had a seat, and asked, “What can I do for you today, Delicious?”

“That’s what I had you brought in for. I was hoping you could tell us.”

“Let’s see. Mellanne is no trained agent, not even for one of the agencies that are more concerned with enforcement than espionage. She has had some training, but not nearly enough to be in the field by herself. I’m not sure how to interpret that.”

Nikki said, “We had gotten that far. It seems that fancy implant she has to make her stunner resistant also has a behavior modifying function. Dixie is studying how to remove it, so we can talk to her without it affecting her personality.”

Willum replied, “An implant, you say? That would explain a few things.”

I asked, “How do you mean, Willum?”

“She has a tendency to change her reactions suddenly. She will go from being relatively calm, and able to act rationally, to completely nuts about wanting to take you two out, in nothing flat.”

Nikki said, “That sounds like the implant, sure enough. Anything else you noticed?”

“She does say some nice things about you, when she’s rational, but usually, saying something like that will send her off into one of her fits.”

I thought a moment, and asked, “This implant doesn’t seem to have as close control over her as some of the ones we’ve encountered in the past. Do you think that could have something to do with having to be hidden inside the other implant?”

Nikki replied, “I suppose it could, but I would have thought they would have put their best tech in this implant, so that it wouldn’t be detected?”

Willum asked, “Do we know for certain that this is first-generation Squirrel technology? Couldn’t it be some kind of Commonwealth knock-off, that doesn’t work as well?”

I replied, “It surely could. I hope Steve and Dixie can work out a way to get it out, so we can learn a little more about it.”

Nikki said, “That would be a good thing, sure enough. I would have thought we would have heard back by now.”

Gene said, “Captain Mason didn’t find anything his first trip through the scans. He’s going back over them, to make sure he didn’t miss something.”

I replied, “Thanks for the update, Gene. Do you have any idea how much longer it’s going to take?”

“Not for sure, Boss. It depends on whether or not Captain Mason thinks a third pass is warranted.”

“Understood.”

“Wait a minute, Boss. Captain Mason is calling for you.”

“Put him on, if you would, please.”

“Here you go.”

Steve appeared on the wall. He said, “Boss, I can’t find any way that thing can do damage if Dixie tries to remove it. I’ve looked it over every way I can think of.”

“Do you know of anyone else we should have look at it?”

“No, Boss. Dixie thought that it might dump all of its chemicals into the bloodstream at once. She and Scotti figured out a way to clog all the dispensers, so that it wouldn’t be possible. If there are any more precautions that we could take, I don’t know what they would be.”

“That means more than just a little, coming from you.”

“Thanks, Boss. Are you in the interrogation room?”

“We are.”

“Is that Willum with you?”

Willum said, “It is.”

“Finally get caught at something?”

“I stand accused of failing to give the Admiral the respect he deserves. I throw myself on the mercy of the court.”

Steve replied, “You know better than that, Willum. Bob doesn’t have any mercy.”

“Good point. Perhaps I should reconsider.”

Steve said, “It’s been good talking to you all. Do you need anything else, Boss?”

“No, I don’t. Wilson out.”

“Mason out.”

Gene said, “Dixie is on her way to pick up the prisoner for surgery. Do you have any special instructions, Boss?”

“I know we don’t think that thing can do the ship any harm, but is there a way she could do the surgery on a clinic ship?”

“She was already planning to do that, Boss.”

“I’m Admiral Obvious again?”

“Something like that.”

“There are worse things to be, I guess.”

“You’re fine, Boss. You’re the one who taught us to always be aware our shepherd wants to teach us lessons.”

“Thanks, Gene.”

Nikki asked, “Do you think we’ve had you in here long enough, Willum?”

“I think we need to stretch it out, at least until after Mellanne is gone to get worked on. Her uncle couldn’t add two and two with a calculator, but she might pick up on something.”

Nikki replied, “Good enough. Let us know when Mellanne is gone, please, Gene.”

“Will do, Ma’am.”

I asked, “Do you think you’ll be able to get much out of the old fella, while Mellanne is gone?”

“I don’t know for sure, Bob. He takes all his cues from her, and I’m not sure if he’ll be willing to go off script when she’s not in earshot, or not. I’ll do my best, but I’m not willing to promise anything.”

“Under the circumstances, I wouldn’t expect anything else.”

We chatted until Gene announced that Mellanne was clear of the cell block. Willum said, “I can’t go back right away. Even that old idiot would get suspicious if that happened.”

“Do you need new bruises to show off?”

“I have enough already that I don’t think he could tell if I was just showing him an old one again, or not.”

“Just trying to be of service.”

“I guess I deserve a little of that, don’t I?”

“It seems that way to me, but I might be prejudiced, since I’m the one you’re always giving crap.”

Nikki said, “No, I think he deserves it, too. Messing with my man!”

Willum said, “MEOW! Kitty scratch.”

“You bet your fine hind end on it!”

Willum said, “I think I can head back now. Thanks for playing, you two. I haven’t had this much fun in a while.”

Nikki said, “No problem. I enjoyed it too.”

I don’t know what came over me. I knew I was going to pay for it, one way or another. I said, “Toodles, Sweetcheeks.”

I must have caught Willum by surprise, because he didn’t have an answer. He just waved and headed for his cell. When he was gone, Nikki said, “You’re evil, Caveman. I think you broke him.”

“Willum is tough. He’ll be his old self, or maybe worse, the next time I see him.”

“You’re probably right. He sure wasn’t expecting that, though. Neither was I, come to think of it. What came over you, Caveman?”

“I don’t know what to tell you. It just seemed like the thing to do, at the time.”

“We better get back to the planet, don’t you think?”

“Might be a good idea. Gene, do you mind telling Gus that he’s needed at the Evans?”

“I will, Boss, but I’d better wait a minute. Vagna needs his help for a little bit.”

“Understood. Just don’t let him piddle too long.”

“I won’t, Boss.”

We got up to leave, and Nikki asked, “Should we go by and talk to the old man, before we head out?”

“Might as well. Wouldn’t want him to feel left out.”

We went out into the cell block. Willum was in fine form, throwing insults. We walked down to the other end, where Mellanne’s uncle was. I asked, “Do you think we need to question this one again?”

“I think we would have better luck finding his bartender. I’m sure he spilled everything he knows to that worthy.”

“He’s a drinker, you think?”

“I don’t think he would use anything stronger. He doesn’t look to have the courage.”

We gave him more guff, and then left. I heard Willum say, as we were heading out, “They think they’re big stuff when you can’t fight back, don’t they?”

I didn’t hear the old man’s reply, but Willum had him talking, so that was a plus. We headed out to the landing bay, and went aboard the Evans. We had time to get started tongue wrestling, but not time to finish, before Gus came aboard. He said, “Get a room, you two!”

I replied, “We got a whole ship. You’re the one who barged in, without knocking.”

“Dad! Why should I have to knock, just to come aboard the Evans?”

“Because you knew your mother and I were aboard, and what we were probably doing, to pass the time while we were waiting on you.”

“That makes better sense than I want to admit, Dad. I think you got me.”

“You’ll get over it, I bet. Come on up and watch your mother fly. That will take your mind off it.”

He turned his head to see where Nikki was standing, and said, “More like I won’t have time to think, because I’m terrified.”

He managed to duck the swat she headed his way, but she tickled him ‘til he said, ‘Uncle’. We all went to the cockpit, and Nikki got us a clearance to leave the ship. When we left, there was another freighter waiting for our spot. Gus asked, “I wonder what was on that ship?”

“I don’t know, Son. It’s about time for that saucer Morning Flower’s folks found to be coming aboard, but I don’t have any way to be sure that’s what it was.”

“Morning Flower found a saucer? Where?”

“Way back in a cave, like the one your mom found the other day.”

“Do you think there are more out there?”

“Not unless there’s a way to hide a saucer that we haven’t thought of, yet. We’ve found everything we knew to look for.”

Nikki asked, “Where do you think there could still be saucers hidden, Caveman?”

“Under water, or like Ruth, they used to be under water, and now they’re under ground. Those are the only things that come to mind right away. Surely someone has run scans for something like that, haven’t they?”

Eve said, “The scans Sue ran from orbit are the best we have for global scans, Boss. Morning Flower’s folks have scanned a few places, but they haven’t done anything systematic.”

“Maybe they should. It is their planet, after all.”

Nikki said, “Sounds like a good job for some of those trainees they’re picking up.”

I replied, “It does, doesn’t it? They get stick time, doing something useful, without putting themselves or the ship in danger.”

Eve said, “I forwarded what you said to Morning Flower, and she concurs. She did say that it will probably have to wait until she’s back in charge, because she doesn’t think Wet Bobcat would go for it.”

“Sounds about right.”

We settled onto the field, and Nikki shut down the ship. We all went out to see what was going on. Becky and Sit were playing jacks beside the store. Sit saw me, and came running. “Uncle Bob!”

“Sit!”

“I don’t have to, I have legs now.”

She gave me the flying hug, and I spun her around. “Have your Uncle Frank and your Aunt Wilma been taking good care of you?”

“Of course, Uncle Bob. I even got to go to Julie’s a couple of times. She’s nice.”

“She sure is. How is she?”

“She’s fine, but I think she wants you guys to come back home for a while. She said something about a concert.”

“I’ll let the Skipper know. I’m sure he will work something into our schedule.”

“I know he would, if you ask him.”

“You’re probably right about that. Do you think I should?”

“Yes, I do. You should be nice to Julie. She likes you a lot.”

“Why do you say that?”

“The look in her eye, when she mentions you, or Uncle John.”

Nikki said, “She’s right, you know. Julie does think a lot of you and John.”

“We think a lot of her, too.”

Nikki looked like she was winding up for something, and I said, “I told you once, she’s a happily married woman. Just happens, I’m a happily married man, as well.”

“Someday, I’m going to figure out how to stay mad at you, Caveman.”

“Not soon, I hope.”

“Me too.”

Becky pulled at my pants leg. “Can I get some of that too, Dad?”

“Sure.” I put Sit down, and picked up Becky. “How was your morning, Little Girl?”

“We had a lot of fun. Sit even showed me some of the stuff she’s helping her Uncle Frank with. I don’t think I was much help, though.”

Sit said, “You got me through that part that I was stuck on, Becky. That was worth a lot.”

“If you say so.”

Gus said, “Quit fishing for compliments, Sis. You know you do good work.”

“Party pooper!”

Gus didn’t reply, just shook his head. Nikki said, “Is it time to eat yet?”

Becky said, “I hope so. I feel hungry, now that you mention it.”

I said, “I could eat, too.”

Gus asked, “Two what, Dad?”

“Two ornery little boys, maybe.” I caught him and fake gnawed on his shoulder.

He said, “You’re not fooling anybody, Dad.”

I asked, “You mean you’re not a boy of good taste?”

“Nope. Me, I don’t have no culture, none ‘tall.”

Nikki asked, “Then what’s that growing in your socks?”

“Mom!”

“She got you good, Son.”

“Yes, she did. Let’s go eat.”

We followed Gus to the store, and bought some lunch. We sat outside to eat. Becky said, “Where are people going to eat when it gets a little colder? It won’t be fun out here then.”

I replied, “I don’t know. I’m sure Sit’s dad has something planned, but I haven’t heard him say what it is, yet.”

Sit said, “I haven’t either. Last winter, people just crowded into the store, but they have a lot more business, now.”

We finished up, and I carried the dishes in. Will happened to be sitting there, and I asked, “A question came up over lunch, and I’m curious. Where are you going to feed people, come winter?”

“Walking Bear and I have been talking about that. He thinks we can get a crew of local boys to put up a lunchroom, without it costing too much. We can put a stone fireplace in one end of it, to keep it warm.”

“Sounds like a good idea. You need to get started soon, don’t you?”

“He already has a crew in the woods cutting the timber.”

“Oh. I’m behind the times again. You can see why I’m famous for asking stupid questions.”

“Don’t worry about it. Are you headed to Jim’s?”

“As far as I know.”

“Do you need a side-by-side, or a truck?”

“I’m not sure yet. I don’t know how many people we’re hauling. Can I get back to you on that?”

“Sure, Bob. Just let me know when you’re ready.”

I headed back out to see who all was going to Jim’s with us. Becky and Sit wanted to stay at the store, so it was just Gus going with us. I went back in and got the keys to a side-by-side. We went out, and Gus looked it over. I could tell he had something in mind, and I had a pretty good idea what it was. I said, “I don’t think you’re tall enough to see over the steering wheel yet, Gus. If we got you a cushion, so that you could see over, you wouldn’t be able to reach the pedals. You’re going to have to grow some, yet.”

“How did you know what I was thinking, Dad?”

“I was a little boy once.”

“It’s hard to remember that, Dad.”

“Not for me. I like to watch you, and remember when I was younger. I would let you sit in my lap and steer, but I don’t think there’s room for you. Not like an old-fashioned pickup.”

We got into the side-by-side, and I drove us to Jim’s. I parked beside Janet, and we walked up. Gus and I walked over to where Jim was working. He said, “This one doesn’t look as strong as Miles, Dad. I don’t know if we can get as much work out of him.”

I replied, “Maybe not, but Scotti thinks he’s good help.”

“That’s good enough for me.”

Gus asked, “Where do you need me, bro?”

“Right here, for a big old hug.” Jim picked him up, and swung him around. Gus sneezed, from the sawdust on Jim’s clothes. Jim put him down, and said, “Sorry, Gus. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll live. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“We’ll find you something.”

Gus and I did what we could to help Jim and his hands, until Jim said, “Okay, let’s break for lunch.”

The boys went for their lunchboxes, and we went to get cleaned up enough to be allowed in the house. I had to help Gus. He had been greasing some of the equipment, and had gotten to be quite a mess. Finally, I gave up, and called Eve. She settled the Evans in a ways from the house, so as not to offend the customers, and I took Gus aboard for a good scrub and some clean clothes. That made us a little late for lunch, but the rest of them waited on us. Nikki said, “There you are, Caveman. We thought you had forgotten to eat again.”

“I haven’t done that for a while, have I?”

“I suppose not. It’s still fun to razz you about it, though.”

“That’s my Space Cadet.”

“And don’t you forget it.”

We sat down, and I did the blessings. We had a good meal, and then I asked Gus, “Did you get everything greased this morning?”

“I did, Dad. I hope Jim has more work for me this afternoon.”

Jim said, “You know how to push a broom, don’t you?”

Gus was quick on the uptake. He said, serious as could be, “Nope. I never got trained on that.”

Jim looked at me. “I think he’s been hanging out with you too much, Dad. He’s nearly as windy as you are.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

He laughed. “It’s not the same without you around, Dad.”

“I miss you too, Jim. At least I know you have Hannah to keep you in line.”

Hannah said, “Leaving me your light work, are you, Father Wilson?”

“I needed a break, Ma’am. Surely you’ve noticed by now that it’s a bit of work?”

“That I have. He’s worth it, most days.”

Jim laughed. Then he said, “Let’s get back to it. The mill isn’t going to run itself.”

We went back to work, and Jim put Gus to sweeping up. He didn’t get nearly as dirty, doing that. I helped with the stacking, and when a customer showed up, the loading. Jim’s mouthy helper asked, “Where’s that fellow that was helping the other day? He seemed to be good help.”

I replied, “He had to head back to Earth. He got a job there.”

Once we had finished up, and his hands had gone home, Jim asked, “Miles had to head back? Why is that?”

“She’s going to help with the Academy that Zoom is starting. She’s going to be a flight instructor, and probably get caught up in some of the other stuff she’s lacking, so that she can come back into the fleet as an ensign, if she wants to.”

“I heard her talking about that, but I didn’t realize she was starting quite this soon. Do you know why she took off so suddenly?”

“I don’t. You might ask your sister, I got the impression they had talked it out.”

“I might do that. Thanks.”

Gus and I took a little longer to get cleaned up than Jim did. Gus asked, “You really don’t know why Milly went to the Academy, Dad?”

“I have an idea, but it’s not my secret to tell.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t worry about it. Someday, you’ll understand things like that.”

“You think?”

“I’m pretty sure.”

“I wish I was.”

“C’mon, let’s go find out what we’re doing for supper.”

We went in the house. Much to our surprise, supper was going to be ration bars, if we ate at all. Nikki said, “Caveman! Go get Able! Hannah has started her labor.”

I ran for the Evans. I could have taken one of the side-by-sides, but Nikki made it sound like things were happening fast. I could apologize to the congregation later, if I needed to. I knew Sally would pitch a fit, if she found out I was flying without a copilot, but I considered Eve at least as good as most of our pilots, so I wasn’t worried. I sat down near the store, and Will came out with Able, carrying some of her gear. I ran the ramp down, and they brought it aboard. Sit and Becky came aboard as well. Will went down the ramp, and Able came over the intercom. “Ready to lift.”

“Understood.”

I lifted us out, and made excellent time back to Jim’s. I wasn’t nearly as careful about parking out of sight as Eve had been. I hit the switch to run the ramp down as soon as I got a contact light. I asked, “Eve, can you do the shutdown? I need to help Able carry things.”

“Of course, Boss. Go ahead.”

I unstrapped, and headed back. Able was already on her way to the ramp. She said, “Bob, could you pick up those cases, and bring them with you, please?”

“On it.” I grabbed the cases, and the two girls followed me into the house. I carried the cases into the bedroom where Hannah was, and set them down. I noticed Snitz was keeping watch over her, and figured she was in good hands, er, well, paws. I slipped back out before someone got around to telling me that what was going on was none of my business. Sit was telling Becky about when her little sister was born. Gus and Jim just looked worried. I said, “We’re not going to do any good here. We might as well go outside and talk, don’t you think?”

Jim replied, “Shouldn’t we stick around, in case they need something?”

“If they need something, we’ll hear about it. Until then, we’ll just be underfoot. There’s no need of that.”

“If you’re sure, Dad.”

“I’m sure that Hannah is going to need you calm and ready to deal with things, when she gets finished. Hanging around here getting wound isn’t going to help anything.”

“I hadn’t thought about it like that, Dad. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Do we need to put out some kind of notice that the mill will be closed tomorrow?”

“How would we do that?”

“I dunno. Doesn’t Jacob have some way to get messages around to the congregation?”

“Probably. The subject never came up.”

“Gus and I can take one of the side-by-sides over there, and tell him what’s going on.”

“Be sure you have enough room to bring Mother Yoder back. I’m sure she will want to be here for the birth.”

“Will do. Are you going to be okay?”

“Mom and Janet will square me away, if I’m not. I miss Miles, right about now.”

“She did what she thought she needed to.”

“I know that. I’m sure she had a good reason.”

“I’m sure she did.”

Gus and I took off, and I was able to remember the way to the Yoder place, even though it was getting dark. We parked away from the house, and walked up. Jacob came out on the porch, looking serious, until he saw who it was. He said, “Friend Bob! What are you doing out this way?”

“I’m bringing news, Jacob. Hannah’s child has decided that now is the time to come into the world.”

“That is good news. I will fetch Ruth, she will want to go back with you. Should I tell the congregation that the mill will be closed tomorrow?”

“I was hoping you could do that. I don’t think Jim has any idea just how busy he is going to be at first, trying to figure everything out.”

“Ruth will help with that. She loves children.”

“I’m sure she will be a lot of help.”

Ruth had heard what we were talking about, and came out of the house with a bag. She said, “Are you sure you will be alright without me for a bit, Jacob?”

“I won’t be as well fed as when you are here, but I will survive. You go and help Hannah. I know I could not keep you from our grandchild, if I tried.”

I put her baggage into the bed of the side-by-side, and Ruth got into the back seat. She said, “Thank you for coming to get me, Mr. Wilson.”

“You’re welcome.” I didn’t figure it was worth the trouble to explain that I had come to get Jacob to tell people that the mill wouldn’t be open in the morning. Before long, we were back at Jim’s, and I carried Ruth’s bag into the house for her. Then I went back and put the side-by-side back where I found it. I went over to the Evans. I asked, “Please don’t let anyone aboard who isn’t family, Eve.”

“Understood, Boss. You don’t want to find any curious kids when you come back aboard.”

“Exactly right, Eve.”

“I can handle that, Boss.”

“I knew you could.”

I walked back to the house, and found Jim and Gus on the porch. I sat down with them. Jim said, “I see you picked up a passenger, while you were gone.”

“She didn’t seem inclined to take no for an answer. Did I screw up?”

“She may get excited, if Able has to use much in the way of tech, but I’m sure she’ll get over it, as soon as she has the baby in her arms.”

“There’s no reason she couldn’t take a turn in the box, and have a few kids of her own, you know.”

“There’s one big reason. As long as Father Yoder is on the council, that would be right out. I’m not sure that would be something they would do, even after they let him off the council.”

“They’re forcing him to stay?”

“Forcing might be a bit strong, but they’ve made it clear that they would prefer if he stayed on the council until they get things more settled.”

“They think he’s got some special sauce to smooth things out?”

“He’s well respected, and people listen when he talks. That’s about all they can ask for, as far as leadership is concerned.”

“Sounds good to me. You make it sound like he would rather step back, though.”

“I think that may be my fault, Dad. He’s heard me talk about Commonwealth technology a time or two, and he seems to be having a second childhood.”

“How do you mean?”

“He seems to have a desire to take another Rumspringa.”

“Are you saying we’ve corrupted a good man like Jacob Yoder?”

“Corrupted? I don’t think that would be possible, no matter how hard we tried, Dad. I think he has never been as hard-core as he needed people to believe, and all this has just brought that to the surface.”

“What makes you say that, Son?”

“I’ve heard him talk about horses he has lost, that ‘an English vet’ could have saved. He’s close to his livestock.”

“I’ve noticed. You think that would be enough to get him to leave the congregation?”

“He’s fonder of Ruth than any of his horses. If the autodoc would make her happy, he’d be gone like a shot.”

“Let me see if I’m reading what you’re sending, Son. You think Little Ruth is going to get big Ruth interested in kids of her own?”

“I think it’s a possibility, Dad. I wouldn’t want to risk any hard-earned cash on it, at this point.”

“Message received.”

“How did you figure out what we were naming her, anyway?”

“Just a lucky guess.”

Gus said, “C’mon, bro. You can figure it out. You’re busting your behind, trying to fit in around here. You would name her after her Amish grandma, just to help with that.”

Jim looked at me. “He’s been hanging out with you too much, Dad. He’s almost as annoying as you are.”

“Give him a day or two. He’s got some growing yet to do.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Gus grinned. I said, “Yes, Short Round. You got him good. Give me five.” I held out my hand, and Gus slapped it.

Jim watched, and said, “Just what I need, the two of you teaming up against me.”

I thought we were doing a good job keeping his mind off his troubles, until Hannah screamed. I was quick enough to catch him before he made it into the house, but it was a near thing. He said, “Let go of me, Dad!”

“Nope. There’s not a thing you can do that Able isn’t already doing, and more besides. You would just get in the way, and slow her down. That’s not what Hannah needs, right now.”

About the time I got him calm, she hollered again. This time, she had help. Snitz gave her a sympathy howl. I said, “See there, Doctor Snitz is on the case. If you were needed in there, he would already be out here, dragging you in.”

Jim looked me in the eye. “Thanks, Dad. I was about to make a fool out of myself, wasn’t I?”

“I think you’re already a fool for Hannah, Son. You might have been about to do something to embarrass yourself, sure enough, but we’ll never know now, will we?”

“I guess not. I don’t like waiting.”

“It’s not my favorite thing, either. What about you, Short Round?”

“I don’t like waiting either, Dad.”

“Seems to run in the family, Jim. I wouldn’t worry about it too much.”

“If you say so, Dad.”

Hannah hollered again, and Snitz helped. Jim asked, “Do you really think he’s helping, with all that noise?”

“I don’t have a clue, but I’d bet he thinks he is, or he wouldn’t be doing it. I’m guessing he’s trying to distract Hannah, so she doesn’t get too upset about what’s happening.”

“He really is smarter, since that last trip to the autodoc, ain’t he?”

“He surely is.”

Gus said, “I don’t know about all that. He’s a lot better at getting people to understand what he wants, but he was always able to figure out what to do to make people feel better.”

I replied, “You’ve got a point there, Short Round. I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

Jim looked back and forth between Gus and me. He asked, “You think he was always this smart, and the only thing that changed was his ability to communicate his wants?”

I said, “I don’t know enough to hazard a guess, one way or the other. You might ask your Uncle John, sometime. I’m nearly positive he’s thought about it more than just a little.”

“I might do that, the next time I see him, since we’re about to wean a whole litter of his pups.”

“You’re going to give Jacob an owner’s manual?”

“Don’t you think he’s going to need one?”

“That’s a definite possibility.”

Hannah let out another yell, and Snitz was right there with her. Jim asked, “Do you really think he’s helping?”

“I think if your mother asked him to quit, he would.”

“Good point.”

We talked, and tried to keep Jim distracted, as much as we could. My comm got a text, and I read it. Dixie had finished getting the implant out of Mellanne, and she was in the autodoc recovering. I had just about gotten it put away, when I got another text. Scotti had gone over the saucer that Morning Flower’s people had found, and had it ready to fly again. She said that Max had found a record of it being written off, so it was ours, legally. There was an attachment from Dixie’s second to the effect that the occupant would be in the autodoc for a few days. I figured whoever that was would have something to say about our keeping the saucer. There was another attachment from Bill Rottum that said the occupant didn’t seem to have any criminal record in the Commonwealth. I sent him a note asking if it was possible that this person was traveling under a false identity, and put my comm away. I went back to helping Gus keep Jim’s mind off things. It was a long night. Finally, just after sunrise, Able came out with a little bundle, all swaddled up. She handed it to Jim, and said, “Here’s your daughter, Ruth Nicole.”

“Thank you, Able, for all you did.”

“Thank Dr. Snitz. He was  the one who managed to keep her calm enough to get the work done. Without him, I would have had to use drugs to keep her from getting excited, and your mother-in-law would not have appreciated that.”

“No, I doubt that she would have. All that howling did some good?”

“She would scream, and he would howl, and she couldn’t help herself, she would laugh at him. I’ve never seen it done that way before, but it worked for Hannah.”

“Good deal. Is she okay?”

“Exhausted, but healthy. She’s asleep now. I’d like to let her stay that way for at least a couple of hours. She worked hard last night.”

“We could tell.”

Ruth seemed to think that she had put in a rough night as well. At any rate, she seemed to think sleeping was the thing to do. Jim held her for a long time, and then he handed her to me. Gus sat beside me, and looked at her. He asked, “Was I ever that little, Dad?”

“Tell you the truth, Short Round, I think you were smaller, what with there being two of you, and all.”

“Wow! She’ll grow up, just like us?’

I looked around, and said, “I think she might grow up a little different than you two did, but she will get bigger. She’s not going to be doing much for a while, and she won’t get the hang of talking for a while after that.”

“Not like building something in the shop, where you get done, and it’s ready to do what it’s supposed to.”

“Well, all her systems are built, but they need time to grow out to full size. The work comes in the software. Her mom and dad will have to teach her how to do a lot of things, to get her to the point that she’s safe to start learning things on her own.”

“Uncle John must be smart, to work on systems that change all the time like that.”

“Your Uncle John is pretty smart, that’s for sure.”

We sat there and looked at the baby for a long time, until she woke up fussing. I dug in her swaddling, and checked her diaper. It was yet to rain, so I figured she must be hungry. Carefully, I got up, and carried her in the house. Able asked, “What’s wrong, Bob?”

“Well, she’s dry, so I think she must be hungry. Is Hannah awake yet?”

“She will be soon. I’ve never known a mother who could sleep through her baby’s cry.”

“I guess I should have kept her outside, then.”

“No, they both need this, to help them bond.”

I noticed her eyes mist up, but I didn’t think it was the right time to ask. She took Little Ruth, and went back into the room where Hannah was. I saw Sit and Becky curled up together on the couch. Nikki saw where I was looking, and said, “They crashed pretty early. Did you guys get any sleep?”

“Gus did. Jim and I talked all night.”

“How’s he doing?”

“I’m in fear his grin is going unzip his head. He lit up like a Christmas tree when Able brought out Little Ruth.”

“That’s good to hear. She’s a cutie, isn’t she?”

“Lord yes. I’m going to have to practice my stern face. I don’t think I’ll be able to resist that little grin very well.”

“Me either.”

We went back out to the porch, to keep from disturbing the girls. I asked, “Where’s, well, Big Ruth?”

“She’s crashed out in a chair, in the bedroom with Hannah. She gave it up as soon as we knew the baby was healthy.”

“I think I need some of that, too. Oh, I got a text earlier. Mellanne is in the autodoc, getting over her surgery to remove the implant. Dixie sounds like it went well.”

“I’m glad to hear that. I don’t think I’m going to be up to talking to her today, though.”

“Me either. I’m going to head out to the Evans, and find a bunk.”

“Sounds good. I may join you before too long. Do we need to move the ship, before Jim’s help get here?”

“Jacob said he would spread the word that the mill would be closed today. I don’t think they will be here.”

“Good deal. I’m not awake enough to fly safely.”

“Eve could do it, I suppose.”

“I’m sure she could. I still have trouble letting her, though.”

“Maybe I should have her move before you get there, then. That way you don’t have to worry about it.”

“I like the way you think, Caveman.”

Nikki went back into the house. Gus asked, “Did I hear you mention finding a bed, Dad?”

“You sure did. You want to come to the Evans with me?”

“Yes, please.”

We headed that way. Once we were aboard, I asked Eve to move the ship back to where she had it hidden the day before. By the time she had it grounded, I was already in bed, and so was Gus. I never knew when Nikki showed up, but I woke up next to her, so she must have found the ship okay. I got cleaned up, and headed to the galley. Eve asked, “Would you like me to warm something for you, Boss?”

“As long as I have some coffee, and a ration bar, I’ll be fine.”

“I started the coffee as soon as you started stirring. It should be ready.”

“Thanks.”

I found a cup, and poured myself some. Then I dug a ration bar out of the cabinet, and sat down to eat. By the time I finished both of them, I nearly felt human again. I decided a second cup of coffee might help finish the process, and poured another one. I headed for the personnel door, and asked, “Eve, would you be so kind as to continue keeping the ship secure?”

“Of course, Boss.”

“Thank you. I’m going back to the cabin, to see what’s happening there.”

“I’ll let Mrs. Wilson know, when she wakes up.”

“Thanks again.”

I left the ship, and closed the door behind me. I got my bearings, and headed toward the path that led to the mill. It was a good thing I had my coffee in my left hand, when I heard a noise in the woods. I drew my pistol, and turned. A feral pig was running toward me. My time on the range must have done me more good than I realized, because I had switched the pistol from stunner to lethal, and put three rounds into his head, before I realized what was happening. I was watching to make sure he was well and truly dead, when Knocks Hard and Farts Like Skunk came out of the woods behind him. Farts said, “Aw, Bawb! Now we have to carry him all the way to the store.”

I replied, “Get him ready to haul. I’ve got a side-by-side, we can put him on the back of that.”

Knocks Hard said, “You are a good friend, Bawb.”

“You’re not so bad yourself. How much of the bacon do I get, for shooting him for you?”

“Will gives us half. You can have half of that. Fair enough?”

“Sounds great.”

I went to get the side-by-side, while they dressed the pig. When I got to the cabin, Janet was on the porch. “Did I hear shots, Dad?”

“Yep. Farts-Like-Skunk and Knocks Hard were trying to run another pig to the store before they killed it. Ran it right at me. I had to kill it for them. Now they’re whining and moaning about having to carry it to the store. I told them I would haul it for them.”

“I can do it, if you want. I crashed early, and got some good sleep.”

“Just be sure they get the guts away from the ship, so your mother doesn’t have unwanted visitors when she wakes up.”

“Will do.”

Ruth Yoder was sitting on the porch. I said, “Morning, Ma’am. Seems like you had a busy night.”

“Not so bad as Hannah. I thought she was going to have a really hard time, until that dog of yours came and made her laugh. After that, it was hard work, but nothing she couldn’t handle.”

“I’m glad to hear he could help out. He likes to be of service.”

“I see that about him. Jim says our pup will be as smart as his daddy. Do you have any special advice?”

“Don’t teach the pup checkers. Durn thing will probably beat you.”

She looked at me, and saw I wasn’t joking. She asked, “The pie dog, he can play checkers?”

“He just learned recently. I’ve played against him, and he’s pretty good.”

“How does he move the checkers?”

“You have to do that for him. If he does it, he knocks the others out of place, and has to fix the board. Takes all the fun out of it for him.”

“I wish I knew whether to believe you or not, Mr. Wilson.”

“You’ll find out, soon enough.”

“I suppose I will. Our daughter and your son make good children, do they not?”

“That they do. I’m guessing you’re hoping they stay at it for a while?”

“I’ve always wanted a houseful of children, playing. This will be almost as good as if they were my own.”

“I’m beginning to think we may have to spend more time here. I wouldn’t want you and Jacob to get all the fun of spoiling them.”

“You think we can compete with their Grandpa, riding in with his big, fine spaceship?”

“You and Jacob are good people. I think they will learn a lot from you.”

“I don’t think it would be so terrible if they learned a thing or two from you, Mr. Wilson.”

“Flying around in spaceships, that’s not very plain.”

“You wouldn’t think so, would you? The way you do it, I’m not so sure.”

“Thanks for the kind words, Ma’am.”

“You’re welcome. Do you suppose I could get a ride home? Jacob said he would be fine on his own, but I’m not sure I believe that.”

“Let me go get something for us to ride on, and I’ll take care of that for you.”

Able came out of the house about then, and said, “Are you going to leave us something to drive, in case we need it?”

“The Evans is back in the woods, but Janet took the other side-by-side back to the store. She should be back soon, I would think.”

“What did she go after?”

“I had to shoot a pig that a couple of my friends were running closer to the store before they killed it. She went to help them haul it in, since I ruined their plan.”

“Let me guess, Farts-Like-Skunk, and Knocks Hard.”

“Those would be the friends in question, yes Ma’am.”

“Those two! They go to more trouble trying to save themselves a little work. As big as they are, it wouldn’t be any big deal for them to carry a half a pig apiece to the store from here.”

“You’re probably right about that. If you were to ask them, it would probably come down to it being more fun to do it the way they do.”

“Knowing those two, I’ll bet you’re right. Do you mind waiting ‘til Janet gets back to haul Ruth home?”

“I don’t mind, but I think Ruth is wanting to get on her way. I think I can manage to harness the team. I used to help with the hayrides, when I was a kid.”

Ruth said, “I appreciate the offer, Mr. Wilson, but I’m not in that big a hurry to return home. Besides, if we wait, we will save time traveling. I doubt I would get home any sooner on the wagon.”

“If you don’t mind waiting.”

“No, it’s a pleasant day, and you folks are good company.”

We chatted until Janet showed up. She volunteered to take Mrs. Yoder home, and I didn’t object. Once they were out of sight, Able said, “That cup looks pretty empty, Bob. Can I offer you a refill? It won’t be as good as that fancy stuff the fleet serves, but it isn’t all that bad, either.”

“That sounds like a wonderful idea. Thanks.”

She brought out the pot, and filled both our cups, and then she took it back in the house. She came back out, and said, “Coffee is one of the best things about being out of that hole we came from. We didn’t have anything that tasted this good to drink in the morning.”

I replied, “Glad to help.”

“I said one of the best, not the best, Bob. There are plenty of other reasons I’m happy to be out of there.” She patted her belly. “Just knowing that this one will be born healthy, and if it isn’t, I know how to take care of it, that’s worth more than I know how to express. Thank you, Bob. I know you’re going to say you didn’t set out to help us, and you only did because you couldn’t stand to see us go on the way we were, but it meant an awful lot to us, all the same.”

Nikki came wandering up, and said, “You might as well give it up, Able. He never thinks anything he does is all that special. Is there more of that coffee?”

“In the kitchen.”

“Thanks.”

Nikki slipped into the house to find what she needed. Able said, “You did well, Bob. She is a good mate.”

“I wish I could take credit, but all I did was fall in love, when I met her. Why she picked my garage to fix her saucer in, I don’t know.”

Nikki made it back out. “The truth is, I didn’t have a lot of choice. That heap was going to come down, one way or the other. I thought I was doing good to get it hidden. I sure am glad I found you, though.”

“You don’t think things would have come out as well if you had landed in someone else’s garage?”

“I doubt it, knowing what I do now about Earth culture. I got lucky.”

“I thought that was me. You saved me from growing old alone.”

Able said, “However it happened, you two are a good match. Do we need to think about some breakfast?”

Nikki said, “That sounds like a plan. I think they have plenty, don’t they?”

Able said, “We sent down a big order the other day. I would think they still had enough.”

I said, “I doubt we want to bring the Evans up here to eat aboard, in the daytime. Everyone may not have gotten the word that the mill is closed today. Wouldn’t want to ruin Jim’s business.”

Able said, “I’m sure Hannah isn’t going to want to go traipsing through the woods, after all the work she did last night.”

Nikki said, “I would think she would be doing good to make it to the table to eat.”

About that time, Snitz pushed the screen door open with his nose. He looked at me, and whined. I got up and followed him in the house. Little Ruth was fussing, but she hadn’t really woken up yet. I checked, and sure enough, it had rained. I found a diaper, and took her in the other room to take care of things. Nikki and Able came in to start breakfast in time for Nikki to help me swaddle Ruth again. That was a skill I had never mastered. I had managed to get her changed without really waking her, so I decided to try to put her back to bed. She was fine until I started to put her down, and that didn’t seem to be what she wanted. I decided I had been promoted to baby bed, and went back in the living room to sit down and hold her while she slept. That seemed to be a good enough plan, and she went back to sleep. I must have drifted off myself, because Nikki had to wake me when breakfast was ready. I said, “She didn’t want to lay back down.”

“Neither did you, apparently. Come and eat.”

Luckily, I had a little practice eating one handed, with the twins. I got around some breakfast, and the world seemed like a nicer place. Maybe it was the second cup of coffee, I dunno. We had finished eating, and I asked, “I wonder what’s become of Janet?”

Able said, “I doubt Ruth would let her give her a ride home without feeding her. Ruth is a talker, once you get her started. She spends so much time alone on the farm that she really gets going, when she gets around another woman.”

Nikki said, “She would have commed, if she had any trouble, Caveman. Besides, I’m sure between Morning Flower’s people, and Sue on the Gene, everything we do down here is being watched.”

“You’re probably right about that. I worry too much.”

Able said, “As much as you have to keep track of? I’m amazed you don’t worry more than you do.”

“At least I’ve got a few days off.”

Nikki’s comm rang. “You had to say that out loud, didn’t you, Caveman.”

She answered, and put it on speaker. “Nikki Wilson.”

“Lieutenant, it’s Dixie. I figured you were going to be busy, so I went ahead and woke Mellanne. She’s asking for you. I’m sorry.”

“No problem, Dixie. We’ll be up in a few minutes.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.”

“All part of the service.”

The line went dead, and she looked at Able. “Can you stay for a bit, and make sure they’re doing alright?”

“Of course. Will can handle the store. Charlie may have to stay and help him, but he won’t mind. He’s been getting plenty of time outdoors, lately.”

“If you’re sure.”

“I am.”

While all that was going on, I texted Eve to meet us in front of the cabin. We walked out and got aboard. Once we were strapped in, Nikki lifted us out. I got on the comm, and said, “Squatch Patrol, this is the BS Ronald Evans, requesting direct clearance to the Gene Cernan.”

“You are cleared, Evans. We have no traffic you need to be aware of. Fly safe.”

“Thank you, Patrol.”

Nikki punched it, and we were in the black in nothing flat. The landing bay on the Gene was ready to receive us, and we were docked in nothing flat. Nikki asked, “Eve, can you shut down for me?”

“Of course, Ma’am. Dixie asked me to tell you that Mellanne is still aboard the clinic ship. Gene has offered a light trail to it, if you would like.”

“That sounds like a good idea, Eve. Please ask Gene to go ahead.”

“Will do. Good luck, Ma’am.”

“I may need it. Thanks.”

We left through the personnel door, and followed Gene’s light trail over to the other ship. We went aboard, and Dixie said, “You made good time. She’s in here.”

She pointed to one of the treatment rooms. I asked, “Do you want me in there, or do you have it?”

“Just me for now. I may need your help before I’m done, though.”

“Just let me know.”

“Will do.” She went into the room, and I turned to Dixie. “How long until that saucer pilot the Squatches brought you wakes up?”

“Another day or so.”

“Thanks.”

I checked my comm, and I had a text from Bill Rottum, saying he had checked the pilot’s biometrics against all the Commonwealth records he could access, and he didn’t find a match. I asked Dixie, “How much trouble would it be to move the autodoc that pilot is in to a freighter?”

“Hardly any at all. For your next question, yes, Scotti has that saucer ready to fly.”

“Okay then, smarty. What’s the next question?”

Dixie pretended to be thinking about it. She asked, “Could it be, ‘Have the hackers scrubbed the logs on that saucer so that there’s no record of where it was marooned?’”

“It could, at that. The answer?”

“Yes, of course, Boss. We were all thinking you might toss that one back.”

“Go ahead and tell Scotti to execute her plan, then. I’m assuming she has one?”

“Oh, no, Boss. The Skipper took care of that for us.”

“I should have known. How soon will the mission launch, then?”

I felt the ship buck, as a freighter went out on the catapult. “That answers that, I suppose.”

“Sure enough. The Skipper was going to call you about it, but this came up before he thought you would be ready to make decisions.”

“He was on the right track. I needed that second cup of coffee this morning.”

“It’s afternoon, Boss. Almost suppertime.”

“I’m going to have fun getting back on my regular schedule.”

“Oh, the joys of being organic!”

“You mean I’m going to have to start coming up with slams about being a bot?”

“If you want to keep up, Boss.”

“Your mother was a parking meter, and your father smelled of hydraulic fluid?”

“Weak, Boss. Keep working on it.”

“Will do.”

“I have some other things to do, Boss. Do you two have this under control?”

“We seem to. Head on out.”

“Thanks, Boss.”

She left, and I found a seat. I usually didn’t like going through my inbox on the comm, but I didn’t have anything else to do. Since Dingus had the fleet anyway, there wasn’t much to find, but I took care of what there was. The one thing that I found interesting was a message from Sally. She said the new planet was ready for me to come out and inspect. I hadn’t really expected to ever see a message like that. I forwarded it to Topper, asking that he work that into our schedule, as soon as practical. Then I closed the comm, and put it away. I sat there, trying to clean out my attic, for some time before Nikki came out of the treatment room and said, “I think I’ve gotten all I’m going to get from her, Caveman. She was honestly not aware of what she was doing out this way.”

“Can we send her back, without sending her into a bad situation?”

“She thinks she can avoid the people who recruited her. I’m not so sure, but Dixie went ahead and fixed the genetic defect that let the implant take control of her, so she won’t be much use to them anymore, anyway.”

“That sounds good. What are you thinking? Scrub the log on her saucer, and let her go in Commonwealth space?”

“I think that will be best. She says she doesn’t care what we do to her uncle. The implant was making her care about him, but she says he’s even more rotten than she remembered, and the less she has to do with him, the better she will like it.”

“I’m sure Slinky Fox can keep him occupied, then. I’ll get with the Skipper, and get that arranged, along with Mellanne’s ride back to the Commonwealth.”

“She’s going to need to wear a nighty-night on the way there, isn’t she?”

“It would probably be better. No need to give her any more clues about where we are.”

“She already knows the coordinates, Bob. The Academy trained us to remember coordinates, in case we had a computer failure on a ship.”

“Do you trust her not to disclose them to anyone?”

“She says she’s willing to keep them a secret. I believe her.”

“Fair enough. We really don’t have anything to hold her on, and she didn’t do enough to the Squatch to make them care about punishing her. I think we need to send her on her way, and be done with it, don’t you?”

“Well, it might be useful to stay on good terms with her. She could be a useful source of information about what’s happening in the Commonwealth.”

“Can you deal with that, since you already know her?”

“Of course. I can pay her out of our account?”

“If she comes up with anything worth enough to dent that account, I will be amazed.”

“That’s what I thought. I can set it up, if you want.”

“I’d better be the one to talk to Topper. Other than that, feel free.”

“Sounds right.”

I got out my comm, and called Topper. “Hey, Boss. What can I do for you?”

“Quite a bit, most days. Mellanne, Nikki’s acquaintance from the Academy, is ready to head back to Commonwealth space.”

“Her saucer is ready, and the logs have been scrubbed, as per normal.”

“Good work, Topper. Too bad you don’t have a way to scrub the coordinates out of her head. Nikki says the Academy trains them to be able to remember them, in case of computer failure.”

“Is that going to be a problem, Boss?”

“I don’t think so. Nikki says she’s a lot friendlier, since she got that implant removed.”

“Good enough. Is her uncle going with her?”

“No. He needs to get turned over to Slinky Fox, so that she can do with him as she sees fit.”

“I’ll get a mission together to haul him out there. I’m thinking I better send a destroyer, since that is inside Commonwealth territory. I wouldn’t want to have to go rescue a freighter. That story would be bound to get us noticed in ways we don’t want to be.”

“You’re right about that, Skipper. His saucer should just get sold on the surplus market.”

“Too late, Boss. Commodore Sloan already has dibs on it.”

“I see. Do we need to ship it to him, or can he wait until we make Earth again?”

“What do you think Milly flew out of here?”

“Understood. You figured if he was guilty of trying to do the Squatch out of their home, I wasn’t going to let him go, so his saucer might as well go somewhere it could do some good?”

“I figured worst case, we could pay him fair market value. That doesn’t amount to that much on that model. Nobody wants them, except a few old hard heads.”

“I’ll be sure and pick you for my team, the next time we play paintball. I’m sure Dingus has a few things to say about you calling him a hard head.”

“You play for keeps, Boss.”

“I’m not gonna tell him, are you?”

“I hadn’t planned on it.”

“Sounds like you have things under control, Skipper. I’ll get back to my shore leave.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it, Boss.”

“Give me a break, Skipper. I am trying.”

“You sure are. I got your note about that planet that Sally checked out. Do you think we should head out that way next?”

“I do. I’m not looking to leave here for a week or so, but that sounds like a good destination.”

“Did I hear you say you would like to head there, as soon as you’re finished with your shore leave, but you think our shepherd will have something else for us?”

“You did not, and you’re not going to convince me I was thinking that loud.”

“I was hoping you weren’t thinking the same way I was, Boss. It’s about time for something else to pop, isn’t it?”

“I hope not, but logically, I don’t see where we’re going to put it off much longer.”

“Enjoy your leave, while you can.”

“I’ll try. Speaking of leave, Sit mentioned that Julie would like to have you guys do another concert.”

“Maybe we can get the Dire Curves to open for us. They’re getting pretty good.”

“Sounds like a party. We’ll have to get back to Earth soon.”

“We need to go out and let you find the stobor on that planet that Sally thinks she has checked, Boss. Then we can go to Earth.”

“That’ll work. I better get off this thing, Skipper. Wilson out.”

“Topper out.”

I put my comm away, and turned to Nikki. She had a concerned look on her face. I said, “It doesn’t rise to the level of a feeling, Space Cadet. More like a vague unease. No need to alert the fleet, and besides, Topper already knows. He has the same unease.”

“I still don’t like it.”

“I don’t either. We just got Ragna squared away, surely he can’t have too many problems yet.”

“I wouldn’t think so, unless some of the old colonists aren’t as loyal to him as they were letting on.”

“I’m sure someone will get a message out, if anything bad happens.”

“So, what else could it be?”

“I don’t have a clue.”

Scotti came aboard, and asked, “Is the patient ready to travel?”

Mellanne stuck her head out of the treatment room, and said, “I’m ready. It’s nice here and all, but I’d rather get back to something I’m used to.”

Scotti replied, “We’ve got that all arranged for you, Ma’am. I hear that it wouldn’t do any good to put you to sleep for the trip back?”

“If you mean that I already have the coordinates of this system memorized, yes, that’s true.”

“Well, then, if you would step this way, please.”

“Of course.” They headed off toward the freighter that had Mellanne’s saucer aboard.

Nikki said, “I hope we can trust her not to cause trouble.”

“I’m sure Willum would be more than happy to show her the error in her ways, if she decides otherwise.”

“No doubt. She was the cause of him getting a nice set of bruises. I doubt he will forget that any time soon.”

“He’ll jump in the autodoc as soon as we let him out of the brig. Then he’ll be good as new.”

“You’re right. We should go make sure Angus has turned him loose, shouldn’t we?”

“It would be the neighborly thing to do.”

We headed to the brig. Paddy had the door. He asked, “Back to talk to the old man, before the Skipper ships him off?”

I replied, “I don’t see the point. He’s just going to give me the same old tired line of crap. I don’t think I have the patience for that today. Bring Willum into the interview room, if you would.”

“Sure thing, Boss.”

We went and sat in the interview room. Willum and Paddy were putting on a good act, when they came through the door. As soon as it was shut, they turned it off. Willum took a seat, and said, “I’m afraid I didn’t get much out of either one of them, Delicious. The woman was just too hostile to get much out of her, and the old guy doesn’t know anything. He had a get rich quick scheme, and it fell through on him. Other than that, he doesn’t seem to know much. He does seem to think that his high placed friends in the Commonwealth are going to put you in your place, though.”

“We’ve already taken out his highest placed friend. Did he drop any names, or was he just bragging?”

“He did drop a couple of names. I’ll put them in my report. One of them is already in a bad way over what happened with Pondwater, and the other one isn’t that highly placed to begin with. I got the feeling that he was depending on Pondwater to save his bacon. When I told him that I had heard about Pondwater dying, he pretty much gave up hope, I think. I thought he might tell me more, after that, but he just sat and cried.”

“That seems odd. Were you able to tell what it was that had him so upset?”

“As near as I could tell, Pondwater was angling to set himself up as Emperor, and he had promised that fine specimen a nice job in the Imperial bureaucracy.”

“That would do it. Did he have some kind of plan to sell the natives to the slavers, once his claim went through?”

“He never really said, but given his attitude towards them, I wouldn’t doubt he was going to do something like that.”

Nikki said, “Well, it seems like we’ve gone to a lot of trouble for nothing.”

Willum replied, “I got to practice my skills, someplace where my life wasn’t on the line. That’s enough reason for me. Did you find out much from the lady, once you got her implant out?”

“Not enough to justify all this effort, I’m afraid. She was just a willing pawn. You could fill Gene’s memory banks with the things she didn’t know.”

“That’s disappointing. I thought surely that implant was guarding some kind of knowledge.”

I said, “It seemed that way to me, too. I’m not sure what their game was.”

Nikki asked, “Whose game?”

“Whoever sent her out here to mess with us.”

“I got her boss’s name. I sent it to Bill Rottum, so he could do a background check on him.”

Willum asked, “Would you mind sending it to me, too? I don’t have my comm right now, of course, but I’ll look into it for you once I’m able.”

I replied, “Speaking of that, do you need to go back to your cell, to keep up appearances, until Topper ships him off?”

“That would be best. I doubt we’ll run into him again, but there’s no need to take the chance, is there?”

“Nope.”

Paddy said, “It doesn’t make a difference any more. Ian and Sean just took him to the craft that’s taking him to the destroyer. He’s not there to tell if you were a real prisoner, or not.”

Willum asked, “Would I be able to examine his cell? I thought I saw him try and hide something.”

“That would be no problem at all, Sir. Might I say your acting is top notch? There were several times I almost forgot we weren’t really on different teams.”

“Thank you for the kind words, Paddy. You did well, yourself. I think we fooled them, at least they acted as if we did.”

They went to look at the old guy’s cell. Nikki asked, “Should we wait to see if they find anything?”

“Might as well.”

We sat for a while, and Willum came back in. He said, “I found it, but it doesn’t amount to anything. Just a letter he was composing to Pondwater. I don’t think we ever convinced him that Pondwater was dead.”

“I wonder what it’s going to take to get the point across?”

“I would think once he gets where he’s going, he will figure out that things aren’t the way he thinks they are.”

“He’s been to Slinky Fox’s world before?”

“He said something about that other place with these apes, so I have to think that was where he was talking about, unless there’s a third planet you haven’t found yet, Delicious.”

“I guess that’s possible, but I doubt it. The hackers went through all the Commonwealth records we could access after we found out about Slinky Fox, to see if there might be another world we needed to help out, and they weren’t able to find anything. There were plenty of records of Slinky Fox’s homeworld, so I would think another place like that would have shown up.”

“You’re right. Pondwater thought he was being so slick keeping that place quiet. You say they found records of the place?”

“That’s what their report said. I can forward it to you, if you’d like to go over it yourself.”

“No, thanks. I believe you.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ve got a date with an autodoc. We better get back dirtside, and see if we can get our schedule back on schedule.”

“You pulled an all-nighter? What kind of fun did you two get into?”

“We got promoted.”

“Promoted? To what? You’re an Admiral already.”

“Grandparents.”

“Hannah had her baby?”

Nikki said, “Yep. Ruth Nicole. Cute as a button.”

“Congratulations!”

“Thanks.”

Willum looked at me. “Just what did you do to earn a promotion?”

“Kept the father out of their hair while they did all the hard work.”

“That sounds like a valuable contribution, all the same.”

Nikki said, “Snitz did the hard part.”

“Snitz, the dog?”

“Every time Hannah would yell, he would howl with her, and make her laugh. Kept her from freaking out.”

Willum just shook his head. “The more I hear about that dog, the less I believe.”

I said, “I’m sure he’ll be taking care of business again soon, if you want a pup.”

“That sounds like a bad idea, what with being undercover so much. I wouldn’t want to leave him in a kennel or something.”

I replied, “Smart as those pups are going to be, you could probably take him with you.”

Willum thought on that for a moment, and said, “You and your ideas. Now I’m going to have to give it serious consideration.”

Nikki said, “Well, it’s been nice talking to you, but we need to get back.”

“If you see Fred, tell him I’ll be down in the morning.”

“Will do.”

We headed back to the Evans, and Nikki took us back to Jim’s. It was evening. We went up to the porch, and Janet was sitting there, waiting for us. She said, “They’re all asleep. Ruth came back after she made sure that Jacob was taken care of. Can you help me load the side-by-sides, so we can drop them at the store? I’m ready to go home and get some sleep. Gus and Becky are crashed out inside.”

Nikki said, “I think I’ll stay here, if that’s okay. I can take care of them.”

I replied, “If that’s what you think you should do. Wouldn’t want Ruth to get ahead of you in baby spoiling, now would we?”

“That wasn’t what I had in mind, Caveman. I was thinking somebody who isn’t opposed to technology ought to be here in case they had some trouble.”

“Good idea. Don’t I get to give you trouble, now that you’re a Grandma?”

“You don’t have to sound so happy when you call me that, Caveman. You do realize that makes me feel old, don’t you?”

“Doesn’t do a lot for me, either, but I wouldn’t do without Ruth for anything.”

“It doesn’t sound so bad when you put it like that. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“See you then. I kissed her long enough that Janet was having to work to keep from saying something. When we came up for air, I said, “See, you can stay quiet, if you work at it. You’re learning. Good work!”

“Uh, thanks, Dad.”

We got the two vehicles aboard the Evans, and lifted for the store. Janet said, “Milly told me what was bothering her. I’m surprised she stuck it out as long as she did.”

“She’s a trouper. I’ll miss her, though.”

“Me, too. I’ll be at the Academy soon enough, I guess.”

“Whenever you think you’re ready. Gus doesn’t think he can pass the physical, yet.”

“He’s been checking into it?”

“He has. Seems to think he could pass the written.”

“I don’t doubt that. Is he volunteering to work with Niner-Deuce?”

“He doesn’t want to, but I don’t think he sees a way around it.”

“Tough kid.”

We landed at the store, and unloaded the side-by-sides. We dropped the keys in the box, and turned to see Will standing there. He said, “Oh, I was hoping it was Able coming home.”

Janet said, “She wanted to stay a little longer. I think I heard her say she would be leaving in the morning, if nothing else came up.”

“That’s fine. I’m just lonesome.”

I said, “Join the club. Nikki decided to stay, too.”

“How’s the baby?”

Janet said, “She seems to be strong and healthy. I think it was Hannah that Able was a little worried about.”

“What’s wrong with her?”

“Nothing that a few good nights’ rest won’t fix, I don’t think. She had a rough time of it.”

“I know Able was worried about that. She thought she might need to give her something to calm down, and she didn’t think that would be plain.”

Janet replied, “Well, is a dog plain enough?”

Will looked confused, and then he asked, “Snitz?”

“Sure enough. He was howling with her, and that made her laugh, and kept her calm.”

“Every time I think I’ve heard it all, you bring that dog back around, Bob.”

“He surprises me too.” I felt something like when Knocks Hard was behind me, only not as loud. I said, “Hi, Charlie. How have you been?”

“I’ve been fine, Uncle. What gave me away?”

“You’ve been training with Knocks Hard, haven’t you?”

“How did you know that?”

“You give me the same feeling he does, when he’s sneaking up behind me.”

“Really? He always tells me I’m not doing very well.”

“You’re not as strong as he is, by any stretch. Just enough to tell someone was there.”

“You’ll have to tell him that, when you see him again. He won’t believe me.”

“I’ll try to remember. We need to get home. It was a long night.”

Will said, “We’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“That sounds good. Don’t expect us too early, though.”

“I understand.”

We went back aboard the Evans, and Janet flew us to the Key. It felt weird, not needing to walk Snitz. I wondered how late I would sleep, without him to wake me. I got ready and went to bed, and Janet did likewise.

I woke to my comm ringing. I rolled over and answered it. “Admiral Wilson.”

“Morning, Caveman. Snitz thought I should wake you up.”

“Tell him for me that he is an asshole.”

She was gone for a moment, and then she said, “He shook his head, and pointed at the comm. I think he’s trying to say that you’re the asshole.”

“I wouldn’t doubt that. We’ll be there when Janet wakes up. Tell Doctor Snitz he doesn’t need to wake her, too.”

“I don’t know if he will listen, but I’ll try. See you when you get here. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

I closed the comm, and thought about rolling over and going back to sleep. I decided I should be a grown-up, and get ready to face the day. I started some coffee, and went to get cleaned up. By the time I was dressed, the coffee was ready, and I took a cup to the porch. I figured the smell would wake Janet up soon enough. I sat there, watching the sunrise, and cleaning a few cobwebs out of my attic. Anyone who might claim they saw me checking my eyelids for pinholes was watching entirely too closely. At least I was awake when Julie came out on the porch with Tom. She said, “He’s been missing his Daddy.”

“So it would seem. C’mere, Short Stuff.”

I played with Tom until Janet came out with her own cup of coffee. She said, “I guess I’m going to have to step up and be your morning coffee buddy now, huh, Dad.”

“Well, I think Tom would take the job, but he doesn’t have much to say.”

“I don’t know about getting so early in the morning. I’m not as good at that as Milly.”

“I’m sure it will all work out.”

I noticed Tom looking at us drinking coffee. I asked, “Do you think you’re ready for coffee, Short Stuff?”

He nodded. I replied, “I doubt that. Let’s see.” I sat my cup down, and dipped my little finger into the coffee. It had cooled enough that it wouldn’t hurt him. I gave him my finger, and let him lick the coffee off it. He didn’t like the taste, and shook his head. Janet said, “That looks like a big old ‘no’.”

I replied, “Sure does. I think you’re going to have to wait a while for coffee, Short Stuff.”

He looked dejected. Janet said, “You’ll get it, little fella. You can’t learn everything, all at once.”

He didn’t seem to like that idea, but he got over it. Janet said, “I guess I better fix us some breakfast, so we can get on the way, huh?”

“I’m fine with cereal, if you are.”

“That’s the best offer I’ve had all day. I didn’t feel like cooking.”

“Me either. I don’t think I’m rested up, yet.”

Tom seemed to think that I needed to hold him, while I tried to feed myself, so I did that. It slowed down the proceedings a bit, but we got it done. Janet cleaned up the dishes, and asked, “Are we ready to head out?”

Tom shook his head. I said, “I don’t think Tom wants us to leave him behind. I guess he ought to meet his niece, shouldn’t he?”

“I don’t think they’re going to have much to say, do you?”

“I think I’ll reserve judgment until I see for myself.”

I got Julie to come with us, to take care of Tom. Lori met us outside. She said, “Sorry, Boss, I’m running a little late today. Getting used to the new place, here on the Key.”

“No biggie. We’re headed out, do you need anything you don’t have?”

“Out to the mill, or out of the system?”

“To the mill. I didn’t mean to confuse you.”

“No biggie. There’s just a rumor going around that you and the Skipper think we’re going to have to pull out soon.”

“Think is an awfully strong word, Lori. Personally, I don’t think it even comes up to the level of a feeling. Just an itch I can’t scratch.”

“That’s enough. The whole fleet is making sure they’re ready to hit the black on a moment’s notice. We’ve seen your feelings work out too many times to not take them seriously.”

“Fair enough, I guess. If the fleet is uptight, what exactly do they think we’re going to get called out for? I’ve yet to figure that part out, or I would have given some orders.”

“All I’ve heard is that it will come suddenly, it will be very important, and we may not understand what’s going on until we’re in the middle of it.”

Janet said, “Standard alert, then. I’m with Dad, I was hoping someone had come up with something more solid.”

Lori replied, “I wish I could be more help, but I don’t have anything.”

I said, “If you did, you would be on my staff, right now. I need somebody who can figure these things out, before I get hit between the eyes with them. Get aboard, we need to head to Jim’s.”

“You’re taking Tom with you?”

“He seems to think he doesn’t want me to get too far away from him, today. I think pulling that all-nighter the other night upset him.”

“That sounds about right.”

Lori wound up sitting copilot for Janet, because Tom didn’t want me to hand him to Lori. We got to Jim’s, and parked back in the woods. I carried Tom to the house. The stroller seemed to be right out, which was just as well, since it would have had a hard time in the woods. Julie didn’t seem worried about that, though, so I figured it must have a grav plate hidden somewhere, or some other neat trick for dealing with rough terrain. We got to the cabin, and Gus was sitting on the porch, waiting for us. He said, “Morning, Dad. Sleep good?”

“Better than I expected to, without your mom to snuggle with. Yourself?”

“Like a rock. Becky hasn’t woken up yet.”

Able and Sit came onto the porch. Able said, “Oh, I heard a man’s voice, and I thought it was Will, come to pick us up.”

“Sorry to disappoint, Ma’am. The Evans is back in the woods, if you need a ride.”

“No, Will should be here soon. I called and asked him to come get us, since you took all the vehicles back to the store.”

“I never thought about you needing a ride back. I was just trying to get home to bed.”

“I know that. Don’t worry about it. Tom seems to think you left him alone too long.”

“He does, at that. I’m not sure what I need to do to convince him that I’m not about to run off again.”

“Be careful, Bob. You don’t want to promise him things you can’t deliver.”

“You heard about the alert?”

“I did. All the ships with organic crew topped up their supplies.”

“I hope it’s worth all this effort. I never know what it is that’s bothering me, until we’re in the middle of it. The fleet gets upset, before we even know what’s coming.”

“They’ve been around you enough to know.”

“That they have. I wonder what it’s going to be this time.”

Lori said, “You better not have an answer, Able. He threatened me with a staff job if I could figure it out.”

“Oh, I’m not the smart one in the family. What do you think, Sit?”

“I think the Funny Papers have spun their wheels for weeks on end, trying to figure out how Uncle Bob’s feelings work, and we haven’t gotten anywhere. Uncle Frank says that if there’s any math to it, it’s math he hasn’t seen yet.”

Lori looked confused. “How do you know what the Funny Papers are working on?”

I said, “Lori, meet Sit, the best analyst in the fleet.”

She looked from me to Sit, and back again. She looked like she was going to say something a couple of times, and decided against it. I said, “Believe it or don’t. I’m on shore leave. I’m not going to convince you, that’s work.”

Able said, “I believe Bob just called you a hard head. That means a thing or two, coming from him.”

“So I’ve heard. Why do I think I’m going to get that staff job, whether I want it or not?”

I jiggled Tom, and said, “As long as Short Stuff here gets along with you, your current position is safe.”

“I’m supposed to believe he won’t start giving me trouble, just so you can get what you want?”

“If I needed you on staff as bad as you seem to think I do, we could find another babysitter.”

Nikki came out of the house. “Are you trying to run off our good babysitter, Caveman?”

“Nope. She thinks I’m trying to promote her to my staff. I can’t even keep Ryder busy, why would I put anyone else on staff?”

“Good point. How did she get the idea you wanted to promote her?”

“We were talking about the fleet alert, and I said if she could figure out why I was feeling edgy, I needed her on staff. She’s yet to tell me what has me bothered, so I don’t think she has anything to worry about.”

“Well, I think it’s the same old thing, myself. Whenever the fleet runs out of something to do, you get edgy until the next thing comes up. It bugs you not to have something that needs doing.”

Sit said, “Excuse me, Aunty, but we looked into that, when we were trying to figure out how his feelings work. The math doesn’t back it up.”

Nikki looked at Sit. “You and your uncles tried to figure out how his feelings work?”

“We did. The chances of the fleet having to respond to a situation within a hundred hours of a report of Uncle Bob having a feeling are very close to a hundred percent, and in the cases where it didn’t happen within a hundred hours, we were able to find events in the next hundred hours. The fleet has been idle for longer than that, on several occasions, without Uncle Bob getting any feelings of restlessness. We did our best to prove it was just coincidence, but the math doesn’t back that up. On the other hand, there was nothing we could find that explains how he gets the information that causes the feelings, either.”

Nikki replied, “Wow! You really went to that much trouble?”

“Well, there have been times when things happened that he didn’t get a feeling about. We were trying to figure out how to automate the process, so that we could send out fleet alerts about things that Uncle Bob didn’t feel. We didn’t have any luck, though.”

Lori looked floored. Nikki asked, “What’s wrong, Lori?”

“The fact that she talks like a grown-up, for starters. The fact that the fleet’s research organization tried to automate whatever drives the Boss’s feelings, to make it into a more reliable early warning system. Do you want me to go on?”

Gus said, “Welcome to BSR. I thought you already had orientation.”

Lori just shook her head. I asked, “Do you think you could set up a PT program for Gus? He thinks he needs to work on passing the physical test, to get into the Academy.”

Nikki said, “You’re just being mean now, Caveman.”

Able said, “Ornery, maybe. I don’t think Bob has a mean bone in his body.”

Nikki replied, “You’re right, Able. What were you thinking, Caveman?”

“We need to know that the lady looking after our kids is able to deal with the unexpected, without freaking out.”

Lori said, “You don’t think I could test on one unexpected thing at a time, do you?”

Gus said, “They never come like that. You’ve been with the fleet long enough to know that.”

“How do you know how long I’ve been with the fleet?”

“Sis looked you up, when you came to help with us. We like to know who we’re dealing with.”

I said, “I think we better back off, before she faints dead away.”

Sit said, “Mom can fix her up, if she does, Uncle Bob.”

“I know that. I’m just not sure if she would ever come back to work, if we embarrassed her that badly.”

Lori said, “You don’t have to worry about that, Boss. I have to see the rest, now that I’m this far into it.”

I asked, “Space Cadet, can you remind me to show her the cellar, when we get back to Saucer Holler?”

“Of course, Caveman. Do you think that will do it?”

“I don’t know. I’m thinking if we were wanting to freak her out, we should show her some of the records of what the US government tried to do to us, before we were able to come out in the open.”

Lori asked, “The government mistreated you?”

I replied, “I dunno. Do nukes come under ‘mistreatment’?”

“They nuked you?”

“They tried. Do you really think their missiles could get by the fleet?”

“I guess not.”

Will finally showed up to haul Able and Sit home. He asked, “Is that the new one you’ve got there, Bob?”

“Nope. This is Tom. He didn’t want to let me out of the house without him this morning.”

“He thinks you’ve been out and about too much lately?”

“He sure seems to.”

Nikki said, “Let me see if he will come to me. You don’t need to carry him all day.”

Tom didn’t like that idea, until he saw that it was Mommy taking him. Then he calmed right down. I said, “Thanks, Hon.”

Ruth came onto the porch carrying Little Ruth. She walked out to where Will was, and said, “This is my granddaughter, Ruth Nicole Wilson.”

Will said, “She has a lot of ancestors to live up to. Do you think she can manage?”

“Don’t tell her folks, but I think they will do fine. If they don’t, Mr. Wilson over there will straighten them out, I have no doubt.”

I didn’t know how to react to that, so I pretended I didn’t hear. Everyone seemed to be content to let me get by with that, until Gus asked, “Is she right, Dad?”

“She might be, Short Round. I doubt the problem will come up, though.”

Will said, “So do I. Jim and Hannah are good folks.”

Janet and I loaded Able’s equipment, and they headed back for the store. Nikki asked, “What do you think we ought to do now, Caveman?”

“Did you get enough sleep last night?”

“I’m doing okay. I may take a nap later, if that’s okay.”

“That’s fine. We’ve got the agenda cleared for today, so far.”

“I wish you wouldn’t say things like that out loud, Caveman. You know you’re just tempting fate.”

“Even Topper has the heebie-jeebies. Something is about to bite us, Space Cadet. I’d just as soon get it over with. Once we know what we’re up against, we’ll know what we need to do to deal with it. As long as it’s just dread, without a focus, all we can do is recheck the preparations we’ve already made.”

Ruth walked over to Nikki. She asked, “Do you think she should get to know her uncle?”

Nikki replied, “I think we may live to regret introducing them. They may be a force for orneriness in the universe.”

“What is it Mr. Wilson says? ‘I think that is a problem for another day’.”

“That’s what he says, all right.” Tom saw Ruth, and reached out towards her. Nikki said, “Easy, Short Stuff. Don’t hurt her.”

He gently stroked her cheek, and she smiled. He pulled back his hand, and giggled. Ruth Yoder said, “I think they hit it off.”

Nikki said, “It looks that way.”

Jim came to the door, and said, “You can come in the house, if you want. We’re both awake.”

We headed that way, more or less organized. Tom and Ruth wound up on the floor, close to one another. Snitz came out, leading the pup that Jim and Hannah were going to keep. Snitz showed the pup Tom, and then took him over to Ruth. He watched the pup carefully, until he was sure it was going to be careful with the baby. The pup curled up with Ruth, and they went to sleep. Snitz went over to Tom, and did likewise. Tom hugged him, and it wasn’t long until he drifted off, too. The brave pup came out, and sniffed Ruth Yoder. He recognized her, and went to sleep on her foot. She said, “He’s already trying to butter me up, and I haven’t even taken him home yet. I think he’s going to be trouble.”

Hannah said, “You like it when father is ornery. Are you going to tell me that you’re going to act differently with that cute little pup?”

“I didn’t say that, Daughter. A little trouble is a good thing. Keeps a person on their toes.”

Nikki looked at me, and said, “You must be a ballerina, Caveman.”

“You would think so, wouldn’t you?”

When the time came, Ruth, the elder, Janet, and Nikki made lunch, to let Hannah rest. After lunch, we played with babies, and visited all afternoon. When it got near suppertime, Nikki said, “Don’t you think we ought to get on out of here, and let them get settled in, Caveman?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

We said our goodbyes, and headed for the Evans. Janet and Nikki flew us back to the house on the Key. Snitz thought we needed to patrol, before we went in, so I made the rounds with him. When we got inside, Nikki asked, “What are we doing for supper, Caveman?”

“I dunno. It’s about my turn to cook ain’t it?”

“I think so. You haven’t cooked since we came to the planet.”

I looked through the cabinets, and the fridge. It looked like we had everything for a decent stroganoff, so I started on that. Nikki put Tom in his highchair, so he could watch me cook. He seemed very interested. By the time I finished, everyone was hovering around, sniffing things. I said, “Go sit down, and you can eat it, not just sniff it to death.”

We got everything arranged, and I did the blessings. Then we dug in. They all seemed to think I had done a good job, but I had to wonder if they were just happy they didn’t have to cook. After supper, we got the dishes taken care of, and I played with the kids ‘til bedtime. I gave Tom to Nikki, and the twins got ready for bed. Becky read to us, and I kissed them goodnight. Then I went to find Snitz, and we patrolled the yard. We came back in, and he went to find Tom. I had to wonder why he was still sticking so close to Tom. He hadn’t had any more health issues, since he had trouble breathing. I figured Snitz had his reasons, and let it go at that. I got ready for bed, and snuggled in next to Nikki. She said, “Ruth is a cutie, isn’t she?”

“She sure is, but Tom is no slouch, either.”

“That’s true. Are we going to have to build more ships, to carry all the kids?”

“Maybe someday. Sally has decided that planet she’s been looking at is safe for humans, maybe we could drop some of them off there.”

“Just drop them off, and leave them to their own devices?”

“Of course not. You know what I meant.”

“Yeah, but it’s fun to wind you up.”

“I know how to wind you up.”

“Do you now?”

I showed her.

I was sleeping hard when my comm rang. It took me a minute to figure out what the noise was. Nikki said, “Answer your comm, Caveman. I don’t think they’re going to give up.”

I rolled over, and answered, “Admiral Wilson. Be advised I was asleep, and this better be good.”

Zoom’s voice said, “It’s not, Boss. Not at all. I just realized Milly never made it to Earth system. I thought she was just taking some time before she reported, and never worried about it, but Bill Rottum says she never arrived. She should have been here by now, shouldn’t she?”

“She surely should have.”


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

And now, the characters.
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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.

Sasquatch

Morning Flower. First Squatch Bob met, when he found her enslaved on a rescued saucer.

Farts-Like-Skunk. He came to meet Morning Flower, looking for someone to help Mountain View.

Mountain View. More of a title than a name, he is the chief of the Squatch who used to live around Saucer Holler. They have since moved to Charlie’s Planet.

Knocks-Hard. Bob met him while retrieving a saucer in Canada. Immigrated to Charlie’s so that his mate, Falling Rain, could get medical help with their child, Little Bawb.

Falling Rain. Friend of Crocus Rosewater, Knocks-Hard’s mate.

Bugling Elk. Morning Flower’s mate. Works for Will.

Running Squirrel (Falls-a-Lot). Young male Squatch who got a new name after he got his balance fixed in the autodoc.

Pouncing Fox. Managed to take part of the piloting training course. Escaped and brought a shipload of other girls home to Charlie’s Planet.

Wet Bobcat. Squatch from Earth, who escaped with Pouncing Fox. Morning Flower’s second-in-command.

Tall Deer. Wet Bobcat’s father.

Slinky Fox. Leader of the Tantrum Squatch who killed a squad of soldiers who were trying to assault the BS Karen. Was injured in the attack, prompting Nikki to order the rescue of her and her friends.

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
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